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Welcome to the inaugural Jørn Utzon Research Network (JURN) Spring Workshop 
and the Third International Utzon Symposium; a tri-partite collaboration between 
the Utzon Research Center (Aalborg Denmark), l’Ecole Nationale d’Architecture of 
Rabat, Morocco and JURN.

Jørn Utzon, the architect of the world renowned Sydney Opera House, is considered 
to be of unique international significance as an exemplar of a tectonic and humane 
modern architecture that is grounded in place, culture, community and that is, in 
the fullest sense of the term, sustainable. His particular design methodology holds 
significant potential to inform contemporary theory and practice.

The aim of JURN is to instigate and develop a network of corresponding scholars, 
practitioners and students in diverse geographical locations that either Utzon drew 
inspiration from, or made projects in. The objective is to develop a range of research 
questions that will inform and underpin future research projects relating to Utzon’s 
archive and oeuvre. Utzon designed projects across the international stage; Denmark, 
Australia, Sweden, Finland, Norway, Morocco, Kuwait, Spain and the UK, provided 
locations through which his paradigm developed. These diverse locations are 
represented within the ambitions and structure of JURN.

The Third International Symposium will provide a forum for discussion of Utzon’s 
paradigm led by academics and practitioners providing a diverse perspective of the 
oeuvre.

The inaugural JURN Workshop will provide participants with the opportunity to test 
Utzon’s approach to making place within the rich and complex cultural and physical 
context of Morocco, from which Utzon drew significant inspiration.

The outputs from each event will be published as a contribution to the understanding 
of Utzon’s work and the potential held by such understanding of potential influence 
upon contemporary architectural discourse.

Adrian Carter       Roger Tyrrell
Co-Director Jørn Utzon       Co-Director Jørn Utzon
Research Network        Research Network
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This ‘Reader’ is designed to inform and provide a sense of expectation and 
anticipation for those attending the Inaugural JURN Workshop and the Third Utzon 
Symposium held in Morocco in April 2012. Within, are tastes of what is to come; a 
series of abstracts of Symposium contributions focused upon the theme of ‘Dwelling, 
Landscape, Place and Making’.

These texts will be interspersed with readings of Morocco by others; writers, artists, 
photographers. The material combines to provide an insight of another world that 
inspired Utzon and resonated strongly within his work. 

The Reader represents a ‘drawing’ from and of Morocco, in the sense (as Richard 
Leplastrier describes) of drawing from a well or indeed any other source. In many 
ways Morocco still represents a source of all that sits at the core of Architecture.

After the event, the Reader will be developed further using transcripts of Symposium 
contributions and process and outputs from the Workshop participants. This will 
provide not only a coherent record of the events, but also exemplars of architectural 
responses to that unique source.

INTRODUCTION
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Consider, if possible, three of Jørn Utzon’s buildings: the monumental Sydney Opera 
House, and his two Majorca houses, Can Lis and the later Can Feliz. Richard Weston 
calls the 1971 Can Lis house ‘one of the finest houses built in the twentieth century’, 
while observing in the ‘breathtaking’ 1992 Can Feliz house a ‘unique, almost religious, 
intensity’. The considerable repute of the Sydney Opera House is well established. 
An investigation of a few aspects of these buildings might help explain something of 
their high renown.

In his 2003 Pritzker Laureate essay on Jørn Utzon, Kenneth Frampton observes the 
‘irreducible grounding’ of Utzon’s architecture ‘in the opposition of earthwork versus 
roofwork’, and cites Aldo van Eyck’s interest in ‘the unchanging condition of man’. Thus 
we can infer in Utzon’s work central questions of human accommodation, involving 
a triad of humankind, earth and sky. This ‘grounding’ might be a question of landscape 
as much as architecture, of negotiating ‘the ground plane of everyday life’, as Brit 
Andresen puts it in her 2003 essay ‘Ancient Gathering Forms’; it may also be part of 
a universal human problem, of shelter, survival, and symbolism or significance, faced by 
many cultures across many millennia. Frampton observes that Utzon ‘would challenge 
the assumed superiority of Eurocentric culture’; it could also be said, complementarily, 
that aspects of Utzon’s work challenge an assumed superiority of culture over nature, 
at least in architecture. This paper investigates aspects of Utzon’s buildings in Sydney 
and Majorca, and considers the significance of landscape-symbolic elements in his 
work.

In The Experience of Landscape (1975) geographer Jay Appleton proposed his 
‘prospect-refuge theory’ as a part answer to his own question, ‘what is it that we 
like about landscape, and why do we like it?’ Prospect-refuge theory has a diverse 
parentage, including geography, landscape painting, art history, literature, landscape 
architecture, landscape aesthetics, evolutionary biology and evolutionary psychology. 
Prospect-refuge theory has been acknowledged and used in architecture to consider 
architectural aesthetics in landscape terms, in particular Grant Hildebrand, in The 
Wright Space (1991) used prospect-refuge theory to comment on the aesthetic 
appeal of Frank Lloyd Wright’s houses. Wright’s enduring popular appeal is partly due, 
Hildebrand argues, to architectural elements symbolizing landscape features which 
once had survival value for archaic Homo sapiens: our ancestors made decisions, 
when choosing places to camp or raise families, and while hunting (and being hunted), 
which influenced where they lived, whether they ate, and how they survived against 
‘hostile conspecifics’. 

Hildebrand uses Appleton’s theories to argue that the basis of architectural appeal 
in landscape is emotional, instinctual, heritable, and ultimately biological: the survival-
related responses of early human ancestors to natural environments underpin how 
contemporary architectural elements can be perceived and evaluated as landscape 

THRILLS, VIEWS AND SHELTER: 
LANDSCAPE AESTHETICS IN UTZON’S ARCHITECTURE 

John Roberts
University of Newcastle NSW
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elements – good, beautiful, and beneficial, or menacing, frightening and dangerous. 
Early in his life Utzon, a hunter like his mentor Alvar Aalto, observed landform and 
vegetation, and the effects of winds, clouds and light on animals and people. These 
landscape insights guided Utzon’s creative decisions throughout his life, framing a 
larger sense of how fellow humans might respond to his architecture – itself formed 
of elements gathered across cultures and times. 

Appleton’s thinking on landscape aesthetics offers concepts and terms to open a 
landscape-based discussion as to why people like Utzon’s architecture. Appleton’s 
thinking includes his prospect-refuge theory – balancing (real and apparent) security 
and enclosure with (real and apparent) views and access – and his broader ‘habitat 
theory’ of aesthetics of site and setting. Appleton also proposed ‘hazard symbolism’, 
the thrilling sensation of being close to, but safe from, physical danger – cliffs and cliff 
edges, wild water or weather, animate danger, exposure to heat or cold – which 
people enjoy in both natural and built conditions, including exposed open spaces, 
steep walls, and high ledges and platforms. Appleton wrote in The Experience of 
Landscape: ‘Exposure to the hazard is matched by perception of the hazard and 
followed by refuge from it’, indicating the mix of action, perception and reaction to 
landscape implicit in his theoretical formations. 

Utzon’s Sydney Opera House seems to exhibit strong and significant quantities 
of hazard symbolism in its open outdoor terraces, its steep, shining roofs, and its 
precipitous artificial headland. By contrast, his Majorca houses, on their separate sites, 
balance symbolism of prospect – elevated platforms, terraces, viewing windows, and 
finely tuned relationships with ground, horizon and sky – with that of refuge – partly-
enclosed courtyards, solid and subtly punctuated walls, and rooms with varying levels 
of interiority and enclosure. Utzon’s monumental opera house can suggest or create 
the thrill of exposure to physical danger, while his house architecture can symbolize 
beneficial landscapes; through such strategies his work is broadly perceived as 
beautiful, even ‘breathtaking’, architecture. 
 
This paper argues that part of Utzon’s appeal lies in the contrived presence in his 
work of compositional elements symbolic of prospect, refuge and hazard, which 
trigger intuitively pleasurable feelings in visitors. These pleasure-giving elements 
connect us with biological human beginnings and with the natural world; the deep-
seated emotional appeal of Utzon’s platforms, roofs and rooms seems profoundly 
connected to archaic human feelings for landscape.  
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A long time ago, when the earth was very young, it was one huge garden 
covered in tall palm trees and perfumed jasmine, and the songs of 
nightingales flooded the landscape with their gentle melodies. At this time, 
all men were loyal, trustworthy and honest. In fact, the word ‘lie’ did not even 
exist.

But one day, someone told a lie. It was a very small lie and of no importance, 
but it was the end of a mans childhood and the age of innocence.

So God summoned all the men on the earth together and said to them, 
‘Each time one of you lies, I shall throw a grain of sand onto the earth.’

The men looked at each other, shrugged their shoulders and said to 
themselves, ‘A grain of sand? What difference will that make? You can hardly 
see a grain of sand.’

And so lie after lie, little after little, the Sahara gradually came into existence, 
as God threw grains of sand onto the earth from the heavens above. But 
here and there the odd oasis can still be seen. These are the traces of the 
original gardens, because not all men lie.’

Hamilton, R. (2001) The Last Storytellers: Tales for the 
Heart of Morocco. I.B. TAURIS, New York.

LINKS: 

Interview with Richard Hamilton: http://www.ibtauris.com/Home/Highlights/The%20Last%20Storytellers.
aspx

Buy: http://www.ibtauris.com/Books/Humanities/History/Regional%20%20national%20history/African%20

history/The%20Last%20Storytellers%20Tales%20from%20the%20Heart%20of%20Morocco.aspx

The Birth of the Sahara
at story told by Ahmed Temiicha
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Landscape is a ’picture representing natural inland scenery’ (Oxford Concise 
Dictionary of English Etymology). This means that a landscape has a representational 
value in relation to the physical content of what is ‘depicted’. It also means that we 
cannot talk of a landscape beyond human interference. We make, produce and 
represent landscapes using natural made and human made components, and we 
set these arrangements or sceneries into speech or other types of representations. 
Landscapes are human creations wherein we layer our intentions in relation to a 
magnitude and multitude of meanings and understandings. In this sense landscapes are 
often characterized by being made of cultural strata that to some extent resembles 
historical and natural geological strata. 

There is a clear distinction and dialectics between nature and landscape, where 
nature is both encompassing and engulfed in landscapes. Nature, in its essence, 
transcends landscapes by existing beyond our knowledge of it and at the same time 
it is compartmentalized, fragmented and utilized as ingredient in landscapes. It is the 
question whether the transcendental and pre-conditional existence and quality of 
nature is still at hand, because human species have managed to colonize major part 
of the surface of the earth and such a thing as ‘unspoiled nature’ or genuine/original 
nature is hard to find wherever we look. Carolyn Merchant declared the Death 
of Nature as we began our colonizing work by the introduction of the modern 
scientific paradigm in the 17th century. By the aid of technology in various guises 
we have managed to invade nature in all its elements and on all levels. We have 
set nature into representational pictures, sentences and formulas. It is the question 
whether the essential original reading of nature as being something outside of us is still 
true, because what characterizes contemporary understanding of nature manifests 
as utilitarian and representational. In this way landscape has paradoxically become 
synonymous to nature when dealing with nature as geographical and topographical 
entity, but nevertheless still persists a rather Romantic understanding of nature as 
something outward, bigger and stronger than us. 

Dwelling is the former principle of architecture in relation to nature. Dwelling creates 
shelter for temperature, wind, light and rain, which are all elements of nature. It 
protects us from the intemperance of nature and in this way the shelter creates 
a distinction to nature. Dwellings are on an ontological level relational to nature by 
being both part of and made of natural elements, and at the same time it stands out 
as alien to the ways and means of nature itself. We may be inspired by nature when 
we construct our dwellings, which was the case of the French Marc-Antoine Laugier 
in Essai sur l’Architecture  (1753). In the primitive hut are present, according to Laugier, 
the eminent principles of architecture stripped to the bone and carried forward by a 
strong and impressive representation, which is still referred to in any class on theory, 
philosophy and history of architecture. 

LANDSCAPE AND DWELLING

Dr Lars Botin
Ass. Professor

Department of Planning, Aalborg Universitet

‘There is a clear 
distinction and 
dialectic between 
nature and 
landscape.’

‘we may be inspired 
by nature when 
we construct our 
dwellings.’ 



Dwellings are as well how we are in the world and how we relate to reality. Dwellings 
are cultural and social entities that speak and represent this being-in-the-world and as 
such dwellings are integrated and inseparable from landscapes. This phenomenological 
and contextual reading of existential dwelling remains in the core of this presentation 
and leads to the question that I shall try to elaborate upon: “How to dwell in a 
landscape?”

In 1951 Martin Heidegger, originally a student in theology, (1889-1976) publishes 
a collection of essays on “Woodpaths” (Holzwege). In the essays he clarifies the 
nature of the forest and how we gain knowledge and understanding of the forest 
by following paths and structures that are determined by the forest itself (and not 
by planners constructing paths for leisure, walks and a like). Heidegger has a point 
about the paths in the wood that is quite intriguing in a discussion concerning the 
meaning of nature in Western culture, science and philosophy. He writes: “Wood” is 
an old name for forest. In the wood are paths that mostly wind along until they end 
quite suddenly in an impenetrable thicket. They are called “woodpaths”. Each goes its 
peculiar way, but in the same forest. Often it seems as though one were identical to 
another. Yet it only seems so. Woodcutters and foresters are familiar with these paths. 
They know what it means to be on a “woodpath” (Heidegger 1950/1993:34). In 
the text Heidegger makes the term “Holz” (wood) synonymous to “Wald” (forest), 
where the materialistic and specific become equal to the general. We shall return to 
the hybrid meaning of language and etymology in the intriguing work of Heidegger 
when it comes to actual dwelling and building.

According to Heidegger the apparent dead-ends and cul-de-sacs (or “Holzwege”) of 
the forest tell us something about processes and procedures of thought and existence. 
The woodpath is the way we, in our everyday existence, appropriate events and 
situations that are out of our immediate control. According to Heidegger this counts 
as well for processes and procedures of more systemic character like for instance the 
rehearsal and performance of a symphony orchestra, or the practices of the scientist 
in the laboratory.  We create meaning in retracing our actions and reflections on the 
path, and understanding comes through familiarity, practice and process. 

The building is according to Heidegger a specific and primary way and mean of 
being-in-the-world. It is through building and dwelling that I am, you are and we are 
in the world, and we would not be if it were not for this ability to build and dwell. 
But building and dwelling is not a simple conjuncture of elements that forms a clear 
unified and general whole, which enables us to interact appropriately with the world, 
hence think; but rather a dynamic, multiple and complicated ‘gathering’ of entities and 
elements that in becoming a ‘thing’ undergoes physical transformation and change. It 
is in this process of walking the ‘path’ and becoming familiar with the ‘thing’ through 
everyday use that he the world discloses it self for us.

It is important on this occasion to clarify upon what a ‘thing’ is in a Heideggerian 
vocabulary, and furthermore to elaborate on current re-interpretations upon the 
potency of ‘things’ in relation to our dealing with the complexity of contemporary 
society. According to Heidegger a ‘thing’ is the opposite of an object and in placing this 
dichotomy he directly poses critique on the scientific strive toward objectification and 
neutral distance, and in relation to architecture he criticizes the de-contextualization 
and scientism of modernism. It is emblematic on this behalf that Heidegger never 
mentions the term architecture when it comes to the core essence of building, 



dwelling and ‘things’. Actually he is quite negative when it comes to architecture as 
a concept and term: “…the erecting of buildings cannot be understood adequately 
in terms of either architecture or engineering construction, nor in terms of mere 
combination of the two” (Heidegger 1971:159). Heidegger is almost provocative as 
he addresses the (missing) potentials of architecture when it comes to set the rules 
and concepts for building and writes: “…thinking about building (which is integrated 
part of the process) does not presume to discover architectural ideas, let alone give 
rules for building” (Heidegger 1971:145). (my bracket) It is in our construction and 
interaction with ‘things’ that they unveil there existential being for us and become 
integrated part of us and our being-in-the-world, this is what constitutes to double 
movement of here and there, inwards and outwards that is present in all ‘things’ and 
becomes, in Heidegger’s terms, the ‘thingness’ of the ‘thing’. 

A ‘thing’, as already mentioned, consists of four folds: earth, sky, immortals and mortals, 
and there is a connection and progression in between the folds. The earth that shows 
itself in the ‘thing’ both tied to matter (soil) and existing on the earth as a planet, 
which means governed by the rules of the earth like gravitation and the like. The sky 
is both the physical sky above our heads with what the sky beholds as physical entity 
and at the same time heaven and our metaphysical constructs in that meaning. The 
immortals or Gods are emphasizing the fact that a metaphysical and transcendental 
quality is present in the ‘thing’ as it shows itself for us, but at the same time the term 
points toward the divine as expression for beauty and grace, or perhaps even better 
toward Edmund Burke’s definition of the sublime. The mortals, which are the human 
beings on earth, under the sky and in contact with the gods, are intentional beings that 
measure themselves in relation to death and set boundaries for being in accordance 
to the relationship with the ‘thingness’ of ‘things’. We are not outside of the earth, the 
sky and the immortals, but interactive and integrated part of the whole. The critique 
of Heidegger in relation to 20th century scientism is that we have placed ourselves in 
this isolated and distanced position in relation to the other folds of the world and the 
‘thing’, and hence become out of touch and out of tune with that very same world. 
The four folds in the ‘thing’ have further properties when it comes to how we interact 
with them through use and appropriation. 

The earth as matter and planet we address through saving, nurturing and caring. 
The sky as sun, rain, wind and air, and heaven above we address by receiving and 
encountering. The immortals as deities or gods, and principle of the divine we address 
by patiently and peacefully awaiting and attending. The mortals, ourselves, we address 
by initiating, walking and progressing in time and space. The ‘thing’ gathers the four 
folds and it is in the gathering that meaning and understanding are and become. 

I have focused upon the potentials of phenomenology and post-phenomenological 
critique in relation to dwelling and how dwelling is interdependent with both the 
inhabitant and the context. Dwelling and building are intertwined and procedural in 
their interrelationship, and they interact simultaneously as we walk on the ‘woodpath’. 
We do not build in order to dwell, but measure poetically the context of which 
we are part, and thus already are in the phase of dwelling whilst we build. Our 
body scheme is the rod for measurement and this rod is characterized by a ‘hybrid 
imagination’ or ‘intentional multi-stability’ wherein a myriad of folds are gathered. The 
gathering of folds constitutes the ‘thing’, which seemingly can be seen as random and 
relative, but through skhema and intentional being we are capable of directing our 
actions in certain directions, hence making way for the concepts of concern, nurture, 



care and sustainability in our constructs.
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MAKING THE WORLD: 
 SPACE, PLACE, AND TIME IN ARCHITECTURE

Juhani Pallasmaa,
Architect, Professor

‘In the fusion of place and soul, the soul is as much of a container of place as 
place is a container of soul, and both are susceptible to the same forces of 
destruction’.
 Robert Pogue Harrison1

THE AGE OF ARCHITECTURAL EUPHORIA 

The profusion of architectural publications during the past couple of decades suggests 
that we have been experiencing an era of extraordinary architectural ecstasy and 
euphoria. The unforeseen accumulations of wealth, unconstrained global fluidity 
of capital, and fierce competition for commercial visibility, as well as new material 
technologies and novel computerised design methods, have opened up unlimited 
possibilities for architecture by making any conceivable formal invention technically 
feasible. As a consequence of this architectural hubris, astonishing structures have 
been rising in the commercial capitals around the world.

This horizon of unrestricted possibility and the tendency of architecture to become 
a vehicle for economic interests, devoid of deeper social or cultural responsibility 
are, however, awakening increasing concerns and doubts. An architectural resistance, 
that regards architecture as a cultural and collective phenomenon and a vehicle for 
a more humane and equalitarian society, is urgently called for. Is today’s architecture 
forgetting its fundamental cultural and societal tasks? Shouldn’t our constructions 
strengthen our existential foothold and structure our understanding of the world 
and ourselves, instead of merely contributing to a vertigo of change and obsession 
with newness? Shouldn’t architecture provide the warp of tradition and continuity 
for the weft of cultural change? Shouldn’t architecture seek to strengthen equality, 
human dignity and optimism instead of offering itself unconditionally to the purposes 
of consumerism, or corporate and private interests? 

ARCHITECTURE OF THE SPECTACLE 

Instead of profound newness, the celebrated projects of today frequently appear as 
forced and shallow formal inventions, devoid of human meaning and empathy. They 
give rise to an experience of uprooting and alienation instead of homecoming. It is 
becoming clear that true architectural impact and quality do not arise from mere 
visual aesthetics, but from deeper experiences and meanings. True architectural 
values always project existential experiences and meanings, not merely aesthetics, 
and these meanings cannot be invented, as they arise from human existence itself. In 
the middle of today’s obsession for formal newness, the dimension of cultural ideals 
seems to have disappeared entirely. The lack of genuine experiential ground makes 



the architectural images of today appear strangely and paradoxically repetitious. It 
is indeed thought-provoking that the most idiosyncratic formal innovations today 
frequently project an air of déjà vu. 

Architecture seems to have become totally aestheticized and detached from its 
historicity and mental ground. As Guy Debord has remarked, “All that once was 
directly lived has become mere representation”2 As today’s formalist buildings 
merely aspire to impress through their aesthetic uniqueness, the sense of societal 
coherence, solidarity and empathy is disappearing. We live in an obsessively materialist 
culture that turns everything into objects of consumption and aestheticisation. 
Politics, behaviour, personality, and even wars, are now aestheticised, and we are 
all becoming consumers of our own lives. Debord calls our mode of culture “The 
Society of the Spectacle”, and he defines spectacle as “capital accumulated to the 
point where it becomes an image”:3  Hal Foster has noted that nowadays also the 
reverse is true: spectacle is “an image accumulated to the point where it becomes 
capital”.4 

THE TASK OF ARCHITECTURE

At a time when architecture tends to drift away from its mythical and existential 
task, the ontological echo of its origins, it is important to survey the mythical origins 
of architecture, and its human essence. The primary task of architecture is to create 
the experience of placeness, that is, to define man’s location and domicile in relation 
to the homogenous, placeless and meaningless ‘natural’ space that extends to infinity. 
The experience of placeness implies the perception of the place as a distinct gestalt 
that can be named, and a specific meaning projected on it. The man-made structures 
enable us to inhabit the landscape, instead of remaining mere bypassers. Places 
structure our experience of the world as well as our understanding of ourselves; we 
cannot mentally exist in a non-place. ‘I am the space where I am’, as the French poet 
Noël Arnaud argues.5 As I enter a space, the space enters me, and the self cannot 
be separated from space and place.

Architecture is usually regarded as the art of articulating space, but it structures 
and domesticates space, place, and time to be lived and inhabited by us. As Karsten 
Harries, the philosopher, argues: “Architecture is not only about domesticating 
space, it is also a deep defence against the terror of time. The language of beauty is 
essentially the language of timeless reality”.6 Places, cities and buildings also structure 
our experiences of time as they give measureless and endless time a human scale, 
and make the continuum of time conceivable to the human mind. Space, time and 
place are human artefacts, our mental projections and products; we live in a world 
of our own making.

The temporal layering of man-made structures has a significant mental task. With 
its layered historicity the human habitat materializes and concretizes the passage 
of time. Buildings are simultaneously instrumental devices and artistic expressions, 
objects of utility and of metaphysical contemplation. Architectural structures 
also concretize hierarchies and mark the worlds of divinities and mortals. Rudolf 
Wittkower describes the metaphysical intention in Renaissance architecture as 
follows: “The belief in the correspondence of microcosm and microcosm, in the 
harmonic structure of the universe, in the comprehension of God through the 



mathematical symbols of centre, circle and sphere – all these closely related ideas 
which had their roots in antiquity, and belonged to the undisputed tenets of medieval 
philosophy and theology, acquired new life in the Renaissance …”7 The essence of 
architectural expression is the human existential condition, as in all other art forms. 

Historically, architecture has been regarded as the art of mediation between the 
sacred and the profane, material and mental, utility and symbolization. The language 
of architecture – geometry, rhythm, proportion, materiality and illumination – has 
been the means of this mediation. Architectural constructions have marked and 
concretised man’s location on earth and the primary orientations of his existence. 

It is, indeed, saddening to realize that in our world of reason, utility and aestheticization, 
architecture has given up its historically most fundamental mediating task, and turned 
into autonomous objects.

EMBODIED UNDERSTANDING

The artistic meaning of works of art and architecture are not given iconographic 
significations; they are generated by the viewer’s own intentions and experiences. 
Our very being-in-the-world is fused with an embodied and sensory understanding, 
through which we ‘understand’ the ‘meaning’ of our life situation as well as of the 
works of art that we encounter. ‘Essences and facts are incommensurable, and the 
one who begins with facts, will never end up with essences […] understanding is not 
a quality entering our human reality from outside; it is the natural content of being’, 
Jean-Paul Sartre writes.8 Sartre’s poignant statement implies that understanding 
and meaning are intertwined in the existential experience. According to the poetic 
notion of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, ‘we live in the flesh of the world’.9 We are not 
outsiders and spectators of our world, but an inseparable part of this very universe; 
the world is constituted through us and we inhabit the world. ‘I am my world’, as 
Ludwig Wittgenstein exclaims.10

Openness to interpretation and a layered richness of association are ingredients of 
all significant artistic works. They are not symbols; they are existential objects, which 
place themselves directly in our awareness and experience of being. As Merleau-
Ponty states: “We do not come to see the work of art but the world according to 
it”.11

Architecture frames and focuses human perceptions and existential experiences, 
and provides them with a distinct horizon of understanding and meaning. When 
viewed through a window, the landscape is already pre-selected and pre-viewed 
by the building itself. A natural scene or a condition of weather is experienced 
differently when framed and interpreted through an architectural device than 
when confronted in its natural state. Gaston Bachelard actually criticizes Martin 
Heidegger’s view of the inherent human anxiety of being thrown into the world: 
’The [house] is the human being’s first world. Before he is “cast into the world”, 
as claimed by certain hasty metaphysics, man is laid in the cradle of the house.’12. 
From the very beginning of our existence, our relation with the world is unavoidably 
articulated by architectural structures. It is through these structures that we become 
true inhabitants of the world.



1 Robert Pogue Harrison, ‘Sympathetic Miracles’, Gardens: An Essay on the 
Human Condition, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago and London, 2008, 130. 

2 Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, Zone Books, New York, 1994, 
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3 Debord, op. cit., 24. 

4 Hal Foster, ‘Master Builder’, in Design and Crime and other Diatribes, 
Verso, London and New York, 2002. 

5 Noël Arnaud, as quoted in Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, 
Beacon Press, Boston, 1969, 137. 

6 Karsten Harries, ‘Building and the Terror of Time’, Perspecta: The Yale 
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Co., New York, 1993, 9. 

9 Maurice Merleau-Ponty uses the expression of ‘the flesh of the world’ in 
several contexts when writing about the intertwining of the world and the human 
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10 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus – filosofinen 
tutkielma, Werner Söderström, Porvoo, and Helsinki, 1972, p. 68. Proposition 5.63.

11 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, as quoted in Iain McGilchrist, The Master and His 
Emissary; The Divided Brain and the Making of the Western World, Yale University 
Press, New Haven and London, 2009, 409.

12 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, Beacon Press, Boston, 1969, 7. 
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This paper will present a study of Jørn Utzon’s architecture, in terms of its response 
to both local context and transcultural influences. The paper will show Utzon to 
have been a precursor and direct influence upon subsequent developments within 
contemporary regional architecture. 

In his chapter on Critical Regionalism: modern architecture and cultural identity in 
Modern Architecture a critical history, Kenneth Frampton evokes Paul Ricoeur´s belief 
“that sustaining any kind of authentic culture in the future will depend ultimately on 
our capacity to generate vital forms of regional culture while appropriating alien 
influences at the level of both culture and civilization” In this view, a balance of 
both global influences and regional responses to architectural context offer a theory 
for contemporary architectural design practice . However regional traditions when 
“appropriated” can be interpreted both directly and indirectly in architectural design. 
A direct plundering of iconography is less successful architecturally – often deemed 
kitsch - than is a reinterpretation of the underlying concepts and ideas of space and 
function. As Frampton suggests, this “process of assimilation and reinterpretation” 
is exemplified in the work of Jørn Utzon, notably his Bagsværd Church north of 
Copenhagen. 

Jørn Utzon’s architecture ranges from the modest to the monumental; from the 
Kingo courtyard houses, the finest Scandinavian example of humane housing, to the 
sculptural abstraction and technical innovation of the Sydney Opera House, that 
has come to define the iconic identity not just of Sydney, but also Australia; from 
the understated monumentality of the Bagsværd Church with its poetic cloud-like 
undulating ceiling, through to such visionary unrealised projects as the subterranean 
Silkeborg Art Museum. Utzon’s work embodies a visionary approach to architecture 
that is site specific and poetic, tectonic and humane; one that is informed by a 
profound appreciation of nature and openness to the diversity of human cultures, 
as a source of inspiration and analogy, combined with a sense of architecture as art 
and an innovative approach to the use of technology

In his work, Utzon displays a Nordic sensibility to nature and integrity of design 
that strives for the attainment of quality in architecture and design, through the 
simple, honest yet noble synthesis of form, material and function, motivated by social 
values. To this essentially regional response, Utzon combines a fascination for the 
architectural legacies of foreign cultures. These influences include the architecture of 
the ancient Mayan civilisation, as well as that of China, Japan and Morocco particularly, 
as well as a wider fascination with the Arab world, which has profoundly informed 
his own architecture.  

JØRN  UTZON  -  INFLUENCES  AND  REINTERPRETATION.

Adrian Carter
Associate Professor Aalborg University 
Hon. Assoc. Prof. University of Sydney

Visiting Research Fellow, Portsmouth University
Director, Utzon Research Center

  



It is Utzon’s ability to achieve a poetic, often monumental and iconic, yet always locally 
sensitive architecture while subtly utilizing and expanding the meaning of global 
transcultural influences.  He thereby establishes precedents for, and a direct influence 
upon, subsequent developments within contemporary regional architecture. Jørn 
Utzon by his own admission likes to work at the “edge of the possible” and has 
often been ahead of his time. Utzon’s ideas, methods and approach are now at last 
becoming compatible with current aspirations and developments in architecture, 
particularly amongst today’s avant-garde architects exploring the creative possibilities 
made possible by computer-aided design

With reference to influential mentors such as Alvar Aalto, the paper will examine 
and present an understanding of Jørn Utzon’s approach to architectural design, his 
specific reading of a site and his use of transcultural influences, as evidenced in his 
work. The paper will also consider to what extent Utzon’s work can be seen to 
have been a precursor and even direct influence upon subsequent developments 
within contemporary regional architecture and can serve as a paradigmatic 
model and source of inspiration for current architecture that strives to be at once 
contemporary and contextually authentic. 

The phenomenon of universalization, while being an advancement of mankind, at the 
same time constitutes a sort of subtle destruction, not only of traditional cultures, which 
might not be an irreparable wrong, but also of what I shall call for the time being the 
creative nucleus of great civilizations and great culture, that nucleus on the basis of which 
we interpret life, what I shall call in advance the ethical and mythical nucleus of mankind. 
The conflict springs up from there. We have the feeling that this single world civilization at 
the same time exerts a sort of attrition or wearing away at the expense of the cultural 
resources which have made the great civilizations of the past.

Paul Ricoeur
Universal Civilization and National Cultures, 1961

Already in 1967 Jørn Utzon was recognised by Sigfried Giedion, in the fifth edition 
of his book Space, Time and Architecture as the prime exponent of the new third 
generation of architects, the first generation being the pioneers of Modernism, Le 
Corbusier and Mies van der Rohe and second generation were represented by 
Aalto and Kahn. Giedion recognised in Utzon an appreciation for the past and an 
interest in anonymous structures; an interest which was not that of an historian, but 
is rather concerned with gaining architectonic knowledge from the past, to solve 
contemporary architectural aims. Giedion saw travel as the best means to gain such 
knowledge and emphasised that “the attitude of the third generation to the past is 
not to saw out details from their original context. It is more an inner affinity, a spiritual 
recognition of what, out of the abundance of architectonic knowledge, is related to 
the present time and is, in a certain sense, able to strengthen our inner security” 
(Giedion, 1982: p. 670). For Gideon, Utzon heralded a new architectural sensibility; 
one which represented an optimistic alternative to the nightmare scenario Giedion 
described in his book Mechanization Takes Command (Giedion, 1955).

As Kenneth Frampton has more recently commented Utzon belongs to that 
generation of architects whose belief is “that the primary responsibility of the 
profession was not only to meet the building needs of society on an ad hoc, daily 
basis, but also to evolve generic types and modes of practice that were appropriate 



to the unprecedented conditions of modern life –those, who, while no longer 
believing in the manifest destiny of modern architecture to engender a new utopian 
order, were nonetheless still committed to the notion that architects should attempt 
to provide models and methods that are appropriate to the conditions of daily 
life” (Frampton, 2003: p. 10). These qualities can be clearly experienced in Utzon’s 
two low-rise, medium density housing schemes built north of Copenhagen; the 
Kingo houses, near Helsingør and the housing complex at Fredensborg. According 
to Frampton these schemes represent an alternative land settlement pattern that 
has “never been equalled, neither culturally in terms of an accessible imagery nor 
environmentally from an ecological standpoint” (Frampton, 2003: p. 8)

Jørn Utzon’s work is emblematic of a Scandinavian culture that has long prided itself 
on the attainment of quality in architecture and design, through the simple, honest 
yet noble synthesis of form, material and function, motivated by social values and 
relation to context. His Scandinavian sensibility and integrity of design continues the 
legacy of the earlier, great Nordic architects Gunnar Asplund, Arne Korsmo and 
most particularly Alvar Aalto. To this specific cultural background Utzon combines 
a profound fascination for the ancient legacies of the Mayan civilisation, China, Japan 
and the Islamic world, a sense of architecture as art, an innovative approach to the 
use of technology and a natural understanding of organic structures in relation to 
specific context and conditions. 

Utzon transcends the schism that has existed between a phenomenological 
understanding of architecture, with its appreciation of the specific qualities of 
place and the modernist use of the latest universally applicable technology. The 
immense breadth of his architecture ranges from the most modest, yet handsome 
and humane Kingo houses, to the supreme sculptural abstraction and technical 
innovation of the Sydney Opera House and the understated monumentality of 
the Bagsværd Church with its poetic undulating ceiling, through to such visionary 
unrealised projects as the submerged Silkeborg Art Museum and sketch proposal 
for an underground airport. It is Utzon’s ability to achieve a poetic humane and 
tectonic architecture that is rooted in its context, while fully utilizing and pushing the 
boundaries of industrialisation to pursue that goal that underlies the paradigmatic 
nature of Utzon’s work that is ever more relevant today, as the award of the Pritzker 
Architecture Prize in 2003 recognised. According to Kenneth Frampton, Utzon’s 
work is, “Comparable in subtle ways to the protean achievements of Le Corbusier, 
Utzon’s architecture emerges today as paradigmatic at many levels not least of which 
is the manner in which from the beginning of his career, he would totally repudiate the 
assumed superiority of Eurocentric culture” (Frampton, 2003: p. 6)

Utzon’s understanding of architecture, broad body of seminal works and most 
specifically, his masterpiece and perhaps the 20th Century’s most daring and iconic 
monument, the Sydney Opera House, is an exemplary response to the paradox 
posited by Paul Ricouer of “how to become modern and to return to sources, and to 
return to sources, how to revive an old, dormant civilization and take part in universal 
civilization”. Frampton is aware however that “the concept of a local or national culture 
is a paradoxical proposition not only because of the present obvious antithesis between 
rooted culture and universal civilization, but also because all cultures ancient and modern, 
seem to have depended for their intrinsic development on a certain cross-fertilization with 
other cultures” (Ricoeur, 1961: pp. 276-7)



For Frampton, architecture can only be sustained if it “distances itself equally from 
the Enlightenment myth of progress and from a reactionary, unrealistic impulse to return 
to the architectonic forms of the pre-industrial past” (Frampton, 1983) Frampton 
develops upon the writings of Alex Tzonis and Liliane Lefaivre, who first established 
term Critical Regionalism in “The Grid and the Pathway” (1981) and evokes their 
statement that “critical regionalism is a bridge over which any humanistic architecture of 
the future must pass” (Tzonis, Lefaivre, 1981: p178).  According to Frampton, Critical 
Regionalism should adopt modern architecture critically for its universal progressive 
qualities, but at the same time should value responses that are particular to the 
context. Emphasis should be placed on topography, climate, light and tectonic form, 
rather than scenography, and the creating of architecture that appeals to the tactile 
senses, rather than the merely visual.

An appreciation of Utzon’s significance in these terms can be gained through the 
further understanding of his influences, sources of inspiration, working methods and 
study of his resulting works. 

Formative years: 

To understand Utzon as one would any creative individual, one should look to 
the influences and environment that formed his development. Without wishing to 
take an overtly romantic view, the influence of his father and experiences of his 
youth, certainly played a profound role in the development of Utzon´s interests 
and subsequent architectural identity. His father, Aage Utzon, was the director of the 
Aalborg shipyards and a naval architect with an international reputation for designing 
yachts renowned for their speed and distinctive curvature of their stern forms, of 
a type known as Spidsgatter which had its origins in the local herring fishing boats 
that over time had evolved from the original Viking ships that sailed from this region.

Water connects many diverse cultures and throughout history has served to facilitate 
profound cultural exchange. It is therefore quite appropriate that the Sydney Opera 
House, that so profoundly defines its magnificent harbour setting, should have its 
origins in what was once an important Viking settlement and subsequently ship-
building port. As it was Jørn Utzon’s childhood experience of seeing the huge hulls of 
ships under construction in dry-dock, was later to give him the formal language and 
also self-confidence to realise the huge boat-like roof-shells of the Sydney Opera 
House and in so doing has created Sydney’s emblematic image that is so site specific 
and appropriate to its maritime location. Furthermore it has come to symbolise not 
only a city, but also an entire nation and through its highly original and innovative 
synthesis of transcultural influences in specific relation to its context has served 
to define a break with colonialisation and the emergence of a self-confident and 
dynamic multi-cultural society. 

It was through working with his father on the design and actual building of boats, 
Utzon first experienced the joy of seeing something physically take shape, gaining 
an understanding of the forces and stresses in construction and an appreciation of 
the inherent qualities of different materials. It is here in the ancient and universal 
craft of boat building, that Utzon first developed his tectonic approach to design, 
which Frampton sees as an essential quality of architecture. It was also through 
the designing of boats with his father that Utzon also learnt to think of complex 



three-dimensional forms by means of two-dimensional plans and sections. This is 
evident in the material submitted for the Sydney Opera House competition (1957), 
which included a beautifully rendered plan, simple sections and elevations, but no 
perspective illustrations of the exterior. For Utzon, “the plan” as Le Corbusier states 
in Towards a New Architecture “is the generator”. (Weston 2004: p.28)

Through his father Utzon developed a love of outdoor pursuits, such as hunting, 
fishing, as well as profound passion for sailing. These interests developed in Utzon an 
acute awareness of and ability to read the natural environment. Furthermore Aage 
imbued in Utzon his deep appreciation of nature as a source of insight and inspiration, 
particularly as a designer. Aage studied wave forms and the movement of fish, as a 
means to making improvements to the design of his boats. Aage Utzon’s personal 
dictum that one should set aside an early solution if a better one presented itself 
meant that he continually modified and tested prototypes, as a means of improving 
and refining his designs in the quest for perfection. These skills and his approach to 
design he passed on to Utzon. It is this background that informs Utzon´s singular 
working methods in the field of architecture, his extensive use of models and full 
scale prototypes, reworking his designs until fully satisfied. 

The importance of Art

Concurrent with his early development of technical skills and analytical understanding 
of nature, the teenage Utzon also developed a passion for art and a more poetic, 
emotional appreciation of nature. He came to know a number of artists, including 
the Danish artist Poul Schrøder and most notably the Swedish painter Carl Kylberg. 
Already an accomplished draughtsman, Utzon learnt from Schrøder how to draw 
freehand with soft expressive lines and from Kylberg, Utzon gained a painters eye 
for nature, in terms of the relationship between colour, form and light. This artistic 
interest engendered in Utzon openness to the world around him and curiosity in 
its underlying structures.

Utzon did consider becoming an artist, but was persuaded to follow a more secure 
career by his uncle Einar Utzon-Frank a distinguished sculptor and Professor at the 
Royal Danish Academy of Arts in Copenhagen, where Utzon instead chose to 
study architecture. Utzon’s interest in art and its relation to architecture though has 
remained throughout his career. He has a particular appreciation for analytical artists 
such as Picasso, interested in the structure behind appearance and who move freely 
between different media, developing and articulating conceptual ideas variously in 
painting, sculpture, ceramics, graphic works and weaving. Similarly Utzon’s profound 
admiration for Le Corbusier is not limited to his architecture, but also includes his 
artistic works, as evidenced by his purchase of a Le Corbusier tapestry with the prize 
money from the Sydney Opera House competition. This admiration was reciprocal, 
as Le Corbusier and also the leading Situationist artist, Asger Jorn with whom Utzon 
developed a considerable mutual understanding, both accepted commissions for 
large-scale decorations for the interior of the Sydney Opera House that sadly were 
never realised. The theme of art integrated in architecture is a recurring one in 
Utzon’s work, as seen in the collaboration with his artist daughter Lin Utzon at 
Bagsværd Church and Utzon’s own recent tapestry for the Sydney Opera House, 
inspired by a painting by Raphael and the cut-out paper collages of Matisse. 



The role of mentors in the development of Utzon´s work

As a student, Utzon came to the attention of Professor Steen Eiler Rasmussen, 
the renowned author of Experiencing Architecture, who as Utzon’s tutor and 
mentor formed his subsequent thinking in architecture. Another of Utzon’s notable 
teachers was the architect Kay Fisker, who extolled the ideal of `constructive logic´ 
as exemplified by the entirely brick built Grundtvig Church, in Copenhagen by P.V. 
Jensen-Klint. This total commitment to material honesty established a lasting principle 
for Utzon. The appreciation of material integrity in construction was reinforced by 
the well established tradition at the Academy of requiring the students to gain 
practical training in traditional building skills, such as bricklaying and carpentry as a 
prerequisite for becoming an architect.

Encouraged by Rasmussen, who passed on his fascination with China, Utzon 
became familiar with the essential reference works on Chinese architecture, most 
significantly the Ying Tsao fa Shi the Chinese building manual of the enlightened Sung 
Dynasty (960-1279), which was later to used by Utzon as an inspiration for the 
construction of the Sydney Opera House. While among other more contemporary 
publications that played a role in Utzon’s education, were the early volumes of Le 
Corbusier’s Oeuvre Complète. Inspired by such sources of inspiration both ancient 
and the most modern, Utzon reacted against the austere formal international 
modernism as practiced by Arne Jacobsen, whose buildings it was jokingly said 
could all be modelled with a box of matches, “flat, it was a housing scheme; standing 
on its long edge, an apartment block; on end, an office tower” (Weston, 2002, p. 18). 
Already as a student Utzon, who had little interest in the Classical tradition, was 
through the study of vernacular buildings and forms in nature seeking other sources 
of architectural form

The Nature of Utzon’s Architecture.

On graduating in 1940, Utzon moved to Stockholm in neutral Sweden, where he 
experienced first-hand the work of Gunnar Asplund, whom he greatly admired as 
the father figure of the moderate Scandinavian modernism, an architecture that 
for Utzon was humane, socially responsive, related to the landscape and informed 
by an affinity with nature. Utzon was similarly inspired by Alvar Aalto, who further 
developed Scandinavian modernism in a more organic direction. In 1944 he attended 
a lecture by Alvar Aalto, where Aalto made the analogy that a group of houses were 
like the branch of a flowering cherry tree, where all the flowers are essentially the 
same, yet each is unique, looking this way or that, expanding or retreating, according 
to its relationship to its neighbours, and to the sun and wind (Weston, 2002: p. 
26). This imagery encapsulated and served as a further catalyst to Utzon’s own 
evolving thinking on an organic approach to architecture, as later exemplified by his 
remarkable courtyard housing of the Kingo houses and Fredensborg. 

Utzon was to work briefly for Aalto, in 1945. Though he was at his office for a period 
of only six weeks, Aalto together with Asplund and Korsmo was to remain one of his 
lasting and most important Nordic mentors. From them, he gained a quintessentially 
Scandinavian understanding of the relation between an affinity for nature and the 
emotional, as well as physical needs of the individual. Their humanising approach to 
modern architecture derived from the inspiration of nature and the appreciation of 
the natural landscape, as epitomised by the Woodland Crematorium, by Asplund 



and Lewerentz, just outside Stockholm.

Through his friendship and working with Arne Korsmo, the leading Norwegian 
modernist architect, whose father was a professor of botany, Utzon and Korsmo 
developed a shared interest in the logical structures and forms found in nature, 
as a source of inspiration. An analogy to nature has invariably played a role in the 
evolution of architecture in all cultures. They also understood that everything in 
nature was constantly undergoing change and evolution; that there was no form in 
nature that was final. This principle they believed should be extended to architecture 
and rather than create buildings as completed works that neither could be added to 
or subtracted from without disturbing their perfection of form, they felt architecture 
should express growth and change. The organic conception of form was, for Utzon, 
confirmed by D´Arcy Thompson’s On Growth and Form (1917), in which he argued 
that the shape of all plant and animal life has a physical and mathematical basis and 
thus “form is a diagram of forces” with nature taking the most economical course of 
action prescribed by physical laws. 

In 1948, Utzon wrote that “The true innermost being of architecture can be compared 
with that of nature’s seed, and something of the inevitability of nature’s principle of growth 
ought to be a fundamental concept in architecture”.  This idea of organic growth is 
clearly evoked in Utzon’s highly original competition design in 1953 for the Langelinie 
Pavilion in Copenhagen, which also combined transcultural influences of Chinese 
pagodas and more specifically Frank Lloyd Wright’s Johnson Wax Laboratory Tower 
(1947). 

However, it is the realisation that in nature infinite variety can be generated by a 
modest number of elements, that is the genesis of Utzon’s idea of an “Additive 
Architecture”, that provides a major theme and basis for form in Utzon’s 
architecture. It is the underlying principle in his courtyard housing, the Espansiva 
timber housing system, the construction and tiling of the Sydney Opera House, 
through to the design of a sports complex for Jeddah and a new town centre 
for Farum. The organic additive principle is perhaps most poetically expressed in 
an early competition project for a crematorium (1945), where free-standing walls 
would be extended over time, with one brick added for each deceased person to 
be commemorated. 

Utzon not only uses nature as a source for structural analogy, as in his reference to 
palm fronds providing the inspiration for the ribs of the Sydney Opera House shells 
or the joints of birds wings in flight for the intended window mullions. With his artistic 
sensitivity he also finds poetic metaphors in nature, as sources of creative inspiration. 
The Crystal Palace proposal for London in 1946 and the Paustian showroom in 
Copenhagen built in 1987, a time span that indicates the remarkable continuity 
in Utzon’s thinking, allude to the image of beech forests and the experience of 
their light-filled openings. While the shimmering quality of the Sydney Opera House 
shells, which was achieved using matt and ceramic tiles, results from the desire to 
emulate freshly fallen snow. The image of clouds is a strongly recurring motif in 
Utzon’s work, as exemplified by Bagsværd Church, where the interior is conceived 
as a spiritual space for the congregation to gather in an open horizontal landscape 
beneath billowing concrete ceiling vaults, as if under rolling clouds, through which 
diffused light enters. 
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As Frampton explains however, Bagsværd Church is far more than the poetic 
evocation of the Danish experience of nature, it is for Frampton a prime example 
of “a self-conscious synthesis between universal civilization and world culture” 
(Frampton, 1983, p.22) This for Frampton can be discerned in the use of rational, 
modular pre-fabricated concrete elements, the product of universal civilization 
in the construction of the industrial barn-like construction of the exterior. Which 
is then dramatically contrasted by the “far less optimal reinforced concrete shell 
vault spanning the nave” which according to Frampton “is obviously a relatively 
uneconomic mode of construction, selected and manipulated for its direct 
associative capacity – that is to say, the vault signifies sacred space – and second 
for its multiple cross-cultural references” (Frampton, 1983,pp. 22-23). For Frampton 
there is no precedent in Western sacred architecture for the highly configurated 
section of the building and with reference to Utzon’s essay “Platforms and Plateaus” 
(1963), he sees it clearly deriving from the Chinese Pagoda roof. In addition to the 
Chinese influence in Utzon’s architecture, it is possible to see in his initial sketches 
for the section of Bagsværd Church, a prayer to heavenly light in a form of Arabic 
calligraphy, in which Utzon sees great aesthetic beauty. The multivalent layering of 
many diverse influences from world culture in combination with modern building 
methods, results in an authentic and yet contemporary sacred space, that avoids 
resorting to kitsch symbolism. 

Transcultural influences

For Utzon as with many of his contemporaries, the fascination with natural form, 
also encouraged an interest in vernacular architecture, long before the subject was 
widely popularised by Bernard Rudofsky’s pioneering classic Architecture without 
Architects (1964). Vernacular architecture, like structures in nature, having invariably 
been developed and refined through a continual process of evolution. Following 
the end of the Second World War, Utzon was at last able to travel extensively, 
to experience first-hand the traditional and modern architecture that fascinated 
him. Fired by images of Islamic architecture Utzon set off for Morocco in 1947 
where he was greatly impressed by the cohesion and architectural integrity of the 
desert villages of courtyard houses built entirely with local clay, which unified them 
with the surrounding landscape, that he experienced in his travels through the Atlas 
Mountains. This unity of material and landscape Utzon had in mind when he later 
designed the Kingo houses and housing at Fredensborg. In 1949 he travelled to the 
United States, visiting Frank Lloyd Wright at Taliesen West and seeing the Case Study 
Houses, which together with an appreciation of Japanese vernacular architecture 
influenced his own subsequent open-plan housing design, initially with the design of 
his own house (1952) and later development of the similarly open-plan and also 
open-ended Espansiva housing system (1969).

In Mexico, Utzon visited the pre-Columbian ruins at Chichen Itzá, Monte Albán and 
Uxmal. The Mayan and Aztec architecture he saw made a profound impression 
upon him, with its great stone platforms and monumental stairs rising above the 
dense jungle to reveal the distant surrounding view, which was to firmly establish a 
defining element in his later major civic projects, most significantly as the podium of 
the Sydney Opera House. It was Utzon’s vision, alone among all the competitors 
that recognised that this unique site needed to be understood in terms of its 
surrounding landscape and being visible from many surrounding vantage points 
required a sculptural solution with regards its “fifth façade”. Through his reading of 



Fli
gh

t, 
M

or
oc

co
 :  

S 
 B

at
ch

le
r :

  2
01

2



topographic maritime charts he was able to appreciate the particular morphology 
of the Sydney harbour basin, with its characteristic headlands that rise up just prior to 
falling into the sea, which he emulated in the forming of the podium. Thus the podium, 
with its origins in the ancient architectural idea of the raised platform, becomes in 
Sydney a continuation and evocation of the local natural terrain, developing further 
Aalto’s notions of building as artificial landscape.

Seemingly floating above the podium, the Sydney Opera House’s signature sail-like 
roof shells were expressed by Utzon in his conceptual sketches as being like clouds 
hovering above the sea, both as experienced in nature and as evoked in ancient 
Chinese temple roofs floating above a stone base. While the choice of ceramic tiles 
to accentuate the sculptural character of the shells, owes its inspiration to one of 
Utzon’s favourite buildings, the Great Mosque in Isafahan. Initially the interior of Major 
Hall of the Sydney Opera House was to have had a multi-faceted ceiling, akin to 
Islamic musqarnas (Weston, 2002) the crystalline-like “stalactite vaults”, that Utzon 
had admired at the ̀ Friday Mosque´ in Isafahan. While the further influence of Islamic 
architecture, can be seen in Utzon’s original design for a central pedestrian passage 
between the halls within the podium, which was intended to have a character 
reminiscent of the bazaar of Isafahan, which with its diffuse top-lighting influenced 
his design of the Melli Bank in Teheran in 1959 and much later Bagsværd Church.

The Isafahan bazaar and Islamic urban forms served as a model quite overtly 
for Utzon’s competition proposal for Farum Town Centre (1966) and most 
appropriately for his other great monumental work, the Kuwait National Assembly 
(1972). The National Assembly articulates many of the sources and principles that 
have consistently underpinned Utzon’s architecture. With his passion for traditional 
Islamic architecture, Utzon looked to the local precedent of the walled city that 
grows around inner courtyards within its boundaries and the central street or souk 
that provides the collective spine as the organisational principle. In its emulation of 
Islamic urban form and in its construction it represents a clear statement of Utzon’s 
principle of Additive Architecture. The distinctive rounded hollow columns reflect 
Utzon’s commitment to tectonic integrity and expression of construction, resulting in 
a Hypostyle Hall-like spatial quality reminiscent of Karnak and which reminds one of 
Louis Kahn, in its contemporary evocation of ancient archetypical architectural form. 
While the emblematic billowing suspended roof shading the ceremonial entrance, 
both achieved a reduction in material through the strength of the double-curved 
roof beams, but also abstractly articulates the image of surf, as a poetic metaphoric 
celebration of the meeting between land and sea.

Amongst Utzon’s unrealised works, is one of the outstanding unbuilt projects of the 
20th century, the Silkeborg Museum (1963), designed to house the work of Asger 
Jorn. Inspired by the Yungang caves near Datong in China, which contain numerous 
often giant Buddha figures carved out of the stone; the Silkeborg Museum with its 
cavernous submerged galleries, shaped like emerging crocus bulbs, was intended 
to liberate the art within sensually curved spaces, which because of their curvature 
would seem to disappear. Though seemingly an expressive sculptural free form the 
Silkeborg Museum, like the Opera House, is not as so often misguidedly stated 
an example of Expressionist architecture in the manner of Frederick Kiesler and 
Hermann Finsterlin or, in a contemporary comparison, Frank Gehry. Utzon’s 
architecture is always a pure organic form that is determined by rational geometric 
principles and, as in Sydney, the complex spherical construction was to be achieved 



using pre-fabricated elements in accordance with Utzon’s additive principle. The 
cave-like character of Silkeborg Museum is the natural complement to the platform 
Utzon was simultaneously working on in Sydney and reveals his equal fascination 
with the idea of the cave and the notion of prospect and refuge, as also in his own 
house, Can Lis (1971), on Mallorca.

The relevance of Utzon

From this brief overview of Utzon’s sources of architectural form, it is possible to 
see that his work does not fit easily within any one single theory of design. Utzon’s 
architecture is clearly determined by its intended function and reflects the Spirit of 
the Age, the prevailing cultural conditions and technology. Yet at the same time his 
architecture is derived from timeless principles of form and is also clearly the product 
of a highly creative imagination, who through the use of the latest technology likes as 
he himself states “to be at the edge of the possible”. 

Throughout his career he strived to achieve an authentic tectonic architecture 
that is specific to given context, through a synthesis of poetics and pragmatism, 
the exploration of universal transcultural themes in architecture and a pure organic 
approach to design. This was combined with an understanding that architecture 
must be structured to allow change and an innovative use of technology to achieve 
these aims. An approach to design that makes the work of Jørn Utzon an ever 
more relevant paradigmatic model for today’s avant-garde architects and students 
exploring the creative possibilities in architecture, in an era where digital tectonic 
design increasingly emulates the forms found in nature. 

However as with the work of Alvar Aalto and Louis Kahn before him, Utzon’s 
architecture also demonstrates a profound poetic understanding of world culture 
combined with the benefits of universal modern building technology. An architecture 
that eschews kitsch historicism and the superficiality of ubiquitous universal civilization, 
but rather emphasizes the authentic use of materials and finishes; an approach to 
architecture that many outstanding recent architects, such as Richard Leplastrier, 
Glenn Murcutt, Rafael Moneo and Peter Zumthor amongst others, aspire to. Utzon’s 
work epitomizes not only the belief in being truthful to materials, a principle which 
has underpinned much Modernist architecture, but seems equally paradigmatic for 
more recent attempts to ground the discipline in what Juhani Pallasmaa has called 
`the veracity of matter´(Pallasmaa, 1996). With many contemporary buildings being 
designed to create an instant impression through the media of the photographic 
image, rather than through direct sensory experience, sadly all too few buildings 
are designed with their users’ `five senses in mind ,́ as Juhanni Pallasmaa states in 
The Eyes of the Skin. Pallasmaa advocates the use of natural materials that allow 
the gaze to penetrate their surfaces and thereby convince us of `the veracity of 
matter .́ As Richard Weston argues, “emphasizing the richness and specificity of the 
direct, sensual experience of architecture offers a potent way of countering the 
all-pervasive anonymity of the `non-places´- supermarkets, hotels, shopping malls, 
airports – which dominate so much of the public space of what the anthropologist 
Marc Augé has described as the `supermodern world´”(Weston, 2003: p. 194).
 
Utzon personally always distanced himself from theoretical interpretations of 
architecture and society. He had no need of theories to validate his approach to 



design, rather he had a thirst for universal knowledge and sought out inspiration in 
that which he experiences in the wider world around him, in a dynamic ongoing 
process that is constantly re-informing his work. It is through an appreciation of his 
approach to architecture, both in the investigations that his proposals for unrealised 
projects represent and the realisation of his built works that Utzon provides a 
profound understanding of the innermost being of architecture. Utzon’s dedicated 
explorations and refining of significant universal themes in architecture provides 
an enormous resource for architects in the future. His timeless organic approach 
to design, rather than historic style ensures his continued relevance. While the 
humanity of his artistic vision and sensitivity to place combined with a prescient 
use of technology to achieve these aims, provides a source of inspiration for critical 
regional architecture in the future.
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‘A wind that was dry and warm, coming up the street from the 
blackness before him, met him head on. He sniffed at the fragments of 
mystery in it, and again he felt unaccustomed exaltation.’

P 16: Bowels, P. (1949). The Sheltering Sky. Harper Collins, New York.

‘He did not think himself as a tourist; he was a traveller. The difference 
is partly one of time, he would explain. Whereas a tourist generally 
hurries back home at the end of a few weeks or months, the traveller, 
belonging no more to one place than to the next, moves slowly over 
period of years, from on part of the earth to another. Indeed, he would 
have found it difficult to tell, among the many places he had lived, 
precisely where it was he had felt most at home.’

P 5: Bowels, P. (1949). The Sheltering Sky. Harper Collins, New York.

The Sheltering Sky
Paul Bowels
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MAKING





‘Comparable in subtle ways to the protean achievements of Le Corbusier, Utzon’s 
architecture emerges today as paradigmatic at many levels not least of which is the 
manner in which, from the beginning of his career, he would challenge the assumed 
superiority of Eurocentric culture.’ 

(Frampton. K.2003)

This Paper strives to achieve two objectives. The first is to define Utzon’s paradigm, 
the second objective is to encourage speculation upon the potential of Utzon’s 
paradigm in the world of contemporary architecture.

Jørn Utzon (1918-2008) is now internationally recognised as one of the most 
original, innovative and socially concerned of modern architects, perhaps the last 
great exponent of the humanistic Nordic tradition within modern architecture. As 
the citation of the Jury for the 2003 Pritzker Architecture Prize to Jørn Utzon states:
 
“He rightly joins the handful of Modernists who have shaped the past century with 
buildings of timeless and enduring quality”  

(Jury Citation: The Pritzker architecture Prize 2003)

He is the architect of what is still widely considered the most noble and humane 
housing built in Denmark, a simple, yet poetic modern church at Bagsværd and 
the most iconic and popular building of the 20th Century, his great unfinished 
masterpiece, the Sydney Opera House. The Opera House has become the symbol 
of not just Sydney, but also Australia; that owes it origins to the maritime environment 
of Aalborg, where Jørn Utzon spent his youth, and the inspiration of his father Aage 
Utzon, an esteemed yacht designer.

Jørn Utzon was born in Copenhagen and moved with his family to Aalborg when 
just a few months old. His Father, Aage Utzon, who trained as a Naval Architect in 
Newcastle UK, was the Chief Engineer at the Aalborg shipyard. This formative context 
together with his Father’s international reputation as a yacht designer provided an early 
tectonic influence upon Utzon. The Utzon family, loved the nature that surrounded 
them, and Aage Utzon revealed the structure of natural phenomena to his son, 
developing a sensitivity that would provide design inspiration throughout his life.  At 
the age of nineteen, Utzon attended Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, studied 
architecture, seeking out Kay Fisker and Steen Eiler Rasmussen; the former reinforcing 
the concept of tectonic integrity, the latter, providing a formative phenomenological 
influence. After graduation, he travelled extensively to Europe, Scandinavia, United 
States, Japan, Mexico and North Africa. His travels provided significant inspiration 
that would be later manifested in a range of projects that exhibited sophisticated 
trans-cultural influences. He set up a practice office in Copenhagen 1950, completing 
a range of largely domestic, small-scale projects. His most significant commission, the 
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Sydney Opera House was won through Competition in 1957.

The politicised debacle of the Sydney Opera House is well known. Utzon withdrew 
from the Project in 1966. However, whilst in Australia he designed such seminal 
works as the Bank Melli Iran, (1958) Silkeborg Museum (1963 – un-realised), Madrid 
Opera House Competition (1964 – un-realised), and Kuwait National Assembly 
(1969). On his return to Denmark in 1966, Utzon produced a range of distinguished 
projects that employed the technique of ‘additive architecture’, drawing both from 
his knowledge of natural forms, and of course, the tectonic resolution of the Sydney 
Opera House. Utzon continued designing until his death in 2008. His two family Villas 
on the Spanish Island of Mallorca represent poetic essays in the phenomenological 
and tectonic engagement with place. His last commission was to design and oversee 
the production of white grand piano for Bagsvaerd Church. A fitting finale for an 
architect who transcended scales, transgressed cultural boundaries and transformed 
modern architecture yet throughout, remained a private and modest man.

‘My spaces are born not of intellectual operations, but of the emotions rooted in the 
desires of many different people….my spaces transcend theory and appeal to the 
deepest spiritual levels. In other words, my spaces relate to the fundamental aspects of 
humanity.’ 

(Ando cited in Pare. 1996)

In the same way that Ando eschewed an overly theoretical approach to architecture, 
we might find parallels in Utzon’s approach. Utzon’s method was not predicated 
upon or populated by a-priori theoretical positions. He was inhabited not by 
intellectual ruminations and postulations, but by interrogations of the core of the 
nature of human existence. This is problematic for those who provide critique on 
the nature of architecture as much contemporary criticism seeks to identify the act 
of architecture within a theoretical position, and by implication, conveniently explain 
the intent of the author. These relationships form the platform for judgement. If 
Utzon provides a paucity of theoretical frameworks, how can the critic provide 
critique?

Utzon provides a paradigm.  A model, not predicated upon a particular theoretic 
stance, but rather predicated upon influences, reflections and acts. It is that paradigm 
that this book examines. The idea of paradigmatic study in architecture is not new.

‘paradigm, par’a dim, n. an example, exemplar.
(Ed. McDonald. A. 1982)

The dictionary definition is helpful in that it provides the platform for paradigmatic 
study in architecture; an exemplar. This platform was adopted by Bernard Hoesli  in 
January 1957 in a teaching programme that sought to:

1. ‘Familiarise the student with what can be considered the classics of modern 
architecture.
2. To enlarge the student’s repertoire of space concepts and to acquaint him 
with the possibilities of handling space.
3. To practice the reading of plans and sections.
4. To further his understanding of structure by simplifying the models to a 
presentation of load-bearing and non-loadbearing elements.



5. To demonstrate the relationship between structural concept and space concept.

( Caragonne. A. 1995.)

It is clear that Hoesli sought analysis of an extant ‘classic work of modernism’ to 
inform students architectural vocabulary. However this analysis was to be later 
conjoined with synthesis of a design proposition ‘in the manner of ’….. The vehicle 
was developed over time principally in the United States.

Alan Balfour introduced the idea of analysis of the ideas and strategies of architects 
to Portsmouth School of Architecture in 1967; 

‘…..drawing upon his formative experience in the MFA Programme at Princeton under 
Eisenmann, Graves and Venturi….’  

(Russell.B. in Pearce. M. and Toy. M. 1995)

It has been used at Portsmouth School of Architecture since, as a vehicle through 
which students might understand the work and methodology of seminal architects 
and furthermore, how such knowledge may inform the synthesis of student projects.
Supported by the then Head, Professor Geoffrey Broadbent; Barry Russell and 
Peter Jenkins developed and variously reinterpreted Balfour’s premise and in 1975 
Ruslan Khalid, (a former student at the AA under Peter Cook), brought the ‘Design 
in the Style of ’ to Portsmouth School of Architecture. The heritage of this project 
lay with Phillipe Boudon from the Nantes School of Architecture who in 1970 had 
developed ‘Le Project a la Maniere de’ (Project in the Manner of) which provided 
students with a plural opportunity of analysis and synthesis ‘a la maniere’.

The project has, since adoption at Portsmouth, run consistently to this day; the 
content and nuance morphing dependent upon particular authors, a diverse range 
including Thomas Llorens, Chris Abel, Nigel Mills, Dick Bunt, David Parham and Barry 
Russell. Russell reports that Thomas Llorens and Chris Abel were responsible in 
1975 for;

‘….its most powerful, and it would appear, lasting transformation…..the title ‘Design in 
the Style of’ became transmuted into ‘Architectural Paradigm’ and by the early 1980s 
‘The Paradigm Project’ 

(Russell. B.  in Pearce. M. and Toy. M. 1995)

The idea of paradigm, as indeed Utzon’s work, transcends but may encapsulate 
theory, in analysing influences, methods and synthesis. In response to this paradigmatic 
analysis, this Paper is structured in four distinct yet inter-related parts. 

Part 1, Introduction, sets out the paradigmatic basis upon which Utzon’s canon of 
work will be examined.

Part 2, Archɛ, is concerned with that which sits in front of the idea(s). Part 2 
acknowledges that there is something at the very core of human existence that 
informs the idea of architecture and specifically Utzon’s architecture.  Archɛ 
encapsulates core phenomena such as ‘being’, ‘dwelling’ and ‘room’. Such intuitive 
engagement is captured within the Nordic psyche and underpins Utzon’s canon 
of work.



Part 3, Technɛ, focuses upon the ‘bringing forth’ of the idea, which in turn was 
informed by Archɛ. Such a discourse at a fundamental level involves making the 
idea ‘material’. In the context of Utzon, it also encompasses he engagement with 
the structure and form of nature, a material we will call ‘light’ in both the tangible 
and metaphysical senses as well as his design processes such as prototyping.

Part 4, Conjoining, explores the common but intangible dimension of Utzon’s 
work; ‘the poetic’. It is this poetic dimension that conjoins Archɛ and Technɛ 
and provides a body of work that resonates today and indeed may identify 
Utzon’s canon of work being worthy of further interrogation.

The objective is to support understanding of Utzon’s paradigm and encourage 
speculation upon the relevance of application of such a paradigm within 
contemporary architectural discourse.
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MATERIALS & CLOUR

‘Here mass as a material, between oneself and heaven is nothing more 
than ones shadow, light and sand. It is situation that creates an unending 
mass, but where does it stop? It is the only dimension of our time?’

Sept 1952 in a lecture: Fjeld, Per Olaf. (2009) Sverre Fehn. The 
Patterns of Thoughts. The Moncaelli Press (P42)






