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Preface
This thesis is a report on the graduation pro-
gram of Architecture, Building and Planning of 
the Eindhoven University of Technology. The 
graduation program is performed on the basis 
of graduation studio No®way offered by dr.ir. 
A.H.J. (Jos) Bosman, dr.ir. S.P.G. (Faas) Moonen 
and ir. M.H.P.M. (Maarten) Willems over the pe-
riod September 2014 – August 2015.

The graduation studio focusses on both the 
aesthetics of sustainability as well as Dutch 
Identity. Sustainability currently is a hot topic 
in architecture and the prognosis is that sus-
tainability will remain a high key topic within 
architecture in the upcoming period. Sustain-
ability combined with aesthetics however is an 
item relatively unfamiliar but nevertheless very 
important in the perspective of architecture. 
Graduation studio No®way deals with a design 
research performed on the design of a new 
Dutch embassy in Oslo, Norway. Since an em-
bassy building is inseparably linked with nation-
al identity this graduation studio furthermore 
focusses on Dutch Identity.
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Summary
The design research on the topics of both aes-
thetics of sustainability and Dutch identity is 
carried out on the basis of a design for the new 
Dutch embassy in Oslo. With regard to sustain-
ability it mainly focusses on the topics of mul-
tifunctionality and polyvalence as a tool for fu-
ture endurance. Polyvalence combines spatial 
layout with an unfinished character in order to 
allow for personal interpretation and fortify the 
identity of the user.

Chosen is to locate the embassy in a very public 
location in order to maximize interaction and 
exposure where possible. The choice for such 
a public location however goes hand in hand 
with a high level of sensitivity. The embassy 
building should come off too strong and make 
a subtle presence. The easy accessibility of the 
location is furthermore paired with challenges 
on safety and security.

The final design combines the embassy building 
with a public coffee house. This coffee house 
is the only segment directly visible to the eye 

since the embassy rests partially underground. 
Only in approach of the embassy the building 
gradually unveils itself in the form of a transpar-
ent cantilevered box that combines high levels 
of exposure with safety and security. The em-
bassy is furthermore fitted with an accessible 
grass roof that debouches into a viewpoint on 
the city of Oslo.
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Introduction
Many centuries ago, around the year 1600, a 
self-effacing book on emblems was written by 
Giovanni Campani in his spare time. The first 
edition by Giovanni Campani, better known as 
Cesare Ripa consisted only out of text and en-
tailed a modest publicity back in the days. Later 
revisions of this book as well as the addition of 
incredibly detailed woodcuts made the book 
an extremely influential piece of work with a 
far-reaching influence in different arts. The sec-
ond edition of Iconologia consisted out of no 
less than 684 emblems and contained over 150 
images.

Just a couple of years ago Ursula Seibold makes 
notion of the missing emblem on sustainabil-
ity in her essay What does sustainability look 
like? Green architecture as an aesthetic propo-
sition (Seibold-Bultmann, 2007). This remark by 
Seibold stresses the lack of attention for sus-
tainability throughout time and points out that 
sustainability only is a development of recent 
times. Recent developments such as global 
warming has resulted in growing awareness 

and the need for change towards material 
waste and energy consumption.

Above paragraphs illustrate the relative new-
ness of sustainability as well as its grim impor-
tance in future times. Sustainability currently is 
a hyped topic in architecture resulting in nu-
merous and omnifarious experiments more of-
ten than not screaming for attention. Over-the-
top architecture with outrageous ornaments of 
sustainability are no rare breed in today’s built 
environment which seriously impairs the aes-
thetics of such buildings. Newness of sustain-
ability has led to provocative architecture and 
raising awareness with absence of a long-term 
solution so to say. Aesthetic design strategies 
that results in a durable built environment are 
currently under-represented evidenced by the 
low-numbered writings on aesthetics of sus-
tainability. One of the goals of graduation stu-
dio No®way is the inquiry of the aesthetics of 
sustainable architecture of present and future 
times.

Besides the topic of sustainability the design 
of a Dutch embassy is inseparably connected 
with Dutch identity. This quest for Dutch iden-
tity is the second key element of this gradua-
tion studio. Is it truly possible to grasp Dutch 
Identity and how can this be described? Identity 

Image 3: allegory on dignity
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of course is hard to capture and furthermore 
slightly different for each individual. It applies 
to a vague feeling or vibe inhabitants or natives 
of a specific country experience and it result in 
a feeling of solidarity among people. Identity 
obviously is hard to grasp in words and further-
more complicated to transfer to the aesthetics 
of a building. This extraction and transporta-
tion of identity will subsequently result in an 
interesting interplay with the local identity. A 
study on Dutch identity is the second key topic 
of this graduation studio.

Research questions
Both aesthetics of sustainability and Dutch 
identity are explored on the basis of research 
questions. These research questions function 
as a guidance throughout this thesis to which 
the later to be discussed design decisions will 
be falsified. This thesis is a design study on the 
topics of aesthetics of sustainability and Dutch 
identity both applied to the design of a new 
Dutch embassy in Oslo. Given the major im-
portance and guidance provided by these re-
search questions throughout the design study 
this is the place to shortly announce these 

questions. Inasmuch as this is just the intro-
duction chapter of this thesis the adoption of 
these research questions will be somewhat un-
clear at this point nevertheless they are stated 
here to function as a structure throughout this 
thesis while full elaboration will be given in later 
chapters. The research questions are as given 
below:

Research question:
How can architecture be employed in order to 
achieve a feeling of exposure and openness 
with regard to classified activities

Sub question 1:
What role can Dutch openness play herein and 
can it induce/affect the identity of the embassy?

Sub question 2:
How can exposure be achieved in a delicate 
area in order to minimize the impact on the 
surroundings

Sub question 3:
Which instruments of sustainability can be em-
ployed specific to openness and which instru-
ments specific to the secured/enclosed feeling?

Sub question 4:
How can the program of an embassy be dif-

ferentiated/organized with regard to exposure 
and security and what additional features/de-
mands can be added?

Sub question 5:
What is the relation between a very open lo-
cation such as a public park and a classified 
embassy and how do they relate/contribute to 
each other?

On the basis of a design study performed on 
Oslo foregoing sub questions can be solved 
which subsequently will induce an answer to 
the main research question together.

Relevance
This thesis describes the design study per-
formed on the new Dutch embassy in Oslo 
combined with the topics of Dutch identity and 
aesthetics of sustainability. Raising awareness 
with regard to sustainability has resulted in 
an ongoing hype and furthermore resulted in 
numerous and omnifarious experiments more 
often than not screaming for attention. The 
coupling however with aesthetics is rather well 
absent throughout existent bibliography and 



13

designs and this thesis strives to combine both 
in the design approach. Furthermore writings 
on the combination on Dutch identity com-
bined with architecture are under-represented 
and therefore this thesis forms a replenish-
ment to existing literature.

Structure
Although this thesis mainly functions as a re-
port of the design study of a new Dutch embas-
sy in Norway it also shortly addresses a forego-
ing research performed on both aesthetics of 
sustainability and Dutch Identity. The research 
on sustainability is performed by means of an 
essay whereas the inquiry on Dutch identity 
mainly is carried out based on the develop-
ment of a gift that promotes the Netherlands. 
This thesis kicks off with a short summary of 
both these studies. 

Subsequently the results of a study trip to Nor-
way are discussed with a visit to the Dutch em-
bassy in Oslo as icing on the cake. This visit and 
reception at the embassy functions as a valu-
able information source on the functioning of 
an embassy as well as the demands of such a 

building. The meeting and discussion with the 
deputy head of mission provided gobs of valu-
able information; both official guidelines and 
opinionated critic that can’t be found easily on 
regular information sources. 

On the basis of the starting points gained at the 
Dutch embassy in Oslo the discussion on site 
selection is started. The section kicks off with an 
elaboration on location demands whereupon a 
site is selected in Oslo. This site subsequently is 
subjected to numerous analyses and research 
resulting in insight in site-specific opportunities 
and pitfalls that function as a basis for prelimi-
nary designs and concepts.

In the next section the design phase of this 
study is elaborated on. The section starts 
with starting points and visions regarding the 
functioning of an embassy. It opens with con-
ceptual ideas and leads past more elaborat-
ed plans towards the worked out final design. 
Subsequently several technical drawings are 
discussed which are falsified on the basis of the 
established research questions.



Image 4: embassy entrance & coffee house
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As stated earlier, Dutch Identity is one of the 
main topics of this graduation studio. Identity is 
a sort of unifying factor among individuals in a 
country. It holds values and standards of a na-
tion; cultural values and habits that makes one 
feel at home. But Dutch Identity contains more 
than this vague vibe of feeling home. It can also 
be enriched with more imaginative terms such 
as the flatness of our landscape and so on. All 
together Identity is an item hard to grasp; a 
broad concept that furthermore has a shifted 
meaning for each individual. The topic of Dutch 
identity is grasped on the basis of a gift design. 
This gift is intended as a promotional gift of the 
Netherlands that you could give to an acquain-
tance. 

Gift design
The gift designed consists of a cheese press 
together with some rennet. Rennet is a sub-

Dutch Identity
stance used in the cheese industry to separate 
the curds (solid) from the whey (liquid). The 
curds are subsequently pressed in a mold and 
stored under pressure for some time. After 
the pressure is released a homemade cheese 
is obtained and the cheese press can be used 
again and again in later times. Besides this ren-
net the cheese press also comes with some 
different bacteria, better known as cheese 
cultures. These cheese cultures can be added 
to the milk in order to make different species 
of cheese and can furthermore be mixed to-
gether. The savviness of this cheese press now 
lays in the presentation and providence of in-
gredients. Since the cheese press contains a 
mold for the actual cheese that is going to be 
made, it contains the outline of the volume of 
cheese that can be created. Within this mold 
the ingredients are placed. This cheese press 
only comes with some rennet tabs and some 
cheese culture powder. These ingredients only 
contain a couple of grams and when placed 
in the mold the only take up a fraction of the 
volume. The vast majority of the volume needs 

to be filled with milk, a thing that is not provid-
ed. The receiver of the gift thus needs to grab 
a gallon of milk from his own fridge in order 
to use the cheese press. Besides stereotype 
Dutch cheapness this also represents a form of 
expediency and simplicity. We are not going to 
provide the items every yokel already has in his 
own kitchen cabinet. When you’d receive the 
gift it is quite unambiguous from the frugally 
filled press mold that you have to provide some 
items yourself. Furthermore the gift provides 

Image 5: cheese press
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the receiver with a certain amount of freedom. 
Since the gift contains divergent packages of 
cheese cultures or bacteria, the user is free to 
choose what species of cheese he is going to 
make. This last aspect of the cheese press sym-
bolizes freedom and tolerance among different 
cultures, something that has deep roots within 
Dutch identity.

Personal interpretation
Besides a study based on gift design other 
sources have been consulted. The most obvi-
ous source of course is own interpretation and 
experience. Although this personal experience 
on Dutch identity is of course already partially 
present in the gift design a short recap is giv-
en in this section for the sake of completeness. 
Personally I think Dutch people are very open 
and tolerant. Furthermore we are used to a 
great deal of freedom. Simplicity and expedien-
cy also are values that also are well represent-
ed in Dutch culture. We don’t have for instance 
a high-pitched cuisine and furthermore Dutch 
soberness is something that concerns us all.

In an attended lecture about Dutch Identity, 

Prof. dr. Herman Pleij, professor of historical 
Dutch literature, portrayed Dutch society as a 
culture of tolerance (Pleij, 2014). A culture that 
goes by the motto “just act normally”. Herman 
Pleij depicts Dutch people as down to earth 
persons with a great deal of tolerance. He fur-
thermore makes notion of absence of hierar-
chy and remarks that Dutch identity is different 
for each individual.
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Image 6: transparent work floor
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Sustainability currently is a hot topic in diverse 
disciplines all over the world and architecture 
is no exception for that matter. Sustainability 
is a broad concept that emerged in the past 
decade out of a raising awareness regarding 
material waste and energy consumption. Since 
sustainability currently is an overly hyped topic 
in architecture it has led to numerous experi-
ments and the emergence of over-the-top ap-
pearances. A theme that to this point is inad-
equately investigated is the coherence among 
sustainability and aesthetics. In the initial phase 
of this design studio a study on both sustain-
ability and aesthetics is performed in the form 
of an essay. All essays of the graduation studio 
combined form a book on aesthetics of sus-
tainability that provide wide-ranging concepts 
and recommendations on sustainability and 
aesthetics combined. Since each individual ob-
tained the most profound information on the 
subject of his own essay the theories subse-
quently applied in the design of the embassy 
will slightly shifted towards one’s personal es-
say. The subchapter below will shortly discuss 

the theme polyvalence and multifunctionality 
within sustainable architecture.

Polyvalence
Although sustainability within architecture 
quite often is perceived as a tool for minimizing 
material waste and energy consumption this 
term actually should be seen in a broader per-
spective. Besides techniques such as material 
re-use sustainability can be seen as a mech-
anism for minimizing the ecological footprint 
mediated over time. The ratio of material usage 
over time then forms an indication for the level 
of sustainability of a piece of architecture. Since 
time plays a role this appreciation, the level of 
sustainability can also be fortified by enlarging 
the lifespan of a building. This is where topics 
as polyvalence and multifunctionality come into 
play. Both these techniques can be applied in 
order to stretch the lifespan of a building and 

Sustainability
thereby contributing to the sustainability. Flex-
ibility in architecture therefore can be seen a 
tool for future endurance; a tool to provide 
capacity to accommodate to different circum-
stances occurring in time. Since that the aver-
age lifespan of a building is about a hundred 
years (Leupen, 2002), it goes without saying 
that the multiplicity of thingness al-around us 
is susceptible to change. Both tangible and in-
tangible values and standards are subject to 
variation and it is the goal of a building to ac-
commodate to these changes. Since these ever 
changing demands of society are hard to grasp, 
most certainly for such a long lifespan, future 
endurance is best achieved by incorporating 
great amounts of flexibility and hereby allowing 
a great diversity of scenarios to emerge in time 
without impairing the performance of a build-
ing. Flexibility applies to the usage of space 
within a building and can be split in multifunc-
tionality and polyvalence (Leupen, 2006; Till & 
Schneider, 2005). 

The topic of multifunctionality works best at lo-
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cations where space is at premium and can be 
defined as “folding furniture and sliding walls 
[to allow for] … different configurations for day 
and night” (Till & Schneider, 2005). Multifunc-
tionality thus enables the possibility of differ-
ent activities to take place within one single 
area within a short amount of time. What is a 
living room during day time can function as a 
bedroom during the night with only a couple of 
easy adjustments. The pitfall of this technique 
however lays in the fixed set of functions that 
such a room can provide. It only allows for pre-
determined activities to take place which are 
dependent on future prognosis performed 
ahead of time. Given that the only certainty of 
future prognosis is error there is still a good 
possibility that the ever evolving demands of 
society fall beyond the scope of such areas 
and hereby lead to premature devaluation of 
such areas or buildings. Multifunctionality fur-
thermore comes hand in hand with difficulties 
regarding expression of identity. The character 
of for instance a living room has to resemblanc-
es the appearance of a bedroom during nigh 
time. Furthermore these state-of-the art gad-
getry that makes multifunctionality possible 
will always be visible to the eye, no matter how 
much attention to detailing and hiding of such 
elements is spent.

Polyvalence also can be seen as a tool to allow 
for different use of space over time and thus 
hereby contributing to the accommodation 
capacity of a building. Polyvalence however 
works best at locations where space is at pre-
mium. Till & Schneider define soft flexibility as 
“the stuff that enables flexible housing to un-
fold in a manner not completely controlled by 
the foreground of construction techniques” (Till 
& Schneider, 2005). Where multifunctionality 
can be defined as tight-fit architecture, polyva-
lence can be defined as loose-fit architecture 
with the designer working in the background 
(Till & Schneider, 2005). Herman Hertzberg-
er defines polyvalence as “a form that can be 
put to different uses without having to undergo 
changes itself, so that a minimal flexibility can 

still produce an optimal solution” (Hertzberger, 
2001). A polyvalent space thus allows for vari-
ous functions to take place without the interfer-
ence of any architectural adaptions. According 
to Hertzberger the different activities that take 
place within the dwelling do not make different 
specific demands on the space in which they 
are to take place (Hertzberger, 2001). He states 
that “it is the people who make specific demands 
because they wish to interpret one and the same 
function in their own specific ways, according to 
their own specific tastes” (Hertzberger, 2001). 
According to Hertzberger flexibility can be 
achieved “by sequences of spaces in which, al-
though they are not usually very different from 
one another, the potential for individual inter-
pretation is inherent due to their greater poly-

Image 7: multifunctionality Image 8: polyvalence
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valence” (Hertzberger, 2001). This polyvalence 
should not be found in oversizing dimensions 
and ratios but in the spatial composition of a 
dwelling (Leupen, 2006). Bernard Leupen illus-
trates this as follows: “A spatial system in which 
different rooms can only be accessed through 
another room is less capable of being adapt-
ed to suit different living patterns … [than] with 
dwellings in which the spatial system allows ev-
ery room to be reached from a central point or 
by a number of different routes” (Leupen, 2006). 
With respect to multifunctionality polyvalence 
thus can be seen as a more end-user oriented 
approach that leaves more expanse for person-
al interpretation. Hertberger beautifully grasps 
this by stating that polyvalence “should offer 
an incentive to its users to influence it wherever 
possible, not merely to reinforce its identity, but 
more especially to enhance and affirm the iden-
tity of its users” (Hertzberger, 2001).

Additional approaches
Besides above techniques on flexible use of 
space there are of course other methods that 
can contribute to the level of sustainability of 
a building. Earth sheltered houses for instance 

make clever use of the buffer effect of the mass 
surrounding it. Earth sheltered houses have a 
steady mean temperature of around 15 °C 
(Roy, 2006)earth-roofed home has the least im-
pact upon the land of all housing styles, leaving 
almost zero footprint on the planet. Earth-Shel-
tered Houses is a practical guide for those who 
want to build their own underground home 
at moderate cost. It describes the benefits of 
sheltering a home with earth, including the 
added comfort and energy efficiency from 
the moderating influence of the earth on the 
home’s temperature (keeping it warm in the 
winter and cool in the summer. On sunny days 
when buildings are likely to overheat they stay 
relatively cool due to the encompassing mass. 
Hereby they seriously limit the amounts of en-
ergy needed for cooling resulting in a low eco-
logical footprint. The same story goes for cold 
days. In these times they limit the amount of 
heating energy needed for a pleasant indoor 
climate. Above theory on earth sheltered hous-
es also applies to the use of concrete. When 
great amounts of concrete are applied con-
crete also functions as a thermal buffer. This 
thermal buffer furthermore can be used within 
shorter amounts of time. During the afternoon 
when buildings are likely to overheat, buildings 
that contain a large amount of mass can stay 
relatively cool. Furthermore they don’t cool 

down that much during night and hereby lim-
it the amount of heating energy needed in the 
morning.



Image 9: existing embassy
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Embassy visit
Security is a crucial issue concerning embas-
sies. Within the space of an embassy highly 
classified documents are used and delicate 
and confidential affairs are being discussed. 
The classified character of embassies is linked 
to a low level of information available on the 
functioning and demands of embassies in 
mainstream information sources. A study trip 
to Norway with a visit to the Dutch embassy 
in Oslo as icing on the cake turned out to be 
extremely worthwhile and it is this embassy 
visit that has had a high influence on the sub-
sequent course of the project. The hospitable 
reception of our group at the Dutch embassy 
took up a good half day; a day on which we got 
acquainted with both official regulations as well 
as with the more informal values that applied 
to this embassy.

The embassy visit kicked off with small recep-
tion followed up by an extensive tour through 
the embassy. What is noticed the most during 
this was the homey atmosphere; almost family 
alike. The embassy left the impression of a big 

house; an informal atmosphere prevailed and 
there seem to be little hierarchy among em-
ployees. Although the guided tour took place 
during office hours everyone was happy to re-
ceive us and tell a little bit about their task with-
in the embassy. Remarkable thing during this 
tour was that basically all doors where open 
within the office and that the employees didn’t 
seem to mind a crowd of students just walking 
in on their office. It seemed to be a regular busi-
ness to just enter each other’s office to have a 
chat or discuss something. Furthermore it was 
noticeable that some offices where left unused, 
apparently due to reorganization and shrinking 
of occupancy that currently was a trend within 
Dutch embassy buildings.

The guided tour through the embassy was fol-
lowed up by a reception in the meeting room 
by deputy head of mission Harry de Wit. A 
concise and official presentation regarding the 
activities of the embassy was lectured where 
after quite some time was reserved for some 
questions and answers by Harry de Wit. The ex-

tensive discussion that emerged from this was 
best characterized by its informal setting and 
provided valuable information regarding de-
mands and values that reigned within the em-
bassy. During this discussion some interesting 
statements where made which form a guide-
line in the subsequent course of the project:

“You want to be visible, […] you want expo-
sure.”

“Openness is the best Dutch selling point.”

“Building an embassy is very much about 
image building.”

Above quotes by deputy head of mission Harry 
de Wit provide us with valuable insights in the 
demands for embassy buildings. Demands that 
can’t be seized easily within regular information 
sources such as both books and World Wide 
Web. The information obtained during the em-
bassy visit will be analyzed in the subsequent 
chapter on the subject of embassy research.



Image 10: existing embassy
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Embassy research
The visit paid to the Dutch embassy in Oslo was 
a unique possibility to explore the embassy 
from the inside and furthermore acquire infor-
mal information regarding a typical day sched-
ule of such an institution.

Size
One of the remarkable things noticed during 
this embassy visit was the small size of the 
building. The ambience was very home-alike 
and it was nothing like the big office I expected 
it to be. The embassy came on to me like just a 
sort of a large house and holds to my surprise 
only like a dozen employees. The small scale of 
such an important institution was something 
not in line with the expectations natured be-
forehand. The small scale logically has its effect 
on the prevalent atmosphere which was quite 
intimate and chummy.

Security
Given the classified character of an embassy 
building it goes without saying that detailed 
information such as floor plans and sections 

are not easily available for the public. However 
from memory and with the aid of available fire 
escape plans some floor plans have been con-
structed. From these floorplans it becomes evi-
dent that the only public access to the embassy 
is through a controlled and secured sluice. This 

Image 11: ground floor existing embassy
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sluice forms a security measure that is one of 
the necessary demands for embassies. This 
security sluice subsequently flows into an en-
trance hall for customers which is on his turn 
connected to a client area and front desk. The 
entrance hall and client area are the only two 
areas available for customers of the Dutch em-
bassy. Al other areas are prohibited for public 
access and only accessible by employees of the 
embassy in a secured matter. The client area 
and connected front desk form the transition 

between semi-public and private. This is the 
only area where employees and customers 
meet. The front desk is highly secured and per-
sonnel is seated behind a tempered glass plate 
for safety reasons. The section only accessible 
for employees of the embassy is also reachable 
from the entrance hall, however these doors 
are secured in such a way they can only be 
accessed by personnel. An embassy building 
therefore can be perceived as an office build-
ing that is also partially semi-public accessible. 

It is a building with high security standards and 
safety measures against the public that simul-
taneously allows controlled access by public 
people. This paradoxical statements forms one 
of the key challenges of the embassy design. 
The classified and secured character of an em-
bassy furthermore forms a contrast with the 
statements from deputy head of mission Har-
ry de Wit, stating that exposure, openness and 
visibility are high key topics within embassy de-
sign. The security challenges combined with ex-
posure and visibility are characteristic for em-
bassy design and therefore focal point in the 
main research question:

How can architecture effectuate a feeling of safe-
ty and protection while simultaneously bringing 
about a perception of openness and exposure?

The corresponding sub questions below are 
used to contribute to the main questions each 
targeting a specific subject relevant for the field 
of research of this thesis:

Sub question 1: 
What role can Dutch openness play herein and 
can it induce/affect the identity of the embassy? 

Sub question 2:
How can exposure be achieved in a delicate 

Image 12: first floor existing embassy
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area in order to minimize the impact on the 
surroundings 

Sub question 3:
 Which instruments of sustainability can be em-
ployed specific to openness and which instru-
ments specific to the secured/enclosed feeling? 

Sub question 4:
How can the program of an embassy be dif-
ferentiated/organized with regard to exposure 
and security and what additional features/de-
mands can be added?  

Sub question 5:
What is the relation between a very open lo-
cation such as a public park and a classified 
embassy and how do they relate/contribute to 
each other?

The key challenge of embassy therefore lays 
within the paradoxical contrasting combination 
of exposure on the one hand and security on 
the other hand. The fact that people from the 
public need to be able to access the embassy 
in a controlled manner such as customers for 
passport applications et cetera contributes to 
the difficulty of above challenge.

Casual encounter
Another element noticed during the guided 
tour at the Dutch embassy in Oslo was the 
undervalued state of the canteen. The can-
teen was situated all the way in the back of the 
embassy; packed away in a poorly accessible 
small-scale area with little to no decent can-
teen-like features. The limited space reserved 
by the canteen was packed with just a couple 
of chairs and a coffee machine; all together not 
exactly an appealing location for spending ones 
lunch time. According to embassy personnel 
they normally didn’t have simultaneous lunch 
breaks and therefore had no need for a large, 
high key canteen area.

As stated earlier it was noticeable that basical-
ly not a single office door was closed and that 
walking in on a college for a chat seemed ev-
eryday business. One of the employees how-
ever casually mentioned that she really missed 
a sort of spontaneous meeting space; an area 
or circulation space designed in such a way 
that it instigated casual encounters among em-
ployees. Although the office doors were barely 
closed the offices were still situated scattered 
quite randomly over the floor plan and even 
distributed over both floors. Add to this the 

fact that the personnel didn’t often take simul-
taneous lunch breaks and it becomes quite 
plausible that the contact among employees 
was below desired level. Stimulation of casual 
encounters should therefore be entailed in the 
new design.



Image 12: Kontraskjæret



29

Site selection
This section will deal with the requirements 
for the new location of the Dutch embassy in 
Oslo. It will make intensive use of the informa-
tion provided in previous chapters and come 
up with several boundary conditions to which 
the planning site needs to satisfy. It functions 
as a stepping stone for the subsequent chapter 
where the selected site is further analyzed.

As stated in earlier chapters, exposure and vis-
ibility are important factors for the Dutch em-
bassy. According to the Dutch embassy they 
try to connect with people and even call them-
selves “a matchmaking business”. A place near 
the city center of Oslo therefore appears to be 
a suitable location. These locations off course 
go hand in hand with large flows of traffic and 
such sites are furthermore easily accessible. 
A deeper look however into the city center of 
Oslo yields that this location is primarily occu-
pied by extensive building blocks, all of them 
furthermore multiple storeys high. As stated in 
the previous chapter however the current em-
bassy building only is two storeys high and is 

entailed with a homey atmosphere; something 
that is hard to realize within the core of the 
city. Additionally all the building blocks near the 
city center are pretty much occupied and built 
close. The addition of an embassy building on 

top of an existing building block provides no re-
alistic option either since such choices are very 
likely to entail security difficulties and risks. A 
quick built-unbuilt analysis on Oslo learns that 
the area adjacent to the south of the city center 

Image 13: location of Kontraskjæret
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contains a great deal of unoccupied sites suited 
for new construction. A closer look and visit to 
these sites however makes clear that the pre-
vailing atmosphere in these locations is quite 
industrial and the bustle forthcoming from the 
city center is significantly scaled down in these 
locations. Keeping the small scale and homey 
atmosphere of the embassy in mind, building 
sites in the east of the city center seem to be a 
decent option. Further consideration of these 
locations however prevails that the same goes 
for this area as which applies to the southern 
district: the area really misses the excitement 
and furor from the city center and require-
ments as exposure and linking with people 
seem to be a hard task over here.

The built-unbuilt map however show a vacant 
district very near the city center just a section 
south from the city hall building. The area com-
prises a grassy overgrown area on top of an un-
even terrain. The grassy area contains several 
trees and is fitted with several dirt tracks where 
the grass is worn out. These dirt tracks indicate 
the fact that shortcuts are made by pedestrians 
throughout this meadow plot and furthermore 
the adjacent city hall square seems to be quite 
a crowded place. The grassy plot seems to be 
an outstanding location in terms of exposure, 
visibility and openness. Furthermore the plot is 

suited for small buildings since there are no big 
direct adjacent buildings and the plot spreads 
a homey atmosphere.

Image 14: Kontraskjæret
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Image 15: Kontraskjæret
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Kontraskjæret
The name of the plot described in foregoing 
chapter is Kontraskjæret. Translated literally 
this means something as “transition area”. A 
closer look to the area surrounding Kontra-
skjæret reveals that the grassy area is discon-
tinued in the south by some walls peculiar to 
an old fortress named Akershus. Towards the 
north Kontraskjæret gradually descends to-
wards a busy and noisy traffic artery. The subtle 
sloped grass creates enough height difference 
dissociate Kontraskjæret from the thorough-
fare. The overleaf of the traffic artery is shaped 
by a densely packed by high rising building 
blocks; a stark contrast with the meadow plot 
and adjacent fortress. Kontraskjæret therefore 
truly does justice to its name; it functions as a 
buffer between the bustle of the city and the 
calmness of the fortress.

History
The area known today as Kontraskjæret was 
occupied a long time ago by simple wooden 

houses inhabited by the working class. An in-
tense and destructive fire however wiped away 
an extensive area of Oslo including the wood-
en structures on the plot today known as Kon-
traskjæret. The fire was started when lightning 

Image 16: Kontraskjæret in use by the military
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struck the tower of a nearby church and quick-
ly spread towards nearby wooden structures 
(Roede, 2010). In excavations performed in the 
1980’s remains of these houses were found. In 
the year of the destructive fire the fortress was 
still actively used and it was decided to keep the 
plot of the fire vacant in order to enhance the 
accessibility of the fortress and furthermore 
keep the option of expansion open. The va-
cant area between city and fortress is named 
Kontraskjæret and a construction ban for the 
area is constituted. Years go by and eventu-
ally the fortress loses it function in 1818. This 
entails the elimination of the construction ban 
and several plans for the occupation of the site 
are made in the coming years. The most seri-
ous of these plans is formed by the proposal 
of the construction of the University of Oslo on 
this plot. The fortress however is reactivated 
in 1836 which automatically entails a cancel-
ation of these plans. The university is subse-
quently built on Karls Johans gate where it is 
still standing nowadays. A couple of years later 
subsequently, in 1840, the fortress is deactivat-
ed again and the plot of Kontraskjæret serves 
as a military zone (Roede, 2010). In this period 
several military warehouses and barracks are 
built on the site and also several fences are 
placed around the plot. Around the year 1916 
the military is no longer in need of the terrain 

Image 17: front facade of Skansen

of Kontraskjæret and the plot is handed over 
the commune of Oslo. The commune of Oslo 
subsequently uses the terrain for divergent 
activities and functions. The plot serves as an 
amusement park, a circus and as an exhibition 
space. About a decade later the commune of 
Oslo gives part of the plot to a rich vessel own-
er, Christoffer Hannevig, which in turn makes 
the promise build an opera house for Oslo on 
this plot at his own expense. The plot still con-
trolled by the commune of Oslo is transformed 

into a parking lot for cars in the decades here 
after and is finally transformed to a switchyard 
for busses in the 1950’s and 1960’s (Roede, 
2010).

Skansen
As stated in foregoing section, part of the plot 

Image 18: outdoor terrace of Skansen
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of Kontraskjæret is given to Christoffer Hanne-
vig promises to build an opera house for Oslo. 
Christoffer Hannevig however faces bankruptcy 
in the years here after and the plot falls into 
the hands of Schous, a beer brewery. Schous 
subsequently sells the plot back to the Com-
mune of Oslo on condition that the to be real-
ized structure on the plot will be leased back to 
Schous. Soon here after, in 1927, construction 
is started. A restaurant arises on the edge of 
Kontraskjæret with a view over the neighboring 

Image 19: top view of Skansen Image 20: side facade of skansen

city hall square. Architect Lars Backers states 
the following on the subject of his new building: 

“It became immediately evident to me that I 
shouldn’t build something in the romantic style 
of the neighboring fortress. The only way that 
could turn out is fake and ludicrous. Instead I’ve 
pursued a substantive approach, a chase for 
simplicity and ease. I’ve tried to accomplish such 
goal with the use of concrete, steel and glass – all 
are beautifully appreciated within this design. 

The stunning view and surrounding old trees will 
provide the romanticism.” (Roede, 2010) 

Skansen was very well received and in 1953 it 
was even awarded an architectural prize. Skan-
sen is considered to be Norway’s first function-
alist piece of architecture. It furthermore be-
came an immensely popular restaurant in the 
area that offered space up to 500 guests inside 
and another 2000 on the terraces outdoor. 
Nevertheless Skansen came in stormy weath-
er at the age of 40 due to lack of renovation. 
The demolishment in 1970 encountered many 
protests. After the demolishment Kontrask-
jæret remained a vacant buffer area between 
fortress and city.

Kontraskjæret today
The area previously occupied by Skansen is 
seamlessly incorporated in the meadow plot 
so it appears to be an ever vacant parcel and 
the memory of Skansen only survives in the 
memory of the population of Oslo. The grassy 
plot gradually descents towards the north un-
til it shades in a thoroughfare and adjacent 
high rising building blocks. Towards the east 
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the terrain is more elongated and the slope is 
barely noticeable. The plot is terminated with 
a quiet side road and small building block. In 
the west the slope is much steeper and the plot 
declines rapidly until it merges with the adja-

cent city hall square. The city hall square is a 
quite busy district with many pedestrians and 
is situated between the embankment and the 
city hall building. The steep slope on the west 
side of Kontraskjæret is complemented by nu-

Image 21: late picture of the restaurant

merous old and large trees that furthermore 
provide shade in the summer. The remainder 
of trees in Kontraskjæret are much smaller and 
younger and are not that noticeable. The cloud 
of trees in the west however has excessive 
height and severely hinders the view from the 
park towards the beautiful city hall square and 
adjacent embankment. When approaching the 
west cessation of the park from the east side it 
is not until one is fully past the cloud of trees 
that the city hall square becomes visible to 
the eye. The view by the meantime is seriously 
impaired due to the loss of height entailed by 
exiting Kontraskjæret since the western ending 
is roughly seven meters higher than the city 
hall square. Kontraskjæret furthermore can be 
grasped as a buffer area that is used for short-
cuts by pedestrians. Many diagonal dirt tracks 
throughout the park demonstrate this and 
numerous people trudging with groceries and 
such can be seen when visiting the meadow 
plot on an average day.



Image 22: old postcard image of Kontraskjæret



Image 23: cantilevered transparent volume
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Concept
In this section an elaboration on the concept 
that lies behind the design of the embassy is 
given. Since the concept follows logically from 
statements made regarding the embassy, the 
selected location, Dutch identity and sustain-
ability this chapter starts off with a quick recap 
of foregoing sections.

Recap
Main challenge stemming from embassy de-
mands is the combination of exposure and 
security. These at first sight directly opposite 
terms must be combined in the design in a way 
that feels natural and instinctive rather than 
forced or artificial. Furthermore the linkage with 
people is an important starting point, perhaps 
this can be combined with the demands re-
garding exposure. Additionally the canteen was 
undervalued and tiny due to lack of simultane-
ous breaks. Next, building an embassy is very 

much about image building. Embassies provide 
the space for classified activities to take place. 
An image of safety and security therefore is fa-
vored. The embassy in this case is also a Dutch 
embassy; a Dutch image therefore is also suit-

ed. Themes previously defined as Dutch are tol-
erance, freedom and openness. On the same 
list are simplicity, expediency, soberness and 
the lack of hierarchy. With regard to the plot it 
can be concluded that it is a sensitive area. Al-

Image 24: conceptual image
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though the area has served divergent purposes 
in the past it is already vacant for several de-
cades and serves as a transition or buffer area 
between fortress and city. Next the termination 
of the plot on the west area lacks a nice view 
due to hindrance by the gigantic cloud of trees 
situated on the steep sloped entrance. Also 
the flow of passerby’s through the area can be 
used in the design. With regard to sustainability 
polyvalence can be applied in order to fortify 
the accommodative capacity of the building 
and hereby minimize the chance of premature 
devaluation (Hertzberger, 2001; Leupen, 2006). 
Furthermore earth shelters and concrete mass 
can be used to buffer heat energy throughout 
period of times (Roy, 2006)earth-roofed home 
has the least impact upon the land of all hous-
ing styles, leaving almost zero footprint on the 
planet. Earth-Sheltered Houses is a practical 
guide for those who want to build their own un-
derground home at moderate cost. It describes 
the benefits of sheltering a home with earth, in-
cluding the added comfort and energy efficien-
cy from the moderating influence of the earth 
on the home’s temperature (keeping it warm in 
the winter and cool in the summer.

Elaboration
Given the sensitivity of the selected location it 
is key to give a lot back to Kontraskjæret and 
not to devaluate the area or to come off too 
strong. Chosen is to locate the embassy with-
in the neighborhood of the cloud of trees and 
steep slope and hereby suppressing the direct 
visibility of the embassy from the meadow plot. 
Chosen is to incorporate a viewpoint on the city 
hall square and adjacent embankment in the 

embassy design. This viewpoint will be created 
by making the roof of the embassy accessible 
and hereby enabling the passage of the cloud 
of trees without losing altitude. By furthermore 
lowering the embassy, part of the structure 
will be hidden away in the grass while the sec-
tion below the viewpoint will be sticking out 
and hereby will become an eye catcher. Since 
the cantilever part is tucked away behind the 
sloped western access of Kontraskjæret, it is 
withhold from the view within the vast major-

Image 25: conceptual image
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ity of the site. The cantilever reveals itself at 
passerbies at closer proximity and furthermore 
is clearly visible from the traffic artery passing 
in the north of Kontraskjæret. The embassy 
building hereby combines exposure and visi-
bility with a low footprint on the meadow plot 
leaving the buffering effect of Kontraskjæret 
intact. The cantilever will hold all the office or 
work functions of the embassy, meaning that 
the core activities of the embassies will be on 
display. It will hereby trigger a form of open-

Image 26: conceptual image

ness and exposure and furthermore show the 
little or absence of hierarchy within the Dutch 
office. Since the cantilever part will float above 
ground level there will be no security issues 
and therefore combines both exposure and 
safety in a beautiful way. The counterweight 
of the embassy will be provided by a concrete 
base. The part of the embassy “sticking” in the 
mountain therefore gets a much secured ambi-
ance. By performing this underground volume 
in concrete the feeling of being inside a moun-

tain will be fortified by the concrete walls which 
will effectuate a safe feeling and furthermore 
bring about a prestigious image; an appear-
ance that gives forth both respect and authori-
ty. The concrete part that is tucked away in the 
ground is the only part of the embassy that is 
directly accessible. All access of the transpar-
ent part therefore proceeds via the concrete 
part which fortifies the feeling of security. The 
transparent volume will accommodate all of-
fice functions whereas the concrete element 
will hold the entrance hall, client area and front 
desk. Semi-public functions therefore happen 
within the concrete component whereas the 
transparent and open volume will be purely for 
private use by the embassy.

Revision of the coffee 

house
A keen reader would observe that the location 
of the canteen hasn’t been discussed in the 
concept yet. The canteen in the existing embas-
sy building was undervalued, badly accessible 
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and furthermore rather small; not exactly an 
ideal location for lunch breaks. In the new con-
cept the canteen will be placed on top of the 
concrete volume and thereby becoming the 
only visible component from within the bounds 
of Kontraskjæret. It will take shape in the form 
of a coffee house instead of a canteen pure-
ly for embassy employees. The coffee house 
hereby will relive the recollection of the Skan-
sen restaurant and will be embodied in a trans-
parent volume. The approach now is that the 

Image 27: conceptual image

embassy employees with their unsimultane-
ous lunch breaks will take a break in the coffee 
house which is directly accessible from within 
the embassy. This coffee house will hereby be 
carried out in a more generously equipped edi-
tion that furthermore functions as local anten-
na for embassy employees. Here they will be 
able to connect with the local people of Oslo 
and really get a sense of trending topics with-
in the Norwegian commune. Furthermore the 
coffee house gives back a nice building back to 

the people of Oslo that they can cherish.
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Image 28: coffee house in the foreground with embassy in the background
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Result
This chapter will evaluate the final design. It is 
furthermore illustrated with atmospheric im-
ages while the technical drawings can be 
found in the appendix. 

The eventual building beautifully seeks shelter 
within the grassy environment of Kontrask-
jæret, only giving away a subtle hint of its pres-
ence in the form of a transparent coffee house. 
This coffee house is the only segment directly 
visible from within the majority of Kontrask-
jæret and furthermore makes a legitimate im-
pression that comes off very subtle. This due to 
its slim structure and wide usage of glass within 
the façade in combination with slim detailing. In 
approach of the coffee house the presence of a 
viewpoint extension gradually becomes visible 
to the eye. This extension is located at the steep 
western entrance slope of Kontraskjæret which 
furthermore is scattered with old, large trees. 
The viewpoint is constructed of a rectangular 
grass surface which seamlessly connects to the 
meadow plot on one of its sides. The grass ex-
tension allows on to outdistance the obstruc-

tive cloud of trees without losing altitude on the 
steep entrance slope. The opposing side of the 
grass expansion provides one with a panoram-
ic view on the city hall building with adjacent 
city hall square on the one side and the Oslo 
harbor on the other side. A classical shielding 
in the form of a railing or fence is replaced by 
a form of large indent in the ground that pre-
vails one from falling and simultaneously forms 
zero hindrance within view. At this moment still 
little to nothing reveals that one is standing on 
top of roof of the Dutch embassy. Only when 
exiting Kontraskjæret the presence of the em-
bassy is given away and it becomes evident that 
deep down under the grassy viewpoint a box-
shaped building is situated. The Dutch embassy 
now prevails itself as a cantilevered beam that 
emerges from the entrance hill of Kontrask-
jæret. It is constructed out of an extensive glass 
volume which hangs down from a large slab 
of load bearing concrete. The volume hovers 
several meters above ground level and hereby 
enables the under passage of the structure. It 
furthermore entails a combination of inacces-

sibility and exposure. Although the embassy 
building is very visible it cannot be reached 
from within this area of high visibility. Further-
more, at the entrance slope of Kontraskjæret 
where high exposure of the embassy prevails 
the entrance to the embassy building isn’t even 
visible to the eye. The cantilevered area of the 
embassy building is fitted with offices which 
can be seen directly from the wooded area of 
Kontraskjæret. The Dutch embassy is fitted with 
an open-plan office combined with two minor 
closed-off offices for strictly private work such 
as video conferencing. The open-plan office en-
tails high levels of interaction among employ-
ees and furthermore symbolizes the low level 
of hierarchy present in Dutch society. The far 
end of the open office is allocated for the am-
bassador’s office which flows directly from the 
open office space. The only separating element 
present is a sleek set of sliding glass panels 
which enables the partition of office space. On 
an average day the glass partition wall will pret-
ty much always be open, again because of the 
low level of hierarchy present in Dutch society. 
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The ambassador hereby will be easily accessi-
ble for other employees but in addition has the 
ability to close the sliding wall in case of an ap-
pointment or meeting. The open lay-out of the 
office of the Dutch embassy with its low level of 
hierarchy and high amount of interaction now 
is very good visible to passerbies of the envi-
ronment of Kontraskjæret since all office func-
tions are placed within the transparent canti-
levered beam. Intrinsic key elements present 
in the functioning of Dutch society now are on 
display to the people of Norway, hereby com-
bining high levels of exposure with low levels 
of accessibility. The presence of an accessible 
roof on top of the cantilever furthermore adds 
to this paradoxical feeling. Since the grass roof 
isn’t fitted with a regular railing but with a floor 
indent instead, people on top of the embassy 
building can be seen from top to toe while the 
Dutch embassy itself is not directly accessible 
from this point.

The main entrance to the Dutch embassy can 
be found in the north of Kontraskjæret. Here 
a subtle slope in the ground is made with the 
use of several concrete slabs. The lowering of 
the ground prevails the presence of an un-
derground structure and de sloped concrete 
ground leads up to a sliding entrance door. The 
concrete side panel of the slope is embossed 

with the Dutch coat of arms accompanied with 
the text “Nederlandse ambassade” (Dutch em-
bassy). The sliding entrance doors lead up to a 
sluice for security measures. The sluice subse-
quently flows into the visitor area of the embas-
sy. The visitor area is constructed out of con-
crete and is located completely subterraneous. 
The presence of the concrete walls all over give 
a feeling of safety and security; a feeling sought 
after in embassy buildings. The wall opposing 
the main entrance is slightly tilted backward 
and topped off with a ribbon of structural glaz-
ing. This enables daylight to enter the waiting 
room and furthermore provides an interesting 
interplay with the raw structure of the con-
crete. Since the concrete wall below the glazed 
ribbon is slightly tilted this wall will be intensely 
lit by the daylight from above. This daylight will 
subsequently be cast into the waiting room by 
this concrete wall and will hereby function as a 
sort of concrete light emitter. It will emphasize 
the solid and massy character of this segment 
of the building. The tilted concrete wall disap-
pears out of sight round the corner of one of 
the other walls of the waiting room. This em-
phasizes the continuation of the area round 
the corner and furthermore provides the sec-
tion round the corner also with daylight. This is 
the location where the front desk of the embas-
sy is situated. This area is smaller in size than 



Image 29: transparent coffee house
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the waiting room and is a bit more secluded for 
privacy reasons. Besides a front desk this area 
is also connected to a massy concrete door. 
The concrete door is secured and can only be 
accessed by embassy personnel.

The concrete door subsequently is connected 
to the private area of the embassy. This seg-
ment cannot be accessed by customers from 
the embassy and mainly consists out of office 
functions. The heart of the embassy building 
is formed by a large polyvalent space in the 
center of the building. This polyvalent space is 
located completely subterraneous and just like 
the visitor area lit by a large ribbon of structural 
glazing situated in the ceiling. Here again the 
underlying concrete wall is slightly tilted back-
wards in order to create an attractive interplay 
of daylight combined with the texture of the 
raw concrete. The glazed ribbon is placed over 
the full length of the tilted wall resulting in one 
of the four walls surrounding the polyvalent 
space being fully lit. It will result in a penetrating 
image of concrete with high variations in con-
trast. It will summon a feeling of underground 
presence to the mind. A feeling that, in com-
bination with the large amount of untreated 
concrete visible, will lead to a strong feeling of 
safety and security. The daylight setup together 
with the materialization will result in an image 

Image 30: coffee house overhang & entrance
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of both authority and prestige. This heart of the 
building now is defined as a polyvalent space. 
By its central placement within the floor plan 
and it’s unfinished or undefined character it 
provides an incentive to the user to influence 
the space and manipulate it in such a way that 
comes natural to the user. The function of the 
polyvalent heart will change over time since the 
space allows for a wide variety of functions to 
take place and hereby minimizes the chance of 
premature devaluation. In case of an embas-
sy function it comes natural to use the space 
as a gathering space deep inside the building. 
The concrete walls will constitute a secured 
ambiance resulting in a space perfectly suited 
for discussing classified matters that typically 
are concerned with embassies. It furthermore 
can function as a quiet retreat area to enjoy a 
cup of coffee or have a small discussion. The 
polyvalent space functions as the heart of the 
embassy and will have an undefined character 
that will provide space for functions that can 
vary in time depending on the way of thinking 
inherent to the current time. The polyvalent 
heart provides access to the employees’ side of 
the front desk. The partition between polyva-
lent space and front desk is made by a trans-
parent sliding glass panel fitted in a slim black 
aluminum frame. The applied Panoramah! slid-
ing glass panel combines a large glass surface 

with only 20mm visible profiles. The aluminum 
frame is mounted in a black aluminum sliding 
rail on both top and bottom. This sliding rail is 
recessed in the top layer of concrete resulting 
in a minimal language of space partitioning. The 
sliding glass door allows for the persistence of 
contact among front desk and polyvalent heart 
and prevents the front desk from becoming a 
secluded space that only focusses on the visors 
area. It enables the front desk to be involved in 
the private segment of the Dutch embassy. The 
polyvalent heart furthermore provides access 
to several massy concrete doors. The concrete 
doors enables that the image of a foregoing 
wall stays intact and furthermore limits the 
amount of interaction among these spaces. It 
makes sure that the concept of a foregoing box 
shaped space stays intact and therewith stress-
es that the functions situated on other side 
have less affinity with the office setup and gra-
dient of exposure present in the cantilevered 
beam. The concrete doors provide access to 
the elevated coffee house that will be elaborat-
ed later on and furthermore access to the two 
toilet facilities of the embassy. 

Besides connections to both massy concrete 
and sliding glass doors the polyvalent heart 
also gently flows into the office kitchenette. This 
kitchenette area is situated round the corner 
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Image 31: embassy entrance hall
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and functions as a transition area in enclosed 
and open. It is part of the process of getting 
out of the mountain of Kontraskjæret, a theme 
that is present throughout the entire embassy. 
In contrast with the polyvalent heart the kitch-
enette area does actually allow for some direct 
view to the surroundings since the transition 
from closed concrete walls to storey high glaz-
ing takes place within this area. The outer walls 
of the kitchenette gently lower towards floor 
level hereby gradually allowing more daylight to 
enter the space. Furthermore the kitchenette 
is filled with scattered light stemming from the 
open office area. The transition area associat-
ed with the kitchenette furthermore connected 
to two small private offices. These offices can 
be closed off with again with the aid of a sleek 
glass sliding door in a minimal framing. The two 
small offices enable strictly private task such as 
videoconferencing and small meetings.

The kitchenette subsequently flows into the 
open plan office. The open plan office consists 
of an uncompromising transparent volume 
hanging down from a large slab of prestressed 
concrete. High priority is given to the transpar-
ency of the office space. A storey-high truss 
would lead to a framework of load bearing 
beams in the vicinity of the windows and would 
hereby seriously impair the transparency of 

the cantilevered box. In order to minimize the 
amount of load bearing structure visible close 
to the glazing chosen is to apply a load bearing 
slab on the top of the cantilevered box. Since 
the transparent volume will now be hanging 
down from its roof the only structural elements 
visible to the eye will be some small tension 
rods. The large structural height now needed 
in the roof would not cause any problems since 
the roof fitted with an accessible grass roof and 
indented railing would go hand in hand with 
a quite large design height anyway. The appli-
ance of the prestressed structural roof leads to 
a see-through office space that seems to float 
in between the treetops of Kontraskjæret. It 
enables a panoramic view to the beautiful en-
vironment surrounding the embassy while si-
multaneously deducing a sheltered ambiance 
from the surrounding trees. The office floor 
starts off with the accessibility of the two small 
private offices to subsequently flow into a large 
open plan area with maximum exposure. The 
open plan office floor allows for large amounts 
of interaction to take place and furthermore 
provides all workplaces with a peaceful view. 
The outer end of the office space can be par-
titioned with the use of a slim glass sliding wall 
entailing a low level of distance between the 
ambassador and regular embassy employees. 
The partition wall will be open on regular days 
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and can be closed in case of private conversa-
tions or meetings.

The openness of the work floor together with is 
high level of interaction now also can be seen 
from outside. The cantilevered box that arises 
from the steep entrance slope of Kontrask-
jæret functions as a form of showcase of Dutch 
values and standards. It reveals the functioning 
of Dutch society that is built on openness, in-
teraction and tolerance. The transparent slid-
ing wall between ambassador’s office and work 
floor furthermore unveils the low level of hier-
archy present in Dutch culture. Although the 
cantilevered segment of the embassy is fitted 
with large amounts of glass it doesn’t feel too 
exposed since the glass box is fully surrounded 
by large and old trees. These trees provide the 
office floor with a level of shelter and provide 
the personnel with a peaceful view. The sur-
rounding forest furthermore makes sure that 
the visibility range of the embassy isn’t too wide 
but more naturally hidden in the landscape in-
stead. The presence of the glass box doesn’t 
come off too strong but only reveals itself to 
persons located within the dense area of old 
trees. By furthermore floating above ground 
level it makes sure that the security of the em-
bassy isn’t impaired and hereby combines ex-
posure with safety.

Image 32: polyvalent heart
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As discussed earlier the polyvalent heart of the 
embassy provides access to the elevated coffee 
house. The coffee house entails a higher level of 
visibility than the embassy since it isn’t recessed 
in the earth nor fully surrounded by trees. The 
coffee house is situated on top of the Dutch 
embassy and is located at the perimeter of the 
cloud of trees. The coffee house is erected in 
a slender slim and transparent structure and 
forms a symbioses together with the Dutch em-
bassy. Since the canteen of the existing Dutch 
embassy was undervalued and neglected due 
to lack of simultaneous lunch breaks chosen is 
here to let the coffee house function as can-
teen for the embassy building. This allows the 
embassy canteen to be fitted with numerous 
facilities that go hand in hand with an upscaled 
canteen. It furthermore allows embassy em-
ployees to fully blend in with local people in or-
der to get close to novelty items and moreover 
let enables the embassy to really function as a 
local antenna. With regard to the coffee house 
the profit of the symbioses can be found in the 
uncompromising level of transparency. All aux-
iliary functions of the coffee house are placed 
in the wing of the embassy underlying the cof-
fee house. This allows for easy piping and duct-
ing since the toilets of both embassy and cof-
fee house are now adjacent and furthermore 
allows the coffee house to be fully transparent. 

The transparent coffee house makes use of 
minimal edge detailing and is fitted with Pan-
oramah! sliding glass doors all around allowing 
the coffee house to fully open up to the envi-
ronment of Kontraskjæret. The resulting mini-
mal and transparent design of the coffee house 
now reflects back to the old Skansen restau-
rant that used to be in the exact same location. 
The collective memory of the Skansen restau-
rant will hereby relived and the coffee house 
will be a part of the Dutch embassy that can be 
cherished by the local people of Oslo. The cof-
fee house resemblances the shape of the em-
bassy building with its boxy shape, cantilevered 
roof and v-frame support. The materialization 
however differs from the embassy since the 
coffee house is constructed in steel with black 
metal cladding while the embassy is erected 
out of prestressed concrete. The differentia-
tion stresses the divergent function of both 
segments and furthermore enables the sleek 
detailing applied to the coffee house. Since 
the loads involved in the coffee house are of 
much lower level than the embassy due to ab-
sence of accessible grass roof the appliance of 
a sleek metal structure forms a sensible choice. 
In order to strive for slenderness throughout 
the entire design of the coffeehouse all internal 
load bearing HEA-profiles will be fitted with an 
internal water drainage pipe. The large amount 



54

or water drainage pipes now allows for a small 
diameter for each pipe allowing for a concealed 
finish for each of the columns. Furthermore the 
roofing will be tapered towards the outer edge 
hereby entailing only a small visible outer edge 
and hereby again maximizing the transparen-
cy of the coffee house. Besides this the canopy 
roof with underlying terrace is located at the 
offspring of the accessible embassy roof and 
will hereby function as a catalyst for the embas-
sy viewpoint.

Altogether the Dutch embassy seeks shelter 
within the environment of Kontraskjæret only 
giving away a hint of its presence in the form of 
a coffee house. The coffee house and adjacent 
viewpoint are the only elements directly visible 
whereas the embassy gradually unveils itself 
when descending the slope of Kontraskjæret. 
The Dutch embassy starts of underground and 
provides a secured ambiance by summoning 
the underground presence to the mind. It en-
tails a feeling as if the embassy is chiseled in 
the concrete ground and is furthermore fitted 
with tilted walls that reflect daylight into the 
building. The embassy gradually allows more 
exposure to the building symbolized by the 
box shaped cantilever that emerges from the 
sloped hill. The transparent volume showcases 
the norms and values inherent to Dutch soci-

ety by the unconventional office setup that can 
be seen from proximity of the embassy. The 
coffee house that simultaneously functions as 
canteen for embassy employees symbolizes 
the tolerance and openness present in Dutch 
culture and furthermore gives the people of 
Oslo a building they can cherish. The coffee 
house will enable the embassy employees to 
blend in with local people and really get a good 
feeling of novelty items of Norway and hereby 
allows them to actually function as local anten-
nas within Oslo.

Sustainability + Dutch ID
Dutch Identity can be found in the spatial orga-
nization and relations present in the embassy. 
It can be found in the organization of the work 
floor and the showcasing function it fulfills to 
its near proximity. The lack of hierarchy and 
openness are tangible to the entire design and 
furthermore communicated to the outside en-
vironment. Although an embassy building usu-
ally is a very closed and classified building, this 
embassy really pushes the effort to open up 
the building to public exposure wherever pos-
sible. Freedom and tolerance moreover can be 

Image 33: polyvalent heart



Image 33: polyvalent heart



Image 34: office segment
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found in the shared canteen in the form of a 
coffee house. Besides this Dutch identity can 
also be found in the sense of simplicity that is 
applied throughout the building. Limited use of 
materials and absence of ornaments, but also 
in the simplicity in shape; a rectangular cantile-
ver glazed beam.

Sustainability is achieved in the form of poly-
valence. The heart of the building consists of 
a square space that is left unfinished in order 
to encourage personal interpretation of such 
a space; the space will have different uses 
throughout time depending upon the judge-
ment and character of the people using the 
building. It hereby enables a wide ranges of 
interpretations and minimizes the chance of 
premature devaluation. The polyvalent heart 
strives the elongate the buildings lifespan and 
it will furthermore fortify the identity of the 
user since it provokes personal interpretation. 
Besides this sustainability can be found in the 
thermal buffer capacity of the earth and con-
crete surrounding the building. It will save on 
both cooling and heating energy as the indoor 
climate of the building is less subjective to 
change. This due the fact that the earth mass 
surrounding the building will have a some-
what steady temperature that will be higher 
than outdoor winter temperature and lower 

than the outdoor temperature during summer. 
Furthermore the cloud of trees surrounding 
the embassy building will contribute to the 
sustainability of the embassy. During summer 
the trees will be in leaf and hereby provide the 
embassy with shade and shelter it from direct 
sunlight. During winter the trees will be leafless 
and hereby allow sunlight to enter the building 
and heat up the interior climate.



Image 35: office segment
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Structure
The design can be split up in coffee house and 
subterraneous embassy building with each an 
autonomous load bearing structure. This since 
both structures have divergent appearances 
as well as dissimilar action forces. Furthermore 
the demands applied to both structures are 
disparate wherefore this chapter will be split in 
embassy structure and in coffee house struc-
ture.

The embassy segment is characterized by a 
subterraneous start that should provide a feel-
ing of safety and secrecy to subsequently grad-
ually shift outside the hill of Kontraskjæret and 
give forth a combination of balanced exposure 
and security. The exposed segment further-
more needs to float above ground level and 
the entire roofing of the embassy is fitted with 
an accessible grass roof. The main challenge of 
the embassy building is to pursue maximum 
transparency within the office space while si-
multaneously letting the transparent box float 
above the landscape all together with a mini-
mal structural height. At first sight a storey-high 

truss would seem a sensible choice but a quick 
study provided the insight that this would en-
tail floor beams of considerable height and 
hereby would endanger the slenderness of the 
embassy floor. Furthermore this would entail 
quite large rods in between the upper mem-
ber and lower member of the truss. A quick 
sketched learned that these rods would seri-
ously impair the openness of the office space 
and would hereby devaluate the concept. Since 
the grassed roof of the embassy would go hand 
in hand with large design height chosen is to 
make use of a prestressed concrete slab in the 
roof from which the glass volume would be 
hanging down. This would enable a very trans-
parent office space and furthermore would al-
low for a very slim design of the floor beams 
in this section. It furthermore doesn’t add any 
design height to the appearance of the embas-
sy roof. Since the grass roof of the embassy 
needs to be publicly accessible it needs to be 
fitted with some kind of railing. The dimensions 
of this barrier need to be approximately one 
meter in height. Now in order to deprive this 

fence from being directly visible chosen is here 
to make an indent of one meter deep round 
the perimeter of the roof. This would take away 
the danger of people falling from the roof while 
there wouldn’t be a fence directly visible to the 
eye. This does however necessitate the outer 
visible edge of the embassy roof to be at least 
one meter in height. The left over space in the 
center of the roof now will be used for the main 
load bearing structure of the cantilever. All 
loads are now carried by a concrete slab that is 
located in the center of the roof and measures 
six meters wide and one meters high. The edge 
of the roof is fitted with the indent that prevails 
people from falling of the roof. This solution 
now results in a transparent office floor while 
no enlargement is made to the design height 
of the embassy roof since there is already one 
meter required for some type of railing anyway. 
The prestressed concrete slab now will be sup-
ported by a concrete v-frame in order to keep 
the height of the structure within acceptable 
bounds. The application of this v-frame would 
be necessary in case of a storey-high truss as 
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well.

The floor of the office space now hangs down 
from slender tension rods which don’t under-
mine the openness of the volume. The ten-
sion rods are subsequently connected to a 
steel-concrete composite floor in order to en-
tail a minimal floor thickness and furthermore 
allow the concrete finishing on top of the steel 
beams to be part of the load bearing struc-
ture instead of functioning solely as finishing. 
The steel beams are fitted with metal shear 
stud connectors achieve a cooperation among 
the steel and concrete and furthermore are 
covered with batt insulation to prohibit inter-
nal condensation from occurring. The floor is 
then tapered towards the perimeter in order 
to achieve a visible edge thickness of only 52 
millimeters.

The remainder of the embassy structure is per-
formed in concrete not only to match up with 
the cantilevered beam but most importantly to 
create a feeling of safety and security. The pat-
tern left behind by the boards shuttering of the 
in situ concrete will summon the underground 
presence to the mind and moreover create a 
feeling as if the embassy is chiseled in the con-
crete ground of Kontraskjæret. Besides this the 
concrete structure will minimize the chance of 

water leakage through the ground and further-
more omit the necessity of an extra foundation.

The load bearing structure of the coffee house 
now will be erected out of steel instead of con-
crete. This since the load applied to the coffee 
house are of a lower level than those applied 
to the embassy mainly due to the lack of ac-
cessible grass roof. The use of steel allows 
for a slender construction and furthermore 
makes a distinction between embassy and cof-
fee house. The structure of the coffee house 
is built up from steel portal frames that span 
the shortest edge distance and are copied on 
a four meter repetition grid. Since there are no 
partition walls present in the coffee house and 
in order to strive for maximum transparency 
stability is derived from the coupling of these 
portal frame with steel beams. These coupling 
beams together form a rotation stiff structure 
capable of transferring the horizontal loads. 
The space between the portal frames is now 
covered by timber beams with batt insulation 
in between. Each of the internal load bearing 
columns is furthermore fitted with an insulated 
internal rain gutter again to strive for maximum 
transparency. Finally the roof of the coffee 
house is tapered towards the edge in order to 
make a minimal edge height of about 90 mm 
possible.



Image 36: ambassador’s office



Image 37: embassy rooftop viewpoint
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Detailing
This section discusses the worked out details of 
the embassy. Corresponding drawings can 
be found in the appendix.

Starting point with detailing each time is the 
pursuit of transparency and slenderness. Most 
details are therefore tapered towards the edge 
and window frames are hidden there where 
possible. The glass segment of the embas-
sy is fitted with floor convectors all-around in 
order to obtain a comfortable indoor climate 
and eliminate cold air flow near the large glass 
panels. The embassy is furthermore fitted with 
frameless glazing which are ideally used on sin-
gle height glazed facades. Frameless glazing 
can span from base to head without any ver-
tical supports and hereby result in a minimal 
appearance. The ribbons of horizontal glass 
above the tilted concrete walls are performed 
in both tempered and laminated glass and are 
fitted in window frames which are located near 
the far edge of the opening in the concrete in 
order to deduct the window frames from sight. 
The glass panels of the coffee house are per-

formed in a Panoramah! sliding glass wall sys-
tem that only contains a visible frame edge of 
20 mm. This system allows the coffee house to 
fully open up to the environment during warm 
days and really let the building blend in with its 
surroundings. The bottom of the coffee house 
is fitted with a water drainage gutter all-around 
and the earth surrounding the coffee house is 
slightly sloped down to prevent water leakages.



Image 38: coffee house
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Conclusion
This section will deal with a wind up of the de-
sign research on the basis of the established 
research questions. The main research ques-
tion is restated below:

Research question:

How can architecture be employed in order to 
achieve a feeling of exposure and openness with 
regard to classified activities

This research question will now be answered 
on the basis of the established sub questions.

Sub question 1:
What role can Dutch openness play herein and 
can it induce/affect the identity of the embassy?

The openness of Dutch society is tangible 
throughout the work floor. It entails a high level 
of interaction and there is a low threshold for 
conversations. Furthermore the ambassador is 
easily approachable which show the low level of 
hierarchy existent in Dutch society. This open-

ness of Dutch society is subsequently show-
cased to Oslo by positioning the office func-
tions within a transparent cantilevered volume.

Sub question 2:
How can exposure be achieved in a delicate 
area in order to minimize the impact on the sur-
roundings

The delicate area of Kontraskjæret requires a 
subtle and balanced approach with regard to 
exposure. The embassy therefore seeks shel-
ter within the ground of Kontraskjæret and 
only gives away a hint of its presence with the 
two ribbons of horizontal glazing visible in the 
ground. Only upon descending Kontraskjæret 
the presence of the embassy becomes visible 
in the form of the cantilevered volume that 
arises from the sloped hill. From the majority 
of Kontraskjæret this part isn’t directly visible 
since it is hidden from view due to the sloped 
hill and furthermore sheltered by the old trees 
surrounding the embassy.

Sub question 3:
Which instruments of sustainability can be em-
ployed specific to openness and which instru-
ments specific to the secured/enclosed feeling?

The thermal buffer capacity of both earth and 
concrete can easily be applied to closed vol-
umes. The fact that the closed volume of the 
embassy is furthermore located subterraneous 
only contributes to this concept. The glass vol-
ume on the other hand is sensitive to overheat-
ing in the summer but simultaneously provides 
opportunities in the winter to reduce the energy 
needed for heating. Chosen is here to go for a 
vernacular approach and use the nearby trees 
as a tool to regulate the amount of sunlight that 
enters the building. During summer the trees 
will block the sunlight while during winter the 
leafless trees will allow sunlight to enter the 
building. The polyvalent heart furthermore can 
be applied to both the closed volume as well as 
the exposed segment. This since polyvalence 
is derived from spatial organization and from 
a degree of raw finishing that provokes person-
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al interpretation. The polyvalent heart here is 
applied within the enclosed volume since this 
made more sense within the spatial layout.

Sub question 4:
How can the program of an embassy be differ-
entiated/organized with regard to exposure and 
security and what additional features/demands 
can be added?

The embassy can be schematized as a box 
shaped cantilever that is partly located subter-
raneous. The embassy gradually arises from the 
sloped hill hereby gradually provides the build-
ing with a higher level of exposure. The em-
bassy is designed in such a way that the most 
classified activities such as meetings and front 
desk proceedings take place within the closed 
volume whereas the office setup that functions 
as a showcase of Dutch norms and values are 
placed in the transparent cantilevered volume.

Sub question 5:
What is the relation between a very open loca-
tion such as a public park and a classified em-
bassy and how do they relate/contribute to each 
other?

Given the sensitivity of the location of the em-
bassy it is key to provide the location with a 

load of positive elements and furthermore let 
the presence of the embassy not come off too 
strong. The embassy presence is hidden in the 
form of a coffee house and viewpoint and only 
a deep inspection reveals the presence of the 
embassy. The erection of the coffee house re-
flects back to the beloved Skansen restaurant 
that used to stand in the exact same location. 
The embassy furthermore combines ground 
shelter with elevated segment in order to pre-
serve the embassy’s security level.

Now all sub questions have been answered on 
the basis of the design study performed it is 
now time to compose a solution to the main 
research question:

Research question:
How can architecture be employed in order to 
achieve a feeling of exposure and openness with 
regard to classified activities?

The intended combination of exposure and 
security forms a harmonious blend with the 
existing landscape. By recessing the most sen-
sitive functions in the ground and furthermore 
exposing other segments in such a way that 
they comprise a balanced amount of open-
ness gradients of both exposure and securi-
ty are present throughout the embassy with 

non-coincident focal points there were best 
desired. Although the embassy becomes very 
visible at certain areas the safety of its func-
tioning isn’t impaired due to lack of accessibil-
ity. By furthermore adding public perks such 
as a coffee house and viewpoint the embassy 
nicely blends in with the environment and the 
presence of the embassy is distracted from the 
eye. While at first sight there only appears to 
be a public coffee house the embassy unveils 
itself gradually upon approach of the sloped 
hill of Kontraskjæret. The vernacular usage of 
surrounding trees and thermal buffer capacity 
of the earth together with the appliance of a 
polyvalent heart contribute to the sustainability 
of the structure and minimize the chances of 
premature devaluation.
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Image 39: office area with kitchenette in the background
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Reflection
Looking back at the past year of study I have to 
say that I consider it a very educational and in-
formative year and moreover I’m very pleased 
with the final result. The first half year involved 
preparatory research prior to the design re-
search and mainly focused on Dutch identity 
and sustainability. Although I’m pleased with 
my final essay on polyvalence I have to state 
that the demarcated individual approach inher-
ent to this period didn’t lead to the intended 
results. Personally I think the in-group infor-
mation sharing wasn’t optimal which led to a 
very biased approached on sustainability that 
mainly focused on the topics of my own essay. 
In retrospect I think this period should be fit-
ted with components that required the group 
to collaborate on a higher level. Furthermore I 
kind of missed the research on embassy typol-
ogies in this period. This was however partially 
made up by informative guest presentations by 
embassy personnel.

The second half was associated with the de-
sign study of the new Dutch embassy in Oslo. 

I started off with some initial ideas particularly 
based on the preliminary research on Dutch 
Identity and sustainability. In hindsight it may 
have been wiser to start off with a thorough 
research on embassy typologies and not fo-
cus on the design so early on in the process. 
The misstep that defined my design process 
the most is the fact that I sometimes could do 
some profound development on certain details 
without keeping an eye on my starting points 
defined earlier on. An example of this can be 
found in the midterm preliminary design that 
came off quite strong on the environment or 
in the placement of the coffee house below the 
embassy while the coffee house had a more 
public function and the embassy should be 
more hidden instead. Although I consider that 
I always came to my senses I think I lost quite 
some time building fort on impure preliminary 
decisions. Looking back on the design process 
I nevertheless consider the project to have a 
legitimate storyline and a final elaboration that 
stays close to the initial concept.
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