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Abstract

Architecture creates a dialogue between nature and culture, where un-
derstanding and interpreting the site is fundamental. Through this interplay, 
contemporary architecture can strengthen a place�s identity, interact with 
nature and communicate its history. This involves identifying characteristic 
elements both in building typologies and traditions as well as in the lands-
cape and local climate.

The site explored in this thesis is located on the island of Härön, just off the 
coast of Tjörn in Bohuslän, Sweden. The majority of Härön is protected as 
a nature reserve. The aim of this master�s thesis was to apply theories on 
how architecture can be rooted in place in a contemporary manner and to 
translate this into a design proposal for a Naturum, a visitor center for the 
nature reserve, including a separate kayak shelter. Central to the design is 
the exposure of timber framing, a traditional local timber technique histori-
cally used for barns (magasin). By anchoring the architecture in the site�s 
history and building traditions, the thesis presents a proposal that communi-
cates knowledge about the area�s culture and nature, while also re�ecting 
a conscious approach to climate awareness through its function, material 
choices and contextual adaptation. 

The work was divided into two stages: research for design and research by 
design. The �rst phase focused on theory-based research, where Critical 
Regionalism and Genius Loci formed the foundation for an in-depth site 
analysis and the identi�cation of Härön�s identity. These theories also in�u-
enced the multiple site visits conducted on the island. To further understand 
the design and function of Naturum, site visits were made to existing Natu-
rum buildings, and interviews were conducted with �eld specialists. Based 
on this theoretical foundation, an iterative design proposal was developed.

With a strong connection to place and history, the goal was to explore the 
balance between past and present. Architecture that respected its natural 
surroundings, both through its design and function as a Naturum. Anchored 
in the local context, the project was discussed in terms of how it contributes 
to strengthening the site�s identity and bridging history with the present. The 
thesis contributes to a broader dialogue on how contemporary architecture 
can connect to history without becoming nostalgic.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Purpose

Increased knowledge about nature 
and the importance of preserving it 
can be achieved by simply getting 
out into the actual environment, cre-
ating an emotional connection with 
nature. The theory of Nature Con-
nectedness (Branham, L., 2024) 
shows that people who have a re-
lationship with nature tend to exhi-
bit more environmentally friendly 
behaviour. Outdoor activities foster 
carefulness for our environment. In 
addition to the educational aspect 
of being in nature, human health 
also bene�ts from proximity to na-
ture. According to the Public Health 
Agency of Sweden, being in nature 
promotes both physical and mental 
well-being. 

Ecotourism, as de�ned by Clarkin, 
T., & Kähler, K. N. (2023) in Eco-
tourism: Pros and Cons (Salem Press 
Encyclopedia), is described as �En-
vironmentally, socially, and cultu-
rally responsible recreational travel 
intended to preserve ecosystems 
and improve the well-being of local 
populations.� 

Tjörn and Orust Municipality men-
tions in its Detailed Comprehensive 
Plan that they aim to develop this 
type of tourism, where Härön and its 
surroundings are mentioned as one 
of the potential locations. Tourism 
focused on developing shared 
knowledge while safeguarding the 
strong traditions and cultural values 
connected to the archipelago. The 
goal is to strengthen local and re-
gional identity and increase eco-
tourism. (Fördjupad översiktsplan för 
havet i Tjörns och Orusts kommun, 
2024). 

This thesis presents a proposal to 
support the goal of promoting eco-
tourism in the municipalities of Tjörn 
and Orust while strengthening local 
and regional identity. A Naturum 
and a kayak shelter at Härön would 
attract tourism and increase care for 
nature, both on land and at sea. 

1.2 Thesis Questions and objectives

This Thesis proposes a Naturum, 
an information centre, with a focus 
on the fragile nature of the island 
Härön. Theoretically, the work will 
contribute to the discussion on how 
architecture can draw inspiration 
from historical building typologies 
without becoming either stylistic or 
nostalgic. Through theories such as 
Critical Regionalism and Genius 
Loci, the context and the place will 
be analysed and interpreted. 

Practically, the work contributes 
knowledge on how traditional buil-
ding techniques, such as timber 
framing structure, can be used in a 
contemporary manner. 

Thesis Questions:

How can the traditional timber fra-
ming technique be interpreted and 
exposed in contemporary archi-
tecture?

How can characteristic tectonic 
elements of Bohuslän be translated 
into architecture without becoming 
nostalgic?

1.3 Delimitations

Geographically, the project is limi-
ted to Härön in Bohuslän. Studies of 
existing building topology are ba-
sed on Bohuslän. The surrounding 
nature and landscape that are be-
ing studied are speci�c to the site, 
focusing on the rocky landscape 
and its connection to the sea. 

The project is speculative and does 
not take into account eventual buil-
ding regulations or coastal pro-
tection laws. Nor does it take into 
account whether a nature centre on 
Härön is economically viable. The 
cost aspect of the project are also 
not included.

1.4 Reading Instructions

The master�s thesis is divided into 
four parts. The �rst part, Introduc-
tion, presents the aim of the study, 
research questions, methods, and 
delimitations. The second part, 
Theory and Background, includes 
the theoretical framework and dis-
course. It presents both theoretical 
and practical references. The third 
part, Design Proposal, covers both 
context and the design proposal. 
The context includes analysis of the 
site and identi�cation of characte-
ristics in the Bohuslän typology, as 
well as the contemporary interpre-
tation and application of these in 
the design proposal. The fourth and 
�nal part consists of a re�ection on 
how the study has addressed the re-
search questions and contributed to 
the discussion.
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Diagram of the Method and Tools

Research for/by design

1.5 Method

The research is divided into two 
types of approaches to explore 
the aim and research question: re-
search for design and research by 
design. 

Research for design includes theo-
ry studies including built reference 
projects, site analysis combined with 
multiple site visits, and interviews. 

The second phase, which is based 
on the methods mentioned above, 
involves research by design. By ite-
rating in 2D and 3D, both drawings 
and models, with the goal of investi-
gating the research questions. 

Theory Studies

Interviews

Design Iterations

Site Visits

Site Analysis

Literature studies on Towards a Cri-
tical Regionalism: Six Points for an 
Architecture of Resistance (Framp-
ton, 1983), Genius Loci (Nor-
berg-Schulz, 1984) and A Feeling 
of History (Zumthor, Lending, & Bi-
net, 2018) form the foundation of 
the theories on which this work is 
based. 

The reference projects studied have 
a central relation to place and his-
tory, the surrounding nature, and 
contemporary interpretations of tra-
ditional timber constructions. 

Information about the site�s context, 
history, and building traditions are 
combined with analyses from site 
visits and �nally compiled into a site 
analysis. Tools such as photograp-
hing, sketching and note-taking 
have been used.

Semi-structured and qualitative in-
terviews were conducted with ex-
perts in various �elds connected 
to different aspects of the master 
thesis. These aspects included Na-
turum, timber framing, site speci�c 
heritage and local perspectives. The 
interviewees included a Naturum 
manager, an architect who has de-
signed multiple Naturum buildings, 
a timber specialist, and the steward 
of ˜nga Gård on Härön.  

Design iterations built upon the 
foundation established in the pre-
vious steps of the method. Along the 
design process it was necessary to 
return to theory in order to �ll know-
ledge gaps that arose. The design 
iterations �nally resulted in a design 
proposal. Tools used in these itera-
tions included hand sketches, simple 
working models, digital models and 
drawings, as well as visualisations.

Several site visits have been condu-
cted to study the location, the lands-
cape�s topology, and its context. 
Additionally, visits to existing Natu-
rums were carried out. These visits 
were conducted both as part of the 
research for design and throughout 
the design iterations.
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2 Theory and Background

2.1 Academic References

2.1.1 Critical Regionalism

Critical Regionalism is a theory that 
emerged partly as a reaction to the 
1980 Venice Biennale (Sveriges Ar-
kitekter, 2020). The theme that year 
was �The Presence of the Past�, an 
exploration of what it could mean 
to return to old architecture, to copy 
past styles. Kenneth Frampton di-
sagreed with this approach and, 
in 1983, wrote �Towards a Critical 
Regionalism: Six Points for an Archi-
tecture of Resistance� as a respon-
se. 

According to Frampton the distin-
ction between Regionalism and 
Critical Regionalism is important. 
Regionalism is a theory that takes 
strong inspiration from historical ele-
ments of a region, local materials, 
and construction techniques. This is 
due to both because the materials 
are locally available and because 
they have been tested and adapted 
to the place over time. Regionalism 
can tend to copy historical ele-
ments without developing them into 
today�s use. The relationship with 
local to vernacular architecture is 
signi�cant, where vernacular archi-
tecture refers to buildings construc-
ted without architectural intent.

Critical Regionalism is thus an evo-
lution of Regionalism, combining the 
local and the global, being both 
rooted and in�uenced. Frampton 

describes it as more of an �ar-
riØre-garde� rather than the pre-
vious �avant-garde,� meaning an 
attitude that strives for a balance 
between innovation and historical 
grounding.

The balance between nature and 
culture, which is architecture, is cen-
tral. The ability to mediate between 
nature and architecture, to enhance 
the landscape rather than domina-
te it, is emphasised. Context is also 
crucial, and it is important to inter-
pret and work from it.

Local climate and how the building 
is most effectively adapted to it are 
also key parameters. Designing ba-
sed on the local climate includes 
strategies for natural ventilation, 
rainwater collection, and optimising 
natural light for both aesthetic and 
energy ef�ciency purposes.

Tectonics, an honesty in materials 
and construction, is central. The aim 
is for the construction to take on an 
artistic expression, a �structural po-
etic.� Frampton also stresses that 
architecture should engage multiple 
senses, as the sensory experience of 
materials and their tactility highlights 
the culture and climate of the place 
and should therefore be a focus.

2.1.2 The Identity of a Place

The theory of �Genius Loci� (Nor-
berg-Schulz, 1984), translated as 
the spirit or identity of a place, is a 
theory based on the character of a 
place and its the atmosphere. Clo-
sely related to this is Zumthor�s book 
A Feeling of History (Zumthor et al., 
2018). A Feeling of History presents 
a perspective on how architectu-
re should relate to the history of a 
place. 

The theory of Genus Loci is as men-
tioned based on the place and 
its meaning for architecture. Nor-
berg-Schulz (1984) writes that 
�architecture means to visualise 
the genius loci, and the task of the 
architect is to create meaningful 
places, whereby he helps man to 
dwell� (p.5). Through architecture, 
the historical context of a place, 
which is constantly evolving, should 
be characterised to create mea-
ningful spaces for people. In this 
context, a place means more than 
just a location or a simple descrip-
tion of a landscape. Poetic langu-
age, with its vivid expressions, may 
best describe a place, its space, 
and its character.

Peter Zumthor�s approach to place 
and its signi�cance, as described in 
A Feeling of History (2018), is deep-
ly rooted in its history, in the memo-
ry of what the place once was and 
represented. It serves as a powerful 
source of inspiration grounded in 
context. That said, this inspiration 
should not be copied but rather 
adapted to the present. It emphas-
ises a conceptual anchoring to the 
place, rather than a static or formal 
one, with the goal of creating en-
during buildings, a sense of timeles-
sness. Materials should be chosen, 
among other criteria, based on their 
ability to age well, their patina, and 
their tactile ability to convey an at-
mosphere grounded in time.

Together, these approaches provide 
an interesting view of the meaning 
of place in architecture. The place, 
in a more philosophical sense, whe-
re the two perspectives complement 
each other with insights into the spirit 
of place and its historical signi�can-
ce. 
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2.2.1 Store Mosse Naturum 

The project Store Mosse Naturum 
is designed by White Architects 
2003. White Architects has desig-
ned several Naturum in Sweden, all 
related to their unique location. This 
Naturum is located in Store Mosse 
National Park in Småland, Sweden.

The building respects its surroun-
dings, located at the edge of the 
forest, where the forest turns into 
bog, and acts as a gateway to the 
national park. Its volume mirrors the 
surrounding topography, remaining 
horizontal. The gable facing the bog 
is glazed, framing the landscape 
and bringing the exterior into focus 
within the interior. Adapting the buil-
ding to nature is a central concept.

There is a strong historical connec-
tion to local materials and building 
typologies. Quoting the �rm: �The 
intention was to design a building 
we can all relate to. A Småland 
barn in a modern interpretation!� 
(�Naturum Store Mosse | White Ar-
kitekter�, n.d.) Historically, industrial 
buildings (peat barns) were situa-

ted around the bog, built in wood 
and raised on piers (Caldenby et 
al., 2013). This contemporary inter-
pretation of a peat barn is likewise 
elevated. The structure is challeng-
ing with only four supports, like a 
bridge.

The wooden structure is exposed, 
both externally and internally. It 
creates a generous space and is 
assembled with high precision. Its 
columns divide the �oor plan into 
three longitudinal sections, with the 
central section being more solid 
than the outer ones.

It�s a reference project due to the 
clear historical grounding together 
with a contemporary design, which 
are key elements in this master�s 
work. Equally important is the ability 
to capture the identity of the place, 
the Genius Loci (Norberg-Schulz, 
1984). The architecture respects the 
surrounding nature, creating a dia-
logue where the building does not 
dominate the natural environment.

2.2 Reference Projects

Figure 2
Exterior of Naturum Store 
Mosse. Photograph by Mikael 
Olsson (n.d), from White. 

Figure 1 		             >      
Interior of Naturum Store Mosse. 
Photograph by Mikael Olsson 
(n.d), from White.

 		


          >
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2.2.2 Höghult

The Höghult project is designed by 
Fabel Arkitektur 2020. The �rm pla-
ces great emphasis on the context 
of their projects: place, history, and 
site (FabelArkitektur, n.d.). Höghult 
showcases traditional local woo-
den construction techniques, reinter-
preted in a contemporary way.

The project consists of two volumes 
of the same size, placed parallel 
with one meter between them, two 
traditional timber constructions with 
different expressions. One built with 
a solid timber structure, heavy and 
enclosed. Next to it, a structure in 
light timber framing structure that 
meets the ground gently and is fully 
glazed.

The tectonics, such as the wood-
to-wood joints, are visible in every 
room, both in the interior and exte-
rior. These connections and details 
are executed with great precision. 
An example of these details is how 

the windows are seamlessly inte-
grated into the timber in the timber 
framing structure. These window 
attachments create a contempo-
rary expression to the historically 
enclosed timber framing structure. 
A creative window mounting whe-
re a strong collaboration between 
contemporary architecture and 
craftsmanship becomes evident. The 
materials are honest: logs, timber, 
and tadelakt are exposed in their 
raw form.

While the scale and functions dif-
fer from the project in this master�s 
thesis design proposal, the focus on 
showcasing traditional, local timber 
constructions and the emphasis on 
craftsmanship in the architecture are 
why it serves as a reference. The 
project is an example of Critical Re-
gionalism, with a strong connection 
to history, place, and culture, inter-
preted in a contemporary way.

Figure 4		            
Höghult, nominated for the 2024 
Träpriset. Photograph by Emil 
Nordin (2024), from Svenskt Trä.

Figure 5		            <    
Timber Framing window detail. 
Photograph by Mikael Olsson 
(n.d), from Fabel Arkitektur.

Figure 3		            <    
Höghult Timber Framing. Photo-
graph by Mikael Olsson (n.d), 
from Fabel Arkitektur.
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2.2.3 Allmannajuvet

Architect Peter Zumthor�s work de-
monstrates the importance of a clo-
se relationship with construction and 
craftsmanship. Precision in construc-
tion is always a central element, as 
is the signi�cance of respecting the 
site�s history. These aspects are cle-
arly present in Zumthor�s project, the 
Allmannajuvet Zinc Mine Museum, 
completed in 2016 along the Nor-
wegian Scenic Route in Norway.

The project consists of three volu-
mes: a museum, a cafØ, and a servi-
ce building, all connected by paths 
and stairways. Its purpose is to shed 
light on the mining activity that took 
place at the site in the 19th century 
and to make its memory accessible 
to visitors.

The approach to the project is ba-
sed on deep analysis of the context, 
culture, and materials. The mine 
shafts were narrow with low ceiling 
height, not possible to stand upright, 

Figure 6		            <
Allmannajuvet Mining CafØ. 
Photograph by Per Berntsen 
(2016), from perberntsen.com. 

Figure 7		            >
Allmannajuvet Mining Gallery. 
Photograph by Per Berntsen 
(2016), from perberntsen.com 

and this fact in�uenced the design. 
A humble attitude is re�ected in all 
decisions, though not a poor one. 

The theory regarding the site�s his-
torical identity is expressed partly 
through the use of zinc. For instance, 
the handles for all the volumes are 
made of roughly forged zinc, which 
is the �rst physical contact visitors 
have with the project. The black co-
lour of the façade and interior sym-
bolises human anxiety, representing 
the lives lost during the mine�s ope-
ration. (Slessor, 2017)

It is a reference project based on its 
historical connection to the site, and 
the atmosphere is shaped by this 
history. The construction respects the 
surrounding nature. The rock is pre-
served, and the architecture is de-
signed around stilts that lightly meet 
the ground. Light in appearance, 
but incredibly complex from a tech-
nical perspective.
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Geographical locations of Naturums in Sweden.

Based on the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency�s guidelines (Rikt-
linjer För Naturum, 2015), a Naturum serves as an entrance to a national 
park or a nature reserve. A building with the goal of inspiring visitors before 
they explore the surrounding nature. The entrance to the Naturum is free of 
charge, ensuring that everyone can access the building and the information 
it provides. The location should be in close proximity to an attractive natural 
area, national park, or nature reserve.

Naturum Hornborgasjön, designed by White Arkitekter, opened 1986 and 
was the �rst Naturum where great emphasis was placed on architecture. 
This project is based on three principles, which subsequent Naturum designs 
have followed implicitly. These unwritten principles are outlined below (Cal-
denby et al., 2013):

�	 Site-speci�c:                                                                                                 	
The nature of the site should be communicated.

�	 Present ecology: 							     
Respect the site�s natural environment. The ecological footprint should 
be as small as possible without compromising the architecture�s ability 
to convey the values of nature.

�	 Contemporary architecture: 						    
�The building must be seen, must con�dently take its place in the setting, 
communicate clearly and distinctly as a landmark, and in this way arti-
culate the beauty of its surroundings.� (p.11). 

Today, there are 31 Naturum in Sweden, spread from Öresund in the south 
to Abisko in the north. All of them aim to educate and raise awareness 
about nature and the importance of preserving it. Through exhibitions and 
activities, knowledge and engagement regarding climate change are dis-
seminated. The architecture helps to communicate the surrounding nature, 
as well as its cultural and historical context.

2.3 Naturum

22 23



Until 1950, almost all of Sweden�s 
agricultural buildings were construc-
ted using post-and-beam construc-
tion, synonymous with timber fra-
ming (Stolpverk). The technique was 
ef�cient in terms of both material 
use and time. The amount of materi-
al required was reduced compared 
to the traditional log construction 
method. Additionally, it was faster 
to build a structural framework com-
pared to log construction (Lassen, 
2021).

There are several types of timber 
construction. In southern Sweden, 
traditional types include half-tim-
bering (korsvirke), post-and-plank 
techniques (skiftesverk), and 
post-frame construction (stavverk), 
which are all types of timber fra-
ming structures. In central and nort-
hern Sweden, log constructions 
(liggtimmer) have been more used. 
(Lassen, 2021) Common to all tim-
ber framing structures, which differ 
from log construction, is the fol-
lowing de�nition: �All constructions 
where the load-bearing skeleton 
consists of square, two-side conver-
ted or round timber of dimensions 
four by four inches or bigger, and 
where the internal and external lo-
ads are transferred to the ground 
by a co-operation between verti-
cal, horizontal and/or diagonally 
positioned timbers. (Lassen, 2014, 
p.12).�

Timber framing constructions are 
built exclusively with wood. The 
joints between the timbers are either 
pure timber cut-out to lock each 
other or in combination with woo-
den pegs or wooden wedges/
hooks. The main types of joints are 
longitudinal joints and transverse 
joints. The transverse joints are divi-
ded into three sub-categories: cor-
ner joints, cross joints, and T-joints. 
(Lassen, 2021)

This historical building technique re-
mains relevant today. It is a peda-
gogical method where the structure 
is easy to read, which also creates a 
sense of security within the building. 
The construction allows for spacio-
us and �exible interiors, where the 
structure allows changes to the lay-
out without interfering with the lo-
ad-bearing framework. The crafts-
manship creates beautiful details 
in the timber joints, and the material 
itself can be allowed to take centre 
stage and create a tactile quality in 
the architecture. Combining this tra-
ditional building technique with mo-
dern innovations makes it relevant 
today, allowing the craftsmanship 
to live on.

2.4 Timber Framing

Cross joint

T-joint

Corner joint

Longitudinal joint

Figure 8 		            
Timber frame and log structure. 
Photograph by Mikael Olsson, 
(n.d), from FABEL Arkitektur.

Figure 9 		             >
The illustrations show examples of 
timber joints. The top one belongs 
to the category of longitudinal 
joints, while the three below are 
transverse joints.

 		


          >
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Härön is an island located just outsi-
de the village of Kyrkesund on Tjörn. 
A small ferry takes you across the 
strait in �ve minutes. The eastern part 
of the island has the most buildings, 
where the location is sheltered and 
the strait to Tjörn is narrow. The rest 
of the island consists of a nature re-
serve covering a total of 707 hecta-
res. Visitors can explore the reserve 
through trails that start from the villa-
ge, with the ferry dock being central 
to the paths.

Härön features a beautiful archi-
pelago landscape, dominated by 
bare rocks and heaths. Cattle gra-
ze on the outlying �elds, and the 
heather is burned to maintain its vi-
tality. In the valleys, the soil is richer, 
and agriculture has been practiced 
here since the early Middle Ages. 
Today, one farm, Gården ˜nga, 
continues to operate traditionally. 
Gården ˜nga was bequeathed to 
the Swedish Sea Rescue Society 
and later purchased by the Swedish 
Environmental Protection Agency in 
1993. (¯shede, 2016)

The aim of the nature reserve in-
cludes preserving the operation of 
Gården ˜nga, one of the best-pre-
served farms on the west coast. The 
island�s farmland has never been 

exposed to chemical pesticides or 
fertilizers but has instead been ferti-
lized with seaweed or natural fertili-
zers. The biodiversity is thriving, as is 
the birdlife. (¯shede, 2016)

Härön has been inhabited intermit-
tently since the 16th century. There�s 
remains of siple stone dwllings from 
that time. These dwellings look like 
low stone walls where �shermen 
would set up simple, temporary 
shelters during the season. There 
are around 70 ancient remains on 
Härön. Throughout history, the is-
land�s inhabitants have engaged in 
both �shing and farming. The popu-
lation has �uctuated greatly due to 
the abundance of herring. Today, 
most of the buildings on the island 
are summer homes (¯shede, 2016). 
Grain production for England was 
also signi�cant. The island�s grain 
warehouse, Magasinet, facing the 
strait, has a rich history, transitioning 
from a grain empire to a bathhouse, 
to a salting facility, to an agricultu-
ral trade, and is now converted into 
a restaurant and hotel. It is the only 
business currently operating on the 
island (Lind, 2002). The island holds 
a rich cultural history, along with di-
verse plant and animal life both on 
land and in the sea.

3 Design Proposal

3.1 Context

3.1.1 Härön Nature Reserve

Figure 11
Gården Änga. Photograph from 
Häröns historia (n.d)

Figure 10 		            >
Magasinet. Photograph from 
Häröns historia (n.d)

 		


          >
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3.1.2 The Site

Most of Härön consists of a nature reserve. However, the village, situated 
between parts of the reserve, is not part of the protected area. The site for 
this thesis is located within this zone, between the preserved nature areas. 
The island�s natural topography is varied and mosaic-like, with rocky lands-
capes interwoven with wetlands and �elds.

The site is well connected to the small village. The buildings on the island 
are densely clustered on the eastern side, in a sheltered position facing the 
strait and the village of Kyrkesund on Tjörn. The proposal is situated near the 
village but oriented toward the bay, offering views of the nature reserve.

Härön is a car-free island, connected to Kyrkesund by ferry. The existing 
network of paved roads forms a loop around the village. By designing a 
boardwalk that links to the existing walking paths, the site for the propo-
sal becomes accessible. The site is positioned between two of the island�s 
hiking trails.

The site extends along the cliffs, where a boardwalk is to be designed, 
reaching out to a small islet and further into a bay. The islet is a rocky little 
island, located 6 meters from the shore. It stretches 40 meters in length, is 
10 meters at its widest point, and rises 3 meters above the water surface.

Beyond the islet, the boardwalk continues into the bay til a area where a 
kayak shelter will be proposed. The idea is for the Naturum to provide kay-
ak tours into the nature reserve, where this serve as a starting point. Likewise, 
visitors arriving by sea kayak can access the Naturum and stay overnight in 
the designated kayak shelter.

Contextual site diagram.
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