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Twenty years 
ago this summer, 
Norway began a 
groundbreaking 
project to bring 
together the country’s 
dramatic scenery with 
landmarks from its 
best architects. But 
treading the fi ne line 
between creativity 
and bureaucracy 
hasn’t always been 
easy. Design writer 
Anna Winston 
evaluates the legacy 
of the National 
Tourist Routes
P h o t o g r a p h y ⁄ V i n c e n t  F o u r n i e r
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t’s no big secret that natural beauty is one of 
Norway’s greatest assets. Norwegians are fi ercely 
proud of their spectacular landscapes, which have 
become a powerful draw for visitors. The country 
is also home to something even more unusual: 
an internationally acclaimed, contemporary 
architectural movement that champions buildings 
that are embedded sensitively into nature. Yet, 
while Norway has always been beautiful and its 
architects have always been talented, in the 1980s 
and ’90s the country was struggling to attract much 
international attention for either. That is, until the 
arrival of the National Tourist Routes. 

This year marks the 20th anniversary of this 
ambitious public programme, which has put 
Norway at the forefront of nature tourism and 
given it an enviable architectural reputation to 
boot. Together making up more than 1,850km 
of roads, each of the 18 scenic routes now has its 
own collection of lookout points, visitor centres, 
bridges, public toilets, sculptures and installations 
– all designed to enhance their setting and guide 
visitors to the best experiences without imposing 
too heavily on the landscape. 

“The idea and the projects have grown into a 
worldwide event,” says Kjetil Trædal Thorsen, a 
Norwegian architect and co-founder of leading 
architecture fi rm Snøhetta. “Contemporary 
architectural interpretations have become icons 
of sensitive creation.”

Snøhetta is among the more than 50 architecture 
fi rms, landscape architects and artists that have »
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Opening pages⁄
Reiulf Ramstad’s viewing platform 
at Trollstigen
Below⁄
The Tungeneset rest area, on the 
Senja route, was designed by Code 
Arkitektur and built in Siberian larch 
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been involved in the 114 projects completed so far. 
The fi rm’s tourist stop outside the town of Eggum is 
a perfect example of the way these projects respond 
to their setting. An amphitheatre embedded into 
the ground, it acts as a kind of theatre for watching 
the midnight sun as well a traffi  c-easing solution for 
high-tourism season. 

“We tried to locate a meeting place that would 
feel as if it had always been there, almost naturally 
grown into the magnifi cent surroundings and 
indeterminable in age and time of creation,” says 
Trædal Thorsen. “The wood-collecting along the 
coast for the cladding of the building became an act 
of historic preservation. Similarly, the collection 
of stones became a way of reorganising existing 
conditions into a built environment.”

Of the design fi rms that have taken part, the only 
non-Norwegian is Swiss architect Peter Zumthor, 
who is something of a cultish fi gure. Younger 
Norwegian fi rms have been heavily favoured, and 
their projects have often acted as a launch pad for 
their careers. Many, like Jensen & Skodvin, and 

Manthey Kula, are run by architects who studied 
at The Oslo School of Architecture and Design 
(AHO) during the tenure of a specifi c set of tutors 
– including Christian Norberg-Schulz and the 
legendary Sverre Fehn. 

These architects were part of a movement that 
championed an idealistic form of Modernism, which 
responded directly to the landscape and treated light 
almost as a building material. Fehn was reported 
as saying that “the very act of building begins the 
process of destruction; that every intervention, no 
matter how careful, contributes to the landscape’s 
loss”. It’s not diffi  cult to connect this mentality to 
the softly-softly approach that has been applied 
along the tourist routes. 

“The [projects] that are most well known are in 
some way a kind of manifestation of what we like to 
call ‘the Oslo school’ in architecture: the teaching that 
developed in the ’60s, ’70s and ’80s through people 
like Fehn,” says Thomas McQuillan, current head of 
architecture at AHO. “There’s a Norwegian word  
underskog, which means all of the growth that »
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1.  Jæren
2.  Ryfylke
3. Hardangervidda
4.  Hardanger
5.  Aurlandsfjellet
6.  Valdresfl ye
7.  Gaularfjellet
8. Sognefjellet
9.  Gamle Strynefjellsvegen
10. Rondane
11. Geiranger-Trollstigen
12. Atlanterhavsvegen
13. Helgelandskysten
14. Lofoten
15. Andøya
16. Senja
17. Havøysund
18. Varanger 

Andøya
The beautiful 

Kleivodden rest area  
complements the sea 

views on this island

Gaularfjellet
This viewpoint by 
Code Arkitektur 
hovers 700m 
above sea level

Ryfylke
This gallery at the disused 
Allmannajuvet zinc mines 
was designed by “cult 
fi gure” Peter Zumtheor

Havøysund
Reiulf Ramstad is behind this 
curving gangway down to 
Sandbukta beach at Selvika, 
an area rich with Neolithic 
remains and Sami heritage
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From top⁄
Snøhetta’s amphitheatre at 
the fi shing village of Eggum, on 
the way to Lofoten; Jensen & 
Skodvin’s viewing platform at 
Videfossen waterfall, on the 
Gamle Strynefjellsvegen route

“The projects 
that are most 
well known are 
a manifestation 
of the ‘Oslo 
School’ in 
architecture”
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“There’s a sense that 
some of the architecture 
was being produced by 
the landscape rather 
than being inserted in it”
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happens on the forest fl oor – the small plants, the 
moss, the seedlings – and it’s an expression that 
means the potential that is to come. I think the project 
fulfi ls that role quite well. It’s given so many architects 
a way of pursuing their craft.”

The development of the routes began with a 
pilot called the Tourism and Travel Project, which 
ran from 1994 to 1997, and resulted in interventions 
along the Sognefj ellet and Gamle Strynefj ellsvegen 
routes by Jensen & Skodvin. The government 
then green-lighted further development of the 
programme, and the routes were selected by 2004. 
In 2007, the fi rst batch of 15 pre-approved architects, 
artists and landscape architects was selected.

Jensen & Skodvin set the tone with structures like 
the viewing platform at the Videfossen waterfalls 
(see previous page), where pools of new concrete 
were poured into the rock to create a safer surface 
for visitors, guarded by rusted steel railings. Their 
structures trace the topography of the sites, while 
adding industrial materials like pre-weathered steel. 

“There was a sense in the work that some of the 
architecture was being produced by the landscape 
rather than being inserted in it,” says McQuillan. 
“The topography has been here for hundreds of 
thousands of years, and there’s something very 
important as an architect to go into that situation 
with an understanding that the intervention you 
make is not necessarily sensitive to the site but is 
subsumed in the site.”

The spectacular zigzagging pathways and 
cantilevered viewing platforms of the Trollstigen 
visitor centre by Reiulf Ramstad Arkitekter (see p55 
and right), completed in 2012 and now one of the 
routes’ most iconic projects, embodies this attitude 
to the landscape – both framing and adding to it. 

In 2014, the Norwegian Public Roads 
Administration, which manages the funding, 
commissioning and maintenance of the routes and 
the structures, invited applications for the next »

Left⁄
The 650m-high viewing 
platform at Stegastein, on 
the Aurlandsfjellet route
Right⁄
At Trollstigen, Reiulf 
Ramstad Arkitekter has 
created an acclaimed 
visitor centre and viewing 
platform, which leans out 
200m above the road
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round of projects. It aims to have completed 192 by 
2023 and has chosen eight teams that will be eligible 
for the remainder of the work. 

By the time it’s fi nished, more than NOK 3.4 billion 
in public funding will have been spent, with a wider 
knock-on eff ect on the investment in local tourism. 
But the future success of the project will rely on its 
proper maintenance, requiring continual investment 
from the local authorities in each region.  

“The faith in the tourist routes has encouraged 
other service providers to increase their eff orts 
to provide tourists with an improved package of 
services,” says National Tourist Routes spokesman 
Per Ritzler. “At the same time, there will always 
be some individuals who do not appreciate that 
an initiative is subject to such a degree of central 
government control for the purpose of ensuring a 
consistent, quality product.”

Realising a project on this scale – with a 30-year 
development horizon and with public money –  
would be an ambitious undertaking for any country. 
But it is particularly so for Norway, which has not 
had the greatest reputation for public investment in 
culture and the arts (lagging behind neighbours like 
Sweden and Denmark). The routes have played 
a signifi cant role in changing that. 

A number of the projects have won international 
architecture prizes: Reiulf Ramstad received the 
publication ArchDaily’s building of the year 2009 
title, and has twice been shortlisted for the EU Mies 
Award, Europe’s most important architecture prize, 
for its work on the Trollstigen route. »

From top right⁄
The Akkarvikodden rest 
stop, by Manthey Kula, 
along Lofoten; 
Biotope’s bird-watching 
shelter in Varanger; 
the Steilneset memorial 
in Vardø, which 
commemorates 91 people 
burned for witchcraft here
Overleaf⁄
The Juvet Landscape 
Hotel, designed by Jensen 
& Skodvin, is a massive 
draw on the Geiranger-
Trollstigen route  
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The increase in international attention has 
coincided with a rise in tourism. In 2015, the number 
of hotel nights booked in the country went up, despite 
a drop in business visits related to the oil industry. 
What’s more, the photogenic landmarks have had 
aesthetic life far beyond visitor experience. More than 
9,700 articles have been published about the routes 
in the last three years alone. Nevertheless, there’s a 
sense that the unusual nature of the tourist routes 
is still a little bit lost on some Norwegians, who are 
– like all Scandinavians – not generally very good at 
celebrating their own successes. 

“Sometimes it feels as if the projects are more 
known outside of Norway,” says Trædal Thorsen. 
“Only when being shown the beauty by outsiders, we 
start refl ecting about it. We call it ‘home blindness’.” 
He believes that the country needs outsiders to hold 
up a mirror to its success. “Norwegians learn through 
the eyes of others,” he says. 

One can’t help but think that if these routes 
had been planned elsewhere, then perhaps they 
wouldn’t have been as successful as they have been 
in balancing the human and natural aesthetic. The 
trademark Nordic modesty is undeniably part of 
their charm. That being the case, I’m sure their many 
fans will have no problem holding up that mirror, for 
another 20 years at least. 
With thanks to Innovation Norway and National 
Tourist Routes  innovasjonnorge.no, nasjonaleturistveger.no

Norwegian fl ies to 18 destinations in Norway. Book 
fl ights, a hotel and a rental car at norwegian.com

Stay along 
the National 

Tourist Routes

Magic Hotel 
Solheimsviken

This Bergen hotel makes 
a good jumping-off spot 
for an onslaught on the 
Hardanger Route. It’s 
newly renovagted and 
centrally located for 

enjoying the delights of 
Bergen, too. Do make time 
for a trip up Mount Fløyen, 

an undisputed highlight. 
 magichotel.no

Kviknes Hotel
A short drive from the 
Gaularfjellet viewpoint, 

and overlooking 
Sognefjord, this family-run 

hotel in the Swiss style 
is a delightful overnight 

pitstop. In fact, you 
might want longer to take 

advantage of its guided 
hikes or kayak tours of the 

fjord.  kviknes.com 

Valldal 
Fjordhotell

A more modern choice, 
Valldal is down the road 
from the Ørnesvingen 

stop on the Geiranger-
Trollstigen route. A 

stay includes spa and 
gym access, as well as 

breakfast with a side order 
of fjord-tastic views.

 valldalfjordhotell.no

“Sometimes it 
feels as if the 
projects are 
better known 
outside Norway. 
We call it ‘home 
blindness’”
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