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Abstract 
 

Vernacular buildings are always an inspirational mine for researchers. This research 

paper is an outcome of a practical vernacular experience for a PhD workshop "The 

Malmbanan Diaries": a special research activity afforded at the Lund University, Sweden.   

The paper discusses the vernacular experience of a group of eight PhD students and 

their supervisors in exploring the ore line in three different stops taking the same route of the 

iron trail. It is an experience to find commonalities for students' PhD work in a different 

context. The paper discusses the authors own PhD project in relation to the workshop 

experience itself. The idea of the workshop was to find a common methodological thread 

that can be applied in both the PhD students' projects and the three places visited along the 

ore line. It was also intended to give the students a chance to apply this methodology in a 

test ground and to obtain feedback from their supervisor and other colleagues.  The 

workshop’s outcome was a common publication that discussed the students and their 

supervisor’s experiences, impressions observations, reflections and analysis for each place 

visited that was reflected upon their own individual PhD research work.  

Keywords: Vernacular, Malmbanan Diaries, ore line, iron trial, testing ground.  

Introduction 
 

This paper is based on a PhD workshop in August 2012 organized by APULA 

(The Research School for Architecture and Planning for the Urban Landscape) 

research school in collaboration with Testbedstudio. A group of eight PhD 

researchers and their supervisors participated in a unique PhD course and workshop 

beyond the Arctic Circle. This research journey started in Kirina and during four 

intense days field trip, the group managed to explore the transnational region of 

Kiruna- Narvik passing by the small village of Abisko and investigated the current 

affinities influencing contemporary planning practice and research there.  

 

What is special about choosing such a study area is the paradoxically 

profound and multilayered nature of a remote vernacular landscape that presents 

the so called “the last wilderness of Europe” and at the same time  is considered a 

complex and challenging case on the political, environmental, technological and 

ecological levels to be studied. One of the main objectives of this workshop was to 

give a chance to each doctoral student to reflect on his/her own research in relation 
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to this complex case, and to use this case study as a testing ground for each one's 

doctoral research approach. 

 

Project background 

The main theme of the workshop was to investigate the urban challenges in 

the ore railway zone and how such industry had influenced the vernacular 

landscape. Malmbanan ("the Ore Railway") is considered the most fascinating heavy 

railroad line in Scandinavia. The rail link connects Kiruna in the northernmost 

Sweden to both Narvik, Norway in the northwest and Luleå south of Kiruna Both 

cities are on the coast and provide capacity for shipping ore worldwide.  

Malmabanan railway runs on the mountain sides crossing a special vernacular 

landscape comprised of layers of accumulated vernacular cultures and 

traditions. The Malmbanan railway is today the only railway for iron ore transport in 

Sweden, and is in many ways a captivating railway.  

 

The basic theme of my PhD is conservation of vernacular architecture. I tried 

to study the potentials in the three cities Kiruna, Abisko and Narvik  ( see Fig. 1) so 

that my study could be based upon them. I found that I could build my study during 

the workshop on the traditional and local architecture in the three places we visited. 

I focused on the significant public buildings in context with the urban setting where 

they were located. For example, I looked at museums that tell stories about the 

place and document traditions and transformations and also at religious buildings 

(churches) and their relations with the landscape and their architectural significance. 

These observations involved examining what was inhabitants' daily urban practice at 

their homes and their neighborhood in previous times, how it is at present and the 

expected future after transformation for the ore industry; train stations as important 

public spaces because of the ore iron industry and so on. Moreover I tried to relate 

and observe the interactions between people and such buildings or urban spaces. 

The study ended with a walk through traditional and local architecture in each of the 

three different urban fabrics and landscapes that formulated traditional and local 

architecture, as shown in Fig. 1. 

 

                                                
 
 

 

 

 

 Fig 1: Edited sketch map for Malmbanan railway lines from Kiruna in Sweden to Narvik in Norway 
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Method 

The study was based on the comparative analysis and experimental mapping 

of the landscape intersected by the Malmbanan railway, linking traditional and local 

architecture of the three places along the ore line (Kiruna, Abisko and Narvik) with 

the landscape and the urban setting. Each place had its own character, identity and 

typology. Although there is a common feature that helps in developing the three 

places that is the iron ore mining and that is what helped in the comparative analysis 

method.  

Several tools were used in this study as shown in fig. 2 like walking 

interviews, semi-structured questionnaires based on random selection of 

interviewees, making field notes and site observations. That is besides 

photographing and video filming. Such tools were the main sources of data 

collection followed by synthesis process and analysis of findings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The language was sometimes a barrier as not all of the locals spoke English. 

Also being a foreigner to the area was sometimes an obstacle to find respondents 

that could feel at ease and are willing to contribute in the survey. Moreover my 

foreign eye was a new tool in this study. Being a foreign student coming from a 

different culture looking at preserving another vernacular culture in Scandinavia was 

a tool to investigate differences and record changes. 

 

Fig.2:  Diagram showing the methodology applied in this research and the different tools used. 
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The methods used in the workshop activities was varied and useful.  One of 

the main methods was to travel together by train across the iron trail in the same 

root as the iron trade and to stop each day in different place to observe the villages 

and towns across the iron rail. Besides the individually pre-arranged study visits, 

there were on-site seminars and micro-lectures on different topics such as urban 

theory and methodology, scales, morphology, mobility, territoriality and climate 

change. Also the methodology adopted in this workshop gave the chance for 

planned meetings with every student and his/her supervisor to reflect upon 

students' own PhD research. Moreover there was time for planned meeting with 

Testbed studio team for discussions on the test-ground method for each student's 

own research. The final outcome of such meetings and discussions was in the form 

of a common travelogue that was published later in the form of an “e-magazine”.  

Discussion 

In this section the discussion will focus on reflections and analysis of the 

three main stops along the iron rail (Kiruna, Abisko and Narvik). 

Kiruna 

The first stop was Kiruna city and the visit lasted for 32 hours. It was an 

exploration of what was there in Kiruna before the real city formation in 1900.  It 

was a good start for the cityscape time line in relation to the inhabitants’ activities. 

The Local identity of the indigenous locals "Sami people" is what interested me at 

the very beginning of my tour. I was struck by the strong sense of belonging they had 

to their land. Generally inhabitants feel rooted to their territory. They are proud of 

their history, heritage, culture, traditions, social habits and language. 

Kiruna is rich for rooted culture and traditions of the Sami inhabitants The 

indigenous Sami people had developed their own settlements along the years in this 

region. The landscape had influenced their trials and errors to reach the optimum 

solutions for proper dwellings that cope with their nomadic life habits, landscape 

and harsh climatic conditions. One can find clearly that the development of their 

traditional shelters started from mobile tents to the timber houses. 

 

Fig 3: Sketches for Sami dwellings in Kiruna area, showing the traditional huts mad from straw, 
scattered in the landscape. Such placement of the huts suits best the nomadic life. 
Source: Shots from Sami open air Museum in Kiruna - August 2010 
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Fig 4: Sketches for Sami dwellings in Kiruna area showing the tent structure made from animal 
leather. The leather was a god protection from snow and winds in winter time. 
Source: Shots from Sami open air Museum in Kiruna - August 2010 
 

 

Fig 5: Sketch for the reindeer breeding which  is the main craft for Sami people 
Source: Shots from Sami open air Museum in Kiruna -August 2010 
 

  

Fig 6: Vernacular Sami huts  
Wood is the main structure element. Straw and soil are used to cover the timber structure. Such 
vernacular building solution was developed after several trials and errors. This vernacular solution 
again suits best with the harsh cold climate.   
Source: Shots from Sami open air Museum in Kiruna -August 2010 
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One of the significant buildings in Kiruna is the Jukkasjärvi Church. One can 

observe the influence of the Sami nomadic and wild traditional culture in the design 

of the exterior and the interior as well. Moreover it is easy to see how the location of 

the church within the wild forests has helped the church to be integrated in harmony 

within the physical landscape. It is a substantial public building that shows the ties to 

the traditional roots of building habits and culture, together with the interaction 

between the surrounding physical and cultural landscape. 

Fig 7: Another model for Sami huts, an evolution to 
the model in Fig. 6 
Source: Shots from Sami open air Museum in Kiruna 
-August 2010 

 

Fig 8: Timber vernacular Sami cottages, transforming 
from nomads to settlers  
Source: Shots from Sami open air Museum in Kiruna -
August 2010 

 

Fig 9: Scaled models a Sami mobile tents 
Source: Sami open air Museum in Kiruna - 

August 2010 

Fig 10: Scaled models of Sami dwellings from earth 
construction with timber cladding 
Source: Sami open air Museum in Kiruna - August 2010 
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Fig 11: Sketch for the Jukkasjärvi Church together with Sami traditional dwellings within the landscape 
Source: Shots from Sami open air Museum in Kiruna -August 2010 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It can't be denied that the indigenous Sami culture had been influenced by 

the surrounding landscape and they had developed their culture in relation to and 

direct interaction with Nature. Without the physical documentation in the Sami 

museum of traditional dwellings, craftsmanship, religion, beliefs and reindeer 

breeding it would have been difficult for me to compare and trace this urban and 

architectural tradition easily within only one day visit to the place.  

It was obvious from the open museums I visited, the serious efforts being 

made to document the intangible and the tangible heritage in the area. It was easy 

to follow the evolution and the shelter development of human settlements in Kiruna; 

interaction and adaptability with Nature has been and remain a part of their daily 

life. Also it was impressive to see that inhabitants still used traditional tents spread 

Fig 12: Jukkasjärvi Church, the interior is 

influenced with the traditional Sami 

culture  

Fig 13: Jukkasjärvi Church where the 

architectural design, mass and proportion 

is influenced with the traditional Sami 

culture.  

Kiruna - August 2010 



ISVS e-journal, Vol. 2, no.3, January, 2013 

ISSN 2320-2661 

 

 18 

 

in the city landscape for different activities in their daily life. That is in parallel with 

their interest in space physics studies and mining research which are rapidly 

progressing.   

Among this low density city with relatively small pieces of lands creating 

some small unintentional urban spaces are left over un-attended green areas. That 

creates a pleasant natural landscape scene for the urban fabric. They deal with the 

urban fabric like patch work of a piece of cloth. Whatever matches with Nature are 

placed in it without any inhibitions. So buildings are different from each other but 

remain harmonious. Buildings are integrated with Nature in a simple way similar to 

their simple human behavior. The Kiruna church in the down-town is an example for 

the integration between natural landscape and buildings. One can notice that the 

bell tower and the top roof of the church together with trees all project pointed 

tops. No one dominated over the other, but are well-mingled forming a pleasant 

scenery from above. When one approaches the church one can see it from in 

between trees trunks. Once it is approached one sees the whole building and may be 

astonished by the natural topography surrounding the church wrapping it from all 

directions. The scale of the building is very humble and is integrated sensitively 

within the vernacular landscape. The church is considered an icon and a landmark 

not as a building but the whole context where it is located in a hilly topography is a 

landmark in the city fabric.   

From this study tour in Kiruna it can be deduced from the walking interviews 

and semi-structured questionnaires with inhabitants that the economic growth and 

development in Kiruna is affected by different aspects including its urban 

configuration. The city of Kiruna will be re-located to another place due to the 

discovery of a huge iron mine. This transmission has affected already the 

architectural and urban configuration of the settlements and there is another 

expected great transformation in the future. Moreover Kiruna, on the other hand, is 

facing greater problems, which is the need to build up a new city centre and new 

residential areas to accommodate new economic activities. That is really a 

challenging situation as the whole vernacular landscape will no more exist. It is not 

the issue of re-locating buildings from one place to another; it is the problem of the 

existing location of such buildings within vernacular landscape and the whole urban 

context. One of the clear examples is the church in the city center; it is closely 

integrated within the landscape and the topography of the city. What about the 

place attachment of the inhabitants to this church in this specific landscape? will the 

re-location preserve this long held relationship? The sense of place and space is 

another question. The re-location is not only technical and structural moving of a 

building from one place to another like moving a piece of cake. It is a whole context 

that you are segregating the building from and inhabitant's memories and feelings 
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towards their building in that specific vernacular urban context which they chose for 

themselves a long time ago, that will be moved.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It was mentioned in Kiruna re-location project documents that the 

transformation of the cityscape will cause a crack-formation due to the mining 

Fig 14: The church and the integration with the landscape. It 

is intermingled with the surroundings in a harmonious way 

Fig 15: The form of the church and 

the location give it the significance 

in the cityscape 

Fig 17: The bell tower and the 

inspiration from vernacular 

architecture in Kiruna 

Fig 16: Interior view in the church where the landscape is 

clearly symbolized  
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activities and that was the main reason for the trans location of the affected areas. It 

is estimated that around 10 % of the population in Kiruna C (pop. 18 000) will be 

directly affected in a 30-year period because they must leave their homes.  

 

Fig 18: Black and white picture for a traditional Sami timber  tent integrated within the landscape 
similar to what we can experience around the church in Kiruna city center 
Source: Shots from Sami open air Museum in Kiruna -August 2010 

 

The relation between the building and the location is important. Even re-

locating is not an easy step from structure and technical point of you, but place 

attachment, memories, sense of place, sprit of place etc. are equally or more 

important. I would say place attachment and love for Nature and openness to others 

were the main observations and reflections of my experience from Kiruna. 

Abisko 

Travelling by the ore line continued to uncover the common thread of the 

study in Abisko where the relation and the bond to the vernacular landscape can be 

seen to exist strongly expressed in the townscape. Abisko is a 77 km² national 

park in the Swedish Lapland. It is famous for its natural beauty, Nordic vernacular 

wildlife and is a spot for winter adventures and summer hiking in the midnight sun. It 

is claimed that is one of the best spots in the world for seeing the Northern Lights. 

The architecture is very humble and the urban fabric is not complicated as it 

is a small inhabited town. Also the Sami population in Abisko had imposed their 

influence in the town formation and that is clear when observing the placement of 

the houses within the landscape. One can observe clearly the large spatial urban 

spaces between the houses and other main buildings like the train station and the 

Abisko elementary school. The Sami traditions are common but it is re-shaped with 

the landscape whenever it is and wherever they go. In other words one will find the 

same Sami traditional concepts, manifesting differently in different natural different 

landscape contexts. 

 

http://www.abisko.nu/sommar/englishpages/index.asp
http://www.naturvardsverket.se/en/In-English/Start/Enjoying-nature/National-parks-and-other-places-worth-visiting/National-Parks-in-Sweden/Abisko-National-Park/
http://www.naturvardsverket.se/en/In-English/Start/Enjoying-nature/National-parks-and-other-places-worth-visiting/National-Parks-in-Sweden/Abisko-National-Park/
http://www.swedishlapland.com/en/Home/
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The ore mining has had a strong influence in the Abisko settlement. The Sami 

indigenous people have transformed the area from the first train stopping in the 

area announcing a new era for ore and mining industry. In fact, they are not living in 

tents any more. Their dwellings had changed with the urban upgrading that had 

followed. However their traditions still exist and even the tourism industry and 

hiking in the area are based on their old traditions in climbing mountain tops and 

following their reindeers. 

 

 

 

From the tour inside the old town of Abisko, the little vernacular town of 150 

inhabitants appeared really impressive. One finds elderly gardening, kids playing in 

the open spaces, and housewives taking care of their houses. The school centralized 

the village. It is not only a school but a place for some sports and numerous other 

activities. While the train station is an extremely significant building in terms of the 

architecture, it is well-located and functions as a point of interaction for the 

community as well. It is not only an administration office for the train service but 

functions as dining hall, social club and a meeting hall with residential apartments. 

This multifunction use for the building is inspired from the Sami vernacular was of 

living which is producing more with less. 

Abisko for me was a desert low-dense area, scattered houses and cottages 

within the landscape, limited resources and abundant landscape along the horizon. 

However the Sami vernacular tradition has created from the area an attractive spot 

for unique type of tourism. Vernacular was more influential and affected the 

economy more that ore industry in Abisko. Sami Vernacular heritage put Abisko on 

the map and creates a different identity for the whole region. Abisko now is a place 

that attracts labor in tourism high season compared to the situation before being 

town residents repellent.  

Fig.19: The only elementary school in 

Abisko. Students had to travel outside their 

little town if they want to complete their 

secondary education. 

 

Fig.20: The train station which also serve as 

a town hall, social club and hostel. 
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Fig. 21: Abisko settlements from the sacred Nuolja mountain for Sami people.Now it is famous for the 

hiking trip and reindeer hunting 

 

Fig. 22: A collection for different views from Abisko.  

The influence of Sami culture is very clear here from the distribution of building in a scattered way 

within the landscape. Wide streets and vast spaces between houses the same way vernacular Sami 

dwellers used to cluster. 

 

 

http://sv.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nuolja
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Narvik 

The third and the last stop along the ore line was Narvik. The history of 

Narvik as a settlement began in the Stone Age. Not very much is known about these 

people, but the Vikings lived in this area. The history of modern Narvik begins in the 

1870s, when the Swedish government began to understand the potential of the iron 

ore mines in Kiruna.  

Narvik  was different experience in terms of landscape which affected the city 

formation in return. If one compares the local architecture within the cityscape, one 

will find that it is different in terms of the urban context than Kiruna and Abisko. The 

identity of the cityscape is signified by the harbour that dominates the coast and has 

had an influences on formation of the city fabric. The Ofoten museum explains the 

story of the harbour, and how the city was when it caught fire, the wars, battles and 

the ore line etc.  The architecture is rather functional due to several demolitions 

which makes the local architecture lacks the traditional or the local touch. The hilly 

topography is also what signifies the city dwelling configuration. 

 

 

 

 

As mentioned, the museum tells the history of an era across the harbor. 

Memories, stories, narrations, music, habits, social and cultural norms. Together 

with documenting clothes, fishing, trading, even recording sounds of the ship 

whistle.  

 

 

 

Fig. 23: Views from Narvik harbour one of 

the important ports shaping in the cityscape 

 

Fig. 24: Views from Narvik city showing the 

city hilly topography 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stone_Age
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Viking
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Observing the local architecture within the cityscape in Narvik was a different 

experience from that in both Kiruna and Abisko. When we arrived at Narvk and 

started walking within the city landscape a question came into my mind. Does 

Landscape form people or do the people form the landscape? In Narvik, it is people 

forming the landscape. It is clear when looking at the mountains from above as if 

people are mounting over the landscape. Buildings are strictly dominant over Nature 

in almost the entire city while buildings are integrated within the hilly topography in 

some other parts. 

 

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 26:  A church in the city center where the 

church tower is inspired from the vernacular 

structures in Narvik 

Fig.  27: A church up the hill in Narvik, the 

abstraction of the bell tower an inspiration from 

vernacular landscape 

Fig. 25: The harbor  in Narvik dominating the cityscape as a main important commercial and 

industrial spot in the city. The  picture is taken from the Ofoten museum. 
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Since Narvik joined the industrial era very early due to the fact of having an ice free 

harbor. The accumulated vernacular influence on Narvik's architecture is minimal 

compared to Kiruna and Abisko. The common thread still is the iron industry but in 

Narvik it is dominating the architecture style incorporated within the hilly nature of 

the city.  The humble influence of Sami culture and their vernacular heritage does 

almost not exist in Narvik. 

Conclusion 

This paper is a documentation for a PhD workshop with a special Nature. The 

author tried to show how the experience can add to students' knowledge just by 

observing several case studies in a different context than their own research context 

or setting. The workshop was a tool to help PhD students to test other methods, 

tools and even ideas in another place and to be able to get feedback from their 

supervisors on the spot. The experience gained from this practical exercise enriched 

the students' vision and perception of their own work. Figure (30) below is 

summering such experience  and shows the interpretation of the journey along the 

three different places during this workshop (Kiruna, Abisko and Narvik). 

 one can deduce that it provoked personal internal thoughts. Since this 

experience, I started looking at my own PhD research from a different perspective. It 

wasn't only an experience for my thesis development but for my career as an 

architect as well. Looking at the traditional and local architecture, how it was in the 

past, and examining the contemporary situation and predicting how it could look like 

in the future. Economic growth, transformation and transitions that occur in cities 

could affect dramatically local identity and cities landscape formation.  There is 

always a reason, initiation and action that one should observe carefully in order to 

be able to deal with it in a sensitive way for the purpose of preserving local identity 

and avoid rushing with the stream of rapid economic changes. This evocative 

Fig 28: Churched are integrated within the 

cityscape showing the mix between locality and 

modernity in design  

 

Fig 29: Churches in  Narvik are examples 

of public building dominating the hilly 

nature of the city   
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workshop setting presented opportunities to reflect upon urban planning and 

landscape management from many different perspectives. 

 

Fig 30: The trip from Kiruna to Narvik along the Iron rail showing the main features of each of the 

three places and common features between them.  

The vernacular landscape is shaped by the railway and affected the design of the main buildings 

serving this industry. Also the other major public buildings like churches it is also affected by the 

vernacular Nature and vernacular structure of indigenous Sami people who lived there. That can be 

seen clearly for example in the influence of the Sami tent structures on the design of the churches. 
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