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ZEN and The Art of Making
Architecture

Concept and Design in the Work of Heikkinen-Komonen
Juhani Pallasmaa

At first glance,a building by Mikko Heikkinen and Markku Komonen could
be taken merely as an example of the currently fashionable minimalist
visual aesthetic.Their architecture,however,is firmly rooted in the traditions
of Finnish and international modernism.It is an architecture of assimilation
and amalgamation rather than exclusion,of essence rather than visual
image.It draws equally on contemporary minimalist sculpture and
humanity’s archaic symbolic constructions,on pragmatic vernacular archi-
tecture and the mysteries of cosmic geometry and time.

The product of a process of condensation and distillation,the architec-
ture of Heikkinen-Komonen fuses together programmatic,functional,and
technical parameters with a dense projection of contextual references.For
this team context is interpreted as humankind’s conceptual situation in
place and time rather than as constituting simple characteristics of the
actual site.Beneath its reductive and laconic surface,the architecture as-
pires to an epic scope.Komonen cites a statement by Constantin Brancusi,
"Simplicity is not a goal in art,but an end result.”as the artistic credo of
the partnership.” Authoritative simplicity in art is always a result of a pro-
cess of compression rather than reduction.Komonen underlines the im-
portance of artistic condensation in his citation of Anton Chekhov's in-
struction to Maxim Gorky:“Your only fault is your lack of restraint and lack
of grace.When someone expends the least amount of motion on a given
action,that's grace.You tend to expend too much...Color and expressivity
in nature descriptions are achieved through simplicity alone,through simple
phrases like’'the sun set,"’it grew dark,"it began to rain."”? The collabora-
tive duo of Mikko Heikkinen and Markku Komonen strives for elegance
through a minimum number of moves.But these moves are calculated to
engage the essentials.

The firm’s architecture often reflects a high-tech ambience;however,
its work seems to echo the technological poetry of the pioneering genera-
tion of modernists,such as Pierre Chareau and Jean Prouve,more than
today’s virtuoso high-tech style.At the same time,the architects are critical
of the machine aesthetic.”Elevating technology to a fetish,a Machine
Romanticism,was an expression of puberty in architecture as well as in
other areas of culture,”writes Komonen.? The two clearly take an unro-
mantic attitude toward technology in general.Their pragmatic outlook in
regard to technology,structure,and material is reflected in the firm's recent
projects in Guinea,West Africa,which utilize local construction methods,
skills,and materials (for example,stabilized earth and unsawed wood and
bamboo).The lyrical mood of these elemental projects reveals the power
of an architectural idea to poetize construction regardless of the presence
or lack of technical sophistication.
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The architects aspire to a distinct quietness in order to clear the stage
for the activities for which their buildings are intended,whether it con-
cerns establishing a sense of domesticity and home,creating an environ-
ment for work,or displaying objects of art to reveal their full emotive powver.
They remain cognizant,however,that a stylistically reductive minimal space
is usually far from being neutral;a space that creates supportive neutrality
has to have rich invisible undercurrents and reverberations.A vivid gray is
composed of all colors.

The well-trained team of Mikko Heikkinen and Markku Komonen is
the latest link in the chain of Finnish rationalism,which began with the
proclamation of an “iron and brain style”by Sigurd Frosterus and Gustaf
Strengell in 1904 in their influential pamphlet against the nationalistic ro-
mantic tendencies occurring at the turn of the century.* The rationalist
credo was so convincingly argued that it brought the entire National
Romantic movement to a sudden end.Their espousal of a sane architec-
ture is once again valid in light of the current frantic search for publicity-
grabbing and novelty.

In the subsequent history of Finnish architecture,a classical and rationalist
tendency, based on a clear articulation of structure,has alternated with a
romantic and expressionist orientation that emphasizes idiosyncratic shape
and space. The first tendency is internationally oriented and articulates
social concerns, whereas the latter approach elaborates regionalist themes
and stresses a romantic concept of individuality. Constructivist rationalism,
which developed after the late 1950s,dominated Finnish architectural think-
ing at the time Mikko Heikkinen and Markku Komonen both began their
studies at the Helsinki University of Technology in 1968-the year of the
Paris Spring, which had a powerful impact on the self-identity of Finnish
architects. Traditionally apolitical Finnish architects, “trustees of the client?
in accordance with the code of the Association of Finnish Architects, were
suddenly drawn into the middle of a heated political debate on social
injustice, misuse of resources, asnd global pollution.The essence of archi-
tecture as a form of art was questioned altogether. No doubt, this air of
disillusionment strengthened the sense of reality of the duo, but eventu-
ally it also strengthened their convictions about the artistic nature of
architecture.

The young Finnish constructivist generation of the 1960s was com-
posed of former students of Aulis Blomstedt and Aarno Ruusuvuori;and
the movement drew its inspiration from the structural classicism of Mies
van der Rohe, Russian and Central European constructivism of the 1920s,
the California rationalists of the late 1940s and early 1950s associated
with Arts & Architecture magazine, and even from traditional Japanese
architecture. Blomstedt, who had been educated in the 1920s in the pio-
neering spirit of functionalism, and Ruusuvuori, who had risen against the
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postwar romantic movement in Finland, had both left their teaching posts
at the Faculty of Architecture of the Helsinki University of Technology by
the time Heikkinen and Komonen arrived. But Blomstedt's ethical stance
and appreciation of peasantlike restraint as well as Ruusuvuori’s minimalism,
which combines Brutalist concrete surfaces with elegantly ethereal detailing,
remained enduring influences. Blomstedt was engaged in a fervent study
of the harmonic principles of architecture.As a devoted Pythagorean, he
represented a tradition that has persisted for more than two thousand
years.In their writings,Heikkinen and Komonen echo Blomstedt't affection
for naturalness and simplicity,and his preference for proportions based on
small numbers as opposed to the more mystical proportional system of the
golden section.®

During the 1960s Alvar Aalto was the overpowering figure of the Finnish
architectural scene.The constructivist group,however,provided a program-
matic counterpoint to the expressive and romantic approach of the aging
academician.Although the work of Heikkinen-Komonen bears little simi-
larity to Aalto’s architecture,it has hardly managed to escape inspiration
from the master.

In addition to the history of Finnish modernism,ingredients of interna-
tional modernism can be felt in the partner’s work:the abstracted white-
ness of continental functionalism,the Italian constructivist classicism of
Giusepp Terragni and Adalberto Libera,and the more recent structuralist
strategies of Aldo van Eyck and Herman Hertzberger.The impassioned and
forceful projects of Russian constructivism are evoked in their designs as
well, The ideal of weightless flotation and movement brings to mind El
Lissitzky and Kasimir Malevich,whereas the counterpoint of rectangles,
circles,and arcs recalls the mythical projects of lvan Leonidov.

The signature vocabulary of the team evolved through their competi-
tion projects and exhibition designs,and in their early executed work.They
first achieved both professional maturity and public recognition in 1986
with their winning competition entry for the Heureka Finnish Science Center,
in Vantaa.The architects?design strategy utilized elemental volumes,inter-
penetrating and intersecting one another in subtle skew displacements,
with occasional curved elements.Three compositional strategies can be iden-
tified in the development of Heikkinen-Komonen'’s work:this collage of
elementary rectangular,cylindrical,and arclike volumes and shapes;a domi-
nant rectangular volume or linear bar with skewed volumetric and furnish-
ing elements within the main volume or jutting out of it;and a static
minimalist volume relying for its architectural impact on a sense of gravity,
material, texture, transparency,color,and detail deriving from the logic of
assembly.
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The first strategy derives from constructivist and suprematist precedents;
the second parallels deconstructivist tendencies;the third strategy resembles
that of American minimalist sculpture.Heikkinen-Komonen'’s designs first
progressed to greater complexity,from a planar juxtaposition of elements
in the floor plan to seemingly arbitrary spatial configurations,in their com-
petition project for the House of Culture in Nuuk,Greenland,and the play-
ful Children’s Cabin for a Housing Fair in Lahti.At present the firm seems
to be moving toward a more static and mute expression,as exemplified by
the tight rectangular packing of spaces in the competition project for the
Museum of Contemporary Art in Helsinki and the waterfront Concert Hall
in Copenhagen; the project for the Audiovisual Center for the University
of Art and Design Currently under construction in Helsinki; or the Max
Planck Institute for Molecular Biology and Genetics in Dresden, now in its
initial design phase. An asymmetrical suspension structure or a stretched
canvas sail is frequently used as a playful counterpoint to the austere volume.
The spirited project for a tiny unit in an allotment garden in Copenhagen,
which contains a black-log cubicle on the ground level and an airy canvas
frame of the same dimensions on top of it, open to the sky, exemplifies
this tendency toward poetic reduction.the exterior is often deceptive; the
unassumingly simple selection of elements becomes a complicated spatial
and formal game that at times achieves a Piranesian density, as in the
spaces of the Finnish Embassy in Washington,D.C. The overlay of the struc-
tural grid, the secondary elements, and the quality of transparency create
an unexpected experiential complexity. The visual image of a village fre-
quently emerges as in the two schemes for the Centers for Karelian Cul-
ture in Kuhmo, Finland, and Kostamus, Russia; the southern facade of the
European Film College in Ebeltoft, Denmark; or the lobby of the Foibe
Senior Citizen Housing and Amenity Center in Vantaa. Order plays against
accident and arbitrariness, rigor against casualness, stasis against
movement, opacity against transparency, lightness against gravity, form
against image.

Modern architecture developed in a fertile crosspollination with mod-
ern art. In the 1930s, however, architecture began to distance itself from
the arts, and eventually confined itself from the arts, and eventually con-
fined itself to the constricting ideology of the International Style. During
the past two decades, architecture has again sought inspiration from the
arts. At the same time, sculpture has effectively stepped into the vacuum
left by architecture; numerous contemporary sculptors have been actively
engaged in the remythicizing and repoeticizing of site, for the purpose of
turning an anonymous location into a specific place. Architects have again
looked to the ways in which other art forms define humankind’s exisstential
ground. The current blurring of the borders between art and architecture
has, however, caused as much confusion as authentic artistic liberation.
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Architects and educators have to often forgotten that architecture is a
discipline fundamentally different from sculpture or other forms of art
because of its essential engagement with the requirements of utilitarian
space as well as the tectonic reality of construction.

The architectural approach of Heikkinen and Komonen is closely inter-
twined with the philosophy and aesthetics of minimalist and conceptual
art. It is revealing that Markku Komonen celebrated his fiftieth birthday in
1995 by making a pilgrimage to Tirgu-Jiu in Romania to see Constantin
Brancusi’s mythic environmental sculpture ensemble Endless Column (1938).
Of the environmental piece, which creates an axis 1,493 meters long, he
writes: “The endless play of proportions, based on the classical Greek study
of harmony and religious symbolic numbers, is one of the rhizomes from
which the magnetic quality of the work grows.”®

For his part, Mikko Heikkinen made a trip to the American Southwest
in 1992 to study Donald Judd’s minimalist sculptural constructions at Marfa,
Texas. “From different directions a volume is simultaneously solid and open,
“he notes of Judd's one hundred identical aluminum boxes. “The surface
of a piece of sculpture may be seen as fully matte, or it may mirror the
grass plains spreading around. One feels as if one is looking at a magician’s
mirror box; it is impossible to know whether a volume is open in reality, or
whether one is looking at an illusion created by the mirroring surface.
Light makes the edges of the volume appear cuttingly sharp, or makes
them disappear and destroys the asctual shape of the space.”” He also
points out that Judd based his work on the relations of small numbers, 1:
2, 2:3, 3:4-another Pythagorean.

Heikkinen and Komonen have been inspired additionally by the work
of Carl Andre, Robert Irwin, Walter de Maria, Agnes Martin, Gordon Matta-
Clark, Robert Morris, Robert Smithson, and James Turrell, but they trans-
fer these artists minimalist imagery and aesthetic sensibility to the scale
and tectonic reality of architecture. An architect must articulate the transi-
tion of scales from the distant image to the intimacy of the touching hand.
A mere image in architecture is doomed to remain only a retinal picture
unless it succeeds in convincing the viewer of his or her existence in the
actual space of everyday realities. The art of architecture is to use momen-
tary illusion for the ultimate purpose of reinforcing the experience of reality.

Both partners are equally interested in primordial human constructions
and in contemporary earth art. In his inaugural lecture at the Helsinki Uni-
versity of Technology in 1995, Komonen elaborated on the archaic es-
sence of the Greek word denoting the architectural profession, Arkhitekton,
and the significance of the Minoan legend of the labyrinth and its maker,
Daedalus, the world's first architect.® Heikkinen has written about the
dolmens at Carnac, in France, as well as the mysterious earth architecture
of Mound City in Chillicothe, Ohio, dating back more than one thousand
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years.?In the late 1940s Mound City so impressed Barnett Newman that
he regarded “Egyptian pyramids as mere ornament.”'®

In comparison, Heikkinen has written enthusiastically about Richard
Serra's environmental work Afangar, a configuration of eighteen paired
basalt pillars on the treeless island of Videy, Iceland.” The firm's projects
frequently include aspects of earth art, such as the geological map of Fin-
land that adjoins the Finnish Science Center, the zones of vegetations that
cut across the immense parking lot of the Arlanda Airport in Stockholm, or
the rows of tubular perforated steel columns lining the automobile ap-
proach to the new Vuosaari during World War Il to divert enemy bombers
from the city center.

In many of their projects Heikkinen and Komonen have incorporated
architectural artworks that engage cosmic geometries and dimensions.
These are frequently accomplished in collaboration with the Finnish con-
ceptual and earth artist Lauri Anttila. The Finnish Science Center includes a
wall with a polarizing metal surface that refracts light into a spectrum. The
wall is juxtaposed with a steel-and-glass facade painted in the colors of
the spectrum: an actual physical phenomenon is juxtaposed with its artis-
tic presentation. A virtual enclosing frame consisting of the light of a rect-
angularly mirrored laser beam was to complete the work;regrettably,only
the painted spectrum was executed.

In the Rovaniemi Airport a diagonal forty-meterlong skylight marks a
precise location of the meridian of the Arctic Circle,which slowly moves
between two extreme positions and last passed through the passenger
lobby in 1990.A lens on the roof of the building reflects the rays of the
midday sun on an analemma in the shape of an elongated figure eight,
which is the projection on the elliptical orbit of the Earth.The curved white
surface suspended from the lobby ceiling was conceived as a projection
screen for scientific images of the northern lights.Because of a lack of
understanding on the part of the client,the northern lights have never
been projected on the screen,and this lobby space with cosmic messages
has been vandalized by tasteless Santa Claus decorations installed by air-
port management.

The work of the team occasionally bears resemblance to conceptual
art.The project Matrix H,O.Madrid is a conceptual scheme as much as a
piece o environmental art. The minimal grid composition of linear patterns,
hedges,and water pillars indicates the invisible underground reservoir sys-
tem of the city.In the Finnish Embassy in Washington,the virtual horizontal
plane as well as the structural grid outside across a wooded ravine also
exhibits a conceptual character.

Beauty as a conscious aim in art tends to lead to sentimentality and

kitsch.The most striking experience of beauty seems to be as a conse-
quence of other concerns,such as an aspiration to clarity, precision,and
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order,in his book watermark,the Russiuan writer Joseph Brodsky criticizes
Ezra Pound for his too direct attachment to beauty.For someone with such
a long record of residence in ltaly,it was odd that he hadn't realized that
beauty can't be targeted,that it is always a by-profuct of other,often very
ordinary pursuits.”'?

The two architects are suspicious of aestheticization.Mikko Heikkinen
admires Walter de Maria’s The 2000 Scuipture (1992) in the Kunsthaus
Zurich,which is composed of 800 five-sided and 400 nine-sided gypsum
bars set in parallel rows:” The layout seems to lack any artistic expression
and personal commitment,seemingly one of those geometric matrices in-
spiring us to no more than a stifled yawn,Anything but that happens.The
number of variables is limited,the composition of the elements is conscious
and carefully implemented to the last millimeter.But one is not disturbed
by having someone-the artist-dictating one’s sensations.Paradoxically,the
rigorous approach leaves the end open the associations may run free like
contemplating the sparkle of the sea or the leaves shivering in the breeze "™

Heikkinen expresses a clear sympathy for Donald Judds approach to
making art without any explicit message when he quotes Judd’s statement”|
don't know what has happened to the pragmatic,empirical attitude of
paying attention to what is here and now:it’s basic ot science.It shoulld be
basic to art too.Only what can be known and experienced,is plausibe. The
truth emerges through concrete experiences,not through metaphysical
constructions.” ™

Despite their affnity for visual art,Heikkinen and Komonen base their
work on the rigorous criteria of rational logic and functional and technical
performance,and on lessons learned from personal experience as well as
the tacit wisdom of their craft.Regardless of the layering of thought,their
designs represent an attitude of realism and reason.The architectural solu-
tion is frequently grounded in surprisiingly straightforward and transpar-
ent ideas.The plan for the Air patrol Squadron Base for the Finnish Frontier
Guard in Rovaniemi derives from the closest packing”of two Bell 412
helicopters,a Bell AB 206 and a Super Puma helicopter,and a light Piper
Cherokee aircraft.The Emergency Services College in Kuopio,organized
along a straight two-meter-hundered-long corridor,expresses the
“confidence,promptness,prudence,and resolution” "required of rescue
workers working with catastrophic circumstances such as fires and
accidents.

Heikkinen and Komonen often take the pragmatic aspects of the pro-
gram and the limitations of the site as starting points to generate solutions.
The overpowering wind conditions in Greenland generated an”empirical”
architectural scheme for the Nuuk House of Culture.The competition project
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takes the direction of the prevailing wind and the visual image of immense
blocks of ice, floating in an apparently chaotic configuration, as the start-
ing point for the development of an architectural solution. Komonen's
design for a birdhouse for an exhibition was made out of a board from the
demolished concrete molds of their site for the Foibe Senior Center in
Vantaa, a used cardboard tube for transporting draings, and the remains
of a wooden pencil. The linear zones of cracked rock that intersected the
site of the Arlanda Air-Traffic Control Center competition project, unfit for
construction, were pragmatically turned into a landscaping pattern, the
inevitable becomes a design motif.

The team explores the tension between order and disorder, precon-
ception and spontaneity. Its architecture is at once serious and playful,
controlled and whimsical. To underline the importance of this balancing
act, Komonen has often quoted Paul Valery’s maxim"“Two things do not
cease threatening the world, disorder and order."”

While seeking architectural rigor, both Heikkinen and Komonen are
attracted to commonplace occurrences of life. Heikkinen praises the bare
interiors of Donald Judd’s Chinati Foundation at marfa:”All the layers of
surfaces, furnishings, and decorations of a former banking hall were torn
off. the old paint surfaces, eroded plaster, and paintings of a 1920s folk
artist, revealed beneath, were left as they were found. the atmosphere is
as in a Tuscan loggia. How often one would want to stop architecture in its
phase of construction before gypsum plates and latex paints are added.”'®
Komonen describes the magic of an image of an open window of his flat
reflected on the opposite wall.'” He also portrays the interior of a paper
mill in northern Portugal as an unintentional example of monumentality in
architecture:“In this dark space of production, warm paper pulp steamed.
The figures of workers moved between the wedges of light sprouting from
the small windows. The upper floor was made of wooden slats, through
which light and fresh wind flooded. Across the space, cobwebs of metal
wires were spanned, on which the completed sheets of paper were hung
to dry. The smell of drying paper filled the silent space bathed in light.
Muffled sounds of labor echoed from the lower floor.”'®

Mikko Heikkinen writes about the architectural experiences of his visit
to a steel mill with equal fascination:”Emationally speaking, perhaps the
deepest effect on me has been made by architecture before the fall, that
is, architecture that lacks a conscious aesthetic intention. What we saw
really had us quaking. The hall completely lacked an aesthetic content or
affectation. The endless rows of furnaces and rollers, cascades of molten
steel and gigantic bales of steel sheets in the soot-blackened mill, repre-
sented a type of architecture and art that is never seen in exhibition halls.
Natural architectural spaces-human-made or formed by nature-often have
the same profound effect. When one drives through the regular planted
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rows of an olive grove one undergoes an unbelievable kinetic experience.
A ravine formed by nature itself, a stone cathedral, has a greater effect .
than most human-made monuments.” ™

The architectural concepts of Mikko Heikkinen and Markku Komonen
have created a signature style, unmistakably theirs, that nevertheless strives
for an elimination of the individual designer through the inevitable univer-
sality and anonymity of reason and disciplinary skill.“The dissolution of
the author’s own signature into the whole, the definite secondariness of
expression and medium, makes one think of the ancient Chinese legend
of the Master of Archery who no longer needed bow nor arrows and who
finally did not even remember the name of his instrument, " writes Mikko
Heikkinen.?° This metaphor points at the Zen of architecture. “the greatest
liberty is born of the greatest rigor,”Valery once said,?" a credo to which
Heikkinen and Komonen subscribe.
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