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AN ARTISTIC ACHIEVEMENT THAT OPENS 

DOORS … AND TUNES THE MIND FOR  

PLAYING AND LEARNING

The present publication describes an integrated  

art project at Nørrebro Park School, Copenhagen. 

The ambitious project, for which the artist  

Malene Bach is responsible, weaves its way into 

the architecture and the life that unfolds within 

it, in a most exemplary way.

Rikke Stenbro



Nørrebro Park School constitutes an integrated art project,  

emphasizing the architectonic qualities of the buildings 

through genuine, creative colouristic and ornamental solutions 

to stimulate play and learning. The project was created by  

visual artist Malene Bach in collaboration with Copenhagen  

City Properties, The Children and Youth Administration, and 

 arkitekter as. The project came into being in  

connection with the 2010 merger between Jagtvejen School  

and Havremarken School.

After the merger Nørrebro Park School consists of three school 

buildings from three di"erent periods: two older constructions 

and a new building. ova  has been responsible for both the 

expansion and the renovation. Each building posseses its own 

distinct character. Each was, to a certain extent, constructed 

according to the dominant architectonic and didactic principles 

of its day. The oldest school building dates back to 1888: a  

stately red brick building, rich in detailing. This building was 

accompanied in 1977 by yet another building in red brick; clad 

only with bricks this time. Architecturally, this additional 

building presents a simpler expression due to the profusion of  

in situ-cast concrete surfaces. Nova5’s new school building, 

which has now been added to the two others, is also a  

concrete construction. Here the in situ-cast concrete of the  

1970s’ building has been replaced by prefabricated concrete  

elements with a slate-grey brick facing. Like the two older  

buildings, the arrangement of the plan and the choice of  

materials used in its elaboration are typical of its period  

complying with the prevalent architectonic and pedagogical 

requirements and ideals prevalent at the time of construction.
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The programme underlying the architectonic and artistic 

project sought to preserve the salient characteristics of the  

two older buildings while simultaneously increasing internal 

coherence between the two existing constructions and the new 

addition. Although the colouristic and ornamental solutions 

vary, there is a distinct sense of cohesion between all three 

buildings both in terms of colour scheme and the choice of 

materials. Thus the artistic work underpins the character, idiom 

and construction materials of each individual building while 

elucidating both speci$c functions and their interrelations.







 

Linoleum is a recurrent material throughout the school. It has 

been used on %oors, folding walls and bulletin boards. Linoleum 

is an environmentally friendly and hard-wearing material, an 

obvious choice for institutional constructions. It is available  

in a wide variety of colour nuances, colour mixtures and  

textures. These material properties o"er the possibility of  

integrating linoleum products into the decor in a way that fuses 

the aesthetic and functional aspects of the building into a  

synthesis. Malene Bach has previously collaborated with the 

manufacturer and supplier, Forbo Flooring Systems, in an  

exhibition project titled DIAMOND in 2010. Hence she brought 

to the project a thorough knowledge of the company and their 

line of products and was able to come up with new ideas for 

utilising Forbo’s wide assortment of patterns and nuances.  

This previous collaboration provided insights that were  

expanded and further developed in the integrated decoration  

of the school.
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Malene Bach’s artistic work at Nørrebro Park School is  

groundbreaking and innovative in the sense that it comprises  

a vital renewal of the standard architectonic repertoire. She is 

acutely aware of the aesthetic and functional potential of the 

di"erent building elements and manages to utilise them to 

their optimal e"ect. A case in point is that of the folding walls, 

which were custom-made for this project. They constitute an 

integral part of the overall artistic program. However, since 

their surfaces are panelled with coloured bulletin boards, they 

also serve an additional practical purpose. Another example of 

this double (if not triple) function is articulated in the acoustic 

panels that function as part of the school’s integrated décor 

with colour schemes and geometric designs that simultaneously 

explicate speci$c places and de$ne their atmosphere – creating 

a pleasant environment in both an aesthetic and acoustic sense. 

The acoustic panels – which were devised and developed in 

collaboration with the manufacturer, Moelven – have now been 

put into production, and they stand forth as a prime example  

of important contributions to be made by visual artists in  

developing and shaping the architectonic framework of  

everyday life. 







In connection with the renovation and expansion of Nørrebro 

Park School, the Municipality of Copenhagen set aside funds  

for artistic work. Nova5 invited Malene Bach to be in charge of 

this part of the project. The fact that Malene Bach was involved  

at a very early phase of the process allowed the artistic side  

of the project to be developed in close dialogue with all  

stakeholders: the users, the entrepreneur, and the architects. 

Thus the artistic processes were integrated into the actual 

architectural design and construction project, rather than  

constituting an afterthought or a supplement. The result is 

so well integrated into the architecture that it can barely be 

referred to as a »work of art« in the conventional sense. The 

artwork simply cannot be distinguished or isolated from its 

site-speci$c context. This type of intervention is special in  

the sense that it constitutes an integral and inseparable part  

of the environment which it serves to simultaneously shape  

and amplify. The art weaves its way into the architectural form 

and function – on both a concrete and abstract level – and  

cannot be dissociated from it. Hence the artistic work can  

no longer be considered a mere decorative supplement to  

architecture.
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Neither colour nor ornament are employed in a schematic  

fashion. Their application is based on a sensitive registration 

and interpretation of past, present and possible future. The  

artist’s intention behind the artistically integrated colour 

scheme is to call forth a stimulating environment to encourage 

pupils and teachers to use their intellect while enlivening their 

imagination. The programmatic objective is to welcome and 

embrace the pupils without fencing them in. The school  

is intended to be a pleasant place, promoting work and  

concentration. In a school environment for children ranging  

in ages from 5–16 years, it is important that the children – as 

well as the adults, of course – are stimulated, not only  

intellectually but also through their senses and intuition.  

The integrated use of colour and geometry stimulates the  

imagination and provides the pupils at Nørrebro Park School 

with several layers to explore within both the individual rooms 

and the internal logic of the buildings.
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Malene Bach has previously expressed that one of her artistic 

ambitions is to »open up a space for re%ection, where the  

formation of meaning can take place«. What better or more  

obvious place to act on such an ambiton than in a school? 

Malene Bach’s intervention at Nørrebro Park School challenges 

and stimulates the pupils’ senses, motivating them to mobilize 

their imagination as well as their intellect.





»In architecture colour is used to emphasize the character of a 

building, to accentuate its form and material, and to elucidate 

its divisions.«

Steen Eiler Rasmussen

Chapter IX, »Color in Architecture«, from 

Experiencing Architecture, M.I.T. Press 1959, p. 215







At Nørrebro Park School, Malene Bach has sought a well- 

tempered colouristic expression. She plays on a full palette: 

refusing to con$ne herself to primary or bold colours.  

Malene Bach doses colour with sensitivity and careful  

consideration. In places where people are generally moving 

around, e.g. stairways, hallways and assembly rooms, her palette 

is sometimes switched on full throttle, while places requiring 

quiet concentration, like classrooms and conference rooms, 

show a more colouristically restrained expression. The  

understanding of colour that lies at the root of this artistic 

intervention is essentially generous. Many colours are brought 

into play, yet they seldom appear in their pure primary form. 

When using for example red hue, she tints it with other colours, 

thereby »inviting« them into the speci$c chromatic context.  

It can thus be argued that the applied palette is inclusive rather 

than contrasting. The care Malene Bach takes to attune and 

vary colour value and intensity allows them to match not  

only with the building but with its functions, lifting the  

architecture to a new level.













At Nørrebro Park School, every space forms a whole, and a great 

deal of e"ort has gone into their arrangement and colouring, 

thus supporting the speci$c function framed by each area. This 

is not to say that space layout and usage are in%exibly locked. 

This was evidenced by the provisional use of the spaces during 

the transitional phase prior to completion of the renovation. 

During this period, rooms and halls were used for purposes 

other than those that were originally intended. The assembly  

rooms were used for teaching, and speci$cally designed 

classrooms like laboratories were used for instruction in other 

disciplines. It became apparent that the artistic solutions are 

su&ciently robust to withstand such a potentially adverse  

situation without compromising the essential concept of the 

project or contributing to the chaotic conditions that might 

otherwise easily result from temporary measures and the  

provisional use of individual spaces.





»Pattern recognition may be innate; it may be necessary for  

coping with complexity. But we demand more of existence  

than mere survival. When we recognize relationships among 

things, we interpret what we see, and add other layers of  

meaning that embellish and corroborate our encounters.«

Susan Yelavich

»Deep Surface: Contemporary Ornament and Pattern«

http://camraleigh.org/exhibitions/2011deepsurface/ornament-and-pattern/



At Nørrebro Park School, silk-screen printed ornamentation is 

used on glass doors and -walls, distinguishing classrooms from 

hallways and assembly rooms and providing shelter from the 

exterior surroundings. The patterns, which di"er for each of 

the three school buildings, are transposed in such a way that 

they gradually open up and become transparent from %oor to 

ceiling. From a sitting position the pattern appears opaque, to a 

standing viewer the pattern is transparent and permit contact 

with the outside. Thus the symbiosis between the aesthetic and 

the functional also characterises this aspect of Malene Bach’s 

integrated artistic work. The patterns inform the pupils of their 

position within the school complex. The ornamentations frame 

the learning situation while simultaneously providing the  

opportunity for an occasional break. Generally speaking, it 

could be said that the ornamentations put the pupils in touch 

with something beyond the narratives that inform many of  

the lessons. Their repetitions and variations embody a  

meditative and liberating potential that can be explored  

impartially and without bias. The pupils can let their gaze – or 

even their thoughts – come to rest. Perhaps without noticing 

that the ornaments in each building elaborate on a pattern  

from di"erent cultural spheres: Asia, Western Europe and the 

Middle East. 











Malene Bach draws di"erent references into her ornamental 

work, coupling inspiration from a local context and other  

cultures to imbue the artistic interventions with a complexity 

that o"ers multiple paths of access. Thus there are features and 

elements that are recognizable regardless of age, cultural origin 

or ethnic background, while others appear more unusual: One 

person might notice that the geometrical shapes on the door of 

a classroom resemble those encountered in today’s maths class, 

while another is struck by the fact that the pattern on the very 

same door looks just like the brick facade of the building. 

 The recognition of patterns is characterized by the fact 

that we, as viewers, add something to what we see – attaching 

meaning. The ornaments developed for Nørrebro Park School 

provide ample opportunity for such experiences and for dealing 

with complexity.







The present publication describes an integrated art project at  

Nørrebro Park School, Copenhagen. The ambitious project,  

for which the artist Malene Bach is responsible, weaves its way 

into the architecture and the life that unfolds within it, in a  

most  exemplary  way.
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