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This master’s thesis investigates atmospheres of harbor fronts in the entrepreneurial city. It is argued that 
taking an atmospheric approach to study entrepreneurial cities provides a simultaneous focus on the spa-
tial dimensions of urban life, on the sensory side of urban life, and, finally, on immanent power tensions 
of urban life. The thesis opens with an introduction to the emergence of the entrepreneurial city and how 
it is entangled with aesthetics, and then proceeds by applying the notion of atmospheres as defined by 
Gernot Böhme in his rewriting of aesthetic theory. This provides the theoretical understanding of atmos-
pheres as a prevalent and potent matter in the entrepreneurial city. Based on this theoretical framework 
a particular harbour site in Copenhagen is studied using methods from sensory ethnography, to analyse 
how atmospheres are produced. Next it is investigated how atmospheric power works through processes 
of design and experience of the harbour front. This opens a final discussion of emergent tensions in the 
atmospheres of harbour fronts in the entrepreneurial city, leading to the assertion of considerately man-
aging atmospheres in the revitalisation of these new urban prime sites, in ways that relate to extant life 
forms. Thereby, it is also argued to adopt an explicitly atmospheric approach and dedicate attention to the 
sensory side of urban life in the entrepreneurial city. 
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Absalon founded the harbour of Copenhagen in the 1100s to protect what was 
called Ports Mergatorum, the Trademen’s Harbour. This was the beginning of 
many decades of harbour activities.“
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1.0 Introduction
The notion of the entrepreneurial city has emerged with the shift from industrial- to knowledge-based 
societies, a process entangled with economical and political structural changes at a global scale (Harvey, 
1989; Brenner and Theodore, 2002; Jessop, 2002; Barnes et al., 2006). It has caused the economic base 
for many cities to change; from being dependent on accommodating heavy industrial activities to facili-
tating the intangible, knowledge-based economy with infrastructure, networks, and human capital as the 
driving forces (Harvey, 1989; Barnes et al., 2006). This has led Western cities to face immense global 
pressure from other cities, creating a competition between them in terms of attractiveness to become the 
prime destination for new economic players. To stabilise and enhance the economic base of the city, they 
are touting for qualified and skilled workforce (Brenner and Theodore, 2002). 

One tactic to enhance attractiveness is to revitalise the urban fabric in order to establish a strong image 
with a unique and creative appeal (Florida, 2002). It has turned the de-industrialised harbour front into 
a particularly attractive site for city investment, to make the abandoned spaces attractive (Marling et al., 
2009; Smith and Ferrari, 2012). In many Western cities, from Barcelona to Liverpool, Toronto, Hamburg 
and Copenhagen, a process of economic, architectural, cultural and social transformation has changed 
the post-industrial harbour’s interurban status from overlooked backstage to branded and exposed front 
stage (Schytter, 2010). In the entrepreneurial city the harbour is becoming a cornerstone for the aesthetic, 
economic and social base, where a qualified workforce can come to live in an appealing environment of 
spectacular architecture and urban design, right on the water (Carlberg and Christensen, 2005).

1.1 The Research Gap: The Relevance of the Study 
Throughout the past decade a considerable amount of theoretical and empirical research has contributed 
to the important body of knowledge of the characteristics and implications that the spatial transformation 
of the entrepreneurial city entails. 

These studies have generated important insights into a number of areas such as: the homogenisation of 
urban space within and across cities (Turok, 2009); privatisation and commodification of urban areas 
(Harvey, 1989; Minton, 2006); artistic mode of production and loss of authenticity (Zukin, 2010); 
exclusive, introvert and alienating mega-projects (Fainstein, 2008; Lehrer and Laidley, 2009); gentrifica-
tion and regeneration (Duany, 2001; Smith, 2002); and,  gated communities and reduced public safety 
(Punter, 2010; Landman, 2008), among other things. Overall, this research enlarges the understanding 
of the more critical implications which the emergence of the entrepreneurial city entails. Other research-
ers have responded more positively, identifying opportunities with the revitalisation of harbour fronts in 
entrepreneurial cities. This research points to how the de-industrialisation of the harbour front is a com-
mon benefit to all citizens as it presents a manifestation of their hopes for a better life and a meeting place 
between their collective history and future (Kiib, 2007). It also emphasises that the revitalisation of har-
bour fronts ensures an enrichment of the industrial architectural heritage, providing a stepping stone for 
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new architectural projects to focus on the dialogue and transparency between old and new architectural 
typologies (Marling et al., 2009). Furthermore, some researchers identify opportunities for how the new 
architectural language – preoccupied with experience and performance emerging in the entrepreneurial 
city – performs and speaks to people in itself, and in an inclusive way invites them into new architectural 
spaces that enhance bodily and artistic experiences (Klingmann, 2007). 

These narratives study in different ways the general spatial renewal of the entrepreneurial city and of har-
bour fronts in particular, but they tend to leave out a deeper investigation of how it affects urban life in the 
entrepreneurial city. Within recent years of sociological research there has been a greater attention to the 
spatial, atmospheric and affective dimensions of social life (Thrift, 2004; Sloterdijk, 2008, 2009; Borch, 
2008, 2009, 2014; Anderson, 2009; Hasse, 2011; Böhme, 2013, 2014; Samson, forthcoming 2015). 
Theoretically and philosophically these concepts enlarge the understanding of the social life’s embedded-
ness in spatial configurations (Borch, 2014) investigating what happens in the relation between the social 
and spatial worlds. Acknowledging that the spatial side of urban life has a determining impact on how it 
unfolds, is significant in understanding what happens in the entrepreneurial city. It adds a new perspec-
tive to the existing body of knowledge on the characteristics and implications that the spatial renewal of 
the entrepreneurial city entails. To investigate this, the German philosopher Gernot Böhme’s theory of 
atmospheres (1993) – that atmospheres occur in between the social and spatial world – is a fruitful per-
spective to attend to. 

1.2 Research Question
This master’s thesis focuses on introducing the theory of atmospheres in the field of urban research and 
addressing the revitalisation of harbour fronts in the entrepreneurial city. It is firstly concerned with how 
atmospheres are produced in the revitalisation of harbour fronts, setting forth a new way of understand-
ing what happens in the urban areas of the entrepreneurial city. Secondly, it is concerned with how the 
planning of the entrepreneurial city shapes atmospheres, having a possibly potent impact on their appear-
ance and how they are experienced. This enlarges the research perspective to include how urban life is 
conditioned within the entrepreneurial city. It has motivated the following research question:

How are atmospheres produced in harbour fronts of the entrepreneurial city? 
How does atmospheric power work? 
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1.3 Contribution
The contribution of this study to the field of urban research is trilateral: theoretical, methodological and 
empirical.

Firstly, this project extends previous studies of the entrepreneurial city by investigating how planning ef-
forts are intertwined with the production of atmospheres. In so doing, a new micro-sociological perspec-
tive is introduced and expands the understanding of how spatial transformations of the entrepreneurial 
city influence everyday life. This focus links to the methodological ambition of testing new methods for 
data collection to reflect upon how sensory perceptions can be used as empirical objects to study urban 
atmospheres and thereby present a new way of attending urban life. Finally, I aim to bring in new and 
detailed knowledge on what impact the entrepreneurial way of planning and developing cities has on the 
life that unfolds within them. This is to inform urban managers. 

1.4 Empirical case
To focus on one empirical example for this research, Copenhagen forms the study area. The following 
section describes ways in which Copenhagen’s harbour-front revitalisation can be understood as an entre-
preneurial way of planning – a process which takes a similar form in may Western Cities. This is followed 
by a presentation of the concrete focus area within Copenhagen: Sluseholmen. 

1.4.1 Copenhagen 
Various researchers have contributed to the understanding of the entrepreneurial characteristics of Co-
penhagen’s urban policy and development efforts (Andersen, 2001; Lund Hansen et al. 2001; Desfor and 
Jørgensen, 2004; Bayliss, 2007; Vagnby and Jensen, 2010). Following is a succinct description of Copen-
hagen as an entrepreneurial city seen in relation to the development of the harbour front. 

Since the late 1990s the harbour has been under major transformation, and a number of long-legged 
cranes have been ‘roosting’ along many sections of the city’s harbour front (Desfor and Jørgensen, 2004). 
In 1999 a Vision Group was formed by the City of Copenhagen, consisting of high-level politicians and 
bureaucrats, with the political goal of putting Copenhagen’s harbour front back on the international com-
petitive scene by upgrading the image of the city (ibid.). Copenhagen was set to become a growth engine 
for the rest of the country. Since then, and until today, the urban policy agenda has been dominated by 
economic growth issues outweighing concerns about redistribution, an outward-looking public agenda, 
and an implementation of entrepreneurial forms of organisation and behaviour in the public sector (Lund 
Hansen et al., 2001; Desfor and Jørgensen, 2004).

The Vision Group introduced an entrepreneurial way of planning, as a way to become more flexible to-
wards developers. This allowed the developers’, investors’ and architects’ wishes to be considered in a more 



 4 

Overview of Copenhagen Harbour

Sluseholmen



 5 

profound and more preliminary stage than previously would have been the case (Desfor and Jørgensen, 
2004). To promote this new way of planning, the Vision Group used a discursive, political strategy in its 
attempt to gain public approval. The title of their final report ‘Quality Housing in Copenhagen’s Harbour’ 
indicates how quality is a paramount concern for the harbour front development. In the report, they pre-
sented a new vision for the harbour front, wherein the de-industrialised areas are to be transformed into 
exclusive, high-quality housing to maintain those who want to live in the city, and to attract an interna-
tional, qualified work force as a part of the greater economic growth strategy (ibid.). 

1.4.2 Sluseholmen
Based on the new vision, Dutch architect Sjoerd Soeters was hired to develop a master plan for Southern 
Harbour, inspired by his work with the canal area in Amsterdam, Java Islands. The ambition was to make 
an alternative to the traditional Danish garden dwellings with new water dwellings located in a dense city 
centre (Carlberg and Christensen, 2005). 

In 2008 the area was inaugurated with water in the new canals and the first residents moved in. The area 
consists of eight housing islets, divided by canals, with large and small townhouses standing side by side, 
forming continuous blocks. Each block is composed of individual houses highly diverse in appearance, 
which together create a varied and dynamic image of Sluseholmen. Since completion the area has been 
awarded and acclaimed for its architectural quality and success in designing an area at a human scale 
(ibid.). In 2009 the City of Copenhagen received The Danish Town Planning Institute’s Planning Prize1  
for the development of the area. In the introductory lines of the announcement, the areas references are 
emphasised: “Amsterdam, Venice and Christianshavn – it is not difficult to see from whence the buildings 
at Sluseholmen have taken their inspiration” (The Danish Town Planning Institute, 2009). In an archi-
tectural review of Sluseholmen, the Danish architectural critic Karsten Ifversen appreciated how qualities 
from pre-modern times have been redeployed in a contemporary planning project, which is generally 
dominated by the rationalism that so clearly carried on in modernism. Ifversen (2008) notes that behind 
the cosy appearance of the area, which resembles a modern version of Nyhavn, hides a big dwelling ma-
chine, with parking facilities, district heating and waste disposal concealed underground. Although the 
windows reveal that the floor structures are identical behind the facades, the diversity makes Sluseholmen 
appear as a city that has grown organically over time. 

As a part of the City of Copenhagen’s revitalisation strategy of the harbour front, Sluseholmen is an inter-
esting study for the research purpose of this thesis. 

1 In Danish it is named ‘Byplanprisen’ awarded by The Danish Town Planning Institute.
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1.5 Structure of the Thesis 

Theoretical framework:
Atmospheres of the 
entreprenurial city

Atmospheric production 
and power

Methodological 
framework

Empirical analysis: 
Atmospheres of 
Sluseholmen

Discussion: 
Atmospheric power

Conclusion

Developing a theoretical link between 
the entrepreneurial city, harbour fronts 
and atmospheres

Developing a theoretical foundation for 
an empirical analysis of atmospheres 
and a discussion of atmospheric power 

Developing an appropriate mix of   
methods to engage with atmospheres 
in the urban fi eld 

Gain understanding of how atmospheres 
are produced

Gain understanding of how atmospheric 
power works in the processess of  design 
and -experience

Figure 1: Structure of the Thesis. Own Creation



Chapter 2

Theoretical framework

After a devastating attack on Copenhagen by the British, followed by several 
years of recession, the tide turned in 1840. This was the beginning of 100 glorious 
years renowned as the golden age of the harbour of Copenhagen.“
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2.0 Theoretical Framework 

This chapter establishes a profound theoretical framework for scrutinising atmospheres of the entrepre-
neurial city. In the first section, the changing planning rationales in the entrepreneurial city are brought 
to the fore, in order to identify how these rationales are entangled with atmospheres. The second part 
presents the theoretical foundations for researching the atmospheres of the entrepreneurial city. Firstly, 
the theory of atmospheres is operationalised as an analytical lens through which to investigate the first 
research question: how are atmospheres produced in harbour fronts of the entrepreneurial city? Subse-
quently presented is the idea of atmospheric power as a matter of design and experience discussed and 
operationalised as an analytical lens through which to investigate the second research question: how does 
atmospheric power work?

2.1 Atmospheres of the Entrepreneurial City
This part outlines key concepts of the entrepreneurial city to identify atmospheric concerns intertwined 
with the apparent tendencies for developing the urban fabric. 

2.1.1 From Urban Managerialism to Urban Entrepreneurialism 
Debates in urban studies and human geography have in the past decades revolved around the idea of the 
entrepreneurial city (Harvey, 1989; 2007, Brenner and Theodore, 2002; Jessop, 2002; Smith, 2002; Leit-
ner et al., 2007). To trace the rise of the entrepreneurial city, it is helpful to turn to the work of human 
geographer David Harvey (1989) who distinguishes between two periods of entrepreneurialism. The first 
period, lasting from 1970-90, arose with the globalisation and deindustrialisation experienced in Western 
European nations, and which eroded much of the existing fiscal and economic bases of many large cities 
(Le Galés, 2002). It denotes a gradual shift from distributive policies, welfare considerations, and direct 
service provision towards more market-oriented and market-dependent approaches, which are in turn 
characterised by a pro-economic growth strategy on the political level of urban management (Barnes et 
al., 2006; Swyngedouw et al., 2002; Shimomura and Matsuoto, 2010). Harvey emphasises a tendency 
of ‘upgrading the image’ of cities (Beyes, 2012) and the emphasis on appearance, style spectacle, display 
and imagery; “the city has to appear as an innovative, exciting, creative and safe place to live or to visit, to 
play and consume in” (Harvey, 1989 cited in Beyes, 2012: 325). The focus on making cities more attrac-
tive and become successfully competitive generally involved changes in priorities (Brenner and Theodore, 
2002; Swyngedouw et al., 2002; Brenner et al., 2009). More specifically, urban authorities have set their 
attention to redevelopment schemes that intend to ‘clean up’ deteriorated inner-city and industrial spaces, 
and, place-branding exercises which aim to attract mobile investment capital and tourists (Hubbard and 
Hall, 1996). Cities and urban governance and planning have to “lure potential capital into the area” 
(Rogerson, 1999: 971).
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The second period that followed these new practices and ‘realities’ of cities and urban planning is much 
affected by the call for cities to regain and groom their creativity (Beyes, 2012). Cultural aspects of city 
life and artists become important factors for urban policy (Kagan and Hahn, 2011). Public officials and 
businesses are promoting a dominant formula of creativity being a key driver for economic success, which 
ensures the cities’ development (Beyes, 2012). The new formula has given culture, entertainment, con-
sumption, and urban amenities an important role in enhancing locations, as a means of withstanding the 
global competition among cities (Clark, 2004). Essentially, the less tangible dimensions of urban life have 
become vital competitive parameters, rather than just everyday life conditions to urban dwellers (Marling 
et al., 2009). It insinuates the emergence of aesthetics to form a vital part of urban life. 

2.1.2 The Aestheticisation of the City 
One conviction, particularly dominant in the entrepreneurial way of urban planning, has been conceived 
with the work of Charles Landry (2000) and Richard Florida (2002), namely the creative city. Both stress 
the importance of aesthetic matters such as creativity, culture and the arts as important qualities of the 
urban. 

Landry (2000) suggests that the creative potential of a city is essential for the city’s success and prosperity, 
especially given the global competition among cities for human resources. He presents a supportive range 
of approaches and methods to “think creatively,” to “plan creatively,” and to “act creatively” – toolkits 
for becoming the creative city. Florida (2002) extends the notion of the creative city with his work The 
Rise of the Creative Class, in which he identifies and describes a certain segment of resourceful workforce, 
which demands and fosters creative environments – and thereby stimulating economic growth. Hence, 
he claims that this workforce is of great importance for cities to attract, and that attraction must be done 
by means of creating and stimulating a vibrant and creative climate in city districts (ibid.). It underlines 
the importance of quality of place which, according to Florida (2002), is the factor that determines where 
the creative class settles. The quality of places is dependent on the physical and functional combination of 
buildings and the natural environment, the diversity of people (including the presence of entrepreneurial 
minds with the capacity and creativity to be innovative in creating experiences and be able to stage them) 
and, finally, specific activities and events that embed or signal a vibrant city life with cultural, exciting and 
creative content (ibid.: 231-234). The efforts a city extends to enhance the quality of place are of great 
importance in increasing their competitive strength in the global race for attracting resourceful citizens, 
tourists and investments (Samson, 2012: 220). 

Other notions such as the experience city (Pine and Gilmore, 1999) and the performance city (Samson, 
2012) encapsulate attempts to design an amusing urban experience that both meet and exceed consumer 
expectations through a totally managed experience, gilded with post-modern architecture and notions of 
urbanism (Biddulph, 2011; Therkildsen et al., 2009). The use of aesthetic means to engage with the citi-
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sens are manifold, all attempting to fulfil the (perceived) increasing demand for interesting, memorable 
and identity-creating experiences (Samson, 2012). 

These trends have been part of shaping and re-shaping the rational base of urban planning of the en-
trepreneurial city. It is evidenced by how various means are used in the entrepreneurial city’s attempts 
to enhance attractiveness; place promotion, image building, city marketing and investments in culture 
prominently include the promotion of artistic and cultural lifestyles, images and entertainment options 
(Beyes, 2012). For the same reason, contemporary debates about urban policy are littered with culture 
and creativity (Pratt, 2008) and the initiation of culture-driven urban (re)generation “has come to occupy 
a pivotal position in the new urban entrepreneurialism” (Miles and Paddison, 2005 cited in Beyes, 2012: 
325). According to Amin and Thrift (2002) contemporary urban development can be interpreted as a 
“culture performance” (p. 153). Urban planning in European cities has turned into an aesthetic project, 
using artistic techniques to modify and mobilise urban life (Thrift, 2004). It signifies how the field of 
urban planning to a lesser extent pertains to the formal organisation of the city, such as infrastructure and 
order, and to a greater extent functions as an effective liquid machine stimulating the citizens’ physical 
and sensory capacities (Samson, 2012: 223). This substantiates the relation between the notion of atmos-
pheres and the practice of urban planning in the entrepreneurial city, where atmospheres are an urban 
phenomenon related to the emergence of aesthetic rationales in planning and development. This link will 
be elaborated after the following exploration of the harbour front as a potent site for the strategic revitali-
sation that appears with the aestheticisation of the entrepreneurial city.

2.1.3 The Harbour Front – a Fantasy Site?
The aestheticisation of the city involves a process of leveraging symbolic and spatial capital. City branding 
and related place marketing efforts have increased with the de-industrialisation of inner cities as a way 
to transform and sell the cities as centres for service, leisure and consumption (Kotler et al., 1993). The 
practice has evolved greatly through the past decades with cities’ attempts to “forge a distinctive image 
(…) to create an atmosphere of place and tradition that will act as a lure to both capital and people of the 
right sort” (Harvey, 1990: 295). Marketing practices and revitalising efforts are opportunities to change 
economic hierarchies and functions in the city. Here the harbour front becomes one particular site for a 
new fantasy – the dream of a place with high amenity value that attracts “people of the right sort” and 
that provides an aesthetic scene of experiences and cultural activities (Carlberg and Christensen, 2005). 

The process of revitalising harbour fronts into new forms of cosmopolitan living and economic activities 
is a notable international trend (Marshall, 2001; Lehrer and Laidly, 2009; Defor and Jørgensen, 2004; 
Oakley, 2011). The overarching purpose with the renewal efforts is to fulfil the entrepreneurial vision of 
enhanced attractiveness in order to attract the global orbits of capital and people (Harvey, 1990; Lehrer 
and Laidly, 2009). Usually, the renewal involves converting sites of decay into places of spectacle, and 
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privatising the waterfront by selling housing, business locations and leisure (Oakley, 2011). From a social 
perspective, it is suggested that these sites deliver a competitive “quality of life” based on amenity, culture 
and place-making (McGuirk, 2005: 60). In line with the notion of urban development as a cultural per-
formance (Amin and Thrift, 2002) these harbour fronts exhibit how symbolic capital is elevated through 
the use of carefully organised images, urban design, upmarket housing, commercial spaces, and service 
and leisure facilities (Miles and Miles, 2004). 

The revitalisation of harbour fronts substantiates that in the entrepreneurial city the importance of place-
qualities and amenity value have changed the quality of the built environment from being a by-product 
of economic development to being a prerequisite for it (Gospodini, 2002; Therkildsen et al., 2009). 
Hence, the design of urban space and architectural typologies is crucial, and new aesthetic principles and 
ideals imbued with creativity, experience, culture and performance continues to occur (Biddulph, 2011; 
Marling et al., 2009). 

2.1.4 Urban Atmospheres 
With the observation of how cities, and harbour fronts, are turning into aesthetic projects, the theoreti-
cal conceptualisation of atmospheres prevails. Human geographer Jürgen Hasse (2011) asserts that these 
processes of aestheticisation constitute a dissuasive form of socialisation, with immersive suggestions that 
influence urban living. With this he dismisses the idea of aesthetics as pure images that, from a semiotic 
perspective, can be decoded with iconological descriptions of the physical urban space. Such idiosyncratic 
sensations do not encapsulate what Hasse (2011) defines as the all-encompassing emotions to which 
beautified cities are directed. To understand the aesthetic side of city life, one must acknowledge that the 
built images are more than appearance; “(...) they have a scenographic character that can only be fully 
experienced in living movement” (ibid.: 1). 

The same concerns have inspired Böhme (1993) to develop a new theory of aesthetics. It does not take its 
starting point in the arts, but is attentive to the prevalent aestheticisation of everyday life, politics, econ-
omy and nature, similar to the processes of the entrepreneurial city. Like Hasse (2011), Böhme (2014) 
finds that combining the study of urban life with aesthetic theory means that the aesthetics of the city are 
liberated from being restricted to the visual and symbolic. It brings the attention to atmospheres as an 
aesthetic quality of the city. In such aesthetics, it is not a matter of how a city should be judged in terms of 
aesthetic or cultural aspects, but of how one feels in this city (ibid.). Aestheticisation processes fill urban 
spaces with sensitive and emotional qualities and symbols that circulate culturally (Hasse, 2011). Here, 
space becomes a site where meaning forms a surrounding reality which can be experienced personally, 
which is why space must be understood as a container of both mental and corporal qualities (ibid.). This 
understanding acknowledges how surroundings can be felt in a corporal-spatial sense as an immaterial 
envelopment – that is, as atmospheres.
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This brings new questions to the fore, when discussing the consequences of the aestheticisation of the 
entrepreneurial city. It emphasises the need to become more concerned with how people feel in the en-
trepreneurial city, thereby providing new opportunities for understanding urban life in a more emotional 
and sensible way (Böhme, 2014). Historically speaking this would be an extension of what Christian 
Hirschfeld introduced in his descriptions of park scenes (ibid.: 50 see Hirschfeld (1779-85) Theorie der 
Gartenkunst). It would aim at determining urban environments with respect to the “feeling of life”2  for 
those who live in them or who visit them, and would include identifying the causes of possible pathologies 
(ibid.: 50). Therefore, in the atmospheric perspective, it is no longer a question of what form a building 
has or how a city is structured, but of how we are bodily disposed in different, structured spaces. It makes 
a difference whether we go through narrow lanes or across wide esplanades; whether winding hilly streets 
or long straight ones are characteristic of a city; whether among the skyscrapers we suddenly come across 
a little church or, on leaving a lane, we find ourselves on a large square (ibid.: 51). Spatial configurations 
are not merely seen and assessed, they are also sensed by the body. In this respect, existing studies would 
have to be reinterpreted. Attention should be directed to the relation between the qualities of surround-
ings and dispositions (Böhme, 1993). 

2.2 Atmospheric Production and Power 
The distinctive link between atmospheres and the revitalisation of harbour fronts in the entrepreneurial 
city lays the foundation for the following sections, as it is within this overarching understanding that 
atmospheres will be explored. The first part lays the groundwork for analysing how atmospheres are pro-
duced in harbour fronts, by detailing the concept’s peculiar character and reflecting upon it as an object 
of analysis. The second part is concerned with power aspects of the emergence of atmospheres in the en-
trepreneurial city, to analyse processes of designing and experiences within this understanding. 

2.3 Part 1: Atmospheric Production
To analyse the production of atmospheres it is crucial to understand its ontological status and the implica-
tions this entails, as it determines the way in which atmospheres can be grasped analytically. 

2.3.1 The Ontological Status of Atmospheres
Early theoretical reflections on atmospheres date back several decades. In a philosophical context the con-
cept of atmospheres is associated in particular with Hermann Schmitz’s book Der Gefühlsraum (1969) as 
well as Walter Benjamin’s aesthetic theory The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technical Reproduction (for new-
est edition see 2007) (Böhme, 1993). Schmitz detaches the notion of atmospheres from a meteorological 
understanding. Instead he conceives atmospheres in broader terms as moods that are spatially discharged 
(ibid.: 118). Benjamin introduces the notion of Aura to determine the atmosphere of distance and re-

2 Böhme (2014) uses the German concept Lebensgefühl to define the ‘feeling of life’ (p. 50)
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spect surrounding original works of art (ibid.: 116). Gernot Böhme’s3  work on atmospheres is indebted 
to Schmitz’ phenomenological conception and Benjamin’s definition of Aura, although Böhme also goes 
beyond by analysing how atmospheres are not only experienced, but also deliberately produced (ibid.). 

The experience of atmosphere is familiar to most people; perhaps unknowingly, they are aware of the 
particular characteristics of certain spaces – different moods and tempos. For example, the sound of par-
ticular streets at certain times of the day, the smell of a grandparent’s home, the atmosphere of a room 
before a meeting, or the rhythms and sensory impressions of entire villages or urban districts (Böhme, 
2013; 2014). It is used in everyday speech to describe a certain mood or aura of a place in a manner that 
traverses the distinctions between people, things and spaces (Anderson, 2009). Nor is it unusual to speak 
of the atmosphere of a city. The expression is found in writing, in advertising material for cities and travel 
supplements of newspapers (Böhme, 2014: 46). Theoretically, the potential of atmospheres comes with 
its ability to capture everything between subjects (human beings) and objects (their surroundings), but 
only “(...) if we succeed in accounting for the peculiar intermediary status of atmospheres (...)” (Böhme, 
1993: 114). 

The intermediary status of atmospheres means that they occur between objects and subjects, in a quasi-
objective and quasi-subjective way. They are objective in the sense they emanate from things, persons 
and spaces that form the atmospheric constellation. They are subjective in the sense that the experience 
of atmospheres is always bound to particular subjects who perceive them with a multi-sensory register. 
Therefore atmospheres are characteristic manifestations of the co-present subject and object, and to ex-
plain them, they must be approached from both sides. This intermediary position denies atmospheres a 
secure ontological status and demands a new understanding of objects and subjects, since this conflicts 
with classic philosophical ontology, which stems from the polarity of subjects and objects (Böhme, 1993; 
Grant, 2013). 

2.3.2 The Ecstasies of Things, People and Space
Böhme’s theoretical concept of atmospheres entails a new understanding of objects; things, people and 
spaces as ecstatic (2013: 119). “The ecstasies of things” designates that things articulate their presence 
through qualities – in other words, how it goes forth from itself (Böhme, 1993: 121). To explain this 
Böhme (1993) uses the example of a blue cup (p. 121). The blueness of the cup is what makes the cup 
present in space and makes it perceptible; it is not thought of as something that is restricted to the cup and 
adheres to it, as the classic ontology of things dictates. Instead, the blueness is thought of as something 
that radiates out in the environment of the cup, colouring or ‘tincturing’ this environment in a certain 

3 Most of Böhme’s work is yet to be translated into English. His primary work in German on atmospheres is Atmosphäre: 
Essays zur neuen Ästhetik  (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1995). A small selection of articles pertaining to different applica-
tions of the aesthetics of atmospheres has been translated or comes in English (1993, 2013, 2014). These are used to constitute 
the theoretical understanding of atmospheres in my research. 
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way (Böhme, 1993). A thing, in other words, has the capacity to give ‘colour’ to its surroundings, exercis-
ing a presence by affecting the world around it (Sørensen, 2014). Qualities such as colour and smell have 
long been designated as qualities that do not in themselves belong to the thing, except in relation to a 
subject, and thus have a tincturing character (Böhme, 1993: 121). However, this new way of understand-
ing also requires thinking of so-called primary qualities, such as extension and forming, as ecstasies. In the 
classic ontology of things, form is thought of as something limiting and enclosing: inwardly it encloses 
the volume of the thing and outwardly it limits it. The form of a thing, however, also exerts an external 
effect. It radiates into the environment, takes away the homogeneity of the surrounding space and fills it 
with tensions and suggestions for the environment (Böhme, 1993; Grant, 2013). 

The changed ontology of things enables one to conceive of the notion of the quasi-objective dimensions 
of atmospheres in a meaningful way. Atmospheres are spaces in the sense that they become ‘tinctured’ by 
ecstasies of things, persons and spaces. The ecstasies of these elements produce atmospheres through their 
interaction in different contexts (Böhme, 1993). Taking this understanding to urban space, atmospheres 
conjure with the coming together of materials, buildings, people and environmental constellations. They 
are dynamic and ephemeral, hovering like a resonance that never stands still (Eliasson, 2014: 4), and sur-
rounding the experiencing subjects. This leads on to the quasi-subjective dimension of atmospheres. 

2.3.3 The Experiencing Subject
Böhme (1993) explains the quasi-subjective dimensions of atmospheres with reference to Schmitz’ phe-
nomenological philosophy of the body. Schmitz defines atmospheres as something that completely belong 
to the subject, hence rejecting the notion that atmospheres are produced by qualities of things (ibid.: 118). 
Obviously, this subjective determinism conflicts with Böhme’s quasi-objective dimension of atmospheres. 
Yet, Schmitz is helpful for Böhme in delineating subjects as bodily perceiving individuals, who experience 
present surroundings through their sensory apparati (1993). Atmospheres are always experienced subjec-
tively, through a bodily and sensuous presence, in relation to other persons, things and spaces of everyday 
life. Hence, to restate the definition of atmospheres: not only do they result from the interaction of object 
and non-material factors such as light and sound, but also from subjects (Böhme, 2014). 

The sensuous perception of atmospheres makes the experience of atmospheres a pre-cognitive matter, 
something that hits the body and is affectively perceived, and which then can manifest itself in the form 
of emotions (Böhme, 1993). Affect is a similar, yet different, concept that is concerned with this form 
of bodily perception – this sense of getting a pull or a push in the world (Thrift, 2004). In her book The 
Transmission of Affect, Teresa Brennan (2004) poses the question: “Is there anyone who has not, at least 
once, walked into a room and ‘felt the atmosphere’?” (ibid.:1). Brennan (2004) entirely dissolves the idea 
of the individual self as contained by his or her skin and replaces it with the notion that the self is con-
stantly exposed to an interaction with its environment, also in a bodily-affective sense. It demands a new 
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understanding of subjects as sensing bodies and not just as rationally perceiving with a conscious and self-
conscious mind (Albertsen, 1999; Harrison, 2008). Affect differs from emotions and feelings, since they 
are bound to the subject’s cognitive perception of things and spaces, whereas affect is detectable in the 
bodily and sensual experience (Samson, 2012). Retrospectively, one can describe affective states through 
feelings and experiences, but first of all they are sensed as bodily reactions and changes. It is similar to 
Böhme’s (1993) definition of atmospheres as something quasi-subjective. Something that “hits” the body 
in a pre-subjective way, which subjects need their senses to capture. 

Subjects can communicate about atmospheres – discuss with one another what kind of atmosphere pre-
vails in an urban space – in a retrospective manner (Böhme, 2013). This also means that in spaces, every 
present subject has certain atmospheric competences, insofar as he or she more or less consciously con-
tributes to the common atmosphere. This is the inter-subjectivity upon which atmospheres hinge – often 
they are felt and spread by more than one subject. But how we perceive atmospheres cannot be grounded 
in an identifiable object. It depends on the subjective sensual experience. However, atmospheres are not 
something subjective, such as determinations of a psychic state. Rather, they are subject-like, belonging 
to subjects that are sensed in a bodily presence by human beings. This sensing is at the same time a bodily 
state of being subjects in space (Böhme, 1993). 

2.3.4 Atmospheric Moods  
Summing up, the quasi-objective and quasi-subjective nature of atmospheres substantiates how they, as 
something floating in-between, are the common reality of the perceived and the perceiver: “It is the reality 
of the perceived as the sphere of its presence and the reality of the perceiver insofar as, sensing atmosphere, 
s/he is bodily present in a certain way” (Böhme, 1993: 122). Atmospheres surround, include, involve, 
envelop, and give forth both the qualities of the environment and the experiencing subject. Ultimately 
atmospheres exceed the qualities of the environment and the body of the experiencing subject. They do 
not shed light on one element in particular, but on a whole environment. 

Atmospheres are well explained by their moods4  (Albertsen, 1999; Borch, 2014). The mood of an at-
mosphere imposes itself on everything it envelopes, meaning that it is a collective phenomenon that is 
inevitably shared by the experiencing subjects (Flatley, 2008). Some atmospheres may even be so potent 
as to induce subjects accordingly, despite their subjective state-of-mind (Albertsen, 1999; Böhme, 2013). 
That means that the quasi-objective constellation can be so forceful that the atmosphere is experienced 
as surprising, and, on occasions, in contrast to one’s own mood (Böhme, 2013). As Böhme exemplifies 
it: “in a cheerful mood, I enter a community in mourning: its atmosphere can transform my mood to 
the point of tears” (ibid.: 3). It evidences how atmospheres can act as affective conditioners of the present 
subjects and that it is possible to try to describe atmospheres through how they appear to them, how they 

4 Albertsen (1999) and Borch (2014) uses the German word Stimmungs (p. 8 & p. 3)  to define ‘Atmospheric moods’.
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are sensed as atmospheric moods (Albertsen, 1999). It reminds, that no matter what the experience of 
the atmosphere, it is always bound to particular subjects who can be assailed by them, felt by them and 
happen upon them.

2.3.5 Atmospheres as a Sensory Matter
The theoretical definition of atmospheres entails some determining key points for analysing them. Firstly, 
it points to the non-deductible nature of atmospheres. Although they hinge on the constellation of ob-
jects which, in a quasi-objective way, conjure them, they are more than the sum of it. Secondly, it points 
to the pre-conscious states that atmospheres work on, like something we can only sense and feel and not 
necessarily identify consciously. This, however, leads on to the third crucial point of matter which is the 
fact that the atmospheric experience is always bound to particular subjects. It stresses that atmospheres 
can only be captured from within our frameworks of experience using a multi-sensory register (Böhme, 
2013). This brings the analysis of atmospheres back to the sensory domain where sensory perception is the 
appropriate medium to realise atmospheres (Thibaud, 2014). Thus, in analysing urban atmospheres it is 
a question of how one feels in the surroundings of a particular atmosphere, and where the analysis resides 
in how the surroundings are sensed subjectively (Böhme, 2014). This way, perceptions of urban space go 
beyond the visual to involve the tactile, olfactory, acoustic and gustatory (Hasse, 2011). 

This forms the basis for the empirical analysis of how atmospheres are produced in harbour fronts of the 
entrepreneurial city, which will be conducted in two steps. In the first step, the different elements – things, 
people and spaces – are sensorily perceived to capture their ecstasies. These elements are the quasi-objec-
tive side of atmospheres, because when they come together in different constellations they produce atmos-
pheres (Böhme, 2014: 51). Thus, they are part of the atmospheric production5. The defining of elements 
that constitutes the first step of the empirical analysis, conflicts with the understanding of atmospheres as 
something that are not reducible to their elements, but precisely exceeds them. To account for this, the 
section is followed by a descriptive component, where the elements are interrelated to describe prevail-
ing atmospheric moods (the second step). This approach briefly reintroduces Hirschfeld’s original work 
with descriptions of the garden, in which he notes the elements by which the locality is produced. In his 
descriptions, Hirschfeld is very specific about emotional effects of certain elements, colours, materials, 
plants, water, stillness, movement, sound, stones, buildings, and shadows (for an illustrative quote see 
Böhme, 1993: 124). The importance of Hirschfeld’s work is that he analyses the elements that generate 
atmospheres and deploys them in the creation of atmospheres for the experience of an implied audience. 
As Grant (2013) notes, “this is not about writing signs for a reader, but creating an experience of an 
atmosphere” (p. 124). This is an important methodological matter, which is addressed in the methodo-
logical framework (cf. chapter 3, p. 26). In this section it serves to enhance the theoretical understanding 
of how atmospheres can be thought of as produced, and how they can then be analysed as a process of 
production, thereby addressing the first research question. 

5 The italicised words constitute the theoretical vocabulary that will be used in the analysis.
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In addition to the validation of the two-step method that is gained from presenting the methods of 
Hirschfeld’s work, I argue that the two-step method is also purposeful for additional reasons. Firstly, it 
allows other researchers to analyse the same data and level criticism against my analytical choices and 
interpretations. Secondly, it enables a systematisation of the data collection processes, so it includes a 
broader spectrum of sensory impressions and potentially bring unconscious sensory impressions to the 
fore. Finally, the obvious question can be posed of how else to study atmospheres as academic researchers. 
Novelists, performance designers, filmmakers, and alike can evoke atmospheres using different artistic 
techniques, but as an academic researcher, systematic analyses are crucial to producing insightful knowl-
edge on how atmospheres are produced.
In the following, each of the sensory categories are outlined and discussed as mediums to attend atmos-
pheres. 

Visual perception
Many theorists who are engaged in sensory perception, take their point of departure in (and distance 
themselves from) what is defined as the modern western societies’ ocularcentrism. They argue for a multi-
sensory approach to understanding the sensory register – and the importance of the entire register – as 
the dominance of the eye and the suppression of the other senses tends to push subjects into detachment, 
isolation and exteriority (Pallasmaa, 2012: 22). 

The visual atmospheric dimensions are still important, though there is need to acknowledge the difference 
between focused and peripheral vision. The focused visual impression pushes subjects out of the space, 
making them mere spectators (ibid.). On the contrary, the peripheral visual perception unites the subject 
with the surroundings. It is the peripheral visual impression that subconsciously connects subjects with 
the atmosphere or space which they occupy, and ascertains or senses the atmosphere’s character. The very 
essence of the lived experience is moulded by unfocused peripheral vision (ibid.). Therefore, Pallasmaa 
(2012) advocates a deliberate suppression of sharp focused vision, which he notes is absent in the theo-
retical discourse of architecture, as architectural theorising contributes to the interest in focused vision (p. 
14). Modern architecture and urban settings tend “to make us outsiders, in comparison with the forceful 
emotional engagement of natural and historical settings” (ibid.: 15). This is in large part due to the fact 
that the field of peripheral vision remains underutilised and overlooked. By acknowledging peripheral 
vision as an atmospheric dimension, the empirical analysis will focus on perspectives, colours and light 
in the area as it is perceived by the eye. Focusing on perspectives involves a registration of dichotomies 
such as open/closed, near/far, small/big. With a focus on colours and light the attention is dedicated to 
understanding how the peripheral or unconscious stimuli such as light and colour influence the produc-
tion of atmospheres in the area. 
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Auditory perception
The auditory sense is described as a social sensory category that due to its penetrating nature establishes 
connection between people in ways that vision does not (Pallasmaa, 2012). The auditory sensory experi-
ences are thus solidary, as the sound of an atmosphere reaches everyone simultaneously (ibid.: 50). Sounds 
are also more insisting than other sensory impressions, for example it is easier to close one’s eyes than ears, 
which makes it difficult to control or dismiss different auditory impressions (Tonkiss, 2003: 304). But 
we do not only perceive auditory impressions with our ears “we also hear by the means of the skin and 
feet. We hear with the cranial box, the abdomen and he thorax. We hear by means of the muscles, nerves 
and tendons” (Serres, 2005: 324). It suggests how soundscapes must be understood as vital part of urban 
atmospheres.

The acoustic landscape makes it possible to identify places, by which Böhme means that the noise pro-
duced by the kind of vehicles travelling on it, by how one drives and by the music coming out of the 
houses, the languages spoken in them and the sounds of pets, etc. (Böhme, 1998 cited in Griffero, 2014: 
90). It emphasises how sound is directly related to dimensions of lifestyle. In terms of street noise, it 
makes a difference whether it is customary for people to honk their horns or not, what type of car they 
drive, whether music can be heard through their open windows, whether the names of goods are shouted 
out, or whether ‘alluring’ music comes from the boutiques (Böhme, 2014). This has a decisive influence 
on the atmospheres, and points to the auditory as producing urban atmospheres. Böhme’s research on 
acoustic qualities characteristic for cities and regions illustrates this point, and suggests how it is possible 
to acoustically distinguish even between pedestrian areas of various German cities (Griffero, 2014: 64). 
These insights inform the empirical analysis to perceive the harbour front with the ear.

Tactile perception 
The tactile sense is also ascribed great importance in relation to urban atmospheres as all senses are exten-
sions of the tactile sense. Touch is the sensory mode which integrates our experiences of the world and 
ourselves. Even visual perceptions are fused and integrated into the haptic continuum of the self: “my 
body remembers who I am and how I am located in the world” (Pallasmaa, 2012: 12). All the senses, 
including the visual, are extensions of the tactile sense; the senses are specialisations of skin tissue, and 
all sensory experiences are modes of touching and thus related to tactility. We can activate the sense of 
touch, often with our fingertips, and intentionally examine objects and our surroundings. However, the 
tactile experience of our surroundings and atmospheres, often proceeds as a more or less unconscious 
process whereby the skin, muscles, organs and bones sense movements in space and atmospheres. These 
body- and skin-mediated experiences have a direct connection to the subconscious and can, in moments 
of extreme influences, affectively charge subjects. 

In an urban context the tactile character, particularly conveyed by materials, is of great importance for 
the production of atmospheres, as it not only affects the subjects through touch, but also through the 
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other senses, which are essentially variations/modes of touching. Kotler describes what he believes to be 
the most important tactile dimensions in an atmosphere: “softness, smoothness, temperature” (1973: 51), 
where Pallasmaa adds “texture, weight and density” (Pallasmaa, 2012: 56). Wind and temperature are also 
two distinct features of the tactile element of urban atmospheres. These different aspects comprise the 
approach to empirically analyse the harbour front with the tactile perception. 

Olfactory perception
Böhme dedicates attention to the importance of olfactory landscapes in a city’s atmosphere, asserting 
that “smells make it possible to identify places and to identify oneself with places” (Böhme, 1998 cited in 
Griffero, 2014: 90). It seems that “smells are atmospheric more than any other sense phenomenon” (ibid.: 
90) and that they suggest the first and undeletable impression of the environment, giving a rhythm – the 
morning coffee, freshly baked bread, flowers in bloom – to everyday and seasonal life. 

Griffero (2014) explains how olfaction in particular seems to exemplify the atmospheric perfectly. Just 
like atmosphere, odour nullifies the separation between subject and objects: 

“[S]melling a person’s body odour is the most intimate perception of them; they penetrate, so to speak, in 
a gaseous form into our most sensory inner being. Just like atmosphere, it is also ineffable, localisable only 
ex post and, in any case, only with the help of other senses (especially sight) but also structurally transi-
tory, given the possibility that habit might even neutralise even the most repellent smell.”

(Simmel 1997 in Griffero, 2014: 68) 

Another characteristic for olfaction is that smells cannot be measured or calculated, which is why it may 
seem difficult to objectify smells. Firstly, because there is no exact or objective language for smells, they 
are rather described with reference to the source (smell of the sea) or as a reaction to them (a nauseat-
ing smell), or by using adjectives from a different sensory category (a pungent smell) (Moeran, 2007). 
Secondly because smell is, partly due to the missing language, connected to personal memories to greater 
extent than the other senses: “(…) memory becomes extremely important as a means of aiding our recog-
nition of smells. (…) while we can recognise thousands of different smells in our everyday lives, we can-
not normally recall them independently of external stimuli” (ibid.: 156). This ties elegantly to Pallasmaa’s 
observation that “the most persistent memory of any space is often its smell” (2012: 54). 

Gustatory perception
Registering the gustatory sense, in relation to urban atmospheres, is bit more complicated than the others, 
as the gustatory is not directly stimulated, unless one actively does so. The point is then, that the gusta-
tory sense becomes a bit more imagined in the way it is registered through the experience of urban space. 
However, particularly for people living in the area, certain memories may be related to gustatory stimuli, 
which is why this can be a sensory perception that actually appears in their experience of the area in the 
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passing everyday life. In the empirical analysis, gustatory perceptions are presented together with the ol-
factory characteristics of the area. 

2.4 Part 2: Atmospheric Power 
Following this theoretical discussion of how to analyse atmospheres in order to establish a framework for 
the first part of the research question, I proceed with the notion of atmospheric power. The purpose is to 
set forth an analytical framework for the second part of the research question of how atmospheric power 
works. This question is two-sided, with an interest in how power works through design of atmospheres as 
well as in how atmospheres are experienced. 

2.4.1 The Power of Atmospheres
Inspired by Foucault6, Allen (2006, 2009) introduces the notion of ambient power to describe power as 
an ambient quality – that is, something that is sensed and experienced as a certain atmosphere working 
in a subtle and suggestive way. Understanding things as tuned ecstasies as Böhme (1993), power is not to 
be thought of as something that is held in a reserve, but as something that is exercised through effects – 
it is not an attribute, but something that goes forth from itself (Allen, 2009). Thus, power is something 
around us and among us, and not so much above us. This leads Allen to the ascertainment that power is 
an immanent normalising force, which operates through the detailed fabric of people’s lives, and works 
on creating stability and regularity, rather than the reverse (ibid.). In an account that argues that power is 
not so much above us as around us and among us, there is assumed to be little room to manoeuvre. This 
emphasis on power as a way to close down possibilities provides the touchstone for a particular spatial 
vocabulary of power (ibid.: 66). If nothing is external to power, then the various techniques which place 
subjects, locate them or attempt to prescribe their movement in some fashion, are internal to power’s very 
performance. In this sense spatial configurations are part and parcel of the internalising of power – they 
are constitutive of it (ibid.). 

The ambient power is not to be understood as a corporate strategy of manipulation, but rather a more 
provisional, phenomenological sense of power that intentionally sets out to convey a particular form of 
life in an area (Allen, 2006). In urban space, atmospheric power is something about the character of the 
settings – a particular atmosphere, a specific mood, certain feeling – that affects how it is experienced 
(ibid.: 445). Allen (2006) argues that ordinary spaces today are designed to bring about affective re-
sponses7. What goes on in such places is circumscribed by the design, layout, sound, lighting, solidity and 
other atmospheric qualities that can have an impact which is difficult to isolate, yet nonetheless powerful 
in their incitements and limitations on behaviour. 

6 To substantiate his notion of ambient power, Allen (2006, 2009) refers to Foucault’s anti-essential and productive concept 
of power, and shares his interest in the effectiveness with which subjects internalize meaning, rather than with how they com-
ply with authority (Allen, 2009). Power works through indirect techniques of self-regulation, which compose the texture of 
everyday life. A key element in Foucault’s approach to power is that people in principle freely can fashion their own sense of 
self, within the particular forms of conduct that the self-regulative techniques secure (Foucault, 2001). It stresses an openness 
of outcome, as subjects are essentially free to regulate their own behaviours, although within a controlled and limited frame.
7 Allen (2006) uses the notion of ambient power to explain how public spaces are felt as open through the invitation to mingle, 
circulating and inhabit, but also that this is a form of exercising power with an unmarked presence.
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2.4.2 Atmospheric Power in Design 
In his research on atmospheres, Böhme (1993, 2013, 2014) has dedicated a great deal of attention to 
the manipulative dimensions describing the production of atmospheres as an art of stage-setting to pur-
sue specific outcomes. This is an attempt that one can find in marketing (Kotler, 1973), architecture 
(Klingmann, 2007; Zumthor, 2006; Pallasmaa, 2012; Helay, 2014), and various strategies of design, here 
among design of urban space (Bissell, 2008, 2010; Böhme, 2014; Borch, 2009, 2014). 

To trace the occurrence of atmospheric design Böhme (2014) refers to late capitalism and marketing. Iden-
tical to the aestheticisation of the entrepreneurial city, the economy becomes an aesthetic matter within 
late capitalism, where consumers’ fundamental needs are extended to keep capitalism going (Böhme, 
2014). Here atmospheres become an art of stage-setting to sell commodities that fulfil the aesthetic de-
mands of the consumer. Kotler encapsulates this with the term ‘atmospheric’ which revolves around the 
idea that “in some cases, the place, more specifically the atmosphere of the place, is more influential than 
the product itself in the purchase decision’ (Kotler, 1973 cited in Borch, 2014: 81). It makes the design 
of atmospheres a central element in marketing. This central element also formed the field of hospitality 
management which studies how, for example, hotel atmospheres can be generated to enhance customer 
satisfaction (Borch, 2014: 82). Such work is in perfect alignment with Kotler’s ambitions since, for him, 
“atmospherics is the effort to design buying environments to produce specific emotional effects in the 
buyer that enhance his purchase ability” (Kotler, 1973 cited in Borch, 2014: 82). 

In Böhme’s research of urban atmospheres he uses the notion of atmospheric power to encapsulate how 
there are professions the very purpose of which is to design certain atmospheres – from the design of 
malls, to urban plazas or architecture. It is an art of staging atmospheres strategically and instrumentally 
in ways that affect how people experience a city – for example, the use of city lighting in the name of 
crime prevention (2014). This ascertainment resonates with power as something that works in a phenom-
enological way: 

“This power neither uses physical force nor bidding speech. It rather works on the emotions of the people. 
The power doesn’t work as such, rather it touches the subconscious.”8  

(Böhme, 1995: 39)

As atmospheres have an almost invisible character they are easy to ‘overlook’ or just not consciously reflect 
on – and are therefore powerful tools in the design of the urban fabric (Borch, 2014). It amounts to a 
subtle form of power, in which people’s behaviour, desires, and experiences are managed without them 
being consciously aware of it (Böhme, 1995 cited in Borch, 2014: 15).

8 Original in German: ”Diese Macht bedient sich weder physischer Gewalt noch befehlender Rede. Sie greift bei der Befind-
lichkeit des Menschen an, sie wirkt aufs Gemüt, sie manipuliert die Stimmung, sie evoziert die Emotionen. Diese Macht tritt 
nicht als solche auf, sie greift an beim Unbewussten.” (Böhme, 1995: 39)
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To analyse atmospheric power it is of interest to scrutinise the process of designing atmospheres, since 
atmospheres “(...) can be studied from the side of the object – that is, from the side of agencies by means 
of which they are created” (Böhme, 2014: 50). Stage design provides the paradigm for this perception, 
since the general aim of stage design is to create an atmosphere with the help of lights, music, sound, spa-
tial constellations and the use of characteristic objects. Similarly, urban space can be understood as being, 
by definition, staged through design. In relation to the entrepreneurial city, this observation becomes of 
particular interest. The change in the planning rationale to be aesthetically concerned with the appearance 
of the city suggests a greater engagement to intentionally stage-setting the city as an attractive place. Thus, 
in relation to analysing the atmospheric power of Sluseholmen, the interest is to understand the planning 
officials’ and architects’ intentions and ideas that have formed the development and design of the area. 
This analysis forms the first part of discussing how atmospheric power works. 

2.4.3 Atmospheric Power in Experience
To follow the discussion of how atmospheric power works in design, the question of how it works in 
experience must be addressed. To investigate the effectiveness of urban stage-setting in everyday life, it is 
important to attend to the subject-side of the experience. This enables a reflection upon how atmospheric 
power works at a phenomenological level, through the stimulation of senses and feelings. Atmospheric 
power is like a sensory power that attempts to affect people’s moods and state of mind in a certain way (Al-
len, 2006). Thus, atmospheric power is being exercised without subjects recognising its operations. Stag-
ing urban atmospheres through sensory design constitutes a conduct of conduct, in which quasi-objective 
feelings are being produced that people need not to recognise consciously, but which nevertheless affect 
their behaviour. Compared to other forms of power, a politics of atmospheres assumes a subtle form, 
precisely because it works on a non-conscious level (Borch, 2009). Many research studies give evidence 
to the fact that atmospheric design achieves desired effects (Harrison, 2008; Bissell, 2008, 2010; Biehl-
Missal and Saren, 2012; Helay, 2014). Even though these effects may not completely correspond to the 
intentions behind the atmospheric design, it remains important to bring to the fore and analyse how such 
design is not merely a matter of producing comfortable atmospheres, but also attempting to condition 
experiences that render some behaviours more likely than others (Borch, 2014). 

However, there is no guarantee that all people at all times will act as expected or hoped (Löw, 2008), and if 
atmospheres only are understood as products of strategies, it tends to disregard the possibility for different 
subjective experiences, which also play a constitutive role in the atmospheres (Allen, 2006; Thrift, 2004). 
Since it has to be felt what atmospheres are – essentially, their character (Böhme, 2014) – the atmospheres 
can be defined as belonging to the subject, and not as a reflection of an inner-psychic state we project onto 
our surroundings. Instead, they are defined as something we trace through our body and sense when we 
are situated in our surroundings (Albertsen, 1999). Further, atmospheres also emerge as a result of the 
daily urban life of inhabitants, meaning that particular life forms give rise to particular urban atmospheres 
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(Böhme, 2014). Since cities organise people, things and affects in a number of changing configurations, 
the urban fabric needs to be acknowledged as a dynamic result of modes of power that control and regu-
late as well as a result of myriad everyday experiments and connections that exceed and destabilise urban 
routines and mechanisms of urban governance (Amin and Thrift, 2002). Thus, determinism on how 
atmospheres always assail us in a similar fashion would tend to overlook the opportunities for different 
subjective interpretations of a place. This perspective adds to the discussion of how atmospheric power 
works, and attempts to discuss what atmospheres visitors and residents experience in Sluseholmen, traced 
through their sensory, affective and emotional registers. How to engage with these pre-conscious matters 
is discussed in the following methodological framework. 
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Chapter 3

Methodology

During the Golden Age the harbour was greatly expanded and big port facilities 
were placed at Frihavnen, Refshaleøen and Christians Havn.“
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3.0 Methodology 
The intermediate nature of atmospheres – something that occurs between the spatial and the social – chal-
lenges our ability to capture them. Accordingly, a profound methodological framework is a pre-requisite 
in accounting for the methods I will use in my research, along reflections of their benefits and potential 
shortcomings. The purpose is to establish a methodological framework to engage with atmospheres in 
accordance with the theoretical understanding of atmospheres as an aesthetic concept. 

The theoretical understanding of atmospheres evidently challenges prevailing theoretical understandings; 
the classic ontology of things as well as the rational understandings of subject that distinguish between 
body and mind. Atmospheres as an aesthetic concept dissolves the dichotomy between object and subject, 
and in so doing, things become ecstatic and subjects become bodily and sensorily situated, acknowledging 
pre-conscious states of being. As a medium between the spatial and the social, atmospheres must be un-
derstood as something penetrating that affects its attending subjects; “atmospheres are the shared ground 
from which subjective states and their attendant feelings and emotions emerge” (Anderson, 2009: 78). To 
comply with this theoretical foundation, ethnography is a helpful tradition to turn to, since the bodily-
situated subject is one of the main concerns in its research. 

3.1 Ethnographic Methods 
Arising from a tradition of studying daily life and cultures, human geographers and sociologists have 
used ethnographic methods to engage in matters of how places are formed by intentions (strategies and 
plans), and used in praxis (tactics of everyday life). One distinct practitioner in this field is Michel De 
Certeau well-kown for The Practice of Everyday Life (1984) (Larsen and Meged, 2012). The interest is in 
how people act, experience, sense, (mis)use and live with, fight for and identify with places, and how 
these practices and identifications create rhythms, identities, meanings and conflicts of place. The implicit 
anticipation is that the places’ spatial configuration and symbolic meanings of places influence how they 
are used and made sense of, yet not completely define them (ibid.). It confers well with the idea of atmos-
pheres as penetrating and somewhat forceful shared ground.

Methodologically speaking, ethnography is qualitative and context-based, with a profound tradition of 
producing detailed, context-specific descriptions and interpretations of people’s action in everyday life 
(ibid.). The ethnographic method furthers the analysis of urban life in situ – in its natural surroundings 
and by engaging in it with the intention to produce thorough narratives of its people and place as well as 
contextualise it in theory to reflexively discuss the implications of the study. This also requires the ethno-
graphic researcher to attend the field with humbleness and dedication in order to understand the involved 
people on their own premises (ibid.). The research participants have to be understood from inside, with 
reference to their own common-sense perspectives and categories, and not through general or abstract 
theories, which on a more structural level presume to explain people’s behaviour and action. It means that 
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ethnography is a process of creating and representing knowledge, based on the ethnographers’ own experi-
ences (Pink, 2009: 8). It designates ethnographic research as a production of embodied knowledge, which 
also rejects the notion of reaching objective truths. This means that I, as an ethnographic researcher, do 
not claim to produce any objective account of reality, but that I aim to offer versions of ethnographic 
experiences of reality that are as loyal as possible to the context. These acknowledgements have become 
widespread with the introduction of a reflexive turn in ethnography, which has been introduced by Pink 
(2006; 2009), among others. Reflexive ethnographic research acknowledges that, as a researcher, it is 
impossible to completely release oneself from subjective pre-conceptions and worldviews when conduct-
ing field research: they will always affect how the research is conducted, understood and interpreted. 
Moreover the researcher needs to reflect upon how s/he affects the participants when the observations are 
performed (Pink, 2006). It requires me to reflect on the engagements, to conceptualise their meanings 
theoretically and to seek ways to communicate the relatedness of experiential and intellectual meanings 
to others (Pink, 2009). 

The purpose of ethnographic studies is not to criticise or trigger change, but rather to achieve understand-
ings that increase our knowledge about cultures and places (Larsen and Meged, 2012). This also forms the 
basis for how I approach my field research, which I find important to emphasise in relation to the discus-
sion of atmospheric power. My intentions with raising the question of atmospheric power are not merely 
critical; they are open and investigative, with the aim of achieving a more profound understanding of the 
occurrence and effect of atmospheres of harbour fronts in the entrepreneurial city. My intentions are not 
to assert any given or objective truth about it. 

3.1.1 Sensory Ethnography
One particular field within ethnography that offers useful tools to approach urban atmospheres, is sensory 
ethnography as presented by ethnographer Sarah Pink (2009). Sensory ethnography relies on scientific 
and methodological understandings that are compatible with atmospheres as a new concept of aesthetics 
which demands multi-sensory registers of bodily situated subjects to encounter them, cf. 2.3.5 (p. 17). 

To work with the senses is a way to explore – a methodological strategy to attend a research matter. That 
means that the study of senses is not the sole objective of research. Rather it forms part of a methodology, 
that is “(...) an approach to understanding other people’s experiences, values, identities and ways of life” 
(ibid.: 45). It is a methodology that is committed to understand the senses because they provide a route to 
forms of knowledge and knowing not accounted for in conventional forms of ethnography. Therefore, in 
sensory ethnography the senses become a medium to understand how people understand the world – and, 
in my research, how they experience atmospheres in urban space. 

To perform this sensory ethnography, Pink (2009) propose an emplaced research approach. It situates 
the researcher in the field to account for the relationships between bodies, minds and the materiality and 



 28 

sensoriality of the environment. This emplacement is an extension of the formerly well-used concept of 
embodiment, in order to account for the situatedness of the knowing body as part of a total environment. 
It acknowledges the sensuous interrelationship of body-mind-environment (ibid.). This triadic relation 
between body-mind-environment confers with aesthetic theory’s definition of atmospheres as something 
in-between that needs to be attended from both the spatial (object) and social (subject) side using a multi-
sensory register (Böhme, 1993). In everyday experience the elements that produce atmospheres are not 
perceived singly and subsequently added up to objectify or understand the atmosphere – they are simply 
lived. That is why the analytical ambition of identifying the elements and subsequently describing them as 
atmospheric moods (cf. 2.3.5, p. 17), is bound to the sensory ethnographic method, presented herein, of 
attending everyday life. This fulfils the understanding that apprehension of atmospheres is an immersion 
in totality. The empirical analysis of atmospheres is performed in accordance with the concept of emplace-
ment, as a methodological device in the service of generating an emplaced description of the atmospheric 
experience. 

In the following I elaborate the three encounters I perform to produce knowledge of my research field in 
accordance with sensory ethnography. The first encounter is concerned with my own engagement with 
the area in situ, as a way to emplace myself and produce knowledge of the place through my multi-sensory 
register. The second encounter is concerned with the strategic planning of the area. The third encounter is 
committed to attend the research participants’ experience of atmospheres. These three encounters should 
not be thought of as in a hierarchy; they do not precede one another. Rather, they have been performed 
in tandem with each other, which is clear from the detailed overview of the empirical data that sums up 
each of the following sections.
 
3.2 Encountering Atmospheres as a Researcher 
Encountering atmospheres using myself as a researcher complies with the ethnographic idea of emplace-
ment and is an effort to account for the relationships between bodies, minds and the materiality and sen-
soriality of the environment. The purpose is two-fold; firstly, it enables me to attend atmospheres of the 
area using my sensory register and thus perform research that falls within the interest of the first research 
question of how atmospheres are produced. Secondly, my emplaced research makes me similarly situated 
in Sluseholmen as are my research participants. By acquiring a familiarity with the area, my ability to 
make sense of and understand my research participants’ experiences on their own premises is improved:

 ‘[A]ttending to the bodily sensations and culturally specific sensory categories (e.g. in the West; smell, 
touch, sound, vision, taste) through which feelings are communicated and given value, ethnographers can 
come to know other people’s lives in ways that are particularly intense (…).’ 

(Pink, 2009: 120)

An important matter to explicate here is that it requires a form of reflexivity of how my own sensory 
experiences are produced through encounters with Sluseholmen and how these might assist me in under-
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standing those of the research participants (ibid.). It raises relevant questions such as: What knowledge do 
I produce? What does it improve and inhibit in my engagement with my research participants’ sensuous 
encounter? Such reflection should equip me with an awareness of how I use (culturally and biographically 
specific) sensory categories to classify and represent multi-sensory embodied knowledge of the research 
participants. To facilitate this I initiate my encounters with a form of auto-ethnography of my own sen-
sory registers and of how I am situated in the field, as suggested by Pink (2009).

3.2.1 Sensory Field Noting
Besides this form of auto-ethnography, I use the method of field noting to more systematically register my 
sensuous experiences gained through my own body and senses: seeing, tasting, listening, smelling, feeling, 
and also to register the human and non-human elements of the area: the movements, the rhythms, the 
structures, the materiality, the forms, the objects, the things, the sizes and geometry, patterns, colours, 
sounds, smells, orientation, and what else may occur in my sensuous encounter with the area. It concurs 
with the interest in how atmospheres are produced in the area, why the attention must be dedicated to 
the spatial (object) and social (subject) side separately as well as in their interplay. Where the ethnographic 
methods often come with a certain interest in the life of the people, studying atmospheres necessarily goes 
beyond this, by its concomitant interest in the material and physical structures – the sensuous stage-set-
ting background. Therefore, my encounters with the area take the form of an iterative praxis of both en-
gaging with the area, by walking around, touching the materials, smelling the sea, listening to the sounds 
and so forth, while also sitting and more distantly observing the interaction of non-human and human 
elements. These experiences will be set down in writing concurrently in the field, and afterwards. Needless 
to say, such writing is an on-going sense-making process, where my pre-understandings and worldviews 
inevitably will be filtering my observations (Larsen and Meged, 2012), but as proposed in the framework 
for the empirical analysis (cf. 2.3.5, p. 17), these field notes are part of creating experiences of atmospheres 
for an implied audience. The purpose is to render out atmospheric moods of the area by engaging with it. 

3.2.2 Photographing
To encapsulate the atmospheres of Sluseholmen I also use photography. Photography is a widely-used 
method to register the city’s aesthetic, affective and atmospheric qualities (Latham and McCormack, 
2009; Pink, 2009; Larsen and Meged, 2012). Photography is a sensuous and strong empirical way to 
register the materiality of places, affective qualities as well as bodily movements and interactions (Pink, 
2006), and enables me to document the assemblages and connections of Sluseholmen, such as the weather, 
light, materials, densifications, etc. Latham and McCormack (2009) pose the rhetorical question “what is 
an image?” and answer it by rethinking the ways in which we use photography: “Photography, like writ-
ing, will always fail in accounting for the moment, but instead of dismissing photographs as a scientific 
practice their use should be rethought” (ibid.: 2). Thus, a photograph should be understood as more than 
a representation – it is a resonant block of space-time with a force: photographs are blocks of sensation 
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with an affective intensity. They make sense, not just because people take time to figure out what they 
mean, but also because their pre-signifying affective materiality is felt in bodies. Thus, photography can 
“think through the rhythms of urban areas and produce affective archives” (ibid.: 261). For the same 
reason, photographs are an effective way to attend everyday life in urban space and dedicate attention 
to its materiality – the things that we take most for granted. Latham and McCormack define things as 
infra-ordinary such as bricks, concrete, glass, tools, how we spend our time, rhythms etc. (2009: 3). Pho-
tography is deemed helpful to identifying these infra-ordinary things, through the generation of repetitive 
stories – sequences of representation that depict the intensities and consistencies of everyday life. Latham 
and McCormack (2009) state “as such they [photographs] conjure the singularity of things, and, through 
repetition, the set of relations in which this thing is a participant” (p. 5). This means that photographs 
can be used to highlight the unique quality of spatial configurations and elements, which is helpful in 
accomplishing my aim of encapsulating atmospheres in Sluseholmen, as they are partly produced by the 
ecstasies of things.

3.2.3 Overview of Empirical Data 

3.3 Encountering Atmospheres Through Planners and Architects
The second encounter with Sluseholmen complies with the research interest in how atmospheric power 
works. The purpose is to achieve an insightful understanding of the intentions behind the design and 
planning of the area. This is done both through semi-structured interviews, and text analysis of political 
documents that have defined the development of Sluseholmen.  

3.3.1 Semi-structured Interviews
Through semi-structured interviews with different relevant actors involved in the development of Sluse-
holmen, I gain access to a body of knowledge surrounding the ideas, rationales and intentions behind 
the planning of the area. The semi-structured interviews are focused on particular themes and conducted 
to clarify predetermined areas. The ideal with this interview method is to make it as open and flexible 

Overview of empirical data - research encounter 

Date Time Duration Photographing Field noting 
Monday, March 23, 2015 10am - 14pm 3,5 hours 254 photographs x

Thuesday, March 24, 2015 15pm - 18pm 3 hours 150 photographs x

Saturday, April 04, 2015 12pm - 15:00pm 3 hours 138 photographs x

Monday, April 12, 2015 16pm - 19:00pm 3 hours 190 photographs x

* The fi eld notes are in Danish. For the note drafts see Appendix 1
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as possible, to prompt the interviewee’s own ideas and structures of narratives, by which new and more 
detailed knowledge is obtained (Kvale, 2007).  In spite of the professional character of the conversation, 
efforts were made to make the interview as natural as possible in order to obtain unrestricted comments 
and opinions (ibid.). The open-ended questions encourage interviewees to explain the nature of the dif-
ferent issues discussed while allowing the conversation to focus on important topics and follow digressions 
considered important (ibid.). The three interviews are detailed and structured in accordance with the 
interviewee’s role in the development of Sluseholmen. Their positions and representations of organisation 
is detailed in the table below, together with definitions of the responsibility they held. 

The interview is divided into four main themes9 focusing on the general context of the development of 
Sluseholmen, the visions behind the projects, the physical design, and the atmospheric and sensory char-
acter of the area. These themes are weighted and framed differently dependent on the interviewee. Each 
interviewee was chosen and contacted for his vital role in the process – together they represent three of 
the main actors in the development of Sluseholmen; the City of Copenhagen, the responsible architect, 
Arkitema, and the facade design architects, Force4.

3.3.2 Planning Documents 
In order to substantiate the interviews, and place them within a political context, I conduct a discursive 
registration of the area. That means I conduct rough text analyses of the political planning documents 
that were produced before, during, and after the development of the area. These define the political frame-
work for the development, and reflect the visions and rationales it entails. As the research is emplaced in 
the context of the entrepreneurial city, and the interest lies in investigating how the planning rationales 
impact atmospheres, this form of empirical data is crucial in order to compose a valid foundation. Some 
of the documents are political vision programmes that precede the development of the master plan of 
the area. These were retrieved online and are used as reflections of the political foundation for the plan-
ning. The Local Plan is an area specific political plan that defines in detail the political framework for 
the development the area. I received the Local Plan from the City of Copenhagen. The Design Manual 
is a detailed building plan for the area, on which the architects developed the original master plan. It 
defines architectural guidelines for the design of buildings and I received it from Arkitema in explanation 
of their concept. Finally, a political evaluation of the development project in Sluseholmen from 2013 is 
used to get a full overview of the process and an insight into how they assess the process from beginning 
to end. This publication I received from the City of Copenhagen. On Force4’s website I have accessed 
descriptions and pictures of their facade designs, which explain in detail the architectural inspiration and 
concept. This contextualised the interview with the Force4 representative and enabled me to adapt the 
questions about their design intentions even more. 

9 For interview guide see Appendix 1.
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3.3.3 Overview of Empirical Data

3.4 Encountering Atmospheres through Participants
Encountering the atmospheres of Sluseholmen through participants produces knowledge of the empirical 
field that is crucial for the empirical analysis of how atmospheres are produced, in the sense that the par-
ticipants’ observations and sensory experiences also encapsulate atmospheric characteristics. Furthermore, 
the question of atmospheric power in experience is directly related to the participants. Their experiences 
are the research object for understanding how the atmospheres come about and influence everyday life. 

In my personal, emplaced encounter with Sluseholmen I have imitated the practice of my research par-
ticipants, coming to know and imagine the place in ways similar to them. But the act of knowing also 
involves personal engagement with them to embody knowledge of their sensuous engagement with the 
area. Understanding knowing as situated in practice implies that to ‘know’ as others do, we need to engage 
in practices with them, making participation central to this task (Pink, 2009). 

Conducting participatory research in relation to my study of atmospheres as a sensuous phenomenon is a 
delicate assignment of recalling and representing my research participants’ aesthetic and affective experi-
ences of Sluseholmen. Warren (2008), who has developed a methodology for studying aesthetic experi-
ences in organisations, defines four methodological and empirical challenges in relation to work with 
sensuous and bodily experiences:

Overview of empirical data, architects & planners 

Company Interviewee Date Duration Responsibility 
Force4 Christian Dalsdorf

Facade designer
March 31, 2015,
13pm

40:10 Facade design of various buildings 
in Sluseholmen

City of Copenhagen Ole Horst, Architect
Responsible architect

April 8, 2015,
 11am

59:39 Responsible for the development 
of Sluseholmen

Arkitema Jørgen Bach, Partner 
Responsible architect 

April 9, 2015,
16pm

45:03 Responsible for the building plan 
and Design Manual in Sluseholmen

* All the interviews were held in Danish. For transcriptions and recordings see Appendix 1

Author Published Title Content
City of Copenhagen 2001 Plans for City of Copenha-

gen. Main frameworks.
Vision programme for 
developing Copenhagen

City of Copenhagen & Copenhagen Port A/S 2001 Water City Vision programme for 
harbour fronts

City of Copenhagen 2003 Local Plan Political framework for the 
development of 
Sluseholmen

Arkitema 2003 Sluseholmen,  Architectural 
guidelines

Design Manual

City of Copenhagen 2013 City Design in Copenhagen An evaluation of the devel-
opment of Sluseholmen

* All materials are presented in the Reference List 
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1. One challenge is that aesthetics amounts to bodily and sensuous experiences, which is why they 
cannot be reduced to basic syntactic elements that constitute our language. Thus, sensuous experi-
ences that are communicated through language can be problematic. One suggestive solution for this 
is to talk about the experiences and the sensuous aspects of these in a metaphorical way (ibid.). 

2. Another challenge is to decode or stimulate individuals’ alternative and experience-based lan-
guage; visual, gestural and knowledge-productive processes – what is intuitive and imagined. 

3. The third challenge, which Warren (2008) mentions, is fleetingness. It can become problematic to 
encapsulate sensuous experiences, since they often are fluid and temporal and appear as something 
titillatingly out of our reach. How does one maintain such ephemerality? 

4. One final challenge is the intersubjectivity, which characterises sensuous experiences. Despite 
the fact that aesthetic moments are subjective and manifest themselves individually in bodies, the 
understanding of these meanings are socially constructed. The question is how to account for these 
socio-cultural aspects that influence our experiences, when collecting aesthetic data. 

Considering these four challenges, I propose four methodological grips, inspired by the field of sensory 
ethnography, that I will employ as a three-step method to engage in my participants’ experiences in Sluse-
holmen: walking and photography; qualitative interviews; and, affective mapping. 

3.4.1 Walking-and-photographing 
In order to engage in my participants’ experiences of Sluseholmen, I start out with a walk in the area, 
where I follow the route of my participant as he/she is assigned to take a number of photographs. Both 
walking (Pink, 2009) and photography (Pink, 2009; Rose, 2012) are methodological grips that are highly 
addressed in sensory ethnography, though as two separate matters. The idea that walking with others – 
sharing their step, style and rhythm – creates an affinity, empathy or sense of belonging with them has 
long been acknowledged by ethnographers. As Pink (2009) presents it “sharing or creating a walking 
rhythm with other people can lead to a very particular closeness and bond between the people involved” 
(p. 77).  This opens up the possibility of using walking with others as a sensory ethnography method. 
In my engagement with Sluseholmen it will bring me ‘closer’ to my participants, sharing their rhythms 
and routes through the area – and it also allows me to participate in their sense-making process of photo-
graphing the area, which is the assignment they are given. Photo-elicitation is a popular method in social 
science, where the participants are asked to take photographs, which can be discussed afterwards in an 
interview (Rose, 2012). It is a way to gain a more profound insight into the participant’s experience, put 
our taken-for-granted everyday situations into focus, and empower participants in the interview situation 
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(ibid.). As a means to encapsulate the atmospheres of the area, taking photographs seems an effective tool 
as described in connection to my own use of photography. When I walk in the area with each participant 
I encourage her or him to take 20-30 pictures of things they notice, like or dislike, without my further 
instruction.

3.4.2 Qualitative Interviews 
Based on this initial engagement with the area I begin the qualitative interview with the participants. 
Interviewing can be understood as a form of learning about other people’s emplacement and experiences 
through participation in specific practices and environments (Pink, 2009). Pink (2009) asserts that, “in 
interviews, researchers participate or collaborate with research participants in the process of defining and 
representing their (past, present or imagined) emplacement and their sensory embodied experiences” (p. 
85). Throughout interviews, whether sitting, standing or moving, both my research participants and I 
continue to be active participants in Sluseholmen, using our whole bodies, all our senses, available props 
and the ground under our feet, to narrate, perform, communicate and represent our experiences  (ibid.).

The introduction of objects into interview situations, such as photographs as non-representational ob-
jects (Latham and McCarmack, 2009), can invoke important narratives. The research participants can 
use their photographs to communicate about their experiences, and the spoken words only represent one 
strategy among others strategies to communicate this. Through their photographs they sense, and invite 
me to sense, the physical space they have experienced. Therefore, the interview will evolve around the 
pictures they have taken, to identify their affective states, experiences and thoughts behind: what they no-
ticed, what they liked or disliked, if they felt anything particular, etc. The pictures structure the progres-
sion of the interview and I will ask each one a few questions, trying to encourage my participants to use 
their own words to explain the picture, without framing their mind-set. In this way, I can engage not only 
with what they are saying but also with the material and sensorial qualities of the things with which they 
have interacted through the photograph. Thus, the interviews invite me to participate in my participants’ 
multiple sensory ways of knowing by incorporating a whole range of different embodied experiences and 
emotions into the narratives, which are audio-recorded and taken away (Pink, 2009). 

3.4.3 Affective Mapping 
Following this photographic exercise, I precede the interviews with a new exercise: affective mapping. 
This mapping practice is inspired by cartography, which acts not merely to record the various ways in 
which the city is materially present, but as a creative intervention in urban space, sharpening both the 
physical city and the urban life experienced and performed (Cosgrove, 2006). Through cartography, re-
searchers have the potential to make the participants aware of certain places – from physical structures 
connected to specific localities, to social, interpersonal relations connected to the experience of place. 
Mapping is a way to accentuate specific parts of the world, which implicitly ascribes a certain value to 
the accentuated (ibid.). Each respondent gets a map of the area in size A3. After emplacing their current 
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position on the map I provide them with nine different dots in three different colours, which leaves them 
with three of each colour: red, green and brown. The respondents are then asked to place the dots on the 
map on places that represent specific experiences, feelings or meanings to them. They are asked to define 
certain categories which will determine the colour of the dot they choose to represent each spot. Hence, 
this assignment provides the respondents with two tasks: place the coloured dots on the map to represent 
something particular, then ascribe each colour a certain category of meaning which relates to the places it 
signifies. The purpose is to perform an affective mapping that will reflect some of the affective states ex-
pressed through feelings, emotions or thoughts that the participants experience in the area, and therefore 
relate to it. By giving them the opportunity of categorising the colour the way they like, I enable them 
to use their own intuition. I have intentionally chosen three different colours, which inevitably posses a 
culturally specific meaning. Eventually, this will evoke certain sub-conscious responses in the respond-
ents. However, performing this affective mapping in such an open manner also allows the respondents 
to make their own sense of it, hence prompting both their subconscious and conscious actions. While 
leaving the understanding of individual interpretations of colour to another research study, the mapping 
exercise itself will allow me to gain a better insight into the thoughts, memories and emotions each of the 
respondents carries with them after walking around and getting familiar with the area. 
Finally, I end the interview with specific questions prompting their sensory experiences, memories and 
associations to Sluseholmen . 

3.4.4 Overview of Empirical Data
Following table shows how the participants form groups of residents and visitors. These will be re-
ferred to as separate groups in the analysis.

 

Overview of empirical data - research encounter 

Residence Interviewee Date Duration Walking-and-
photographing

Interview & 
mapping

Aarhus Emilie (Visitor) March 26, 2015, 
15pm

1:49:10 48:00:01
25 photographs

1:01:09

Sluseholmen Anne Dorte (Resident) April 3, 2015,
10am

1:21:01 45:00
20 photographs

36:01

Sluseholmen Klaus (Resident) April 3, 2015,
 16pm

1:04:21 30:02
18 photographs

34:19

Sluseholmen Helle (Resident) April 5, 2015,
16pm

1:29:14 40:23
21 photographs

48:51

Sluseholmen Imke (Resident) April 7, 2015,
11am

1:23:38 43:52
19 photographs

39:46

Sluseholmen Michael (Resident) April 7, 2015, 
16pm

1:19:02 39:25
29 photographs

39:37

Sluseholmen Ida (Resident) April 10, 2015, 
12:30pm

1:23:14 35:12
22 photographs

48:02

Copenhagen Dorte (Visitor) April 12, 2015
15pm

1:36:03 36:49
27 photographs

59:14

Copenhagen Josefi ne (Visitor) April 15, 2015
18pm

1:25:00 39:57
26 photographs

45:03

* All the interviews were held in Danish (expect for Imke). For photographs, transcriptions and recordings see Appendix 1
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3.5 Structure of Analysis and Empirical Data

Empirical analysis 
Atmospheres of Sluseholmen

Discussion
Atmospheric power in Design

Discussion
Atmospheric power in Experience

Encounter 1
Sensory fi eld notes and
photographs

x (x)

Encounter 2
Interviews, political 
documents and building 
plans

x

Encounter 3
Interviews, photographs 
and aff ective maps

x x
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Chapter 4

Empirical Analysis 
Atmospheres of Sluseholmen

After the Second World War, the development of the harbour went downhill and 
the glory times definitively ended. Only a limited amount of activities continued:
container ships in the Northern Harbour and cruise ships along Langelinie quay“
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4.0 Empirical Analysis: Atmospheres of Sluseholmen
The following empirical analysis is in accordance with the first research question of how atmospheres are 
produced in Sluseholmen. Thus, the aim is delineate how atmospheres are produced and what atmos-
pheric moods prevail. 

In accordance with the theoretical explanation of elements that, in different constellations, contribute to 
producing atmospheres – sensed as atmospheric moods (cf. 2.3.5, p. 17) – the following analysis of how 
atmospheres are produced is completed in two steps. Firstly, the elements of atmospheres are analysed to 
give a systematic overview of their sensory appearance and how they form atmospheric constellations. It 
constitutes the atmospheric production, and addresses why they are defined as producers of atmospheres. 
Secondly, I perform a more descriptive analysis to illustrate the atmospheric moods that prevail as a result. 

4.1 Producers of Atmospheres
In the systematic analysis of the empirical data, different elements that form a myriad of atmospheric con-
stellations, have been identified using the sensory register. These elements are distinctively related to eight 
different categories, detailed by their sensory character. These categories and details are presented in the 
following table. The categories are: architecture, materials, scenery, temporality, structures, animals, peo-
ple and artefacts, each of which is detailed by how it appears visually, auditorily, tactilely, olfactorily and 
gustatorily (see Appendix 2 for photocollages of each category). Theoretically explained, each of the sen-
sory experiences in relation to the elements encapsulates the ecstasies of that element; how they go forth 
from themselves, like the hardness of a brick or the softness of water. Precisely the hardness of a brick is 
only determinable with the sensory register, such as the tactile perception. 

It is important to emphasise that the different elements, which comprise the eight categories, do not bring 
about atmospheres separately. Because atmospheres are infusions that exceed their elements, they are not 
reducible to certain elements (cf. 2.3.5). Therefore, the table itself does not describe the atmospheres of 
Sluseholmen, but rather shows the producers of it. This is an illustrative way to show how every corner, 
balcony, brick in the wall, bike, boat, person, animal, etc. is a part of the atmospheric production. For 
the same reason, it is important to dedicate attention to these elements in the processing of the empirical 
data as done here. As said, how it produces atmospheric moods in Sluseholmen will be described in the 
subsequent part 

In the following the table of producers of atmospheres in Sluseholmen is presented together with two 
drawings that gives an overview of the spatial organisation of the area; the flow of people and vehicles 
(Drawing A) and the physical structures and artefacts (Drawing B).
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CATEGORY ELEMENTS VISUAL AUDITORY TACTILE OLFACTORY GUSTATORY

materials Bricks, Steel, Glass, Wood, Con-
crete, Fabric, Grass, Water

architecture Facades, Buildings, Court yards, 
Houseboats, Old boat- and 
fishermen shacks, Harbour bath, 
Bridges, Walls, Openings, Win-
dows, Front yards, Balconies

Variation, liveliness, play, expres-
sions, individualistic, pretty, 
organised, not chaotic, clean, 
sterile, “It works nice and easy on 
the eyes”
See collage 1 in Appendix 2

Construction sites, echo in court 
yards, windows and doors open-
ing, walking on bridges

Feeling the enclosure of the 
buildings in the court yards, 
feeling the vertical monumental-
ity of the quay houses, polished 
surfaces, rough and rustic 

An imaginary tasting of the 
smelled experiences

Colours (white, grey, brown, 
red, blue, green, pink, orange), 
curtains drawn & drawn back, 
brick patterns, patinated wood, 
patinated facades  
See collage 2 in Appendix 2

Water splashing, walking on 
the wooden quay, driving on the 
bridges

Feeling tactility of bricks, the 
handlebars and benches in wood, 
walking barefoot on the quay,  
soft playground material, hard-
ness of the concrete, cold water, 
warm water 

The smelld of Water, wood, grass Salt water

people Residents, Children, Parents, 
Fisher men, Visitors 

Smiling kids, greetings, approval 
eyes, impassive faces, laughing 
fishermen, 
See collage 7 in Appendix 2

Playing kids, talking parents, 
walking passers-by, laughs, 
dinner party, kitchen activities - 
cutting boards

Skin Kitchen activities in the houses,
Fishing activities around boat 
houses

Imaginary taste of the dinner 
party

animals Dogs, Ducks, Otters, Swans, 
Sheeps

“I get excited every time a swam 
swims by my window. It brings 
a calmness and feeling of well-
being”
See collage 6 in Appendix 2

Quacking, barking, baaing, Fur, an imaginary feel of feathers Dogs, dog poo -

artefacts Toy, Kick scooters, Garden furni-
ture, Barbeques, Plants, Signs, 
Kayaks, Boats, Bicycles, Cars, 
Trash, Street furniture 

“I see toys everywhere and it 
reminds me of the people who 
this place belongs to”
See collage 8 in Appendix 2

Kids playing, traffic, sailing, car 
door smacks, tiking bike wheels, 
balcony chimes blowing in the 
wind

Soft cushions, mould, steel Imaginary smell of summer and 
barbeques

Imaginary taste of barbeque

scenery Water, Wind, Light, Reflections Open and wide surfaces, dark 
spots, light reflections of the 
water, playing sunlight, shadows
See collage 3 in Appendix 2

Lapping waves, blowing winds, 
silence 

Feeling the coolness of the wet 
water and the freshness of the 
wind

Smelling the freshness of the 
water and the wind, an imagi-
nary smell of sea weed

An imaginary taste of salty 
water, fresh winds

temporality Winter; Summer
Autumn; Spring
Week; Weekend
Day; Night

Empty spaces vs. flow of people
Empty court yards vs. family 
activity 
Inaccessible water vs. bathing & 
swimming
See collage 4 in Appendix 2

Storming winters; cheerful sum-
merdays, laughs, water splashes.
Silent weeks during the day; 
sound of family living at night  
Playing kids and talking people 
during the weekend. 

Storm, rain, cold vs. breezes, sun 
and warmth 
Feeling the emptiness vs. the 
liveliness of the area

Smell of summer; freshness, 
warmth, barbeque, icecream
Smell of winter; fresh-ness, 
coldness

Taste of summer; barbeque, ice 
cream, cherries, salt water
Taste of winter; cold water

structures Density, Variety, Verticality, 
Horizontality, Canals, Islets

“Interesting to look around, al-
ways something new to discover 
– always a new detail appears, a 
colour, window or alike” 
See collage 5 in Appendix 2

Open sea The intimacy of the canals, the 
empty and wide main streets and 
public places, the feeling of being 
absorbed into the court yards and 
by the canal houses, the serenity of 
the open water.

- -

4.1.1 Overview of Producers of Atmospheres in Sluseholmen
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Drawing A: Flow of People and Vehicles in Sluseholmen
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Drawing B: Physical Stuctures and Artefacts



 42 

4.1.3 Sensory Perceptions
The following section describes in detail how the area is experienced through the senses. This elaborates 
the table’s (4.1.2) systematic overview of the producers of atmospheres. The sensory descriptions present-
ed here are guided by the theoretical explanation of the sensory perceptions, presented in 2.3.5 (p. 18-20).  

Visual
A distinct feature in Sluseholmen is the character of the buildings. The distinct facade designs create a 
mixed pattern of materials, colours, openings and compositions. Bricks and polished concrete facades 
comprise the dominant look, whereas a colour palette of mainly white, grey, brown and red is applied 
with a few random eye-catching colours, such as pink. It is one of the first things that I feel assailed by and 
the same is evident from my participants’ encounters with the area (Field notes; Interview 3b; Interview 
2c). 

The facade designs demand the attention of the eye, but their ‘prettiness’ and aesthetic finish make them 
a bit standoffish (Field notes). Although the visual variety and liveliness do have moments of enchanting 
effect, sensorily speaking, they remain rather dead as a decorative element with no real function (Inter-
view 3b). The same experience occurs encountering the quay houses that stand out in a more unified and 
bombastic manner (Interview 3c) (cf. 4.1.3, drawing B). They have purposefully been designed higher 
and broader to match the bigger and horizontal water surface, and to make them distinctively visible from 
a greater distance (Interview 1c; Interview 1b). However, this has a significant impact on how they are 
contributing to the experience of the area, mainly in relation to myself and the visitors, who find them 
more closed off as a fence ‘towards’ their surroundings. They are tall, vertical, and form a linear progress 
of the building block, closing off the line of sight (Field notes). 

In terms of visual perspectives the environments with the small canals and lower canal houses contribute 
with a more intimate feeling, and resemble small townhouses located in a dense city environment, with 
city dwellers living side by side (ibid.). However, since the canal houses are placed in the enclosed canal 
environments and courtyards, their effect is more vague in my own and the visitors’ experience of the 

Picture 1: Diverse building facades in Sluseholmen (p. 53)

Picture 2: Domesticity in Urban space (p. 54) 

Picture 3: Public areas in Sluseholmen (p. 56)

Picture 4: Wooden elements in Sluseholmen (p. 57)

Picture 5: Th e main pedestrian path in Sluseholmen (p. 61)

Picture 1: Diverse building facades in Sluseholmen
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area. They are not designed to be experienced or accessed from the front because of the water, only are 
we invited to take a look at them, through the small openings in the wall. The dichotomy between the 
enclosed canal districts and the open water of the harbour is another visual perspective that brings about 
certain atmospheric qualities. The open water expands the perspective and makes a contrast to the area 
itself. It enhances the feeling of being on ‘an island’ in a large harbour environment (ibid.). 

Light is also a visual element contributing to the production of atmospheres. Light in urban spaces can be 
categorised as daylight – which varies from broad sunlight to the diffuse light of a cloudy day – or, as the 
artificial lighting that prevails at night. both types of light have an impact on how the area appears. Regis-
trations of how colours of the buildings tend to fade on a partly cloudy, semi-grey day with not so much 
sun (ibid.), illustrates the impact of light on how the buildings are perceived; how stunned or affected we 
are by it. The colour of the water also changes with the presence or absence of sunlight; on a cloudy day it 
takes on a dark green cast, whereas in sunny weather it stands out more blue (ibid.). Water also produces 
an immense and ephemeral scenery of light reflections that play on the eyes and enliven the experience of 
nature. These are also visual perceptions at play in the encounter with the area that go beyond suggesting 
the different appearance of the area from summer to winter, for instance. 

Visually speaking, there are also a great number of artefacts attracting the attention of the eyes. Toys, bar-
becues, pottery, garden furniture, bicycles, etc. cover front yards and balconies (ibid.). They remind the 
observer of the people living here, an awareness which is further accentuated by the general transparency 
of the facades. Large glass sections reduce the distance between the private interiors of residents’ homes 
and the public streets. In some homes, curtains are drawn, signalling a need for privacy; in others, the life 
within the buildings is practically on display (ibid.). The ability to look directly into many of the ground-
floor apartments is a formative part of the experience of being in the area. Eye-catching features like this 
are also part of staging the urban scene in a more domestic manner (ibid.). 

Picture 1: Diverse building facades in Sluseholmen (p. 53)

Picture 2: Domesticity in Urban space (p. 54) 

Picture 3: Public areas in Sluseholmen (p. 56)

Picture 4: Wooden elements in Sluseholmen (p. 57)

Picture 5: Th e main pedestrian path in Sluseholmen (p. 61)

Picture 2: Domesticity in Urban space
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The flow of people also forms a part of the experience. The map (cf. 4.1.3, drawing A) evidences the dif-
ferent flows of the area: more through-traffic on the main road, and more bicycling and walking on the 
main pedestrian path. During the day there was a sporadic flow of people going to and from home by bike 
and walking either alone, or with kids or dogs. In the afternoon the flow was more consistent, yet never 
anything near a hectic feeling, as in other urban areas. Walking around in the area, the coffee shop (Riccos 
Kaffebar) and the local supermarket (Irma), tended to have a fluctuating number of visitors, giving a more 
urban and lively feeling to the area (cf. 4.1.3, drawing A). 

Auditory 
The soundscape of Sluseholmen is comprised of different auditory elements. Silence is prevalent in the 
experience. It is not a dead silence, like an auditory vacuum, but a silence that is formed by the absence of 
a vibrant urban life and people (Field notes). One of the days, the most notable background noise came 
from the houses where a team of cleaners cleaned different apartments. They entered and re-entered the 
buildings in a continuous flow, accompanied by the sound of the vacuum cleaner rolling on the flagstones 
between buildings (ibid.). It is an auditory example of what takes place during weekdays in the area. 

Another prevalent background noise is the subtle yet persistent sound of traffic, primarily coming from 
the main roads that encircle the area, but also from the road going through it. Moreover, the noise from 
the construction site is ubiquitous and unavoidable. At the time being, the foundation for a new apart-
ment unit was being built, involving a persistent attempt to sink pillars into the ground, which made a 
loud and destructive sound (ibid.). This soundscape of silent streets accompanied by a sound background 
noise was prevalent throughout my personal encounters with the area, mainly during the day before the 
area was re-infused with life as the work- and school-days ended. 

In the afternoon and during the weekend, the sound of people prevailed (ibid.). In the courtyards the 
sound of kids playing filled the space, ringing out with echoes of laughter and play. From the houses the 
sound of ‘residential living’ emerged; kitchen activities, opening of windows and doors, talking. On one 
weekend, the cheerful sound from something like a dinner party filled the adjacent street (ibid.). These 
are examples of small auditory fragments of the lifestyle of the area that reaches the streets and becomes a 
part of generating the local atmosphere. 

Finally, the maritime location brings its own auditory characteristics that are interesting to outline. The 
water imposes a certain silence, which appears differently from the silence connected to the empty streets 
and courtyards. Sitting in front of the water various residents describe the feeling of being shrouded by 
the silence (Interview 2a; Interview 2c; Interview 2e). Instead of evoking a feeling of something deserted, 
it has a calming effect. This authenticity that they connect to the serene effect of water, is also comprised 
of the sound of seagulls, the harbour boat that sails through the area twice an hour, and the sound of 
walking on quays, which is specifically characteristic for wooden piers (Field notes). These are auditory 
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elements that impact the generation of particular atmospheres, and endow the area with a distinctively 
maritime mood. 

Tactile
In the public and semi-public areas, such as the streets, courtyards, quay, harbour bath and bridge areas 
along the water, concrete and wood are favoured materials for the design and construction of solid struc-
tures and flat surfaces (Field notes). Few trees line the streets, and grass has been planted in defined areas; 
aside from that, the spaces are left somewhat sterile and uninspiring:

“The largest public area [in front of Metropolis and the Harbour Bath] that I went through was very unin-
viting. It was open, windy and just some flat edges of concrete that one could sit on…but not something 
I would feel like [doing]. No benches or any intimate corners. The grass somehow seemed to belong to 
the dogs... The only really enchanting [thing] about this space is the view over the water and the rest of 
the city.”10

(Interview 3c)

The tactile components of the area, such as the concrete edges, have a decisive impact on whether or not 
people feel invited to stay in or walk through an area. As in the case of the visitors’ experience, the lack of 
benches and comfortable spaces push them to walk through the area, prompting an experience of being 
led through, rather than invited into it. 

Using wood for the bridges, quays and harbour bath has a significant yet different feeling from concrete. 
The tactility of wood evokes memories, evoking for one resident the feeling of a bridge under bare feet a 
warm summer day (Interview 2f ). Another emphasises the vibration from the grooves in the bridge that 
lulled her child to sleep as he lay in the pram (Interview 2c). The most noteworthy from my personal en-
counter is the sound of cars, bikes and children on kick scooters passing over the wooden bridges, making 
a frilling sound that seems familiar (Field notes). The repeated use of wood establishes a reference to the 

10 All the used quotations from the empirical data are translated to English (expect for Imke; Interview 2d). The Danish ver-
sions can be found in the original source, see Appendix 1. 

Picture 1: Diverse building facades in Sluseholmen (p. 53)

Picture 2: Domesticity in Urban space (p. 54) 

Picture 3: Public areas in Sluseholmen (p. 56)

Picture 4: Wooden elements in Sluseholmen (p. 57)

Picture 5: Th e main pedestrian path in Sluseholmen (p. 61)

Picture 3: Public areas in Sluseholmen
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natural harbour front surroundings, and as Griffero (2014) emphasises, wood is in general appreciated 
for being a material whose stiffness is not at the expense of its ‘warmth’ and its certain rustic authenticity, 
which today is so much desired. 

The materials used in Sluseholmen are in different ways part of generating atmospheres. Wood brings a 
certain warmth and maritime reference, but is more of a ‘secondary feature’ of the area. The facade com-
positions of concrete, steel, bricks and glass are a more dominant feature, and bring a liveliness of visual 
diversity. These facade materials also have a harder and rougher character as tactilely experienced materi-
als. 

The temperature and the wind patterns on Sluseholmen are other very tactile and sensorily dominant 
elements of the area. Coming from the denser city centre, which is shielded from the sea, the difference 
in temperature and the wind is significant. The wind is more brisk and feels a bit chillier, but this feeling 
is also very authentic for the experience of being close to water (Field notes; Interview 2f; Interview 3c). 
As maritime elements, wind and water are characterised by the participants as something that ‘happen’ 
to them. It is a part of amplifying their subjective feeling-of-being present when winds go through their 
bones, when the open water expands their perspective, when the fresh smell of sea assails them, when the 
sound of the harbour boat bus arrives. It is a sensory experience that awakens the tactile perception, with 
olfactory and auditory references. Even the gustatory is awakened with the taste of “fresh and almost salty 
winds” (Field notes). This sensory richness amplifies the importance of wind and water to the residents 
who ascribe it an important meaning in their intimate link with Sluseholmen. It is appreciated for its 
ability to create certain calmness: “The water brings a peace of mind and makes this a different part of 
Copenhagen” (Interview 2c). Essentially, it creates moods with a strong affective impact on the residents, 
just as one resident portrays it:

“Water is one of the most important items of the area…it shapes the feelings here. It feels like you are in 
nature always having this nice and fresh air (…). The wind fuses me here…I feel sort of embraced.”

(Interview 2d)

Picture 1: Diverse building facades in Sluseholmen (p. 53)

Picture 2: Domesticity in Urban space (p. 54) 

Picture 3: Public areas in Sluseholmen (p. 56)

Picture 4: Wooden elements in Sluseholmen (p. 57)

Picture 5: Th e main pedestrian path in Sluseholmen (p. 61)
Picture 4: Wooden elements in Sluseholmen 
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Being in an urban area, such a strong feeling of the natural setting necessarily brings a very different, yet 
characteristic, atmosphere that counters or redefines the sense of being in an urban space. This will be 
scrutinised with the description of the atmospheric moods. 

Olfactory and Gustatory 
Water also brings olfactory qualities, just as it enriches the visual, auditory and tactile perception of Sluse-
holmen. The freshness of the sea is easy to smell, although freshness is difficult to define more precisely 
than being fresh (Field notes). This however does not undermine its significance, as it substantiates the 
feeling of being in naval neighbourhood. Other examples of olfactory perceptions relate to the lifestyle of 
the area, with cooking as the most obvious example. It did not comprise a dominant part of the experi-
ence, but a soft smell of cooking leaked out from apartments here and there during the late afternoon 
hours (ibid.). Further, the residents retrieved several memories related to the olfactory and gustatory 
perception particularly connected to the feeling of summer. One even described it as a “taste of summer” 
thinking of barbecuing, ice creams and cherries (Interview 2c). Although it did not form a large part of 
the experience – perhaps due to a dominance of other sensory characteristics – the olfactory and gusta-
tory characteristics give evidence to how memories of potent atmospheres, such as summer, can remain a 
persistent part of some residents’ experience of the area when walking around. 
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4.2 Atmospheric Moods 
In the previous section the sensory perceptions of various elements have been described separately as 
producers of atmospheres. In the following section the interplay between the atmospheric producers is 
described to explore how they come together in an atmospheric constellation from which atmospheric 
moods emanate. The intention is not to describe the atmosphere of Sluseholmen, which is impossible due 
to an atmosphere’s mercurial and dynamic character. Rather, the aim is to give an idea of what (urban) 
elements have a significant impact on what atmospheric moods that prevail in the area. To do so I focus 
on three different moods that prevail in the area; the maritime, deserted and everyday mood. 

4.2.1 The Maritime Mood

“The view over the open water and harbour is enchanting. The wind insists on touching my skin. It is quite 
cold today. (…). Above me is a seagull flying constantly, calling attention with its scream. Behind me are the 
old boat- and fishing shacks…they stand as a reminder of a vanished past. Although they are empty today, their 
low roofs and red wood make them look very cosy [hyggelige]. In contrast stands the big Metropolis right next 
to me… like a big wave it piles up in a menacing way. It doesn’t look like it is a part of the area, and the space 
around is left empty and deserted… Along the quay are the houseboats, built in old ferries as a reminiscence of 
the naval activity of the harbour… They sit in stark contrast to the fronting building blocks… Leading down 
to the new harbour bath the old ship slope is preserved. The water is dark today… I think of those warmer 
summer days when the harbour bath must be full of life...but my thoughts are interrupted by the wind, which 
attacks me again…” 

(Field notes from March 24, 2015, 
sitting in the Northern quay area)

Described in both the visual, auditory, tactile and even olfactory perception of the area, the production of 
a maritime atmosphere is prevalent in the experience of Sluseholmen.  

The tactile perceptions of the water in and around Sluseholmen signify its ability to bring a certain au-
thentic feeling of nature into an area that also strives for the qualities of dense, urban living. It comprises 
a serene setting for the urban environment and is appreciated for bringing certain calmness to the area, 
something the residents also greatly attribute to the area. This feeling is similar to Böhme’s (1993) descrip-
tion of a serene valley that is not calm because it is similar to a calm person, but because of the atmosphere, 
which it radiates is calm and can put the subjects into a calm mood. It denotes the atmospheric quality of 
water, which in Sluseholmen, becomes a determining factor in the production of a maritime atmosphere. 

However, water is part of producing an atmosphere that varies according to the rhythms of the day and 
seasons with changing weather and hours of light and darkness. As calming and pleasant as the sea may 
be in nice weather, it can be rough and uninviting with the arrival of autumn and winter. 



 49 

It evidences the dynamic character unpredictability, and un-plannable nature of the maritime atmos-
phere as it brings about different moods in good and bad weather – essentially it brings different moods 
throughout day throughout the year:

“Water can be many things: on a stormy day it is very rough. But it can also have a very unique calmness 
that is very intense and brings about a peace of mind. At other times the water is a pleasant place to be 
in, play and have fun.” 

(Interview 2c) 

When residents ascribe a form of serenity to the sea it involves both a physical state of equanimity as 
well as a surrounding silence. It is, to return to Böhme’s (1993) explanation of Walter’s concept of Aura, 
a strange tissue of space and time compression that happens in these moments of connection between 
subjects and the water. The water is a very bombastic phenomenon with an uncontrollable behaviour, but 
is felt very intimately by the residents and visitors in the area; an intimacy that involves a profound sen-
sory experience of almost being absorbed. The residents refer to this as a state of mind that immediately 
occurs when they come home: “When I cross the bridge I feel the calmness of the water and the whole 
area instantly” (Interview 2f ). Another resident has a certain spot where he “(…) always take[s] a moment 
on [his] way home to feel the presence of the water – the view, the wind and the freshness” (Interview 
2e). This sensuousness the water brings is a calming element that counters the vibrancy of urban life, and 
enhances the residents’ experience of a maritime atmosphere. 

4.2.2 Deserted Streets and Ghostly Spaces

“It is midday, and the area is left in silence. I walk around the streets... I find the local scale here striking... 
maybe because of the contrasting surroundings. The medium high buildings have a great variety in their facades. 
They are perforated by different sizes of windows and have a very unique, yet homogenous expression. Almost 
identical height, width and design concept in terms of individual facade profiles. Entering one of the public 
yards I feel I am in a private sphere… I am sitting in the middle of a playground among toys… they tell me that 
at times there must be a lot of kids playing here.. From one of the apartments the sound of a crying kids emanates 
echoing in the yard… Besides that, it feels rather dead here… There is small sound of bells ringing from one of 
the balconies, but besides that, most of the sounds appear in the background; traffic, wind, and something that 
sounds like a construction site, which there are many of around here…I look at the facades, and am able to 
look directly into people’s houses, as their windows are rather big… The interior becomes visible; pottery, prams, 
curtains, candles and other knick-knacks”

 (Field notes from March 23,
Sluseholmen around noon on a weekday)
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Coming on a Monday around noon, the area appears rather deserted and empty of life. An inconsistent 
flow of people comes out here and there, but does not fill the streets or give any sort of liveliness (Field 
notes). Even when more people are present the width of the main street, with the adjacent canal, makes 
them all but disappear. As a visitor noticed, the picture below shows the most people she has seen at the 
same time in Sluseholmen, yet the street still appears deserted and unpopulated:

The linear and non-abrupt building edge forms a stylisticly perfect look, also with its bending curve that 
teases the eye. The aesthetic appearance of the buildings is almost flawless; there is no brick or window 
that is randomly placed. This finish of the buildings and their perfect condition reduce personal imprints 
and the imperfections that create the feeling of an authentic home. In comparison to aged urban areas, 
this is a significant difference. The variety in design is inadequate in contributing to a vibrant feeling of 
the area – as a pretty feature it works on the eyes, reducing the individual to a mere observer. In the area’s 
savaged state, the stable ecstasies of the facades tincture the environment and contribute to a static ex-
pression that is reinforced by the lack of people. In these moments Sluseholmen appears in its lull; in the 
diffuse light of a cloudy day, with a constant background noise of traffic, construction, bird calls and only 
the occasional sounds of life from inside the apartments. The wind also has a more intrusive character in 
these empty streets, seeming more abrasive (ibid.). 

The physical layout of the urban space and courtyards comprises a tactile mix of wood, grass and concrete. 
However, this deliberate mix is dominated by the hardness of the concrete edges, the open spaces com-
posed of tiles, and the lack of intimate corners, benches and trees. It appears mechanical and static and 
diminishes the vibrancy of the urban life, where the savaged and spatially honed feeling make it uninvit-
ing to hang out, meet people and enjoy the scenery. The quays and harbour bath are more appealing, but 

Picture 1: Diverse building facades in Sluseholmen (p. 53)

Picture 2: Domesticity in Urban space (p. 54) 

Picture 3: Public areas in Sluseholmen (p. 56)

Picture 4: Wooden elements in Sluseholmen (p. 57)

Picture 5: Th e main pedestrian path in Sluseholmen (p. 61)

Picture 5: The main pedestrian path in Sluseholmen 



 51 

their activities are extremely limited to a single function that is recreational and seasonal, and dependent 
on a high degree of intimacy in summer (bathing). A visitor characterises the public areas as ‘ghost-like,’ 
also commenting on the lack of people (Interview 3c). These responses by the visitors reflect an inconsist-
ency between the common expectation that streets in dense urban areas have a vital atmosphere, whereas 
the actual experience in Sluseholmen lacks this vitality due to an absent flow of people. It resembles 
Grant’s (2013) descriptions of the atmosphere of a room where a person alone always will be haunted by 
the absent others, who have affected it, and who through that affect the person being present (p. 12). The 
same seems at play in the visitors’ experience of the streets in Sluseholmen – feeling the absence of people 
reinforces the sense of being in a lifeless area. 

4.2.3 Moods of Everyday Life 

“The harbour boat bus that sails out here has just dropped six passengers off. They look like they are coming home 
from work. Their arrival is accompanied by the sound from a big crane, almost violently fighting to get into the 
ground. It makes a sound, destructive noise. As I walk around I sense liveliness – and on a visit in Irma I meet 
several parents with their kids, doing their grocery shopping. (…). Back on the main street, a dad with his kid 
on his bike is passing by. I hesitate to photograph them – I am still a bit conflicted by the feeling of being in 
someone else’s territory. Again the street appears rather dead… I take a turn through a courtyard, where a dad is 
drinking coffee on a bench, from a cup that looks like his own. He is speaking on his cell phone while his kids are 
playing. They are asking him for chocolate. I pass by and walk to the Northern quay. On my way I pass by a run-
ner, a cyclist, one man leaving his car and a woman walking her dog. At the quay six people are talking, while 
their dogs are running around. They are all on leashes, as the signs prescribe. I hear their talk and laughter. 
After a while they break up… For a moment I am left alone in silence… and I move towards one of the yards.” 

(Field notes from April 12, 
walking around on an afternoon)

While the material and structural character of the area, in combination with the absence of people, pro-
duces a strong atmospheric mood, atmospheric production also depends upon urban lifestyles and the 
presence of people (Böhme, 1995 cited in Albertsen, 1999: 16). Thus, in times where the area is livelier, 
the mood changes accordingly. It suggests that the flow of everyday life greatly affects the atmospheric 
mood; in the silent periods it is left deserted and ghostly, whereas in the afternoons and weekends it tends 
to appear more vibrant. 

The area was more vibrant coming on an afternoon during the week, where kids playing in the playground 
area and a flow of parents coming home mainly occupied the courtyards. It created a certain rhythm in 
the space shaped by the flow of inhabitants:
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“Yet another mother is coming along with her child on a bike. She greets some of the parents in the yard, 
and enters her front door. Some girls are riding on their kick scooters...the sound of the wheels rolling on 
the flagstones fills the courtyard. Two men come out of a building, with suitcases. They say goodbye to 
some boys, who stops playing and start following them.” 

(Field notes) 

The situation was energetic and cheerful owing to the liveliness of the children’s play. They were filling 
the space with their ecstasies in the form of movements and sounds echoing in the yard, such as laughter, 
conversations, teasing, running, scooting and so on. In addition, a certain sense of solicitude and famili-
arity emerged with the coming and going of more and more parents, greeting their kids, calling them 
in, joining in their games and so on (ibid.). This liveliness was a part of my personal encounter with the 
area, while the residents also greatly refer to kids and young families with their pictures and descriptions. 
They emphasise the opportunity for kids to play safely in the area and the situations for socialising with 
other parents that occur. The encircling building structure that constitutes the enclosed yard environment 
protects it from the wind, water, traffic and passersby. The yard environment itself is not very lively and 
enriching, but more mechanical and repetitive in structure. The hard concrete edges that define areas of 
grass, the lack of trees and less comfortable materials altogether diminish the intimacy of the situation. 
However, the vast amount of toys, bicycles, children’s scooters etc. counterweights the hard character. In 
interplay with the playing kids it composes a lively situation. The life in the buildings is also awakened 
with the residents coming home and contributes to the liveliness, especially in twilight, when the lighting 
of the apartments emanates into the courtyards.     

4.3 Preliminary Conclusion: Atmospheres of Sluseholmen
This analysis has examined how atmospheres are produced. Firstly by examining the sensory perceptions 
related to the different elements of the atmospheric constellation, which in Sluseholmen is composed of 
architecture, materials, structures, temporalities, scenery, subjects and artefacts experienced through the 
visual, auditory, tactile, olfactory and gustatory perceptions. Separately, these perceptions, relating to the 
elements of the atmospheric constellation, do not capture prevailing atmospheres – they merely point to 
different atmospheric qualities. This systematic categorisation is helpful to achieve an initial understand-
ing of how atmospheres are produced and how they bring about a richness of sensory perceptions. 

The second step of the analysis interrelates the sensory perceptions of the elements to describe a ‘full’ 
experience of the area. This is to encapsulate how the elements comprise different atmospheric constella-
tions producing certain atmospheric moods. Objects’ and subjects’ ecstasies emanate in the urban space 
and blend in an interplay that, encountered through the multi-sensorial register, produce the atmospheric 
moods that change dynamically throughout days and seasons. In Sluseholmen, three different atmos-
pheric moods relate to the maritime, the deserted streets and the rhythms of everyday life. There are a 
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number of important implications of the analysis of these sensory perceptions and atmospheric moods.
One is how atmospheres are sensory matters. The vital atmospheric qualities in Sluseholmen are medi-
ated through sensory perceptions. These cannot be analysed gnostically, but can be felt sensitively and 
perceived in their instant totalities as atmospheres. Thus, when the area feels deserted as opposed to lively, 
it is not a feeling that is comprehended through cognitive concepts, but a feeling that is sensed through 
the body. This points to the value of using sensory apparati as the media through which to experience 
atmospheres. It also points to the importance of recognising the felt and lived experience of urban life that 
is a sensory, affective and emotional matter rather than a rational, conscious and cognitive. When citizens 
enter an urban area, a street or courtyard, it is entangled with process of unconscious feelings and emo-
tions that condition them and affect their experience and behaviour. The contrasting lively and deserted 
experiences of Sluseholmen are illustrative examples of how they condition the subject differently. 

Besides evidencing urban life as a sensory matter, the analysis of atmospheres also points out how the 
space itself plays a substantial role in atmospheric production, with a decisive impact on how the urban 
space is experienced. The appearance of the buildings influences how the empty streets are experienced, 
the canal structure integrates water in situ and substantiates the maritime mood, and so on. It suggests 
how the atmospheres are spatially-charged, and in experience act like quasi-objective feelings. When the 
lifeless streets are entered during the day quasi-objective feelings of being in a deserted and ghostly place 
recognises the present subject in a subject-like way. Coming on any other weekday between 9am-5pm, 
this feeling may reoccur. It points to the fact that some atmosphere may be so potent that it is felt more 
or less similarly regardless of who experiences it, just as Böhme (1993) finds some atmospheres to be. So 
even though the atmospheres have different moods that vary through days and years – imagine the area in 
summer as opposed to winter – they may maintain an overall similar character, due to the quasi-objective 
character that determines the experience of it. As the quasi-objective hinges onto elements – a certain 
spatiality – it leads to the ascertainment that configuring the spatial environment is a way to influence the 
atmospheric production – much like the art of stage-setting (Böhme, 2014).

However, it is important to emphasise that, as the analytical description of atmospheric moods in Sluse-
holmen also implies, the atmospheres are dynamic in nature and interpenetrate and overlap each other. 
Their co-existences, and replacements change over days and seasons; with the unsettled weather; with the 
rhythms of life; with the experiencing subjects etc. Therefore, the atmospheres have to be understood as 
fleeting. It implies a dynamism between the plannability and un-plannability of atmospheres. In Slusehol-
men the scenery – the meteorological  elements – is a vital feature that greatly contributes to a certain at-
mosphere. Obviously, this is not something that can be planned. More plannable is the built environment 
that possesses a significant quality in relation to the atmospheric production. The dichotomy between the 
plannability and un-plannability forms a strong starting point for the subsequent interpretative analysis 
and discussion of how atmospheric power works in design and experience. 
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Chapter 5

Discussion
Atmospheric Power 

The new buildings along the harbour front consist mainly of luxury apartments, 
headquarters and other commercial buildings. In Southern Harbour around 
1,000,000 m2 are expected to be built in the coming years.“
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5.0 Discussion: Atmospheric power
The following discussion is an interpretive analysis of the apparent atmospheres in Sluseholmen found in 
the prior analysis. The aim is to reflect upon how atmospheric power works. 

Firstly, I analyse the concept of atmospheric power in relation to the design and planning of Slusehol-
men, which is to be understood as a revitalised harbour site within the entrepreneurial city (cf. 1.4, p. 
3). The aim is to discuss the implications for manipulative atmospheric strategies. Secondly, I analyse the 
residents’ and visitors’ experiences of the atmospheres in Sluseholmen, to discuss how atmospheric power 
regulates and falls short of regulating urban life in the entrepreneurial city. To sum up these two parts, I 
discuss tensions that are inherent in atmospheres of the entrepreneurial city. 

5.1 Atmospheric Power in Design  
In the entrepreneurial city, where attractiveness defines a city’s survivability, the design and revitalisation 
of the harbour fronts, such as Sluseholmen, is a strategic upgrade of the city’s image – symbolically and 
spatially. The development of Sluseholmen around the millennium was part of a larger strategy for Co-
penhagen to become successfully competitive on an international stage with the city acting as the nation’s 
growth driver (Bayliss, 2007). Along a number of other infrastructural projects such as the construction 
of the metro, Øresund Bridge between Denmark and Sweden, and the new urban centre of Ørestad, the 
revitalisation of different harbour front areas was initiated (ibid.). The harbour front had become a prime 
location for “housing, entertainment and cultural facilities all catering to the upscale market associated 
with a globally mobile labour force” (Desfor and Jørgensen, 2004: 493). Intended as global landmarks, 
these projects along the harbour front had to accentuate Copenhagen on the world map, attracting inves-
tors to the city (Bayliss, 2007). 

In the Southern Harbour the City of Copenhagen endeavoured to build a varied range of competitive 
housing that contributes to a more diverse demography (City of Copenhagen, 2001). A significant pro-
portion of high-quality housing in the new build area was intended to make it appealing for families to 
settle in the city. In tandem with the emphasis on variety in the physical design of the area – touching on 
richness in colour, varying building heights, water mazes, harbour baths, unique dwellings, etc. – there 
was an intention to ensure diverse and attractive urban life in the public areas (City of Copenhagen and 
Copenhagen Port A/S, 2001). Hence, 15% of the total floor area was reserved for hotels offices, water-
related activities, mixed-use buildings and cafés. The ambition was to create a vibrant city area, with the 
same diversity as “real cities” (ibid.). 

5.1.2 An Art of Stage-setting 
A powerful feature in the planning of Sluseholmen is the strategic use of a Design Manual. It resembles 
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Böhme’s assertion that atmospheres are like the art of stage-setting, something that can be strategically 
produced through design (2013, 2014). To assure architectural quality across the development of the area, 
the Design Manual was developed by Arkitema in collaboration with the City of Copenhagen (Interview 
1b). This stated specific requirements and guidelines for the design of building facades to ensure the over-
all concept and quality of the building plan (Arkitema, 2003; Interview 1c; Interview 1b). 

The approach was to build identical formations of building carcases, arranged in block structures, and 
decorate them with very different facade designs. The Design Manual prescribes detailed constraints on 
the design, including restrictions on structures, height, materials, colours, roofs as well as placement of 
balconies, bays, windows and cornices that have to be non-linear (Arkitema, 2003). Various architects 
were involved in the project to contribute with detailed facade concepts. The Design Manual thus became 
an effective tool in monitoring and managing these different concepts (Interview 1c). Not only was the 
Design Manual used among the architects, but the planners in the City of Copenhagen integrated the 
principles therein in the Local Plan for Sluseholmen. This enabled the City of Copenhagen to govern 
the investors and require them to assure a certain aesthetic standard (Interview 1b). It evidences how the 
design of the area has been governed down to the last detail, to fulfil the vision of developing an area with 
a great variation in architecture and of high quality (City of Copenhagen, 2003):

“The Design Manual was a key to success. This way we could define what the architects could and could 
not do with the facade designs. Since we used it in the Local Plan for the area, we could inscribe specific 
design requirements in the sales contracts with investors and developers. It became a quite unique way to 
govern and quality assure the development of Sluseholmen.”

(Interview 1b)

All together, the official political visions, the Master Plan and Design Manual promote certain intentions 
for what Sluseholmen should develop into. These intentions have a substantial impact on the production 
of atmospheres in Sluseholmen as the remaining discussion will show. More specifically, they configure at-
mospheres of the beautiful, authentic, and domestic, which also prevailed as atmospheric qualities in the 
empirical analysis. In this context, the ambition is to reflect upon how they can be understood as forceful 
strategies to stage-set the harbour site.

5.1.3 Designing Beautiful Atmospheres 
The strong architectural concept and the ambition of creating a vibrant urban environment in Slusehol-
men signify a culture-led strategy, where a certain (visual) aesthetic and lifestyle is promoted. The atmos-
phere of the beautiful appears within this.  

In the Design Manual the importance of the appearance of facades is accentuated. Their individual ar-
chitectural look is important, and just as important is that “(…) the facades are assemblages in a talented 
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and beautiful way”  (Arkitema, 2003: 2). Likewise, restrictions on material use constraints the architect 
to use materials that only patinate in a beautiful way (ibid.: 4). The architects from Arkitema and Force4 
articulate the development of facade designs as a unique, architectural experiment – an opportunity to 
design new and different types of facades, within the limits of the Design Manual (Interview 1a; Interview 
1c). The fundamental idea of creating distinctive, different and individual facades allowed the architects 
to manipulate aesthetics and the architectural expression. A selection of Force4’s final designs evidences 
their ambition of reproducing certain aesthetic profiles and introducing an architectural diversity. 

Intentionally, Force4 has developed facade designs with references to the Italian building tradition, and 
played around with the facade material “(…) to turn something that can be static and dead into some-
thing expressive and dynamic” (Interview 1a). The quality of Sluseholmen, as both architects and planners 
express it, is that the traditional building block of Copenhagen has not just been replicated. Instead, they 
have managed “to add something extra – a twist” (ibid.), both in terms of diversity of design as well as the 
interplay with water. 

Another distinctive element in producing a beautiful atmosphere in Sluseholmen has been to incorporate 
into this new environment various intertextual references11 to other attractive harbour environments. 
Most notably, the canal structures and pedestrian-friendly environment of Venice has been an inspiration 
in designing the infrastructural layout of the area. The Java Islands in Amsterdam, and Christianshavn 
and Nyhavn in Copenhagen have inspired the dense, vertical buildings that almost stand in the water 
(Interview 1c; Interview 1b). These different motifs and themes that have been gathered and physically 
manifested in the area are identifiable and familiar to the residents (Interview 2a, Interview 2c, Interview 
2e, cf. 5.2.2, p. 62) 

The apartment building “Metropolis” stands in contrast to the area in many ways. Piling up 40 meters 
and placed on a tip, some experience it as “a solitary monument, like a monolith, just landed from space” 

11 Khaled al-Sultany lends the notion of intertextuality from literature to contextualise it within architecture. By this he 
encapsulates how architects’ acquire inspiration from foreign cultures and operationalise it in his/hers own work (See Khaled 
al-Sultany (2012) Architectural Intertextuality).
Picture 9: Authentic elements (p. 70)

Picture 6: Facade designs by Force4  (p. 70)

Picture 7: Th e “Iconic view” of Sluseholmen (p. 78)

Picture 8: Entrances to courtyards (p. 82)

 Picture 6: Facade designs by Force4  
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(Interview 3b). The project was completed years after the area was built, but was from the very begin-
ning a part of the Local Plan. The intention has been to build a landmark, something distinctively visible 
from a distance, to accentuate Sluseholmen as a part of Copenhagen (Interview 1b). Architecturally it is 
remarkably different from the aesthetic profile of the rest of the area – more organic and curvy in style, 
for which it was credited:

“(…) we have rewarded Metropolis for its distinctive architecture… but I don’t know…we didn’t really 
get what we wanted, but we have given architectural awards to many other buildings before….and at least 
Metropolis was something different.”

(Interview 1b)

The building was presumably rewarded with a Prize because its distinctiveness would enhance the rest of 
the area. Atmospherically it counters the desire for intimacy, that the Design Manual prescribes (Arkite-
ma, 2003: 5), but is an attempt to reinforce the attractive living atmosphere of the area. 

5.1.4 Designing Authentic Atmospheres
The diversity among the facade designs is also an attempt to forge a more authentic atmosphere in Sluse-
holmen, since it ensures “(...) that the area doesn’t appear as it has been built at one time” (Interview 1b). 
This quality is argued to make the area even more appealing, as it instils a feel of authenticity: “(...) such 
variety is very unique, and it brings in a certain history, that seems to precede the buildings actual time 
of being” (Interview 1c).  

This authenticity is also promoted by other means, such as the use of wood that preserves the maritime 
look of the area, conjuring memories of a vanished past (ibid.); The harbour bath’s traditional red-and-
white-striped tower that echoes the control tower on the bridge and references the historical heritage 
of the harbour (Interview 1b); The houseboats that add a unique quality enriching the area with some 
originality and authenticity (ibid.). Similarly, the choice of preserving the old boat- and fishing-shacks is 
a significant strategy for bringing in a local charm and authenticity (ibid.). It was planned to represent an 
original piece of the harbour’s history. Picture 9: Authentic elements (p. 70)

Picture 6: Facade designs by Force4  (p. 70)

Picture 7: Th e “Iconic view” of Sluseholmen (p. 78)

Picture 8: Entrances to courtyards (p. 82)

 Picture 7: Authentic elements
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This strategy appears in various ways as a means to enhance attractiveness, and corresponds to the general 
appreciation of authenticity and historical heritage that are harnessed in the strategies of the entrepreneur-
ial city (Harvey, 1989; Zukin, 2010). Authenticity is a highly promoted quality in the entrepreneurial 
city’s attempt to forge a distinctive and attractive image, and is achieved by means of authentic building 
typologies and the preservation of history and culture (Florida, 2002). Similarly, historical references are 
used in Sluseholmen to substantiate a unique and authentic impression of the area. Colomb (2012) de-
notes this practice as “marketing of memory” – a way of ascribing an historical memory to an urban space, 
in order to enhance its attractiveness. Other urban researchers, sharing Colomb’s critical starting point, 
define it as a commodification of culture and history, and express some concern as to how it becomes 
an economic asset in the evolving regimes of urban competition (Peck, 2005). In relation to an analysis 
of the atmospheric character of harbour fronts in the entrepreneurial city, these historical references are 
to be understood as powerful producers of certain atmospheres. There is a distinctive difference between 
historically rich city areas and those newly built in contemporary cities, which clearly lack the same spirit 
and soul of those inhabited and populated over time (Griffero, 2014). 

In Sluseholmen, the intentional utilisation of historical references appears as a matter of stage-setting that 
falls within a strategic attempt to make the place look older. A tendency that Stender (2014) captures with 
her observation of how contemporary urban planning attempts to short-circuit time and make it go faster, 
by giving areas patina through design. The adversarial relationship between the history of the area and the 
newly built environment amounts to a discussion of the atmospheric tensions that potentially appear in 
such revitalisation processes of the harbour front in the entrepreneurial city. This will be discussed in 5.3 
(p. 69). 

5.1.5 Designing Domestic Atmospheres 
Another characteristic of the entrepreneurial harbour fantasy is the dream of a place with high amenity 
value that attracts ‘people of the right sort,’ and provides an aesthetic scene of experiences and cultural 
activities (cf. 2.1.3, p. 11). Likewise, the amenity value on the agenda in the development of Slusehol-
men, is epitomised in the overall vision of “developing the concept of a ‘water dwelling’ for the people 
of Copenhagen as an alternative to ‘garden dwelling’ in the suburbs, currently the residence preferred by 
most Danish families” (City of Copenhagen and Copenhagen Port A/S, 2001: 5)

In this vision the qualities of the garden dwelling are translated into new qualities of the water dwelling. 
Here, water and quay are the harbour front equivalent of grass; landing docks the equivalent of garden 
gates; blue is equivalent to green and so on. Essentially, two traditional juxtapositions are united in the 
new type of water dwellings: the suburban access to light, air and nature combined with the city’s pulsat-
ing life. It is a re-configuration of the traditional atmospheric qualities of suburban housing, with the pur-
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pose of redefining urban living in the entrepreneurial city: the vibrancy and amusement of urban life ac-
companied by leisure and recreational options. The harbour becomes a prime site for domestic living, and 
in Sluseholmen the domesticated space – the traditional garden – is oriented towards the water, precisely 
because enjoying the recreational quality of the water is the unique opportunity when living right next to 
it (City of Copenhagen, 2003). It substantiates how the maritime atmospheric mood is also planned as a 
domestic part of area. Essentially, planning the whole area as partly domestic enhances the production of 
a similar atmosphere, and appears as a subtle form of atmospheric power. It promotes certain privileges 
and actions – a certain urban life.

The variation of the building facades is also part of producing a domestic atmosphere. Both the architects 
and planner outline how the balanced heterogeneity has been the key to creating houses with individual 
characters, to make them identifiable for the residents living in the area, yet still creating a “harmonious 
totality” (ibid.: 10) to stimulate a feeling of unity:

“People need a place to belong. (…) We thought that if we make houses different in materials, colours, 
details, balconies, windows etc. people would be able to differentiate and relate to them individually. It 
was a deliberate architectural strategy to create this varied, aesthetic expression” 

(Interview 1c)

 
This domestic atmosphere is also enhanced by the density and height of the built environment, which 
is another explicit ambition set forth in the master plan, in order to make Sluseholmen resemble a “real 
city.” Like small, dense enclaves the islet forms units of housing centred around common yards. This type 
of building structure increased in popularity in Denmark after the 1970s, when it was appreciated for its 
ability to physically support a feeling of community (Albertsen, 1999). The structure of enclosure pro-
motes neighbourliness in a sensory state of mind – like an “aesthetic of solidarity”12  – and not necessarily 
as an active social engagement. 

5.1.6 Preliminary Conclusion: Designing Atmospheres of Sluseholmen  
The three sections that examine atmospheric outcomes of the development of Sluseholmen point out 
how political visions of high-quality housing, design concepts and architectural strategies are part of 
producing certain atmospheres. The prevalence of beautification, authenticity and domestication presents 
the atmospheric desires of the planning of Sluseholmen, and serves as an empirical example of what the 
revitalisation of harbour fronts in the entrepreneurial city entails. It also points to the subtle power that 
is at play in producing certain atmospheres in the strategic design of the harbour front – like a deliberate 
process of strategic stage-setting to achieve political goals. There are more implications for this particular 
stage-setting of the harbour front.

12 Albertsen (1999) uses the Danish word ‘fællesskabsæstetik’
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The first significant implication is the focus on visual aesthetics in the overriding strategy of designing 
buildings that substantiate an image of attractiveness. It resonates with the general observation of how the 
built environment – from housing to cultural or commercial buildings – becomes a marketable commod-
ity and plays a crucial part in the selling of entrepreneurial cities (Hubbard and Hall, 1996). Pallasmaa 
(2012) has lamented this marketability of architecture that privileges a ‘vision,’ such that buildings and 
city plans are turned into image products. The architectural suspension of spatial design in favour of se-
ductive advertising strategies turns buildings into marketable products lacking both depth and sincerity 
(ibid.). In Sluseholmen the strategic design of diverse facades, the erection of Metropolis as a symbolic 
landmark of the area, the dominance of intertextual references to familiar and desirable places like Venice, 
and the intentional preservation of (fragments of ) the area’s historical heritage can be considered as ini-
tiatives that reproduce the visual aesthetic of something appealing. Thus, the visual pre-occupation that 
Pallasmaa identifies seems to be at play in the architects’ and planners’ plans for the development of Sluse-
holmen, on behalf of a more profound consideration of the area’s sensory qualities. The area is something 
to look at, rather than be in. 

In line with this finding of a visual domination, the second important implication for the atmospheric 
power at play in the development of Sluseholmen emerges, namely: the aesthetic-spatial strategy to achieve 
a diverse urban life. The political ambition of making Sluseholmen a vibrant urban area in Copenhagen 
with a diverse population, that is distinctive for a “real city” (City of Copenhagen, 2001: 17), is achieved 
through an aesthetic-spatial strategy that relies on visual techniques of stage-setting. It is striking that 
the production of a diverse atmosphere is solely attached to the spatial settings of the area, especially the 
facade design, rather than social and cultural aspects. Sensorily speaking, these diverse facades are merely 
an image of diversity, not an actual stimulator of a diverse city life, as the City of Copenhagen desired 
with their notion of “real cities.” As explicated in the empirical analysis, this diversity in visual aesthetics 
produces a mechanical and homogenous atmospheric mood rather than a feeling of diverse urban living. 

The pursuit of diversity results in a beautification of the area that instead creates an exclusive appeal. It 
resembles the traditional notion of aesthetics, which Böhme criticises and with which he dissociates the 
rewriting of aesthetic theory (cf. 2.1.4, p. 12). This traditional artistic concept of aesthetics reduces the 
observer to a passive bystander, who is not a part of the aesthetic production. Atmospherically speaking, it 
reduces the quality of the area, at least for the bystander who does not live there. In terms of atmospheric 
power, it suggests the potent impact of the design of the area. This leads to the following analysis of what 
atmospheres are experienced in Sluseholmen, and a discussion of the effectiveness of atmospheric power 
in the everyday life of Sluseholmen. 
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5.2 Atmospheric Power in Experience
Following the discussion of how atmospheres appear as a product of intentional design strategies, inter-
preted as a form of atmospheric power, this section analyses and discusses what atmospheres prevail in 
residents’ and visitors’ experiences of Sluseholmen. The aim is to discuss how atmospheric power regulates 
and falls short of regulating the experiences of urban areas. 

The interest in the all-encompassing nature of atmospheric power, accompanied by an acknowledgment 
of how urban living may escape it, is given with the theoretical understanding of how atmospheres also are 
a-subjective, belonging to the subjective experiences. Hence, the experience of atmospheres has to be un-
derstood as intertwined with the power of producing them, but in a way that belongs to the emerging life 
itself. The analysis of what atmospheres the participants experience in Sluseholmen will be evaluated as a 
productive outcome of the design of the area and/or as produced by everyday life in the area. Overall, the 
residents and visitors share distinctively different experiences of the atmospheres, as the following shows. 

5.2.2 Residents: Our Home – Our Place
The most prevalent atmospheres of Sluseholmen, as the residents perceive them, are crucial for how they 
relate themselves to the area. Lynch emphasises that the identity of a place, which he defines as an atmos-
pheric matter, is closely linked to personal identities – “I am here” supports “I am” (Lynch, 1981 cited 
in Griffero, 2014: 89). There are different illustrative examples of how the residents experience different 
atmospheres in Sluseholmen, and how these factors contribute to defining it as a certain place to which 
they can relate. 

Unique 
An interesting atmosphere that prevails with the residents’ subjective experiences is Sluseholmen as a 
unique place. Particular attributes are repeatedly emphasised, such as architectural significance and prox-
imity to water that compose a beautiful environment with a unique calmness.  The residents’ accentua-
tion of the qualities of the area can be understood as a way to actively articulate the attractiveness of it, to 
amplify the status of living there. It appears as an iterative process of self-confirmation. 

One example is the canal environment that prompts residents to compare Sluseholmen with Venice, sug-
gesting that Sluseholmen is a “Nordic Venice”: “Here you see how the boats lie in the water right next to 
the houses. This proximity to water is definitely what made us move out here. It reminds me of Venice 
– what we call ‘Nordic Venice.’” (Interview 2a)

Such links in the imagination inevitably enhance the residents’ estimation of the area’s value, and have 
accordingly an effect on the atmospheres they feel. Another example is the continued reference to a spot 
in the area as epitomising the “(…) iconic picture of the area” (Interview 2b).
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Almost every participant stopped at a particular bridge to take a photograph down the canals to capture 
this view. One of them explained: “(…) I mean this is the spot every brochure or magazine keeps posting” 
(Interview 2a). The previous analysis showed how the planners and the architects, through the integration 
of water and dwelling, have intentionally pursued this iconic status. Thus, when the residents reproduce 
an image that represents an atmosphere of the unique, it implies the atmospheric power that, in a subtle 
yet effective way, determines how the area – and this particular feature – is experienced and made sense of. 

Domesticity 
Another distinctive atmosphere that attaches to the residents’ experience of the area is the domestic 
atmosphere, rooted in a deep feeling of belonging. In accordance with the political aim of building an 
attractive residential area, the domesticity that the residents attach to Sluseholmen can be seen as a suc-
cessful outcome of the design of the area.

According to Zumthor, physical environments are capable of enhancing domestic feelings, through their 
ecstasies: 

“Sometimes even by their virtue of metaphorical sonority, there are buildings that resonate wonderfully, 
that tell me: I am safe, I am not alone (…)”

(Zumthor, 2006: 33)

In Sluseholmen there are different features that are part of producing such “metaphorical sonority” such 
as the organisation of buildings in blocks and on islands connecting each resident to a place-in-the-place 
to which they belong: “we always refer to the name of the islets when we explain where we live” (Inter-
view 2a). Also the yards, the proximity to neighbours and the architectural identity enhance the sense of 
belonging. This is also designated as a feeling of being a part of local community, enhanced by the built 
environment as well as the presence of other, similar residents:

Picture 9: Authentic elements (p. 70)

Picture 6: Facade designs by Force4  (p. 70)

Picture 7: Th e “Iconic view” of Sluseholmen (p. 78)

Picture 8: Entrances to courtyards (p. 82)

Picture 7: The “Iconic view” of Sluseholmen 
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“Given that the building stock is so new, although architecturally significant and diverse, creates a certain 
local environment here – it feels like a little village. Just like in Kartoffelrækkerne [a desirable area of Co-
penhagen] everyone always thinks ‘wow, what a lovely atmosphere here.’” 

(Interview 2c)

The atmosphere of domesticity is crucial to the residents’ feeling of belonging to the area and sense of 
well-being. It confers with the idea of how the culture of dwelling is a search for the right atmosphere: 
both protective, guaranteeing privacy; and capable of satisfying the inhabitants’ socio-expressional needs: 
“Atmosphere and domosphere are inextricably linked since dwelling is feeling in order to feel oneself, 
perceiving in order to perceive oneself ” (Griffero, 2014: 96). 

Unity 
The idea of “perceiving in order to perceive oneself ” prevails in the residents’ descriptions of how they fit 
into the area with the other residents. They describe them as a homogenous group of people and income-
groups: 

“There aren’t many unskilled workers living out here, if any at all. My kids don’t go to school with any 
kids of unskilled people – or maybe one actually, but he doesn’t live here in Sluseholmen either. I think it 
is quite positive... It feels very nice to be out here.”

(Interview 2c)

This homogeneity creates a strong identity for the area, to which the residents relate themselves. One 
resident gives a very illustrative example of this: 

“When we walk around out here, we tend to look into the other people’s apartments. Then you really see, 
how identical they are, and also in comparison to our own home. It gives a very particular feeling of fitting 
in. I identify myself with the life of the people here; their home décor, family, work, etc.”

(Interview 2f )

This uniformity of residents emphasizes the atmosphere of domesticity, creating a place for the people 
living there, who are of a ‘special’ sort. They also appreciate the area for being diverse, but solely with 
references to the diversity of the architectural environment (Interview 2a; Interview 2b).

A resident, who just moved to Sluseholmen as a temporary solution, expressed a more critical observation 
of the secluded appearance of the area, that almost reminded her of “(...) Southern American middle-class 
condominiums that almost seem gated...sometimes you can feel like this in Sluseholmen” (Interview 2d). 
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Safety
Safety is also a present atmosphere in the residents’ experiences of the area. Many of them describe how 
they feel safe, calm and comfortable everywhere in the area:

“It is like a city in the city here – it feels very safe. I am very calm when I am here. I can walk around in 
my pyjamas in the courtyards if I like, without people looking at me at askance.”

(Interview 2b)

A more conspicuous example of how the residents maintain this safety is through the mobili-sation of a 
‘crime-prevention’ team:

“We have established a security patrol in the area, to observe strangers walking around out here, in order 
to suppress thefts. In a Facebook group we write our observations, if any suspicious are noticed (…). This 
way we are part of ensuring our own safety…which we are good at.”

(Interview 2e)

In terms of atmospheric power the residents are part of producing and sustaining an atmosphere of safety. 
This is partly achieved through the physical layout of the area; the structure of the buildings, the yards, 
etc., but is also reinforced by the daily life of the residents and their experiences, feelings and actions that 
are conducive to safety. 

The prevalence of these different atmospheres of uniqueness, domesticity, unity and safety in the residents’ 
experiences of Sluseholmen interpenetrate and overlap each other. Due to the characteristics that they 
ascribe to the atmospheres they can be understood both as a result of the design of the area, but also as 
a result of the everyday life – the residents’ lifestyle. The presence of a homogenous group of residents 
reinforces their shared lifestyle, norms and values. They are part of determining how life unfolds in par-
ticular ways, contributing to the occurrence of specific atmospheres. All together the atmospheres amplify 
Sluseholmen’s oasis-like character, emerging within the borders of the rest of Copenhagen. The stark 
contrast to the hectic urban life of the city makes the area appear even more peaceful. It substantiates the 
atmospheres and to some extent it may even amplify them, as the oasis becomes a distinct contrast to the 
rest of the city. 

5.2.3 Visitors: Their home – Not Our Place
The domestic atmosphere also influences the visitor’s experience of Sluseholmen. However, whereas it 
keeps the residents pleased and comfortable, visitors find it more disturbing and intimidating. Conse-
quently, their experience of the area is significantly different from the residents’. The courtyards are an 
illustrative example of this difference in atmospheric experiences that conjure feelings of the unwelcome, 
uncanny and intimidated privacy. 
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Unwelcome
The formation of building blocks creates a spatial courtyard that the adjacent houses ‘look into’. The yards 
function as small building envelopes, sheltering residents from the winds and providing them with a com-
mon ground for recreational activities. The intention has been to create a zone for residents to meet and 
interact (City of Copenhagen, 2003; Interview 1c). Furthermore, the yards are accessible to visitors, with 
open entrance zones. It is an intentionally planned feature to lead the public pedestrian zones through 
the courtyards, since the remaining public pathways are canals and therefore only passable by boat (City 
of Copenhagen, 2003). Consequently, visitors and residents are encouraged to use the courtyards as they 
wind through the area (Interview 1b). 

The visitors’ immediate response to the courtyards is affected by their nature as enclosed environments. 
They evoke the feeling of domesticity, but also a feeling of something being concealed, as the entrance 
zones of the yards signal an ‘open closeness.’ The view into the yards feels like looking through a peep-
hole in someone’s door, which essentially is an invasion of privacy (Interview 3a; Interview 3b). Walking 
through the openings awakes a similar feeling:

“I am in doubt whether I am allowed to enter or not, but I decide to try. The square, dark and very sav-
aged opening gives me a feeling of being temporarily encased in something rough, but the moment I enter 
the yard I feel immediately absorbed, as if there were a vacuum in the yard.” 

(Field notes)

Symptomatic of the visitors’ experience of the courtyards is the sense of looking into a backstage; getting 
a fragmented look into something presumably pleasant, but primarily accessed by stairs, concrete, eleva-
tor shafts and ramps to the parking basement. The pictures below, taken by the visitors, are explained as 
something that happened upon them – something they feel confronted by walking around in the area 
(Interview 3a-c). The courtyards almost seem to have an invisible gate:

Taking the chance to enter the courtyards, the visitors are transported into a different place, surrounded 
by buildings with no sense of winds, no sense of water and just met by various homes and lived-in spaces.  

Picture 9: Authentic elements (p. 70)

Picture 6: Facade designs by Force4  (p. 70)

Picture 7: Th e “Iconic view” of Sluseholmen (p. 78)

Picture 8: Entrances to courtyards (p. 82)

Picture 8: Entrances to courtyards 
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The uncanny
An abundance of artefacts in the courtyards hint at an intensity, a liveliness, which is not there – instead 
it reinforces an eerie silence. The empty balconies, toys strewn about, and trash are different contributors 
to this feeling. All over in the courtyards toys are scattered like leftovers from children’s playing. As one of 
the visitor comments, “the toy signifies lively times” (Interview 3a), and indeed it is a sign of the residents 
inhabiting the space. What more though, is the familiarity the visitors feel. It reminds them of something 
they know, yet feeling strangely distanced to in these moments of confrontation – a bit uncanny.  

The concept of the uncanny, as it were presented by Freud (Beyes and Steyaert, 2013), can be boiled down 
to the fact that the things we find to be frightening or unpleasant are things that we have had contact with 
before, things that are part of our society already. Once something with which we are familiar undergoes 
change, and appears to be estranged from its original meaning or contexts, that is when we become uncer-
tain and wary of it. The capacity of the uncanny to unsettle is closely related to the empirical complexities 
of everyday urban sites (ibid.). In relation to Sluseholmen, the uncanny feeling arises when the visitors 
encounter the familiar artefacts throughout their stroll in the area, and still feel strangely assailed by them. 
Prior activities, such as playing, sailing, barbequing etc., become present and haunt the experience of the 
visitors. That is when a deafening silence prevails.  

Since the yards and streets are so spatially honed, the artefacts become very dominant in character. Not 
much, besides the balconies, bicycles, toys, boats, or garden furniture, comes into sight. The empty balco-
nies catch the eye, just as abandoned spaces in the houses become striking, due to open facades and their 
proximity to passing people on the main street. 
 

Picture 10: Toys lying around in Sluseholmen (p. 83)

Picture 11: Empty balconies and abandoned space in Sluseholmen (p. 83) 
Picture 9: Toys lying around in Sluseholmen 

Picture 10: Toys lying around in Sluseholmen (p. 83)

Picture 11: Empty balconies and abandoned space in Sluseholmen (p. 83) 

Picture 10: Empty balconies and abandoned space in Sluseholmen
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Understood from the visitors’ and my personal experiences, these artefacts affectively influence us – they 
mediate a certain intensity which we capture in our embodied emotions with our registration of the spa-
tial set-ups as we move through the area. It as a minor affect which does not necessarily “take a hold of you 
in a split second; it creeps up on you, like a slow uncomfortable ache” (Highmore, 2009 cited in Beyes 
and Steyaert, p. 1454). This uncanny feeling arises in the visitors’ encounter with Sluseholmen. 

Intimidation of privacy 
Furthermore, the feeling of being in someone’s private territory – which these yards suggest – is confront-
ing to the visitors. They experience a conflict between feeling watched by the people from their apart-
ments and at the same time, trying not to stare into their homes:

“It feels uncomfortable to be able to look in and at the same time to be looked at… if there had been 
anyone out sitting on their terraces today I would really have felt that I violated their privacy.”

(Interview 3c) 

 
The uncomfortable feeling in the courtyards forms a dominant part of the visitors’ experience of the area. 
Since the courtyards were intentionally planned as a part of the visitor experience – they were intended to 
be part of the public pedestrian network – it points to a conflict between the intentions and the actual ex-
perience. Here the domestic atmosphere becomes an obstacle that has a decisive effect on how visitors feel. 

5.2.4 Preliminary Conclusion: Experiencing Atmospheres of Sluseholmen  
The analysis of what atmospheres are experienced among residents and visitors evidences a dominant 
domestic atmosphere. It appears as a forceful atmosphere that effectively affects the present subjects. 
However, how they perceive it and ascribe certain moods and feelings to the experience of it, are distinc-
tively different. Where the residents find the domestic atmosphere to reinforce their subjective sense of 
belonging by feeling at home and safe, the visitors find themselves in a much more conflicted state of 
mind, confronted by an experience of being in a privatised and alienated area. It points to some significant 
implications for atmospheric power. 

First of all, where the design of the area to a great extent has promoted intimate, domestic, neighbourly 
and unique experiences that enhance the privatisation and individualisation of the area, certain life pat-
terns and subjective positions are also emphasised. These materialise in the inhabitation of the area by resi-
dents who take it upon themselves to make Sluseholmen their home. This of course seems to be a likely 
practice in domestic places, but in Sluseholmen it appears as a process of extensive sense of ownership 
which makes public life more of an unwelcome feature. Consequently, visitors are incited to behave re-
spectfully in accordance with the domestic atmosphere. For example, they become the responsible actors 
for not intruding on the residents’ privacy even in areas defined as public. It extends the private sphere of 
the apartments into the urban space, and compromises the diversity and vitality of public life in the area. 
This is a situation that illustrates planned and unplanned effects of the design of the area.
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Further, these analytical findings seem to confirm Borch’s (2014) assertion that atmospheric power is a 
form of sensory power that works efficiently. The staging of Sluseholmen and the inhabitation of the area 
produce quasi-objective feelings that the residents and visitors do not necessarily recognise consciously, 
but are affected by nonetheless. It amounts to a subtle form of power working on a subconscious level. It 
is relevant to become aware of this power and identify it, just as in the case of Sluseholmen where it evi-
dences a strong correlation between how the city is designed and experienced. In this case the stage-setting 
both enhances the feeling of belonging for the residents and diminishes the urban experience of the visi-
tors. Even though the effects may not represent all the intentions, it is important to underscore that how 
design is not always about designing comfortable spaces, but also about conditioning certain behaviours, 
so they become more likely than others (ibid.: 85). In the name of attractiveness, the development of 
Sluseholmen has rendered the atmosphere of domesticity and related behaviours possible. 

5.3 Summative Discussion: Planning Atmospheres of the Entrepreneurial City 
The analysis of atmospheric power as apparent in the processes of strategic design as well as the experi-
ences of Sluseholmen, points to some general implications for the production of atmospheres in the 
entrepreneurial city. More specifically, it gives evidence to some atmospheric complexities inherent in the 
revitalisation of harbour fronts, namely a number of tensions: private vs. public, beautiful vs. vibrant, 
authentic vs. unauthentic. These will be elaborated in the following and concluded with a presentation of 
some general implications for planning atmospheres of the entrepreneurial city.

5.3.1 Public vs. Private
The political aim of making Sluseholmen a new autonomous part of Copenhagen, with the same presence 
of public life, vanishes with the extensive privatisation of the area, as experienced by visitors. This is the 
result of the atmospheric production of domesticity elicited by design of urban space and architecture, 
materials, structures, artefacts and to some extent the residents of Sluseholmen. The definition of cities as 
arenas for strangers to meet, which by definition is comprised of a public, chaotic and anonymous scene 
(Sennett, 1977), is compromised in the organised, private, cultivated and domesticated harbour front. 
Here, it seems that a different order exists, which is continuously maintained in order to protect the area 
from the surrounding city. As a counterpoint, the city constitutes a reality of a different order, where a 
diverse group of people co-exist, and strangers meet (ibid.). This plurality of the city gives rise to a wide-
ranging mix of atmospheres that in the harbour front is more fixed, and actively preserved as a means to 
uphold the ruling order. The everyday life of urban harbour fronts responds to the life of the surrounding 
city either through conflict and exclusion or through inclusion and adaption. Exclusion is not directed to 
any specific social groups, but generally towards the people who are not comfortable in the atmosphere.

The privatisation that this careful and contrived domesticity fosters is not achieved through physical 
installations such as fences and surveillance. Rather, it comes out more as a phenomenological sense of 
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power that visitors, for example, feel when they walk around the area. As their experiences illustrate, they 
were conflicted by the feeling of intruding on the pervasive sense of privacy. Stender (2010) describes a 
general tendency for a shift in the demarcation between private and public space. In accordance with 
Sennet’s notion of the fall of the public man, the public space – as which Sluseholmen essentially is to be 
understood – becomes privatised. The hedges and gates are removed to open up the area to the vitality of 
urban life, such as planning public pathways through the courtyards. However, invisible fences appear in 
the visitors’ experience of the area as affective responses to the atmosphere. The social and cultural borders 
are still marked and maintained through efforts like the residents’ crime-prevention team, or through 
their acting privately in the public space, like the resident who discussed wearing pyjamas in his courtyard.

Thus, what this tension substantiates is the risk for a decreased public life in harbour fronts due to a great-
er privatisation. This appears with the strategic design of domestic atmospheres to enhance attractiveness 
of the new living environment. 

5.3.2 Authentic vs. Unauthentic 
The second tension that appears in the planning and experience of Sluseholmen relates to the question of 
authentic atmospheres. With the revelation of the attempts to design an authentic atmosphere emerges 
the question of whether or not this is possible. If authenticity is to be understood in its core meaning as 
something genuine and original, with an inherent element of being unmanageable and dependent on the 
effects of time, how, then, is it to be intentionally designed, without losing its core sense? Bringing mat-
ters to the head, one could argue that Sluseholmen as a newly built environment is unauthentic. As a new 
feature in the old harbour area, Sluseholmen is, per se, not a genuine part of it. Preserving the original 
features of the harbour, such as the lock and old boat- and fishermen houses, is an attempt to produce an 
authentic atmosphere of the area. The same goes for the intimate building scale with the different facades 
that attempt to appear as aged buildings, although every underlying structure is more or less identical. 
Critically speaking it appears more as a process of shielding the novelty by claiming and striving for an 
authentic appearance. Short-circuiting time by producing characteristics that make the area appear as 
though it has aged is just a manipulative strategy for fulfilling the demand of the entrepreneurial city for 
authentic, creative and cultural experiences. The planners have dedicatedly tried to bring an identity to 
Sluseholmen by means of configuring an ‘authentic’ atmosphere. However, the issue seems to be that the 
harbour front becomes so honed in the process of revitalisation, that the orchestrated identity and varia-
tion almost appear as if they have been pasted onto the walls. 

This issue of authenticity is supported by the general observations and critiques of the entrepreneurial 
city, where it is claimed that the commodification of space leads to a loss of authenticity (Zukin, 2010). 
Indeed, there is much more at play than the architects’ methodical work in designing the new urban ar-
eas; the entrepreneurial way of planning leaves its unmistakable imprints in the built environment. If the 
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zeitgeist can be identified by the places it designs, one could assert that the entrepreneurial city does not 
want to account for itself: it hones and cleans spaces, built with big blocks and straight lines, but dresses 
the them with a touch of intimacy and cosiness with diverse facades and preserved historical features, to 
make urban space look as if it has been developing over time.  

5.3.3 Beautiful vs. Vibrant 
A third tension appears with the attempt to design an aesthetically varied, dense and intimate environ-
ment that encourages and supports a diverse and vibrant city life – a distinctive characteristic of “real cit-
ies” (cf. 5.1, p. 55). However, as the analysis also indicates, it prompts a certain exclusiveness by design. 
This is reinforced by the lack of proper organisation of the remaining area, which appears deserted, me-
chanical and uninviting. It falls short of making a comfortable urban environment that possesses a sincere 
urban vibrancy with all its diversity and unforeseen events. To enhance this, merely applying an aesthetic 
finish to the buildings is insufficient. 

Rather, the resulting (un)intentional effect is to reduce visitors to mere bystanders in Sluseholmen. It is 
problematic because the area represents a certain aesthetic that may be alienating for some. Aesthetics and 
taste are two interrelated matters and inherently connected to power for those who can define the “right 
taste” (Thomsen, 2001 ). The ruling taste is inclusive or exclusive depending on the particular person ex-
periencing it. Yet, when the world is perceived from the ruling taste, one is easily inclined to believe that 
diversity can be achieved by aesthetic variation, just as in Sluseholmen. However, this diversity will only 
be apparent to those sharing the same worldview. Planning therefore cannot be reduced to architecture, 
understood as a single practice of fashioning (ibid.). From an atmospheric point of view, such observation 
is critically important, as a reminder that there are decisive powers at play between how we plan cities and 
how we experience them.
 
5.3.4 Planning Atmospheres
Following these three tensions, the attention to the plannability and un-plannability of atmospheres has 
to be retrieved. As the analysis shows, it is no simple question of just planning atmospheres, but it is a 
delicate matter of being aware of the atmospheric productions at play when developing successful urban 
areas. 

In the development of Sluseholmen the Design Manual is evidence of how an area can be strategically 
managed. However, it also shows that it alone is insufficient in accounting for a better outcome in terms 
of atmospheric experiences. The (un)intentional consequences of the design of Sluseholmen are the pres-
ence of atmospheres that diminish the quality of urban life in the area. The area may fulfil the residential 
dream of a harbour dwelling, but it falls short of offering a public arena for urban life to unfold. This 
is a symptom of the revitalisation efforts of the entrepreneurial city, that are managed by rationales and 
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intentions that inherently promote atmospheres that are not necessarily pleasant. That is simply not an 
apparent focus. Rather the attractiveness or ‘prettiness’ is the main priority. The strategic stage-setting of 
atmospheres is a forceful tool to achieve the right appeal of harbour fronts: diverse, vibrant, authentic and 
amusing. However, scrutinised more critically, this appears as diversity achieved solely through aesthetic-
spatial strategies, and like authenticity that is more of a manipulative strategy to create a certain image, 
rather than a genuine feature occurring over time. 

As Böhme (2014) stresses, it is important to acknowledge that atmospheres of a city are not the same as 
its image. The image is the consciously projected self-portrait, such as the spatial upgrade of the harbour 
front, and the sum of its advantages that an outsider might enjoy. Thus, forging a certain image of the 
city does not contribute to a similar atmosphere. Böhme (2014) laments this lack of attention to urban 
atmospheres. Where the aesthetic intent of the entrepreneurial city amounts to an interest in enhancing 
attractiveness – the physical and mental appeal of the city – it lacks the ability to more carefully cater 
atmospheres. Like Pallasmaa (2012), Böhme (2006) emphasises that the consequence of a domination of 
visual aesthetics is that “seeing as such is not a sense for the being-in-something, it is rather a sense that 
sets differences and creates distances” (cited in Griffero 2014: 95). To enhance the feeling of being-in-
something the sensory apparatus needs stimulation beyond the visual. The tactile perception is important 
to acknowledge, since through tactile perception subjects can feel the place in which they are present, as 
a way of experiencing our own presence in the space we are present. It comes with the recognition that 
being in the city is dependent on how we feel, and not a matter of what can be seen and personal aesthetic 
judgement. To complete the feeling of being-in-space the sensory apparatus needs stimulation beyond the 
visual (Zumthor, 2006; Pallasmaa, 2012; Griffero, 2014). Urban planning would benefit immensely from 
adopting an explicitly atmospheric approach with dedicated attention to the sensory side of life in the 
cities. This way, they would be better suited to grasp how purposeful attempts at producing atmospheres 
must relate to extant life forms. Further, urban planners would realise that, perhaps, forbearance might 
often be a preferred strategy (Böhme, 2014). 
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7.0 Conclusion
This master’s thesis investigates atmospheres of the entrepreneurial city. The research interest emerges 
from observations of how planning and development of the entrepreneurial city is becoming an aesthetic 
matter. Operationalising aesthetic theory in urban research, the aim of the thesis is to understand how 
atmospheres are produced and how atmospheric power works. 

First of all, a revitalised harbour front in Copenhagen, namely Sluseholmen, is studied to find out how 
atmospheres are produced and bring about atmospheric moods in the urban sphere. By using a mix of 
sensory ethnographic methods to gather data, the analysis shows the vital atmospheric qualities of the 
harbour front that emanate in an interplay between the spatial configurations of the area, the urban life 
and the experiencing subject. The analysis brings forth the importance of recognising the felt and lived 
experience of urban life. It is a sensory, affective and emotional matter rather than a rational, conscious 
and cognitive, that expands the understanding of what forms everyday life in the city. 

Second of all, atmospheres as a sensory matter is entangled with the notion of power, since they are easy to 
overlook, yet affecting the subject with potency. The discussion elaborates how atmospheric power works 
through design of urban space as a matter of stage-setting harbour fronts to produce certain atmospheres. 
In the entrepreneurial city these design intentions are spurred with desires of beauty, authenticity and 
domesticity to transform the harbour front into an attractive living space in accordance with political 
goals of growth. Spurred by how the power of atmospheric designs affect everyday life, the experience of 
Sluseholmen is analysed from the side of the residents and visitors. It evidences a distinctive difference in 
how the harbour front is experienced: as a home for some and as an uncanny place for others. 

Significantly, the analysis and discussion point to some inherent tensions in the harbour front of the en-
trepreneurial city. It substantiates the importance of dedicating attention to the atmospheric outcomes 
of how urban areas are planned, designed and developed. In case of Sluseholmen, it would have enabled 
a more delicate configuration of the sensory qualities of the area, through means of design, by which the 
architects and planners could have balanced the tensions between public/private, authentic/unauthentic, 
beautiful/vibrant in a more considerate way. Studying atmospheres of the entrepreneurial city recalls that 
being in the city is a matter dependent on how we feel, not a matter of aesthetic judgements of what can 
be seen. Raising the question of how we feel in surroundings of a particular quality, meaning qualities 
sensed in the subjects’ dispositions, declares other and more complex structures that have a determining 
effect on how life of an area unfolds. The atmospheric perspective raises the plea of how to incorporate a 
greater attention and sensibility towards understanding what planning render possible in terms of well-
being, emotions and feelings. 
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7.1 Limitations & Further Research
The empirical ambition of the thesis is to bring in new and in-depth knowledge on how the entrepre-
neurial way of revitalising harbour fronts influences urban life. It provides planners and architects of the 
entrepreneurial city with knowledge of the importance of engaging with the sensory side of urban life and 
acknowledges how their development plans and design strategies affect this. What needs to be mentioned 
here is the limit of the empirical research to the specific harbour front in Copenhagen. Although the 
entrepreneurial city shares similar traits in political rationales, the distinct urban contexts are decisive for 
the emergence of atmospheres. The things, the spaces, and the urban life have shown to be determining 
factors for how atmospheres are produced and emerge as moods. It inhibits this research to come with 
generalised recommendations on how to plan atmospheres, and leave it to emphasise the importance of 
working on this level of planning, which is crucial for all actors involved in planning of urban space.     

The theoretical ambition of the thesis is to enlarge the understanding of the entrepreneurial city with 
knowledge on how it works on the senses. This micro-sociological perspective gives a new insight into 
how the buildings, urban space and other spatial infrastructures condition urban living. It evokes the 
importance of addressing what happens in between the object and subject – where atmospheres emanate.  
There are, however, also limitations to this theoretical perspective, which brings questions to be further 
researched. One particular aspect that prevails in the discussion of the experience of the harbour front is 
the distinctive difference between residents and visitors. They have fundamentally different reactions to 
the prevalent atmospheres. This is interesting to bring up within the framework of aesthetic theory, where 
Böhme (2013) asserts that some atmospheres may be so potent that they align subjects accordingly. With 
this he does not elaborate or simply dedicate attention to the fact that atmospheres may induce different 
subjective emotional reactions (Löw, 2008). In aesthetic theory the subject is understood from the side 
of atmospheres, meaning they become exposed to the pre-subjective forces that the atmospheres are. To 
be able to examine the subjective state of minds and feelings related to the atmospheric experiences more 
profoundly, one has to enlarge the perspective with other theoretical understandings that accords with 
aesthetic theory. By this, one would be able to understand what atmospheres do to subjects in a more de-
tailed way, and it would enable a more profound explanation of different experiences of the same, potent 
atmosphere. 

The methodological ambition of the thesis is to establish a framework for attending the sensory side of 
urban life. It is challenging to construct an appropriate method that encounters the lived experience 
and accommodates subjective descriptions, reflections, interpretations, affective responses and emotions. 
Coupling field noting, walking-and-photographing, interviewing and mapping in different ways depend-
ent on the specific encounter, I have illustrated a possible methodological framework for attending at-
mospheres and its power effects through design and experience. There are, however, great opportunities 
in lending methods from the field of arts and performance design to capture, engage and intervene with 
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intensities, densities, flows, speeds, weights, temperatures, light, porosity, permeability, barriers and bor-
ders of urban space (Grant, 2013: 30) – elements that produce atmospheres. In manifold and fanciful 
ways, these can be used to experiment with the production and experience of atmospheres. New artistic 
and performance based methods would expand and enrich the ethnographic framework, which is rooted 
in the academic tradition. The opportunity, and challenge, lies in the successful introduction of less ac-
knowledged methods, academically speaking, that inevitably entails reinterpretation of ‘valid’ research 
methods. This, however, is crucial and inherent to the reinterpretation of the city as a sensory, affective 
and emotional matter, why I would encourage further research to enlarge the field.  
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Appendix 1: CD with Empirical Data

Table of contents 

Field Notes  
Field trip 23.03.15, 10am-14pm
Field trip 24.03.15, 15pm-18pm
Field trip 04.04.15, 12pm-15pm
Field trip 12.04.15, 16pm-19pm

1: Interviews with Planners & Architects
1a Force4: Dalsdorf, A.
 i) Interview guide
 ii) Transcription
 iii) Sound recording

1b City of Copenhagen: Horst, O.
 i) Interview guide
 ii) Transcription
 iii) Sound recording

1c Arkitema: Bach, J.
 i) Interview guide
 ii) Transcription
 iii) Sound recording

2: Interviews with Residents 
2a Anne Dorte 
 i) Interview guide
 ii) Transcription
 iii) Sound recording
 iiii) Photographs
 iiiii) Affective map

2b Klaus 
 i) Interview guide
 ii) Transcription
 iii) Sound recording
 iiii) Photographs
 iiiii) Affective map

2c Helle 
 i) Interview guide
 ii) Transcription
 iii) Sound recording
 iiii) Photographs
 iiiii) Affective map

2d Imke 
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 i) Interview guide
 ii) Transcription
 iii) Sound recording
 iiii) Photographs
 iiiii) Affective map

2e Michael 
 i) Interview guide
 ii) Transcription
 iii) Sound recording
 iiii) Photographs
 iiiii) Affective map

2f Ida 
 i) Interview guide
 ii) Transcription
 iii) Sound recording
 iiii) Photographs
 iiiii) Affective map

3: Interviews with Visitors
3a Emilie
 i) Interview guide
 ii) Transcription
 iii) Sound recording
 iiii) Photographs
 iiiii) Affective map

3b Dorte 
 i) Interview guide
 ii) Transcription
 iii) Sound recording
 iiii) Photographs
 iiiii) Affective map

3c Josefine  
 i) Interview guide
 ii) Transcription
 iii) Sound recording
 iiii) Photographs
 iiiii) Affective map
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Appendix 2: Photocollages

Collage 1: Architecture
Collage 2: Materials 
Collage 3: Scenery
Collage 4: Temporality
Collage 5: Structures
Collage 6: Animals
Collage 7: People
Collage 8: Artefacts
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Collage 1: architectureCollage 1: Architecture
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Collage 2: materialsCollage 2: Materials
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Collage 6: sceneryCollage 3: Scenery
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Collage 7: temporalityCollage 4: Temporality
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Collage 8: structuresCollage 5: Structures
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Collage 4: animalsCollage 6: Animals
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Collage 3: peopleCollage 7: People
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Collage 5: artefactsCollage 8: Artefacts




