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As a new London exhibition opens 
    on wellness in architecture, we ask: how can buildings 

        make us better?

W o r d s ⁄ M a t i l d a  B a t t e r s b y

In sickness and in health
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how can buildings 
        make us better?
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T he elegant staircases connecting the seven 
storeys of the Paimio Sanatorium in south-
west Finland are an arresting custard yellow. 
The bright linoleum, installed in 1933 when 

the building was constructed, was chosen by architect 
Alvar Aalto “to bring sunshine indoors”.

It’s just one example of the ways that the 
sanatorium, now a famous piece of Functionalist 
architecture, was designed with its patients – up to 300 
tuberculosis sufferers – in mind. When it was built, the 
TB epidemic was at its height in Finland and the only 
treatment was exposure to clean air and sunlight. The 
building was the treatment, the only possible cure, 
with a sweeping top-floor balcony where patients were 
wheeled out to breathe the air for two-hour intervals, 
three times a day.

Its curved white façade was offset by generous 
green-and-orange awnings – a deliberate choice by the 
architect to reflect the colours of the surrounding pine 
forest. Inside, every detail was intended to promote a 
silent, healthy environment. Walls were rounded, as 
it was believed germs collected on corners; sinks were 
made to be noiseless to avoid irritation; door handles 
selected that wouldn’t catch on nurses’ sleeves. 

Fast-forward 85 years and TB has been eradicated 
in Finland. The sanatorium has fallen into disuse 
– it was recently put up for sale – but it remains a 
striking example of how architecture can promote 
healing. It’s one of the main examples going on show 
as part of Living with Buildings, a new exhibition 
at the Wellcome Collection in London about how 
architecture can support and shape human health. » 
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From above⁄ 
Finnish architect Alvar 
Aalto chose orange and 
green for the outside of 
his sanatorium so it would 
blend into the surrounding 
pine forest; inside quiet 
fixtures and yellow walls 
promote a happy mood  
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We are an open minded, strong and passionate 
team of designers with offices in both Stavanger 
and Oslo. With our clients we create through 
architecture, landscape & interiors, and we are 
always looking for connective narratives to fuel 
innovative strategies for each project. 

We also want to inspire current and future 
urban development plans in directions that 
benefit society as a whole!

In spring 2007, as the first architectural office 
in Norway, Alliance  became a member of 
the United Nations Global Compact, where 
members commit themselves to aligning their 
operations with ten principles concerning 
environment, anti-corruption, human rights and 
labour. Furthermore, the office promotes the 
role of architecture as a trigger in encouraging 
the public to participate in environmental and 
social issues. 

allark.no

Steinboligen Hotel
in Finse, Norway
by Alliance architecture
studio
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 �Buildings can have a powerful in�uence on feelings 
of wellbeing,� says Emily Sargent, curator of the show, 
which opens on 4 October. �Historically, much ill health 
has been about lack of access to light and clean air. If 
architecture itself can improve those things � through 
better ventilation, access to outside space and so on � 
then the building itself becomes a kind of cure.�

LIGHT & AIR
The idea of medical facilities as healing spaces �lled 
with light and air became fashionable during the late 
Victorian era, supported by visionaries such as the 
nurse Florence Nightingale. In her Notes on Hospitals  
(1863), she wrote: �Arti�cial ventilation may be 
necessary, [but] it never can compensate for the want of 
the open window� Second only to fresh air, however, I 
should� rank light in importance for the sick� Quite 
perceptible in promoting recovery is being able to see 
out of a window, instead of looking at a dead wall.�

Her principles were �rst put into place in the 
building of St Thomas� Hospital in London, from 
1861�65, and they continue to be in�uential, for 
example in the redesign of Alder Hey Children�s Health 
Park in Liverpool. Today, it�s a 60,000m 2 futuristic 
construction; a three-�ngered structure covered by an 
undulating grass roof overlooking Spring�eld Park. 
According to Benedict Zucchi, principal architect at 
BDP, it was designed to look like a hill in the park, 
in dramatic contrast to the Victorian behemoth of a 
hospital that came before. » 

Below� 
The Alder Hey Children’s 
Health Park also features 
yellow interiors, as well as 
an undulating grass roof 
that’s intended to be  
“a striking and iconic 
gateway to Liverpool”

“If architecture can 
improve access to light 
and clean air – then 
the building itself can 
become a kind of cure”
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