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Copper comes out 
to play in a host 

of guises at Oslo’s 
refurbished Paleet 

Mall, drawing 
shoppers like 

moths to a flame. 
W O R D S  Jane Szita

In order to make the uninspiring original 
skylights a feature of the mall, the team 
converted the one above the main 
stairway into a glittering installation.
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L O C A T E D on Karl Johans gate in the most up- 
market quarter of Oslo – the Norwegian parliament building 
and the Royal Palace are neighbours – this radically refreshed 
shopping centre raises Oslo’s consumer-experience game, 
with the help of stylish retailers like concept store YME (see 
page ???), albeit in a distinctly Scandinavian way. 
 The aim of the redesign, says Håkon Vigsnæs of 
Jarmund/Vigsnæs AS (JVA), the architecture office that 
coordinated the project, was not to create a high-end luxury 
destination, but one with ‘a strong personality’. Specifically, 
the design team, which also included Oslo offices Lysstoff 
and Riss, was anxious to avoid what Vigsnæs calls ‘the 
common international mall style as seen in Westfield’. In 
other words, they ‘tried to avoid blandness and to be more 
challenging’. 
 It helped that Paleet was, to begin with, ‘not a tradi-
tional mall, but more of a cluster of high-end shops’. It 
had been designed in the 1980s and opened in 1990, so it 
looked somewhat dated. ‘But we found the atmosphere to 
be still quite inspiring,’ says Vigsnæs. ‘It was intimate and 
welcoming, with lots of stone and brass.’ These qualities, 

It may be up there 
with the world’s most 
expensive cities, but 
unlike Paris, London, 
Singapore or Tokyo, 
Oslo has yet to make 
its name as a major 

shopping destination. 
The newly reopened 

Paleet Mall, burnished 
and bright after its 

refurbishment, might 
just change that. 

A new atrium was carved out around 
the main stairway. Escalators clad 
in copper help to keep the signature 
material in the limelight. 
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Paleet Mall
Location Karl Johans gate 37-43, Oslo, Norway Design 

Jarmund/Vigsnæs AS Arkitekter MNAL (jva.no), Riss 
(rissdesign.no), Lysstoff (lysstoff.no.adzite.dk) Client KLP 
Eiendom (klpeiendom.no) Materials Copper, aluminium, 

leather, wood, glass Lighting Zero (zerolighting.com), Bega 
(bega.com), Hoffmeister (hoffmeister.de) Walls Cedar 
Flooring Steno terrazzo floor with mother-of-pearl and 

red-and-white marble Area 10,100 m2 Cost €23.7 million 
Completed September 2014

 the  team decided, deserved to be preserved, not least 
because the approach suited the nature of the space, which 
at 10,100 m2 is not huge in mall terms. Nevertheless, as well 
as a new layout and improved technical elements, including 
lighting and ventilation, the owner wanted a new image. ‘It 
was a question of mood and atmosphere,’ says Vigsnæs. 
‘How do you do intimate and cosy in a new way?’
 JVA, he goes out of his way to add, was not an 
obvious choice for the project, being specialized not in retail 
but in residential and public projects. ‘For us, the biggest 
challenge was to understand the rules of the retail game and 
to improve on the sector’s usual qualities.’ Nevertheless, JVA 
won the commission on the basis of a commercial design for 
the same client: that of the neighbouring Tanum bookstore, 
which combines warm colours and rustic materials with a 
surprising yet spare language of form. In the new project, 
JVA was keen to insist on ‘an architectural use of materials: 
durable and high quality, able to last 50 years and to improve 
over time’.

Spatially, the main idea behind the redesign was a strict 
distinction between public areas and stores. ‘The idea was to 
create a façade within a façade – something like a traditional 
Oslo street,’ says Vigsnæs. Cedar was used to craft the new 
‘street front’, which is punctuated by a variety of windows 
and doors that enable tenants to showcase their offer-
ings. The result is a sequence of individualized but highly 
contained retail areas that prevent the mall’s 30 high-end 
stores from spilling out into the public space, thus keeping 
the lines of the complex clean and clear. The six restaurants 
are allowed, within guidelines, to make deeper incursions 
into the communal areas.
 ‘With a mall, the challenge is to create a single 
designed look,’ says Vigsnæs. ‘It’s hard to retain one feeling 
or idea while permitting the various brands to express them-
selves.’ The frame-like approach to windows and doors, with 
a choice of frontages and a list of guidelines for retailers, 
achieves this single atmosphere quite impressively.
 The material palette is unusually bold for a mall. 
Copper is the signature material and is used lavishly, with 
angular forms intensifying its warm reflective qualities. 
Leather, wood, glass and terrazzo flooring set off the molten 
amber tones. It’s a rich, elegant look, but ‘luxury’ stereotypes 
are kept at bay by the earthy, natural materials, which 

‘It’s hard to 
retain one 

feeling while 
permitting 

various brands 
to express 

themselves’

Copper – both as a colour and a material – features 
in a variety of ways, from flat sheets for the walls 
to mesh panels (made from aluminium coated with 
copper metallic paint) for the ceilings. YME by 
Snøhetta (see page xxx) is visible in the background. 
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n Paleet’s focal point, the radiant 

installation over the main staircase, 
almost never was. ‘It was a case 
of making a plus out of something 
unwanted,’ says Håkon Vigsnæs. ‘The 
owner planned to cover the skylights 
to gain full control of the lighting, but 
we didn’t want to eliminate natural 
light.’ Having won the argument, 
the designers left the main skylight 
unchanged, and an installation by 
Lysstoff was added to filter natural  
light and act as a signature feature.  
It consists of a suspended frame decked 
with bands of folded copper sheeting. 
Side lighting adds to the daylight from 
above and takes its place after dark.  
As visitors pass beneath the installation, 
it changes. According to Vigsnæs,  
it’s ‘like being in a kaleidoscope’.

 remain  slightly rough around the edges. ‘There are no 
painted or plaster finishes,’ says Vigsnæs. 
 An industrial accent is present, too, thanks to the open 
ceilings with their visible infrastructure. These are partly 
screened by slightly undulating aluminium-mesh covers, 
which are finished in copper metallic paint. Aluminium was 
used here because it is lighter in weight than copper. All in 
all, the mix lives up to the designers’ avowed intention to 
‘avoid the obvious choices and go for unusual combinations 
with roughness and directness’. 
 The mall occupies three floors, including a basement. 
Ceiling heights were fixed, as the 19th-century shell of the 
building is listed. The interior, however, was allowed to be 
ripped out completely. The team uncovered ‘nothing in the 
form of original details, only technical issues that needed to 
be solved’. 
 They adjusted the floor plan to improve traffic flow, 
preserving the sequence of small spaces while adding 
longer sightlines. A new atrium was carved out around the 
main stairway, with irregularly shaped balconies fronted in 
gleaming copper adding a dramatic and dynamic element to 
the space.

The mall had two skylights – ‘dull, unexciting and from 
the 1970s’ – which the owner wanted to cover up, but the 
designers made them a feature, converting the one above 
the main stairway into a glittering installation. ‘We tried to 
make this area a bit of a Hollywood entrance,’ says Vigsnæs, 
who calls the outcome ‘impressive’.
 The team completed the project in 16 months, with 
all apparently going smoothly and easily with the contrac-
tors. If the project had a downside, Vigsnæs says it was that 
the glowing effect caused by the many reflective copper 
surfaces, while great on a dark winter day, has proved 
tricky to light. ‘In fact, we’re still perfecting the scheme, as  
lighting levels in the different shops were not something we 
could predict.’
 A more interesting question, perhaps, is whether 
the mall’s idiosyncratic Nordic style is any less effective, 
commercially speaking, than the formulaic international 
mall style that the team was so keen to avoid. Not at all, he 
insists. ‘The design has been very well received, and in the 
newspaper today I read an interview with the manager of the 
mall. He said that so far sales are twice what was expected.’  
It’s enough to give any retailer or mall proprietor a warm 
glow inside. 

‘The biggest 
challenge 

was to 
understand 
the rules of 

the retail 
game’

An illustration portrays the skylight installation as envisaged at dusk. 

Strips of folded copper were used to create a scale model 
and, later, the final installation. 

The installation hangs in the void below an existing 
1970s skylight, which the owner wanted to cover up. 

When amassed, the strips create a dynamic play of light and shadow.An early sketch highlights the proposed angular effect 
of the installation above the main staircase. 

According to Vigsnæs, the final installation gives 
visitors the feeling of being in a kaleidoscope. 

A cross section of the atrium details the placement 
of the installation within the existing cavity. 
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‘How do you 
do intimate 

and cosy in a 
new way?’

The design prevents retail from spilling 
out into the public space, but restaurants 
are allowed to make greater incursions 
into communal areas.
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Thanks to the use of copper as an 
overbearing signature material, the 
overall Paleet palette 1  is much warmer 
than that of a typical shopping mall. 
Throughout the project, materials were 
key to solving every dilemma. The floor 
presented a challenge, with a white 
surface preferred to lighten the copper 
tones. To achieve this while avoiding 
an unnecessarily harsh contrast, the 
designers tested no fewer than 20 
variations of epoxy terrazzo. The result 
2  incorporates the honey shades of the 
main scheme and even something of 
its glow and glitter, added in this case 
by seashells. Another concern was 
the large number of columns that had 
to be retained for structural reasons. 
Numerous and seemingly randomly 
placed, they were either round or 
square. Covering the square ones in 
copper and the round ones in leather 3  
was a solution that again made a feature 
out of elements that initially nobody 
prized. Aluminium mesh provides 
some coverage for the open ceilings. 
The designers, who chose aluminium 
because it is lightweight, tested a range 
of metallic paint tones before arriving  
at the final shade of copper 4 . 

3

‘We avoided the obvious 
choices and went for unusual 

combinations’
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