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OPPLYST, A NEW PERMANENT EXHIBITION DESIGNED BY NISSEN RICHARDS STUDIO, HAS OPENED AT THE NATIONAL 
LIBRARY OF NORWAY. OPPLYST, MEANING ‘ENLIGHTENED,’ REFERS TO THE NEW EXHIBITION’S CENTRAL CONCEPT: 
THE DISPLAY OF THIRTY HIGHLY-SIGNIFICANT OBJECTS FROM THE COUNTRY’S HISTORY – FRAGMENTS THAT 
HELPED SHAPE THE NATION. 

The objects are now on display 
together for the first time in the 
Library’s central Oslo premises, 
with every surface and aspect 

bespoke-designed by Nissen Richards 
Studio to create this dynamic and intense 
immersion into Norway’s fascinating history. 

“Our initial concept was for the chosen 
objects to be floating with the showcases 
rendered almost invisible. Whilst light 
and darkness were metaphors for the 
exhibition, including the concept of 
knowledge arising like light out of the 
darkness, they also became structuring 

devices,” explained Pippa Nissen, Director 
of Nissen Richard Studio. “We also set 
out to make something of lasting quality, 
with a materiality that spoke of the new 
ideas surrounding the project. We want 
visitors to step over the threshold and 
discover a magical new space.”   »
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A second source of design inspiration came 
from the location of the Library’s full object 
collection. This archive, effectively a catalogue 
of Norwegian culture, is stored in the belly of 
a mountain in the country and accessed via 
a fully-mechanised system, whereby a robot 
brings objects out on demand.

“Discovering more about this fascinating 
archive further directed our design thinking,” 
added Pippa. “The back wall of the new 
space is effectively an abstracted version of 
the drawers that hold the full set of historical 
objects, designed with timber blocks to form a 
surface of varying 3D depth. We liked the idea of 
creating a room that gradually shifts over time 
– a darkness that the objects sit within that is an 
‘active darkness,’ full of content and textures.”

The library did all of its own object-
sourcing from its vast archive, with Nissen 
Richards Studio involved in the final 
consultation stages of the process, as well as 
in locating of the objects within the space. 

“Unusually, the client wanted all the 
objects to be of equal standing and without 
hierarchy or chronology. The pacing of the 
room therefore was all about visitors finding 
their own paths through,” Pippa explained. 
“This also ensured flexibility for the longer-
term. Adjacencies were considered at length, 
with some objects offering maximum contrast 
for added drama and interest, whilst others 
form subtle pairings. Discovering connective 
threads is therefore entirely dependent on the 

mind set and path of the individual visitor.”
Timber forms a major part of Opplyst’s 

carefully-crafted materials palette. As well as 
the rear feature wall, the floor, for example, is 
made up of block-end larch, which has been 
sanded, oiled and stained with black and 
white pigments and built by hand, creating 
the effect of subtly different charcoal-grey 
tones, through which the grain is still visible. 
The new raised floor is also highly functional 
and hides the services, with cabling running 
up the legs of the showcases.  

The use of wood throughout came from 
the idea of integrating a sense of the natural 
world, particularly the forests that cover so 
much Norwegian terrain, with the movement 
of the wind inspiring the dosing treatment 
of the two side walls, which feature grooved 
etchings, the result of much experimentation 
using a precision-cutting CMC process, with 
the final diagonally patterned textural finish 
applied to pigmented Valcromat. A further 
sense of movement has been created by an 
incredibly slow light wash through the space, 
created by lighting designers Studio ZNA. 
This moves from cool to warm and adds a 
gentle dynamism to the display. 

There are lightboxes to either side 
of the exhibition entrance as visitors 
arrive, followed by a portal of light and a 
gentle ramp up to the raised floor. This 
threshold moment prepares visitors for 
transformation. The visitor’s first impression 

on entering Opplyst is of a single room, 
made up of light, shadow and a feeling of 
infinite darkness, with the thirty chosen 
objects seeming to float in space, although 
they are in fact set into table, box, shelf or 
recessed wall-mounted showcases, with a 
family of five different showcase types used 
– with subtly-individualised adaptations - 
created out of black, powder-coated metal, 
with thin-profile legs. 

Each showcase has been placed so that 
the object is visible at eye height from two 
sides. Some showcases house interactive 
elements, such as music tracks and 
drawers for further interpretation elements. 
The inner linings of the cases include 
conservation-grade fabrics in deep and rich 
colours, so that colour is added to the room, 
whilst at the same time not detracting from 
the room’s dominant simplicity and calm.

Nissen Richards Studio also undertook 
all of the project’s graphics, including 
interpretation panels and layouts. The 
interpretation is present but hidden, so 
that visitors can choose exactly how deeply 
they wish to delve into an object’s history, 
including backlit image panels within 
drawers. Moving images are always on 
the horizontal plane, so as not to attract 
too much attention from a distance. The 
exhibition’s identity centres on the idea of 
light, with the ‘O’ of Opplyst taking the form 
of an illuminated halo.   ■
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   OUR INITIAL CONCEPT WAS FOR THE CHOSEN OBJECTS TO BE FLOATING WITH 
THE SHOWCASES RENDERED ALMOST INVISIBLE. WHILST LIGHT AND DARKNESS WERE 
METAPHORS FOR THE EXHIBITION, INCLUDING THE CONCEPT OF KNOWLEDGE ARISING 
LIKE LIGHT OUT OF THE DARKNESS, THEY ALSO BECAME STRUCTURING DEVICES.


