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1943
In the I 40s Swedish arcrutccture was watched closely by arcrutocrs elsewhere
In the worlel HavlI1C)rnrnamed noutraí elurll1CJthe war Sweel"n connnuoc: to
bullel <111110Uç)1111lroriucoo eire nnstances at a IIrn8 ,'Iherl arctutec: Ire 111mos:
other European countnos had carne to a stauoLll II tcrnano ai funct .nahsm.
espoused by SIXof S:lr <lens If:ad'I1CJarcrutec;s 11 t93 t .n IIlL ' I1li1111it.:StO
Acceplelâ hao bela (' I', overtaxen the counu, 11the early ,30s B, 'Ile end C'
tho dec:l e however i" acnon I ,ld occurred In both domestic cl11dpublic
archuocture aqams: ,li \ erlv IIgld and lormahstic mieipretauon of lunhls The
new watchword Wi1SSPl'"ldl1ll'le[ Signifying a more naturahsnc. Informalwélyof
worku lJ The S0111ln,11wor was Erik Gunnar Asplund's last major project before
lus oeath woodtand Crornatonum nonr Stockholm (1c)3~ ,10) Also exemplary o
thl lIe\\ manner \\eIC Asplun s summer house. Stennas Ir l rson Sorunda
ti 3,) SVL'11~1"lIkcllus'sSwedish pavihon at the New YorkWOlld's Fair (1939)
dllel Sune lmrtstroms Town Hall and Hotel at Kartskoqa (19..)0)

Nowhere drettlus .ircnuccturo fineias W,lII11a rccepuon as "1Enqland.
whore bUllcllngi'lild town pldnnlng would be as tr,)lltly controuoc by the welfare
state as In Sweden anelwhere a ternpornrnental affinity was felt with the Swedes
cornmonsensrca: down-to-earth. empirical approach In September 1943

[[-/ _'0 .l"clllleclural R I ;ell. l1ilvlng l)('col11cthe stylp's majOrexponent. elevateda
special Issue to Swec!rshP(~iICe"I Wi-lr In VIIIICha selection of work appeared
that had been cleslÇJl1eel,lllcllllJllt Since 1 39 II their II troductory note the
editors declaled, SwedlshlioLJslng ISthe most progressive In Europe In ItS
soclalorganlzatloll TheCooperatives IJIIIICIbetter IIldn <lnyVlhereelse. Most
Il'Hldlnos. espeCially the smaller accessory ones die pleasant. lighthearted
"Imost plilyful. ,lIld yet strictly contemporary A fel\ larger publiC bUildings hale
alll eved a true 1T10null1elltairtyIn tums 01the tl\entleth century Detélliis as
çlenerallysenSitiveas an, of the "Igllleel1111century And even where as
sometlilles occurs even In Sweden the deSign of the burld,pgs ISnot particularly
distinguished, the \lay tllCy are placed on the site a'1dset off Withrocks and
conifers or SilverIJllcll the \Iay In fac; Ihey are Ian scaped prOVidesan object
lesson fOI tile English town pla"'ler and la'10SC e architect In June 19..7 IIle
Rl'I,,'11 cOln('c)the lab, Ne\1Er-p' c'sm o descrrbe tillS style EriCde Mare's
ar'lc'e n ti,e Rell('ll of Ja' ,Ian, 19..8 Tile New E.mplrrClsmThe Antecedents
and Or g,ns of S':,(;(le'1s Latest S yle followed So pervasive lIas the Influence

242 48 01S\ledlsh archltec' ,'e over the next eca"e that ti,e arcilitect Jall1esStlrlrng
\',as once led I< c, ,q'l"e"t ,r exasperation. W ,am rvtorr'Swas a Swede

Sven Backstrom Oill of the most talented members of IIle younger
generatron of S:,eo sn architects, was Invited to contrlbull' the follOWingarticle to
the Peace ,'Wa' ISSUt In the 19,1Osi1nd 1950sBiKkstrbm and IllS partner Lelf
Relnlus des, 'lea a nUlTlberof Import,1I1tIlouslng estates Their Grbndal scheme
In Stockholm of 1 <1..) ..J5was an arral1ejC'l11entof star-shaped low-rise blocks.
offering a honeycomb of Intlillate anelsheltered courtyards and making
economical use of ti.e a,allallie land Th architects leused IIllS plan type In their
Orebro hous,ng (1 ,18 50). dispOSingthe tJlocksmore naturalistically In he
landscape In a s"bsequent article on Swedish housln entitled Nm\-,and
After (Published 1(' S.led'sh HouslIlg 01[he For[les.1950). Backs rom noted the
"complete c lange In corrceptlon that had occurred since the 1930s from the
Indefiniteness 01the opel' pla'1 la spatial enclosure People are no longer
disposed to make t elr bee or :he balcon) o a 1r\'lngroom or o \\ork In a stud)
\\hlch ISopen o \ Ie.', "0111outs oe oecause of ItS\\lde expanse of glass'

F'D~ Are Itectura' Re\ e:. Seo:e'''ber 194~ o 80 Counesv ollile au[hor a"o
Arcn [ectura Rel,e ...



A Swede Looks at Sweden
Sven Backstrom

AlthoughSwedenhasso farmanaged tokeepoutof thewar, it has,of course, affected
us in variousways. Social and economic changes are taking place, and the isolation
from which we suffer is very keenly felL Imports have diminished, and a number of
goods havedisappeared fromthemarketaltogether.This isnot leastnoticeable in the
building trade. Irongirders, copper, asphalt, and much elseare almost unobtainable.
We are obliged to have recourse to home goods such as timber, bricks, cement, and
iron for the reinforcement of concrete. The chief reason for their use, however, is that
theydo not require toomuch fuel for theirproduction, sincecoal, being oneof the items
on our import list, is scarce.

The limitationof materialhas naturallyhad its effect on building. Thewar has also
entailed limitationsof another kind for building. The scarcity of materialand labor has
made it necessary to confine all civil building to a minimum. This means, for us, that
factoriesand perhaps in thefirstplace dwellings arewhat ischiefly built.There ismuch
building of small unattached cottages, small flats, and to some slight extent also
attached houses in rows and a few residential hotels.

Dwellings of the kind here referred to must of course be made cheap. By
rationalizationand standardizing we have tried to keep costs as low as possible. But
thestateand themunicipalities have been obliged togrant loansat low interestso that
flatsmaybe letat reasonableprices.Thishasalsomade itpossible toexerciseacertain
control. Thus, for example, the following minimum sizes of flats have of recent years
become increasingly general.

Single room
One room and kitchen
Two rooms and kitchen
Three
Four
Five

18-24 square meters
33-39
43-49
58-65
71-79
87

As regards small cottages, these are as a rule made of wood on a concrete
foundation.Theycontain twotofourroomsand kitchen, inexceptional cases fiverooms
and kitchen. Dwellings for land workers also come under this category.

The flats are in three-story so-called "narrow houses" of brick. The depth of the
housevaries from 7 to 10meters.Thegreater depth is from the fuel point of viewmore
economical, so the housedepth generally adopted today is 9 to 10rn.The type of flat
varies from one room and kitchen to three rooms and kitchen, sometimes even four
rooms and a kitchen.

Attached houses in rows are not common in this country. TheSwede likes to live
in his own cottage and to be able to walk all round it; and if this is not possible he
generally prefers to takea flat ina big block. Of recentyears,however,such prejudices
have been slackening their grip, and a number of good designs have been achieved.

But apart from this development, which has been imposed on us by external
factors, our architecture has a lineof development to show, as itwere, fromwithin. In
order to understand this rightly we must go back amatter of some ten years. Itwas
in 1930 that Erik Gunnar Asplund created the Stockholm Exhibition at
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Djurgardsbrunnsviken. This meant for us that the new impulses from France and
Germany were in a masterly way translated and developed in the Swedish milieu and
adapted to the Swedish national temperament. This was the victorious debut of
functionalism in Sweden. The new ideas swept over us like an avalanche and were
adopted especially by the younger generation. A clean break was made with the past.
There was a determination to clear away all false romanticism and all designing in
historical styles. There was a feeling that one was building for new ideal human beings,
who were quite different from the older generations. The modern mode of life was
considered to be completely new, and consequently the new houses were to be
absolutely different from the old ones. Everything connected with tradition was
suspect. Architecture was to be objective. The functionalistic principle was the guiding
star and everything was to be built in the material of "our time," glass, concrete, and
iron, and the building had primarily to be right from the point of view of construction.
In one word, the architect was to be an engineer.

The years passed, and one "objective" house after the other stood ready for use.
It was then that people gradually began to discover that the "new objectivity" was not
always so objective, and the houses did not always function so well as had been
expected. The big windows, for example, were all too effective as heat conductors, and
people found it difficult to accustom themselves to the heat or cold behind them. They
also felt the lack of many of the aesthetic values and the little contributions to coziness
that we human beings are so dependent on, and that our architectural and domestic
tradition had nevertheless developed. It was difficult to settle down in the new houses
because the "new" human beings were not so different from the older ones. It was
found that one could not with impunity break out of the natural course of development.
Itwas realized that one had to build for human beings as they are, and not as they ought
to be. And for a true understanding of our fellows both the feeling and the knowledge
of the artist are essential conditions. It is not sufficient for the architect to be an engineer;
he must also be an artist.

Architecture began to seek its way on new roads. Architects began to develop an
ear for the shifting values and phases of actual life. Man was once more to become the
point of departure and the criterion. And it was discovered that man is a highly
complicated phenomenon that is not to be satisfied or understood with the help of any
new epoch-making formulae. And one result of this growing insight was a reaction
against the all too schematic architecture of the 1930s Today we have reached the
point where all the elusive psychological factors have again begun to engage our
attention. Man and his habits, reactions, and needs are the focus of interest as never
before. One tries to understand them, and to adapt the building in such a way that it
really serves. And there is the desire to enrich it and beautify it in a living way, so that
itmay be a source of joy. The striving is for the true proportion-the neither too much nor too
little. But with the delight in experiment that is part of the Swedish temperament,
architecture has already tended to a much too exaggerated differentiation and
division. This tendency to lose oneself in petty details of various kinds leads one to
forget the whole, and simplicity. People sometimes actually need instructions before
they can live in the houses I

The goal must be to reach the essential, the simple, and the objective things in
architecture. We want, certainly, to retain all the positive aspects of what the 1930s
gave us. A house should of course function properly and be rational in its design. But
at thesame timewewant to reintroduce thevaluableand livingelements inarchitecture
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that existed before 1930, and we want to add to this our own personal contribution. To
interpret such a program as a reaction and a return to something that is past and to
pastiches is definitely to misunderstand the development of architecture in this
country. Something that to a certain extent leads to a confusion of ideas is perhaps the
forced return to building materials and methods of construction that the architecture
of the thirties did not need to reckon with, and that for the younger generation of

architects are perhaps unknown.
If in our democratic community architecture is allowed to progress without too

great interference from without, it should be in a position to develop into a functionalism
fulfilling the best and deepest requirements of the term.
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