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Notes on Swedish Design

by Martin Friedman

Last fall, under the auspices of the Svenska
lnstitutet, I visited Sweden for a brief time,
talked with many people in the arts and saw
examples of their work. Perhaps it's part of
a Scandinavian mystique, but I found the
most impressive of Sweden's current visual
efforts to be exemplilied by crafts and urban
planning rather than by painting and sculpture.

The accomplishments of Swedish architects
and city planners are well known and serve as

models for the rest of the world to emulate.
Stockholm itself is a classic example of a
well conceived metropolis, distinguished for
its remarkable system of parks, waterways,
bridges and architecture integrated into
an impressive urban scheme. ln all of these
the characteristic Swedish regard for nature
and earlier traditions are in evidence.

ln some new projects for public areas archi-
tects and engineers collaborate closely with
artists. Perhaps the most dramatic example is

Sergels Torg, the new shopping center de-

velopment consisting of a complex of office
buildings and stores adjacent to a huge

fountain plaza. The plaza, still in an early

stage of construction, marks the intersection
of two major streets. lt is designed in the form
of a "superellipse," a f usion between an ellipse
and a rectangle. This shape was developed by

the Danish philosopher and mathematician
Piet Hein and utilized in Sergels Torg by

architect David Helld6n and his associates.
At the center of this "superellipse," whose

length measures about 200 yards, will be an

enormous glass and steel shaft to be made

by the sculptor Edvin 0hrstr6m. Ultimately,

it will be possible to ascend the core of this
structure for a remarkable view of Stockholm.
Under the plaza will be a series of levels,

one of which will serve as a restaurant, and

the excellent Stockholm subway system will
afford a major underground access to the plaza.

ln general, city planning as exemplified by

Sergels Torg and by the new suburbs around
Stockholm, such as Vtillingby and Farsta, is

more interesting than the individual buildings
which form these complexes. There are, of
course, outstanding individual architects
such as Sigurd Lewerentz who, now in his 70's,

remains a rebellious and controversial figure.
His church in Skarpndck Parish, in Bj6rkhagen,
is at odds with most modern attitudes
about building. Completely romantic in his
approach, Lewerentz invokes mystery in this
dramatic building. Using a native brick which
he abets with a wide range of rock, stone
and wood, he has created a structure allud-
ing to an elementary Christianity-forceful
and emotional - and this work exemplif ies the
"brutal" and highly organic spirit of some of
the new Swedish architecture.

Among the outstanding works by younger
architects is the dramatic new television tower,
including cafe and observation decks, by

Bengt Lindroos and Hans Borgstrdm, located
just outside Stockholm. This team has also
designed an im portant church, Sciderledskyrkan,
in Farsta, and indeed ecclesiastical architec-
ture, beginning with Lewerentz's buildings, is

a markedly individualistic form of Swedish
building. Generally, if many newer buildings
in Sweden do not possess great distinction
as individual structures, their virtues are in
scale relationship to older buildings, to streets
and parks. ln Sweden, housing projects for
all income levels represent one of the most
interesting and advanced aspects of Swedish
planning, and responsibility for the individual
citizen's health and welfare is reflected in
these buildings - but, as architecture many

seem conventional.

A strong crafts tradition has long been
identified with Sweden and has influenced
present-day industrial design. For example,
the widely known Orrefors glass and Gustavs-
berg pottery come from small communities
whose entire orientation is related to a

specific product. The Gustavsberg factory
just outside Stockholm is an excellent ex-
ample of the Swedish proclivity for extending
a venerable tradition. Since the 18th century,
Gustavsberg has been renowned as a world
center for fine porcelain. ln residence there is
a group of esteemed designers, each of whom
has a distinct style and produces individual
works as well as designs for mass produc-
tion. lndeed, the presence of these designer-
craftsmen assures an important link between
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