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In the Nordic countries, Modernism—in contrast to the countries 
where it originated, such as Germany or the Soviet Union—is not 
the result of revolutionary upheaval after the First World War.  
Instead it is, to a large extent, derived from reception of Modernism 
on the European continent and its «translation» into the Nordic 
context. Reception of Neues Bauen and the Bauhaus is particu-
larly significant in Sweden. The resulting «Functionalism» had  
a long-lasting impact that is virtually unparalleled elsewhere and, 
as an aesthetic as well as political programme, shapes the architec-
ture, urban planning and design of the Social Democratic welfare 
state established in the 1930s. Looking northward reveals numer-
ous overlaps, parallels, and differences between closely related yet 
distinct developments. 

From the Continent to the North

Just as the Bauhaus builds on discussions in the Deutscher Werk-
bund before the First World War, the «cultural transfer» of Mod-
ernism from Germany to Sweden also begins with reception of 
the Werkbund’s ideas. A key figure in this context is Swedish art 
historian Gregor Paulsson (1889–1977), who studied in Berlin in 
1912, where he met publisher and gallery owner Herwarth Walden 
(1878–1941) and the circles around Der Sturm and came into contact 
with the Werkbund.1 Back in Sweden, he often referred in his work 
for the Swedish Arts and Crafts Association (Svenska Slöjdförenin-
gen) to German models and the ideas of the Werkbund, as well as 
the concept of cooperation between industry, crafts and art, as can 
be seen in particular in his two books Den nya arkitekturen, 1916, 
and Vackrare vardagsvara [Better Things for Everyday Life], 1919.2

After the First World War, this reception did not resume 
in Sweden until the mid-1920s. In contrast to other countries, the 
end of the First World War did not represent a decisive turning 
point in Sweden as historical developments took a different course 
there. While in Germany the Revolution and the founding of the 
Weimar Republic promoted radical changes in art and culture, the 
Nordic countries—with the exception of Finland—experienced 
comparatively stable political and social conditions during this 
period. This is reflected in their cultural life and explains—as Leo- 
nardo Benevolo has noted—why the flowering of Nordic clas-
sicism continued well into the interwar years and why the new  
radical currents initially found little resonance in the North.3
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The reception that began in the mid-1920s was initially 
rather superficial. Scant attention was paid to the diverse theoret-
ical discussions of the various avant-garde movements after the 
First World War, but initially focused instead on the most promi-
nent international figures.4 In 1925, Uno Åhrén (1897–1977) dis-
covered Le Corbusier (1887–1965) and his «L’Esprit Nouveau» 
pavilion and declared him a pioneer of a future «utilitarian archi-
tecture». Åhrén also introduced the key term «functional» into 
Swedish discourse in 1927, defined it as «economically function-
ing design».5 Subsequently, «Functionalism» became a popular ge-
neric designation for Modernism in the Nordic countries, together 
with the abbreviated variant «Funkis». As reception progressed, 
people increasingly turned to Bauhaus and Neues Bauen in the 
hope of finding solutions for housing and urban planning prob-
lems in their own country.6

Sven Markelius (1889–1972) was Sweden’s most important 
connection to the Bauhaus. During a study trip in 1927 he visit-
ed the Bauhaus in Dessau and made friends with Walter Gropius 
(1883–1969). Markelius was particularly impressed by the thor-
oughly rationalized planning and construction process for Dessau- 
Törten (1926–1928) and celebrated the housing estate as «a topi-
cal example of economic organization of housing construction»7. 
It is also thanks to Markelius that Gropius was invited on two oc-
casions—in March 1928 and in October 1931—to give lectures in 
Stockholm.8 The extent to which Gropius’ ideas on rationalizing 
housing construction in Sweden fell on fertile ground can be seen, 
inter alia, from the length at which they were addressed in the 
1931 manifesto Acceptera (Accept).9

Bauhaus reception in Sweden is not limited to Gropius 
and the rationalization of housing construction but also extends 
to the scientific-objective teaching approaches of Hannes Mey-
er (1889–1954), who developed an architecture department from 
1927 and succeeded Gropius as Director in 1928–30. In 1928 the 
young Swedish architecture student Sune Lindström (1906–1989) 
studied under Meyer. As he wrote in 1929, Lindström understood 
the Bauhaus to be «an educational institution» that aimed to at-
tain «the spiritual liberation of the individual» with a view to in-
tegration into society, and he cited Meyer’s ADGB Bundesschule 
(1928–1930) as an exemplary embodiment of this goal.10

Radiating out from these pioneers, lively exchanges were 
triggered. A growing number of architects from Sweden and the 
other Nordic countries made pilgrimages to important buildings 
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Fig. 1
Sigurd Lewerentz, poster for  «The 
Stockholm Exhibition of 1930. Swedish 
Arts & Crafts and Home Industries» 
(«Stockholmsutställningen 1930 av 
konstindustri, konsthantverk och 
hemslöjd»)

Fig. 2
Sigurd Lewerentz, English version of 
poster for «The Stockholm Exhibition of 
1930. Swedish Arts & Crafts and Home 
Industries»

Fig. 3
Max Söderholm, overview of the 1930 
Stockholm Exhibition, gouache, 1929



Fig. 4
Max Söderholm, Corso with Alnarp 
garden and exhibition hall for means of 
transport, gouache, 1930

Fig. 5
Main restaurant «Paradiset» («Paradise») 
of the 1930 Stockholm Exhibition by 
Gunnar Asplund in co-operation with Nils 
Einar Eriksson and engineer Erik 
Ragndahl. Photograph: Carl Gustaf 
Rosenberg

Fig. 6
Uno Åhrén (1897–1977), terraced house 
45, 1930 Stockholm Exhibition. 
Photograph: unknown



239 Atli Magnus Seelow

and exhibitions on the European continent, such as the Werkbund 
exhibition «Die Wohnung» [The Dwelling] in Stuttgart-Weißenhof 
(1927),11 established relationships with leading Neues Bauen pro-
tagonists and participated in international discourse.

The Breakthrough of Functionalism in Sweden

More than any other event, the «1930 Stockholm Exhibition: 
Arts and Crafts, Building and Housing» («Stockholmsutställnin-
gen 1930 av konstindustri, konsthantverk och hemslöjd») Figs. 1, 2,  
together with the Acceptera manifesto published the following 
year, brought together the various modernization efforts and 
marked the breakthrough of Swedish Functionalism. Gregor 
Paulsson, who headed the exhibition, refers to the Weißenhof 
exhibition as a significant role model but moved beyond it with 
his programmatic aspirations. He conceived the Stockholm ex-
hibition as a comprehensive and forward-looking programmatic 
show, covering the three themes «architectural and structural de-
tails», «streets and gardens, means of transport» and «household 
objects».12 The show consisted of around one hundred temporary 
pavilions around Djurgårdsbrunnsviken Bay Figs. 3, 4. This reflect-
ed Paulsson’s intention to avoid any «museum-like festivity» and 
to present the exhibition in a thematically ordered and egalitarian 
fashion, as if in a commercial or everyday environment. This ap-
proach also informed the completely new exhibition architecture 
developed by Gunnar Asplund (1885–1940) Fig. 5, which created 
the sense of a modern-day public festival. Integrating the setting 
and the world of nature, it combined classic urban planning vo-
cabulary with modern landscape planning, together with a num-
ber of architectural motifs to make the show as varied as possible, 
and was supplemented by flags, banners, neon signs and lots of 
electric lighting. Asplund described the show as specifically «Nor-
dic» and clearly distinguished it from the German exhibitions.13 
The exhibition also played a pioneering role in the development of 
housing construction Fig. 6. In contrast to the Weißenhofsiedlung, 
the aim here was to develop solutions as close to reality as possible, 
in order, as Uno Åhrén noted in the catalogue, «to give everyone 
the apartments they need at prices they can afford».14

The exhibition was a phenomenal success and attracted 
more than four million visitors, although Sweden had only about 
six million inhabitants at the time. Its enormous success probably 
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Fig. 7
The authors of Acceptera (from left to 
right): Sven Markelius, Uno Åhrén, 
Gunnar Asplund, Eskil Sundahl, Wolter 
Gahn, Gregor Paulsson

Fig. 8
Gunnar Asplund, Wolter Gahn, Sven 
Markelius, Gregor Paulsson, Eskil 
Sundahl, Uno Åhrén, Acceptera, 
Stockholm 1931, cover (front and reverse)
 
Fig. 9
Gunnar Asplund, Wolter Gahn,  
Sven Markelius, Gregor Paulsson, Eskil 
Sundahl, Uno Åhrén, Acceptera, 
Stockholm 1931, spread p. 198–199  
(Final roll call)
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stemmed essentially from the synthesis of an architectural and 
social new awakening, a comprehensive applied arts and indus-
trial exhibition and a summer festival programme. The exhibi-
tion was interpreted as signalling a bright future, indicating that 
the global economic crisis could be overcome and heralding the  
welfare state;15 it was celebrated, for example, by proletarian  
poet Ivar Lo-Johansson (1901–1990) as the beginning of an «Age 
of Functionalism» that was articulated in a «new architecture» 
and—like the Bauhaus—also in «a new attitude to life» and a  
«new man».16

There was extensive press coverage of the exhibition. 
While reviews by foreign critics ranged from enthusiastic to be- 
nevolent, the verdict in the Swedish newspapers was more di-
vided. The exhibition was sometimes vilified as «un-Swedish», 
«a threat to national tradition», «American advertising» or «root-
less commercial architecture imported from Germany».17

In response to the criticism, Gregor Paulsson, Gunnar 
Asplund and the other architects involved in the exhibition— 
Wolter Gahn (1890–1985), Sven Markelius, Eskil Sundahl (1890–
1974) and Uno Åhrén Fig. 7  —published the Acceptera manifesto 
in 1931 Figs. 8, 9. Acceptera lacks the utopian aspirations and ag-
gressive attitude of other avant-garde manifestos, such as those 
published by the Bauhaus. Based on the imperative indicated in 
its title of accepting the challenges of the present and inevitable 
progress, as well as on the search for a «third way» between «the  
individual and the mass», the authors developed a comprehensive  
programme for modernization of architecture, urban planning and 
the applied arts.18

Nordic Functionalism Moving Towards 
International Recognition

In the late 1920s, progressive architects from Sweden and other 
Nordic countries gained increasing international recognition. They 
were regarded more or less as members of the Modernist move-
ment on an equal footing with their peers and Nordic function-
alism was seen as part of this movement—or at least as a Nordic 
variant of it. This becomes apparent in the reception of their work 
through exhibitions—in Germany, for example, the Nordische 
Kunst exhibition in 1929 at the Thaulow Museum in Kiel—or the 
relevant overview publications.19 This international recognition is 
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also reflected in their participation in the CIAM congresses. No 
Nordic architects were present when CIAM was founded in 1928 
but Markelius became a member that same year. In 1929 he and 
Gunnar Sundbärg (1900–1978) attended the second congress in 
Frankfurt am Main and Uno Åhrén joined CIAM in 1930.20 Finally, 
in 1932, works by the Nordic Functionalists were presented side by 
side with the usual text-book examples in the Modern Architecture 
exhibition at New York’s Museum of Modern Art.21

Sweden as a Land of Exile

Functionalism’s breakthrough segued almost seamlessly into the 
arrival of around 5,000 German-speaking emigrants who sought 
refuge in neutral Sweden between 1933 and 1945 and were a driv-
ing force in the aforementioned reception and translation pro-
cesses. Among them were a number of architects, for example, 
Austrian Josef Frank (1885–1967) as well as the two Bauhaus ar-
chitects Fred Forbát (1897–1972) and Werner Taesler (1907–1994), 
who made a significant contribution to the development of Swed-
ish Functionalism.22

Born in Hungary, Forbát had studied in Budapest and Mu-
nich from 1914–1920 and established himself as a representative 
of Neues Bauen during the Weimar Republic. He worked in Wal-
ter Gropius’ studio and taught at the Bauhaus for a time before 
joining Ernst May (1886–1970) in 1932 and moving to the Soviet 
Union. Disillusioned, Forbát had already returned to Hungary in 
1933 as an «involuntary exile», emigrating from there to Sweden 
at the invitation of Uno Åhrén in 1938, after Jews were banned 
from practicing as architects. Taesler, who was a decade younger 
and came from near Berlin, had studied in Basel, at the Bauhaus 
and in Munich from 1928 to 1931 before following May to the So-
viet Union in 1931, where he remained until 1935. As a member of 
the KPD [Communist Party of Germany], he could not return to 
Germany and also opted to emigrate to Sweden. In 1944, the two 
architects organized a «Conference on the Study of Reconstruc-
tion Problems» in Stockholm. Forbát rose to become a prominent 
urban planner, who, for example, drew up the development plan 
for Lund in 1939–1942 in cooperation with Lindström, organized 
the CIAM meeting in Sigtuna in 1957, and taught in 1959–1960 
as Professor of Urban Planning at the Royal Institute of Technol-
ogy in Stockholm. Taesler, on the other hand, made an important 
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contribution to disseminating information in Sweden about archi-
tecture in the Soviet Union, particularly with his series of articles 
on the subject in 1935–1936. As a practising architect, however, he 
had less success.

Functionalism and the People’s Home

In 1932 the Social Democrats came to power and over the next 
four decades transformed Sweden into a welfare state often re-
ferred to as the «Folkhem» [the People’s Home]. Functionalism 
shaped the architecture, urban planning, and design of the pe-
riod as an aesthetic and political programme. Many of the ideas 
transposed from the Continent to the North from the mid-1920s, 
shown at the Stockholm exhibition and described in Acceptera 
were now increasingly widely and more comprehensively imple-
mented.23 A further contributory factor was that the pioneers in-
volved in the Stockholm exhibition and Acceptera moved into in-
fluential positions. Swedish functionalism was manifested above 
all in housing and urban development, culminating in what was 
known as the «Million Programme» between 1965 and 1974. Over 
the course of just one decade, around one million apartments were 
built as part of this programme, in keeping with the principle of 
rationalized housing construction, mostly as slab buildings. While 
Functionalist ideas were put into practice—turning the housing 
shortage of the 1960s and 1970s into a housing surplus—there 
was also growing criticism of this Functionalism, which now ap-
peared as a symptom of an excessive welfare state and misguided 
bureaucracy.24

In 1976, the election of a liberal prime minister did not 
merely put an end to the Million Programme. It also marked the 
beginning of a broad-based reckoning with Functionalism, as can 
be seen, for example, in the exhibition Aufbruch und Krise des 
Funktionalismus organized for German audiences in 1976 by the 
Swedish Architecture Museum, or in the polemic published in 1980 
by Hans Asplund (1921–1994), Gunnar Asplund’s son Fig. 10.25

With increasing historical distance, the way in which Func-
tionalism is viewed in Sweden has indeed become more diverse. 
However, as revealed by the most important depictions of the top-
ic, it is still considered primarily from the perspective of a history 
of its national impact, starting with the Stockholm exhibition and 
Acceptera.26
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The Bauhaus centenary should therefore be used as an op-
portunity to recall the origins of Swedish Functionalism on the 
European continent and to point out the overlaps, parallels, and 
differences. Taking a look at the long-lasting impact of Function-
alism in Sweden, it is also tempting to speculate and imagine  
a different Modernism in Germany than the one that came to an 
abrupt end in 1933 when the National Socialists seized power and 
the Bauhaus was dissolved.

Bauhaus centenary

swedish functionalism vs.  
german modernism/bauhaus style
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