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The Wenner-Gren Center’s primary mission is to promote 
international cooperation in scientific research, but already 
in its construction phase, it has been of great significance 
for the Swedish building industry by re-introducing 
steel as a competitive framing material, prompting new 
technical solutions that have now become available to 
others in Swedish construction.

   Byggnadsvärlden no. 45, 19611
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On November 1, 1955, Swedish public radio and the front pages of all the local 
newspapers announced that the industrialist and founder of Electrolux, Axel 
Wenner-Gren, and his celebrity wife, the former opera singer Marguerite 
Wenner- Gren, had donated ten million Swedish kronor for the establishment 
of a scientific foundation.2  The previous day, the couple had hosted a press con-
ference at their grand villa in Diplomatstaden, in Stockholm’s embassy district. 
There, Axel Wenner-Gren had announced to the media that the couple’s aim 
was to establish a major international research center owned and administrated 
by the Wenner-Gren Foundation. Wenner-Gren, then 72 years old, presented 
this contribution as one of his last major philanthropic initiatives, stating that 
he firmly believed that scientific research could advance greatly if the material 
resources were available, and asserting that “research is an elementary and vital 
factor for cultural progress and for society’s healthy development.”3 In order to 
support what he believed to be “a surprising number of outstanding scientists in 
our little country,” he intended to establish the center and house it in an 18-story 
tall building.4 This tower would be a venue for conferences and symposia; it 
would contain a library, an auditorium, lecture halls, and apartments for about a 
hundred researchers, as well as offices for the Wenner-Gren Foundation and other 
research administrations. This was the very beginning of a vision of a center that 

1  Translation by the author: “Wenner-Gren Centers främsta uppgift är att främja internationellt samarbete inom den vetenskapliga 
forskningen, men redan som byggnadsprojekt har det för svenskt byggande varit av mycket stor betydelse i det att det återinfört 
stålet som konkurrenskraftigt stommaterial i husbyggnader och framtvingat nya tekniska lösningar vilka nu står övrigt svenskt 
byggande till förfogande.” Byggnadsvärlden, no. 45 (1961): 1070.
2  At the press conference held in Axel Wenner-Gren’s office at Laboratoriegatan 10, the couple announced that they would 
donate five million Swedish kronor and an additional five million Swedish kronor once the center had been completed. Five 
million Swedish kronor correspond to 70.5 million Swedish kronor in today’s monetary value (2018). See Price Converter from 
the Middle Ages to 2100: http://historicalstatistics.org/Jamforelsepris.htm  accessed March 12, 2018. Rodney Edvinsson and 
Johan Söderberg, “A Consumer Price Index for Sweden 1290-2008” in Review of Income and Wealth, vol. 57 (2011): 270-292. 
Both Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet featured Axel Wenner-Gren announcing the donation to science on the front 
page. See also Jan Wallander, Wenner-Gren Stiftelserna 1955-2000: Hur fåfänga visioner och världsförbättrarnit blev grunden 
till stora stiftelser (Stockholm: Atlantis, 2002), 15-19. There is also an English translation by Michael Knight: The Wenner-Gren 
Foundations 1955-2000: How vanity, visions and over-ambitious plans to improve the world led to the creation of great 
foundations, (Stockholm: Atlantis, 2002).
3  The American academic community was an inspiration for the initiation of the Wenner-Gren Center. Axel Wenner-Gren had 
experienced the productive outcome of interdisciplinary environments firsthand through the Wenner-Gren Foundation for 
Anthropological Research. This foundation acted as a coordinating body for hundreds of colleges and universities, and as an in-
ternational clearing house for anthropological and sociological research in the USA. At the time that the Wenner-Gren Center was 
being founded, no fewer than five grand expeditions to locate remains of early humans were being sponsored by the foundation 
in New York. WGC Archive: Transcript Wenner-Gren Center – Ett vetenskapligt högkvarter i Sverige, IBRA radio interview with 
Ragnar Nilsson, one of the three scientists that had discussed, negotiated, researched and implemented the first proposal and 
program for the Wenner-Gren Center. December 30, 1955. 
4  The tower was later designed as a 35-story tall building by the VBB architects Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén. However, the city 
of Stockholm limited the height of the tower to a 25-story-tall built structure. The definition of an 18-story building comes from the 
IBRA radio interview. WGC Archive: Transcript Wenner-Gren Center – Ett vetenskapligt högkvarter i Sverige IBRA radio interview. 
December 30, 1955.
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would attract scientists from both Sweden and abroad.5 It was a response which 
reflected a contemporary international concern with supporting the development 
of the technical and scientific fields in the wake of the Second World War.6 [fig. 1]

In a radio interview given one month later, Wenner-Gren explained the 
origins of the project. He also used the opportunity to draw attention to 
his long-standing generosity, stating that he had contributed an estimated 
amount of over 100 million Swedish kronor to various foundations and that 
he continued to donate an additional five million kronor annually (correspond-
ing to 70.5 million kronor in 2018).7 This was of course a substantial amount 
in numbers considering the framing: a personal endowment out of a rich man’s 
pocket. Yet, behind Axel Wenner-Gren was a long-standing business empire, 
which had made him Sweden’s wealthiest man towards the end of the 1920s.8 
In combining business and charity, he was in good company with, for example, 
the affluent Wallenberg family, which had set up the Wallenberg Foundations 
in 1917 to support Swedish research.9 Axel Wenner-Gren spoke about what had 
motivated him in the radio interview.10 First of all, he argued that scientific 
advances were essential, underpinning solutions to problems that the world was 
facing. Secondly, he regarded the Wenner-Gren Center as a new stage in his role 
as a donor, and hoped that others would join in his ambition to strengthen Swe-
den’s position within science. He believed that a research center in Stockholm 
could provide invaluable contacts and friendships with researchers and scientists 
from all over the world. Thirdly, he considered it particularly important to safe-
guard connections and relationships between disciplines, given the increasing 
specialization in different fields of science. He wanted all of the major disciplines 
to be represented at the Wenner-Gren Center.11 

5  The charter letter for the Foundation Wenner-Gren Center for Scientific Research found at the WGC Archive, signed by Marguerite 
and Axel Wenner-Gren on October 15, 1955, states a donation of four million kronor, and in accordance with the attached statutes, 
appointed general Gustaf Sahlin, professor Ragnar Nilsson, professor Manne Siegbahn, professor Hugo Theorell and marshal of the 
realm Birger Ekeberg and themselves as members of the board. 
6  Here I am referring to nation-building as the ongoing project of improving and enhancing higher education, as well as implementing 
research institutes in order to advance industrial research. After the Second World War, research teams and research networks grew with 
a high degree of professionalization and division of labor. Swedish science had been manifested through the award of Nobel Prizes. 
The direction was identified as Big Science. Patterns in the United States indicated that the traditional learning world had changed 
and the boundary between big business, FoU-programs, and state policy had been eliminated. See for example, Sven Widmalm 
ed., Vetenskapens sociala strukturer, sju historiska fallstudier om konflikt, samverkan och makt (Lund: Nordic Academic Press 2008); 
Sven Widmalm ed., Artefakter: Industrin, vetenskapen och de tekniska nätverken (Hedemora: Gidlund, 2004); Karl Grandin et al., The 
Science-Industry Nexus: History, Policy, Implications (Sagamore Beach, MA: Science History Publications/USA, 2004); Enrico Baraldi 
et al., Taking Place: The Spatial Contexts of Science, Technology and Business  (Sagamore Beach, Mass.: Science History Publications, 
2006); Håkan Håkansson and Alexandra Wauluszewski, Knowledge and Innovation in Business and Industry (London: Routledge, 2007).
7  Axel Wenner-Gren’s donations to science before establishing The Wenner-Gren Foundation can be found in log books kept in the 
archive of Fulcrum AB (Axel Wenner-Gren’s holding company, registered in Sweden) at the archive Centre for Business History (CBH).
8  Pär Rittsel, ”Pojken med guldbyxorna,” accessed March 1, 2017, http://www.idg.se/2. l 0186/1.225735/pojken-med-guldbyxorna/.
9  For a comprehensive account of the role of Wallenberg in the political sphere through business as well as donations to research, 
see Gunnar Wetterberg, Wallenberg ett familjeimperium (Stockholm: Bonnier, 2013).
10  WGC Archive: Ragnar Nilsson, “Wenner-Gren Center – Ett vetenskapligt högkvarter i Sverige” interview by IBRA radio, SVR, 
December 30, 1955, transcript.
11  Ibid.
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FIG 1. Photograph from the dinner party at the prime minister’s residence Harpsund following 
Axel Wenner-Gren’s and Marguerite Wenner-Gren’s donation. Prime minister Tage Erlander 
had promised to oversee and provide a piece of property for a center dedicated to scientific 
research. From the left: Axel Wenner-Gren, professor Hugo Theorell (Nobel Prize in Physiology/
Medicine in 1955), marshal of the realm Birger Ekeberg, prime minister Tage Erlander. Earlier 
in the fall of 1955, Wenner-Gren’s delegates – professor Ragnar Nilsson, professor Manne 
Siegbahn and professor Hugo Theorell, who had been chosen to develop guidelines for the 
foundation – had met with the prime minister and the minister of finance Per Edvin Sköld, 
the minister of education Ragnar Edenstam, and the minister of transport in order to reach an 
agreement. Reprint from the front page of Svenska Dagbladet, November 1, 1955.
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The monetary sum pledged for the Wenner-Gren Center leads one to 
suspect that Axel Wenner-Gren’s humanitarian impetus was also in part 
political. Axel Wenner-Gren’s fortune was first established through Electrolux. 
The company’s invention of the refrigerator with a patented system had entered 
the American market in 1929 where it became fashionable. This was the year of 
the Wall Street crash, and the years that followed were full of political turmoil 
and an approaching war that would potentially greatly effect Wenner-Gren’s 
financial gains. In light of this, Wenner-Gren wrote a memorandum entitled 
Vädjan till Envar, in which he argued for a Nordic conglomeration around the 
new world language Anglic. Promoting peace, he gathered cultural personalities, 
statesmen and wealthy influential people on his estate Häringe, located south 
of Stockholm, and aboard his yacht The Southern Cross. Guests included Greta 
Garbo, Danny Kaye, Karl Gerhard, Hermann Göring and the Duke of Wind-
sor. At a time when fear shaped mistrust, rumors began circulating that Axel 
Wenner-Gren might have other objectives than as a pacifier – perhaps he was a 
spy? The fact that he had played a significant part in a business deal between the 
Swedish arms manufacturer Bofors and the German steel producer Krupp placed 
him in a twilight zone. The British wanted to end Wenner-Gren’s relations with 
the Duke of Windsor, as the latter was openly German-friendly, and the Amer-
icans managed to blacklist Wenner-Gren, placing him under house arrest in 
Mexico for five years. During this time the CIA and FBI dossier on him grew, 
leaving him blacklisted by the allied forces. In summary, Axel Wenner-Gren 
had a number of reasons for washing clean his name by establishing a monument 
dedicated to scientific research, and they were not purely humanitarian.12

The Wenner-Gren Center was endorsed by Sweden’s prime minister, Tage 
Erlander. Establishing a center was in line with the Social Democratic Party’s 
political agenda to advance research in general.13 The Wenner-Gren Center 
also fulfilled another objective of providing easier access to housing accommo-
dation for visiting researchers in Stockholm in the housing shortage that pre-
vailed at the time. Prime minister Erlander therefore made a promise to provide 

12  Many delicate details and questionable facts on the life of Axel Wenner-Gren are described by Ragnar Boman and Ingrid Dahlberg 
in Dansen kring Guldkalven (Stockholm: Askild & Kärnekull, 1975) as well as in an uncritical biography by Gunnar Unger, Axel Wen-
ner-Gren, en vikingasaga (Stockholm: Bonnier, 1962). Leif Leifland describes the diplomatic obsession, the peace initiatives and social-
ization with the Germans in Svartlistningen av Axel Wenner-Gren, en bok om ett justitiemord  (Stockholm: Askelin & Hägglund, 1989).
13  An indication of the Social Democratic Party’s standpoint is the fact that in 1955 – the year that Axel Wenner-Gren announced the do-
nation to Wenner-Gren Center – an important conference, the so-called Rigoletto Conference, officially called Tekniken och morgondagens 
samhälle, took place in Stockholm. It was organized by the Social Democrats and the Swedish Trade Union Confederation (LO), who had 
brought together representatives from their own organizations as well as representatives from TCO, which is a party-political independent 
central organization that brings together 14 unions; and SAF, which is an employer organization; and from academic research at universi-
ties and colleges in order to inform themselves and the public about the status of contemporary scientific and technological development. 
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FIG 2. Pen drawing depicting Axel Wenner-Gren with a tie 
in the colors of the Mexican flag, surrounded by some of 
the symbolic inventions of which he was part: He is sitting 
on top of a vacuum cleaner turned into the Alweg train, 
and behind him is an Electrolux refrigerator. Scanned and 
cut image (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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property for accommodation that was free of charge, courtesy of the Swedish 
state. At this stage, Wenner-Gren already imagined the site for Wenner-Gren 
Center at the northern end of the city and within walking distance from some 
of the major research institutions.14

 [fig. 2]

From the outset, the Wenner-Gren Center was newsworthy for its novelty as 
a project in many respects, but most of all for its function within an international 
arena. Wenner-Gren was keen to profit from such aspirations by creating mass 
media attention.15 Having operated as a global entrepreneur making business 
deals aboard his yacht, and as a businessman constantly in transit between 
his houses and business interests in Mexico, the Bahamas and Sweden, he 
knew how to create a buzz and find financial support for ambitious projects. 
Thanks to his extravagant persona, the Wenner-Gren Center was news in 
the Swedish context. The media attention remained focused throughout the 
eleven years it took to complete the project. Most spectacular was the publicity 
received by a documentary on what was to become one of Europe’s tallest steel 
frame constructions – the office building at the Wenner-Gren Center. Was 
the media attention on the project what sanctioned its completion, despite the 
many particular circumstances that stood in the way? Or was it the idea of a 
monumental structure and its outreach for Stockholm? 

This visionary project was surrounded by uncertainties regarding 
its construction; for example the property issue, financing and the ground 
conditions at the building site. Adding to this, the risk involved in choosing to 
build in steel rather than concrete introduced complications related to the ab-
sence of steel building norms and the insufficient fire codes. Perhaps the patience 
needed to address these issues was derived from the particularities of the project: 
it was a cooperative agreement between a wealthy businessman and the Social 
Democratic Party. While the Wenner-Gren Center effectively served both in-
terests, on the surface it seemed to follow the will of a capitalist. Rarely had such 
building structures in the Stockholm area been carried forward outspokenly as 
business deals between an individual industrialist and the state. Was it really 
reasonable for the state to “actively participate in a monument to a capitalist 
tycoon?”16 The high stakes in this project, situated in the initial handshake be-
tween the two parties to build this monumental structure, carried a promise. This 

14  “The Wenner-Gren International Center for Scientific Research,” Nature, vol. 176 (December, 1955): 1196.
15  John Örtengren gave an overview of his experience as the personal public relations agent for Axel Wenner-Gren, a position 
he held from October 1955-June 30, 1956 at the Wenner-Gren international Symposium “Reality and Myth: A Symposium on Axel 
Wenner-Gren,” Stockholm, May 30-31, 2012; among other things, he described Axel Wenner-Gren’s strategies in public relations.
16  Jan Wallander, Wenner-Gren Foundations 1955-2000: How vanity, visions and over-ambitious plans to improve the world led 
to the creation of great Foundations, trans. Michael Knight (Stockholm: Atlantis, 2002), 34.
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was a promise about a monument over scientific research; over Wenner-Gren 
himself; and, not the least, the advancement of interdisciplinary research in 
the hands of the state. Contained in the handshake, then, was an agreement 
between the two parties that carried unforeseen energies towards completing 
the Wenner-Gren Center. [fig. 3]

The architecture

When the Wenner-Gren Center was completed in 1966, it could be seen 
from central Stockholm, when one looked north along Sveavägen. Standing 
close to the concert hall at the other end of Sveavägen, one saw how the 25-story 
office building capped off the end of the street at the very edge of the city.17 
It includes three different structures, each with its own form and geometry 
making up a figurative composition that evokes the idea of a corporate campus.18 
Apart from the office building, Pylon, there is a semicircular four-story apart-
ment complex, Helicon, intended for the visiting researchers and their families. 
In addition to these, there is a conference and office building that looks like a 
cube with a slanting roof; this is the Tetragon, which houses offices, an auditori-
um, a library, a restaurant, and business facilities intended for conference events. 
When the high-rise and the apartment building were inaugurated in 1962, the 
Wenner-Gren Center stood as a tall manifestation dedicated to trans-disci-
plinary research.19 The architects Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén of Vatten-
byggnadsbyrån (VBB) were commissioned with the project in 1958.20 Seeking to 
identify the Wenner-Gren building complex with comparable institutions in the 
academic community in the US, the Wenner-Gren Foundation and the Swed-
ish state aimed to construct a monument. The architects’ proposal possessed a 
monumental character, a formal gesture that spoke of individuality. 

Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén reviewed the Wenner-Gren Center in 
Arkitektur no. 6, 1962: “The buildings both close inwards and open up, just as the 
intent of the researchers’ exchange and work in this environment.”21 The architects’ 

17  Every document that I have read published on the Wenner-Gren Center states that the high-rise is a 25-story building, but it is 
in fact 24 stories. Possibly, the floor for technology is accounted as the 25th floor of the building.
18  I am here referring to the 1940s-50s designs of corporate office headquarters in the United States; primarily the many designs 
by Eero Saarinen for IBM, General Motors, Deer and Co, which speaks of a contemporary trend to establish business headquarters 
in the countryside outside the city in the form of a campus.
19  The inaugural event of the Pylon and the Helicon was held on January 18, 1962, and the King of Sweden was in attendance. The 
third building, the Tetragon was completed in 1966.
20  VBB was a private company of consulting engineers and architects founded in 1897. Among some of the broad activities in 
which the firm was engaged at the time were power plants, dams, river regulations, water supply and sewerage, architecture and 
planning of regions, towns and industries. Information in the booklet Wenner-Gren Center Stockholm, Sweden, published by VBB 
and found at ArkDes Archive.
21  Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén, “Wenner-Gren Center forskarcentrum i Stockholm,” Arkitektur, no. 6 (1962): 165. Translation 
by the author.
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FIG 3.  The completed Wenner-Gren Center seen from 
across Sveaplan. Photographer unknown (Wenner-
Gren Foundations, Stockholm).



expression of the core idea of the architectural form reappears in the 13-minute 
long documentary about the Wenner-Gren Center.22 In one sequence of the 
movie, Sune Lindström sketches the volumes as he explains the form’s intention: 
“First we have the residences for the researchers and their families organized like 
this, in a curvilinear building frame, where each floor is a living cell in the body 
of the building. Here, scientists from all over the world live collected around 
a center – the skyscraper – which by its sharp and sculptural form symbolizes 
research aiming higher and further.”23 Apart from the tall structure “reaching 
higher and further,” the location of the Wenner Gren Center, was central to the 
symbolic value of the architecture. Designed as a circular node marking the end 
of Sveavägen, Stocholm’s principal ceremonial street on the northern edge of the 
city, the Wenner-Gren Center was visually connected to the urban fabric, yet 
set apart from it in close connection, from a bird’s-eye perspective, to most of 
Stockholm’s research facilities. The power of this building, its architects argued, 
existed in its architectural form. [figs. 4, 5, 6]

In the story of the building’s construction, this power-in-form appears to have 
had some agency. The architecture with its skewed angles and rhombic footprint 
holds such complexity with regards to realizing the building that it makes no sense 
from a functional or economic standpoint. The architectural construction process 
depended on negotiations with the engineer, on economic factors, technical and 
material advancements. Yet despite these circumstances, the project remained 
remarkably true to its original form. The architects, perhaps unsurprisingly, iden-
tified this “truth” with an exercise of architectural will: the building was true 
to its form because the design followed the architects’ dictates. Visual material 
– photographs, articles, and even the aforementioned documentary film – was 
choreographed to support this idea. In the latter case they specifically required 
that the documentary was revised to include sequences that showed the architect 
Sune Lindström setting down the form of the building, pen in hand, with a single 
god-like stroke. But the story was more complicated than that. The complex form 
of the building did not “survive” a hostile, standardizing procurement process. 
Rather, that process itself was designed and complex; it was a one-off just as much 
as the building was. The Wenner-Gren Center was not an experiment in realizing 

22  SFI Archive: Wenner-Gren Center, 1961, was produced by AB Suecia Film and Personaladministrativa Rådet. 
23  SFI Archive: “Först har vi då bostäderna för forskarna och deras familjer såhär i en bågformad husram, där varje våning 
blir som en levande cell i huskroppen. Här ska forskare från hela världen bo samlade kring ett centrum, skyskrapan som i sin 
skarpa skulpturala form vill symbolisera forskningen som strävar högre och vidare.” Translation by the author from the docu-
mentary film: Wenner-Gren Center, 1961, accessed March 6, 2013, http://filmarkivet.se/sv/Film/?movieid=578&returnurl=http://filmarkivet.se/
sv/Sok/?q%3dwenner-gren%2bcenter.
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FIG 4.  This 74-meter-tall building, called Pylon, was completed in 1962. 
The footprint is rhomboid, and as the building narrows from the sixth 
floor and upwards, the area decreases. It consists of 23 office floors 
that measure 450 m2 at the ground level and 400 m2 on the top floor. A 
two-story banquet area crowns the building. During the first few years,  
there were a small bookshop and a hairdresser on the ground floor. 
Today there is a small coffee shop in the building. As proposed, the 
office floors were rented out to administrations of governmental- and 
scientific research institutions. Photo by Gösta Nordin (Wenner-Gren 
Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 5. Inaugurated in 1966, the Tetragon is square in 
plan with a characteristic sloping roof. This building is 
five stories high. The building contains offices intended 
for Semper AB, which was one of Axel Wenner-Gren’s 
companies. There are also an auditorium, a restaurant 
and shops. Photographer unknown (Wenner-Gren 
Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 6. The apartment building is called Helicon, and it consists of 147 apartments in a half 
circular volume. The building also housed an international daycare center and other communal 
facilities such as a laundry room. The building is four stories high and forms a back wall 
towards Stockholm and the road infrastructure right next to it. This building was also 
inaugurated in 1962 and completes the layout of the buildings on the property facing the lake 
Brunnsviken and Haga Park beyond. In the picture, Mrs. Margaret Mc Khann looks over the 
terraces towards the south. Photo by Gösta Glase (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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a new complex form within an existing construction system; it was an experiment 
in realizing a new complex construction system per se. [figs. 7, 8 , 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14]

The construction

The Wenner-Gren Center was commissioned at a time when Swedish 
engineering journals and magazines were reporting on spectacular construction 
projects in the USA. An array of large steel structures such as the Rockefeller 
Center, the World Trade Center and the modernist corporate architecture of 
Skidmore Owings and Merrill, entered Swedish trade journals for the engineering 
community. Articles in the Swedish architecture journal Byggmästaren on high-
rise architecture using new engineering steel designs also captured the fantasy of 
architects. Needless to say, the influence of social forces ensured that methods 
for tall buildings became a matter of interest for architects towards the end of the 
1950s, and the common construction method using reinforced concrete was put 
into question.24 The building complex of the Wenner-Gren Centre demarcates 
an important step in terms of how it made this highly mediated adventure 
possible. This building project and related techniques led to new uses of material 
in Sweden. The Wenner-Gren Center’s tall building was the first building in 
Sweden to use new materials such as the Q-floor deck for the system of joists, 
a steel-frame construction and spray-on Vermiculite for fireproofing the steel 
elements. This may not seem of much importance, as the steel-frame construction 
is only visible through the window stripes on two of the facades of the high-rise. 
The massing of the building effectively hides the steel frame by façade panels, 
window framing and other details that conceal the guts of the building. However, 
in terms of building technology and material research, the Wenner-Gren Center 
was an important marker in reorienting the outlook for steel as a material for 
architecture. The high-rise indicates the beginning of a steel-building epoch in 
Sweden.25 This 74-meter-high office building reintroduced this building method 
after the Second World War. [fig. 15]

Perhaps the Wenner-Gren office structure, with its skewed angles in plan 
and tapering walls towards the top, was necessarily difficult to build in order to 
convincingly win the confidence of the engineering field whom would have had 
no objections to continuing pouring concrete. Choosing steel brought with it 

24  Two articles in Byggmästaren, no. 3, 1959 raise questions about steel construction: Arne W Finné, “Hus av stål – och i Sverige?,” 
45-50 and Lennart Rudin, “Höghus av stål i Sverige,” 51-56.
25  The Wenner-Gren Center has been designated as the beginning of a steel-building epoch in various historical accounts on steel 
frame construction published by the Swedish Institute of Steel Construction. However, the history of construction steel is of course 
more complicated than what is generally described in overviews over steel building.
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new challenges: some of the complications included the fact that it was not pos-
sible to resolve fire codes by using concrete casting around a column structure. In 
addition, it was necessary to use other jointing methods than rivets and welding, 
as well as to find a suitable joist system in order to effectively construct the steel 
frame. This made testing essential to the project. Technical investigations were 
made in close collaboration with the authorities on the Stockholm city planning 
committee and at the National Testing Institute. A mock-up in steel that in-
cluded four floors of the building was built and became the main investigation 
site, used to solve the major technical problems at hand. As well as the city 
building department and the National Testing Institute, consulting engineers 
from three different countries with experience of building with steel vertically, 
were involved in designing and approving the building project.26 Apart from 
agencies and individuals that sanctioned stability and construction, the project 
also involved extensive calculations and measurements jotted down on no fewer 
than 190 drawings that specified 7 000 steel beams; each individual piece in this 
“meccano” that would become the structure had its own set of measurements.27 
The pure aesthetics of the form required precision – painstaking measurement 
and control as each floor was added on top of the other. This was indeed a 
novelty for both workers and engineers in a Swedish context.

Following the pilot project and complex construction of the Pylon, other 
office buildings were also built using steel as a construction material. The 
building methods that the Wenner-Gren Center prototyped, along with its 
speculative time calculations, “proved” true for the finalization of the Hötorgs-
skraporna, a high-rise project completed in the city centre immediately after the 
Wenner-Gren Center, where the construction of the fifth high-rise was a year 
faster than construction of the fourth high-rise when the material was changed 
from concrete to steel.28 Following this example, a sequence of office buildings 
adopted the same construction method, which proved much cheaper and faster 
than building in concrete.29 

26  Some of the archival material found at Stockholm City Archive regarding the building permit indicates that a number of 
consultants needed to approve the structure before the building permit was approved.
27  Anders Gullberg, “John Mattson Byggnads AB under grundarens ledning” in Byggare i Stockholm, Byggmästarerollen under 
1900-talet, ed. Anders Gullberg and Eva Rudberg (Stockholm: Stockholmia, 2001), 236. The putting together of the Wenner-Gren 
Center high-rise was likened to meccano because of the 7000 steel elements that made up the steel frame construction. SFI Archive: 
Wenner-Gren Center, 1961.
28  These calculations took into account time related to expenditures by including profits from renting out office space. In 
these calculations, steel construction could be performed more rapidly than concrete construction and was proved cheaper by 
incorporating rent revenues.
29  Lars Wallin, Stålbyggnad: utveckling och forskningsbehov, Programskrift 11 (Stockholm: Statens råd för byggnadsforskning, 
1970), 35. The next four steel frame buildings built in Sweden were the fifth high-rise building at Sergels Torg by Backström & Reinius 
1961-1965; Building for Philips at Tegeluddsvägen, 1963; building for IBM at Sveavägen; Åhléns department store by Backström & 
Reinius, and Kulturhuset by Peter Celsing 1965-1974. See Lars Wallin, “Stålbyggnadsinstitutet,” Byggnadsindustrin, no.15 (1966): 
32, where a table lists all of the above buildings as well as the reduction in building costs and building time. (see chapter 5 fig. 7)
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FIG 7.  The auditorium is located in the Tetragon building, 
where the first international symposium was held in 1962. 
From the auditorium, an underground passage reaches 
the Helicon building, where there are apartments for 
the researchers. Photographer unknown (Wenner-Gren 
Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 8.  The Club Suite on the 23rd and 24th floors of the high-rise 
building was designed by the architects Alf Bydén, Sune Lindström 
and interior architect Marlene Björn, Sune Lindström’s wife. The 
Club Suite contains a bar, library, dining area, a clubroom called 
Hagarummet (as it overlooks Haga Park), and a kitchen. The whole 
floor was furnished with unique design furniture and fascinating 
pieces of art. These interiors have changed throughout the years, 
remodeled in the 1970s and more recently. Photo by Lennart Olson 
Tiofoto (Photo courtesy of Vattenbyggnadsbyrån/SWECO and 
Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 9.  The library was intended as a social area for the 
researchers, but was never really used as such. The 
bookshelves were replaced when the area was remodeled 
in the 1970s, and some of the walls were covered with 
oak panels. Today, this room is separated with a glass 
wall towards the staircase. Lennart Olson Tiofoto. (Photo 
courtesy of Vattenbyggnadsbyrån/SWECO and Wenner-
Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 10. The King of Sweden, Gustaf VI Adolf and professor 
Hugo Theorell shaking hands at the inaguration of Pylon and 
Helicon in 1962 in the Club Suite on the 23rd floor. The wall 
behind was designed by the architect Alf Bydén and has 
triangular pieces of black, white and orange formica panels. 
Screen-shot from documentary Wenner-Gren Center, 1961. 
(SFI Archive and Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 11. From the foyer, a circular 
staircase in black painted sheet 
metal and an ornate railing topped 
with glass spheres leads up to 
the bar and library. The staircase 
provides a theatrical entrée to 
the floor above. Photographer 
unknown. (Photo courtesy of Vatten-
byggnadsbyrån/SWECO and Wenner- 
Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 12.  The bar has two decorative walls in black and white  
formica panels – the collage “Natt och dag” by the artist 
Peter Weiss. Photo by Lennart Olson Tiofoto. (Photo 
courtesy of Vattenbyggnadsbyrån/SWECO and Wenner-Gren 
Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 13. The room is furnished with chairs designed by Arne 
Jacobsen and specially designed sofas and tables from 
Nordiska Kompaniet (NK). Photo by Lennart Olson Tiofoto. 
(Photo courtesy of Vattenbyggnadsbyrån/SWECO and 
Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 14. Architect Alf Bydén conversing with guests: 
professor Melvin Calvin (Nobel Prize-winner in Chemistry 
1961) and his wife, and Torsten Molin. The picture was 
taken in the dining room, which has been modified since 
the original design. Photo by Gösta Nordin (Wenner-Gren 
Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 15. Photo of Alf Bydén and Sune Lindström. 
Photographer unknown (Wenner-Gren Foundations, 
Stockholm).
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The state and the private sector

As well as acting as a prototype for revolutionary changes in construction 
practice, for the terms of commercial viability understood in various construction 
systems, and for the place of research and pedagogy in understanding such 
systems, during its life as a project the Wenner-Gren Center also became a 
marker in an evolving relationship between the state and the private sector 
in Sweden, which was to go through fundamental changes after the building’s 
completion. When the building opened, a number of state-run research councils, 
as well as research-related authorities and organizations, were located in the tall 
office structure, including Universitetskanslerämbetet, Statens Naturvetenskapli-
ga forskningsorgan, Stockholms Universitet, and Svenska Kemist samfundet.30 
These organizations occupied about half of the 22 office floors of the tall 
building; the rest were given over to commercial rent. The privately funded 
Wenner-Gren Foundation used the 23rd floor, and the 24th floor housed the 
club – the Wenner-Gren Foundation’s representative facility, which included a 
bar. The symbolic implications of this situation introduced a strand of criticism 
that began before the Wenner-Gren Center was commissioned, and which 
continued to effect the reception of the Wenner-Gren Center at key moments 
over the next thirty years, about the decorous mixture of state and private 
endeavor, and of research and commerce.31 

A debate started out in the Social Democratic party’s magazine already in 
1961 that highlighted a discomfort with the triangulation of a single building 
complex being named after a private (and to all intents and purposes ex-pat) 
industrialist; of its being advertised as national symbol for cutting edge research; 
of its being financed with state resources; and of its containing commercial 
offices for rent. The state research authorities remained in the building up until 
the mid-1980s, when a number of the research councils moved out, and when 
even more commercial companies moved in.32 In 1990, the Wenner-Gren 
Foundations (Wenner-Gren Stiftelserna who owned the buildings) had to sell 
off both the office structure Pylon and the Tetragon to the pension insurance 
company Arbetsmarknadsförsäkringar (AMF), and, several years later, the 
governmental research councils also moved out of the office building. 

30  WGC Archive: Speech held at the inauguration event by Hugo Theorell, January 18, 1962.
31  Svante Lindqvist, “Forskningens fasader: Wenner-Gren Center som symbol för svensk vetenskap,” Lychnos 1997: 123, 140; 
“Forskare bland fakturor”, Tiden 53, no. 8, 1961, 509; and “Wenner-Gren Center ’bara kontorshus’: Hur blev det med den andliga 
ordningen? Sossetidskrift får svar: Inte planerat”, Expressen, November 6, 1961;  and “Forskare vill åtala Wenner-Gren Center för 
hyresbedrägeri” as well as “Det här är alla hyresgästerna i forskarhuset som blev kontorshus,” in AB, November 14, 1962.
32  These were; Naturvetenskapliga forskningsrådet (NFR), Humanistiska-Samhällsvetenskapliga forskningsrådet (HSFR), 
Medicinska forskningsrådet (MFR) and Forskningsnämnden (FRN). See Svante Lindqvist, “Forskningens fasader,” 119-156.
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In these terms the Wenner-Gren Center slowly but surely lost its aura 
as a symbol for research, as the functions the building housed (and indeed, 
as will be seen, its very cladding) became ever more commercial. But the 
Wenner-Gren Center might be read in an alternative frame as precisely a 
monumentalisation of that a fluid condition regarding the roles of the state and 
the private commercial sector: in the midst of arguments about the symbolic 
propriety of muddling state investment and private donation, of commercial 
interest and disinterested research, the construction of the office building was 
celebrated as a grand achievement following its inauguration in 1962 and full 
completion of the whole complex in January 1966.33 

The Wenner-Gren Center as a thesis

This PhD thesis raises questions about who and what the active agents are 
in the construction of architecture both at a particular moment in time, and 
in a wider context. It uses the single case study of the Wenner-Gren Center 
high-rise – the office tower – to exemplify the network of individuals and 
technologies that are engaged in the architectural project. It reveals the social 
circumstances, contextual conditions and agency that shaped the project’s be-
coming – how the building in question became a high-rise with a steel frame 
construction. As a result, it builds a narrative that expresses how construction 
of the Wenner-Gren Center took place at several sites; the title of the thesis is 
an indication of this theoretical proposition. In other words, the construction 
of construction specifies that building the Wenner-Gren Center already began 
when it was imagined by Axel Wenner-Gren and his research collaborators on 
one hand and on the other hand through the Swedish government’s ongoing 
research policy-making. [figs. 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23]

33  Ibid., 122.
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FIG 16. For Axel Wenner-Gren, the philanthropic donation was a strategic step to whitewash his 
reputation as an underdog in political circumstances where he had been accused of supporting 
the Nazi regime and therefore blacklisted by the US government. For the prime minister and 
the Social Democratic government, the support was in line with their policies to support 
and advance research as a whole. However, this agreement was charged with complications 
that escalated as the project moved on; these concerned the political dynamics of the Social 
Democratic ideology as the people’s party on one hand and on the other hand the wealthy 
industrialist Axel Wenner-Gren: this collaboration seemed to follow the will of a capitalist. 
Reprint from front-page of Vecko Journalen no. 48, December 1961 (Repro National Library 
of Sweden).
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FIG 17,  18, 19, 20. Marguerite Liggett was an opera singer from Kansas City; she and Axel-
Wenner-Gren met on an American cruise ship when she was eighteen years-old. Their first 
considerable donation in Sweden went to establishing the Wenner-Grenska Samfundet 
(the Wenner-Gren Society) in 1937, whose main purpose was funding scientific research. 
Significant donations were made towards research in diabetes and cardiovascular diseases. 
The foundation also established the Wenner-Gren Institute for Experimental Biology at 
Stockholm University. When it was created, the Society’s finances were based in considerable 
assets through shares in the many Wenner-Gren companies, such as Electrolux. At the 
time of Axel Wenner-Gren’s death, Wenner-Gren guaranteed that his name would live on 
by leaving half of his assets to the Wenner-Gren Society and the other half to his wife, 
Marguerite Wenner-Gren. In doing so, Axel Wenner-Gren followed an example set by one of 
Sweden’s most prominent industrial families, the Wallenberg family. A number of foundations 
administered their monetary wealth, and they enjoyed the notability and status that 
accompanied being patrons. In addition, the foundations allowed for financial surplus to be 
endowed, rather than disappearing as tax deductions. Reprint from Vecko Journalen no. 48, 
December 1961 (Repro National Library of Sweden).
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FIG 21, 22. Research was a central theme in the 1960s. In relation to the three-year industrial 
campaign in America 1963-65; Meet Modern Sweden, the student-edited magazine Ergo 
published an issue entitled: “The Intellectual Face of Sweden,” which focused on education 
and research at all levels. All of Sweden’s living Nobel Prize winners were pictured on the 
cover, and the message was clear: Sweden excelled in science. Prime minister Tage Erlander’s 
opening remarks followed the editorial introduction. The one-page call to increase travel 
abroad emphasized that “The explosive rate of scientific development makes it necessary 
to keep in permanent touch with international trends.” The reasoning offered was that 
specializations and expansion in the sciences encouraged contact between scholars in the 
name of a collaborative progression towards new knowledge and technology. Erlander wrote: 
“research centers of a high standard are springing up all over the world.” Furthermore, in 
the concluding paragraph he wrote: “The way to a peaceful world is based on increased 
understanding and increased personal contacts between the peoples of all countries.” 
Although not directly referenced, the Wenner-Gren Center was in tune with the prime 
minister’s description. Reprint from Timo Kärnekull, ed. The Intellectual Face of Sweden, Ergo 
International 1964.

T
h

e C
o

n
stru

ctio
n

 o
f C

o
n

stru
ctio

n
40 41



FIG 23. The journal also contained an article by Nobel Prize winner Hugo Theorell entitled 
“Financial Support for Scientific Research,” which explained different research expenditures. 
Theorell began by asserting that research had primarily been focused on the natural and 
physical sciences, engineering and medicine. The article aimed to map out the distribution 
of funds by the government, but primarily to change the perception that science was only 
supported by the government. Government funding reached 390 million kronor in 1963-64. 
After reviewing different funds, such as the private funds of the Royal Foundations, the Nobel 
Foundation, the Wallenberg Foundation, and the Axel L. Wenner-Gren Foundation, the article 
concluded that the role of capitalistic funds was an essential contribution. Hugo Theorell 
expressed: “It is hoped that this brief review of the role of ‘capitalistic’ contributions to our 
science and culture may serve to modify this opinion.” Reprint from Timo Kärnekull, ed. The 
Intellectual Face of Sweden, Ergo International 1964.
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THE CONSTRUCTION OF CONSTRUCTION

This thesis studies the construction of the Wenner-Gren Center in Stockholm, 
which was conceived and built between 1954 and 1966. The complex consists of 
three buildings dedicated to interdisciplinary and scientific research, designed 
by the architects Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén of Vattenbyggnads byrån 
(VBB).1 The project was sponsored by a private individual, Axel Wenner-Gren, 
and received support from the Swedish state through the donation of a piece 
of property at the northern end of Stockholm’s thoroughfare Sveavägen. The 
main building of the Wenner-Gren Center is a high-rise structure. This the-
sis considers how the building processes surrounding the realization of this 
single architectural construction can be seen as research. In other words, the 
Wenner-Gren Center high-rise can be understood not only as a specific build-
ing designed for research administration, but also as a collective and purposeful 
attempt to research construction whilst building the structure. Following this 
idea, my thesis investigates the Wenner-Gren Center with a particular focus on 
how its construction played into a complex web of infrastructural alliances that 
both shaped and were shaped by the development of a new building format.

The pivotal point of my investigation is the fact that steel was re-introduced 
as a cost-effective building material in Sweden during the same time frame as the 
construction of Wenner-Gren Center high-rise, which was the first steel frame 
office building to be erected in Sweden since the Second World War.2 It was 
also the first steel frame multi-story building in Sweden to dispense with in-situ 
concrete casings for its structure – a solution that had been regarded as essential 
for meeting building code requirements for fire safety in steel buildings. The time 
frame for this building-process-as-research is particularly relevant. I consider 
construction to have begun five years before the ground was broken at the site, 
and as having continued after its completion through its role as a steel frame struc-
ture that showcased steel as a viable material for office and commercial buildings.3

1  SWECO Archive: Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén were assisted by VBB architects Roger Waters, Thorvald Pedersen and Åke 
Arell. The interiors of the apartment block were designed by Marlene Björn. Presentation written in English: “Wenner-Gren Center, 
Stockholm,” November 28, 1961. The presentation of the Wenner-Gren Center published in Domus also lists assistance by VBB 
engineers Ronald Carlsson and Sven Svensson. See Gio Ponti, “Architettura forma ed espressione di cività: il ‘Pylonen’ grattacielo 
a Stoccolma,” Domus, no. 414 (May 1964): n.p.
2  A graph published by Bröderna Hedlund AB shows the amount of steel delivered for offices, commercial buildings and housing 
in greater Stockholm from 1920 to 1969 and illustrates the importance of steel frame constructions in Stockholm until the 1940s. 
The graph also shows the downward turn for steel constructions between the years 1939-1959. See Stålbyggnadsinstitutet, 
Stålbyggnads dagen 1969: husbyggnad i stål (Stockholm: SBI, 1970), 15.
3  Defining the time frame is part of my thesis in order to critically question how the time frame of construction – its beginning 
and end – relates to the project.
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In the 1950s and 1960s, steel was researched, implemented and market-
ed as a building material by various voices in the building construction field 
and later by the establishment of the Swedish Institute of Steel Construction 
(Stålbyggnadsinstitutet). The Wenner-Gren Center high-rise played an active 
role in this postwar process in which steel gained recognition as a structural 
material in Sweden. Understanding what was at stake in this seemingly minor 
change; i.e., the means for implementing a steel frame building at this point 
in time, requires an intimate understanding of the process that surrounded 
building projects in the Swedish postwar environment. 

The steel frame, which had been abandoned in Sweden since the beginning 
of the Second World War, was re-introduced with the 25-story-tall office building 
at the Wenner-Gren Center. Before constructing the high-rise, building methods 
were calculated, evaluated and tested. During construction, the building complex 
was reported on in newspapers, described in trade magazines and recorded in a 
13-minute long documentary. This demonstrates how aspects of the building’s 
production extend beyond what is usually considered the building site. My thesis 
argues that the building project included numerous sites of production where 
technical know-how, a new project process, and the presence of the media created 
a space of possibility, within which steel was the medium. [figs. 1, 2, 3]

The Wenner-Gren Center is particularly interesting as a case study for un-
derstanding the complexity of an architecture project in a Swedish perspective. 
It was designed as a monument to scientific research, funded by Axel Wen-
ner-Gren and supported by the Swedish state. The high-rise was designed 
with an unusual complexity in form; a rhombic footprint with skewed angles 
and tapering height. This building was originally planned as a reinforced con-
crete construction, but it was later revised to become a pilot project in steel 
frame construction – the tallest steel-building in Europe at the time. This is 
an indication of the radical shift in material use that it represented. However 
pedestrian it might seem today, at the time of the Wenner-Gren Center’s 
construction, building 25 stories in steel in Europe was an adventurous archi-
tectural project, a high-stake enterprise full of promise and imagination.4 The 
Wenner-Gren Center combined form and construction in a previously unseen 
way in Sweden, and it also illustrates highly interesting phenomena concern-
ing knowledge transfer and the resistance of certain cultural codes to change. 

4  Two examples of recently proposed monumental high-rises in European cities were Hentrich and Petschnigg Thyssen-Haus in 
Dusseldorf, built 1957-1960 and the Pirelli skyscraper by G. Ponti, A. Fornaroli, A. Rosselli, G. Valtolina, and E. Dell’Orto in Milan, 
built 1952-1961.
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Moving steel technologies from America to Europe, from bridge building to 
building construction was difficult; it required the boundaries of the architec-
tural project to change. The Wenner-Gren Center was a project in regulation 
as much as anything else. The building itself was also a didactic experimental 
project, used to educate engineers and architects on steel building. Using 
a detailed single case study has been a deliberate and significant choice in 
order to uncover these relationships where the construction site is in several 
locations at once, and is understood as a site for knowledge production.

Thesis question and thesis arguments

What made steel building possible at the Wenner-Gren Center? The 
thesis considers this question from the perspective that the project was not 
only formulated by architects and engineers, but also by the constellation of 
individuals that participated in the project process, using the building as a 
test site for steel and steel technologies. At the time, progressive concrete 
construction, both in-situ and in prefabrication, had earned Sweden a reputa-
tion for its advancements furthering industrial building production. Steel was 
thus an improbable choice for the high-rise, which in itself was a typology 
with which there was limited experience. Seen from this perspective, the steel 
frame construction offered a site for knowledge production with enormous 
potential. The reasons why the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise became a steel 
frame construction lie in different territories related to the building.
 —– The building’s form was complex; skewed in plan and tapering in the vertical 
dimension, which, in combination with its unusual construction, presented a 
case for steel as a building material. In the second chapter of the thesis, I describe 
the architectural competition that was held and the process that led to the selec-
tion of the project scheme that was ultimately implemented, and how the form 
impacted the parameters of calculating cost, material, and time of construction. 
These different venues of the pre-construction mechanics in the project manage-
ment process provide some of the keys to the outcome of the high-rise structure.
 —– The material steel was available, but had previously been restricted for use 
in buildings with regards to other domestic use and export. When the steel 
price had lowered, which happened in 1957, the material became reasonable 
for structural use in buildings. Furthermore, to understand the possibility to 
use a steel frame structure, one needs to consider the development of steel 
building technologies in terms of multiple sites, such as technical research, 
regulations, norms for steel building regarding fire protection, and structural 
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FIG 1. A graph showing the amount of steel delivered by Gränges Hedlund (Bröderna Hedlund) 
for offices, commercial buildings and housing in greater Stockholm 1920-69. Reprint from 
Stålbyggnadsdagen 1969: husbyggnad i stål. Stockholm: SBI, 1970.
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FIG 2. A graph showing the amount of research in relation to the development 
of strength in materials; concrete versus steel in 1920-1960. Reprint from 
Stålbyggnadsdagen 1969: husbyggnad i stål. Stockholm: SBI, 1970.

FIG 3. Graph showing the development of the American skyscraper from 1850-
1970 (According to N. Fitzsimmons, Civil Engineering-ASCA, August 1969. 
Reprint from Stålbyggnadsdagen 1969: husbyggnad i stål. Stockholm: SBI, 1970.
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properties. In the third chapter, I provide a historical contextual analysis of 
these parameters. The argument includes an analysis of the procedures used 
in other building production processes, particularly in reinforced concrete 
prefabrication. Knowledge of such processes shaped the approach to the Wen-
ner-Gren Center taken by one key actor in the process, the engineer Arne 
Johnson, whose knowledge in statics, material tolerance and organization and 
use of engineering drawings was crucial to opening up this experiment in 
building in steel. In the fourth chapter, I consider how the development of 
steel building technology is related to bridge building in Stockholm during the 
1930s. I also discuss the development of friction bolts and the Swedish context 
for a technology that was widely imported, and was based on cutting edge re-
search by Swedish tool makers, particularly Atlas Copco. These various sites of 
technical development had a direct impact on how the Wenner-Gren high-rise 
was assembled, and on its jointure construction in order to fulfill provisional 
norms. It is impossible to explain the Wenner-Gren high-rise as a steel project 
without acknowledging how its construction took place at multiple locations.
 —– Steel building needs to be considered in a cultural context of existing 
material research and the education of engineers and architects. In the fifth 
chapter, I describe the circumstantial background of material research in higher 
education, as well as the institutional structure with regards to concrete con-
struction and steel building construction. While explaining this background, 
I also expound on the advances due to the establishment of the Swedish 
Institute of Steel Construction, SBI. This cultural context of construction 
, whose development was intimately entangled with the production of the 
Wenner-Gren Center as a one-off project, offers another set of explanations. 
The Wenner-Gren Center itself became a pedagogic project, used didactically 
to educate engineers and architects on steel building.

Finally, the Wenner-Gren Center was the subject of many publications 
during its construction process. Articles describing the material tests and the 
use of new material technologies, which were particularly relevant for the ar-
chitecture and the engineering fields, appeared in trade and practice journals, 
but were also used directly as example cases in educational settings. In 
addition, broadsheet newspapers and tabloids reported on the Wenner-Gren 
Center continually, which meant that the general public remained aware of 
and informed about the project. All three categories were critical in terms of 
disseminating and understanding the project at different conceptual levels; 
as a technical innovation, as a symbolic presence, and as a prototype. In the 
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conclusion, I express the importance of mediation of the project.
Notably, steel became available as a material with which it was possible 

to experiment. The counterintuitive aspect of this is that knowledge about 
building with steel already existed, for example in the United States and in 
other countries. However, to a surprising extent, the engineer for the project, 
Arne Johnson, who is the primary example of a user and producer of construc-
tion knowledge, ambitiously endeavored to produce his own knowledge. Thus, 
analyzing how steel re-entered the Swedish built environment, I consider steel 
as a medium that guides us to understand mechanisms for construction: how 
the production apparatus of the Wenner-Gren high-rise is leveraged on the 
unpredictability of steel as a site for knowledge production.

— Thesis arguments

This thesis is thus not a history of steel, but a history of architecture 
and of the project process. This means that the thesis traces the agenda of 
several individuals who were part of the project process. My thesis establishes 
the relationship between form, building construction, personal networks, and 
the development of steel-building technologies. In this mapping, the archi-
tect is not a lone individual who designs architecture. Rather, architecture is 
conditioned by contextual circumstances, such as material availability, code, 
different knowledge practices, and finance, as well as individual, collective 
and political incentives. My intention has been to allow the particularities 
of different knowledge practices related in the architecture project to speak: 
architects, engineers, and various construction consultants, as well as the in-
vestors behind the project. The thesis also implicates operational formats such 
as research test results regarding technical development, financial calcula-
tions, and pre-construction matters in order to visualize how architecture is 
regulated. In other words, my investigation includes various agencies in the 
architectural process in order to understand the effect of the environment. 
More importantly, by broadening the research to include not only traditional 
architectural sensibilities but also the mechanics of decisions in the proj-
ect team allows one to see the architectural qualities present in regulatory 
technologies. I maintain that it is possible to describe the specificity of 
architectural knowledge by pointing to these environmental circumstances.

In the social network of the project process, the architect has to make use of 
aesthetic sensibilities over which none of the other professional practices govern. 
One concluding example of the architect’s use of both a visual understanding 
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and meandering strategies is found in the mediation of the architectural project. 
The architects Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén clearly ensured that the project 
under construction was documented. They hired the local photographer Oscar 
Bladh to take aerial photographs of the construction process on at least five 
different occasions. The architects also contracted a film production compa-
ny to document the building construction. The film places the architectural 
project in a global context, portraying it as a monument to scientific research 
in Stockholm. This use of representational tools to amplify the architecture’s 
significance in a local context was very effective, and illustrates the power of 
the architect in crafting the role of the building in its local and global context.

The engineer and the engineer’s territory are discussed at great length in this 
thesis, as there was a problem-solving aspect to the engineer’s role in realizing 
the architectural scheme. Through the documentation of the meeting minutes 
of the working committee, which held the authority to make decisions on the 
building project, it is apparent that building construction is resolved through 
a noticeable interplay between the engineer Arne Johnson, his collaborator on 
the project engineer Rolf Baehre, and the architects Sune Lindström and Alf 
Bydén. Arne Johnson advocated collaborative work in the pre-construction 
phase of buildings; thus, in meetings of the working committee there was an 
alliance between the engineers and the architects, and a balance was struck 
between efficiency and expression through discussions regarding the con-
struction. The architects were thus deeply involved in the decisions regarding 
the engineering drawings by preserving the expressive form. As the thesis 
establishes a conceptual thought process surrounding the construction site, in 
detailed sections this perspective is explored through an analytical description 
of the work process of the engineer in collaboration with the architect.

The thesis also incorporates discussions about technical and material 
advancements belonging to the construction. An example of this is the 
development and research of the friction bolt, which was used for the assembly 
of certain structural parts in the Wenner-Gren Center; another example is 
describing how tools such as the high impact wrench affected the construction 
work. Before focusing on the actual construction however, the engineer Arne 
Johnson is introduced as an expert in statics. His knowledge and expertise were 
established through a number of previously built apartment housing structures 
in Stockholm. As a professor and practitioner, his analytical mind and interest 
in optimizing structural stability by limiting material, essentially by calculating 
the amount of reinforcement in concrete, is the starting point for my argument 
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that Arne Johnson played a crucial role for the Wenner-Gren Center high-
rise becoming a steel structure. Johnson’s experience was based in building 
with prefabricated concrete elements, as well as testing different assemblage 
technologies on site. These passages in the thesis clarify the construction site as 
a site of knowledge production, primarily in the agency of the engineer Arne 
Johnson. He was able to draw on previous experience for the construction of the 
Wenner-Gren Center high-rise by transferring his knowledge about reinforced 
and precast concrete to steel. This is one of the arguments in the thesis.

Another argument concerns how comparing steel and concrete presented 
a logic for justifying experimentation. During the project process and in 
preparation for construction, a great deal of tenacious effort was put into making 
decisions about the materials to be used for the structural frame, as well as 
into determining which construction methods were to be used for the high-
rise underground. Both matters were crucial for the stability and structure 
of the building, as well as how these related to the architectural form. The 
managerial conditions found in meeting minutes, tables, calculations and 
reports are treated as evidence for the logic and reasoning used by the working 
committee for making decisions on material use. What is remarkable in the 
case of Wenner-Gren Center is how these documents are used as arguments 
for using new building methods and new materials. Rather than relying on re-
search-based and practice-based building knowledge, which was primarily in 
reinforced concrete and prefabricated concrete at the time, the evidence-based 
reasoning was that experimentation was the answer to the calculated options. 

Truly noteworthy is the use of equations that considered time, money and 
material, in which the use of steel as the structural material was determined the 
less expensive and more efficient option, despite the fact that there was signifi-
cantly less experience in building with steel than with concrete. The hypothesis 
set up in this comparison is a fictional one, and it clearly argues for the use of 
steel. Here, one of the points made is that construction as the domain of the 
engineer is predicted with numbers, tables and arguments into which other 
fields have little insight. This expresses both the consequence of the societal 
context as well as the infrastructure of the network in which the engineer 
possesses knowledge and thus controls his or her crucial role. This explicitly 
foregrounds the main conclusion of the thesis, which considers the construc-
tion site as a knowledge producer. Similar set-ups and comparisons between 
steel and concrete were used in subsequent multistory-projects around the city 
of Stockholm. Tables, arguments and documents express how the knowledge 
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of steel building was tested and revised from building site to building site in 
a number of projects, each of which represented a new construction method 
using only steel, or using steel and concrete, or using more steel than concrete.

Another case in point is a discussion on the transfer of knowledge from 
the history of building steel bridges to the construction of the Wenner-Gren 
Center high-rise. The local steel fabricator Bröderna Hedlund had built a 
number of bridges around Stockholm in the first half of the 20th century, 
and was also chosen as the steel fabricator for the Wenner-Gren Center. 
Constructing the high-rise at the fabricator’s workshop was reminiscent 
of the steel bridge building of the 1930s. The high-rise’s steel components 
were assembled in different places and transported to the building site, much 
like the steel bridge components were welded together in the workshop and 
transported via water to the building site of bridges. In this sense, the con-
struction site as a knowledge producer is discussed as reliant on tradition, 
but developing from a horizontal structure to a vertical structure, with 
different dimensions and a new set of solutions. These new solutions primarily 
concern new assembly technologies that made steel constructions possible, 
such as high strength bolts, Atlas Copco’s high-impact wrench, and floor 
slabs with permanent cell-type steel forms, such as Robertson’s Q-floor. All 
of these innovations simplified the methods for putting together buildings, 
thereby rationalizing manpower and construction time. These new assembly 
technologies are also considered as construction sites that made it possible to 
build the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise as a steel frame construction.

Lastly, the Wenner-Gren Center is considered as a knowledge producer 
through the documentation, imagery and mediation of the building under 
construction, and foremost as a didactic example to disseminate knowledge 
about steel building. Professor Arne Johnson and his collaborating engineer 
Rolf Baehre produced a compendium with detailed descriptions of the whole 
construction. A slide archive that was used in curricula for both architects 
and engineers at KTH Royal Institute of Technology, where Johnson was 
associate professor in Statics from 1953 followed by a professorship in 
Structures in 1966, also indicates an important step in using Wenner-Gren 
Center as a knowledge producer.

Thesis outline

The thesis consists of a prologue, five chapters and a conclusion, a Swedish 
summary and a bibliography. There are also three appendices, which form 
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background vignettes in support of a specific detail in the thesis. The first 
chapter, The Construction of Construction, presents the main question, and gives 
an outline and a background to the arguments against which this thesis is set 
up. By introducing different fields of knowledge through which the thesis as 
a whole oscillates, the first chapter is intended to acknowledge these fields by 
briefly laying out these territories. The first chapter explains a methodological 
reasoning standing on a few important scholars whom have provided me with 
knowledge on how to structure the thesis argument. The first chapter also 
includes a literature review set up as a point of departure for the thesis. 

The second chapter, Imagining the Wenner-Gren Center, introduces the 
political setting and the premises for the future Wenner-Gren Center. Both 
were unusual in the informal as well as formal negotiations. The chapter 
highlights the significance of the alliance between the prime minister Tage 
Erlander and Axel Wenner-Gren, which was authorized by the common 
agenda to give shape to an interdisciplinary research institute. The vision of 
how a building is going to be built is central to all forms of agency when we 
discuss architecture. How to imagine is a constitution of both humanist and 
measurable values, such as having the means to make it possible to build, 
which includes both capital and authority. A particular feature of the Swedish 
postwar era is that these actors were most often very close to the armature of 
governance. Arguing for the importance of the persona to canalize the flow 
of power and money immediately makes organizational structures inseparable 
from human preferences and momentary attitudes. Following this, the archi-
tects Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén of Vattenbyggnads byrån (VBB) played 
an essential role designing an architecture proposal participating in a design 
competition. This comprises one of the construction sites of the Wenner-Gren 
Center, which in this specific case contains the vision or imagination of a mon-
ument. The construction is expressed as first of all connecting the monument 
to similar institutions in the US. Secondly, a character is proposed, that is a 
form with an architectural identity that could survive numerous negotiations 
about the design, financial matters, location and ownership.

The third chapter, Economies of Steel, delves deeper into the Swedish 
building construction as a practice. As it is used here, the word practice should 
signify more than practice as a work effort.5 For example, the chapter describes 

5  In the conceptual term defined by Michel Foucault in relation to biopolitics, practice extends itself to discussing society and how 
it represents itself as a practice – the way of doing things. Michel Foucault, “The Birth of Biopolitics” in Essential works of Foucault, 
1954-1984. Vol. 1, Ethics: subjectivity and truth, ed. Paul Rabinow (New York: New Press, cop. 1997), 74.

T
h

e C
o

n
stru

ctio
n

 o
f C

o
n

stru
ctio

n
54 55



the common procedure of building two concrete constructions underway at 
the same time at about the same height as the Wenner-Gren Center. In this 
context, the Wenner-Gren Center is distinctive as a construction at the time, 
because it was built in steel; however, in order to understand the depth of the 
procedures that went into an alternative consideration of material, the chapter 
also considers the ways in which the schematic proposal for the Wenner-Gren 
Center was different than an ordinary building construction, and how these 
differentiating aspects, or perhaps complications, were managed in order to 
calculate its distinguishability in relation to building construction as a practice. 

In this way the third chapter problematizes the significance of the 
Wenner-Gren Center in terms of practice. In other words, asking wherein the 
innovation of the Wenner-Gren Center lay related to how society and the in-
dustry generally proceeded with the construction of a building. By considering 
practice as both changing and progressing, regulating itself according to the 
situated circumstances of each building project, the chapter also aims to ques-
tion what should be considered part of a building project. To this end, the 
chapter considers rationalization processes, which deal with both material and 
cost models. This chapter establishes how construction occurred at the project 
planning stage, engaging building consultants, the building committee and 
the engineer Arne Johnson. During and in the time between meetings, these 
various actors discussed the conditions for the high-rise. Investigations of the 
ground at the site were formalized in a report, tables specified the timeframe 
for building the structure, building costs calculations serve as documentation 
of how the proposition of the high-rise could be realized. In these documents 
representing different voices, the engineer holds expertise and power, and Arne 
Johnson’s voice is decisive in implementing a steel structure for the building. 

I analyze the reasoning which uses a certain logic that maintains that 
experimentation with material and technology is most favorable.6 Material should 
be understood as the material steel, but also the dynamics of the surrounding 
environment as a material composition taking into account the building site as 
very specific. The material that is part of the construction was conditioned by a 
subset of issues: its location in the city, the protocols of the site, the social fabric 
on site, already present due to the mechanics and other businesses that had been 
located there previously, and very specifically the composition of the material 

6  By italicizing the word “logic,” I mean to indicate that the reasoning behind a specific outcome has a significant role in the 
thesis. Documents containing data, meeting minutes, and tables concerning the projects are used as an analytical tool in order to 
understand the individual’s “logic,” which was crucial for the project outcome.
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strata of the ground. This all interacted with the new conditions that were placed 
on the site. In this subset of issues, I consider it particularly relevant to de-
scribe the ground condition in detail, as the geological environmental condition 
illustrates a direct relationship with geopolitical discussions on what material 
should be used in building. The discussion about whether to use steel or concrete 
for the frame construction is arguably related to the existing ground condition. 
According to the expert opinions, the material strata of the ground “asked” for 
a steel frame construction; however, the discussion about the relevance of steel 
has more to do with the political economy of building materials.

The fourth chapter, Construction Sites, concerns the building phase of 
the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise. In this part of the thesis, I consider the 
construction of the Wenner-Gren high-rise as not only taking place at the end 
of Sveavägen, but rather as a construction in three different locations, namely at 
Bröderna Hedlund’s workshop in Hammarbyhamnen; at the building site, Orm-
träsk, as well as relying on new technical inventions – the high strength bolt and 
the high impact wrench. This assemblage includes a dependency on cultural build-
ing processes, technical development, and the properties of the material steel, 
which take place at different construction sites.7 The locus of this building appa-
ratus is situated in the engineer Arne Johnson’s knowledge and expertise from 
building with reinforced and prefabricated concrete.8 Discussing the project in 
terms of construction sites leads towards the conclusion that construction itself is a 
site for knowledge production. In the narrative of the becoming of Wenner-Gren 
Center, the chapter considers the thematic issue of construction sites. 

Where is the Wenner-Gren Center being constructed? By asking this 
question my intention is to focus on the agency of steel, the agency of the 
mechanical tool in the construction process, and the documentation and 
mediation of the building. These three categories are an assemblage of non-
human elements that are actants in the process towards the possibility of steel 
building. However, these categories are only selected, open-ended displays 
of trajectories that do not definitively confine the assemblage of agencies. 
The selection only has a definite nucleus in its material composition, which 
enables the reader to see beyond “the life-matter binary”; the understanding 
that social constructions govern things. Speaking about the “thingness” of 

7  “Assemblage” as a theoretical concept, discussed as the assemblage of human and nonhuman bodies, actions, and reactions 
by Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia: translation and foreword by Brian 
Massumi, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987). See pages 88-89.
8  One of the arguments in the thesis is that power is located in the knowledge and expertise of different professionals. Italicizing 
“locus” expresses this situated knowledge translated into power.
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steel, of a tool and of images as “modes” broadens the understanding of what 
the construction of a building project is. Furthermore, by paying attention 
to these things or modes of steel, of a tool or of images acknowledges the 
properties of these modes that are part of making steel building happen.

In the fifth chapter, The Wenner-Gren Center as a Prototype:  the Institution-
alization of Steel Building, I frame the mechanisms for construction as a dia-
logue between techniques of the past and demands of the present. It becomes 
apparent that reinforced concrete had dominated the urban environment which 
was a result of how the welfare state’s emerging institutional structure and the 
industrial character of the economy re-assembled the distribution of workforce, 
tools, education, and research. Parallel to planning the Wenner-Gren Center, 
the responsible engineer Arne Johnson was asked by the Royal Swedish 
Academy of Engineering Sciences (IVA), to investigate the potentials for steel. 
I argue that construction as a site for knowledge production is first and fore-
most illustrated in how the engineer Arne Johnson makes conclusions about 
statics and optimization of the steel reinforcement in concrete, and how testing 
different procedures of building floor by floor in a prefabricated housing struc-
ture impacted thinking about the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise. 

In 1967, the Swedish Institute of Steel Construction (SBI), was founded; 
this marks the organization of steel building. Prior to this, different mediums 
had played an important role in the debate on concrete versus steel. Similarly, 
experience from the success of the 1944 Swedish Cement and Concrete 
Research Institute (CBI), was crucial and used as a model for SBI. The com-
ing professionalization process was dependent on technical advancements. 
SBI soon became internationally renowned for its excellence in research and 
distribution of information to the engineering field. Outlining the infra-
structure behind SBI illustrates forces that lay in the hands of large-scale 
industry. But without state funding, research, and distribution of knowledge, 
advancing the significance of steel would not have been possible.

In the conclusion, The Construction of the Wenner-Gren Center in Other 
Places, I point to how building construction sites functioned as a knowledge 
producer. In other words, both the Wenner-Gren Center and following office 
structures were fundamentally test sites for the building of steel structures, 
as well as combinations of steel and concrete structures. As an extravagant 
steel structure, the Wenner-Gren Center was used to educate engineering and 
architecture students. In this concluding discussion, I illustrate how various 
media formats such as advertiesements, newspaper articles and journals dis-
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simeated the Wenner-Gren Center as a building project at a variety of levels; 
towards the public, towards the building industry and towards educating 
the engineering field both on an academic level and at a professional level. 
Photographs of the high-rise during construction as well as a documentary 
film on the Wenner-Gren Center are significant for the understanding of the 
Wenner-Gren Center high-rise as a building project of a different scale in the 
urbanization of Stockholm at the time. The steel frame construction also relate 
to American steel building. Even though its scale and point in time in relation 
to the global development of steel building technologies were insignificant, 
the understanding of the global context from a local perspective was of impor-
tance for the engineering field. The mediation of the Wenner-Gren Center can 
therefore be understood as an additional site of construction.

The significance of defining these construction sites relates to the 
approach to the project, i.e. the way in which this thesis is structured. I argue 
that architecture is constructed beyond its physical location and should be 
understood as a network of circumstances related to the individuals engaged 
in the architectural project. The thesis is structured to make that argument 
by the close reading of a single case-study that considers several aspects of 
the project’s becoming. What is at stake is the illustration of how architec-
ture is both engineered through socio-political culture, and how making 
architecture can also alter, affect and produce culture.

Literature review: Locating a gap in current research

While much has been written on the topic of construction, on the topic 
of steel construction and on the topic of postwar architecture, few have looked 
into this as a combination of aspects questioning the culture of material for con-
struction.9 An example of a work that approaches the subject whilst remaining 

9  An example of a book on construction that is geared towards architects is Andrea Deplazes, Constructing Architecture: 
Materials, Processes, Structures: A Handbook (Basel: Birkhäuser, cop. 2005), which is a case study handbook explaining 
construction. Likewise, Edward R. Ford’s The Details of Modern Architecture (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, cop.1990) explains 
architectural details through a few of modernism’s exemplary buildings. Regarding theoretical overviews of construction 
parameters related to typology, there are more general overviews such as Bernard Rudofsky’s Architecture without Architects: 
A Short Introduction to Non-pedigreed Architecture (New York: Museum of Modern Art, cop. 1965) and the exhibition catalogue, 
Arthur Drexler, 20th Century Engineering (New York: Museum of Modern Art, cop. 1964). To understand steel construction, 
one is advised to turn to books on high-rise buildings in America; some of these will be exemplified later in this thesis. The 
above books do not use Swedish examples, nor do they portray the subject matter from a historical, material and technolog-
ical perspective related to the effect on architecture in any way. Adrian Forty approaches construction and material related to 
identity, modernism and culture. Later in the text, I explain how I relate to Forty’s book: Concrete and Culture: A Material History 
(London: Reaktion Books, 2012). Kenneth Frampton’s Modern Architecture. A Critical History (London: Thames & Hudson, 2007) 
is an important book for a general overview on postwar architecture. An interesting book that explores the historical relation-
ship between the engineer and the architect through case-study examples of complex structures is Andrew Saint’s Architect and 
Engineer. A Study in Sibling Rivalry (New Haven: Yale University Press, cop. 2007). Historians who have specifically discussed 
postwar architecture in Sweden are Claes Caldenby, Fredric Bedoire, Christina Pech, Helena Mattsson and Erik Sigge, who 
present overviews regarding the time period which will be exemplified later in the text.
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greatly focused on the architect from a phenomenological perspective is Kenneth 
Frampton’s Studies in Tectonic Culture: The Poetics of Construction in Nineteenth 
and Twentieth Century Architecture (1995). My approach to the subject matter 
is fundamentally different, locating the architecture process from a network 
perspective related to regulations, official and unofficial documents, formal and 
informal agreements.

The discussion of material in architecture history is often related to tectonics 
and in terms of regionalism, or a consequence of aesthetic motivators. In Sweden, 
architecture and the building of urban environments in the post-war era are 
related to the developments of the welfare state. While these environments relate 
to ideology and financial politics, they are most often traced within a historical 
genealogy described through trends, -isms, and consequences of a framework 
established by a few architecture historians and critics. Ascribing material and 
technological development to trends rather than investigating fundamental 
processes is related to for example how Kenneth Frampton discusses material in 
a historical perspective as a trend against the background of tectonics, based on 
the theories of Gottfried Semper. Frampton approaches discussions on modern-
ism’s material and construction, relating them to primitive construction elements 
as poetic images, rather than explaining technology or material development.  
Social theories, discussions on ideology, and material culture as typical 
architectural tectonic history fail to establish how the use of material is 
dependent on the history of technology.

My aim is to critically reconsider this understanding of architecture. Much 
larger circumstances in the organization and protocols of the architecture process 
need to be understood. In this thesis, I discuss material and technology as dependent 
on a variety of agencies. These agencies are a multitude of circumstances, such as 
individuals, social networks, the availability of material, technological develop-
ment, regulatory bodies, management organization, and the transfer of knowl-
edge. In approaching these circumstances, I have made use of reference literature, 
which provided me with methodological guidance. While these books have not 
been the sources of specific content, they have served as guidance for shaping my 
arguments. Important examples are Reinhold Martin’s The Organizational Com-
plex: Architecture, Media and Corporate Space (2003); Per Lundin, Niklas Stenlås 
and Johan Gribbe’s Science for Welfare and Warfare Technology and State Imitative in 
Cold War Sweden (2010); Aggregate’s Governing by Design: Architecture, Economy, 
and Politics in the Twentieth Century (2012); as well as the following dissertations: 
Regulation, Architecture and Modernism in the United States 1890-1920 by Michael 
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Osman (2008); The Redesign of Design: Multinational Corporations, Computers and 
Design Logic, 1945-1976 by John Harwood (2006). 

What links together the above research projects is the articulation of tech-
nology and technologies and regulatory bodies such as imposing requirements, 
setting standards and implementing legal restrictions in relation to design. This 
approach exists in the field of science, technology and society studies (STS). As 
a field of study, STS deals with the expression of technology and science un-
derstood as complex socially-rooted phenomena “in which cultural, political, 
and economic values, as well as technical expertise, shape the direction of 
scientific research and technological innovation.”10 STS studies approaches 
research from an interdisciplinary standpoint, recognizing the interrelation-
ship between the fields of science, technology and society. As a taught subject, 
it aims to question different sources, reflecting on the values embedded in the 
outcome of science and technology processes. 

I have observed from STS studies how using different frames of reference 
and using archival material and secondary sources from different disciplines 
contributes to the understanding of the research topic from both an economic, 
technical and social perspective. I maintain that such a perspective can en-
hance architecture history writing in Sweden; this requires the consultation of 
data from outside of a single research discipline’s habitual frame of reference. 
In this study for example, I have consulted the archive of The Association 
of Swedish Industries (Industriförbundet); engineering drawings and articles 
regarding the technical advancements in the steel building industry; corre-
spondence between individuals; and a variety of business histories such as that 
of ASEA, Atlas Copco, Bröderna Hedlund AB and Fulcrum AB. Overall, 
my emphasis has been on the use of historical study while also reconsidering 
the historical archive that needs to be consulted, with the aim of producing 
a “leveled” collection of research data which will include pieces of evidence 
that challenge previous, disciplinary-led, views. With such an approach, I 
hope to uncover evidence that has gone under the radar previously, whilst also 
challenging assumptions about what constitutes evidence at all.

In this thesis, architecture is not only understood as an object, but also as 
a set of circumstances that involve technical development, material, knowledge, 
power and trends. The Wenner-Gren Center high-rise is the single case through 

10  Stephen H Cutcliffe, “The STS Curriculum: What Have We Learned in Twenty Years,” Science, Technology, & Human Values, 
vol. 15, no. 3 (Summer, 1990): 361-362.
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which I consult sources in order to understand the realization of the building. 
This thesis endeavors to understand the process of cooperation between new 
technology, organizational structures, and the cultural and social context of 
decision making, a changing agenda for material use, and the role of media such 
as newspaper articles, trade magazine articles and documentary photography 
and film. Negotiating these, my intention is to lay bare the circumstances that 
allowed for steel frame building. As mentioned earlier, my objective here is how-
ever not to provide a conclusive historical canon of steel building in Sweden, and 
nor is it to detail how Sweden’s architectural field was structured. Nor does this 
thesis detail construction technology. While aspects of the above will enter the 
story, this thesis argues that architectural form is intimately tied to how politi-
cally-, economically- and socially motivated actors anticipate and enforce archi-
tecture and to some extent make it real. In investigating this, this thesis seeks 
to locate the mechanisms behind what I call the construction of construction.

 —– Mapping Swedish postwar architecture history writing

Guided by an interrogation of why 20th century Swedish architecture 
history writing has primarily focused on urban development and housing, my 
initial interest when commencing this study was in the role of the industry 
for the development of 20th century architecture. This interest concerned the 
function of power of the industry in general and the architecture of corporations 
and institutions specifically. Large-scale Swedish industry is often upheld 
as having a participatory role in the development of the welfare state when 
speaking of fields such as economic history, political history and social science 
studies, but its role in the historiography of modern architecture in Sweden 
is remarkably minor. The Swedish Association of Arts and Crafts (Svenska 
Slöjdföreningen) has also been recognized as having a central role in speaking 
about modern Swedish design development. Architecture history highlighted 
the development of housing in the 1940s, ‘50s and ‘60s as it has related to such 
general tendencies such as the Garden City Movement, New Towns and the 
Million Housing Program, which may or may not include insight into the po-
litical structures, and financial allowance for building, including the industry’s 
impact. Nevertheless, little Swedish architecture history literature concerns 
office architecture or the architecture of institutions as a field.

Swedish architecture history has portrayed this function of urban de-
velopment and housing through a broad range of material. Because of its size 
and its rather condensed process of urbanization, Sweden offers concise his-
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torical material that can be related to tendencies in the political and economic 
agenda. Sweden modernized during the 20th century and spent the first half 
of the century developing urban infrastructures such as hydropower construc-
tion and roads. During this period, the oblong country was covered by 17 000 
kilometers of railroad network and over 10 500 bridges were built.11 During 
the second half of the 20th century, construction was enhanced as a result 
of the cyclical economic- and employment policy that had been set forth in 
the 1940s. This was related to a government-ordinated social investigation of 
housing from 1932, and the political incentive had a strong impact on politics, 
although the government did not establish the housing policy guidelines until 
1947. However, these were in effect well into the 1960s.12

One exception to this general focus on housing and urban environments 
in the study of the history of 20th century Swedish architecture is the anthology 
Att Bygga Ett Land (1998), which attempts a broader summary of 20th centu-
ry Swedish architecture history and also contributes to the understanding of 
postwar Stockholm.13 This effort, on the other hand, colored by a particular 
generation of Swedish architectural scholars, is exclusively concerned with 
individual architectural authors. It can thus be seen to balance a longer-term 
pattern of Swedish architectural history based in the single architectural 
author monograph – books about individual architects by individual writers. 
An example is Kristina Allpere’s Paul Hedqvist: arkitekt och stockholms gestaltare 
1895-1977 (2009). Paul Hedqvist was a Stockholm-based architect who 
influenced the city structure through a number of landmarks. The follow-
ing office and bridge buildings still act as monuments in the city: Västerbron, 
Tranebergsbron, the DN high-rise and the Skatteskrapan. Another example 
is Eva Rudberg’s dissertation: Uno Åhrén: en föregångsman inom 1900-talets 
arkitektur och samhällsplanering (1981), about an architect who influenced the 
functionalist architecture scene with his public works; Åhrén was also city 
planner in Gothenburg and a member of CIAM. Eva Rudberg later portrayed 
one of Sweden’s most significant modernist architects in the monograph, 
Sven Markelius, arkitekt (1989), positioning his role as an architect in public 
building as a city planner of Stockholm. 

Through a number of works, Eva Rudberg has conceptualized how 

11  Uno Nordstrand, Byggprocessen (Stockholm: Liber, 2000), 32.
12  Ibid, 33-36.
13  Claes Caldenby, Jöran Lindvall and Wilfred Wang, eds., Att bygga ett land: 1900-talets svenska arkitektur (Stockholm: 
Byggforskningsrådet, 1998). Also published in English as: 20th-century Architecture. 4, Sweden (Munich: Prestel, Cop. 1998).
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welfare architecture has related to such political directives. One example is 
Folkhemmets byggande: under mellan- och efterkrigstiden (1992); another is the 
article: “Framtiden tillhör handens och hjärnans arbetare” in Dædalus.14 The 
1965-75 housing politics in Sweden ambitiously increased housing production 
as housing policy reached a state of crisis. Lisbeth Söderqvist discusses this 
housing policy in her dissertation, Rekordår och miljonprogram: flerfamiljshus 
i stor skala: en fallstudiebaserad undersökning av politik, planläggning och este-
tik (1999). In her following book, Söderqvist outlines the interdependency 
between economy, politics and housing in great detail: Att gestalta välfärd: 
från idé till byggd miljö (2008). In the aftermath of what has been declared 
devastating suburban housing developments outside three of Sweden’s major 
cities, the role of the architect was put into question. Housing has thus been 
a central preoccupation in the Swedish architecture discourse, at the expense 
of other building types. I argue that there has been insufficient concern for 
how the corporative alliance between the industry and the state has affected 
office buildings and the industrial and institutional built environment in the 
genealogy of architectural history in Sweden. Naturally, there are examples of 
books that have opened up this perspective.

Fredric Bedoire’s recently published Den svenska arkitekturens historia. 
1800-2000 (2015) incorporates an inclusive historical overview and includes 
stories on builders along with architects, building technology intertwined with 
social development and economic conditions. Bedoire’s previously published 
works, spanning from the 17th century to the present, introduce religious 
buildings, Jewish settlements and urban environments as well as the influence 
of the nobility on architecture in Swedish history, thus contributing important 
parts of history with careful consideration of political and economic circum-
stances. Bedoire’s historical account thus sets itself apart from the tendency in 
Swedish architectural history to discuss developments in architecture through 
the perspective of housing.

Notable for its corporate and institutional architecture in the city cen-
ter (Esselte-huset, Bonnierhuset, Sachsska barnsjukhuset, Handelshögskolan and 
Konsert huset) is Anders Bergström’s dissertation, Arkitekten Ivar Tengbom: 
byggnadskonst på klassisk grund (2001), although the buildings presented are 
mostly completed before the postwar era, and traced through their archi-
tect. Helena Kåberg’s dissertation Rationell arkitektur: företagskontor för mass-

14  Eva Rudberg, “Framtiden tillhör handens och hjärnans arbetare,” Dædalus, no. 54 (1985): 11-57.
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produktion och masskommunikation (2003) exemplifies corporate architecture 
in the armature of economic and technical rationality described as dependent 
on such a symbiotic relationship in society. This book widens the lens of mod-
ernism and focuses in particular on the effect of and the attitudes related to 
scientific management. Brita Lundström’s dissertation Grundat 1876: historia 
och företagsidentitet inom Ericsson (2006) also adds to the understanding of 
architecture related to the development of an industry.

Most works, however, put focus on Sweden’s architectural scene from the 
early 20th century until the immediate postwar period. In the early 1910-20s, 
German architecture was an important influence for the development of hous-
ing and city structure. Strengthening this link, the director of the Svenska 
Slöjdföreningen (SSF), Gregor Paulsson, introduced an ideology similar to the 
German Werkbund, by networking artists, architects and the industry. Due to 
the strong relationship to European development after the World Wars, hous-
ing has been the main focus in understanding the modernist period in Swed-
ish architecture. Although the period can be characterized through aspects of 
developments in rationalization and industrial building to improve a well-or-
ganized building process, there is little in the available studies regarding the 
organization of the economy, power structures in society, or the institutional 
structure, such as pedagogy and the training of architects. The focus is set on 
architecture’s development viewed through the lens of the architect.

Contributing to a more nuanced view of building throughout this period 
is Anders Gullberg’s two volume compilation City: drömmen om ett nytt hjärta: 
moderniseringen av det centrala Stockholm 1951-1979 (2001), in which organi-
zational and political structures are described in great detail. In collaboration 
with Eva Rudberg, Gullberg also looks at the role of the builder in Byggare i 
Stockholm: Byggmästarerollen under 1900-talet (2001), uncovering specifically 
the role of the building contractor in central Stockholm. In her book, Det 
svenska folkhemsbygget (2004), Lisa Brunnström maps the commercial archi-
tecture, factories and public works designed by the paradigmatic Kooperativa 
Förbundets arkitektkontor (KF), which began in the 1930s, with production 
peaking in the 1940-50s. 

These books exemplify the traditional national orientation of the 
architecture scene. Although several of the architects and their works 
manifest influences of a global perspective, few authors incorporate these 
with an attempt to place Swedish architecture history within a global frame-
work. An anthology that does precisely that, however, is Swedish Modernism: 
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Architecture, Consumption and the Welfare State (2010). Edited by Sven-Olov 
Wallenstein and Helena Mattsson, the collection evidences a coming trend 
to look from the outside, as well as to use the English language. The material 
is thus framed in an international perspective regarding the formation of 
the welfare state and its interdependence on politics. This book begins to 
interrogate history in terms of a much broader theory-based analysis, leaving 
behind individual architects and looking at social patterns.

In this thesis, technology should be understood within a disciplinary 
realm; i.e. the way that developing technology or technological change affects 
the architectural development. Social and cultural conditions should be 
understood as how collaborative or communal environments shape a direction 
within already-established parameters. Those parameters are referred to 
here as political policy; in more general terms, this is a condition that I have 
identified as institutionalization. However, the current theories of planning, 
preservation, urbanism and urban economy are not sufficiently coordinated 
and developed in the context of welfare state studies to facilitate analysis, and 
it is here that this study can make a contribution. Social theories or discussions 
that connect ideology with developing architectural trends fail to establish how 
the use of material is dependent on much larger circumstances than aesthetic 
or ideological drivers. In that sense this thesis discusses material as dependent 
on a variety of agencies based in the Swedish organization of material research.

 —– Current research within material studies

Having accepted that these studies constitute a crucial step towards a 
more rounded approach to the study of architectural history in Sweden, it 
must be said that the change as yet does not sufficiently analyze the context of 
material (steel, timber, concrete, etc.) in architecture in postwar Sweden. To 
find studies that engage in an equally refined theoretical analysis whilst also 
taking the material condition of architecture into account, one has to look in-
ternationally to studies that focus on other contexts, particularly studies that 
analyze changes in architectural culture and building in the US and the UK.

Architecture historians Michael Osman and Timothy Hyde held one of 
the key-note lectures at the AHRA conference “Industries of Architecture” 
in 2014.15 Osman and Hyde are two of the members of the Aggregate Archi-

15  The conference was organized by professor Katie Lloyd Thomas (Newcastle University), lecturer Nick Beech (Queen Mary 
University of London) and senior lecturer Tilo Amhoff (University of Brighton) with professor Adam Sharr (Newcastle University).
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tectural History Collaborative, which was formed in 2006 as an alternative 
platform dedicated to advancing research and education in the history and the-
ory of architecture. Aggregate organizes and generates workshops, articles and 
publications. Most of all, Aggregate exemplifies how innovative scholarship 
– i.e. research and writing – can be developed and pursued collaboratively irre-
spective of multidisciplinary perspectives. Aggregate thus explores and advanc-
es architectural writing, problematizing issues regarding historical methods. 

The paper that Aggregate presented through Osman and Hyde at the 
conference in 2014 began with an introduction of the collaborative through 
the central topic of our methodological debates: the problem of writing in 
architecture. Educated with the belief that writing is an essential part of the 
architectural discipline, the members of Aggregate have pursued a collabo-
ration focused on the intersection of various forms of architectural writing 
with problems of historical method. Their paper posed the question: Is there 
a non-visual history of architecture that dislocates how we write about build-
ings, contend with historical persons, and read architectural images? 

Michael Osman has just recently published Modernism’s Visible Hand: 
Architecture and Regulation in America (2018) in which he argues for the evo-
lution of architectural modernism and the development of the building as a 
machine closely related to the impact of environmental technologies as well 
as cultural and economic trends in management. His work relates the infra-
structure that undergirds the process of modernization to the historiography 
of modernist architecture. This can take the turn towards exploring for ex-
ample “the industrialization of construction,” or how legal documents, norms, 
instruments, and specifications govern developments and changes in archi-
tecture. These agencies – also called the non-visual culture of architecture – 
arguably dislocate how the architectural history of buildings has been written 
in the past.16 The abovementioned conference brought together several of the 
scholars referred to here, along with additional scholars by whom I have been 
inspired, but have not mentioned. The conference put focus on the indus-
trial, technical and socio-economic contexts surrounding building. Some of 
the papers are compiled in the anthology Industries of Architecture (2015). The 
Aggregate group, along with Katie Lloyd Thomas and her collaborative part-
ners from the conference, are the actors who are currently framing this field of 

16  An example is Michael Osman’s lecture on the development of steel beams in the 19th century at KTH Architecture School in 
spring 2016, entitled A Material Without Qualities.
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the relationship between protocols, material, architecture and the industry.17 
Material studies are useful because they enable an architectural discourse 

beyond national borders, making it possible to compare and analyze develop-
ments related to technology, material and building construction. For example, 
critically reflecting on what a material is and questioning how we might have 
considered the role of material – or even ignored the role of specifications for a 
material to the point that we can position steel as a material without qualities 
is indeed provoking and at the same time thrilling. To my understanding, 
the regulations for building with steel in the postwar era were highly de-
pendent on norms and regulations, but also on the development of assem-
blage and construction methods. Labor was cheap in America at the time, 
and regulations did not have to be optimized to the same extent as in Sweden. 

Architecture historian Adrian Forty has written extensively about material 
and in particular how material relates to social and cultural structures.18 In 
his book Concrete and Culture: A Material History (2012), Forty identifies how 
material gained an identity related to location and style.19 One could say that 
the early 1920s was a time when steel was primarily identified with the US 
and concrete was coupled with the European continent. While numerous 
authors have investigated the development of the skyscraper both in Chicago 
and in New York, few historians have taken on the challenge of discussing 
larger tendencies related to geopolitics, labor, photography and modernity, as 
Adrian Forty proposes in his recent book.

Even in an earlier study, however, such as The Tower and the Bridge: The 
New Art of Structural Engineering (1983), David P. Billington brings for-
ward a number of bridges and buildings as examples of structural art. The 
book also points to an obvious relation between the development of bridge 
structures and tall structures. In addition, some individual works that discuss 
the development of the skyscraper are Chicago Skyscrapers, 1871-1934 (2013) 
by Thomas Leslie; Chicago 1890: The Skyscraper and the Modern City (2009) by 
Joanna Merwood; The Structure of Light: Richard Kelly and the Illumination of 
Modern Architecture (2010) by Dietrich Neumann; Delirious New York: a retro-
active manifesto for Manhattan (1994) by Rem Koolhaas, and Building Seagram 

17  See for example her article “Specifications: writing materials in architecture and philosophy,” Architectural Research Quarterly, 
vol. 8 (December 2004): 277-283; and “Of their several kinds’: forms of clause in the architectural specification,” Architectural 
Research Quarterly, vol. 16 (September 2012): 229-237.
18  Adrian Forty, Objects of desire: design and society 1750-1980 (London: Thames and Hudson, 1986); Adrian Forty, Words and 
buildings: a vocabulary of modern architecture (London : Thames & Hudson, 2000).
19  Adrian Forty, Concrete and Culture: a material history (London: Reaktion Books, 2012).
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(2013) by Phyllis Lambert. These books have in common the investigation 
of the skyscraper in America and the skyscraper as a response to expanding 
urbanism. The skyscraper format can only be said to have engaged Swed-
ish political planning objectives as an image of a modern city; tall buildings 
were not introduced in response to a lack of space, but instead represent an 
ambition to establish points of reference in the city of Stockholm.

Background of the thesis arguments

This passage will address a range of questions regarding the theoretical 
arguments in this thesis. The sections below should be considered the con-
textual background to the reasoning put forward in the individual chapters. 
I will provide an explanatory overview of the resource material that supports 
the scope of the thesis. The first section concerns the political and economic 
conditions of the immediate-postwar Swedish environment. The second 
section explains the infrastructure of technical research as an institutionalized 
production of knowledge. The third section will give an account of how indus-
trial leaders had a specific place in executing their power. Finally, the fourth 
section will address aspects of steel and the possibility of steel building.

 —– The postwar period and its political and economic context

In mounting a critical argument on how architecture history writing of 
the 20th century has not sufficiently interrogated the financial and institu-
tional structures of the industry that have been part of building the welfare 
state and the modernization of Sweden, I have consulted a variety of rele-
vant resources and archival material. The following section will explain some 
essential knowledge of the political and economic circumstances in Sweden 
that undergird the thesis, whilst also referencing some secondary sources that 
illuminate several of the points of departure.

The postwar Swedish economy is often framed as The Swedish Model.20 

The Swedish Model is based on three different elements: first, well-func-
tioning relations in the labor market established through Saltsjöbadsandan 
(1938). Secondly, a relatively large tax-financed welfare state established 
through Folkhemmet in the 1930-50s. Third, a corporative-oriented political 
system called Harpsundsandan, where formal and informal cooperation be-

20  See for example Hannes Eder, The Swedish Model (Publit Förlag, 2013) and Per Thullberg and Kjell Östberg, eds., Den svenska 
modellen (Lund: Studentlitteratur, 1994).
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tween state, industry and associations played an important role. The Swedish 
Model’s character was derived from first of all the political routines, second-
ly, the humanistic foundations which resided in the social democratic par-
adigm of Folkhemmet, and third of all, the industrial development and its 
successful business actors. These were the three parameters that through their 
negotiations brought forward economic stability and national success, which 
lay between the ideologies of the East and the West during the Cold War.21

Historians have explained and discussed the symbiosis between the state 
and industries. A poignant description of the specifics of the Swedish eco-
nomic structure can be found in historian Bo Rothstein’s Den korporativa 
staten: intresseorganisationer och statsförvaltning i svensk politik (1992). For the 
thesis at hand however, I have consulted specific case studies that provide de-
tailed explanations of the relationship between a specific industry and Swedish 
society. Among these are: Tomas Matti’s Professionella Patriarker, svenska stor-
företagares ideal, praktik och professionaliseringsprocess 1910-1945 (2006), and 
Från svensk malmexport till utländsk etablering, Grängesbergs bolagets interna-
tionalisering 1953-1980 (2009) by Göran Bergström.22 I have chosen to use 
them as reference material as the case studies exemplify general tendencies 
and give detailed descriptions of the historical subject matter.

In Science for Welfare and Warfare: Technology and the State Initiative in 
Cold War Sweden (2010), editors Per Lundin, Niklas Stenlås and Johan Gribbe 
revise the understanding of Swedish modernism. In a similar manner, this 
anthology – a collection of essays by historians of technology – recently re-vis-
ited the development of modernism, paying greater attention to society’s insti-
tutionalization. Niklas Stenlås argues that from the Second World War until 
the Cold War decades, Sweden as a nation created a small-scale military-in-
dustrial complex through its corporatist society. Stenlås exemplifies this with 
research on the defense industry, the development of warplanes, and contem-
porary political memoirs and industrial power such as those of Marcus Wal-
lenberg. The concept, military-industrial complex, is derived from the much 
larger military reorganisation that occurred simultaneously in the United 
States. The anthology’s editors introduce this new perspective on the Swedish 
welfare state as heavily dependent on the myths of modernity and neutrality 
that were politically formed through the framework of Folkhemmet and the 

21  See Kjell Östberg and Jenny Andersson, Sveriges historia 1965-2012 (Stockholm: Nordstedts, 2013), 29-40.
22  Both studies were done at the Economic History Department at Uppsala University.
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economic Swedish Model, leading to people’s confidence and participation in 
the modernization of the Swedish built environment. In return, politics was 
credited with authority in all areas of society. Niklas Stenlås illustrates the 
extent to which the state’s commitment to defense and military technology 
was highly political, ideological and socially anchored and tied to all parts of 
society from 1945 until 1960. He uses a form of institutionalization that con-
cerned technology in relation to the Swedish military as an example. Stenlås’ 
scholarly work is an important foundation for approaching the same kind of 
questions, such as the role of politics, institutions, media, individuals and net-
works related to how the built environment developed in post-war Sweden.

The social democratic ideology of advancing the nation state by enforcing 
and extending industrial research and higher education was a project between 
two spheres: politics and the market. When the Wenner-Gren Center was 
being built, the Swedish economy was in a particularly expansive state – the 
era has been dubbed “the record years” (rekordåren). Industrial production 
progressed and the export of goods increased in this period, and as a result, 
Swedish industrial businesses looked for new markets. Steel was one such 
industry, seeking a market in the building industry. Industrial production in 
general acquired new market shares abroad; the vast American continent was 
understood as full of potential for Swedish business. The mutual influences 
between Sweden and America at the time become apparent during the course 
of the thesis, and were one consequence of the expansive Swedish economy 
at the time. It is also important to note that Swedish industrial businesses 
formulated a strategic initiative for a three-year campaign in conjunction with 
the World’s Fair in New York in 1963 in order to find new export markets.

Until the late 1950s, the manufacturing industry had focused almost 
exclusively on national supply. However, through the establishment of 
a new exchange organization, the Swedish production industry became 
global, increasing free trade. This was also related to the global changes of 
the European Economic Community, which was established in 1957. The 
European Free Trade Association EFTA was established in 1960, further 
strengthening the European economy. The seven states that comprised 
EFTA strove to develop global trade. There was some anxiety regarding the 
development of common markets and free trade, and maintaining good re-
lations with the US. The United States was a very important trading partner 
for Sweden, as were West Germany and the UK. In terms of value, the most 
important of Sweden’s exports to the US were machinery and equipment, 
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vehicles, iron, steel, and pulp. These commodity groups accounted for nearly 
two-thirds of all export value.

The classical epoch of the Swedish Model peaked in the 1960s. Political 
policy during these record years can be described as an informal contract 
between the state and its citizens, who accepted rapid changes in population 
concentration as people relocated from sparsely populated areas to the suburbs 
of cities, technological changes, and major rationalizations of production, 
whilst in return, the state dealt with the uncertainty that could follow from this 
with welfare reforms and an expanded public sector for the safety of citizens. 
The welfare state became a legitimized way for the state to actively intervene 
in the development towards democracy, social security and effective marketers 
in the postwar period, from a number of different political positions.

 —– The production of knowledge through the institutionalized 

scientific state

In this thesis, I argue that the heightened interest in the realization of 
the Wenner-Gren Center with a steel frame depended on two major aspects. 
First of all, there was a particular agreement between prime minister Tage 
Erlander and the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Scientific Research, which 
was orchestrated by Axel Wenner-Gren. Such an agreement was exceptional 
and it is also important to understand here how the individuals and their power 
seemed interchangeable with the association or organizations they represent-
ed; in other words, there was a particularly fluid boundary between individual 
and institution. Secondly, the status of the engineer had evolved.23 This be-
came even more apparent as the engineer and professor Arne Johnson became 
involved in the project catalyzing the transference of knowledge production 
from the building site to the institutional environment of higher education. I 
have chosen to express this perspective, which was moving through informal 
and formal agreements, as a specific societal apparatus in the Swedish postwar 
environment. It is also a derivative of the informal agreement between the 
industry and the state on how to coordinate research that existed at the time.

In this context, the history of industrial research for the building industry, 

23  In Ulf Sandström’s meticulous overview of research in relation to the built environment in Arkitektur och Social Ingenjörskonst, 
he concludes that a sociological and positivistic attitude in architectural research was established during the 1950-60s that heavily 
relied on the search for scientific knowledge as well as human participation in order to establish accuracy in the design process. In 
his concluding analysis, Sandström divides architectural culture into different paradigms. The postwar era is labeled ‘the paradigm 
of the expert’. See Ulf Sandström, Arkitektur och Social Ingenjörskonst: studier i svensk arkitektur- och bostadsforskning, Diss 
(Linköping: Tema Teknik och social förändring, Univ., 1989), 136-137.
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with a particular focus on the development of the Swedish Institute of Steel 
Construction (SBI) that took place concurrently with the Wenner-Gren Center 
is an important one. In close collaboration with one another, the government 
and large industrial businesses that made up Sweden’s economy at the time 
formalized the scientific state that was realized through developing techno-
logy by focusing on industrial research and higher education.24 In the postwar 
era, society foresaw the importance of careful research investigations, which 
in turn laid an important foundation for large, state-supported investments.25 
State-funded alliances between universities and industry formed a collaborative 
direction and paved the way for an efficient research system. 

A number of historians have analyzed and discussed the corporative 
symbiosis between the state and industries and the effect it had on research 
and the outcome of research in general. Ingemar Pettersson’s recent disser-
tation: Handslaget: Svensk industriell forskningspolitik 1940-80 (2012), relates 
this symbiosis to the development of Sweden’s industrial research policy in the 
1940-70s, arguing that knowledge was transformed into economic prosperity. 
In Sweden, design for the built environment was part of this model based on 
a scientific approach where invested interest was primarily the domain of the 
building industry. The Cement and Concrete Institute (CBI), which was an 
institution for research, education and development, became an essential actor 
influencing how concrete building technologies emerged. This institution was 
a model for how the steel building industry was organized later.

Swedish industrial research policy had begun to take shape in the 
1940s and was fully implemented in the 1960s. The government’s influence 
on technological development was strengthened and deepened during this 
period. In these years, a research organization grew strong that implemented 
state-sponsored collective industry research institutes, which were empow-
ered as collaborations between the Swedish state and a variety of industries. 
This kind of politics was introduced and practiced to create industrial growth 
through knowledge production in Sweden.26 Although formalized political 
ambitions to strengthen research policy were fairly new, state funding for 

24  For a deeper understanding of the scientific state, see Sheila Jasanoff, ed., States of Knowledge: The Co-Production of Science 
and the Social Order (London: Routledge, 2004).
25  Swedish research in science was shaped by the research economy. To substantiate this, recent scholarship has argued that 
financial support was an “instrument of foreign policy” in terms of how research in science illustrates a link between the American 
military industrial complex and Sweden in the interest of both countries. See for example, Carina Gråbacke and Jan Jörnmark’s 
“The Political Construction of the “Million Housing Program” in Science for Welfare and Warfare: Technology and State Initiative in 
Cold War Sweden, eds. Per Lundin, Niklas Stenlås and Johan Gribbe (Sagamore Beach: Watson Publishing International LLC, 2010), 
233-250.
26  Ingemar Pettersson, Handslaget, Svensk industriell forskningspolitik 1940-1980, Diss, 9-15.
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technical research can be traced back to the beginning of Sweden’s industri-
alization. One of the most important results was the formation of the Royal 
Swedish Academy of Sciences (IVA) in 1919. 

The First World War was a pivotal in the emergence of a state research 
plan. The general upgrading of technical research took place during the interwar 
period, in particular concerning collective actions in several industry offices. Ac-
cording to Ingemar Petterson, the research policy that emerged “is to be under-
stood as a handshake between an organized industry on one hand, and the Swed-
ish state on the other. This contractual agreement emerged around the Second 
World War, when the economic importance of science was upgraded while there 
were no practical routines or formal guidelines for allocating the responsibility 
of industrial research.”27 This nation-building apparatus, situated in the relation 
between the industry and the state through funding industrial research, was un-
derstood as a significant factor for industrial, economic and social development. 
The Wenner-Gren Center had been endorsed by Sweden’s prime minister Tage 
Erlander on those very terms. Establishing a center was in line with the Social 
Democratic Party’s political agenda to advance research in general.28 

Sweden experienced a building boom from 1945 until the early 1970s. 
Already during the Second World War, Sweden foresaw how to resolve and 
fulfill the needs of urban expansion, and the building industry grew as a result. 
This was due in part to Sweden’s neutrality, which made it possible to direct en-
ergy towards internal organizations projecting the future rather than on external 
warfare. A major point on the agenda in Sweden’s state-supported structure 
was to develop standards for the built environment. An example of this that 
is crucial for this thesis is that steel building was made possible through the 
organization and structure of institutions. One research institute that directly 
informed architecture was the Home (Domestic) Research Institute (1944). 
Some examples from the time of urban and suburban form as expressions of 
policy-making and institutionalized research are the ABC city structure, rep-
resented by Vällingby, and the Million Housing Program (1965-75), exempli-
fied in several satellite cities outside Stockholm, Malmö and Gothenburg.

Historically, manifestations of the establishment of the scientific state are 

27  Ibid., 226.
28  Attesting to the Social Democratic Party’s standpoint is an important conference that took place in the same year that 
Axel Wenner-Gren announced the donation to Wenner-Gren Center: the so-called Rigoletto Conference, officially called Teknik-
en och morgondagens samhälle in Stockholm in 1955. It was organized by the Social Democrats and the Swedish Trade Union 
Confederation (LO), who had brought together representatives from their own organizations as well as representatives from TCO, 
SAF, and academic research at universities and colleges in order to inform themselves and the public about the status of contem-
porary scientific and technological development.
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the foundation of research institutions such as the Institute for Metals Research 
(1942), the Swedish Wood Research Institute (1942), the Swedish Institute 
for Food Preservation Research (1945), and the Swedish Institute for Silicate 
Research (1952). These are an indication of how the industry and the state 
collaboratively invested in developing society at large. By the end of the 1970s 
there were around 30 such institutes.29 Therefore, a critical perspective on the 
historiography of steel building needs to consider the surrounding structure in 
society. This structure can be understood through an analysis of the formation 
of the Swedish Institute of Steel Construction (SBI), which was dependent on 
the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences (IVA), the KTH Royal Institute of 
Technology, and the Swedish Cement and Concrete Research Institute (CBI).

Since 1932, the Social Democrats had dominated politically and either 
governed with majority or in a coalition. This, of course, had a major impact 
on the country’s direction in regards to social policies and political agendas 
in nation-building, so much so that in 1952, the editor-in-chief of Sweden’s 
leading daily newspaper Dagens Nyheter, Herbert Tingsten, characterized the 
situation as “the end of ideology.”30 He argued that it was a result of the un-
challenged political leadership, as well as a long-standing consensus regarding 
fundamental political issues across party political boundaries. Domestic policy 
was negotiated between the Social Democratic Party and dominant stake-
holders such as the main seven families that controlled Swedish businesses.31 
In social democratic Sweden, the real decisions could be made by a small 
group of big finance interests, the government and the largest representative 
associations, such as the unions. On an ideological basis, the industry and the 
government had established a number of forums through which their coop-
eration could be carried forward. One might add to this a certain belief in 
science and technology in general, and an immense confidence in its potential 
in conjunction with modernization.

 —– The emblematic space of Swedish industries

The Wenner-Gren Center was realized within a specific societal apparatus 
that encouraged movement in the direction of using steel in building technology. 

29  Ingemar Pettersson, Handslaget, 225.
30  This ”the end of ideology” was a leitmotif within political science and public debate of the 1950s and 60s internationally. In 
Sweden, Herbert Tingsten, an important newspaper editor carried on this thesis in the public debate arguing that Sweden was 
leading this development.
31  The editors of Science for Welfare and Warfare: Technology and State Initiative in Cold War Sweden indicate this in their 
introduction.
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The research consults networks of power within a society dependent on Swedish 
industries and the state. The particular condition of the personal networks exe-
cuting power here originated in 1938, when minister of finance Ernst Wigforss 
invited the business community to cooperate with the Social Democratic party. 
Realizing the need for an alliance with the nation’s industries, a basic settle-
ment was reached between the two parties in which Wigforss had insisted that 
the starting point was a common interest in increasing business efficiency and 
thereby increasing income for everyone.32 As the industries at the time primar-
ily grew out of developing iron, paper, glass, and textiles, discussions between 
them focused on how natural resources should be utilized, whether capital and 
labor were being used to the fullest, and how technology and organization 
within the business community could be improved.

During the first half of the twentieth century, Swedish innovations, 
entrepreneurship, economic capital and organization had resulted in large global 
industries, whose capacity as actors within their respective industrial productions 
had developed from small family businesses to international corporations. These 
businesses – Ericsson, ASEA, SKF, Alfa-Laval, Electrolux, and others – were 
collectively referred to as snilleindustrierna, or innovation-based industrial indus-
tries, referring to the progressive innovations behind the development of each 
of them;33 Ericsson had developed early telephones; SKF had patented the ball 
bearing; Alfa-Laval had developed the separator; Electrolux patented the refrig-
erator which used absorption to transform heat to cold.34 Electrolux and ASEA 
(ABB) became international businesses early on as a result of the limited domes-
tic market. Rather than seeking out inexpensive materials or cheap labor, they 
were “in search of new customers”. Knowledge and expertise was further encour-
aged by Swedish politics to help industrial research into economic prosperity. 

Beyond these companies, inventions were primarily within electronics and 
chemistry – both areas with a long tradition of material knowledge in Sweden.35 
In addition, the concentration of economic power in a small number of large-scale 
businesses gave rise to a specific condition: companies could exert their influence 
to steer not only their own business, but also the nation in a certain direction. The 

32  Tage Erlander, Tage Erlander 1955-1960 (Stockholm: Tiden, 1976), 110.
33  Helena Kåberg, Rationell arkitektur: företagskontor för massproduktion och masskommunikation (Uppsala: Acta Universitatis 
Upsaliensis, 2003), 211-212. ASEA (Allmänna Svenska Elektriska Aktiebolaget) was one such industry, founded in 1890 as a merger 
between Elektriska Aktiebolaget and Wenström & Granströms Elektriska Kraftbolag, the origin of whose products was primarily 
in Göran Wenström’s innovation of the three-phase system in 1889. See Jonas Ridderstråle, Global Innovation, Managing Global 
Innovation Projects at ABB and Electrolux, Diss, Stockholm School of Economics, Stockholm, 1996, 91-94. 
34  Ibid., 74.
35  Ingemar Pettersson, Handslaget, 9-11.
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creation of a single body was required in order to tackle the problems facing the 
industry and its role as a whole. The Association of Swedish Industries (Industri-
föreningen) was formed in 1910 on the initiative of a number of industrialists, 
executives, and business owners. The association became the primary armature 
for coordinating a common political agenda for the industry. The board invited 
ministers, delegates, military officials, CEOs, professors and other experts for de-
bates, interviews and discussions on changes in the market. Most importantly, the 
Association of Swedish Industries wrote recommendations to the state regarding 
new political propositions based on the opinions of these experts, encouraging 
discussions about how to oversee the best outcomes for their own interests.36

In the autumn of 1955 however, the government came under severe criticism 
by the Swedish industry. Prime minister Tage Erlander described this time in his 
memoirs: Marcus Wallenberg played a significant role in the ordeal, as he was 
one of the strongest representatives of Sweden’s industrial families, positioned be-
tween Swedish politics and economy. The Wallenberg family had been building 
a financial empire since the 1850s by establishing the bank Stockholms Enskilda 
Bank (SEB). Marcus Wallenberg dominated the Swedish business community at 
the time, and together with the then-CEO of ASEA Curt Nicolin, Wallenberg 
had solidified the family’s political and financial power.37 The criticism was very 
damaging to political stability, and Erlander followed the recommendation to 
hold a series of dinner meetings at his estate at Harpsund. Over the next seven 
years, these dinner congregations first appeared as a direct link to the national 
finances through president of the National Bank Per Åsbrink, president of the 
Credit Bank Edgar Rosander, and Marcus Wallenberg from the SEB, which was 
responsible for large investments in and loans to Swedish industries.

Erlander had also been advised by Olof Palme to provide the business 
community with healthy development opportunities, foremost concerning 
the development of technical research, where the industry and society had 
common interests.38 The dinner meetings became yet another forum for cor-
porative collaboration, informal in character, which intensified the already 
strong tradition of cooperation in the years 1955-1962.39 Niklas Stenlås has 
specified this dominant political activism as “the inner circle” of a core of 

36 CBH Archive: Industriförbundet Collection: This paragraph is based on a reading of the Board’s Meeting Minutes 1950-65.
37 Olof Ehrenkrona, Nicolin: en svensk historia (Stockholm: Timbro, 1991), 100-114.
38 Tage Erlander, Tage Erlander 1955-1960, 111.
39 In 1948, the minister of finance (samordningsminister) Per Edvin Sköld initiated discussions with the industry, called 
“Torsdags klubben” (the Thursday club). These lasted until 1955, when Per Edvin left his government position. It was then that 
Olof Palme proposed Tage Erlander to invite actors from the industry.
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business leaders who “largely organized informally in the space between the 
formal organizations of the business world” which engaged politically in favor 
of the whole business community.40

 —– The possibility of steel building

The term steel should be understood as a generic identification of a wide 
variety of materials with a variety of properties. In the following, I will give a short 
history of steel building in Sweden as well as a brief introduction to the expansion 
of the steel industry in postwar Sweden. The aim is to provide a foundation for 
understanding the relationship between the development of steel and the requests 
for the use of steel as a material for the built environment. As Thomas J. Misa 
argued in his book A Nation of Steel: The Making of Modern America 1865-1925: 
“relationships between producers and consumers are the single most import-
ant determinant of the dynamics of technology and social change.”41 My thesis 
follows that understanding by tracing how the steel products were tested and 
researched for direct use in the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise. Isolating a spe-
cific event that produces a specific history around the construction of a building, 
the thesis pays close attention to the details of the technical information available 
about the Wenner-Gren Center: How these building technologies evolved, and 
how they affected Sweden’s postwar architecture in multistory office buildings. 
A building structure in steel, whether visible or invisible, is fundamentally held 
up by the material steel; this seems obvious enough. Yet, if we are to consider not 
only materiality, but rather the contextual conditions under which steel structures 
were re-introduced, the story at once becomes more complex.

In Sweden, the steel frame building technique had been introduced as 
early as 1898. Steel I-beam constructions coated with rabitz plaster were used 
at the Royal Opera, which was designed by architect Axel Anderberg; the 
parliament building by Aron Johansson, completed in 1905, used a joist sys-
tem of steel beams and porous brick.42 Before the First World War and in the 
period between the two wars was a steel building era in Sweden, when the 
material was used both for buildings and bridges. The 80-meter-tall sign for 
the Stockholm Exhibition in 1930 – a steel construction – was lined with neon 

40 Niklas Stenlås, “The Rise of Political Activism in Scandinavian Big Business 1900-50” in The Democratic Challenge to 
Capitalism, ed., Haldor  Byrkjeflot (Bergen: Fagbokforl., cop. 2001), 265-288; esp. 268-269.
41  Thomas J. Misa, introduction to A Nation of Steel: The Making of Modern America 1865-1925 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. 
Press, cop. 1995), xix.
42  See Sven Dahlberg, “Något om stålkonstruktioner i höghus.” Föredrag Hindersmässan i Örebro 31 januari 1959, and 
Georg Hesselman, Från Skråhantverk till Byggnadsindustri, om husbyggen i Stockholm 1840-1940 (Stockholm: AB Tidskriften 
Byggmästaren, 1945).
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signs for commercial products as a symbolic manifestation of modernism’s 
material and aesthetical values. The exhibition was a breakthrough for Func-
tionalism in Sweden, taking place at a time when new methods for fabricating 
large steel structures were being developed at greater speed; a parade example 
is the technical development in welding, which would soon replace rivets and 
bolts. As part of assemblage technology, welding facilitated the coating of 
steel and thus the prevention of rust. Steel was also an excellent material for 
modernist structures, enabling slender constructions and large glazed areas.

Steel imports were restricted during the Second World War, and Swed-
ish builders turned to other materials, primarily reinforced concrete. Steel 
building in Europe also went into decline during the war, while the Unit-
ed States made advances, designing skyscrapers that were totally dependent 
on steel constructions. At the end of the 1940s, Swedish society opened up 
for new visions, challenging the preceding years of economical restraint, 
including restrictions on material. While Sweden’s expertise in reinforced 
concrete had grown due to research organization and university education, 
steel constructions were used marginally between 1939-1959. Beyond political 
and organizational factors, the technological shift from mechanical to electric 
effectively rationalized the steel construction process with high strength bolts 
and modern impact wrenches, but it was not until the 1950s, when steel prices 
dramatically dropped that constructing multistory buildings with load-bearing 
steel structures became interesting from a rational and economic point of view 
in Sweden. This period was also the first in which steel was being produced at a 
large scale in Sweden. The Swedish steel building field was organized over the 
next decade, and steel became a competitive alternative to reinforced concrete.

There was pressure from the steel industry to assume a more organized 
position concerning steel as a business, and this expressed itself in a variety of 
ways. During the 1950s and 60s, the international iron ore market underwent 
significant changes, and it can be said that the industry as a whole entered a 
new phase. Broadly, some of the key aspects were: geographical expansion 
and a shifting balance on a global scale in the production of iron ore and 
steel; political measures on the European market through the Steel and Coal 
Union in 1952; lower transportation costs as a result of improved shipbuilding, 
and a greater representation of state-owned companies in the mining sector.43 

43  Rolf Baehre, Kompendium i stålbyggnad. D. 1, Historik – Material – Produkter (Stockholm: KTH, Institutionen för brobyggnad 
stålbyggnad, 1975), 8–17.
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Overall, this led to less vertical integration in the production schemes of steel, 
resulting in the before mentioned lower price. Additionally, the tradition-
al Swedish iron industry had previously been more focused on special steel 
products than commercial steel for construction purposes. Although the con-
struction of steel structures – mainly office buildings and bridges – was quite 
extensive in the 1920s, reinforced concrete building technology became more 
sophisticated and gained ground, as mentioned above. This also led to some 
Swedish ironworks focusing their production on reinforcement steel – an area 
to which Sweden has made significant technical contributions.

In the 1950s and 60s, the three biggest commercial steel plants expanded 
and gradually broadened the domestic base for Swedish steel building tech-
nology in association with the Swedish welding technology and production 
of high-strength bulk materials. Domnarvets Järnverk established Norrbottens 
Järnverk (1940) and expanded Oxelösunds Järnverk (1957-1961).44 The town of 
Oxelösund grew considerably due to the new steel manufacturing plant and 
building a town that solely relied on this industry.45 Within just a decade, the 
country was overproducing, and steel prices were lowered in the mid-1950s. 
The beginning of the 1960s has thus been called a new steel building era in 
Sweden.46 But it was not until 1967 that a steel building institute was formed.47 
In the United States, England and Germany, which are considered the main 
steel-producing nations, developments in steel frame construction for build-
ings took place at the same time as great advancements in steel bridge con-
structions, and their technological development was not impacted as greatly 
by the Second World War. Both the US and Germany founded steel building 
institutes in the early 20th century.48 Postwar Sweden was exceptionally dynamic 
in terms of progress and growth; from 1949 to 1970, steel output increased by 
7 % annually.49 The assisting structural engineer of Wenner-Gren Center, Rolf 
Baehre, argued in one of the first reports published by the Swedish Institute 
of Steel Construction (SBI) that the progress between the turn of the century 
and the 1970s was based primarily on advances in materials technology, in 

44  In the period 1957-1961, the plant expanded to include an integrated production line from the raw material to rolled sheet metal.
45  See Marie Nisser, “A Modern Concept of Industry within Traditional Boundaries, Planning and Building in Oxelösund, 1957-
1961” in Industry and Modernism, Companies, Architecture, and Identity in the Nordic and Baltic Countries during the High-Indus-
trial Period, ed., Anja Kervanto Nevanlinna (Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society, 2007).
46  Statens råd för byggnadsforskning, Stålbyggnad: utveckling och forskningsbehov, Programskrift 11 (Stockholm, 1970), 32. The 
initial historical overview was prepared primarily by B. Åke Bengtsson.
47  Lars Wallin, “Stålbyggnadsinstitutet,” Byggnadsindustrin, no.15 (1966): 29.
48  American Steel Construction 1921 and Deutscher Stahlbau Verband 1905. See Lars Wallin, “Stålbyggnadsinstitutet,” Byggnads-
industrin, no.15 (1966): 31.
49  Nisser, “A Modern Concept of Industry within Traditional Boundaries, Planning and Building in Oxelösund, 1957-1961,” 98.
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methods for forming the material, and in joint technology, while at the same 
time significantly advancing the primary knowledge in terms of the stability 
and strength properties of steel.50 

Thus, the mechanisms that allowed steel frame construction to be considered 
as a serious possibility at the Wenner-Gren Center were socio-cultural in their 
nature – dependent both on habits of research, on commercial interests and 
how institutions such as the Swedish Institute of Steel Construction (SBI) 
organized themselves. Acknowledging this fact leads to what might be consid-
ered an attempt to allow a synthetic analysis of the development of knowledge, 
as offering new perspectives on changes in social norms and institutions. Sheila 
Jasanoff has argued that this was included in the paradigm of co-production – a 
concept used to illustrate the interaction which exists in our knowledge of the 
world and our social institutions and activities.51 

The perspective of co-production argues that changes in content and 
direction of the production of knowledge occur foremost through interdisci-
plinary knowledge exchange. Co-production is shorthand for the proposition 
that the ways in which we know and represent the world (both nature and 
society) are inseparable from the ways in which we choose to live it. The aim 
of her conceptual framing is to explore how knowledge-making is incorpo-
rated into practices of state-making or more broadly of governance, and how 
practices of governance influence the making and use of knowledge. The idiom 
of co-production speaks of and fits with the interpretive turn in the social sci-
ences, emphasizing dimensions of meaning, discourse, and textuality. Based 
on post-structuralism frameworks, co-production offers new ways of thinking 
about power, highlighting the role of knowledge, expertise, technical practices, 
and material objects in shaping, subverting, or transforming relations of authority.

Methodology

Since this thesis contributes to the knowledge of Stockholm’s post-
war architecture, focusing specifically on how the use of steel entered 
the construction of tall office buildings, I argue that this introduction of 

50  Rolf Baehre, Kompendium i stålbyggnad. Another important description of the development of primarily reinforced concrete, 
and steel for that matter, can be found in the doctoral thesis History of Reinforced Concrete; The Development of Composite in 
Properties, Computation Models and Safety (2006) by Samuel A. Berg. A major factor in the development of steel is the fact that the 
material had been dominated by the use of carbon steel (0.2 % carbon). The carbon level makes welding possible, but also limits the 
steel’s strength in terms of yield stress. With new additives, alloy additives and the introduction of cold processing, stronger steel 
could be produced. In addition, rolling techniques improved strength properties, which resulted in increased production.
51  See Sheila Jasanoff, ed., States of Knowledge: The Co-Production of Science and the Social 
Order (London: Routledge, 2004); and Anna Tunlid “Den nya biologin,” in Vetenskapens sociala strukturer: Sju historiska fallstudier 
om konflikt, samverkan och makt, ed., Sven Widmalm (ScandBook: Falun, 2008), 102.

T
h

e C
o

n
stru

ctio
n

 o
f C

o
n

stru
ctio

n
80 81



new construction principles and assembling technologies can be studied 
through a single case study, yet understood only through consulting a set 
of resources that interrogates associations, informal relationships between 
powerful individuals, architecture, design, material use and development, 
film, exhibitions and photography. My thesis is therefore supported by a 
variety of archival resources. Understanding what made it possible for steel 
to reenter as a structural material in architecture in postwar Sweden is at 
once a critical interrogation of the construction process. Tracing the pro-
cess of the implementation of structural steel reveals the construction of 
architecture and raises questions about how technological change takes 
place. It positions the research as a study in architecture history with a 
focus on architecture technology that also extends into the field of science, 
technology and society studies (STS).

As an example, in the anthology, Vetenskapens sociala strukturer: Sju historis-
ka fallstudier om konflikt, samverkan och makt, edited by Sven Widmalm (2008), 
the compilation of case studies describes the relationship between different ac-
tors rather than individuals, disciplines or groups. Stating this model as a point 
of departure in describing developments in the technical and scientific field is 
typical of the research approach within STS. The case study approach express-
es how changes in science and technology do not take on a privileged status 
in relation to other social phenomena, but are instead considered part of social 
and cultural processes. This is the method by which we can discuss technology 
within this thesis and from which it seems necessary to depart.

The thesis consults archival material regarding the production of the 
Wenner-Gren Center high-rise, as well as archival material concerning the 
foundation of the Swedish Institute of Steel Construction (SBI). Together 
with other first-hand sources such as trade magazines and newspaper articles, 
these archives form the foundation for my arguments in this thesis. The data I 
have consulted is outside the typical frame of reference for the single research 
disciplines that have addressed the topic; for example, I have used the calcu-
lation tables, organizational charts of the production, engineering drawings, 
and articles in engineering magazines, whilst also relying heavily on under-
standing documentary photographs from the building construction. In many 
cases I have translated original text material into English. In extended quotes 
and where the original sources may be difficult to find, I have given the full 
Swedish text in the footnote. 

The second chapter, Imagining the Wenner-Gren Center, relies on first 
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hand sources found at the Wenner-Gren Foundation archive, which is an 
unorganized archive kept at the Wenner-Gren Foundation, and at Sigtuna 
newspaper clippings archive (Sigtunastiftelsens klipparkiv). The archive con-
tains collection of clippings catalogued under the person Axel Wenner-Gren 
beginning in the 1920s and numerous documentations of the planning pro-
cess.52 This chapter also relies on some of the many newspaper clippings that 
were published in Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet, as well as other 
magazines such as Hemmets Journal, Tidningen Vi, and others. These were 
primarily published during the planning process of the Wenner-Gren Center, 
but some also concerned Axel Wenner-Gren’s life and presence in Swedish 
press. At an early stage of my research I also went over the archival material of 
Fulcrum AB. This completely unorganized collection is stored at the Centre 
for Business History (Centrum för Näringslivshistoria ). While very little of 
the material from that archive has been used as a primary source, the time 
that I spent there gave me insight into Axel Wenner-Gren’s earlier donations 
to individual research applications before the Wenner-Gren Foundation ex-
isted, as well as insight into the many companies and adventurous projects in 
which he invested time and money.

The magazines, Byggnadsindustrin, Byggnadsvärlden and Modern Steel 
Construction, have been valuable resources for understanding the kind of 
building technology discussed in the postwar era, which is particular-
ly relevant in the third chapter, Economies of Steel, and the fourth chapter, 
Construction Sites. These magazines were aimed at the engineering field, and 
thus illuminate how these issues were discussed in the profession. Byggnad-
sindustrin and Byggnadsvärlden are both archived at the architecture library 
at Lund University, and Modern Steel Construction at the KTH Library. In 
addition to this selection of engineering trade journals, Väg- och vattenbyg-
garen is another resource consulted for this thesis.53  Articles from these 
magazines primarily support the argumentation put forward in the second 
and third chapters. Finally, the fifth chapter relies mainly on the SBI archive 
found at the Swedish Institute of Steel Construction (SBI).

52  A concise explanation of the Wenner-Gren Center’s becoming is presented in Jan Wallander’s book: Wenner-Gren stiftelserna 
1955-2000: hur fåfänga visioner och världsförbättrarnit blev grunden till stora stiftelser, (Stockholm: Atlantis, 2002). 
53  My strategy for reviewing the above selection of magazines was simply to flip through every single issue from the years that 
this thesis concerns, i.e. the 1950s and 60s. The complete collection of Väg- och vattenbyggaren is archived at various libraries, 
but I had the privilege and good fortune of reviewing it while visiting Sveriges Ingenjörer (The Swedish Association of Graduate 
Engineers). Svenska Väg- och Vattenbyggares Riksförbund, SVR was formed in 1934 and was originally an organization of mainly 
union issues. Trade union activity in 1974 was transferred entirely to the Association of Graduate Engineers (now the Swedish 
Engineers). SVR has about 5000 members (2008) and publishes the journal Vbyggaren six times per year. The magazine svr.se is 
published 10 times a year.
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In a similar manner, research into selected companies such as Facit, Addo, 
Electrolux, Volvo, ASEA, Ericsson and Atlas Copco was conducted through 
historical company overviews in books held at the library of the Centre for 
Business History, which provided me with a more general perspective on how 
these industries acted, organized their resources, how they were founded, 
and how they became global. In this respect, I have also read through some 
of these companies’ internal newsletters and journals for the period of time 
studied for this thesis. This has naturally also provided insight into how com-
panies described strategies, new products, and engagements, and how they 
reached out to their employees.54 Although I may not have used these as facts 
or footnotes in the text, reading of this kind has given me insight into how to 
look for material that is indeed present in my thesis.

While this thesis departs from fairly standard methods of historical 
analysis, relying largely on archival studies and the scrutiny of textual or 
pictorial material evidence, it owes a debt to various perspectives taken on 
the evidence that affect the nature of which archives and which evidence have 
been included. In the following sections, I will discuss how various scholars 
have written and how they have put forward their arguments; the sections 
that follow will illustrate the methods of argumentation that I have used to 
inform my approach to this thesis. I will provide contextualizing informa-
tion of the scholars’ work in order to illustrate their respective approaches; 
the evidence material is only of minor interest here. Instead, I will focus on 
explaining how the selection of evidence and what kind of data and archival 
material are utilized to construct the argument. 

 —– Using historical evidence

In order to understand how methodology also can be part of the 
theoretical framework, I refer to Wiebe E. Bijker’s elegant linking together 
of stories and theory in the book Of Bicycles, Bakelites, and Bulbs (1995) and 
the argument that “stories harbor theories.”55 Clearly laid out as a strategy, 
Bijker argues that using the technique of allowing stories from a variety 
of users and groups in society upholds the fact that “technology is [thus] 
shaped not only by societal structures and power relations, but also by the 

54  Examples of such publications are: Lufttrycket: aktuellt från tryckluft AB Atlas Copco; Facit-nytt: informationsblad för Facit-
anställda i Åtvidaberg; AD-nytt (ASEA); Elux-nytt: intern och konfidentiell tidskrift. Vattenbyggnadsbyrån, VBB also published the 
internal news magazine VBBnytt. Most of these publications are held at the National Library of Sweden.
55 See Wiebe E. Bijker, introduction to Of Bicycles, Bakelites, and Bulbs: Toward a Theory of Sociotechnical Change (Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, cop. 1995).
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ingenuity and emotional commitment of individuals.”56 Based on that, 
Bijker’s method is to let the case studies that fill the pages in the beginning 
of the book comprise the material for theoretical generalizations as well as 
political analysis of how to understand the relation between technology and 
society. Bijker includes the idea of technological creativity in his argument 
about how stories act as leverage to understand how technology and society 
work while innovations are formed, or what he calls “the epistemology of 
technology.” Bijker thus broadens the understanding of technology to the 
perspective of processes and understanding of the nature of processes that 
develop new technologies. 

What I aim to express as the construction of construction may be likened 
with what Bijker explains as his own method to tie microstories with macro-struc-
tures as an understanding of “the internal structure of technology.”57 While 
talking about the internal structure of technology, Bijker leans towards contex-
tualization and social processes. I align with these understandings in this the-
sis, allowing details of the design – in this case the steel frame construction – to 
bear a resemblance to the contextual circumstances in society. When discussing 
individuals, I regard them as social subjects in a constellation of actions, events 
and circumstances, rather than as dependent on psychological processes.

While Bijker argues for the use of microhistory and the interrogation 
of a variety of social subjects and groups, my thesis does not use the method 
of a compilation of stories; instead, I analyze the building process of the 
Wenner-Gren Center from different perspectives. I am thus using a similar, 
if small-scale method both in time and in context. Another proponent for the 
use of microhistory is art historian Nancy Steiber. She also argues for the use 
of firsthand sources. In this thesis, I have endeavored to allow the archive to 
speak, and used secondary sources to refine my view. I have been of the con-
viction that my approach must be founded on empirical studies. Therefore, I 
strongly concur with Nancy Steiber’s argument to construct the thesis from a 
theoretically informed standpoint, but use empirically-based history.58

My approach has also been to analyze the circumstances surrounding 
“those groups who share a meaning of a technological artifact”, to borrow 
Trevor J. Pinch’s and Wiebe E. Bijker’s description of the demarcation of 

56  Ibid., 4.
57  Ibid. 
58  Nancy Steiber, “Microhistory of the Modern City: Urban Space, Its Use and Representation,” Journal of the Society of 
Architectural Historians, vol. 58, no. 3 (Sep 1999): 384.
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the Social Construction of Technology, SCOT.59 The Social Construction 
of Technology emerged as a field that introduced a radical approach to study 
the development of technology in the 1980s. As a sociological approach, 
it situates technology in the context of society. Identifying social groups 
that have a relationship to the technological artifact, the approach is to 
consult these groups, representing different perspectives in order to under-
stand the technological artifact’s role in society. Criticism of this method-
ology concerns the disadvantage of the methodology where the field has 
been shaped by narratives that place excessive emphasis on the design stage 
of technology; that the method ignores power relationships; and that the 
method is politically unexciting.60 However, my thesis does not limit itself 
to different social groups and their use of technology, but also includes and 
focuses on power relationships.

 —– Understanding technological change from an architectural perspective

Discussing how steel reentered the area of architecture necessarily 
involves a discussion of technology and foremost of technological change. This 
is also part of a non-visual culture of architecture, meaning that technology 
is not driven by the paradigm of the artistic hero, nor by the architect seen 
as the autonomous innovator who shapes new trends, styles and form-finding 
ideologies.61 Yet, technology does have a firm place in the historiography of 
architectural form through one strand of understanding modernism as “the 
machine age.” This was introduced by Reyner Banham, who took on popu-
lar culture as a serious matter in relation to program and as an essential key 
in the formation of architecture trends.62 Acknowledging technology as the 
non-visual culture of architecture as well as technology defined by trends, I 
aim to discuss how technology relies on the interdependence between social 
constructions and technological development.

Writing about technology then is to acknowledge its importance in 
society. In the mass media, technology is continually discussed as advancing 

59  Trevor J. Pinch and Wiebe E. Bijker, “The Social Construction of Facts and Artifacts: Or How the Sociology of Science and 
Sociology of Technology Might Benefit Each Other” in The Social Construction of Technological Systems: New Directions in the 
Sociology and History of Technology, eds. Wiebe E. Bijker, Deborah G. Douglas, Thomas Parke Hughes, and T. J. Pinch (Anniversary 
ed. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2012), 21-23.
60  Nick Calyton, “SCOT: Does it Answer?,” Technology and Culture, vol. 43, no.2 (April, 2002): 354.
61  See Ulf Sandström, Arkitektur och social ingenjörskonst: studier i svensk arkitektur- och bostadsforskning (Linköping: Tema 
Teknik och social förändring, Univ., 1989), 259-265.The role of the architect is historically divided into four different paradigms; the 
Hero; the Expert, the Bureaucrat; and the Critic.
62  See Nigel Whiteley, Reyner Banham: Historian of the Immediate Future (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, cop. 2002); Manfredo 
Tafuri, Architecture and Utopia: design and capitalist development (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, cop. 1976), 141-170; Helena 
Mattsson, Arkitektur och konsumtion: Reyner Banhams utbytbarhetens estetik (Eslöv: , B. Östlings bokförl. Symposion, 2004), 216.
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every day, changing the human condition and underpinning modernity.63 The 
perception of technology as almost a part of the body is an acknowledgement 
that technology matters. It is often discussed along the lines of technological 
determinism, and it is intimately tied to developments in science. While this 
is often true, it is also “an oversimplified answer” to the question of what 
technology is.64 Understanding technical changes and how humans adapt to 
circumstances is a passive attitude towards technological change, and it is 
not how I will discuss technological change or the role of technology in this 
thesis; nor will I discuss heroic technological innovators. 

Thomas P. Hughes is one of the more recent historians of technology 
who has situated some of the great inventors in a contextual analysis and 
thus reordered the image of the genius.65 His scholarship expresses instead 
how new technology emerges out of a creative and imaginative process that 
improves the existing. Most important for this thesis is the concept of tech-
nological systems, which is central to Hughes’ scholarship. “Typically, and 
increasingly, technologies come not in the form of separate, isolated devices 
but as part of a whole, as part of a system.”66 Hughes illustrates the meaning 
of ‘technological system’ through the development of the light bulb, which 
was designed as part of the generation and distribution of electricity. De-
scribing the light bulb and its interdependency on other infrastructures such 
as the pathways of electricity situates the invention of the lightbulb into a 
greater technological system. Rather than let the idea of technological sys-
tem guide how I discuss technology, I maintain that introducing the idea of 
the construction of construction allows the discussion of both hard and soft 
values in relation to the shaping of technology. The methodological set-up 
of this thesis intimately links technology, society and its relation to power.

 —– Organization as architecture

Among the research work that has been important in the formulation 
of the structure of my argument, which tackles architecture against the 
background of the Cold War military-industrial complex, incorporat-
ing aesthetics, media theory and the development of techno-science, is 
Reinhold Martin’s The Organizational Complex: Architecture, Media, and 

63  See introductory essay in The Social Shaping of Technology, Second Edition, eds., Donald MacKenzie and Judy Wajcman 
(Buckingham [u.a.] Open University Press 1999).
64  Ibid., 5.
65  See Thomas P. Hughes, American genesis: a history of the American genius for invention (New York: Penguin, 1990).
66  Donald MacKenzie and Judy Wajcman, The Social Shaping of Technology, 10.
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Corporate Space (2003). Dealing with postwar corporate architecture in the 
United States, Martin reframes how the military-industrial complex and 
architecture along with corporations emerged and transformed aesthetical 
and technological values in the built environment. Martin shows through his 
in-depth analysis of the Eero Saarinen and Skidmore, Owings and Merrill 
production of corporate architecture an emergence of a systems-based 
model of organization that aligned with the development of computers. 
He identifies the concept of the organizational complex as a description of 
how aesthetic tendencies that informed architecture developed in tandem 
with techno-scientific culture as a result of the introduction of computers. 
Martin convincingly argues that corporate space harbors these aesthetical 
and organizational parameters, discussing how the development of work-
ing environments extends to the life of human beings.

Most importantly, Reinhold Martin’s historical and theoretical analysis 
of the postwar period in corporate America is a mapping of how the 
programmatic plan of a corporate building affects the individuals and the 
organizational structure of companies, deriving from structural decisions as 
well as less traceable conclusions about the production of images and media. 
He deftly weaves seemingly disparate discourses such as media, organization 
theory, architectural space and techno-scientific knowledge, providing an 
elaborate understanding of the making of culture. Relating to Martin’s argu-
ment, my thesis sets up the “interactive interference between the bodies” that 
I will discuss: the individuals; the material steel; and various organizations 
are portrayed and treated as interdependent agents.67 I argue that each subject 
plays a role in the overall outcome of the development towards the possibility 
to build steel frame buildings in the Swedish postwar environment.

 —– Expanding the understanding of architecture

If we then consider the process of architecture as taking part in the 
organization and structure of society, my thesis argument relies on an 
important piece of research that considers architecture in this perspective, 
targeting more directly the probability of organization through different 
architectural formats: Keller Easterling’s book, Organization Space: Land-
scapes, Highways, and Houses in America (1999), uses network theory in order 
to conceptualize and analyze urban developments on the North American 

67  Jane Bennett, Vibrant matter: a political ecology of things (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010), 21.
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continent. Tracing early 20th century planning strategies for suburban 
development and cross-country highways, individuals such as Norman 
Bel Geddes stand out as key designers of roads and other networks. There 
is another figure that plays an integral part in revealing what Easterling 
identifies as “protocols” for urban organization and development. Describ-
ing the strong influence of the regional planner Benton MacKaye, who 
designed infrastructures with equal parts artistic sensitivity and engineering 
accuracy, Easterling does an in-depth analysis of the importance of “the 
organizational expressions of spatial arrangements.”68 In the context of 
her book, these arrangements were channeled through a concentration of 
power and designers. Easterling argues opportunistically for architectural 
possibilities that lay in the power and knowledge of organization in order 
to affect large urban structures. Small tweaks and shifts of regional sys-
tems have far more aesthetic effect than individual design problems. In that 
sense, Easterling’s most important contribution for me is the concept that 
organizational formats are design.

Easterling puts forward “cut and dry” historical moments and under-
pins them with theoretical propositions about a larger contextual situa-
tion evolving from tracing the particularities of certain circumstances. This 
suggests alternatives for how architects might think about aesthetics and 
space not as static, but as multiples, as production, as sequence. It also refers 
to the title of my thesis, which harbors an idea about how these momentarily 
agreements, conversations, imaginations and propositions often have a dom-
ino effect, turning a slightly interesting idea into the realization of a project. 
We might historically retrace its architecture as dependent on logic, but I 
argue instead that it is the networks of individuals, influences and organiza-
tional structures that formulate an architectural space where new possibilities 
arise. The power is in key maneuvers within constellations of management, 
steering board meetings, and unofficial groups where the influence of such 
maneuvers is amplified within a preset agenda of operations (or a system).

 —– Architecture and technology

The thesis sets out to reconcile architecture history and the social construc-
tion of technology. Thus, while considering an important architectural project 
in postwar Sweden, the focus rests heavily on research that concerns the imag-

68  Keller Easterling, Organization Space: Landscapes, Highways, and Houses in America (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1999), 3 .
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ination and political negotiations foregrounding the project; detailed analysis 
of the material and assembling technologies of the steel structure; cost calcu-
lations, risk management and institutional armatures in favor of implementing 
steel as a building material. This is to say that rather than considering the 
Wenner-Gren Center as an architect’s creation, the research ventures an anal-
ysis of a network of social circumstances in which the architect played a role 
together with engineers, builders, financers and city authorities that gave shape 
to the design of the Wenner-Gren Center. Importantly, this method does not 
exclude the architect, but reveals the collaborative aspect of the architect’s 
craft as part of the network of other expertise such as the engineer. While the 
design of the Wenner-Gren Center was notable in Stockholm for its height, as 
it was one out of eight high-rises being built at the time, the 25-floor high-rise 
was a formal experiment. The form required new building techniques as steel 
came into question for the structural frame of the building. This meant that 
engineering the architectural form overshadowed the architectural discussion 
at meetings concerning project management of the building. The architectural 
proposal that was commissioned in 1958 reached built form. Therefore, the 
skewed angles, the rhomboid footprint and the tapering height – the volu-
metric form – endured and were considered a problem-solving engineering 
project. Studying the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise is thus particularly ap-
propriate with regard to the above methodological point of view.

To de–emphasize the architect in the narrative of the Wenner-Gren 
Center has a wider significance in a contemporary context of architectural 
history writing. It represents the shift by certain scholars, which has been 
referenced earlier, focusing on architecture history from the perspective 
of drawings, technology, material. This shift indicates a criticism of the 
understanding of an individual – the architect – as a genius solely responsible 
for architecture. Instead, this tendency in scholarly writing seeks to under-
stand the complexity and the particular roles and agencies of an architectural 
project. This approach to architecture history smoothes over the relationship 
between objects, humans, and tools, making them all agents with the aim of 
getting closer to the instruments and technologies at play in architecture. 

Furthermore, the Swedish postwar environment is also interesting 
as a time during which the role of the architect was under revision from 
its earlier hero or genius role. With the introduction of Functionalism, 
standardization, rationalization and automation entered the architectural 
field, as they did in so many other areas of society. During the period when 
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the Wenner-Gren Center was designed and built, the architect was still 
responsible for drawings and design decisions, and also influential when 
it came to construction and material use. However, architects had little 
influence on the major decisions that were made. While this is also a result 
of the project’s character, it was predominantly related to the direction that 
Swedish society was taking.
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We need only to think of modern architecture’s 
long-standing (if often rhetorical) identification with 
steel and glass, as well as with concrete, to recall that 
entire categories of architectural production and their 
attendant ideologies have frequently been defined in 
relation to the use of materials.

                        Reinhold Martin, “What is a Material?,”  
 Eero Saarinen: Shaping the Future.1

It was not a new technology that created the skyscraper, 
nor was it impersonal economic forces. Rather it was 
the social ascendancy of the businessmen, who employed 
architects to transform the urban landscape.

     David E. Nye,  
 American Technological Sublime.2
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Imagining the Wenner-Gren Center

This chapter is about the Wenner-Gren Center as it was imagined as a research 
hub in Stockholm.3 Correspondence letters, statements, and informal as well 
as formal meetings between individuals that envisioned this interdisciplin-
ary center reveal that the politics of those involved are inseparable from their 
personalities. For example, Axel Wenner-Gren imagined incarnating himself as 
a philanthropist promoting scientific research by establishing a monument. His 
assistants, who ran Axel Wenner-Gren’s errands, had their own, self-serving 
interests in the possible gains a research center could entail. The individuals rep-
resenting the Wenner-Gren Foundation, which Wenner-Gren had established 
to accomplish his goal, obviously wanted to be part of this dynamic dream. On 
the other side of this alliance were the individuals that represented the state, 
standing ethically for social sustainability and imagining an institution that 
could represent the wellbeing of the state. Prime minister Tage Erlander and 
the Social Democratic party wanted to support institutions that could advance 
the scientific fields. Along with them was the city of Stockholm, which was 
developing the inner city area at the time, and the pending property trade, 
which would become a crucial matter for continuing the revitalization project 
in the city center.4 Furthermore, if the Wenner-Gren Center was realized, the 
city of Stockholm could boast a new notable institution. 

Although these parties had much to gain from establishing the 
Wenner-Gren Center, politically they approached the project from separate 
ends. Therefore, accompanying this setup of realizing the Wenner-Gren Center 
were a number of negotiations and proceedings in which accordance between 
the Wenner-Gren Foundation and the state was an essential prerequisite for col-
laboration. In this chapter, I will focus on the negotiations of the uncertainties 
that surrounded the Wenner-Gren Center before building construction, laying 
out what can be seen as a particular relationship between business and society, 

1  Reinhold Martin, “What is a Material?,” in Eero Saarinen: Shaping the Future, eds., Eeva-Liisa Pelkonen and Donald Albrecht 
(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2006), 69.
2  David E. Nye, American Technological Sublime (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, cop. 1994), 96.
3  As described in the introduction most of the material referenced in this chapter comes from the Wenner-Gren Foundations 
archive. This archive is a collection of documents, meeting minutes, letters, photographs, newspaper clippings and more, which are 
kept in envelopes or in binders. These are not organized in any particular way. If interested in a specific document, one would just 
have to look through the material in order to find it. 
4  During the 1950-60s, Stockholm expanded considerably, both along the new subway lines, developing new suburban 
communities and in the core of the city. For a review of the inner city development, see Anders Gullberg, City – Drömmen om ett nytt 
hjärta D 1 and D 2 (Stockholm: Stockholmia, 2001) and Torsten Westman, “50-talet – idéer blir till verklighet,” in Stad i förvandling: 
Stockholms utveckling från 1930-tal till 1990-tal, ed., Björn Hallerdt (Stockholm: Samf. S:t Erik, 1988), 33-52.
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which emerges from the underlying premises of the Wenner-Gren Center.
The following, then, restates familiar relationships between human, 

social and economic structures centered on the vision of a building. I argue 
that those individuals and their tangible gestures – a handshake, a letter, an 
informal pat on the back – are as much politics as the formal documenta-
tion of a contract. The imaginary is blurred around the edges, unstable and 
belongs to human willpower, and the subject was set into action through the 
announcement of an architecture competition. Even though the framing is a 
formal contract in the competition brief, the architecture competition did not 
overcome the issues of conflicting interests relating to politics. The generally 
established proceeding – that the winning scheme would receive the commis-
sion for the project – was in this case turned on its head, and the runner-up 
was awarded the project. This reinforces the blurry nature of the relationship 
between the human condition and formal constructs.

Throughout this chapter, the informal performances are displayed to 
illustrate the interchangeability of the individual and the organization the 
individual represents. These informal scenarios – where politics as well as the 
transfer of power from one hand to the other, from one agent to another – 
are a particular focus in this chapter. Even if these agreements were later of-
ficially validated with contracts, the intricate descriptions of those situations 
aim to pinpoint the humanity in every operation that has a political effect.  
I will begin by discussing early references to the Wenner-Gren Center in 
the American milieu, specifically in the academic context called an ‘Inter-
national House.’5

American premises for an International House

On September 10th, 1954, Axel Wenner-Gren, accompanied by C. Bert 
Lilja, one of his economic trustees, met with three established Swedish 
scientists to discuss Wenner-Gren’s plans to establish a center for scientific re-
search.6 The three scientists were professor Hugo Theorell, who was awarded 
the Nobel Prize in biochemistry in 1955; professor Ragnar Nilsson, a chem-
ist and microbiologist from the Swedish University of Agricultural Scienc-

5  See Tage Erlander, Tage Erlander 1949-1954 (Stockholm: Tiden, 1974), 11-15; and Jan Wallander, Wenner-Gren stiftelserna 1955-
2000: hur fåfänga visioner och världsförbättrarnit blev grunden till stora stiftelser (Stockholm: Atlantis, 2002), 15-26.
6  WGC Archive: Meeting minutes September 10, 1954. Information on the early stages of establishing a research center are found 
in correspondences between the three scientists and Axel Wenner-Gren, as well as in a confidential report signed by Ragnar Nilsson, 
Hugo Theorell, Manne Siegbahn and dated May 31, 1955. WGC Archive: “Doktor Axel L. Wenner-Grens planer på en stiftelse för 
främjande av vetenskaplig forskning.” 
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es; and Manne Siegbahn, professor of Physics at Uppsala University. At 
the meeting, Wenner-Gren asked the three scientists to form a board that 
could formulate detailed guidelines for such a center. Axel Wenner-Gren 
lived outside Sweden the majority of the time and had selected these three 
notable professors as his delegates. They were exactly the kind of people with 
whom Dr. Axel Wenner-Gren liked to surround himself. His patronage and 
funding of scientific research attested to that fact (and also led to no fewer 
than three honorary doctorates). Three additional scientists were invited to 
act as an advisory committee for the primary task of formulating a proposal. 
Wenner-Gren suggested professor Niels Bohr from Denmark, Ragnar 
Nicolaysen from Norway and A. I. Virtanen from Finland to be part of this 
committee, and professor Hugo Theorell contacted all three immediately, em-
phasizing that “the other Scandinavian countries would naturally also benefit 
from the Foundation.”7

In a confidential memo, the three scientists outlined how to set forward 
an action plan during the first six months, and met with prime minister Tage 
Erlander and other state officials.8 Theorell would become the lead figure in this 
regard and also continue as such while a board member of the Wenner-Gren 
Foundation.9 The three scientists soon contacted Gunnar Wejke, the director 
of the National Board of Public Buildings (Kungliga Byggnadsstyrelsen, KBS), 
in order to formulate a memo which specified what at this point was called 
Wenner-Gren House.10 Following the three professors’ first meeting with the 
prime minister and other state officials, KBS director Gunnar Wejke had 
been commissioned to look into a possible site.11 The initial phase projected 
housing to accommodate 50-100 visiting researchers. In addition to renting 
out apartments, the Wenner-Gren House would comprise meeting facilities, 
office space and a chancellery for “activities close to the foundation in one 
way or another.”12 Among the organizations that could be expected to rent 

7  WGC Archive: Quote from a letter by Hugo Theorell to Manne Siegbahn dated September 17, 1954. Translated by the author. 
Theorell explains that he has sent off a letter about the plans for a research center to professor Nicolaysen and also described the 
recently formed board that could act towards instituting a research center. 
8  Jan Wallander mentions in his book that prime minister Tage Erlander and then-minister of finance Per Edvin Sköld, then-minister 
of education Ragnar Edenstam and then-minister of transport Sven Andersson met with the delegates professor Ragnar Nilson, 
professor Manne Siegbahn and professor Hugo Theorell – whom Axel Wenner-Gren had chosen to develop guidelines for the 
Foundation – in the fall 1955. See Jan Wallander, Wenner-Gren Stiftelserna 1955-2000, 32.
9  As a steering member, Hugo Theorell was very active in the genesis of the foundation. Later, he played a central role in decisions 
of scientific character but also in financial and business-related issues. See Jan Wallander, Wenner-Gren stiftelserna 1955-2000, 31.
10  The Wenner-Gren House was thought of as an initial stage of the Wenner-Gren Center so that the larger programmatic scope 
could be added to the Wenner-Gren House. WGC Archive: Confidential memo, ”Doktor Axel L. Wenner-Grens planer på en stiftelse 
för främjande av vetenskaplig forskning,” May 31, 1955.
11  Jan Wallander, Wenner-Gren stiftelserna 1955-2000, 32.
12  WGC Archive: Appendix describing “The Wenner-Gren Research Center” put together by Hugo Theorell, Manne Siegbahn, 
Ragnar Nilsson in collaboration with KBS director Gunnar Wejke and sent to Dr. Axel Wenner-Gren, April 7, 1955.
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office space were the Stockholm Universities Rector Convention; the Swedish 
Institute; research councils within medicine, the natural sciences, and techni-
cal and social sciences; the Atom Committee; and the Computing Machines 
Board.13 On the basis of this preliminary inventory, KBS director Gunnar 
Wejke calculated that everything could be housed in a building complex with 
a central structure of 10 floors, the cost of which was estimated at ten million 
Swedish kronor.14  This description of the Wenner-Gren House is most likely 
the basis for Axel Wenner-Gren’s initial donation. In addition to the pro-
gram, the memo also included a statement on the Wenner-Gren Foundation’s 
purpose and organization.

Correspondence and meeting minutes reveal that the project was shaped 
by a number of individuals. As one might suspect, all of them acted with some 
self-interest or as representatives of their affiliated institutions or political 
armature. The scientists foresaw that realizing Wenner-Gren’s ambitious 
project would ultimately play in their profession’s favor. Gunnar Wejke’s in-
volvement at an early stage opened up possibilities to find solutions to problems 
that the KBS director was facing.15 Initially, Axel Wenner-Gren’s role in this 
can be seen as that of a street-smart PR agent for projects of this sort. The press 
conference and the lavish dinner hosted by the prime minister at Harpsund that 
followed were exactly in line with that creation of excitement around a project.

Following the initial meeting in Stockholm, Axel Wenner-Gren sent 
a memorandum regarding the Wenner-Gren Foundation in February 
1955.16 Inspiration came from similar institutions in the USA. He certainly 
charmed Swedish researchers with the following statement in a letter sent 
November 4, 1954:

Throughout my contact with research and scientists in the world, I have 
been of the impression that we in Sweden have a higher percentage of 
talented men with an aptitude for research within science than anywhere 
else in the world. Sweden has already made a name for itself in science. If, 
however, abundant material resources were made available for research, 
surely our country could justify even more so as the leading country in this 

13  Ibid.
14  Ibid.
15  KBS had conducted internal investigations relating to the increased demands and tasks in urban planning the organization 
would face. These confirmed that KBS as the building board would have to put focus on developments for higher education and 
research during the 1960s. See Tor Bunner, Byggnadsstyrelsen byggnadsverk och verksamhet (Stockholm: Byggnadsstyr., 1983), 11.
16  WGC Archive: Axel Wenner-Gren “Memorandum regarding Wenner-Gren Foundation,” February 1, 1955.
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area. While I have long appreciated the importance of scientific research, 
the idea of creating a research center of such dimensions that already exist 
in other countries, particularly in the US, caught my attention early on.17

This memorandum was the first description of the Wenner-Gren House. 
Wenner-Gren did not specify the interdisciplinary institutions to which he 
was referring, but he was most likely tuned in on tendencies in the scientific 
community towards interdisciplinary collaboration across fields. For example, 
the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research in New York 
was responsible for funding one of the largest and most ambitious interdis-
ciplinary research conferences at the time. This was Man’s Role in Changing 
the Face of the Earth held at Princeton June 1955. [fig. 1] Inspired, it seems, by 
this large conference at Princeton University, he suggested that the research 
center would host annual symposia, the first of which was to be called: “The 
Humanization of Man”.18 Wenner-Gren’s suggestion of the title indicates that 
his agenda held the same grand ambitions as the conference held at Princeton. 
Wenner-Gren also expressed in detail how he had conferred about his ideas 
of an International House with Dr. Paul Fejos, the executive head of the 
Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research in New York. [fig. 2]

Director Paul Fejos was a close friend of Wenner-Gren. In his obituary, 
the Hungarian Fejos was described as a kind of Renaissance man who 
brought brilliance and complexity to his work as both a researcher and film-
maker.19 From this, one can discern that director Fejos played a role in turn-
ing the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research into “the 
rallying point for anthropology, not only in the United States but all around 
the world.”20 Therefore, Fejos had both experience and credibility when it 
came to advising on how to establish the Wenner-Gren Foundation and the 
Wenner-Gren Center. He had outlined a program, which was part of the 
Memorandum that Axel Wenner-Gren sent to the three scientists in Sweden.

Regardless of whether Paul Fejos or Axel Wenner-Gren had drafted the 

17  WGC Archive: Translation by the author. “Under mina kontakter med forskningens män inom vetenskapens värld har jag 
fått intrycket, att vi här hemma i Sverige ha en procentuellt större tillgång på män med begåvning och fallenhet för forskning på 
vetenskapens område än man någon annanstans har att uppvisa. Då jag länge uppskattat den gränslösa betydelsen av rationell 
forskning, vaknade hos mig redan tidigt tanken på att skapa ett forskarcentrum av sådana dimensioner, som redan existerar i 
utlandet, framförallt i U.S.A.” Hugo Theorell restating Axel Wenner-Gren’s formulation sent November 4, 1954 in a confidential 
memo dated May 31, 1955.
18  WGC Archive: At this point, the Wenner-Gren Foundation is called “The Wenner-Gren Endowment – An International Organization 
for Interdisciplinary Research.” Dr. Axel Wenner-Gren “Memorandum regarding Wenner-Gren Center,” February 1, 1955.
19  John W Dodds, “Eulogy for Paul Fejos (1897-1963),” Current Anthropology 01, vol. 4 (October, 1963): 405-407.
20  At the time, the Viking Fund was the first foundation in the US devoted to the welfare of anthropology, and embraced a wide 
spectrum of fields including ethnology, physical anthropology, linguistics and archeology. Ibid., 405.
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FIG 1.  Axel Wenner-Gren participated in the inter disciplinary, 
international symposium Man’s Role in Changing the Face 
of the Earth at Princeton in June 1955.1 The conference was 
an indication of the growing widespread concern for the 
environment. The symposium was later considered a historical 
turning point with regard to how to consider and reconsider 
civilization. It was arranged, funded and supported by the 
Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research.2 
In many respects, the understanding of the world on those 
premises may have influenced Axel Wenner-Gren, prompting 
him in the direction of one of his last key philanthropic missions: 
funding the Wenner-Gren Center. Photo by Chris Marsh.
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FIG 2.  The six-day symposium was dedicated entirely to 
the discussion of 52 pre-published papers that circulated 
among 80 scholars. Incentives for the symposium had 
emerged mainly from the fields of anthropology and 
human geography, yet participants were from such diverse 
fields as architecture, biology, conservation, economics, 
engineering, mathematics, medicine, philosophy, physics, 
regional planning and zoology. The symposium’s objective 
was clearly to establish an interdisciplinary platform 
for further analysis and reflection on the environment.3 
Photo of Carl O. Sauer, geographer, one of the organizers. 
(Photograph courtesy of the Wenner-Gren Foundation for 
Anthropological Research, New York, New York).
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program, one can sense the reciprocal excitement and encouragement in 
the letters exchanged between Wenner-Gren and the three scientists in 
Sweden while formulating the first scheme. In a reply letter a month lat-
er, Wenner-Gren explained that he had attended several conferences in the 
company of Fejos, and that he had been met with enthusiasm and support. 
In the same letter, he also mentioned that he had created a committee which 
would “prepare the American angle of the activities” that aimed to make 
more definite decisions at the conference in Princeton on June 16th.21 While 
confirming that the work was progressing, he also urged the three scientists 
in Sweden to continue working with sketches and refrain from making any 
definitive drawings. This meant that they were collaboratively moving for-
ward fairly rapidly, discussing not only organizational matters but also form. 
Even if Axel Wenner-Gren had ambitions for the Wenner-Gren Foundation 
as a worldwide organization, it was definitely going to have a physical form in 
Stockholm at “a central location where also offices and other accommodations 
could be rented out so that the Foundation would have a steady and consid-
erable income from revenues.”22 It is clear that Axel Wenner-Gren already 
foresaw the inevitable expenditures of owning and running real estate, and he 
was already considering how to finance the enterprise. 

Apart from Paul Fejos, Wenner-Gren stated that he had consulted several 
other scientists from Yale, Harvard, Chicago and California Universities. But 
director Fejos had clearly been essential for further developing Wenner-Gren’s 
ideas for “a novel scientific research organization of world-wide scope.”23 Most 
important was the reasoning regarding the potential of an interdisciplinary re-
search center. Wenner-Gren stated: “It is significant that practically every one 
of the scientists with whom we have discussed this new project has stressed 
the importance of the international aspect of the contemplated organization – 
this is also in line with my own thinking.”24 Even though Axel Wenner-Gren 
was consulting a supportive crowd that may very well have foreseen their own 
winnings in the funding and organization of the project that he was about to 
set forward, interdisciplinary research had also borne fruitful outcomes.

To exemplify this, he explained the development of the Carbon-14 dat-

21  WGC Archive: (written in English) Letter from Axel Wenner-Gren to Manne Siegbahn, March 25, 1955.
22  Ibid. 
23  WGC Archive: (written in English) Memorandum February 1, 1955. Dr. Axel Wenner-Gren does not mention any scientists by 
name in the beginning of the memorandum when he refers to these universities. Later in the same document, he does mention 
that he has approached the following scientists to serve on the board of trustees of the Endowment: professor John Dodds, Julian 
Huxley, Filmer Northop, P. Teilhard de Chardin, Arthur Toynbee, Sir Robert Watson Watt.
24  Ibid. 
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ing method, an interdisciplinary development that had been supported by the 
Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research: “Possibly no two 
disciplines were more remote from each other than nuclear chemistry and 
prehistory and archeology. Through the Foundation’s efforts, nuclear science 
now provides the stylus for writing in accurate dates [of archeological findings] 
on the pages of history.”25 Wenner-Gren was referring to how the collaboration 
between scientists in nuclear chemistry, history and archology together had de-
veloped a method by which it was possible to determine the age of organic mat-
ter. Wenner-Gren also mentioned discovery of the uses of penicillin: “Penicillin 
and its subsequent era of ‘biologicals’ in therapy is an illustration for the case. 
Although the lytic actions of mold on bacterial cultures were already known 
to a number of investigators at the end of the nineteenth century, fifty years 
elapsed before the therapeutic application of biologicals became a reality.”26 

This specific research example and the many models of the fruitful out-
comes of interdisciplinary research are mentioned during the first year of 
correspondence between Wenner-Gren and Theorell, Siegbahn and Nilsson, 
as they set forward the idea of establishing a center. It is difficult – if not im-
possible – to discern with certainty whether there was one particular example 
that laid the ground for the envisioned center for interdisciplinary research. 
But it is beyond question that Axel Wenner-Gren had very ambitious ideas 
from the outset, and was inspired by many different venues. Wenner-Gren 
also understood this undertaking to be a difficult one at the time because of 
the Iron Curtain.27 While interdisciplinary research was not new as a method 
for advancing science (as the three scientists tried to explain in a letter to Axel 
Wenner-Gren), dedicating a building to the cause affirmed scientific research 
as an element of national progress. [fig. 3]

These initial investigations into the role of science and understanding 
the advancements that had been made as a result of interdisciplinary research 
were important for the formulation of the competition brief. Among other 
more detailed specifications, the thirteen-page competition brief discussed 
the role of the Wenner-Gren Center, the expected consequences of gathering 
international researchers from different disciplines in a center, and how this 
network of researchers would acquire leading positions in their home countries 

25  Ibid. Sensational archeological findings of the era were dated using the C14 method. 
26  Ibid.
27  WGC Archive: Axel Wenner-Gren’s vision was to give physical shape to an institution in Stockholm that could include “activities 
all over the world.”, yet this grand ambition was not feasible at the time due to the Iron Curtain, according to Axel Wenner-Gren, 
Memorandum regarding Wenner-Gren Foundation, February 1, 1955.
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FIG. 3 Dr. Paul Fejos and Axel Wenner-Gren onboard the Southern 
Cross, the luxury yacht Wenner-Gren had bought in 1937.  The ship 
provided him an exclusive setting for business meetings around the 
world. (Photograph courtesy of the Wenner-Gren Foundation for 
Anthropological Research, New York, New York).
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after their visit to the Wenner-Gren Center: “One can therefore predict that 
the Wenner-Gren Foundation and the Wenner-Gren Center will soon have 
a close personal relationship with a growing number of leading researchers in 
most countries.”28 Further on, the competition brief related this situation to 
the design task: “To stimulate contacts between foreign guests and Swedish 
researchers, the Wenner-Gren Center should be designed in such a way that 
it becomes a natural gathering place for both Swedish scientists who live in 
Stockholm and those visiting Stockholm to participate in various meetings 
of a scientific nature.”29 In order to commission the design of a future Wen-
ner-Gren Center, it was important to discuss how interdisciplinary situations 
were created.

Professors Theorell, Siegbahn and Nilsson confirmed that inter-
disciplinary research was becoming increasingly established: “The thing is 
that modern science increasingly tends to become ‘interdisciplinary’. One 
cannot go so far as to believe that penicillin would have been discovered 50 
years earlier with the help of ‘interdisciplinary research’. It was rather that the 
time was not ripe until the 40’s.”30 The three scientists start their letter thus, 
going on to describe their own modes of working. Siegbahn was working in 
collaboration with physicists, engineers, medical professionals and biologists; 
professor Nilsson collaborated with chemists, botanists, zoologists, bacteriol-
ogists, doctors and agronomists. Professor Theorell, who was working at the 
Medical Nobel Institute, Department of Biochemistry (Medicinska Nobel-
institutet, Biokemiska avdelningen), mentioned that he worked with chem-
ists, bacteriologists, medical professionals, physicists, engineers, botanists and 
clinicians. The three were keen on explaining their methods of working to 
underscore the need for an interdisciplinary research center; the endowment 
would make a great contribution to such organizations that were already in 
place. Of these existing institutions, UNESCO, the Mellon Institute, the 
Josiah Macy Foundation and the Solvay Institute were mentioned as having 
the character of promoting interdisciplinary research along the lines of the 
proposed Wenner-Gren Foundation. [fig. 4]

Defining a center not only upheld the value of interdisciplinary research; 
Theorell, Siegbahn and Nilsson were also imagining it as a social setting 

28  WGC Archive: Translation by the author. Program för arkitekttävling om Wenner-Gren Center för vetenskaplig forskning i Stock-
holm, February 1956, 8.
29  Ibid.
30  WGC Archive: Translation by the author. Letter to Axel Wenner-Gren from Theorell, Siegbahn and Nilsson, February 22, 1955.
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FIG 4.  Photograph from the Meet Modern Sweden campaign in the US from 1963-1965. This 
promotional campaign, organized by Sweden’s industrial sector, which was accountable for 
Sweden’s progressive machinery at the time, emphasized the country’s excellence in science 
and technology. This official color slide (no 16) by Karl W. Gullers says: “In Sweden, the level of 
medical care and research is high. Here, doctors at Karolinska Hospital in Stockholm discuss 
X-rays from a difficult case.” The choice to exhibit Gullers’ photographs in Meet Modern 
Sweden was particularly poignant with regard to the campaign’s aims. Gullers’ special interest 
was in life and work in Sweden through industrial production, and he had published no fewer 
than 21 books of images over the previous 18 years.4 As a photographer, he was considered to 
have “pioneered of the concept of industrial photography”.5  As he was particularly suited for 
the job, Gullers also provided the official collection of photos entitled Meet Modern Sweden 
Color Slides, as well as those in the coffee table book K.W Gullers’ Sweden. Photo by K.W. 
Gullers. (Repro National Library of Sweden).
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modeled on established institutions such as the Harnack House in Berlin.31 
Director Paul Fejos encouraged such a setting because it would embrace close 
contact between graduate students, junior researchers and senior scholars and 
support the surrounding institutions.32 In Stockholm there were prominent 
research institutions that Wenner-Gren, as well as Theorell, Siegbahn and 
Nilsson had in mind when they envisaged the center. The Nobel Institute, 
the Karolinska Institute, the Radium Clinic, the Veterinary College, the 
Eastman Institute, as well as the KTH Royal Institute of Technology all had 
specific research agendas that a Wenner-Gren House might bind together as 
an essential component in the Stockholm research community.33 

The Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research had made 
a detailed description of three references, which is of relevance here. These 
were the International House at Berkeley, described as “a residential and 
social center for American and foreign students,” whereas the International 
House at Columbia University is only described as “a privately-owned stu-
dent residence.” The description of the International House at the Univer-
sity of Chicago is more detailed. In addition to housing full-time graduate 
students, visiting faculty, scholars and research associates, the facilities also 
offered short-term housing. Significantly, there is a description of social and 
cultural activities arranged in order for students to “acquire knowledge of each 
other’s costumes and cultures.”34 In addition, the International House provid-
ed opportunities for a variety of students to work in student enterprises. An 
answer to the question of why the Wenner-Gren Center was initially called 
the Wenner-Gren House is found in these references, and belies particularly a 
conceptualized ambition to create a meeting point for researchers where new 
collaborations and new projects would be spurred. Actual laboratory research 
at the Wenner-Gren Center was never on the agenda.

Evidently, Axel Wenner-Gren was in some respects pursuing an agenda 
reminiscent of the model of the American industrialists John D. Rockefeller and 
Henry Ford, whose wealth had been used to support the academic community in 

31  WGC Archive: Avskrift P.M. för diskussion med Dr. A Wenner-Gren m.fl. den 10/9 1954. The Harnack House was built in 1929 as a 
place for hospitality and a location in which hold the meetings of the Kaiser Wilhelm Society (the predecessor of the Max Planck So-
ciety). It distinguished itself in the 1930s as an international scientific club and social meeting place in the German capital. Scientists 
from around the world, artists, politicians and industrialists stayed or attended to events there. http://www.harnackhaus-berlin.mpg.de/ 
accessed February 2, 2016.
32  WGC Archive: Letter from Paul Fejos to professor Hugo Theorell, April 25, 1955 and undated document from the Wenner-Gren 
Foundation for Anthropological Research, which lists and describes the International House at Berkeley University, Columbia Uni-
versity and University of Chicago. 
33  WGC Archive: The confidential description and attachment lists housing as the primary facilities. May 31, 1955.
34  WGC Archive: Undated Letter and attached list from Wenner Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research. 
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a very established American model of philanthropy. While the parallel he drew 
with himself as Rockefeller and Ford is a manifestation of Axel Wenner-Gren’s 
hubris, this detail indicates that this projection was present and was one of the 
more endearing characteristics of the Wenner-Gren Center. Considering that 
the project would soon find itself in financial difficulties and mortgaged to state 
financing, it is important to understand whose interests it furthered. The largest 
of the institutions described in the previously mentioned specification was the 
International House at the University of Chicago, which accommodated over 
500 residents. This was a gift from John D. Rockefeller Jr. Axel Wenner-Gren’s 
lifelong donations – including this one – could hardly compete with that scale. 
But the intention of his first major foundation, the Viking Fund, formed in 1944 
in New York (and later renamed the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthro-
pological Research), had the same basic premise as Rockefeller’s undertaking: to 
promote research, and educational, technical and scientific research.35 And like 
the Rockefellers, philanthropy for Axel Wenner-Gren had specific, self-serving 
motives. He speculated about the idea to assemble his various offices, includ-
ing those involved in medical research, wondering “how such a project could 
best serve his ambition to create long-term goodwill for himself.” In response, 
the public relations agent suggested that “he could do a Rockefeller, who had 
named his building complex in New York Rockefeller Center.”36 Thus, with 
Rockefeller as a role model, the name of the project Wenner-Gren House was 
changed to the Wenner-Gren Center.37

The aspiration to create an interdisciplinary epicenter underpinned 
the Wenner-Gren Center, and this aspiration received the political support 
necessary, providing a cornerstone for the project’s realization. During the 
early stages of setting out the premises for the Wenner-Gren Center, it be-
came apparent that the international context with a particular focus on ref-
erence examples already present in the American academic context were of 
importance. Even if the research community through the advocators Theorell, 
Siegbahn and Nilsson steered the interdisciplinary agenda, the initiative ev-
idently had a much bigger role to play for Axel Wenner-Gren. Although he 
was alone in perceiving it, Axel Wenner-Gren sought to place himself with 

35  The funds made available for this foundation could never approach anything like Rockefeller’s philanthropy, but the ambitions 
were similar. See http://www.harnackhaus-berlin.mpg.de/ accessed March 5, 2014.
36  John Örtengren, “Designing Public Relations for Axel Wenner-Gren,” in Wenner-Gren International Symposium Reality 
and Myth: A Symposium on Axel Wenner-Gren, The Wenner-Gren Center Stockholm, May 30-31, 2012, eds., Ilja Luciak and Bertil 
Daneholt (Stockholm: Modintryckoffset, 2012), 43. 
37  Ibid. WGC Archive: Minutes from a meeting on September, 1955 confirm that Axel Wenner-Gren suggested the name to be 
Wenner-Gren Center, “Jag skulle föredraga Wenner-Gren Center för Vetenskaplig Forskning vilket förkortat blir Wenner-Gren Center.”
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the elite of capitalist philanthropy. Politically, the realization of an interdisci-
plinary research center for science held dignity and academic notability, which 
separated his vivid and questionable past from his reputation at the time. 
Thus, Axel Wenner-Gren understood and foresaw that the Wenner-Gren 
Center project was in need of “official” support in order to create the kind of 
monument and prestige that he sought.

Negotiating architecture for science

The director of KBS, or the Kungliga Byggnadsstyrelsen, Gunnar Wejke, 
who had been consulted for advice on an architect “for some preparatory 
work” proved very interested in the Wenner-Gren Center project; so much 
so that he rather took on the task of formulating a program and investigating 
potential locations as his own.38 Several months later, professor Siegbahn sent 
a draft of the program to Wenner-Gren. Siegbahn also suggested a site for a 
“research headquarters.”39 Already then, the preferred location was at Sveaplan, 
where the building stands today. The site was considered ideal; it had the best 
possible links with existing research institutions, and the additional advantage 
of being located next to Bellevue Park, today a nature reserve and protected 
national cultural heritage site. In addition, as the letter to Axel Wenner-Gren 
explains, there had been a noticeable increase in building activity in that 
part of town, which indicated that a long-term shift in Stockholm’s center of 
gravity was currently underway.40 Siegbahn might also have considered plans 
for the new international airport Arlanda as re-orienting the city towards the 
north, rendering the position of a future Wenner-Gren Center at Sveaplan 
strategic.41 KBS director Wejke also suggested two other locations: Gärdet, 
in northeastern Stockholm, and Marieberg, in the southwest part of town, 
on Kungsholmen. All three sites, as well as various research institutions and 
universities, were indicated here on a map. state-owned complexes were built 
in the 1960s: the National Archive’s main building (A) and the Swedish Film 
Institute (C). Furthermore, tall buildings were built at both locations within 

38  WGC Archive: Letter to Axel Wenner-Gren from Ragnar Nilsson, Manne Siegbahn, and Hugo Theorell, February 22, 1955. See 
also Jan Wallander who describes how Tage Erlander commissioned Gunnar Wejke to “look into the question of the site.” Jan 
Wallander, Wenner-Gren stiftelserna 1955-2000, 32. Gunnar Wejke revised the competition program and ”made some supplements 
regarding the architects that would be invited to the competition.” WGC Archive: Meeting minutes with building committee 
(Protokoll från sammanträde med Byggnadskomitéen för Wenner-Gren Center) January, 14 1956.
39  WGC Archive: Letter to Axel Wenner-Gren from Manne Siegbahn, April 7, 1955.
40  Ibid. Note that the subway was planned with a meandering route to encourage this northward growth.
41  Arlanda airport opened for international air traffic in 1960, and the international departure terminal was inaugurated in April 
1962, as was the SAS-terminal Hagaterminalen, which provided a check in airport shuttle service a few hundred meters from the 
Wenner-Gren Center site. See Svante Lindqvist, ”Forskningens fasader: Wenner-Gren Center som symbol för svensk vetenskap,” 
Lychnos (1997):133-136.
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the same time frame: these were the 84-meter tall headquarters of the news-
paper Dagens Nyheter (A), and Kaknästornet (C), 155 meters tall.42 Thus, these 
three sites appear to share the potential for combining landmark structures 
and significant buildings linking the state and its culture. [fig.5]

It was at this point that the program was also discussed with the prime 
minister. On April 22, 1955, KBS director Gunnar Wejke and professor 
Ragnar Nilsson met with Tage Erlander, ostensibly to discuss Swedish 
and Nordic research and nutrition education. However, the prime minister 
enquired about plans for a research center almost immediately.43 Professor 
Nilsson, who had thought it probable that the subject of the Wenner-Gren 
Center project would be touched upon in the meeting, had prepared for such 
an eventuality with professors Theorell and Siegbahn and the attorney Sven 
Salmonson, vice president at Electrolux. Sympathetic to their cause, Erlander 
stressed that in his view, the Wenner-Gren Center would have an extremely 
important task to fulfill. He wanted to hear how far the plans had advanced. 
Ragnar Nilsson later wrote to Wenner-Gren: “I allowed myself to say that we 
thought we knew with certainty that you would provide the necessary funds 
for the Wenner-Gren Center, provided that the site at Sveaplan could be 
obtained free of charge.”44 Erlander, who had already discussed the property 
issue with the city council official, believed this possible. The prime minister 
also considered the matter to be of such importance that he had asked the 
three scientists to give a presentation of the proposal of the Wenner-Gren 
Center to government representatives. The tentative date for the presentation 
was Friday, May 27th.45

Several days earlier, Wenner-Gren’s attorney Sven Salmonson sent a letter 
to Wenner-Gren to clarify certain details.46 He sent advice on how to organize 
financial matters regarding the Wenner-Gren Foundation: its statutes, how 
to create its board and members, and the name of the foundation. Foremost, 
it was important to determine Wenner-Gren’s financial commitment in order 
to be able to negotiate with “the authorities”, by which Salmonson meant the 
prime minister, the KBS director Gunnar Wejke and the city county official. 

42  The Stockholm City architect Göran Sidenbladh signed the city plan for Marieberg in 1958 and was also involved in the plans 
for a Wenner-Gren Center. Axel Wenner-Gren wanted a tall building on state-owned property, and these two locations (A and C) 
fulfilled these criteria.
43  In the letter to Wenner-Gren, Nilsson reported that the conversation with the prime minister had lasted nearly an hour and 
that they had almost exclusively discussed the Wenner-Gren Center. WGC Archive: Letter to Axel Wenner-Gren from Ragnar 
Nilsson. April, 26, 1955.
44  Ibid. Translation by the author.
45  Ibid.
46  WGC Archive: Letter sent to Dr. Axel Wenner-Gren from Sven Salmonson April 23, 1955.
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Hence, efforts were coordinated in order to formulate a clear proposal. 
Apart from Wenner-Gren’s definitive commitment to the project, sever-
al other circumstances facilitated the proceedings, not least the fact that 
Ragnar Nilsson and Tage Erlander were on good terms. Nilsson wrote to 
Wenner-Gren: “I had the strong impression that Erlander, as well as being 
very interested in your thoughts and plans, also appreciated you as a person. 
The talk was thus in every way satisfactory. The fact that I happened to be 
classmates with Erlander [from high school in Karlstad] perhaps contribut-
ed to the confidential and open tone that he continually used.”47 The friend-
ly tone and comradery was not unique to the relationship between Ragnar 
Nilsson and Tage Erlander, but the relationship demonstrates how this sort 
of informal decision-making was a very important factor in urban develop-
ment in Sweden. This mutual understanding of proceedings had proven very 
successful for both Swedish politics and Swedish industries in the past.

In the 1940s, the Swedish government had acknowledged the need 
to dedicate financial resources to technical research, implementing the 
Technical Research Authority (Tekniska forskningsrådet) in 1942. This was 
a research authority that allocated funding for technological research, largely 
at the technical universities, and it became very significant in the develop-
ment of Sweden’s potential resources in business and industry, establishing 
a number of industry research institutes with state and private companies as 
stake holders and in extension providing opportunities for new production 
methods.48 There were few formal guidelines for these collaborations: the role 
of personal networks where science as a profession enjoyed public support and 
scientific freedom meant that scientific research would result in societal results 
establishing a “social contract” after the Second World War in the business 
sphere.49 This phenomenon can be expressed as a ‘culture of the handshake,’ 
where contractual documentation was absent, but negotiated and entered into 
the institutions’ statutes. Informally, these negotiations could also address the 
parties’ long-term division of responsibilities.50 This way of making agree-

47  WGC Archive: Translation by the author. Letter to Axel Wenner-Gren from Ragnar Nilsson April 26, 1955.
48  Tage Erlander, Tage Erlander 1940-1949 (Stockholm: Tiden, 1974), 26. See also Ingemar Pettersson, Handslaget, Svensk 
industriell forskningspolitik 1940-1980, Diss, 42-43. Pettersson describes the paradigmatic shift in Swedish research policy along 
with the implementation of the Technical Research Authority. 
49  See Svante Lindqvist, ed., introduction to Center on the Periphery: historical aspects of 20th-century Swedish physics (Canton, 
Mass.: Science History Publications, 1993), xxix-xxxi; and Jan Glete, Nätverk i näringslivet: Ägande och industriell omvandling det 
mogna industrisamhället 1920-1990 (Stockholm: SNS (Studieförb. Näringsliv och samhälle, 1994), 97-101.
50  Ingemar Pettersson, 102. “Theoretically, the handshake was an agreement between the government’s “helping hand” and 
the “visible hand” of industrial organizations. The handshake implies a general agreement on the distribution of responsibility for 
technical-industrial research.” 226.
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FIG. 5 Map of possible locations 
for the Wenner-Gren Center, 
presented in October 1955. 
The map also indicates the 
different research institutions 
around Stockholm. Location A is 
Marieberg, which later became 
the site for the headquarters of 
two of Sweden’s major daily 
newspapers: Dagens Nyheter, 
(1964) designed Paul Hedqvist, 
and Svenska Dagbladet (1962), 
designed by Anders Tengbom. 
Location B was selected for 
the Wenner-Gren Center at 
Sveaplan. Location C is where 
the Swedish Film Institute (1971), 
designed by Peter Celsing, and 
Kaknästornet (1967), designed 
by Bengt Lindros och Hans 
Borgström, are located. All 
three sites were thus considered 
for tall landmark buildings. 
(Wenner-Gren Foundations, 
Stockholm).
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ments between the industrial business community on one hand and the gov-
ernment on the other was often used to support research and innovation, and 
had been an established method for over a decade.

Even if financial support for scientific research had been given in practice 
for a decade, explicit political investments in research were a relatively new idea, 
having started out in relation to the First and Second World Wars.51 Strategic 
politics had contributed to war-related research through which the atomic bomb 
and other weapons had been developed. In 1939, John Desmond Bernal wrote 
The Social Functions of Science, which was one of the first attempts to argue for 
state support for science as a productive force and political starting point.52 
Bernal’s early Marxist writings influenced Erlander’s administration, which in 
turn made substantial investments in research during the 1950s. Significant re-
sources were allocated to atomic energy; research in plant breeding benefitted 
the field of genetics; regional government budgets included money for medi-
cal and clinical research; central government investments in the social sciences, 
architecture, and building construction ensured that the direction of housing 
policy relied on a scientific basis.53 With this as a starting point for modern 
science policy, the prime minister Tage Erlander can be credited with introduc-
ing research politics as part of the governmental agenda in the 1950-60s, largely 
due to his own personal interest in scientific research and his belief in the role 
of science for the development of modern society and the business community.

Discussions about the Wenner-Gren Center may have begun on informal 
terms at a much earlier date than the formal project. In 1954, Tage Erlander 
invited several researchers from science and technology to a conference at the 
prime minister’s recreational estate Harpsund to examine the effects of these 
efforts towards rehabilitation of science and technology research. Professor 
Hugo Theorell was among the conference participants; thus, the conversation 
on establishing something like the Wenner-Gren Center might have already 
begun at this meeting at Harpsund. Tage Erlander’s comments about this 
particular conference meeting at Harpsund communicated optimism and 
confidence in the potential of the contributions that science could make to 
society. He wrote that “the politicians were carried away with this optimism 

51  Historical perspectives regarding the French as well as the American political support for scientific research can be exempli-
fied by Gabrielle Hecht, The Radiance of France: nuclear power and national identity after World War II (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 
Press, 2009), 23-28; and Stuart W. Leslie, The Cold War and American Science: The Military-Industrial-Academic Complex at MIT and 
Stanford (Columbia: UP, 1993), 3-6.
52  Roger Pielke Jr, “In Retrospect: The Social Function of Science,” Nature, 507 (March, 2014): 427-428. Volume:
53  Gunnar Wetterberg, ”Perspektiv på forskningspolitiken,” SSF-rapport no. 11, 2010.
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and felt the need – along with the scientists – to bring these ideas about 
technology and society to all those responsible for making decisions in these 
matters.”54 This signals an opportunistic and proactive discussion to make 
the tools, buildings, laboratories, research facilities available in order for the 
scientific fields to advance.

The proposal of the Wenner-Gren Center in Stockholm was very timely 
indeed. In many respects, Wenner-Gren’s vision was something that the 
prime minister shared. Tage Erlander had a background as a researcher in 
the natural sciences, and during his active time in politics, he also made sure 
to mobilize efforts to strengthen scientific research. In his memoirs, Erlander 
names two circumstances that had halted the country’s progress; the austerity 
of the war years had harmed Swedish universities, and the social sciences were 
in dire need of renewal. Erlander already supported many of the circumstances 
that underpinned the idea of the Wenner-Gren Center. Above and beyond, 
discussions on humankind and its impact on the environment related to de-
veloping technological changes that concerned society at large. Tage Erlander 
expressed it thus: “Nearly unbelievable things happened within the natural 
sciences, medicine and technology. We sensed more than understood that 
in the world that had opened for us, humankind would have opportunities 
to carry on the struggle against poverty and need, and ultimately be victori-
ous.”55 This indicates how imagination, hope and understanding were dedicat-
ed to different scientific fields. Exchanging ideas and doing interdisciplinary 
work was a general tendency in society for establishing platforms for further 
analysis and reflection on the development of our own environment.56

The architecture competition

In February of 1956, the Wenner-Gren Foundation was ready to an-
nounce an architectural competition. By that time, the KBS director Gunnar 
Wejke could present a description of the program and a press release at the 
Wenner-Gren Foundation’s second meeting.57 A draft of the architectural 

54  Tage Erlander, Tage Erlander 1955-1960 (Stockholm: Tiden, 1976), 26. Translation by the author.
55  Ibid., 25. Translation by the author: “Inom naturvetenskapen, medicinen och tekniken hände nästan otroliga saker. Vi anande 
mer än vad vi förstod att i den värld som öppnades för oss skulle människan få möjligheter att föra kampen mot fattigdom och nöd 
till en definitiv seger.” 
56  An important account of this was the interdisciplinary conference Man’s Role in Changing the Face of the Earth, which was 
considered a historical turning point with regards to considering and reconsidering civilization.
57  WGC Archive: Meeting minutes from the Wenner-Gren Foundation, February 8, 1956. 250 000 kronor was allocated to the 
competition, paid by Fulcrum AB – Axel Wenner-Gren’s holding company. 20 000 kronor was intended for the five architects that 
participated in the competition. A draft for a program for the architectural competition was issued already in September 1955. This 
draft was then circulated and revised in consultation with all parties involved. Gunnar Wejke was a key figure in this regard.
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competition had been circulating for about half a year with the three professors 
Theorell, Siegbahn and Nilsson in consultation with the prime minister and 
the communications minister. The competition specified the site at Sveaplan, 
which was approximately 23 000 square meters and had an estimated value 
of 2.5 million kronor. At the time of the competition, various mechanics 
workshops and car dealers operated in somewhat temporary, shed-like struc-
tures in the area. However, this particular property was owned by the city of 
Stockholm, and not the state. Therefore, KBS director Wejke became essen-
tial in the negotiations that followed. The fact that the property was in the 
hands of the city of Stockholm proved a rather time-consuming complication, 
prolonging the preparations for building the Wenner-Gren Center by almost 
three years. KBS director Wejke passed away before a final agreement had 
been reached, and his position was taken over by Olof Söderström, a former 
judge and state official in the Social Democratic party’s leading organization.58 
He was appointed by Tage Erlander to represent the state and to establish an 
agreement with the Wenner-Gren Foundation and the state. 

The procedure was such that a draft was made, overseen by the director 
of the Wenner-Gren Foundation, Birger Strid and the secretary of state 
Hans Löwbeer, and then submitted to the prime minister.59 The agreement 
was then signed by Axel Wenner-Gren and finally approved by the King of 
Sweden, Gustaf VI Adolf. Initially, the aim had been to present the proj-
ect to parliament in 1956, but the prime minister discouraged this, and the 
consensus was to present the bill about the Wenner-Gren Center when the 
architectural competition had been finalized. Both KBS director Wejke and 
the Wenner-Gren Foundation board seemed satisfied with the promise made 
by the state. The bill did not concern the buildings themselves, but rather the 
property trade, which made it possible for Axel Wenner-Gren to officially 
announce a donation of five million kronor with the promise of an additional 
five million kronor once the center had been completed. [fig. 6]

Five architectural firms were invited to submit proposals to the architec-
tural competition.60 Following the suggestion of KBS director Gunnar Wejke, 
the five participating firms were those of Klas Anshelm, Hans Asplund, Pe-
ter Celsing, Per-Axel Ekholm and Sidney White, and finally Sune Lind-

58  Jan Wallander, Wenner-Gren stiftelserna 1955-2000, 34-36.
59  Birger Strid was the CEO of Fulcrum AB, Axel Wenner-Gren’s holding company, and became the director of the Wenner-Gren 
Foundation in 1956, a position he held until 1975. See Bilaga 1, Jan Wallander, Wenner-Gren stiftelserna 1955-2000, 203.
60  WGC Archive: The invitation, distributed February 15, 1956 included a description of the site at the northern end of Sveavägen 
and the program specifying desired facilities. Proposals were to be submitted anonymously on September 21, 1956.
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ström, representing VBB. Out of these five architectural offices, four were 
well established but encompassed different characteristics in terms of how the 
architectural offices had become successful. They each represented a different 
take on, or profile of the architecture culture at the time. Their approach as 
architects in their overall production is apparent in their submitted proposals. 
In order to reflect on the outcome on the competition as well as understand 
the current tendencies in the architecture field, I will review the individual 
architects and their production below.

Klas Anshelm was established as an architect primarily in the southern 
part of Sweden, where he had received commissions for several institution-
al works such as facilities for medicine and natural sciences; a laboratory in 
Lund; an addition to the Lund University library; and the biomedical library in 
Gothenburg, as well as a few housing projects. When selected, Anshelm had 
just completed Lunds konsthall, a small art exhibition space in central Lund. This 
project, like with many of his later larger architecture commissions such as Lund 
University Faculty of Engineering and Chalmers University of Technology, had 
a material character, using brick for the façade, along with a clarity and simplic-
ity in form.61 His significance as an architect rests in the institutional dignity 
imparted by his buildings without adopting a classic conventional hierarchy.62 
His inclusion in the competition might have been related to the fact that he al-
ready had completed a number of institutional buildings as well as a library and 
residential spaces, which were also part of the competition task.

Architect Hans Asplund was the son of the Swedish renowned architect 
Gunnar Asplund. In the same year that he graduated architecture school, he 
won a competition for the design of the Civic Hall in Eslöv. This became one 
of his most well-known projects and ultimately his only significant architec-
ture contribution. This municipal building is a great piece of architecture, 
celebrated for its particular attention to details, material and space in line 
with a modernist tradition.63 As an architect, he had also worked for the UN 
architecture office in New York City as well as for Kooperativa Förbundets 
architecture office (KF), where many of the well-known Swedish architects 
of the second half of the 20th century had passed through before establishing 

61  Generalplanearbetet för LTH by Klas Anshelm began in 1959, see “Lunds tekniska högskola,” Väg- och vattenbyggaren, no. 2 
(1962): 65.
62  Klas Anshelm had worked for Gunnar Wejke at the office Ödeen & Wejke before Wejke became the director of KBS; a testament 
to the friendship is that Wejke made sure that Anshelm received the commissioned Lund Technical University. See Per Qvarnström, 
Arkitekt Klas Anshelm: samlade arbeten (Stockholm: Byggforskningsrådet, 1998), 24-25.
63  Hans Asplund later “bid farewell” to Functionalism in the publication Farväl till Funktionalismen (Stockholm: Byggförl., 1980).
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FIG 6.  Sveaplans flickläroverk 
is a girls’ grammar school by 
Nils Ahrbom and Helge Zimdal, 
completed in 1936. Sveaplans 
flickläroverk is located next to 
the Wenner-Gren Center and 
is an example of Functionalist 
architecture influenced by 
Bauhaus Modernism. Photo by 
Oscar Bladh. (Stockholm City 
Museum).
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their own practice.64 He became a professor of Architecture at Lund archi-
tecture school in 1964.

Of the five selected for the competition, Peter Celsing is one of the most 
well-known, with a production spanning from institutional buildings to reli-
gious and public buildings. At the time of the competition, Celsing had received 
commissions for an array of church architecture, such as Härlanda in Gothen-
burg and Olaus Petri in Stockholm, the restoration of Uppsala Cathedral and 
crematorium in Ludvika, as well as the configuration of several subway stops.65 
Although Peter Celsing was just beginning his career at the time, the number 
of buildings he had designed was considerable. His later production was much 
more in tune with what the Wenner-Gren Center competition sought; some of 
his better known buildings that resembled institutions like that for which the 
competition was being held were Filmhuset, the National Bank, and Kulturhuset. 
Celsing’s inclusion in the competition was rather unsurprisingly, as he was a 
favorite of one of the competition’s jury members, Sven Ivar Lind.

Ekholm and White had won the architecture competition for a radio 
building in Johanneberg, Gothenburg in 1952. Their office was only a year old 
at the time, and it had started out primarily with housing commissions such 
as Baronbackarna in Örebro.66 This project was considerably delayed – as was 
also the case for the radio building Radiohuset in Stockholm.67 The primary 
issue was funding, and these buildings were financed by the state through 
KBS, whose director was Gunnar Wejke; this is also an indication of the role 
Gunnar Wejke must have had in selecting the offices to invite to the archi-
tecture competition for the Wenner-Gren Center. Wejke was already coordi-
nating other commissions with Klas Anshelm, Sune Lindström, Ekholm and 
White in a variety of ways. Given that the radio building was an institutional 
building that was in fact not competed until 1970, this still young office was 
perceived as an office that worked primarily within housing.

Vattenbyggnadsbyrån (VBB) was represented by Sune Lindström, who headed 
the architecture department of this consultant’s office, which mainly focused on 
water infrastructure such as power plants, dams, river regulations, water supply 
and sewerage. The architecture department was primarily commissioned to plan 

64  See Mats Edström, Medborgarhuset i Eslöv (Stockholm: Arkitektur, 2007), and Lisa Brunnström, Det svenska folkhemsbygget, 
om Kooperativa Förbundets arkitektkontor (Stockholm: Arkitektur, 2004), 114-115.
65  See Lars Olof Larsson,“Utförda arbeten och projekt” in Peter Celsing: en bok om en arkitekt och hans verk ed., Lars Olof 
Larsson (Stockholm: LiberFörlag, 1980), 54-69.
66  Claes Caldenby, “Ordning, lätthet, skärpa,” and “Project 1954-1987,” in White arkitekter 1987 (Exhibition at Arkitekturmuseet 
June 13 – September 6, 1987), eds., Maria Agestam, Lars-G Jönsson and Stefan Lundin, 17-18.
67  Peder Lunell-Fallenius, Radiohuset: ett bygge med förhinder (Stockholm: Norstedt, 1998), 69-70.
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regions, towns, and industries. However, Sune Lindström and his collaborators 
had just been commissioned for the radio building in Stockholm.68 Lindström 
was also running several commissions abroad in addition to his engagement as a 
professor of Urban Planning at Chalmers University.69 VBB, including all areas of 
consultancy, had 387 employees at the end of 1956, and a steadily expanding office 
with significant engineering projects all over the world.70 In that respect, VBB in 
many ways was the Swedish counterpart of the American Skidmore Owings and 
Merrill. VBB’s participation in the architecture competition can be considered as 
connected to its international character and the fact that the architecture office 
had just been commissioned for an important institutional building in Stockholm.

In addition to these five offices, KBS director Wejke had also suggested 
Sven Backström and Leif Reinius as potential architects at a meeting with 
the committee (Theorell, Siegbahn, Nilsson) and Wenner-Gren.71 There is no 
record of why they were not included. Although they had some well-known 
housing projects in their repertoire, Backström’s and Reinius’ commissions at 
the time were primarily of commercial character – i.e. the development of com-
mercial centers in Vällingby and Farsta, and office buildings including the fifth 
of Hötorgshusen high-rise.72 Nevertheless, the five selected offices represented 
different approaches from the contemporary architectural scene.

At the meeting during which the five architecture offices were discussed, 
KBS director Wejke confirmed that the city of Stockholm, which owned the 
property of interest, was in principle willing to make an exchange with the state. 
When announcing the competition to the participating architects, the organizers 
already envisioned a tallish building – a parameter that was communicated in the 
program.73 KBS director Wejke described the site: “The location is quite unre-
stricted, and one could construct a fairly tall building of about 15-20 stories at the 

68  VBB was commissioned to design the Radio Building in Stockholm December, 1955. See Peder Lunell-Fallenius, Radiohuset: 
ett bygge med förhinder, 63.
69  VBB’s specialization was in dams, water supply and town planning, and by the early 1960s VBB had planned projects in 17 
countries outside of Europe: Dominican Republic, Venezuela and Brazil; the Congo and Liberia; Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, 
Egypt (where they had acted as a single dissenting voice in early consultations around the Aswan High Dam project), Kuwait and 
Saudi Arabia; Pakistan, India, Malaysia and Indonesia, and Australia. See Byrånytt, vol. 11, no. 2, 1964.
70 VBB had 387 employees at the end of 1956, which was an increase with 59 persons from previous year. Byrånytt (January 1957): 1.
71  WGC Archive: Gustaf Sahlin, former CEO for Electrolux and member of the Wenner-Gren Foundation board 1955-56 and 
director of the Wenner-Gren Foundation board Birger Strid were also present at the meeting on September 23, 1955. 
72  Eva Rudberg, “Byggmästaren och hans arkitekt,” in Byggare i Stockholm: byggmästarerollen under 1900-talet, eds., Anders 
Gullberg and Eva Rudberg (Stockholm: Stockholmia, 2001), 159-160. Torsten Westman describes Sven Backström och Leif Reinius 
architecture as such in “50-talet – idéer blir till verklighet,” Stad i förvandling: Stockholms utveckling från 1930-tal till 1990-tal, ed., 
Björn Hallerdt (Stockholm: Samf. S:t Erik, 1988), 43.
73  WGC Archive: In “Program för arkitekttävlingen om Wenner-Gren Center för Vetenskaplig Forskning,” point no. 12 on page 7 
indicates that “The preliminary investigation regarding the area in question has been discussed as a 15-20-story tower designed 
so that floor plans can accommodate housing, facilities for the Foundation and for scientific organizations, as well as offices for 
activities relating to the Foundation.” The prize committee included: Gunnar Wejke, professor Nils Ahrbom, vice mayor Helge 
Berglund, professor Sven-Ivar Lind, the city architect Göran Sidenbladh, professor Hugo Theorell, Wenner-Gren, supported by 
professor Ragnar Nilsson, director Birger Strid and professor Manne Siegbahn.
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site.”74 While this was specified in the competition brief, it was not a requirement. 
One of the first questions posed by the competing practices was: “Does the patron 
demand a high-rise? Does proposing a different solution forfeit participation in 
the competition?” The secretary of the prize committee Tor Brunner denied that 
a high-rise plan was a prerequisite, but he added that due to the central location 
of the site, the participating architects should consider an efficient exploitation of 
the ground.75 

Exactly one year after Axel Wenner-Gren had donated funds to the 
Wenner-Gren Center, newspapers announced that results of the architectural 
competition had been unsatisfactory, and that none of the five proposals were 
“appropriate to implement directly.”76 The award committee, which consisted 
of the professor of Architecture at the KTH Royal Institute of Technology, 
Nils Ahrbom; architect and professor at the Royal Institute of Art, Sven 
Ivar Lind; professor Hugo Theorell; traffic and city council mayor Helge 
Berglund; city architect Göran Sidenbladh; Axel Wenner-Gren, and KBS 
director Gunnar Wejke, had thoroughly described the five proposals in a jury 
statement. Generally, the award committee concluded that each of the five 
proposals considered the same principle of marking the northern end of the 
main avenue Sveavägen with a tall building, but from a planning perspective 
used three fundamentally different approaches.77 

The proposal Variant submitted by Hans Asplund extended the 
volumetric urban structure coherently with the nearby grammar school for 
girls, Sveaplans flickläroverk, designed by Nils Ahrbom and Helge Zimdal 
in 1931-36. Asplund’s proposal actually resembles a variation of the Eslöv 
Civic Hall in its layout in plan. The façade drawing published in Arkitektur 
illustrates a continuous façade of three different volumes. It is remarkable that 
this façade does not speak of any kind of monumentality, but on the contrary 
has the character of a housing façade or a school, taking into account the 
auditorium on the right hand side. [figs. 7, 8] The scheme KABA proposed by 
Peter Celsing on the other hand suggested a definitive culmination of Svea-
vägen. The building has monumentality, but does not comply with the idea of 
a characteristic building for the purpose. Instead, the architecture distances 
itself from the content – the function – within it. The remaining three archi-

74  WGC Archive: Translation by the author. Minutes from meeting on September 23, 1955. 
75  WGC Archive: The prize committee for the architecture competition for the Wenner-Gren Center in Stockholm. Notification no. 
1 to participating architects, May 29, 1956.
76  “Fyra arkitekter i ny tävlan om Wenner-Grens anläggning,” Dagens Nyheter, November 2, 1956.
77  WGC Archive: Translation by the author. Prize committee jury statement: Wenner-Gren Center November 1, 1956.
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tects had proposed a tall building as a finale of the continuous block structure 
along the street.78 

In terms of judging each proposal individually, the least attractive proposal 
was Variant (Asplund), which utilized the designated property insufficiently, 
instead proposing a volume across the street on the slope of the park Vanadis-
parken to the southeast. In addition, the committee felt that the division 
between the building volumes did not enhance the site’s qualities. [figs. 9, 10, 11] 
Regarding the proposal 40 60 90 submitted by Klas Anshelm, the committee 
appreciated how the architecture related to the city structure, but found a 
number of issues incomplete in terms of possibilities to expand and develop 
existing structures, parking, solutions and an unresolved suggestion for an 
on-site pond. However, it is interesting that the theme of Anshelm’s proposal 
is similar to that of Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén, suggesting a tall build-
ing and a circular element in the layout as well as an oval reflecting pool in 
front. Yet, in relation to Lindström and Bydén, the jury deemed this proposal 
the less attractive of the two in comparison. Although the committee found 
Celsing’s proposal KABA conceptually interesting, the building mass did not 
fit into the area, and the composition led to unresolved issues in program and 
function. [figs. 12, 13, 14]

The two favorite proposals were: Wenner-Gren, Ever Green by Sune 
Lindström and Alf Bydén, and Symposier by Per Axel Ekholm and Sidney 
White. Of the two, the award committee found the Lindström and Bydén 
proposal to hold the most interesting qualities, yet the Ekholm and White 
proposal was the only proposal that managed to stay within the 7.5 mil-
lion kronor budget.79 Thus, the two finalists were invited to take part in an 
additional competition.80 The newspaper Dagens Nyheter reported on the 
decision to let four of the architects revise the two best schemes, and also 
published a photo of a model from the preferred architectural scheme, the 
Lindström and Bydén proposal Wenner-Gren, Ever Green, next to a photo 
of Axel Wenner-Gren, KBS director Gunnar Wejke and Hugo Theorell 
scrutinizing the proposal. [figs. 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21]

In retrospect, these schemes seem to be variations of the architecture 

78  The different proposals were published anonymously in Arkitektur. The projects are thus not listed anywhere as part of the 
respective architecture office’s production. Associate professor Anders Bergström has suggested the authors of each project, 
which is obvious when analyzing the form and character of each of the individual proposals. See Gunnar Larsén, “Kollektivhus för 
vetenskapare. Arkitekttävling om Wenner-Gren Center i Stockholm,” Arkitektur, no. 3 (1957): 49-58.
79  The competition brief had limited the overall costs for the project to 7.5 million kronor.
80  WGC Archive: Prize committee jury statement: Wenner-Gren Center November 1, 1956.
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FIG 7. Proposal Variant by Hans Asplund. Southern façade. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 8. Proposal Variant by Hans Asplund. Plan drawing. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 9. Proposal KABA by Peter Celsing. Perspective drawing. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 10. Proposal KABA by Peter Celsing. Section drawing. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 11. Proposal KABA by Peter Celsing. Plan drawing. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 12. Proposal 40 60 90 by Klas Anshelm. Plan drawing. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 13. Proposal 40 60 90 by Klas Anshelm. Section drawing. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).

T
h

e C
o

n
stru

ctio
n

 o
f C

o
n

stru
ctio

n
130

131



FIG 14. Proposal 40 60 90 by Klas Anshelm. Perspective drawings.  
(Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 15. Proposal Wenner-Gren Ever Green by Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén.  
Perspective drawing. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 16. Proposal Wenner-Gren Ever Green by Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén. Façade drawings of 
Tetragon, the center building. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 17. Proposal Wenner-Gren Ever Green by Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén. Plan drawings of 
Tetragon, the center building. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 18. Proposal Symposier by Sidney White and Per Axel Ekholm. Section drawings. (Wenner-
Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 19. Proposal Symposier by Sidney White and Per Axel Ekholm. Plan drawings. (Wenner-Gren 
Foundations, Stockholm).

T
h

e C
o

n
stru

ctio
n

 o
f C

o
n

stru
ctio

n
136

137



FIG 20. Proposal Symposier by Sidney White and Per Axel Ekholm. Southern façade. (Wenner-
Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG. 21 Newspaper clipping announcing the two best 
proposals for Wenner-Gren Center, which were by VBB 
architect and White and Ekholm architects, and which 
would participate in a further competition with their revised 
and improved architectural schemes. The photograph 
shows the architectural model by VBB architects, Sune 
Lindström and Alf Bydén. The photograph below shows 
Axel Wenner-Gren and general director of the National 
Board of Public Building Gunnar Wejke, who were working 
on the issue of the site for the building, and professor Hugo 
Theorell, one of the researchers who formalized the idea 
for Wenner-Gren Center. Reprint from “Fyra arkitekter i ny 
tävlan om Wenner-Grens anläggning.” Dagens Nyheter, 
November 2, 1956.
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of their time. Celsing’s architecture is a replica of the later national bank; 
Asplund’s architecture looks like a municipal building in plans. In Anshelm’s 
proposal, institutional architecture is present in plan but not found in the 
perspective. The Ekholm and White proposal resemble variations of a radio 
building. Ultimately, only Lindström and Bydén seemed to grasp the assign-
ment of establishing a monumental and symbolic architecture.

Reception and second round

The competition was reviewed in Arkitektur in March of 1957, where 
the article’s author characterizes the building complex as collective housing 
for scientists (Kollektivhus för vetenskapare). The author relates the typological 
description to the number of apartments, which takes up a lot of building 
volume, as well as the fact that auditorium, library, meeting rooms as well 
as common facilities for recreation, daycare, laundry etc. signals the same 
fundamental use as the more familiar cooperative housing examples such as 
the design by Sven Markelius and Alva Myrdal on John Ericssonsgatan from 
1939. Considering that the site of the competition would eventually house 
over a hundred scientists and their families, the author also acknowledges the 
difficulties of the site and the complications in resolving the program within 
the given parameters. The site is bound by the road network in front and the 
railroad behind, which cuts off the park landscape just to the north. Analyz-
ing the five proposals, the author determined that the proposal Wenner-Gren 
Ever Green was the most “pure” of the proposals thanks to the division of 
functions into separate building volumes. However, he finds that using the 
office high-rise as a symbol is “questionable”. Moreover, the high-rise is unre-
solved with respect to spatial economy. The review pays attention to the fact 
that four out of the five architectural proposals suggested a tall building. Yet, 
in Asplund’s proposal Variant, the space is more evenly distributed across the 
building’s footprint. In both Variant and Celsing’s KABA in particular, the 
proposals signal an individual character, which is understood to be an alterna-
tive monumentality to that of a tall building gesture.81 Importantly, only two 
of the proposals were identified with the responsible architects in the review, 
namely the Ekholm and White, and the Lindström and Bydén proposals. 
The other three proposals were published anonymously, which means that the 
architecture was not recognized in later architectural reviews of respective 

81  Gunnar Larsén, “Kollektivhus för vetenskapare. Arkitekttävling om Wenner-Gren Center i Stockhol,” 49-58.
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architects. This in turn also means that the competition has lacked further 
acknowledgments. [figs. 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27]

In the second round of the competition, Sidney White and Per-Axel 
Ekholm submitted a completely new proposal. Sune Lindström’s and Alf 
Bydén’s proposal was revised only minimally and did not resolve the spatial 
issues of the high-rise structure. Ekholm and White had chosen to collect all 
the facilities in a single structure, taking the jury’s opinion to heart to a great-
er extent. This proposal was announced to the public as the winner in May 
1957. Although the entries did not provide cost estimations, this scheme was 
clearly the less expensive one and in addition seemed to have more in common 
with the adjacent grammar school for girls. The architecture office of Ekholm 
and White, which was much younger in comparison to the more established 
offices of VBB (Lindström and Bydén), Klas Anshelm, Hans Asplund and 
Peter Celsing – was congratulated by the architecture office of Tore and Erik 
Ahlsén by telegram.82

However, Axel Wenner-Gren had been traveling abroad when the 
committee made the decision to announce Ekholm and White as the winners 
in the architectural competition. In his place was a proxy: the director of the 
Wenner-Gren Foundation board, Birger Strid. Upon his return from Mexico, 
Wenner–Gren announced that he preferred a different design, one that in-
cluded a tall structure that bore more of a resemblance to his original vision. 
During the next year both offices, Ekholm and White and Lindström and 
Bydén were asked to improve and work out more precise drawings. However, 
the property issue and the city plan issue continued its process and developed 
out of the drawings proposed by the Ekholm and White proposal. There-
fore, the Ekholm and White office located on Drottninggatan in Gothenburg 
might not have seriously considered an eventual change in the result.83 In 
a mode of communication that has proved popular with certain politicians 
in recent times, Ekholm and White found out in a radio announcement by 
Axel Wenner-Gren himself that he had made up his mind to choose the 
Lindström and Bydén project instead.84 This was announced in August 1958, 

82  Klang och gutår i våryran pojkar! Vi vill själva gratulera! Sid Per-Axel Bruno Rune Som från ilskna konkurrenter Knep 
Wenner-Gren Center, se Stefan Lundin, “Med Pennan som Vapen,” in White arkitekter 1987 (Exhibition at Arkitekturmuseet June 
13- September 6, 1987), eds., Maria Agestam, Lars-G Jönsson and Stefan Lundin, 1987, 79.
83  WGC Archive: Translation by the author. My reference material is the archive of the Wenner-Gren Foundation, which may 
have paraphrased this situation in more appealing words. Ingemar Ander writes in July 1958: “The Foundation has notified inter-
ested parties that after consideration of the proposals, the foundation will take a different position than the prize committee. The 
foundation has the freedom to choose between the proposals, which is expressed in the competition program.”
84  Ibid.
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FIG. 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27  The prize competition for the Wenner-Gren Center was reviewed 
by Gunnar Larsén in Byggmästaren 1957. The reviewer observed that four out of the five 
architectural proposals suggested a tall building, which was in line with what Axel Wenner-
Gren envisioned. Of the published architectural schemes, only two of the proposals were 
identified as the White and Ekholm, and the Lindström and Bydén schemes. The other three 
proposals remained anonymous, which means that the competition proposals have not been 
attributed to their respective architects; Peter Celsing, Hans Asplund and Klas Anshelm. 
(Photograph courtesy of the Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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more than a year later after announcing Ekholm and White as the winning 
architecture office. This was clearly scandalous, but since the competition had 
the “character of an idea competition” and not a “project competition,” the 
architects could simply be paid for their efforts and no further recompensa-
tion was deemed necessary.85 The competition program had cannily specified 
the following: “Although the competition has primarily a character of an idea 
competition, the prize committee will, in so far as the competition results 
agree, favor one of the proposals that after further process will be used as a 
basis for execution.”86 This meant that in the fine print, the Wenner-Gren 
Foundation was not obligated to follow the prize committee’s verdict.87 In 
addition, the Wenner-Gren Foundation had acquired all of the architectural 
proposals and therefore when Axel Wenner-Gren decided three months later 
to commission the project to Lindström and Bydén, this decision also became 
the Wenner-Gren Foundation’s decision.88 The competition had thus fol-
lowed the statutes of the Swedish Association of Architects (SAR) regarding 
architecture competitions. The program specified that: “This program is ap-
proved by all members of the prize committee and from the technical point of 
view of the Swedish Association of Architects’s Competition board. For the 
competition, the Swedish Association of Architects’s competition rules will be 
applied together with comments.”89 In retrospect, the way in which the Lind-
ström and Bydén scheme was selected is an indication of Axel Wenner-Gren’s 
autocratic personality, and the result established a building that responded 
more convincingly to the desire for a monumental character and an interna-
tional institution bearing the name of a private donor. However, the other 
partner in this alliance, the Swedish state, was not over-fond of this aspect of 
the architecture’s symbolic value, as a discussion about the architecture of the 
Wenner-Gren Center shows.

During the competition, several institutions had expressed interest in 
renting office space at the future Wenner-Gren Center. These were the Swedish 

85  WGC Archive: The compensation for the architects was 20 000 kronor. Program för arkitekttävling om Wenner-Gren Center för 
vetenskaplig forskning i Stockholm. Januari 1956.
86  WGC Archive: Translation by the author: “Ehuru tävlingen i första hand har karaktär av idétävling, kommer prisnämnden, 
därest tävlingsresultatet så medgiver, att förorda något av förslagen att efter vidare bearbetning läggas till grund för utförande.” 
Program för arkitekttävling om Wenner-Gren Center för vetenskaplig forskning i Stockholm. Januari 1956.
87  See WGC Archive: Program för arkitekttävling om Wenner-Gren Center för vetenskaplig forskning i Stockholm. Januari 1956; 
and Jan Wallander, Wenner-Gren stiftelserna 1955-2000, 44.
88  “Wenner-Grens eget favoritförslag segrade över prisnämndens vid Sveaplansbygget,” Expressen, August 13, 1958.
89  WGC Archive: Translation by the author: “Detta program är godkänt av samtliga prisnämndens ledamöter och ur tävlings-
teknisk synpunkt av Svenska Arkitekters Riksförbunds tävlingsnämnd. För tävlingen kommer Svenska Arkitekters Riksförbunds 
tävlingsregler jämte kommentar att tillämpas.” Program för arkitekttävling om Wenner-Gren Center för vetenskaplig forskning i 
Stockholm. Januari 1956.
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Research Council, the Atom Committee, the Swedish Chemical Society, and 
the Swedish Institute.90 However, there were certain concerns regarding these 
governmental agencies being located in a symbolic headquarter dedicated to 
Axel Wenner-Gren. KBS director Gunnar Wejke expressed it thus: “As I said 
before, I do not think that any qualified representatives of governmental activ-
ity can be placed without deliberation in a building called the Wenner-Gren 
Center.”91 Director Birger Strid, Axel Wenner-Gren’s right hand man, dis-
puted this, pointing out that the institutions themselves were not opposed to 
the idea (specifically Lindblad and Funke, who represented the governmental 
agencies wanted to be involved with the building) while Wejke maintained 
that government institutions should not be housed in a building designated 
to the foundation. The discussion that followed proposed a variety of solu-
tions to solve the psychological problem with architectural means, such as a 
“high-rise with a flanking building”, allowing for a different address for the 
governmental agencies; Sveaplan no. 2 rather than Wenner-Gren Center, or 
perhaps even better, a separate entrance. These efforts all aimed to separate state 
institutions from the Wenner-Gren Foundation, whilst still allowing them to 
share facilities. Another proposal was to rent a nearby building, and if possible 
connect the buildings with an underground path. Wejke agreed that this was 
possible, yet the issue remained: “How much of the specific governmental 
research could be housed in this center that has a certain personification in its 
definition?”92 Birger Strid closed the discussion by emphasizing that whatever 
the case, the building itself should be of a dominant character in relation to 
the city. This issue highlights what the fundamental battle of the project as a 
whole was: the very fact that as it evolved throughout the process, the project 
did not present Social Democratic politics in a good light.

Sune Lindström’s and Alf Bydén’s scheme, which would later be 
identified as The Symbolic Form for Evolution, possessed the particular char-
acteristics of a tall building and an architectural gesture that charmed Axel 
Wenner-Gren and supported his ultimate goal of linking his personal name 
to monumental built form. The scheme that was selected cleverly respond-
ed to the monumental character of an international institution. The design 

90  WGC Archive: Meeting minutes with building committee (Protokoll från sammanträde med Byggnadskomitéen för Wenner-Gren 
Center) January 14, 1956. At this point the Building committee consisted of: professor Manne Siegbahn, KBS director Gunnar Wejke, 
professor Hugo Theorell, professor Ragnar Nilsson, director Birger Strid, director Herbert Takman. 
91  Ibid. Translation by the author: “Som jag sade tidigare, tror jag inte att några kvalificerade företrädare för helstatlig verksamhet 
går att stoppa in utan vidare i en byggnad benämnd Wenner-Gren Center.”
92  WGC Archive: Translation by the author. Meeting minutes with building committee (Protokoll från sammanträde med 
Byggnads komitéen för Wenner-Gren Center) January 14, 1956. 
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held many interesting techniques, exploiting scale, composition, massing and 
character. The character of the individual buildings plays on the perception 
of simple geometrical forms although none of these buildings in fact contain 
direct simple geometries. The Pylon building is rhomboid in plan, but has two 
cut-out corners. In addition, the volume tapers with its height, which fur-
ther skews the geometry. The semi-circular apartment building is made up of 
two different curves holding the same pivot point, highlighting the spiraling 
curve emphasized in plan. The Tetragon-building has the clearest geometry. 
Together, these figures propose a massing that responds to the site: The of-
fice building stands as a prism along the sightline of Sveavägen. The terraced 
apartment building with its crescent shape provides sturdiness and cohesion 
to the composition, shielding off the traffic beyond. The restaurant, audito-
rium and office building end the spiral while also giving shape to an entry 
sequence in front of the Wenner-Gren Center. This makes for an interesting 
use of scale, given the composition one is reading from a distance, where 
one can only understand simple forms, while in another on-site reading; the 
pattern in the ground speaks of the intention of the composition in a more 
detailed manner. These formal gestures relate a spatial monumentality. The 
complex geometries, taken from the sketches into built form, left numerous 
consultants scratching their heads when considering the structure of this 
building complex. 

When the prize committee had made their final statement, it was clear 
that they had argued extensively for the Ekholm and White proposal, which 
appeared to be much less expensive in terms of the calculated costs and 
specifically against the high-rise tower proposed by Lindström and Bydén. 
One and half pages argued against the inclination and the relatively small 
footprint area of the high-rise building in the Lindström and Bydén proposal. 
The tower had a floor area of 450 square meters, which decreased from the 
6th floor up, making the top floor only 400 square meters. The prize com-
mittee made references to contemporary building construction in the city: at 
the time, no fewer than six high-rise structures were under construction in 
Stockholm; Skatteskrapan, Folksamhuset and four of the Hötorgsskraporna. The 
redevelopment in central Stockholm was most notable: four of the rectangular 
19-floor office buildings known as Hötorgsskraporna were near completion. 
Each of these high-rises had a gross floor area per level of 670 square meters, 
and the size had proven insufficient for their financial viability. In addition, 
the prize committee report also noted that the American building community 
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FIG 28. Perspective drawing of the revised scheme Anonym, 
submitted by Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén. The drawing 
is by Tom Hultgren, VBB architects. (Image courtesy 
of Vattenbyggnadsbyrån/SWECO and the Wenner-Gren 
Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 29. Perspective drawing of revised scheme Svea-
vägens Axel, submitted by Per Axel Ekholm and Sidney 
White. Reprint from The Wenner-Gren Center Stockholm, 
May 30-31, 2012, edited by Ilja Luciak and Bertil Daneholt. 
(Stockholm: Modintryckoffset, 2012.)
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had deemed area footprints of less than 600 square meters financially unsus-
tainable. Thus, they considered the building’s 450 square meters footprint to 
be a very small space for a high-rise; this was one of the primary reasons that 
the prize committee had selected a different scheme.93 [figs. 28, 29]

The architects had powerful motivations for their choices, however.  In 
striving to create the illusion of a taller office building with a mere 25 floors 
– a low-cloud, rather than a sky-scraper – a small area and tapered gable walls 
would maximize the visual effect. The image of it seen from a distance, a 
glimmering obelisk at the end of the Sveavägen axis, or a solitary object seen 
in passing from the highway, was at any rate powerful enough to sway the 
judgement of Wenner-Gren. His decision was made, and once the Lindström 
and Bydén scheme was adopted, the tower was by far the most complex of the 
three buildings it proposed, in terms of construction. Specifically, the tower 
complicated three fundamental aspects of economically sensible building 
construction: its floor area ratio was too small in terms of the contemporary 
understanding of building economy; its plan was non-orthographic, which 
entailed a level of design complexity in its detailing and implementation; 
and it tapered from bottom to top, meaning that each floor had a differ-
ent dimensional character, and any return for the complexity in plan that 
might be gained through repetition was nullified. This complexity is worth 
investigating, because these complexities harbor stories that concern not only 
the becoming of the Wenner-Gren Center, but the realization that account-
ing for architecture is to speak about process – about the transfer of power 
from decision to realization. [figs. 30, 31, 32]

Shaping an environment around an object

Initially, when plans were being forged in 1955, prime minister Tage 
Erlander was an enthusiastic supporter of the Wenner-Gren Center; from a 
political standpoint, the idea of an interdisciplinary research center in Stock-
holm that could reach out to a worldwide community was highly attractive. 
However, over the years Tage Erlander’s interest waned somewhat as he was 

93  WGC Archive: “Prisnämndens utlåtande” after the second round of the architecture competition for the Wenner-Gren Center, 
signed by all members of the committee, May 20, 1957. In Sweden, no other tall building had such a small footprint, except the 
Bonnierhuset at 22 floors and 430 square meter. The 670 square meters Hötorgsskraporna were deemed unsatisfactory because of 
the planning difficulties involved. The prize committee suggested that a footprint of at least 900 square meters for a 20-story build-
ing was preferable. Furthermore, the members discussed the plan in relation to American offices, which commonly have a much 
larger footprint: “The difference is that American office clerks don’t assume that they will be sitting in their own offices the way that 
Swedes do.” Translated by the author: “Amerikanska erfarenheter på detta område pekar på ännu större ytor, men där finns den 
väsentliga skillnaden, att amerikansk kontorspersonal inte i samma utsträckning som svensk räknar med att sitta i egna rum, varför 
det genomsnittliga kontorsrumsdjupet i amerikanska lösningar är väsentligt större.” 
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FIG 30. Photograph of revised scheme Wenner-Gren Center modell 
(later called The Symbolic Form for Evolution),Vattenbyggnadsbyrån, 
Stadsplane -avdelningen. Photo by Sanner. December 10, 1958. 
(Photograph courtesy of Vattenbyggnadsbyrån/SWECO and the Wenner-
Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 31, 32. Photograph of revised scheme Wenner-Gren Center modell, Vattenbyggnadsbyrån, 
Stadsplaneavdelningen. Photo by Roger Waters. July 25, 1958. (Photograph courtesy of 
Vattenbyggnadsbyrån/SWECO and Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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criticized from within the Social Democratic party.94 Axel Wenner-Gren, on 
the other hand, treated the initiative of founding the Wenner-Gren Foundation 
and subsequently the Wenner-Gren Center in the fashion of a businessman. A 
press conference was held to announce the project. With strong objectives to 
build a monument that would make him be remembered for his goodwill, Axel 
Wenner-Gren nearly doubled his initial donation from five to eight million 
kronor, still rather a small part of final total project cost of 38 million kronor.95 
Whether or not Axel Wenner-Gren was strategically aware of this aspect, sev-
eral incidents along the way attest to Axel Wenner-Gren’s outright PR-nature, 
as well as the fact that he was cognizant of every opportunity for marketing.

From 1955-56, the public relations agent, John Örtengren, worked for Ful-
crum AB, which was the holding company for all of Wenner-Gren’s businesses 
in Sweden. At the recent Wenner-Gren International Symposium celebrating 
the 50th anniversary of the Wenner-Gren Center in May 2012, the former 
public relations agent explained in a presentation that – at Axel Wenner-Gren’s 
request – one of his tasks was the assembly and compilation of a list that 
showed how successful Wenner-Gren’s press releases had been; in other words, 
how many articles or notices in the daily press was a direct result of a press 
release.96 This was one kind of savvy towards media; another becomes apparent 
when one looks at Wenner-Gren’s funding inventions. As the Wenner-Gren 
Center project progressed, the estimated costs for the completed project in-
creased steadily. There are several loan applications on file in the documenta-
tion regarding the building project. Both Sune Lindström (on behalf of VBB) 
and John Mattson AB, the building contractor for the project, filed complaints 
against the Wenner-Gren Foundation for not paying their invoices.97 One of 
the significant ways that Axel Wenner-Gren financed the finalization of the 
office building was by allowing the company Kungsörnen (part of the Wenner-
Gren-owned Semper company structure) to raise a billboard that spanned the 

94  Jan Wallander, Wenner-Gren stiftelserna 1955-2000, 34. 
95  WGC Archive: Protokoll no. 26, January 26, 1962. At the time of completion of Pylon, Alf Bydén of Vattenbyggnadsbyrån 
forwarded the estimated costs calculated by the entrepreneurs (John Mattson Byggnads AB + Byggnads AB Börje Lilja) The 
estimated cost for the two buildings at the time was 39 million kronor. This did not include the square building. Letter to Kungl. 
Arbetsmarknadsstyrelsen, August 14, 1961. The Wenner-Gren Center Foundation estimated the total costs of the property at 30 
million Swedish kronor. However, at that point construction of the central building had not begun, and additional costs would 
add to the total sum. Jan Wallander estimates that the total cost of the complex in 1967 was 64 million. See further, Jan Wallander, 
Wenner-Gren stiftelserna 1955-2000, 55.
96  John Örtengren, ”Designing Public Relations for Axel Wenner-Gren,” in Wenner-Gren International Symposium “Reality and 
Myth: A Symposium on Axel Wenner-Gren,” The Wenner-Gren Center Stockholm, May 30-31, 2012,  eds., Ilja Luciak and Bertil 
Daneholt (Stockholm: Modintryckoffset, 2012), 42-44.
97  WGC Archive: letter regarding outstanding debts; ”VBB utestående fodringar för WGC” from Nils Berg, VBB to Hugo Theorell 
Wenner-Gren Foundation, June 20, 1963 and a two-page letter regarding the increasing building costs, “Wenner-Gren Center, 
kostnader” from John Mattson and Börje Lilja to Arbetsutskottet (Working committee) Wenner-Gren Center April 16, 1961.  

T
h

e C
o

n
stru

ctio
n

 o
f C

o
n

stru
ctio

n
150

151



building’s entire façade. The billboard was an advertisement for flour and not 
only financed the Center’s copper roof, but also earned the office building the 
nickname “the flour-skyscraper” in the local press.98 [fig. 33]

Yet, behind the brilliant façade there was a large and alarming problem.99 
Axel Wenner-Gren’s business empire, which seemed prosperous on the surface, 
was in fact suffering from liquidity problems. While he was still active as a busi-
nessman, the Wenner-Gren Society (Wenner-Grenska Samfundet) – a central 
foundation that was created through a donation in 1937 and held consider-
able assets in companies like Electrolux – was compelled to lend Wenner-Gren 
money for his businesses. After Axel Wenner-Gren’s death, Birger Strid and his 
collaborators were given the authority to run the Fulcrum business empire. As 
the same people were also engaged in the Wenner-Gren Society (as well as the 
Wenner-Gren Foundation board), the creative financial transactions increased 
along with the tradition of supporting bold and visionary business projects.

Twelve years after Axel Wenner-Gren’s death, Fulcrum AB filed for bank-
ruptcy. The assets of the Wenner-Gren Society primarily consisted of receivables 
in: the company Fulcrum; in the Wenner-Gren estate; and in the fortune of Mar-
guerite Wenner-Gren. Already towards the end of the 1960s, state authorities 
and accountants began to question how the Wenner-Gren Society board had 
financially run its activities. Eventually, in 1971, “the Board was placed under 
the custody of the Stockholm County Administrative Board, and in connection, 
the responsibility of the various members was investigated by a public prosecu-
tor.”100 Only one of these members, director Birger Strid was found guilty.101 
Even though the same people were involved in the Wenner-Gren Foundation as 
in the Wenner-Gren Society, the Wenner-Gren Foundation was never involved 
in any of the charges. However, it was certainly difficult for the mass media and 
for the general public to separate them, and the negative publicity around the 
Society also affected the Wenner-Gren Foundation.

Surprisingly, few words in prime minister Tage Erlander’s memoirs refer 

98  SWECO Archive: Letter from Åke Hark, John Mattson Byggnads AB to Alf Bydén, VBB December 2, 1960; Gösta Olén, 
”Wenner-Gren önskar dammsugare till ’sitt’ center. Har skänkt 8 milj. av de 45 milj. det kostar.” Expressen, March 19, 1961.
99  Jan Wallander, Wenner-Gren stiftelserna 1955-2000, 18.
100  Jan Wallander, Wenner-Gren stiftelserna 1955-2000, 22. The prosecutions lead to extensive investigations, in which four mem-
bers of the board were brought to trial for ‘gross breach of trust’. The members prosecuted were Birger Strid, Hugo Theorell, Ivar 
Strahl, and Bengt Petri. (Ivar Strahl was a professor of criminal law at Uppsala University at the time. Bengt Petri was university 
chancellor from 1961-1964 and governor of Kristianstad County from 1964 -1979). 
101  Jan Wallander, Wenner-Gren stiftelserna 1955-2000, 24. Petri and Strahl were “acquitted of all charges.” Professor Theorell’s 
case was removed from the charges because of his health condition. Even though these individuals were not found guilty in the 
charges, The Wenner-Gren Society considered Petri, Strahl and Theorell to have been “negligent and [were] therefore liable to 
pay damages to the Wenner-Gren Society.” In 1971, Petri and Strahl each paid 60 000 kronor, and Theorell paid 125 000. “Director 
Birger Strid, on the other hand, was sentenced to imprisonment and ordered to pay damages for gross fraud and breach of trust.”  
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FIG 33. The steadily increasing cost appeared towards 
the project’s completion. As a result, Axel Wenner-
Gren financed the finalization of the office building by 
allocated the necessary financial resources by allowing 
the company Kungsörnen (part of the Semper company 
structure, owned by Axel Wenner-Gren) to paper its 
signature and company name across the whole building 
façade in order to pay for the copper roof.6 Photo by 
Oscar Bladh. April 22, 1961. (Photograph courtesy 
of Stockholm City Museum and the Wenner-Gren 
Foundations, Stockholm).
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to Axel Wenner-Gren, although their collaboration was central during the 
1950s.102 They were not only associated through the Wenner-Gren Center 
project, but also on good terms, patting each other’s backs: When Birger Strid 
and Hugo Theorell met with Tage Erlander during the second round of the 
competition in order to inform the prime minister about the current status of 
the Wenner-Gren Center, Erlander was very happy to hear that the trans-
action of Axel Wenner-Gren’s donation had been made. In return, Erlander 
promised to ”try to help with the building permit for the fall, in any case a 
partial permission so that construction could begin and the Doctor [Axel 
Wenner-Gren] can put the shovel in the ground this fall.”103 But actually, the 
main concern of the meeting for Axel Wenner-Gren’s assistants was asking 
the government’s permission to transfer 2.5 million dollars out of the coun-
try.104 As much as these kinds of delicate exchange of services speak about the 
mutual gains imbedded in the Wenner-Gren Center project, the realization 
depended on much more complex rules of law.

A year later, as the competition was being resolved, the board of the 
Wenner-Gren Foundation was fully occupied with negotiations with the state 
and the Stockholm city officials regarding the landownership of the site at 
Sveaplan. This exchange needed to be in place before any decisions could be 
made about the building complex. The site just beyond Sveaplan was made 
available in June of 1959, following the approval of a property exchange in 
Stockholm city council along with the authorization by the parliament and 
the king to transfer the property to the Wenner-Gren Foundation. In this 
exchange, the city of Stockholm acquired two important pieces of land that 
would be crucial in the ongoing inner city development: the 2650 square 
meter site where Sveavägen, Hamngatan and Klarabergsgatan intersect, 
which would make up part of the new Sergels torg next to the five 19-story 
high-rise buildings called Hötorgsskraporna; and a major block at Karlaplan, 
where a large residential and commercial centre, Fältöversten, was later con-
structed.105 In return, the state acquired 23 000 square meters at Sveaplan, the 

102  Jan Wallander, Wenner-Gren stiftelserna 1955-2000, 25.
103  WGC Archive: Translation by the author. “PM från sammanträde mellan Statsminister Erlander, Professor Theorell och under-
tecknad i Kanslihuset”
104  WGC Archive: Letter “PM från sammanträde mellan statsminister Erlander, professor Theorell och undertecknad i Kansli-
huset” to Axel Wenner-Gren from Birger Strid, March 5, 1957. The money was intended for Fulcrum’s acquisition of a large property 
in British Columbia, as part of one of Axel Wenner-Gren’s new adventurous projects, which was presented as generating goodwill 
for Sweden and Swedish companies. Erlander was impressed and voiced his enthusiasm, but confirmed that it would not be 
possible for Sweden to contribute financially.
105  The property exchange also included the block Fältöversten at Karlaplan. See Anders Gullberg, City: drömmen om ett nytt 
hjärta D1 (Stockholm: Stockholmia, 2001), 370-71.
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location of Wenner-Gren Center, as well as 70 000 square meters in Farsta 
that were planned for the Swedish Telegraph Agency (Televerket).106 

All but one of the four sites was important for the trade. The location for 
the Wenner-Gren Center was at that time right outside the orthogonal urban 
block structure of the city, and in relation to a potential expansion of the city 
this site could favorably change from a “shanty town of small businesses” to 
the location of Wenner-Gren Center. The site outside Stockholm in Farsta 
would eventually become the premises of 900 offices and one of the state 
authorities. A newspaper clipping sent to Birger Strid on February 15, 1958, 
where Theorell refers to the fortunate outcome of the property issue, and has 
attached the newspaper clipping that confirms the importance of the proper-
ty trade, reads: “Exchange of land Stockholm – State, City Remodeling can 
continue”107 Through its involvement in the Wenner–Gren Center deal, the 
city of Stockholm was able to engage in a radical remodeling of the city center 
which has marked it to this day. [figs. 34, 35, 36]

The Wenner-Gren Center was imagined as a monument in Stock-
holm’s urban context. From both the standpoint of the prime minister, of 
Axel-Wenner-Gren, from their circles of essential envoys and the authorities 
of the city of Stockholm, the future research center would put Stockholm on 
the map. In retrospect, the enormous investments that went into the project 
along the way speak of the importance and belief in this vision –financially, 
but also administratively in terms of the property trade, as well as realizing the 
building project. The mapping of personal objectives in this chapter reveals 
the complexities of finding common ground when approaching the project 
from different political standpoints. These difficulties of being at separate 
ends ideologically charged the project with multifaceted negotiations. These 
may seem banal at times, but they illustrate the many subtleties that can be 
found in the individual understanding of a common goal.[figs. 37, 38]

106  ”Markbyte Stockholm – staten Cityomvandlingen kan fortsätta,” Svenska Dagbladet, February 15, 1958, and Kungl. Maj:t, 
proposition no. 136, 1958.
107  ”Markbyte Stockholm – staten Cityomvandlingen kan fortsätta,” 1958.
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FIG 34. Plan of area transferred to the State; Ormträsk 4. Reprint from Kungl. Maj:ts 
proposition 136, 1958. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
FIG 35. Plan of area transferred to the City; Fyrmösaren. Reprint from Kungl. Maj:ts 
proposition 136, 1958. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
FIG 36. Plans are transferred to the City; Fältöversten. Reprint from Kungl. Maj:ts proposition 
136, 1958. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 37.  The site plan for the Wenner-Gren Center, which appears as an abstract image.  
This illustration was published in Arkitektur no. 6, 1962. “Site plan showing the placement  
of the apartment building around the inner garden. The high building is placed on a piazza 
with a black and white pattern in the asphalt. The square on the left is the future Tetragon 
building.” (Photograph courtesy of Vattenbyggnadsbyrån/SWECO and Wenner-Gren 
Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG. 38  The first graphic design of a letterhead for Wenner-Gren Center, 
which speaks of its expressive composition. Suggested graphic profile 
by Thorsten Frick, Esselte. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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When Sweden’s foremost engineering magazines reviewed the Wenner-Gren 
Center in 1961, they pointed out the high performance of Swedish construc-
tion. The engineering journal Byggnadsvärlden introduced the Wenner-Gren 
Center as an impressive achievement, not the least when taking into consider-
ation the time constraints on the project and the fact that it was the first-ev-
er construction of its kind. This, according to the reviewer, testified “to an 
extremely high technical standard of Swedish designers and contractors. For 
many of the project’s detailed solutions there were previously no Swedish stan-
dards – design work has in many respects been innovative.”1 Both in form and 
in layout, the architecture was indeed impressive and considered original in 
many ways. But wherein lie the innovation?

When speaking about the Wenner-Gren Center in such terms, there was 
an implicit reference to the office structure within the Wenner-Gren Center 
complex. Because of its design, this tall building was the most demanding of 
the three construction projects. Its skewed and angular form and its tapering 
height meant that no two floors were alike.2 In addition, the ground condi-
tions at the site proved to be a challenge, as there were strong incentives to 
building a tall structure there. But the most remarkable aspect of the project 
was the fact that the building committee ultimately opted to use structural 
steel rather than concrete for the construction. Using steel meant implement-
ing new routines, since steel frame construction had not been used for a stack 
building in Sweden since the Second World War.3 The Wenner-Gren Center 
was thus a case in which the building material demanded precision in assem-
bly rather than competence in pouring concrete.

In this chapter, the archival material regarding building construc-
tion before the project was built will be used. The conditions surrounding 
the project includes the immediate context, i. e. Stockholm, where high-rise 

1  Translation by the author. “Prestationen att under tidspress utan misstag åstadkomma ett så kvalificerat förstlingsbygge 
som Wenner-Gren Center vittnar om synnerligen hög teknisk standard hos svenska projektörer och entreprenörer. För många 
av projektets detaljlösningar fanns tidigare inga svenska normer – projekteringsarbetet har i flera avseenden varit nyskapande.” 
“Wenner-Gren Center, konsekvent och moget bygge,” Byggnadsvärlden, no. 45 (1961): 1071.
2  In the completed building, the first six floors are of identical dimensions and the remaining 19 floors are different. See Arne 
Johnson and Rolf Baehre, Wenner-Gren Center: ett stålhus, Tekniska meddelanden/Tekn. dr Arne Johnson ingenjörsbyrå AB, Stock-
holm, 1961. Särtryck ur Byggmästaren, no. 1, 1961. This publication gives a very detailed explanation of the building construction of 
the high-rise, and includes an English and German summary.
3  Ibid. Engineer Rolf Baehre, who was Arne Johnson’s collaborator at the Wenner-Gren Center, refers to the fact that there were 
several steel constructions being made during the war. These were large span-buildings, made to protect the steel industry in 
Borlänge and Grängesberg, as it was considered a potential target during the Second World War.

Economies of Steel3
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structures were being built in concrete. This will be discussed as a point of 
reference for how construction was perceived in the Wenner-Gren high-rise. 
Another condition was the establishment of a building committee that would 
follow the project. This committee consisted of individuals representing the 
Wenner-Gren Foundation, as well as the architects, the engineers and various 
consultants, such as the construction company and the consultants investi-
gating the ground conditions at the site. The building committee acted as a 
forum where various decisions were made. Between these different voices, the 
intrinsic relationship between power and expertise becomes apparent. 

While situating the logic that justified experimentation with material and 
technology using steel in the Wenner-Gren Center, the focus will be placed on 
how decisions are made by examining aspects such as a ground investigation 
report, tables specifying the building time for the structure, and calculations of 
building costs. In these speculative “facts,” I maintain that the attempt to equate 
building cost, annual ownership expenses and rentable space was an inven-
tion whose purpose was to justify selecting the proposal for the Wenner-Gren 
Center preferred by Axel Wenner-Gren. In other words, I argue that the table 
set up to compare predictive costs for the two proposals was a creation whose 
goal was to “prove” the scheme designed by Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén as 
the economically favorable option of the two. Importantly, I do not argue that 
predictive cost accounting was a scientific invention for the project, but rather 
that the method of predictive cost accounting was available and could be used 
in order to prove the economic viability of the Lindström and Bydén scheme. 

Secondly, the building committee re-rationalized ideas about material 
and could understand that the time that construction took was an important 
factor, crucial for accessing the profits from rental of both the high-rise office 
space and the apartments. As steel was available as a material and the engineer 
Arne Johnson was clearly interested in applying new building methods, the 
equation could prove that time, space and building costs made steel a favorable 
material. This chapter will map out the reasoning behind the conclusion that 
steel was the only option for the office building at the Wenner-Gren Center. 

Tall buildings in concrete

Proposing a tall building in Stockholm was not to suggest a typological 
monument foreign to the urban fabric. On the contrary, the form played into the 
initiatives of the 1950s and ‘60s, promoting a modernist expansion, revitalizing 
the city. Tall buildings, glass façades and large, open plazas characterized this 
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modern aesthetic. In Stockholm, a new commercial district was underway, the 
essential elements of which were a wide pedestrian shopping street – Sergel gatan – 
and the five high-rise office buildings called Hötorgsskraporna. This environment 
significantly changed the cityscape, now guided by a more effective transporta-
tion infrastructure which included roads as well as a new subway system.4 This 
particular project received a lot of attention from Europe because of the remark-
able transformation in scale that affected the city of Stockholm.5 The height of 
the Hötorgsskraporna was accentuated by their windowless gable walls, slightly 
retracted from the corners of the main façades to the south, which emphasize 
their height. On the northern side, the gable walls are split and retracted to-
wards the midpoint.6 The five buildings are also connected by a three-floor tall 
terrace building, which emphasizes the characteristics of five similar buildings 
in a row. Each building was designed by a different architect, yet according to a 
carefully regulated city plan – hence their similarity.7 In addition to the five tall 
buildings in the city center, two high-rise structures were under construction 
at the southern end of the city. One of them was Skatteskrapan, the 25-floor 
building housing the National Tax Agency.8 Just a subway stop away, another 
27-story-high building called Folksamhuset was being built for one of the largest 
insurance companies in the country at the entrance to the city from the south. 
Both were completed in 1959. The site for the Wenner-Gren Center replicated 
this as Stockholm’s collective access point in the north. [figs. 1, 2, 3, 4]

The construction material for these buildings was reinforced concrete. 
Although the architect for the National Tax Agency high-rise, Paul Hedqvist, 
had envisioned the building as a steel construction, it was never seriously 
considered. As it was a state-financed building, the construction systems to be 
followed were those already in place; it was inappropriate to spend public funds 
on exclusive materials or advanced technical details, such as investing efforts 
in a steel frame construction and new systems of building. Instead of a steel 
frame construction this building became an in situ reinforced concrete frame.9 

4  See Fredric Bedoire, “Citybildning och cityarkitektur,” Bebyggelsehistorisk Tidskrift, no. 6 (1983): 3-11.
5  “Andra höghuset vid Hötorget,” Väg- och vattenbyggaren, no. 6 (1959): 177-179.
6  Mari Ferring and Lotta Lander, Femtiotalets Glasfasader: curtain wall i New York, Chicago, Stockholm och Köpenhamn (Stock-
holm: Svensk byggtjänst, 2004), 83 and, Martin Rörby, David Helldén: modernistisk visionär på traditionens grund (Stockholm: 
Stockholmia, 2002), 277–279.
7  Mari Ferring and Lotta Lander, 83. Architects Sven Markelius and David Helldén are responsible for the city plan. The architects 
commissioned to design the Hötorgsskraporna were: high-rise no. 1 – David Helldén; high-rise no. 2 – Anders Tengbom; high-rise 
no. 3 – Sven Markelius; high-rise no. 4 – Lars-Erik Lallerstedt; high-rise no 5 – Leif Reinius and Sven Backström. 
8  Ibid., 64-71, and Kristina Allpere, Paul Hedqvist: arkitekt och stockholmsgestaltare 1895-1977 (Stockholm: Stockholmia, 2009), 
353-367. Skatteskrapan is a 25-story-tall building designed by architect Paul Hedqvist as a turbine volume connected to a six-floor 
rectangular volume along the street, built in 1955-59.
9  Mari Ferring and Lotta Lander, Femtiotalets Glasfasader, 67.
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FIG 1.  Fly-over photograph of Hötorgsskraporna. These buildings were part of the city district 
Norrmalm, which underwent a remarkable development in the 1950s and 60s. At the time, it 
was developed as the city’s new commercial district. A new shopping street, Sergelgatan, and 
five new office-high-rise buildings, Hötorgsskraporna, were the essential elements. The five 
towers were designed by five different etablished architecture offices and built in sequence. 
They were: Hötorgsskrapa no. 1, designed by David Helldén, Hötorgsskrapa no. 2, designed 
by Anders Tengbom, Hötorgsskrapa no. 3 designed by Sven Markelius, Hötorgsskrapa no. 4, 
designed by Lar-Erik Lallerstedt, Hötorgsskrapa no. 5, designed by Backström and Reinius. 
Construction of the first building began in 1955, and construction of the fifth and final high-rise 
began in 1961 and was completed in 1965.7 Photo by Oscar Bladh. (Stockholm City Museum).
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FIG 2.  The 27-story building Folksamhuset, designed by architects Nils Einar Eriksson and  
Yngve Tegnér, was completed in 1959. The insurance company Folksam commissioned the 
building at the southern edge of the city. It was designed as a total working environment with 
a restaurant and workout facilities for employees. The two prime movers behind the Folksam 
building were Seved Apelqvist, general manager (right) and Joel Persson, finance manager. 
Photo by K.W. Gullers. Reprint from A Book about the Folksam Building and How We Built It 
/ A Story in Pictures by K.W. Gullers. (Stockholm: Rabén & Sjögren, 1960).
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FIG 3.  Folksam building during construction. Photo by K. W. Gullers. (©Nordiska Museet).
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FIG 4.  Skatteskrapan, the 25-story building for the National Tax Agency, was designed by 
architect Paul Hedqvist. It is located on Södermalm in the southern part of Stockholm. Photo 
by K. W. Gullers. (©Nordiska Museet).

T
h

e C
o

n
stru

ctio
n

 o
f C

o
n

stru
ctio

n
168

169



With similar attention to and use of construction knowledge, four of the five 
Hötorgsskraporna in the city center also became concrete frame constructions.

The Wenner-Gren Center changed perceptions about the inevitabili-
ty of concrete. Following the development of the high-rise at Wenner-Gren 
Center, the fifth and final high-rise of the Hötorgsskraporna changed direction, 
and used a combination of slip-form concrete core together with a surround-
ing steel frame.10 The very big difference between the systems, and ultimately 
both the arguments for and against steel, were the management of time: both 
in the difficulties of introducing steel as an alternative to concrete, and in its 
potentials as a replacement construction system. Steel was a material where time 
management – in testing, design, fabrication, erection and finishing – became 
the fundamental criterion that created or inhibited a space for design possibility. 
While there were different engineers for each project, the same construction 
contractor – John Mattson Byggnads AB – managed the development of the 
Wenner-Gren Center as well as the fifth high-rise. In the case of the skyscraper 
in the central city, introducing this material combination reduced building con-
struction time on site by half. Calculating the building construction time for a 
building essentially meant setting up a pros-and-cons table for different materi-
als and construction technology choices, including aspects of time and money. 
The two buildings – the fifth high rise and the Wenner-Gren Center – exem-
plified the advantages of using steel, as far as the parameters of time and cost 
were concerned. The crucial element included was that the calculation of the 
project cost took into account revenues that could be collected after completion. 
If completion was expedited, the building could start earning money sooner. 
Thus, after having been completely dominated by reinforced concrete construc-
tion for the past thirty years, the scene in Sweden began to change.

Whether or not the Wenner-Gren Center design would include a tall 
building continued to be a point of discussion. The strong demands for a 
monumental and tall structure from the Wenner-Gren Foundation were 
still a political concern while the architects Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén 
were developing the architectural scheme into drawings for the contractor.11 
In a letter addressed to the director of the board of the Foundation, Birger 
Strid, in November 1958, Hugo Theorell expressed these concerns while 
reporting on the status of the Wenner-Gren Center project, explaining that 

10  The engineer Rolf Lerfors has been credited with careful studies and planning of the project process of the fifth high-rise.
11  WGC Archive: The architects refer to the fact that the first drawings of the high-rise will be completed within a week, which will 
be the basis for the first building phase. Report to building committee (rapport till arbetsutskottet), no. 6, February, 1959.
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the city plan-issue has not yet been resolved. 

The only thing that may stand in the way now, is if Mehr [Hjalmar 
Mehr, the town mayor] resolutely opposes high-rises. Söderström [Olof 
Söderström, representing the state] is however much more optimistic now 
and seems fairly convinced that it will work out. We have therefore put 
the architects to work at full speed so as to not waste any time. Personally, 
I wonder if Mehr, despite his audacity and complacency, would venture 
alone to oppose this. It would be a big scandal if he did, and he would risk 
being singled out as solely responsible.12 

What Theorell was referring to was whether the Wenner-Gren Founda-
tion would be confronted with further objections to a tall building. Theorell 
speculated that the town mayor would not risk his reputation by making more 
fuss about its presence at that point in time. The aesthetic appeal of the high-
rise as a visual pinnacle at the end of Sveavägen had certainly been a matter 
of debate. In the same letter, Theorell also mentions an article by architecture 
historian Erik Lundberg on tall buildings. In fact, Erik Lundberg argued that 
a tall building at Sveaplan would be an excellent counterpart to Sergels Torg’s 
five high-rises.13 The issue of tall buildings was certainly a discussion about 
the aesthetic morphology of the city.

In this discussion about the city’s developing structure a tall building 
on the city’s northern perimeter could not be allowed to acquire higher 
status than what was under construction in the city center. Beyond the fact 
Olof Söderström, state representative, found the high-rise structure aesthet-
ically appealing, there were also matters of pride in building a monument 
for science; it attested to the prominence of scientific research in Sweden. 
As Hugo Theorell had pointed out, “The Research Council has sent a letter 
to the Wenner-Gren Foundation and very firmly advocated the high-rise.”14 
Axel Wenner-Gren was thus not alone in understanding the strategic value 
of a tall building. The architects Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén had an 

12  WGC Archive: Translation by the author: "Det enda som kan krångla nu är ifall Mehr skulle bestämt sätta sig emot det av 
politisk avhoghet mot höghus. Söderström är emellertid mycket mera optimistisk nu och tycks vara tämligen övertygad om att 
det ska gå, så vi har satt igång arkitekterna med full fart för att icke spilla någon tid. Personligen undrar jag om verkligen Mehr 
trots sin fräckhet och självgodhet skulle våga ensam sätta sig emot en sak som bleve en stor skandal om det inte går och där han 
måste riskera att bli utpekad som ensam ansvarig." Letter from Hugo Theorell to Birger Strid in the Bahamas, where he was visiting 
Dr. Axel Wenner-Gren. November 25, 1958.
13  Ibid.
14  Ibid. Translation by the author.
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interest in building tall. As a team, they would align themselves with the core 
group of architects who could take pride in having designed a high-rise in 
Stockholm. For the various entrepreneurs who eventually became involved 
in this project, the delight of being part of a tall building construction was 
apparent. These incentives – a tall, out of the ordinary structure financed 
by a glamorous and wealthy man – set the stage for a mediatized object 
already from the start, as this institution appealed to the global community 
in scientific research. But before the question of the high-rise had devel-
oped into a complication on a political level, strategies were being set up 
to play out the prize committee’s nomination of the winning scheme as an 
economical game.

Managing costs of uncertainties

Strategies to orchestrate the prize committee’s nomination of a tall 
building as the winning scheme were set forward by civil engineer Ingemar 
Ander, whom Theorell had recruited as project coordinator for the Wen-
ner-Gren Foundation. Ingemar Ander was brought in to what was called the 
“building committee” to coordinate questions about the building project.15 
Since this committee originally only consisted of the same members as the 
Wenner-Gren Foundation board – namely Ragnar Nilsson, Manne Siegbahn, 
Birger Strid and Hugo Theorell – the building committee needed someone 
to assist with questions regarding physical planning, calculations and coordi-
nation.16 Ingemar Ander came to play a crucial role in tweaking the numbers 
to render the Lindström and Bydén proposal more attractive. In the previous 
chapter, I explained that the scheme that was ultimately selected and com-
missioned for the Wenner-Gren Center was Lindström and Bydén’s scheme, 
which was renamed The Symbolic Form for Evolution.17 In the following, I will 
argue that economic factors, the use of tables that compared the two propos-
als in terms of volume, building cost, annual ownership cost, and revenues 
calculations were used by the Wenner-Gren Foundation in order to make the 
case to repeal the prize committee’s decision and to select the more attractive 
design by Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén. 

In August 1958, Ingemar Ander met the commissioned delegates, who 

15  WGC Archive: Civil engineer Ingemar Ander was tied to the project and the building committee, according to the Meeting 
minutes from March 12, 1958.
16  WGC Archive: Meeting minutes, building committee (protokoll arbetsutskottet), March 12, 1958.
17  WGC Archive: At the second round of the architectural competition, the Lindström and Bydén scheme was called Anonym and 
Ekholm and White’s scheme was called Sveavägens Axel.
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had been asked to compile a cost investigation; i.e. to make a fair estimate of the 
volume pricing to enable comparison of the two different schemes: Ekholm and 
White versus Lindström and Bydén.18 In the competition results from May 1957, 
the prize committee under KBS director Gunnar Wejke had assessed that both 
proposals had presented interesting solutions to the task. However, the building 
scheme by Lindström and Bydén offered lower financial returns. In addition, 
the prize committee had been pessimistic regarding the possibility to revise 
the scheme in order to make the proposal more economically viable without 
inflicting fundamental damage on the proposal’s aesthetic qualities. Whatever 
the case, after the second round in the architectural competition in which the 
Ekholm and White proposal was selected as the winner in May 1957, both 
offices were asked to continue developing their schemes. It is unclear whether 
both offices knew that they had both been asked to develop their proposals. 

A confidential memo written by Alf Bydén regarding a telephone 
conversation with Hugo Theorell reveals some interesting details on the 
politicization game behind the economic comparison between the two pro-
posals: Bydén explained first of all that “the City [was] strongly interested 
in equal economical proposals” and that “The [Wenner-Gren] Foundation 
wants us to carry forward the project” and that the tables comparing the pro-
duction costs and revenues were “so confidential that Ingemar Ander (who is 
the one with the numbers) must not find out that we [Sune Lindström and 
Alf Bydén] have access to the numbers.” This confidential memo was writ-
ten in April 1958, which means that Lindström and Bydén knew that there 
was a chance that the Wenner-Gren Foundation would select their proposal 
almost half a year before this was announced in August 1958. This was de-
spite the fact that Ekholm and White had won the architectural competition 
a year earlier.19 [figs. 5, 6] Lindström and Bydén made considerable changes to 
their original scheme to make it more economical without altering its formal 
composition. In order to position himself in control of the numbers, Ingemar 
Ander commissioned a cost investigation that specifically took these revisions 
into account.20 Main revisions of the Lindström and Bydén scheme were dat-
ed June 1958; i.e. after Ekholm and White had been announced as the com-
petition winners. The revisions concerned the following:

18  WGC Archive: The investigation was coordinated by: Building councilor: Brunnberg, Administrative officer: Bunner, and 
engineer Skoglund. Ingemar Ander, Report to building committee (rapport till arbetsutskottet), no. 5, September 1, 1958.
19  SWECO Archive: Translation by the author. Wenner-Gren Center (telefon från professor Theorell), April 9, 1958. Confidential 
memo written by Alf Bydén.
20  WGC Archive: Ekholm and White submitted a completely new proposal for the second round in the competition.
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FIG. 5 Newspaper clipping showing Alf Bydén and Axel Wenner-Gren discussing the scheme 
“The Symbolic Form for Evolution.” After the second round, the winning proposal by Sidney 
White and Per-Axel Ekholm was announced to the public in May 1957. However, Axel Wenner-
Gren had not been present when the prize committee made the selection, and upon his return 
from Mexico, Wenner-Gren preferred a different design that included a tall structure in line 
with his original vision. Thus, more than a year later, Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén received 
the commission instead. Reprint from  “Wenner-Gren Center klart 1961, höghus på 75 m vid 
Sveavägen,” Svenska Morgontidningen, August 13, 1958.
 
FIG. 6 Newspaper clipping with the headline “Axel Wenner-Gren’s favorite proposal won over 
the prize committee’s selection.” Reprint from “Wenner-Grens eget favoritförslag segrade över 
prisnämndens vid Sveaplansbygget,” Expressen, August 13, 1958.
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The high-rise was now directly linked to the main building, which meant that 
the plan of the entry lobby and reception had been improved.

The building’s footprint had increased. The office floors had a footprint of 
600 square meters that decreased to a floor area of 550 square meters at 
the 24th floor. The floor plan of the first competition proposal was 450 
square meters, decreasing to 400 square meters at the top floor. This 
resulted in a total area increase of 30 %.

The apartment volume was reduced from 4 floors to 3 floors. Terraces had 
been revised and were designed as continuous balconies. The apartment 
designs were still a subject of study.

Engineer Ingemar Ander summarized the status of the Wenner-Gren 
Center project in a memo where he included the reasoning regarding the 
revised schemes as well as calculations regarding the returns. The comparison 
of the two schemes depended heavily on the calculated economic result, 
including volume, building cost, annual ownership expenses, and revenue 
calculations.21According to Ander, the most important revision was the 
high-rise office plan, which had been criticised by the competition jury 
when they made their final judgement in May 1957. Engineer Ander stated 
that the revised scheme, “according to expertise on office organization gives 
the selected plan very effective office floors with appropriate depth of office 
rooms.”22 In addition, Ander commented on the proposed one-meter window 
module, which created more flexibility in terms of layout for different tenants. 
Following the account of both proposals, the working committee ultimately 
concluded that the Lindström and Bydén scheme was highly appropriate.

The two proposals were compared in a handwritten chart that includ-
ed columns with a variety of cost estimates. At the bottom of the chart, the 
estimate for each building’s total production cost was revealed: 23.5 million 
Swedish kronor for the Lindström and Bydén scheme, versus 25.2 million 
kronor for the Ekholm and White proposal. The competition jury had com-
missioned a similar comparison regarding production costs of these proposals 
in March 1957, signed by engineer Sundqvist of Svenska Industribyggen AB 

21  WGC Archive: Ingemar Ander, “Wenner-Gren Center Sammanfattning av läget 1 juli 1958.”
22  Ibid., 3. Translation by the author. In this statement, Ingemar Ander relies on a conclusion made by engineer Lindberg. 
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(SIAB). This calculation had estimated the cost of the Ekholm and White 
proposal at 32 million kronor and the Lindström and Bydén proposal at 33 
million kronor.23 The difference in cost is also related to the fact that the calcu-
lation carried out by engineer Sundqvist of SIAB only considered production 
costs and did not take the revenue of the completed buildings into account. 

The new estimates made it possible, or viable, for the Wenner-Gren Foun-
dation to select the architectural scheme that Axel Wenner-Gren had favored 
from the outset. In terms of calculations regarding economic exchange between 
the two proposals, Ingemar Ander had projected that the annual cost at the 
interest rate of the time would be 9.1 % of the total building cost. Comparing 
the two proposals, the annual cost played in favor of the Lindström and Bydén 
scheme. In a further account of numbers, the estimated returns for the Lind-
ström and Bydén scheme resulted in a capital gain of 3 million kronor in three 
years (with an estimated rental cost of 209 000 kronor per year at an interest 
rate of 7 %).24 These calculations were unofficially carried out and examined by 
the KBS investigation department: “Administrative officer Bunner and engi-
neer Skoglund would privately send their invoices to Fulcrum AB [Axel Wen-
ner-Gren’s holding company].”25 Although the whole chart, including all of the 
calculations, was an unofficial commission by the Wenner-Gren Foundation, 
it served their interests perfectly. The results indicated that the Lindström and 
Bydén scheme seemed most appropriate from an economic standpoint.

To summarize, the cost accounting was a calculation of volume costs 
applied to a comparative calculation of economic exchange in order to clarify 
the relative cost between the two different schemes. It is important to note that 
neither of the schemes had specified any material use in detail. The cost analysis 
was based on a rudimentary understanding of volume related to expense. Yet, 
even though this chart was highly speculative, it played a crucial role in provid-
ing numbers in support of the Wenner-Gren Foundation’s decision to diverge 
from the competition jury’s decision. It may have been vital to compare esti-
mated returns on the completed building in order to justify the decision to state 
officials. In the Wenner-Gren Foundation’s documentation of the competition 
procedure, most likely used for inquiries from the press, the text specified:

23  WGC Archive: The second competition proposal Anonym by Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén included a garage to resolve the 
parking issue, although this was not part of the proposal. Notable is also the difference in the amount of property needed for the 
buildings: 41 000 square meters for Anonym and 31 000 square meters for Sveavägens Axel. “Wenner-Gren Center Norrtull, Stock-
holm,” Tävlingsförslag 15 mars, 1957 Byggnadsdata och Produktionskostnader.”
24  WGC Archive: Ingemar Ander, Report to working committee (rapport till arbetsutskottet), no. 5, September 1, 1958.
25  Ibid. Translation by the author.
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In connection with processing the building project, which the Foundation 
has now completed, it has appeared possible to modify the Bydén-Lindström 
proposal, based on the views expressed by the prize committee, and 
to significantly improve the financial returns. The proposal that the 
Foundation has now chosen, which in its design and appropriateness best 
suits the Foundation’s vision, is thus fully economically comparable with 
the proposal previously recommended by the prize committee.26

One might also suspect that numbers were tweaked at this point in order 
to put the Lindström and Bydén proposal in a more flattering light, because 
the engineer Ingemar Ander submitted a new report less than two months 
later in which the estimated building costs for the Lindström and Bydén 
scheme had increased by 1.76 million kronor. The new numbers evened out 
the difference between the two schemes, actually making the Lindström and 
Bydén scheme slightly more expensive: 25.26 million kronor compared to the 
Ekholm and White proposal at 25.2 million kronor. These adjusted estimates 
were based on the new KBS Investigation department’s cost charts, which 
had been revised only a few months after the first cost analysis.27 

The unanimous decision by the Wenner-Gren Foundation board to select 
the Lindström and Bydén scheme was announced at a press conference the day 
after the board met on August 11, 1958.28 Significantly, Axel Wenner-Gren 
was present at this meeting, as were the marshal of the realm Birger Ekerberg, 
professor Hugo Theorell, professor Ragnar Nilsson, and the director of the 
board Birger Strid. Manne Siegbahn and Mrs. Marguerite Wenner-Gren were 
contacted by telephone during the meeting in order to ensure that both were of 
the same opinion in the matter.29 Notably, at this meeting the Wenner-Gren 
Foundation had gone against the current, and announced a different result 
than what the competition jury had chosen.30 This would not go down easily in 
a configuration where the city of Stockholm and the state still had a say with 
regards to the city plan and a property exchange. [figs. 7,8]

26  WGC Archive: Translation by the author.“I samband med den överbearbetning av byggnadsprojektet, som stiftelsen nu slutfört, 
har det emellertid visat sig möjligt att utifrån de synpunkter, som prisnämnden hade framfört, modifiera Bydén-Lindström förslaget 
och avsevärt förbättra det ekonomiska utbytet. Det av stiftelsen nu valda förslaget, som i sin utformning och ändamålsenlighet bäst 
motsvarar stiftelsens idé, är sålunda ur ekonomisk synpunkt fullt jämförligt med det tidigare av prisnämnden rekommenderade 
förslaget Wenner-Gren Center”, August 12, 1958.
27  WGC Archive: Ingemar Ander, Calculations regarding economic turnover, November 19, 1958.
28  WGC Archive: Importantly, Axel Wenner-Gren was present at this meeting. Meeting minutes, August 11, 1958.
29  WGC Archive: Meeting minutes, August 11, 1958.
30  WGC Archive: Wenner-Gren Center prisnämndens utlåtande, May, 1957 “Prisnämnden föreslår därför att författarna till 
förslaget med motto “Sveavägens Axel” får i uppdrag att vara arkitekt för anläggningen”.
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FIG 7.  Axel Wenner-Gren in conversation 
with architect Sune Lindström at the press 
conference August 11, 1958. Photo by 
Gösta Nordin. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, 
Stockholm).
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FIG 8.  Professor Hugo Theorell presents plans for the Wenner-Gren 
Center together with Axel Wenner-Gren, marshal of the realm Birger 
Ekeberg and architect Sune Lindström at the press conference August 11, 
1958. Photo by Gösta Nordin (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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A couple of months after the Wenner-Gren Foundation had announced 
that it would proceed with the Lindström and Bydén proposal, both city 
architect Göran Sidenbladh and traffic and city council mayor Helge Berglund 
reacted to this decision and formulated their disapproval in a letter dated 
October 1, 1958. It concerned two major issues: First, the urban design of the 
Ekholm and White proposal was more respectful towards the existing site – 
both the grammar school for girls as well as Bellevue Park. Furthermore, the 
proposed height of the Lindström and Bydén high-rise (at the time 80 meters) 
required an alteration of the city plan. Their objection to changing the nomi-
nation of a winning scheme was understandable, as both Helge Berglund and 
Göran Sidenbladh had officially been part of the prize committee, representing 
the city of Stockholm’s interests.31 Hugo Theorell responded to the request two 
days later, expressing that Axel Wenner-Gren had no interest in the Ekholm 
and White proposal, and that the project would not be realized unless the 
Lindström and Bydén scheme was used, “at least not in Sweden.” Theorell even 
discussed aesthetical values on a more comprehensive level: “The perception of 
what is beautiful or ugly varies from one time period to another.”32 Thus, Hugo 
Theorell suggested that Helge Berglund and Göran Sidenbladh set their aes-
thetic preferences aside in favor of the realization of the Wenner-Gren Center, 
which “would be an invaluable asset to Stockholm and the entire country’s 
scientific life.” Theorell ended the letter by stating:  “Should one jeopardize the 
great practical and ideal values that are at stake for unilateral aesthetic views?”33 
In a remarkable way, Hugo Theorell managed to turn around the argument 
about form as a trivial detail in this “grandiose” project for the future of science, 
even though it is strikingly obvious that the above-mentioned manipulations 
with numbers, and the manipulation of the predicted future financial outcomes 
of the future Wenner-Gren Center, were all about form.

Project management of expressive form

After four years of deliberations regarding the future Wenner-Gren 
Center, it was time to approach the project from a project management 
perspective. At an important meeting in August 1958, the working commit-

31 See Jan Wallander, Wenner-Gren stiftelserna 1955-2000, 44-45, and WGC Archive: letter from Helge Berglund and Göran 
Sidenbladh, October 1, 1958.
32  WGC Archive: Translation by the author. “uppfattningen om vad som är vackert eller fult varierar från den ena tidsperioden till 
den andra.” Letter from Hugo Theorell to Göran Sidenbladh, October 3, 1958. Translation by the author.
33  Ibid. Translation by the author. “Skall man kunna stå till svars med att äventyra de mycket stora och praktiska och ideella värden 
som här står på spel för ensidiga estetiska synpunkter?”
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tee was given full authority to handle all issues regarding the construction of 
the Wenner-Gren Center. As the scheme was a formal expression where “the 
curved forms in plan and the sloping facades [were] very costly” according 
to the prize committee, it was important for the Wenner-Gren Foundation 
to enlist strong expertise for the project.34 The building committee was thus 
under pressure to immediately ensure that the project development continued 
by selecting a building entrepreneur along with other consultants.

There were two crucial issues to consider: First of all, who would be the 
project’s engineer? And secondly, who would carry forward the technical and 
economical control of the project? Director of the board Birger Strid sought 
collaboration with the builder Börje Lilja, which tied John Mattson to the 
project. Alf Bydén recommended John Mattson Byggnads AB (today JM 
Bygg), which Bydén’s own company VBB had consulted in the past. Inter-
estingly, Alf Bydén had remarked that “Mattson [would] probably build two 
high-rises at Hötorget.”35 John Mattson was an established builder in the 
Stockholm region who had started out in housing production, but expanded 
production to include industries, offices and commercial projects. His company 
did indeed become the building entrepreneur for the third and fourth high-ris-
es at Hötorget, the Hötorgsskraporna.36 At the board meeting in October, 1958, 
it was suggested that the companies – Börje Lilja and John Mattson Byggnads 
AB – work collaboratively as the entrepreneurs for the project.37 During the 
recruitment of companies, another immediate concern proceeded from the 
issue of changing the city plan, as the Lindström and Bydén scheme did not 
comply with the regulations adjusted to the Ekholm and White scheme.38

Unofficial consultants, as-yet-unofficial preliminary reports, as well as 
the pursuit of the project without the property trade agreement in writing 
or the official building permit in hand are all indications of the determi-
nation with which the Wenner-Gren Foundation pushed for their selected 

34  WGC Archive: Translation by the author. Wenner-Gren Center prisnämndens utlåtande, May, 1957
35  WGC Archive: Translation by the author. Hand-written note August 28, 1958. 
36  Before starting the building company, he had worked for Skånska Cementgjuteriet. John Mattson AB also expanded into 
buying shares in Befa, a cooperation company, which was the leading private property owner at one point. See Anders Gullberg, 
“John Mattson Byggnads AB under grundarens ledning” in Byggmästarerollen under 1900-talet, eds., Anders Gullberg and Eva 
Rudberg (Stockholm: Stockholmia, 2001), 225-246.
37  John Mattson Byggnads AB and Byggnads AB Börje Lilja sent over the entrepreneurial contract on December 29, 1958. It was 
accompanied by a letter that stated that delays were anticipated, but they asserted that they were still willing to carefully prepare 
for the start-up. For a historical overview of John Mattson Byggnads AB, see Anders Gullberg, “John Mattson Byggnads AB under 
grundarens ledning” in Byggmästarerollen under 1900-talet, eds., Anders Gullberg and Eva Rudberg (Stockholm: Stockholmia, 
2001), 225-246. Apparently, another builder in Stockholm – Svenska Industribyggen AB (SIAB) – had also been considered for the 
Wenner-Gren Center. However, this changed when Börje Lilja entered as a potential collaborator. See Anders Gullberg and Karin 
Mattson Nordin, eds., John Mattson: ett byggmästarliv (Stockholm: JM byggnads- och fastighets AB, 2001), 61-63. Anders Gullberg 
also argues that SIAB had a very limited own production capacity. 
38  WGC Archive: Meeting minutes, August 11, 1958.
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project. This was not limited to the development of plans and drawings for 
the second-place winner of a competition, but also in the fact that they com-
menced detail design and initial groundwork investigations without having 
the necessary official documents or approval in order. Alf Bydén presented a 
preliminary timetable in October 1958, estimating that both the high-rise Py-
lon and the apartment building Helicon would be completed in spring 1961.39 
When the building permit was finally signed in February 1960, this allowed 
a little more than a year for construction, and the schedule proved unrealistic. 
However, when Pylon and Helicon were inaugurated in January 1962, building 
construction had proceeded most efficiently, and the schedule was only one 
year delayed with regard to the early project planning. From the architects’ 
perspective, the Wenner-Gren Center became a long-lasting project manage-
ment ordeal starting out in 1956 with the project proposal and the third and 
final building, Tetragon, inaugurated in June 1966.40 Management was not 
only a concern for the architects, however. The project set-up was out of the 
ordinary regarding engineering management and economic controls. [figs. 9, 10]

In February of 1959, the building committee decided to bring the 
engineer Arne Johnson on to the project.41 He had already entered into a verbal 
agreement with civil engineer Ingemar Ander, who – like Arne Johnson and 
Sune Lindström – was also based in Gothenburg, to prepare the necessary doc-
uments concerning the building construction of the Wenner-Gren Center.42 
Johnson had been scouted because of his expertise in building construction.43 
Therefore, this was a significant step to link Arne Johnson to the project in 
terms of setting up a team with an expertise that could resolve various issues 
and move the project forward.

Arne Johnson had completed his doctorate at KTH Royal Institute of 
Technology, where he also became associated professor of Statics in 1953 
and later professor of Structures. In the 1950s, Arne Johnson worked for 
the cooperative housing agency HSB (Hyresgästernas sparkasse- och byggnads-
förening), which pushed for the improvement of several areas in the Swedish 
housing industry. One of these was prefabrication. At HSB, Arne Johnson 

39  WGC Archive: Wenner-Gren Foundation Board meeting, Meeting minutes no. 9, October 3, 1958; and Jan Wallander, Wen-
ner-Gren stiftelserna 1955-2000, 46-48.
40  At the inauguration, some details of the façade awaited completion, as did the ground surface treatment. Alf Bydén and Sune 
Lindström, VBBnytt, vol. 13 no. 4 (1966): 18.
41  WGC Archive: In February 1959, Axel Wenner-Gren also signed the agreement between the state and the Wenner-Gren Foundation.
42  WGC Archive: Letter from Arne Johnson to the Wenner-Gren Foundation confirming the commission, January 30, 1959.
43  WGC Archive: A list of names for potential engineers also indicated the following: Hans Hansson, Sven Hultqvist, Sven Tyrén 
and S. Lundin, as per a suggestion by Vattenbyggnadsbyrån (Föredragningslista), Building committee, September 9, 1958. Arne 
Johnson confirmed the agreement with Ingemar Ander in a letter sent to Wenner-Gren Foundation, January 30, 1959.
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FIG 9, 10. Drafted time plan for the tall Pylon building and drafted time plan for housing; Helicon, 
and the center building Tetragon, dated May 25, 1959. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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introduced a new shape for a prefabricated column that could resolve some of 
the deficiencies and building defects that could occur at the building site.44 
Starting up his own engineering business, called Arne Johnson Ingenjörs-
byrå, he became a successful consultant for many steel structures, particularly 
after the completion of the Wenner-Gren Center.45 The publicity from the 
Wenner-Gren Center carried his career forward and he was eventually elected 
as a member of The Royal Swedish Academy of Engineering Sciences (IVA), 
a distinguished network of scientists within which he would later have an 
important role.46 In hindsight, Arne Johnson was essential for the destiny of 
the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise and instrumental in re-introducing steel 
building to the Swedish context. [fig. 11]

At a meeting in March 1959, less than a month after Arne Johnson 
had been signed on as the engineer for the project, Bydén and Lindström 
presented the architecture proposal to Skönhetsrådet (‘the council for the 
protection of the beauty of Stockholm’), an independent advisory board to 
the city planning office on issues such as cultural heritage, aesthetics and 
urban planning.47 At this final stage, Skönhetsrådet had no objections to the 
Wenner-Gren Center proposal; their sole remaining concern was ensuring 
that the public would have access to the courtyard area with the pool that was 
part of the Wenner-Gren Center scheme.48

At the same meeting, Ingemar Ander proposed that it was time to discuss 
both the foundation and the construction of the buildings. Calculations had 
been made for different alternatives. The two proposed alternatives for the 
foundation were a special piling that reached the bedrock quite deep below 
the site; or the construction of a concrete box that would transfer building 
loads into the more variable ground conditions above the bedrock. In regards 
to the frame construction, three different alternatives had been worked 
through from a technical-economic standpoint.49 The different alternatives for 
construction were evaluated with regard to ground conditions at the site, as 

44  Anna Karin Ljung and Anna Sterner, Wenner-Gren Center - den moderna drömmen (Stockholm: AMF Pension, 2003), 19.
45  Arne Johnson continued to be a dedicated member of the Swedish Concrete Association. See Paul Harnesk, ed., Vem är vem, 
Stor-Stockholm (Stockholm: Vem är vem, 1962), 665.
46  In 1965, he was nominated to coordinate some of the investigations that provided the basis for establishing The Swedish 
Institute of Steel Construction (SBI).
47  SWECO Archive: Letter from Alf Bydén to Ingemar Ander, May 30, 1958 specifies the members of Skönhetsrådet at the time: 
President Viktor Ek, Vice President Paul Hedqvist, insurance manager Arne Björnstad, building consultant Hans Brunnberg, Dean 
Ansgar Eeg-Olofsson, antiquarian Karl Alfred Gustawsson, professor Carl Malmström, professor Hugo Suhr, sculptor Gustaf 
Nordahl, national heritage custodian Bengt Thordeman, lecturer Eva Remens, painter Amandus Gustavson. Letter from Alf Bydén 
sent to Ingemar Ander May 30, 1958.
48  WGC Archive: Ingemar Ander, Report to the building committee (Rapport till arbetsutskottet), no. 7, March 18, 1959.
49  Ibid.
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FIG 11.  Photo of Arne Johnson speaking at Stålbyggnads   -
dagen. Undated. (The Swedish Institute of Steel Construction, 
Stockholm).
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well as in relation to the configuration of the high-rise. Ingemar Ander not-
ed that the design work was “purposefully moving forward through intimate 
collaboration between the consultants.”50 Nevertheless, Ander, who had been 
hired to coordinate decisions in the working committee as a representative 
of the Wenner-Gren Foundation, realized that the building project would 
be an unprecedented one. He expressed his concerns regarding construc-
tion management and control with director Erik H. Blom, whose role was 
to coordinate and place the loans for the Wenner-Gren Center. Following up 
on this, director Blom sent a letter to Birger Strid in which he explained the 
advantages of hiring a project coordinator who was dedicated to keeping track 
of costs, and who would also certify any unexpected additional costs. Costs 
had already increased and as the Wenner-Gren Center project progressed, 
the Wenner-Gren Foundation had to request additional loans on several 
occasions. As the financial value of the project and the placement of the loans 
were in director Blom’s own interest, he expressed the following:

In my view, it is of the utmost concern that [the Wenner-Gren Center project] 
employs a skilled and experienced, per suggestion, former construction man-
ager, who has such experience that he can coordinate both the architect’s as well 
as the engineer’s ideas while they finalize their drawings. Experienced parties 
have claimed that savings of at least 5 % can be made by utilizing such an ap-
proach. If, when dealing with the financial institutions, one can point to the 
fact that the project had a principal as a project manager, one who monitors 
the costs, various spokespersons involved in the financing issue can recommend 
[approval of] the loans being sought without taking a risk. In other words, 
one must convince the financing companies that the project is being carried 
forth in an economically sound manner.51

This letter confirms that there were uncertainties about the costs that 
followed hand in hand with the extraordinary nature of the project, which made 
the Wenner-Gren Foundation seriously consider the project management setup. 

50  Ibid. Translation by the author.
51  WGC Archive: Translation by the author. “Enligt min uppfattning är det i hög grad angeläget att i detta fall låta anställa en skicklig 
och erfaren, förslagsvis f.d. byggnadschef, med en sådan erfarenhet att han kan samordna såväl arkitektens som konstruktörens 
idéer under tiden dessa färdigställer sina ritningar. Det påstås av erfaret byggfolk, att en kostnadsbesparing kan göras om minst 
5 % vid ett sådant tillvägagångssätt. Om man således gentemot finansinstituten kunde peka på att projekteringen haft en huvud-
ansvarig i form av en arbetschef och att denne övervakat kostnaderna, kan de olika föredragandena i finansieringsfrågan utan risk 
rekommendera denna belåning som i detta fall eftersträvas. Man måste med andra ord få kreditinstituten övertygade om att man 
sköter rubr. projektering på ett ekonomiskt riktigt sätt.” Letter from director Erik H. Blom to Birger Strid, April 6, 1959.

T
h

e C
o

n
stru

ctio
n

 o
f C

o
n

stru
ctio

n
186

187



The solution to these uncertainties seemed, at this point, to lie in the hiring of 
someone to monitor the project. At the next working committee’s meeting, Olof 
Söderström was entrusted with the task of contacting Byggnadsentreprenörernas 
Fastighetsaktiebolag (Befa) to move forward with this commission.52 VBB was 
to manage the building project, whilst Befa would carry out economic and 
technical controls to the extent that the working committee deemed necessary. 
The project management remained in the hands of the architects, although this 
suggestion was essentially distributing the project management to several indi-
viduals related to their expertise. While Befa was hired as a control manager for 
the project, it was of the utmost concern for the members of the working com-
mittee that the project manager did not go beyond his mandate.53 The architects 
were not particularly fond of this set-up. Sune Lindström considered it funda-
mentally inappropriate to select the controller from the contractor side (Befa 
was related to John Mattson Byggnads AB through business ownership).54 With 
this in mind, Sune Lindström also expressed his disapproval of the hiring of 
Befa as a technical-economical reviewer of the project management towards the 
end of the high-rise construction in April 1961. His discontent with Befa was a 
consequence of the increasing costs of the project, which caused various negative 
sentiments; for example, John Mattson blamed these costs on the architects. 
In a confidential letter, Sune Lindström stated: “Consequently, the control and 
supervision entrusted to Befa have not worked out.”55 In the same letter, Sune 
Lindström points out that they, the architects, had already in “the initial stages 
of the work emphasized that planning difficulties would arise when the building 
was first started before adequate documents were at hand, as well as the fact that 
construction was designed in an unusual manner for Swedish conditions, and 
that the building project was taken forward at exceptionally high speed.”56 As 
the project progressed, increasing costs were a fact.

Befa was hired as the control manager, and various questions were raised 
in order to cut costs. Research regarding the building’s form and material 
was reaching a crucial point, and yet another cost investigation was commis-
sioned for the high-rise. In relation to this, Lindström and Bydén were asked 

52  WGC Archive: Meeting minutes, August 11, 1958.
53  WGC Archive: The control manager’s primary function was to control and audit the contractor’s work and follow up costs 
during the project process period. Meeting minutes, building committee (protokoll arbetsutskottet), April 5, 1959. The decision to 
hire Befa as control manager was made on May 15, 1959.
54  WGC Archive: Meeting minutes, building committee (protokoll arbetsutskottet), April 5, 1959.
55  WGC Archive: Translation by the author. Sune Lindström, confidential memo: PM med anledning av AUs sammanträde den 
18 april 1961.
56  Ibid.
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to investigate the economic consequences of the tapering gable walls. Al-
though the drawings presented during the competition stage did not indicate 
this solution, Lindström and Bydén asserted that these had always been the 
intention, and that the detail had been omitted from the competition drawings 
solely for technical reasons. The architects maintained that the building’s 
tapering gable walls would prevent the top of the tower from appearing trun-
cated: “From an architectural point of view [this] is highly desirable.”57

When the architects returned with their cost analysis, they argued for 
form rather than space. According to Lindström, the tapering gable walls 
would increase the building cost minimally.58 The reasoning accompanying this 
calculation was that, if retaining the base area presented in the scheme from 
April – a 450 square meter footprint rather than a 600 square meter footprint 
– the volume reduction as a consequence of the tapering walls would result in a 
lower overall construction cost than if the building had vertical façades. Thus, 
from an economic standpoint it was more important that the total floor area 
be reduced by a total of 400 square meters across the whole building rather 
than suggesting completely orthogonal and vertical facades.59 In other words, 
the architects argued that the reduction in volume would result in reduced ex-
penses, and that the economic gain could offset the increase in costs created by 
the complexity of the system. After the architects had presented their case, the 
working committee determined that the high-rise should indeed be designed 
with tapering gable walls. There is no scientific proof for this argument; rather, 
this gamble with numbers created a cost model for the sake of form.

Incorporating the first scheme – which had a smaller footprint than the 
second and final scheme – only helped the architect’s case. The reasoning 
could only be logical, as the architects demonstrated that cuts to reduce ex-
penses could be made by other means, such as decreasing the footprint to its 
“original” state. Indeed, the fact that the footprint actually had been increased 
to 600 square meters in order to become financially sustainable had not been 
considered during this phase, although the issue had been crucial during the 
architectural competition. The architects killed two birds with one stone by 
inventing this kind of cost modeling. They had been able to “prove” that first 
of all there was hardly any economic advantage to using straight gable walls. 
Secondly, the architects had successfully argued for the economic advantage 

57  WGC Archive: Meeting minutes, building committee (protokoll arbetsutskottet), May 15, 1959.
58  Ibid. “Enligt Lindström torde fördyrningen genom lutande gavlar stanna under 1 % av byggnadskostnaden, kr/m³.”
59  Ibid.
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of a smaller footprint, which would have the aesthetic effect of making the 
high-rise seem taller. At the same time, it seems clear that a certain complex-
ity of form was imperative to the architects. Claiming that the competition 
drawings had not been accurately drawn with the tapering walls because it 
was technically difficult indicates that “complexity” was not only aesthetically 
appealing, but also technically attractive. The architects’ mindset was that 
the desirable, additional complexity should not be sacrificed due to negative 
implications for the building’s budget.

This trick tethered the form of the building to reasoning on the area of the 
building and its relation to building costs; in reality, these two were not con-
nected in any way. The architects presented an argument that used the building’s 
area as linked to the logic of creating savings, where the building itself could be 
downsized from 600 square meters to 450 square meters. But in fact, neither of 
these two options in the scheme’s area footprint is directly related to the tapering 
walls. However, in a room of engineers, the architects were the experts when it 
came to form: how form can be sliced, supersized or shrunken.

The complexity of the building was also related to its rhomboid form. A 
suggestion presented to the architects proposed an orthogonal system rather 
than an oblique angled system; the architects were asked whether straightening 
the building (thus avoiding the rhomboid form) would reduce costs.60 The 
architects concluded that from an economical perspective, there was essentially 
no difference between using an oblique system versus an orthogonal system.61 
In addition, Lindström and Bydén argued for the rotation of the building. 
First of all, the rotation was favorable with respect to sunlight. Secondly, it also 
promoted a better view of Sveavägen from various angles. Finally, rotating the 
building created a tighter form in connection with the center building.62 Again, 
the innovation in form had an aesthetical appeal that could not be sacrificed 
for any kind of economic gains. The architects even managed to argue that 
skewed angles were no more expensive than straight angles, when in reality 
the consequences went all the way down to the tiling, which had to be cut at 
special angles. Thus, the project progressed, and none of the parties involved 
– neither the architects, nor the financier Axel Wenner-Gren with the Wen-
ner-Gren Foundation – pulled the hand brake. The fallout from the economic 
consequences of form would be much greater than was ever estimated.

60  WGC Archive: Meeting minutes, April 25, 1959.
61  WGC Archive: Meeting minutes, May 15, 1959.
62  WGC Archive: Meeting minutes, April 25, 1959.
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It seems that cost modeling was the ultimate apparatus for building this 
tall structure in steel. But it was not only the architects, but also the Wen-
ner-Gren Foundation via the hired engineer Ingemar Ander, as well as – as 
we shall see – engineer Arne Johnson who used this way of massaging the 
result towards what seems to have been their shared personal interest: build-
ing this unusual structure in Sweden. The architects also used similar means 
in order to stay with the form. Tables of cost comparisons between different 
aesthetic effects and the form of the building were at play to make the project 
to become a monumental structure. This scenario of uncertainties about the 
building project prorogated trusts in expertise, such as that of the engineer, 
and occasionally the architects’. Risk was also necessarily part of this accom-
plishment, where risk prompted such aspects as over-achieving code – using 
more material than necessary to meet the preliminary norms. 

Pre-construction, mud and gravel

As mentioned above, in February of 1960 the Wenner-Gren Center 
project entered a new phase. The city of Stockholm’s Building Department 
authorized the building permit for plot no. 4 on the block Ormträsket in 
Vasastaden, according to the new city plan issued several months earlier.63 
Signed by the city architect, Göran Sidenbladh, the permit specified building 
heights according to the city plan PL 5495 by the following measures: +82.4 
meters for the tallest building and +22 meters for the apartment building. The 
center building, which was built later (1964-1966), was allowed a height of 
+19 meters.64 The height restrictions settled the parameters which had been 
a political battle throughout the competition stage. These height restrictions 
were now written into the city plan and no longer up for debate.

However, already in 1957, the engineering firm Orrje & Co AB (Orrje) 
had been commissioned to pursue a geotechnical survey of the site.65 The area 
in question, known as the Bellevue area, is delineated by the lake Brunnsviken 
and the park Hagaparken in the north. In the south was the edge of the inner 
city structure. Besides investigating the ground composition, Orrje also con-
ducted tests of load pressure as well as of movements in the ground.66 In par-

63  CPO Archive: Byggnadslov meddelat av Stockholms Stads byggnadsnämnd, February 12, 1960. The city plan was issued and 
approved by Kungl. Maj:t on November 27, 1959. (Stadsbyggnadskontorets ritning PL. 5495).
64  WGC Archive: At the time, the different buildings of Wenner-Gren Center were indicated on drawing A 202, issued by VBB in 
May 22, 1959.
65  CPO Archive: Preliminary Survey by Orrje, June 7, 1959. 
66  Ibid.
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ticular, the investigation needed to confirm that the site was suitable for a tall 
building. The investigation process was an extensive one, lasting for two years.

As one might recall from previous chapter, the site had been occupied by 
various mechanics and dealers in somewhat temporary, shed-like structures. 
Alf Bydén sent a request to Stockholms Stads byggnadsnämnd only weeks 
after the building permit had been issued in order to hasten the clearing of 
the site. As it was owned by the city of Stockholm at the time, the city was re-
sponsible for ensuring that the contractor John Mattson Byggnads AB could 
begin moving earth when the Wenner-Gren Foundation officially took over 
the site.67 Alf Bydén clarified that since the agreement between the state and 
the Wenner-Gren Foundation stated that construction of the project should 
be completed in less than two years, it was of the utmost importance that the 
case be heard. Included in the letter were the dimensions of the excavation 
and of the tower’s foundation plate.68 

Insisting on construction, excavation of the site began before Orrje was 
able to give any final verdict. The results of the ground condition tests had 
been delivered to both the architects and the engineer throughout the process, 
and apparently these were considered satisfactory; the excavation was thus 
begun based on these preliminary results.69 However, pushing the project for-
ward without the final verdict on the ground conditions caused certain prob-
lems. To begin with, the excavation now underway limited how deep it was 
possible to drill, thus making it impossible to obtain adequate samples. One 
of the most important issues was whether or not the mud layer was sagging, 
and the excavation made this difficult to determine. Because the project had 
been hastened along, the excavation revealed unpleasant surprises.

Orrje had not yet discovered that the ground water level was located at 
the same level as the planned third and lowest basement floor.70 As digging 
revealed this, plans for the project had to be quickly ammended. The third 
and lowest basement floor had to be eliminated from the plans, and the 700 
square meter archive facilities there were abandoned.71 As a consequence, it 
was necessary to redesign, and while the budget for the high-rise improved 

67  WGC Archive: On October 3, 1958, the Wenner-Gren Center Foundation signed the entrepreneurial contract with John Mattson 
Byggnads AB and AB Börje Lilja. Meeting minutes no. 9, October 3, 1958.
68  CPO Archive: The foundation plate for the tower in the two-story height indicated in drawing K 217 and K 218. The excavation area 
is indicated in A 224. Information retrieved from “Ansökan om Schaktningslov” issued by Vattenbyggnadsbyrån (VBB), July 1, 1959.
69  CPO Archive: Results of the geotechnical survey had been accounted for in two different PM’s distributed on February 18, 1957 
and June 30, 1958, and WGC Archive: The excavation was begun based on preliminary results reported in June, 1959.
70  WGC Archive: Letter to the Board of Engineering firm Orrje, February 26, 1960 from C. Knutson, Befa.
71  WGC Archive: Meeting minutes from October 20, 1959. It was suggested that a reduction of the archival facilities from 1200 
square meters to 500 meters be done using a compactus-method.
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by 675 000 kronor, rental income was reduced by 48 000 kronor. Yet another 
surprise was a very late discovery of a so-called “secondary planting in the mud 
layer”, which resulted in an immediate and fundamental change: it became 
necessary to increase the number of piles. A total of 440 concrete columns, 30 
x 30 centimeter, were drilled 25 meters down to the bedrock underneath the 
two basement floors.72 This completed the foundation at the site. Essentially, 
the survey had been unsuccessful at identifying the ongoing compression in 
the lower foundational mud layer.73

Because the geotechnical survey had commenced before the final 
proposal had even been selected, drill spots were located so as to accommo-
date both architecture proposals.74 At the time, the site was primarily covered 
with aggregate; the western part of the area had been a so-called gravel hill, 
successively used for gravel production and thus much less of a hill than it had 
been previously. In comparison, the middle and eastern parts of the area are 
described in the report as “boggy and quite worthless lowland.”75 This area 
was later filled with stone, possibly leftovers from gravel production.76 Below 
this were layers of mud, primarily glacial debris, or moraine.77

The layer of mud some 25 meters below the surface complicated the site 
conditions. Physically, the mud as a material would preserve its form and 
containment as long as it remained untouched. But any physical contact or 
redistribution of forces in the ground would cause the collapse of the mud 
layer’s dimensional character, effectively changing it from a solid material to a 
liquid material. The compression of the surrounding material surfaces caused 
the mud layer contained within to dissolve. Prior to the excavation for the 
Wenner-Gren Center, the ground layers had a single logic and material con-
dition. But as soon as these layers were punctured by a new structure and 
material – i.e. the concrete piling – the balance in the ground was disrupted. 
It was therefore necessary to add a considerable amount of piling in order to 
re-establish balance in the ground.

In February 1960, when two basement levels had been constructed 

72  WGC Archive: The basic reinforcement with 440 concrete columns was completed in the early spring of 1960.
73  WGC Archive: Stockholms geotekniska institut, April 19, 1960.
74  WGC Archive: Letter to Orrje from Ingemar Ander, April 29, 1958. At least twenty bores with rotary drilling (gruskannborrning); 
ten machine drills; and three dynamic probes (hejarsonderingar) surveyed through the layers of material that made up the ground. 
Letter to Orrje from Ingemar Ander, April 29, 1958.
75  The area’s swamp-like nature gave rise to the name Ormträsk, or “snake-swamp” (this was based on a map dated 1733).
76  The survey stated that it was difficult to distinguish whether gravel was naturally stored ridge gravel or fill material.
77  CPO Archive: The geotechnical survey also sought to determine the age of the fill material, which was of great importance for 
the assessment of the clay layer consolidation. Apparently however, the lack of exact geographical information about this part of 
the city made analyses quite difficult. Orrje, Preliminary Report June 7, 1959, 3-4.
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according to the revised drawings, (the preparation of which had delayed the 
project), the Wenner-Gren Foundation and Befa issued a complaint regarding 
the service provided by the engineering firm Orrje, specifically, that Orrje 
had been unable to confirm the ground water level. The Swedish Geotech-
nical Institute also sent a complaint to the Wenner-Gren Foundation. Along 
with VBB, the Swedish Geotechnical Institute asserted that Orrje had not 
completed their task satisfactorily. These complaints did not harm the project. 
The Wenner-Gren Foundation asked for a reduction of the total cost of the 
geotechnical survey as well as the commissioned piling that followed.78

Such criticism implicates the ground as one of the primary conditions 
affecting the building construction as a whole, and most importantly, it in-
dicates an intimate cause-and-effect relationship between the ground and 
the construction of the Wenner-Gren high-rise. The production of the Wen-
ner-Gren Center can therefore be said to have already begun with the inves-
tigation of the ground. The ground condition fundamentally organized the 
nature of the structure of the subterranean foundation. In June of 1959, Orrje 
proposed three alternatives for the foundation in the ground: concrete pil-
lars, steel pillars, or a concrete plate. The option that was ultimately chosen 
was concrete pillars with a relatively tight piling; i.e. with circa one meter 
between them in the middle of the surface directly under the high-rise build-
ing. Because of the uncertainties about the ground conditions – which had in 
fact been expressed in the preliminary report from the geotechnical survey – 
the company recommended two things: first, setting out the piling from the 
middle of the projected building above, and secondly, setting out all of the 
piling for all three buildings at the same time. Judging from this recommen-
dation, it is clear that the nature of the ground conditions influenced both the 
material of the foundation as well as the pattern of the piling. Form and design 
was already a matter at the very foundation of the Wenner-Gren Center.

These geotechnical discoveries had an impact on the design of the 
Wenner-Gren high-rise. As it was a former swampland, building on the area 
was complicated. This played in favor of choosing steel rather than concrete 
due to two material advantages: lightness and the speed of montage. One can 
thus indeed speak of a cause-and-effect relationship between the subterranean 
conditions and the aboveground construction of the Wenner-Gren Center 

78  WGC Archive: Letter to the board of Orrje from February 26, 1960, from C. Knutson, Befa. Cost of survey: 210 000 Swedish 
kronor; piling: 510 000 Swedish kronor.
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FIG 12.  Section of the Wenner-Gren Center. Reprint from Arne Johnson and 
Rolf Baehre, Wenner-Gren Center: ett stålhus, Tekniska meddelanden/Tekn. 
dr Arne Johnson Ingenjörsbyrå AB, Stockholm, 1961.
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high-rise.79 The ground – the mud, the gravel and the threatening water level 
– that made up the composite mass below ground level was as much part of 
this construction as what was eventually assembled above ground.

Steel

At this stage, it was undeniably clear that the overall project would be 
fairly expensive, and that actions to cut expenses needed to be taken. New 
cost calculations were commissioned by the working committee. At the same 
time, the project was repeatedly delayed, both as a result of the prolonged 
geotechnical survey and also as a consequence of the city planning issue, the 
resolution of which took time. These issues, in conjunction with the fact that 
Arne Johnson had been linked to the project, might have been crucial for 
the material destiny of the high-rise. While expecting positive results, the 
committee planned for the high-rise to rest on a box-plate basement. With 
these expectations, discussions arose around the material construction of the 
building’s core. [fig. 12]

The issue of material construction had obviously been discussed 
previously. Ingemar Ander indicated in March 1959 that several material con-
struction alternatives had been considered from a technical-economic stand-
point: a concrete frame, a steel frame, and a slip form concrete frame. These 
alternatives were going to be discussed further with the fire and rescue author-
ities.80 The serious discussion of a steel frame construction was first brought 
up at a meeting held at the VBB office in June 1959, at which Arne Johnson 
was not present.81 Around the same time, there had been a bid on the steel 
construction.82 Further indicating the interest in building a steel frame con-
struction was the preliminary cost accounting for the Wenner-Gren Center 
by the building entrepreneur John Mattson Byggnads AB and Byggnads AB 
Börje Lilja: This calculation concluded that the whole project would cost 41 
million Swedish kronor, and that a steel frame construction for the high-rise 
would increase the cost by 50 000 kronor.83  In other words, the entrepreneurs 
as well as the architects both had a certain interest in steel for two reasons: 

79  Kjell Carlsson, “Stomkonstruktioner i moderna kontorshus,” Tekniskt meddelande no. 40, Byggmästaren no. 5 (1965): 109. Kjell 
Carlsson names the ground conditions as one of the primary reasons for investigating different construction alternatives.
80  WGC Archive: Ingemar Ander, Report to building committee (rapport till arbetsutskottet), no. 7, March 18, 1959.
81  WGC Archive: Present at the meeting were: Hugo Theorell, Ragnar Nilsson, Birger Strid, Olof Söderström, Sune Lindström, Alf 
Bydén, Börje Lilja, Boris Blomgren (JM), A. Ahlén, C. Knutsson (Befa), Ingemar Ander. Meeting minutes, June 12, 1959.
82  WGC Archive: Boris Blomgren noted that there had already been a bid for the steel construction for 1.5 months. Meeting 
minutes, August 24, 1959.
83  WGC Archive: Byggnads AB Börje Lilja, John Mattson Byggnads AB, (preliminär kostnadsberäkning för Wenner-Gren Center), 
June 18, 1959.
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first of all, the lightness of steel compared to concrete, attractive because of 
the poor ground conditions. Secondly was the construction time; steel was 
discussed with regard to critically streamlining production. It was noted that 
with the building regulations at the time, a steel structure would increase the 
costs by 300 000 kronor, but this calculation did not take into account the time 
gained, and thus revenues from apartment and office space. Following the 
discussion of using steel for the construction, the working committee decided 
at the June meeting, from which the construction engineer Arne Johnson had 
been absent: “If the construction engineer and other experts determine that 
there are strong reasons for a steel construction, the construction engineer has 
authorization to proceed with the design of this option.”84

Arne Johnson was present at the following meeting, as were the members 
of the production management team John Mattson, Boris Blomgren, Börje 
Lilja, and the two architects, Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén. Arne Johnson 
presented the following justification for the decision to choose steel:

If piling is unnecessary: the steel alternative costs 50 000 kronor more than 
reinforced concrete.

If piling is necessary for a concrete construction but not for a steel construction: 
the steel alternative costs 200 000 kronor less than reinforced concrete.

If piling is necessary for both steel and concrete: the steel alternative costs 
50 000 kronor less than reinforced concrete.

The consultants and the entrepreneurs both recommended choosing 
steel for the construction; based on the presented references, it appeared the 
most obvious and logical alternative with regard to reducing costs.85 Material 
and structural investigations indicated that building in steel could decrease 
the building time by two months. Another advantage was the decrease in 
building weight that a steel construction would afford; steel was 40 % lighter 
than a concrete construction. Calculations estimated the weight of the high-
rise at about 8 500 tons rather than 13 000 tons. In addition, the builder John 
Mattson was able to incrementally decrease the time on the construction site 
by half a year. Nevertheless, there were uncertainties about this decision. For 
example, the working committee expressed their concern as to whether the 

84  WGC Archive: Meeting minutes, building committee (protokoll från sammanträde arbetsutskottet), June 12, 1959.
85  WGC Archive: Translation by the author. Meeting minutes, building committee (protokoll från sammanträde Arbetsutskottet), 
June 22, 1959.
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choice of material would in fact be approved by the authorities. Arne Johnson 
maintained that there was nothing to worry about, and that there was no risk 
in ordering the steel frames.86 In reality however, Arne Johnson could not be 
certain that the steel alternative would be of no concern to the authorities; his 
confidence in steel was most probably derived from other agendas.87

Several actors in the steel industry had pushed for steel as a competi-
tive material to reinforced concrete in construction. One of them was Sven 
Dahlberg, the CEO of one of Sweden’s largest construction companies, 
Svenska Industribyggen AB, (SIAB). He had suggested steel as a possible 
construction material in 1959.88 The provocation – a wakeup call intended for 
the steel industry – was based on how to reinvigorate the steel industry, as well 
as perceiving a potentially new market in building technology. Whilst Arne 
Johnson was assuring the working committee for the Wenner-Gren Center 
that the authorities would approve the steel construction, the September issue 
of the Swedish architecture journal Byggmästaren thematically discussed steel 
versus concrete in high-rise buildings under the headline: Why don’t we build 
like they do in the USA?89 The question framed a debate that had arisen 
around building tall structures and the most appropriate materials for doing 
so, with a comparison of reinforced concrete and steel. The discussion was the 
reworking of a lecture given by civil engineer Arne W Finné, with a printed 
commentary by civil engineer Lennart Rudin. Arne Finné had been living 
in the USA for several years and was an active proponent of steel as the most 
appropriate material for tall buildings.90 He argued for the potential of steel 
frame construction as a result of new innovations. Among other things, he 
demonstrated how steel construction was handled in tall structures in the 
USA. He had hands-on experience and knowledge gathered from build-
ing American skyscrapers, whose sheer height made steel the only feasible 
alternative. [figs. 13,14]

Arne Johnson, on the other hand, had a different take on material, and 
was primarily interested in statics and the optimization of material mass. 
In an article published in 1959, Arne Johnson described the application of 

86  WGC Archive: John Mattson expressed the need to negotiate the bidding with regard to the delivery of the steel frames. Meet-
ing minutes, September 30, 1959.
87  Together with Arne Johnson, the architects Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén went on a study trip to Germany to see steel 
constructions. See Anna Karin Ljung and Anna Sterner, Wenner-Gren Center, 19.
88  Sven Dahlberg, “Något om Stålkonstruktioner i höghus,” Hindersmässan, Örebro, January 31, 1959.
89  Arne Finné’s lecture was given to an audience at Örebro Building Association (Byggnadsförening) on November 19, 1958. “Hus 
av stål I USA – och i Sverige?,” Byggmästaren no. 3 (1959): 45-50.
90  Engineer Arne Finné was rehired by VBB in March 3, 1958, after a five-year stay in the USA. Byrånytt [the VBB internal 
communication newsletter], April 1958.
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FIG 13.  Article in Byggmästaren September 1959 entitled: “Buildings in Steel in the USA – and 
in Sweden?” Arne Finné, who had been living in USA for five years and advocated steel as the 
most appropriate material for tall buildings, argued for the potential of steel frame construction 
as a result of new innovations; “The American steel building technology has had a dynamic 
development and in some respects it has revolutionized steel building over the last five years.” In 
Sweden, the steel shortage during the Second World War led to a prohibitively high price on steel 
and created a context within which concrete technology advanced much faster than it might have 
done otherwise. Finné maintained that the absence of an association for steel that corresponded 
to the Swedish Cement and Concrete Research Institute, CBI, as well as the fact that teaching 
at technical colleges had focused entirely on concrete construction, explained developments in 
Sweden. Reprint from “Hus av stål I USA – och i Sverige?,” Byggmästaren no. 3 (1959): 45.

FIG 14. Commentary to the article “Hus av stål i USA – och i Sverige?” by engineer Lennart Rudin. 
Reprint from ”Höghus av stål i Sverige?,” Byggmästaren no. 3 (1959): 51.
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static-economic sizing through his commission in the experimental housing 
complex in Östberga, south of Stockholm.91 In this building project, Johnson 
had tested how to dimension 100 000 square meters concrete flooring – in par-
ticular its smallest dimensions – to a structurally minimum dimension, as well 
as the bottom limit for the use of reinforcement steel according to static-eco-
nomic principles.92 With the support of the former construction research 
authority Statens Nämnd för Byggnadsforskning, Johnson conceptualized the 
total cost of construction as the sum of the building costs and the cost of risk. 
Thus, he concluded that economic factors played a role in determining the 
dimension of the construction. This argument was built on his dissertation 
Strength, Safety and Economical Dimensions of Structures, defended in 1953 at the 
Department of Building Statics at KTH Royal Institute of Technology.93 He 
also acknowledged that the formula being used was first established and used 
by professor Carl Forssell at the same department.94 Arne Johnson examined 
the “spread” of e.g. the location of the reinforcement steel in the floor slab; 
the load on the floor slab; and the strength of different materials.95 Through 
analysis carried out at the housing establishment in Östberga, Johnson 
concluded that it should be possible to reduce the amount of reinforcement 
steel by 20 % and thereby also save 20 % on construction costs. He then 
determined that there was a wide margin for increasing the stresses in rein-
forced concrete flooring permissible at the time. In order to translate this into 
numbers, Johnson explained that Sweden at the time consumed an estimated 
minimum of 25 000 tons of iron annually as static reinforcement in residential 
concrete flooring.96 Applying the above – i.e., how the 100 000 square meters 
of reinforced concrete flooring was dimensioned – would mean saving 5 000 
tons of reinforcement. In extension, Johnson summarized that similar savings 
could also be made in other structures and other materials.97

The construction of the Wenner-Gren Center could also have made 

91  Arne Johnson, “Statisk-ekonomisk dimensionering,” Väg- och vattenbyggaren no. 6 (1959): 167-172.
92  Ibid., 170-171.
93  Arne Johnson’s dissertation was referred to as a work that problematized which norms should be used in construction; Carl 
Forsell had offered “the first sensible argument” in this regard. Arne Johnson’s dissertation was a continuation. See Folke Forshed 
review of Arne Johnson’s dissertation “Strength, safety and economical dimensions of structures,” Teknisk Tidskrift, vol. 83 (1953): 
826. Arne Johnson had also explained the recent increasing interest in pre-stressed concrete as attributable to information recent-
ly published in a Danish journal [Teknisk Tidskrift vol. 82 (1952: 284-285]; there had been no information available in the Nordic 
languages previously.
94  Carl Forsell, professor in Building Statics at KTH, worked in most important areas of building construction and construction 
capacity, such as: carrying capacity, crack safety of piling in groups, rivets, welded steel structures, dimensioning methods, safety 
issues from an economic point of view, strength issues. See Henrik Nylander, “Carl Forssell 80 år,” Byggmästaren no. 12 (1961): 
247-248.
95  Arne Johnson, “Statisk-ekonomisk dimensionering,” Väg- och vattenbyggaren no. 6 (1959): 167-172.
96  Ibid., 171.
97  Ibid., 172.
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material and structural savings, but since this was the first time a steel system 
was employed, the risk factor motivated over-achieving code. The base-
ment construction attests to this: essentially, it is a 7.5 meter-tall box-plate 
basement resting on 440 pillars (30 x 30 centimeters) with an average length 
of 22 meters and a permissible load of 45 tons each.98 This amounts to a total 
permissible load of 19  800 tons above the pillars. Calculations indicated 
that the steel frame would only weigh 8 500 tons + 8 500 tons of the box-
plate basement, making the total load of 17 000 tons.99 This is compared to 
a concrete construction, which had been calculated to 13 500 tons plus the 
box-plate basement of 8 500 tons, making the total load of 22 000 tons. The 
difference between the two options – the permissible load of 19 800 tons and 
the heavier concrete construction of 22 000 tons – does not seem particularly 
striking. The decision to proceed with a steel frame construction was made in 
July 1959, and the piling in the ground began in November that same year. 
The numbers indicate the remarkable agency for using a steel frame construc-
tion in this office structure that was to be found in several individuals involved 
in the project, not least Arne Johnson. [figs. 15, 16, 17]

The difficult ground condition was used as one argument for steel. It 
seems that Arne Johnson’s cost estimates related to using different materials, 
combined with his expertise as an engineer, influenced the final decision to 
choose steel for the frame construction. It is clear that Arne Johnson was 
trusted with such decisions, having proved his knowledge and interest in 
optimizing building cost and material mass. While the cause-and-effect 
relationship between the ground and the construction seems logical, between 
the lines it becomes apparent that the stakes involved in the choice to use steel 
were much higher.

Why steel?

At the time of its construction, the Wenner-Gren Center was perceived 
as beyond anything that had previously been constructed in Sweden. Experts 
in the field – i.e. engineers, contractors and architects – considered the 
architecture innovative. The engineering field considered the building proj-
ect unique because of the detailed solutions created in order to reinforce the 
architectural form. Likewise, the buildings’ contractors could not help but 

98  Arne Johnson, Wenner-Gren Center: Kontorshuset: Byggnadsteknisk beskrivning, September, 1960, 2.
99  Ibid.
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consider the building complex out of the ordinary. For example, the skewed 
angles of the office building meant that virtually all of the tiling, on every 
floor, was cut in rhomboids. The three elevators followed the same geometry, 
and all of them were rhomboid in plan. Escape stairs reaching 24 floors were 
all angular. In addition to the office building, the apartment building also 
had an unusual form; the layout in plan consists of two separate curves with a 
common center point. This meant that the geometry of all parallel walls varied. 
For the architects, who understood these formal experiments, these buildings 
were certainly original. Following up on this appreciation of the buildings, 
the general public read triumphant headlines about the Wenner-Gren Center 
throughout the eleven years of its becoming. Image and text both communi-
cated that the Wenner-Gren Center was innovative, both as architecture as 
well as an institution.

Throughout the process, the project demanded a higher degree of 
precision than standard construction practice. Because of the complexi-
ty and form of the building, working with steel meant prefabrication of the 
individual components. The greatest difference from an ordinary stack-build-
ing was that each steel member had its own specific dimension due to the ta-
pering form of the building. It is important to note that as a material, steel has 
a different character than concrete. Therefore dimensional tolerances needed 
to be taken into consideration in relation to material, and for this building 
particularly, as its form was unusual both in plan and elevation. Management 
of the building process therefore became essential, and steel members were 
dimensioned, calculated and prefabricated with exact precision in advance. 
At each vertical element, such as corner columns, interior and exterior as well 
as façade columns, tens of points were measured as a check on accuracy. The 
mean of the deviations was 10 millimeters, and the maximum deviation was 
27 millimeters.100 Essentially, the building process specified in this build-
ing’s construction drawings had a significantly tighter tolerance than if the 
construction material had been concrete.

Not only did steel require problem-solving for which there was no 
precedent in the immediate past, steel also challenged the common methods 
of construction in such a way that design problems had to be tested in full scale, 
analyzed and evaluated. Because the construction methods were untested, 
numerous experts became involved in the project; their specific knowledge 

100  “Wenner-Gren Center, konsekvent och moget bygge,” Byggnadsvärlden no. 45 (1961): 1076.
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FIG. 15, 16, 17  Slide image of casting the box-plate basement. Undated 
slide (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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was essential in order to verify the stability, safety, and durability of the con-
struction. The setting-up of a comparative table between steel and concrete 
also indicates that there were strong incentives to use steel. Related to the 
ongoing discussion in the architectural community, in Byggmästaren, and the 
pressure from the steel industry through individuals such as Sven Dahlberg, 
the circumstances were such that there was an apparent interest in actually 
building with steel. Then there were individuals such as Axel Wenner-Gren, 
with a megalomaniacal tendency that could be easily sanctioned by the board 
members of the Wenner-Gren Foundation, who had a vested interest in a 
sensational project; using a “new” material could heighten the interest in the 
project from a PR-perspective.

At this point, the primary innovation of the Wenner-Gren Center 
was the use of cost management. Carefully analyzing how the tables were 
constructed and how economic arguments were presented in order to create a 
logic in which steel was the one and only answer to these tables was a creative 
way of using numbers. As Johnson had realized to great effect, “the sum of 
the building cost” and “the risk of cost” was “the total cost of construction.” 
In this sum of costs, savings could be made by calculations and optimizations 
of material.

What motivated the choice to build in steel? One might speak of a 
tumbleweed effect. It seems there was no single factor behind the decision 
to use steel, but rather a number of circumstances that led to the setting up 
of two alternatives: concrete or steel. Essentially, a sort of pro-and-con table 
was used in order to determine the most suitable material for the project; 
it was then approached with primarily economic arguments. Surprisingly, 
steel weighed in with the most arguments in its favor. But choosing to build 
with steel did not resolve unanswered questions; rather, it broadened their 
spectrum, raising other issues such as how to draw the project, how to join the 
steel parts, how to fireproof the construction, and how to guarantee that the 
drawings corresponded with what would ultimately be built.
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What made steel building possible? Tweaking the numbers of the projected 
cost for a steel structure was one way of encouraging the precedence of steel 
over other construction materials. But this was merely a prognosis. When 
it came to building the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise, project managers, 
construction engineers, architects and steel builders needed to think about 
designing and building beyond the regulations, norms and common proce-
dures that were in place. The architectural form of the Wenner-Gren Center 
high-rise brought forth a new system of going about construction and con-
trolling construction because so much of the building was out of the ordinary. 
On one hand, the building’s form demanded experimentation, but on the 
other hand, experimentation required approval through research that would 
confirm the stability of the structure; thus, there was an element of risk in 
the building process. Because there were no precedents for the Wenner-Gren 
Center in Sweden, there was no experience with similar projects on which 
to draw, and this necessarily elicited new ways of taking control over the un-
certainties in the process. In a broader historical context, risk can be seen as 
a condition that generated possibilities for building in steel. Early on in the 
project management process, this particular aspect became apparent through 
a dialogue with the National Testing Institute (Statens Provningsanstalt), 
which issued documents approving and disapproving construction methods. 
In evaluating risk and how it prompted material development and technical 
progress, the building process of the Wenner-Gren Center can be understood 
as comprising a number of construction sites.

This chapter concerns the construction sites that emerged in relation to 
the project management of the Wenner-Gren Center. A steel construction 
enforced first of all a transfer of knowledge from a component-based sys-
tem in prefabricated concrete, which informed how the high-rise structure 
was perceived; secondly, the transfer of knowledge and processes from steel 
bridge construction, which informed the assembly process; and thirdly, the 
development of technical knowledge about the joining of the steel parts, 
which was pursued using the Wenner-Gren Center as a prototype. The 
construction sites that will be discussed in this chapter arose through these 
three domains, which encompass not only the building’s ultimate location, 
but also the various sites where the building was constructed. Essentially, the 

Construction Sites4
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Wenner-Gren Center cannot be understood as architecture without acknowl-
edging that other contexts separate from the building’s physical location are 
an intrinsic part of the steel frame construction and played a specific role in 
defining its genesis. Revealing the contextual details of this building proj-
ect also lays bare an argument about redefining the understanding of the 
architectural project in terms of sites.[fig. 1]

Component-based systems: 

the notion of prefabrication, from concrete to steel

The first construction site that will be addressed here emerged from a 
discussion on engineer Arne Johnson’s engagement and research in statics, 
optimizing material within reinforced concrete, and his knowledge about 
building with prefabricated concrete. In the following, I show that the 
component-based aspect of steel construction was already built into systems 
for concrete construction. Arne Johnson had worked as an engineer and 
construction consultant at a number of housing projects that used prefabricat-
ed concrete, and through his practice of describing his observations and expe-
riences for a research-oriented professional press, the notion of prefabrication 
spread to steel construction as component-based system. A professor of Statics 
at KTH Royal Institute of Technology, Arne Johnson became a high-standing 
academic who was interested in pushing the boundaries of a common practice 
in construction; a number of articles published in Väg- och Vatten byggaren 
and Teknisk Tidskrift between 1956-1959 describing his own involvement, 
realizations and tests related to building projects attest to this.1 

One of these projects was the housing development in Östberga, complet-
ed in 1959. Arne Johnson was the engineering consultant for the project, and in 
the article cited, he describes static-economic sizing evaluated against risk as a 
matter of tolerance. Regarding two other housing projects, namely six 11-story 
housing blocks at Maltesholmsvägen in Hässelby and eight 17-story housing 
blocks in Näsbydal in Täby, Arne Johnson discusses prefabrication in rela-
tion to project management and the importance of accuracy and specifications 
in drawings for prefabricated high-rises. In a later article, Birger Henriksson, 
Arne Johnson’s collaborator, refers to the same issues in relation to the project 

1  See for example; Arne Johnson, “Material och konstruktioner i bostadshus,” Teknisk Tidskrift, vol. 88 (1958): 459-462; Åke Håborg, 
“Nomenklatur för mätteknikens felteori,” Teknisk Tidskrift, vol. 89 (1959: 1209-1210; Arne Johnson “Elementbyggda höghus,” Väg 
och vattenbyggaren, no. 5 (1956): 99-104; Birger Henriksson, ”Höghus i Täby,” Väg och vattenbyggaren, no. 6 (1959): 143-145.
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FIG 1.  Denied application from the National Testing Institute for the use of TT cassettes for the 
flooring at Wenner-Gren Center, pending American investigations on how to fire protect the 
product. July 1959. Photo of document from The City Planning Office Archive.
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in “Höghus i Täby” (High-rises in Täby).2 Importantly, Sune Lindström and 
Alf Bydén (VBB) were the architects for this project, which was realized by 
the cooperative housing agency, HSB in Täby in 1958-1962.3 This indicates 
that Arne Johnson, Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén probably had a fruitful 
collaboration prior to the Wenner-Gren Center project. [figs. 2, 3]

During the 1950s the use of concrete prefabricated panel systems 
increased dramatically, primarily in the housing sector.4 Arne Johnson was 
very involved in the issues that arose concerning prefabrication in the building 
process. These issues were essential and a fundamental element in the exper-
tise that Arne Johnson had developed in his years as an engineer. Prefabri-
cated concrete may be comparable to reinforced concrete cast on-site in its 
chemical and material composition, as well in its potential. However, in terms 
of its production, transport assembly and management, as well as its economic 
parameters, prefabricated concrete has more in common with the assemblage 
of a steel structure than an in-situ, reinforced concrete one. In several ways, 
prefabricated concrete resembles the characteristics of steel as a major struc-
tural system, such as in for example the notation and description preceding 
the prefabrication, the assemblage of a set of parts into a structural system, as 
well as the specification and vigilance with regard to tolerances.5

Such constructional issues, which had already aroused interest, were 
a potential area for development for the project team at the Wenner-Gren 
Center. Axel Wenner-Gren was keen to set the stage for this research cen-
ter as a monumental structure. As an architectural endeavor, the building 
complex had involved contingent moments of speculation and risk all along. 
Furthermore, Arne Jonson found opportunities to explore speculative con-
struction methods as a means to advance material use and technical methods 
of assembly as he became involved in the Wenner-Gren Center project.6

The two above-mentioned articles carefully considered Arne Johnson’s 
experience regarding the effects of prefabrication methods related to drawings 

2  Arne Johnson “Elementbyggda höghus,” 99-104; Birger Henriksson, ”Höghus i Täby,” 143-145.
3  The builder was the construction company Ohlsson och Skarne AB, and the Skarne Light System was used. The catalogue Skarne 
System describes the Skarne Light System as follows: “The ‘Light System’ is a semi industrialized production method, where only 
the wall panels are prefabricated in a temporary factory, and the floor slabs are cast in situ. The inner walls are load-bearing. Light 
duty trucks and cranes are used for the transportation and assembling of the wall panels.”
4  Arne Johnson, “Elementbyggda höghus,” 99-104. The housing project was commissioned by AB Stockholmshem, designed by 
architect Nils Tesch and built by Byggnadsfirman Ohlsson och Skarne AB. Arne Johnson mentions that the project management 
collaborated closely with builder Allan Skarne. 
5  I argue that this particular evolution occurred in the mind of Arne Johnson, and was not an overall, general progression from 
concrete to steel.
6  As a side note, although Arne Johnson was not directly involved in the design of the foundation, the knowledge and experience 
he had gained from the current high-rise building construction in Täby benefitted the construction of the Wenner-Gren Center, as 
these apartment buildings were, like the Wenner-Gren Center, also built on a site with lose ground conditions.
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FIG 2.  Arne Johnson discussed relevant issues 
regarding project management and the use of 
drawings related to the 11-story prefabricated 
housing units on Maltesholmsvägen in 
Hässelby for AB Stockholmshem. Published 
in May 1956, his article problematized issues 
regarding prefabrication that had not been 
discussed previously. The project management 
for these housing units was carried out in close 
collaboration with the construction entrepreneur 
Allan Skarne (Ohlsson and Skarne AB). The 
drawing illustrates how the production of housing 
units using the Skarne system was coordinated. 
Reprint from An Introduction to the Skarne 
Systems, a pamphlet published in January 1963.
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FIG 3.  The eight 17-story housing blocks in Näsbydal, Täby, designed by 
Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén for HSB, utilized important experience 
gained from the housing projects in Östberga. The engineer Arne 
Johnson worked together with the entrepreneur Ohlsson and Skarne 
using the Skarne Lite System. The two top images – a drawing and a 
photograph – are visualizations of the Näsbydal project. Reprint from An 
Introduction to the Skarne Systems, a pamphlet published in January 
1963.
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and project management. In the following, I will explain Arne Johnson’s 
arguments and how his background knowledge in these areas affected the 
conceptualization of the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise construction. Using 
the ongoing 11-story apartment buildings in Hässelby for which he was the 
construction engineer as an example, Arne Johnson points to the difficulty of 
estimating the interaction between the prefabricated component elements.7 
Knowledge of the elements’ interaction is crucial for calculating stability. Arne 
Johnson identified the calculation of the changing dimensions as the prefabri-
cated concrete element hardened as an essential problem when building with 
prefabricated components. In other words, the dimensional size had a direct 
impact on stability because of the interface of the two sections; to create a stiff 
joint, the sections had to lie perfectly flush. The surface physiognomy of the 
construction elements was crucial.8 Here, it becomes evident how the differ-
entiation between prefabricated concrete and cast in-situ concrete affects the 
physiognomy of the material. 

Arne Johnson acknowledged the importance of understanding the lateral 
interaction between the elements in order to calculate the building’s stability.9 
This is an indication of process-based thinking, relating the properties of 
prefabricated concrete to those of steel. If process thinking when dealing with 
prefabricated concrete was an assemblage endeavor, the experience in steel 
building had its roots in bridge building, but also in prefabricated concrete. 
According to Arne Johnson, preventing uncertainty about the lateral 
interaction between the elements – which could quickly become problematic 
– required close collaboration between the architect and the engineer: “The 
ideal process involves close collaboration between the architects and consul-
tants, already taking the different requirements into account when the first 
drawings are carried out.”10 He argued that well thought-out and complete 
drawings were of great importance when dealing with pre-fabrication. All 
details must be carefully plotted and dimensioned.11 

This type of production apparatus, which dealt with sizing as well as 
tolerances, can be traced through and aligned with bridge building. Swedish 
steel bridges of the 1930s were thus a referential apparatus for the steel 

7  Arne Johnson, “Elementbyggda höghus,” 99-104.
8  Ibid., 100-101.
9  Ibid., 101-103.
10   Ibid., 103. Translation by the author.
11   The extensive set of manuals comprising of eight books of the Skarne System 66, developed in 1965-66, attests to the spirit of 
the time. The directions on how to produce specific drawings for every panel as well as plotted drawings describe the procedure of 
when and where each element should be installed. 
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construction of the Wenner-Gren Center. Nevertheless, there are many 
differences between constructing bridges and buildings – one significant 
difference is that bridges rarely have to adjust to other surfaces such as appli-
ances, interior fit-outs or exterior weatherproof layers. Thus, the cumulative 
tolerance for bridges requires a lower level of perfection than buildings. In his 
article on prefabricated high-rises, Arne Johnson argued that drawings were 
the way to secure the production apparatus for this necessary perfection.12 
As a means to communicate effectively with a large number of people with 
various capacities and skills, drawings would become increasingly elaborate in 
the coordination of the Wenner-Gren Center.

It is easy to understand that collaboration between the architect and 
the engineer necessarily improves the project process. Johnson divided the 
project process into two essential aspects where the role of the architect and 
the engineer intersect: One aspect regarded requirements concerning plan 
or program and aesthetic design, and the other concerned technical-eco-
nomic demands, especially with regard to strength and modularity. Early 
collaboration on these two aspects between the architect and the engineer 
would ensure a smooth process, particularly if the project should make use 
of prefabricated panels or construction modules. Essentially, Johnson argued 
that a certain flexibility in the plan or program would render the prefabricated 
elements most useful.

Johnson asserted that specifications in drawings and accurately drawn 
details were important because in the crafting of a prefabricated building, 
certain operations are carried out by other people than traditional construc-
tion workers. He claimed that this could for example mean that the designer 
needed to prepare drawings that not only specified the wall elements, but also 
additional cutouts for heating and sanitation, as well as indications for piping 
and electrical installations. Ultimately, all of the tasks that a worker was to 
perform should be gathered in one single drawing. In some cases, the instal-
lation sequence for different parts of the building should also be indicated. 
This could be crucial for determining the order in which the elements should 
be manufactured.13 Johnson’s arguments indicate how he accrued knowledge 
of the value of planning. He found that much of the work in the assemblage 
of a building with prefabricated panels was in the organization. This knowl-

12  Arne Johnson “Elementbyggda höghus,” 104.
13  Ibid.
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edge was essential in building the Wenner-Gren Center. Although it looks 
like a simple stacked building, the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise entailed 
numerous specific, individual elements. Another of the issues highlighted in 
the article concerned accuracy. Tolerances that were too small might require 
chiseling (physically reducing the size of members on-site to fit); tolerances 
that were too large might on the other hand make complementary on-site 
casting necessary. Unfortunately, Johnson testified, there was very little 
experience concerning tolerances when building with prefabricated elements; 
therefore, he called for further studies in regards to tolerances using different 
systems.14 Additionally, he explained that he had taken the initiative of 
measuring and documenting the accuracy of the building construction of the 
11-story apartment buildings in Hässelby. In this respect, Johnson’s knowl-
edge and experience of building with prefabricated panels was to be crucial for 
the outcome of the Wenner-Gren Center. 

With its rhombic footprint, the office building at the Wenner-Gren 
Center challenged designers and contractors alike. The fact that it tapered 
towards the top posed yet another challenge. Johnson tackled exactly these 
construction matters: precision, static calculations, and prefabrication. The 
base of the high-rise measured 19.7 meters by 27.6 meters, and the corners 
met at 77.19-degree angles. The gable walls tapered 1:72 against the central 
vertical line. The narrow vertical walls at the corners tapered 1:100 against 
the vertical axis, making the 27.6-meter-wide façades 2 meters shorter at the 
top. Because of this geometry, which held 50 000 cubic meters of office space, 
more precise and accurate drawings were necessary. 

As mentioned previously, Arne Johnson had been entrusted with the 
decision to design the construction of this building with a steel frame. In 
doing this, Arne Johnson showcased his expertise and knowledge in pre-
fabrication as well as project management. He had also shown interest in 
and concern about the role of “a high degree of perfection” in order to lim-
it the amount of material waste, with reference to his own research tests at 
Östberga. The risk that the building was running in terms of construction, 
with the many parameters such as form and material, required an engineering 
consultant who was willing to experiment and challenge a common produc-
tion process. As we have seen, Arne Johnson had earned recognition for his 
expertise and knowledge through his engagement, analysis and writing. In 

14  Ibid. 
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addition, he questioned a common agenda and sought material sustainabili-
ty, improving collaboration and the organization of building production. His 
role as the engineer and expert within his field was fully trusted by the proj-
ect management team and the working committee, which was also a general 
tendency in the evolving technocracy of Swedish society.15 [fig. 4]

The use of steel translated easily to a building assembly of prefabricated 
modules, although in the case of this particular high-rise, the prefabricated 
elements had to be produced as individual elements due to the building’s 
form. First of all, the ambition to construct a building that accommodated 
an extensive program in a considerably small footprint did not permit large 
tolerances between different elements in general, as there was little flexibility in 
the space. Taking into account that the elevator and service package formed a 
central core through the building, the office space on each floor was only about 
480 square meters gross floor area per level.16 Secondly, none of floor spaces 
above the sixth level in the design of the Wenner-Gren Center office struc-
ture were repeatable. Each floor space module had its own dimensions. Thus, 
the building required a more extensive project management process. Interest-
ingly, the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise became a model in terms of project 
management related to its dimensional complexity, which was dealt with via 
the systems that emerged naturally from building with prefabricated steel.

Strong project management and well thought-out construction 
organization were essential for prefabricating a steel structure that would be 
comparable with a more malleable material such as reinforced concrete.17 Still, 
it was not possible for Arne Johnson and his collaborators to pre-calculate 
all of the dimensions due to the complexity of the building: “The steel spec-
ifications included 7000 parts ordered with a plus-tolerance on the length 
dimensions of 20 millimeters, in some cases [with plus-tolerances of] 100 
millimeters due to the fact that the detail dimensions in these parts were not 
yet fixed at this time.”18 Thus, in this project management organizational en-
deavor, the unusual tapering towards the top made prefabrication less effective 
than if it had been a simple stacked building. In the detailed description of 
the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise, Johnson stated: “As a result of the build-

15  See Ulf Sandström, Arkitektur och Social Ingenjörskonst: studier i svensk arkitektur- och bostadsforskning (Linköping: Tema 
Teknik och social förändring, Univ., 1989), 136-137.
16  Arne Johnson and Rolf Baehre, Wenner-Gren Center: ett stålhus, Tekniska meddelanden/Tekn. dr Arne Johnson ingenjörsbyrå 
AB, Stockholm, 1961, 5.
17  Herbert Lindqvist, “Husbyggnad i stål,” Teknisk Tidskrift, no. 17 (1961): 435.
18  Arne Johnson and Rolf Baehre, Wenner-Gren Center: ett stålhus, 21. Translation by the author.
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FIG 4.  Plan drawing showing the structural steel skeleton and the floor slab units. 
Reprint from Arne Johnson and Rolf Baehre, Wenner-Gren Center: ett stålhus, 
Tekniska meddelanden/Tekn. dr Arne Johnson ingenjörsbyrå AB, Stockholm, 1961.
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ing’s angular form in several directions, the engineer’s work with drawings 
and measurements became incredibly extensive.”19 As Johnson argued, both 
accuracy and highly detailed drawings were key in building with prefabricated 
concrete elements – this knowledge and experience was particularity relevant 
in regards to approaching the Wenner-Gren Center as a prefabricated object. 
In this process, Arne Johnson’s conceptualization of the relationship between 
tolerance (the description of how entities fit together and how much their 
physical dimensions can vary) and project management (the description of 
processes and how they fit together) was key. In other words, tolerance as a 
concept extended into the project management of the steel construction as a 
design of an assembly. [fig. 5]

In 1959, Arne Johnson was the construction engineer for an HSB project 
consisting of eight 17-floor apartment high-rises in Näsbydal, Täby.20 This 
project made use of earlier experience from previous experimental housing 
projects, specifically, how to coordinate and construct buildings effectively 
and use prefabricated concrete elements pragmatically.21 The rational building 
process was a combination of slip form concrete construction and prefabricated 
elements. The central service facility containing the stairwell and elevator was 
a slip form concrete core. A Lindén crane was mounted on top of this core and 
followed the production floor by floor.22 This system allowed for an efficient use 
of the core as a service platform while the prefabricated indoor wall elements, 
which were produced on-site, could be installed using the crane. The façade 
elements were installed using two different strategies: in the first two buildings, 
the façade elements were not installed until after the completion of the 5th or 
6th core of the floors. In the remaining buildings, the façade elements were 
installed floor by floor. The advantage of the latter procedure was that the floor 
provided greater work safety, and the space behind the façade could be heated. 
The disadvantages included a greater risk of damage to the installed prefabri-
cated elements while the formwork of the flooring was being disassembled.23 

19  Ibid.
20  The builder for this project was the construction company Ohlsson och Skarne AB. By that time, Ohlsson and Skarne had devel-
oped their so-called Skarne Light System, which was used here. See Birger Henriksson, “Höghus i Täby,” 143-145.
21  The Östberga housing project was one of the first to use prefabricated concrete elements. This HSB project designed by Lars 
Giertz was an experimental project by the engineer Arne Johnson in collaboration with the building entrepreneur Allan Skarne of 
Ohlsson and Skarne. The Östberga housing project has been regarded as the breakthrough for industrialized building and also a 
beginning of the development towards big-scale housing projects. The Östberga housing projects as well as one in Sparreholm are 
identified as experimental housing settlements that had an influence on the construction management in Näsbydal, Täby. 
22  The first prototype of this crane developed by Elis Lindén was used together with Ohlsson and Skarne for a housing project in 
Arboga in the middle of the 1940s, and set the standards for production-based design in the 1950s. See Folke Marmstål berättar för 
Nils Nordberg, Byggarna och maskinerna (Stockholm: Byggförl., 1992), 63.
23  Birger Henriksson, “Höghus i Täby,” 145.
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FIG 5.  Various engineering drawings: workshop drawing indicating material 
specifications; a material index; and a drawing compiling the total steel members 
of a particular element. (Reprint from Arne Johnson and Rolf Baehre, Wenner-Gren 
Center: ett stålhus, Tekniska meddelanden/Tekn. dr Arne Johnson ingenjörsbyrå AB, 
Stockholm, 1961.)
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These concerns regarding the production process in Täby also impacted how 
the Wenner-Gren Center was eventually prefabricated, despite a stark contrast 
in material. One of the most obvious construction protocols was the use of a 
Lindén crane.24

This is all to say that the housing project in Näsbydal and in Hässel-
by formed the foundation for engineer Arne Johnson’s approach to the 
construction of the Wenner-Gren Center. This was a significant tendency 
in the building industry at the time: There was a prevailing housing short-
age at the same time there was a lack of construction labor. The building 
construction companies urged the development of industrialized building 
construction related to the shortage in labor, primarily a deficit in the 
handicraft bricklayers. Ultimately, it was a technical problem which we have 
seen in the discussions on Arne Johnson’s technical-economic development as 
well as static-economic development in the building process. But, if this tech-
nical problem of industrialized building construction was solved, the hope 
was set to the ability to build more efficiently, faster and more economically. 
This development on optimizing building construction took place foremost 
in the housing production as it was there the repetitive construction in the 
1950s took place. Building production was at the time in an interesting phase 
of development where both management, production rationalization surfaced 
new ideas on how to slim the overall cost and time for building construction. 
In light of this, not only was there an interest towards prefabricating elements 
as was done with regards to the Wenner-Gren Center steel frame, but also 
an open mind towards experimenting with how to proceed with building 
construction. Primarily, these new ideas were expressed in office buildings.25

Arne Johnson steered decisions to align with his own interests. In his strat-
egies, it is possible to discern how prefabrication was understood at the time, as 
well as Arne Johnson’s incentives for optimizing and challenging the understand-
ing of materials as they related to a composite material of a prefabricated element. 
This so-called construction site emerged in relation to how a component-based 
system for prefabricated concrete informed the approach to the construction of 
the high-rise as a steel frame structure. In addition, Arne Johnson’s analysis of 
the prefabricated element in a building assembly process reveals how a steel frame 
construction was conceptualized as a prefabricated structure. [figs. 6, 7, 8, 9]

24  See also description of the Lindén crane in an advertisement: “Lindén crane L40/130 for heavy lifts,” Byggnadsindustrin, no 
12 (1965): 1050.
25  Peder Lunell-Fallenius, Radiohuset ett bygge med förhinder, 130.
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FIG 6, 7, 8, 9. The steel frame was mounted in stages of three or four floors at a 
time. The first four floors were put in place using a mobile crane. After that, a 
Lindén crane was placed in the center of the building, essentially using the same 
construction method as in previous prefabricated concrete buildings in Näsbydal, 
Täby. Undated slides. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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The influence of steel-bridge construction on the Wenner-Gren Center

The second construction site concerns the process of assembling a steel 
structure and the transfer of knowledge used in steel-bridge construction 
that informed the process of assembly of the steel frame at the Wenner-Gren 
Center. The main steel fabricator in Stockholm, Bröderna Hedlund AB, was 
commissioned to fabricate and assemble the Wenner-Gren Center high-
rise. Bröderna Hedlund AB had a long tradition of delivering steel for both 
buildings and bridges in the Stockholm area and beyond. It is notable that the 
topography of Stockholm was important in this regard, and bridge construc-
tion was a central issue in the city’s urban history. The majority of the bridges 
in Stockholm were built during the 1930s to accommodate increased traffic. 
Architecture critic Lewis Mumford is a key figure in expressing and explain-
ing the complex dynamics of what happens to the city when the car and new 
infrastructures are introduced to a city structure. Mumford also “instinctively 
singled out bridges as works of art – long before they were recognized as such 
by most engineers and architects.”26 I identify the tradition of bridge building 
in Stockholm in the 1930s as a significant marker for how the steel manufac-
turing company Bröderna Hedlund AB cut, delivered, and pieced together the 
steel members for the high-rise at the Wenner-Gren Center. This observation 
is derived from written articles, but more importantly from sets of documen-
tary photography of the process of assembly of these bridge constructions. As 
we shall see, there were great developments in bridge construction in the early 
20th century that influenced how the Wenner-Gren Center was constructed 
in the 1960s. In this regard, the steel fabricator Bröderna Hedlund AB played 
an important role in terms of how the Wenner-Gren high-rise was assembled 
in modules. A brief explanation of the material development as it relates to the 
construction process of these bridges can be useful in order to appreciate how 
the high-rise was erected as if a kit of parts.

Steel was used in building construction in the 1930s in Sweden, but a 
steel shortage in Sweden – as in other parts of Europe – during the Second 
World War led to the use of alternative materials. Because of the hiatus in the 
use and thus development of steel construction for buildings in Sweden, the 
design of the steel modules used at the Wenner-Gren Center and their sys-
tem of production were more reminiscent of the tradition of bridge building 

26  Primarily he expressed this through his appreciation of the Brooklyn Bridge. See David P. Billington, The Tower and the Bridge: 
The New Art of Structural Engineering (New York: Basic Books, 1983), 266.
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than anything else – it was not until the 1950s that building in steel seemed a 
plausible alternative again in Sweden.

In relation to the construction of buildings, Bröderna Hedlund AB 
had gathered a great deal of experience from the particularly productive 
era in which steel columns were used structurally with cast concrete as fire 
protection around them. This system was used in Citypalatset at Norrmalms-
torg, constructed in 1930-33 using 1 900 tons of steel, and the office building 
for Esselte on Vasagatan, which used 4 500 tons of steel.27 The 1930s marks 
an important technological step that advanced the jointing of steel members, 
using welding tested out in bridge building. Before this, riveting had been the 
most common method for assemblage.

Projects such as Katarinahissen (1935) and Slussen (1935) are examples 
of this progression towards more efficient bridge construction.28 Slussen 
presented a complex traffic problem, where four different directions inter-
sected. In 1931, the architect Tage William-Olsson and the engineer Gösta 
Lundborg presented the cloverleaf solution. The work began and already 
during the second year of construction the traffic capacity had doubled. Both 
Katarinahissen and Slussen were welded together. A total of 2 100 tons of 
steel were delivered for the Slussen project, and assembled using automatic 
welding machines for the first time in Sweden.29 This was an important step 
towards decreasing the total production time. The traffic solution, which 
brought order to the urban environment, was inaugurated on October 15th, 
1935.30 [fig. 10]

Katarinahissen was a powerful structure from 1883, which was replaced 
by a new bridge and elevator in 1933 that proffered a public experience of 
the city with an atmospheric vantage point. When the old construction 
was replaced with a new elevator and restaurant, it was moved further east, 
connecting to both the railroad below – Saltsjöbanan – and to Mosebacke at 
Södermalm via a footbridge over the roof of what would become KF’s new 
headquarters. The new elevator was a completely custom creation with slender 
trusses.31 Neither Katarinahissen nor Slussen can be called pure bridge con-
structions. Rather, Katarinahissen is a bridge and an elevator structure, and 

27  Sven Dahlberg, “Något om Stålkonstruktioner i höghus” Hindersmässan, Örebro, January 31, 1959, 10.
28  A large number of photographs as well as a film attest to the conceptualization of both Slussen and Katharinahissen as 
significant events in the city, and they were understood as manifestations of modernization. The Wenner-Gren Center was a similar 
construction event, full of hopes for a better future.
29  Anders Johnson, Bröderna Hedlund, stålbyggare i Stockholm (Bromma: Centrum för näringslivshistoria, 2011), 64.
30  Magnus Andersson, Stockholm’s Annual Rings: A glimpse into the development of the city (Stockholm: Stockholmia, 1998), 149.
31  Eva Rudberg, ed., Tage William-Olsson: stridbar planerare och visionär arkitekt (Stockholm: Stockholmia, 2004), 115.
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Slussen is something in between a bridge and an infrastructure.32 By the mid-
1950s, steel building had advanced considerably since the completion of these 
Stockholm bridges, using electrical welding, advanced processing devices and 
automata in the workshop, not to mention cranes.33 Bröderna Hedlund was 
the central actor in this innovation in the decades prior to the construction of 
the Wenner-Gren Center.

Slussen and Katarinahissen were considered magnificent construc-
tions of their era in Stockholm, and they had further elevated the status and 
reputation of Bröderna Hedlund as steel builders.34 Thousands of people 
gathered for the inauguration of Slussen. The event was both photographed 
and filmed from above. In the short film from the inauguration, in which 
King Gustav V holds a speech about the future of Stockholm, the report-
er concluded that Slussen represented “mastery of organization” and set “a 
record in our country.”35 The most spectacular performance in creating this 
new traffic machinery concerned dismantling the old Katarinahissen.36 This 
urban elevator had been a great source of pride for the citizens of Stockholm 
and had, albeit in a slightly modified scale by the end of the 19th century, the 
same status in the Swedish capital as the Eiffel Tower in Paris.37

Another relevant example of bridge construction is the north-south traffic 
connection Västerbron, constructed in 1934-35. This link gives an indication of 
how bridge construction informed the assembly of the Wenner-Gren Center.38 
When this bridge was built, welding was the most advanced method of assem-
bly, and it had been introduced as a new way of fabricating this bridge. The bridge 
is a double steel arched bridge, with vertical clearance of 26 meters defining 
each arch. Large segments of the bridge were welded together off-site, which 
required less material and thus reduced both the weight of the construction 

32  The overall shape of Slussen is one of its strongest characteristics and certainly its most appreciated feature. It was a huge 
ductwork, which facilitated traffic to and from the heights of Södermalm. The road passage and the pedestrian pathways are expe-
rienced in stages. As a pedestrian from Södermalm, one exits on to a plateau and a threshold with breathtaking views before the 
descent towards the Old Town. The opposite direction is a demanding ascent, but offers excellent opportunities to experience a city 
on the move in all directions.
33  Herbert Lindqvist, “Husbyggnad i stål,” 464.
34  Bröderna Hedlund AB therefore also prided themselves on having delivered the hitherto largest all-welded beams produced 
in Europe: 18 meter I-beams weighing 10 tons for the Slussen project. See Anders Johnson, Bröderna Hedlund: stålbyggare i 
Stockholm, 64.
35  Translation by the author: “Nu är Slussen ombyggd med ett organisationsmästerskap som ett rekord i vårt land.” From SVT 
Invigningen av Slussen 1935 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j3saozDqmPU , accessed Jan. 1, 2013.
36  The author Per Anders Fogelström described the great spectacle accompanying the dismantling of the steel structure at night 
in July, 1933: Translation by the author: “Sparkling, glittering stars cascaded from the sky. Workers had been cutting through the 
steel beams of the elevator bridge all night, and tonight it was to be conquered. Katarinahissen and its fifty-year layers of rust and 
paint gave onlookers a brilliant spectacle.” Per Anders Fogelström, I en förvandlad stad (Stockholm: Bonnier, 1966). 
37  Åke Broström, Vi har arbetat med stål i 40 år: Aktiebolaget Bröderna Hedlund 1911-1951, (Stockholm: AB Bröderna Hedlund, 
1951), 22.
38 Pålsundsbron, a connecting bridge to Västerbron spanning across a small channel, was built at the same time and was the first 
all-welded construction in Sweden.
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FIG 10.  Photo of the inauguration of Slussen with Katarina-
hissen in the foreground. Slussen presented a complex 
traffic problem, with traffic intersecting from four different 
directions. The problems at hand had been discussed for 
several years before a traffic committee was appointed 
to resolve the traffic jams there. In 1931, the architect 
Tage William-Olsson and the engineer Gösta Lundborg 
presented “the brilliant cloverleaf solution” that brought 
order to the urban environment. This traffic machinery not 
only took experts in Stockholm and Sweden by surprise, 
but also in the rest of the world. Slussen became a model 
for similar projects in the USA. It was inaugurated on 
October 15th, 1935. (Stockholm City Museum).
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and the cost.39 These segments were transported by water to the location.40 An 
additional benefit this offered was the easier application of anti-corrosive coat-
ing to the welded joints: riveted constructions necessarily required punctuating 
the structural steel with many holes, each of which created a corrosion risk 
between the components being fixed together. Welding, on the other hand, 
created a single surface which could be protected more effectively. Only the 
arches, wind bracing and cross members were riveted together on-site. The 
sheer number of photographs documenting the construction of Västerbron 
attests to the fascination with the assemblage procedure.41 [fig. 11]

Several methods of assemblage were used at the Wenner-Gren Center. 
The exterior frame was largely welded together at the steel manufacturer’s 
workshop, while the connections between the steel elements on site were tight-
ened together with screw joints, as well as with a newly researched product: 
the so-called high-strength bolt, of which more detail later. The high-rise is a 
structural construction using a steel core as well as an exterior steel frame. The 
core was designed and manufactured according to full-scale drawings at 1:1, 
while the outer frame was manufactured using templates.42 The core elements 
were two stories high, while the elements in the façade were four floors high: 
“The steel skeleton is stiffened by two pairs of wind braces in the longitudinal 
and the transverse axes. The transverse truss is designed as a K-truss sitting in 
the end walls; the longitudinal truss is a combined frame and lattice truss in 
the longitudinal walls of the building core.”43 

On the horizontal axis, the steel frame was stabilized by the steel-cell 
joists; the Q-floor. The steel frame was fabricated – welded together at the 
workshop – across three or four floors. These segments were then transport-
ed to the site where the steel frame was mounted together in segments. The 
whole assemblage process was carried out in stages. The montage began by 
installing the core of the building – i.e. the service package with six elevators 
and escape stairs, which were also produced off-site in segments of two floors 
and then transported to the site.44 The surrounding parts were then installed 

39  See Ragnar Ahlström, “Västerbron. Beskrivning av Arbetets utförande,” Teknisk Tidskrift, no.11 (1935): 123-124; and Bengt 
Nilsson, “Stålbyggarens syn på konstruktionerna,” Teknisk Tidskrift, no. 17 (1961): 465-468.
40  Ragnar Ahlström, “Västerbron. Beskrivning av Arbetets utförande,” 123.
41  CBH Archive: Bröderna Hedlund, photo album of Västerbron. Anti-corrosive coatings are a necessity in the Swedish climate. 
See Anders Johnson, Bröderna Hedlund: stålbyggare i Stockholm, 58. Importantly, the development from riveting to welding also 
concerns interfaces and tolerances – in terms of corrosion protection, micro-cracks at the interface between the rivet and the hole 
were points of weakness.
42  “Friktionsförband i Wenner-Gren Centers stålstomme,” Byggnadsvärlden, no. 36 (1969): 743.
43  Arne Johnson and Rolf Baehre, Wenner-Gren Center: ett stålhus, 25.
44  Arne Johnson, Wenner-Gren Center Kontorshuset Byggnadsteknisk beskrivning, September, 1960, 3.
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FIG 11.  Description and photographs of the assemblage of 
Västerbron. (Reprint from Ragnar Ahlström, “Västerbron. 
Beskrivning av Arbetets utförande,” Teknisk Tidskrift, no.11 
(1935): 124.
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four floors at a time before the next set of levels was installed. At the site, 
the first four floors were mounted together using a mobile crane. Thereafter, 
a Lindén crane was installed in the center of the building. Arne Johnson 
commented in the English summary of the description on the construction 
process of the high-rise: “The static system is bound to a very high degree 
by the plane shape. This is reflected in the relatively high material consump-
tion in the individual structural members.”45 The steel frame elements can be 
seen as a hybrid of two systems – they were “like” the prefabricated concrete 
panel-elements that were being used to erect the structure of contemporary 
high-rise housing like the project Johnson engineered in Täby, and they were 
“like” the sections of steel bridges that were being bolted together by firms 
such as Bröderna Hedlund around Stockholm. [figs. 12, 13, 14]

An advertisement from the era points to the fact that all the welding of the 
material pieces for the Wenner-Gren Center was done at Bröderna Hedlund’s 
workshop in Hammarbyhamnen; these elements were then transported to 
the site in the same fashion as the steel components that had been welded 
together off-site and transported in bridge construction during the 1930s. As 
mentioned above, welding off-site reduced costs: “Far-reaching prefabrication 
of the steel construction elements including daily transports has minimized 
the considerable costs for material deposition for building material at the site 
of construction.”46 The material and economic argument made in the adver-
tisement relies on the fact that the modules could actually be prefabricated 
contemporaneously because of the highly detailed drawings. If each floor had 
been built on-site, the actual production time for each floor would have re-
stricted this faster progress. Prefabrication and production organization, in-
cluding detailed drawings and specifications for the material parts, was nec-
essary in order for this project to proceed as an assemblage on-site. 

Each steel part of this structure was an individual, non-repeatable element. 
Thus, an enormous number of drawings had to be made. Each of the 7000 parts 
was specified in a total of 190 drawings; Arne Johnson estimated that 75 % of his 
time in the engineering office was spent on drawings. The project was drawn by 
hand, with 1:1 specifications of all the steel junctions from which the components 
were fabricated in the workshop. The quantity of drawings reduced the need for 
adjustments to be made on the workshop floor, thereby locating project manage-

45  Arne Johnson and Rolf Baehre, Wenner-Gren Center: ett stålhus, 25.
46  “Tid köpt med stål,” advertisement for AB Bröderna Hedlund, Byggnadsvärlden, no. 45 (1961): 1070. Translation by the author.
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FIG 12.  Photo of wind bracing element in the core of the building. A special problem with steel high-
rises is side bending due to wind load. At the time of construction, there were neither norms in place 
nor any reported studies on acceptable bending. Therefore, Arne Johnson and Rolf Baehre studied 
various designs for potential wind truss systems, clarifying seven different options. Wind loads 
were calculated before construction and measured during and after construction. Reprint from Arne 
Johnson and Rolf Baehre, Wenner-Gren Center: ett stålhus, Tekniska meddelanden/Tekn. dr Arne 
Johnson ingenjörsbyrå AB, Stockholm, 1961.

FIG 13.  Matrix of studies of various wind truss designs. Reprint from Arne Johnson and Rolf Baehre, 
Wenner-Gren Center: ett stålhus, Tekniska meddelanden/Tekn. dr Arne Johnson ingenjörsbyrå AB, 
Stockholm, 1961.
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FIG 14.  Photo of wind bracing in the gable wall. Five different systems were studied before this 
system was chosen. Rolf Baehre specifically described technology related to wind stabilizing walls 
made up of elements in two previous printed issues (Vindstabiliserande väggar uppbyggda av 
delelement no.1 and no. 2, 1960) in the same publication format. Reprint from Arne Johnson and 
Rolf Baehre, Wenner-Gren Center: ett stålhus, Tekniska meddelanden/Tekn. dr Arne Johnson 
ingenjörsbyrå AB, Stockholm, 1961.
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ment in the hands of the engineer rather than with the fabricators.47 Essentially, 
the common method of procedure when building with steel in the previously 
constructed steel bridges was as follows: the construction engineer simply indi-
cated the dimension of the steel profile, the number of bolts, and the distance 
between the bolts. The people working in the workshop – i.e. the steel fabricators 
– would design the detail of the junctures at the mold loft: [fig. 15]

The traditional system for arranging workshop drawings requires a mold 
loft at the workshop. The drawings then mainly indicate the dimensions of 
the steel profiles, the number and groove of the fixing bolts and certain main 
dimensions, such as the center spacing between the connections. The actual 
design takes place at the fabricator’s mold loft, and the design engineer does 
not significantly affect the design. At the Wenner-Gren Center, ‘complete’ 
construction documents have been made for the majority of the steel frame; 
that is, the documents are such that the workshop has been able to work 
directly from them, thus eliminating the template work at the mold loft.48

But as Johnson had previously argued, regarding building with prefabri-
cated concrete elements, accuracy and highly detailed drawings were in that 
case key. The design – i.e. the drawings – of the individual members had to be 
completed much earlier than would be the case for the production of a concrete 
frame: “It takes about three months for the rolling mill to produce profiles 
according to the specifications in the drawings and an additional three months 
for the workshop to manufacture elements.”49 In comparison, a concrete frame 
could be produced as soon as the drawings are completed, as reinforcement steel, 
cement and form-work timber were stock materials. This highlights that time 
and money and their interrelation is a matter of how time is viewed as part of 
the building construction process. Due to this, the conditions differ significantly 
between the Wenner-Gren Center and contemporary steel construction in the 
US. The design engineer Arne Johnson claimed responsibility for detailed issues 
of material behavior that usually remained in the realm of responsibility of the 

47  See Arne Johnson and Rolf Baehre, Wenner-Gren Center: ett stålhus, 21. 
48  Ibid., Translation by the author: “Det traditionella systemet för uppläggning av verkstadsritningar förutsätter en mallvind 
hos verkstaden. Ritningarna anger då huvudsakligen stålprofilernas dimensioner, infästningsbultarnas antal och grovlek samt 
vissa huvudmått, till exempel centrumavstånd mellan anslutningarna. Den verkliga utformningen sker på mallvinden, och kon-
struktören påverkar ej väsentligt utformningen. Vid Wenner-Gren Center har för större delen av stommen gjorts ’fullständiga’ 
konstruktionshandlingar, det vill säga handlingarna har varit sådana, att verkstaden kunnat arbeta direkt efter dem och därmed har 
mallvindsarbetet slopats.”
49  “Wenner-Gren Center, konsekvent och moget bygge,” Byggnadsvärlden, no. 45 (1961): 1076. Translation by the author.
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FIG 15.  Photo of work being done at Bröderna Hedlund’s 
workshop: designing the detail of junctures at the mold 
loft (mallvind). Reprint from Åke Broström, Vi har arbetat 
med stål i 40 år: Aktiebolaget Bröderna Hedlund 1911-
1951 (Stockholm: AB Bröderna Hedlund, 1951).
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fabricators, such as for example the specification of the bolt holes. Arne Johnson 
indicated the proper tolerance for bolt holes by producing template drawings, in 
which the engineering firm’s work had to take account of all the dimensional 
variations implicit in steel and to provide a dimensional model that allowed for 
these. This becomes obvious when reviewing a set of drawings which included 
not only the template, but also a set of numerical systems. Arne Johnson’s design 
of the process was global, all embracing and crucially important.

To ensure that this design was being realized as it had been drawn and 
specified, personnel were hired to measure and document the discrepancy 
between the drawings and the built structure at night, floor by floor, during the 
construction of the Wenner-Gren Center office building. One of the people to 
do this was Björn Bennarp. He later described how the hands-on documenta-
tion was carried out: hanging a string vertically through the building from the 
uppermost floor and using a manual calculator (Odhner räknesnurra) and a tape 
measure, he and others would document the inaccuracies at night to ensure 
that the deflection of the steel members remained at a similar value.50 In this 
way, tolerance adjustments were carried out at the building site where the 
steel construction was completed. This additional process, where the design 
engineers monitored actual differences from the drawings and reworked the 
tolerance in order to adjust inaccuracies, is an indication of a unique problem, 
which was related to the complexity of the design. Similar quality checks 
exist for both buildings and bridges in general, as these must also be surveyed 
while they are being constructed. But in the case of the Wenner-Gren Center, 
the production team was not familiar with the speed of construction, which 
required management planning as well as the variation in the structure itself, 
and in this case also required detailed project management around the clock. 

In other words, bridge building had a preexisting apparatus for deal-
ing with sizing and tolerances. However, the issue of cumulative tolerances 
does not become as apparent there as in the case of the Wenner-Gren high-
rise, or in buildings in general for that matter. Tolerance calculations were 
more complex because the stacking of each floor needed to follow the 77 % 
tapering. Each vertical element was measured at ten different points in order 
to control accuracy. A drawing published in Byggnadsvärlden in 1961 shows 
the measured deviations from the grid line.51 The fact that this drawing was 

50 Interview with Björn Bennarp, February 2014.
51 The average deviation was 10 mm and the maximum error 27 mm. See, “Wenner-Gren Center, konsekvent och moget bygge,” 1076.
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published reveals its importance in regards to explaining the steel construction 
of the high-rise. The production team led by John Mattson and Börje Lilja 
had technical engineering issues to consider with regards to the organization 
of the building project, but also purely practical issues such as how to shuttle 
ten trucks packed with material deliveries to the building site each day.52 [fig. 16]

In this section, I have explained two of the construction sites men-
tioned at the beginning of this chapter. The first site provided a context for 
the transfer of knowledge from a component-based system in prefabricated 
concrete, which influenced thinking about the high-rise structure; and the 
second site a context for the transfer of knowledge and processes used in steel-
bridge construction, which informed the assembly process. The third site 
deals with developing technical knowledge in the joining of the steel parts, 
for which the Wenner-Gren Center was used as a prototype.

  
Assemblage: joining steel parts with new technologies

The third construction site deals with the development of new technology 
to join the steel parts. This construction site acknowledges important research 
that was carried out as a separate undertaking, but was vitally important for 
the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise to reach provisional norms as a steel frame 
construction. The technical research concerned the development of so-called 
high-strength friction bolts, which were secured through tightening with a 
pneumatic tool.53 Because the process required much less manpower on the 
whole, the construction method became much cheaper.  As mentioned earlier, 
among the challenges that workers had hitherto faced when building in steel 
was tightening the steel components together. The technique for doing this 
underwent great advances in the 20th century, progressing from riveting to 
welding. Describing this third construction site which, like the other sites of 
construction, concerns the assemblage, I consider the technologies that were 
a necessary part of assembly: namely the high-strength friction bolt and the 
air compression wrench, as well as the stabilizing lattice steel-cell flooring. 
Tightening steel constructions with bolts greatly improved the utilization of 
the material and made it possible to build slimmer designs. 

A committee established by the Swedish steel industry in 1958, and, 

52 The production team consisted of Boris Blomgren, Hans Georgii, Åke Hark, John Mattson and Börje Lilja. See Lennart Wret-
hagen, ”Wenner-Gren Center,” Byggnadsindustrin, no. 20 (1960): 1203.
53  The friction bolt emerged as a connecting joint during the Second World War in the USA. Lars Wallin, Stålbyggnad: utveckling 
och forskningsbehov, Programskrift 11(Stockholm: Statens råd för byggnadsforskning, 1970), 23.
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FIG 16.  Drawing of measured deviations from the grid line. 
Reprint from Arne Johnson and Rolf Baehre, Wenner-Gren 
Center: ett stålhus, Tekniska meddelanden/Tekn. dr Arne 
Johnson ingenjörsbyrå AB, Stockholm, 1961.
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most notably, Bröderna Hedlund, had investigated the problems associated 
with the use of the friction bolt. The committee consisted of representatives 
from government as well as municipal institutions, along with participat-
ing companies such as Bultfabriken AB, Hallstahammar, and Atlas Copco 
AB, coordinated by Stockholms Hamnförvaltnings laboratorium (a port 
authority-owned laboratory in Stockholm). This laboratory was headed by 
civil engineer Sture Sabelström.54 Friction joints were already widely used 
for joining steel members both in Europe and in the United States. The 
American guidelines from 1954 and the German guidelines from 1956 had 
both served as models for the research work carried out at the laboratory. 
Although the Swedish guidelines constitute a middle ground between foreign 
regulations for joint design, they were primarily based on the use of domestic 
screw qualities and experiences from laboratory testing.55 The tests generally 
confirmed the findings and observations made in similar experiments; in this 
regard, Germany, England and the USA and their respective standards were 
of interest. This confirmed that the quality of Swedish-made screws aligned 
with the international competition; significant exports of Swedish-produced 
screws to the USA also attested to this. This was also the reason that Swedish 
screw dimensions were still also issued according to the imperial system.56 
Essentially, the imperial US, where steel was the most common building ma-
terial, steered steel possibilities in metric Sweden. 

There were only two specifications for the high-strength friction bolts used 
in the Wenner-Gren Center; in order to avoid confusion, the specifications 
indicated 5/8” and 7/8” diameters.57 The construction technology, i.e. the 
friction joint and the machinery used to tighten it, were both already present 
as both jointure and equipment. Air compression wrench technology had been 
developed for the mining industry and had been around since the 1930s. In the 
Wenner-Gren Center, the friction bolts were used for all of the wind bracing 
modules, which were first tightened by hand and then with a torque wrench. 
When the friction joint had been tightened about 10 % by hand, the workers 
used an air compression wrench to tighten the friction bolt another ½- ¾ of 

54  Sture Sabelström, “Friktionsförband för stålkonstruktioner,” Väg och vattenbyggaren, no. 3 (1960): 76. The research was man-
aged by engineer Harald Ulrich, who was responsible for tests and evaluation of the test results.
55  Ibid., 76.
56  Ibid., 79.
57  “Wenner-Gren Center, konsekvent och moget bygge,” 1072-73; and Göteborgs-Posten, February 15, 1961; and Arne Johnson 
and Rolf Baehre, Wenner-Gren Center: ett stålhus, 6.
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a turn.58 Finally, 10-20 % of the bolts were verified using a torque indicator, 
which showed the tested bolt’s tightening using a scale in kgm.59 This mount-
ing system – tightening the friction joint with high-strength bolts with an 
air compression wrench, instead of using rivets – automated the process of 
assemblage, where tightening the steel elements accurately was crucial. [figs. 17, 18]

As mentioned previously, steel offered certain advantages over concrete, 
and one of these was speed of assembly. Civil engineer Sture Sabelström, 
a renowned specialist in welding issues, argued that the time gain could 
partly be attributed to the use of friction bolts.60 Sture Sabelström played 
an essential role in regards to Wenner-Gren Center by first of all heading 
the laboratory where research on friction bolts developed concurrently with 
the Wenner-Gren Center, as well as also by carrying out special checks of 
the steel frame construction at Wenner-Gren Center.61 However, the friction 
joint was not solely responsible for the contemporary advancements in steel 
building. According to Sabelström, the greater speed of assembly was pri-
marily the result of long-run efficiency measures in advancing the methods of 
assembly. This also comprised another important technology; namely eleva-
tors and cranes, which significantly reduced the time required to mount steel. 
62 The first results from these tests had just been completed after about a full 
year of investigations, and were published in 1960 as: Riktlinjer för beräkning 
och användning av friktionsförband (Guidelines for the calculation and use of 
friction joints). These tests were carried out as a result of the prototyping being 
done at the Wenner-Gren Center. 

Construction of the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise had just begun, 
and the steel frame was ordered at the same time as Sabelström outlined the 
advantages of steel building in March 1960. This means that the steel frame 
construction had been planned in detail and could be used as an example in 
the article. Notably, the image accompanying the article is a model photo of 
the Wenner-Gren Center. In his article, published in Väg-och Vatten byggaren, 
he cited the Wenner-Gren Center and the fifth high rise of Hötorgss kraporna 
as examples of steel buildings that used friction bolts as a method for reducing 

58  The other steel elements were mounted together using regular black bolts in the dimensions ½” and ¾”. “Friktionsförband i 
Wenner-Gren Centers stålstomme,” 742.
59  “Wenner-Gren Center, konsekvent och moget bygge,” 1074.
60  Sture Sabelström, “Friktionsförband för stålkonstruktioner,” 75.
61  Arne Johnson, Wenner-Gren Center: Kontorshuset: Byggnadsteknisk beskrivning, September, 1960, 1.
62  Sture Sabelström, “Friktionsförband för stålkonstruktioner,” 75; and Paul Harnesk, ed., Vem är vem, Stockholmsdelen (Stock-
holm: Vem är vem bokförlag, 1945), 721.
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FIG 17.  High impact wrench from AB Atlas Copco. A 
pneumatic tightening wrench grabs the stem of the 
screw and tightens the nut at the same time. When the 
bolt plane reaches the nut washer, the torsional rotation 
resistance increases and the machine starts hammering 
while continuously turning the nut. At this point, the 
torque has reached a value corresponding to about 15 
% of the required torque. The position of the nut when 
the machine starts hammering is considered the initial 
position. When the nut is rotated a certain angle from this 
position, the screw has reached the necessary tightening. 
The guidelines had provided general rules for this, stating 
the size of this angle rotation for different screws, i.e. 
thicknesses of the screws as well as the torque. Screen-
shot from documentary Wenner-Gren Center, 1961. (SFI 
Archive and Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 18.  Steel construction technology “took a big step forward through the use of high 
strength bolts”. In Sweden, a committee was working on obtaining standards for dimensioning 
and performance of such connections in 1959 on the initiative of AB Bröderna Hedlund. Hans 
Ulrich was responsible for testing and evaluation under engineer Sture Sabelström, managing 
director at AB Stockholms Hamnförvaltnings laboratorium, who carried out special controls on 
the steel frame construction at Wenner-Gren Center and published the results in March, 1960. 
Drawing from Johan Hedin, ed., Stålbyggnad, publikation 130 (Stockholm: SBI, 1992), 60.
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construction time.63 He pointed out, however, that the time gain was not 
solely attributable to the friction joints: “The time saved is primarily the result 
of a long-run rationalization process in construction assemblage in which 
the capacity and design often determine the mounting speed.”64 He asserted 
that it was time for Sweden to take the problem of friction between joining 
members seriously once again, since the steel building industry strove to re-
cover some of the strength built up in the building construction market for 
steel before concrete broke through as a material in the 1940s.

A friction joint differs from a conventional screw connection because 
of the higher value of its material, which is also used for bolts and nuts. A 
friction joint requires very specific bolt technology in terms of tolerances and 
profile. The screw must be able to transfer very high loads in the direction of 
the bolt without seizing. The nut is tightened until a defined pre-tension is ob-
tained in the screw. In addition, shim washers prevent the nut and screw from 
entering the steel member. In traditional joints, the force is distributed along 
the edge of the hole in the steel member; in friction joints, the force is only 
transmitted by friction. As a result, the holes may be 1-2 mm larger than the 
screw stem; this is advantageous in regards to mounting because it facilitates 
fitting of the individual elements.65 Tests of the tightening of these bolts were 
performed using friction bolts in four different dimensions.66 The screws could 
be tightened by hand, but this required a great deal of accuracy; it could be 
done by either detecting the torque using a torque wrench or by turning the 
nut to a certain rotation angle from a given position. Nevertheless, Sabelström 
asserted that mechanical tightening was always preferable in circumstances 
where a large number of screws were located closely at a joint, or when the 
screws’ dimensions were large (7/8” or 1”).67 As mentioned previously, both of 
these circumstances were relevant at the Wenner-Gren Center, where a total 
of 26 000 number of bolts in sizes 5/8” and 7/8” were used.68 [fig. 19]

At the same time, the committee paid great attention to issues associ-
ated with tightening friction joints by air compression wrenches. At Atlas 
Copco, a series of test runs were done in which the screws were tightened 
in test sockets in order to very precisely determine the clamping force as a 

63  I will return to the discussion of the fifth high-rise of Hötorgsskraporna in Chapter 5, as its building construction principles were 
influenced by the Wenner-Gren Center’s structural steel high-rise.
64  Sture Sabelström, “Friktionsförband för stålkonstruktioner,” 75. Translation by the author.
65  Ibid., 76.
66  Ibid., 78. The steel quality was D80 and the dimensions were 5/8”, 3/4”, 7/8”, and 1”. 
67  Ibid., 80.
68  “Wenner-Gren Center, konsekvent och moget bygge,” 1072-73, and Göteborgs-Posten, February 15, 1961.
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FIG 19.  Connection detail of the Wenner-Gren Center 
high-rise. Undated slide from the KTH Architecture 
School’s Forgotten Slide Archive.
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function of the angle of rotation of the nut.69 The testing of the pneumatic 
tools at Atlas Copco included various machines with different capacities. An 
image accompanying the article in which Sture Sabelström reports the test 
results in full shows four different tools produced by two different companies: 
Atlas Copco and Ingersoll-Rand. The detail with which Sabelström describes 
the entire testing process is an indication of how little even the engineering 
field knew about the methodology and procedures of using friction bolts. 
Sabelström carefully explains the function of air compression wrenches: A 
pneumatic tightening wrench grabs the stem of the screw and tightens the nut 
at the same time. When the bolt plane reaches the nut washer, the torsional 
rotation resistance increases and the machine begins hammering whilst con-
tinuously turning the nut. At this point, the torque has reached a value corre-
sponding to about 15 % of the required torque. The position of the nut when 
the machine starts hammering is considered the initial position. When the 
nut is rotated to a certain angle from this position, the screw has reached 
the necessary tightening. The guidelines had provided general rules for this, 
stating the measure of this angle rotation for different screws, i.e. with regard 
to the thicknesses of the screws as well as the torque.

There were numerous advantages to using friction bolts. The pre-tighten-
ing of the bolt provided a smoother force, which in turn made these jointures 
durable and far superior to corresponding rivets. In addition, the exhaustion 
tests indicated a considerable difference to the friction bolt to rivets before 
breaking.70 But above all else, the time saving in assembly made possible by 
the use of friction bolts affected the whole building process. The efficiency 
was foremost in the montage process, where the recommendation was to weld 
together larger units in fixtures in the workshop and then transport them to 
the building site. These units would then be assembled on-site using friction 
bolts. Using this process of montage made it possible to avoid distortions in 
shape and form that most often occurred when welding was used as the sole 
method of assembly.71 Following this argument, there were no other options 
than to use this method of assembly in the Wenner-Gren Center’s office tow-
er, where every detail of the construction and every floor was different than 
both the one below and the one above. That is to say, it seems that if steel was 

69  Sture Sabelström, “Friktionsförband för stålkonstruktioner,” 78.
70  In a pulsating tensile test between 4 and 25 tons, rivet joints broke after 250 000 load changes, while the friction joint was still 
intact after two million load changes.
71  Sture Sabelström, “Friktionsförband för stålkonstruktioner,” 82. 
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being used, the method of assembly that Sture Sabelström described was the 
sole option if precision in form was to be achieved.

The above description of the development of friction joint technology 
illustrates my argument that it was necessary to develop this type of screw as 
its own site of construction related to building with steel. My argument aligns 
with an understanding of the development of steel structures put forward by 
the Swedish architectural historian Elias Cornell. In his canonical book on 
building technology Byggnadstekniken, Elias Cornell touches on methods of 
assembly and speculates on how various technologies advanced steel building. 
In one passage he writes: “One of the most important of tools to simplify 
[assembly] has obviously been the replacement of bolts and rivets by welding.”72 
As discussed earlier, steel construction technology had by no means come to 
a complete standstill in recent years, and welding had steadily progressed, as 
described above, but fallen behind in both research and in the number of built 
structures. There was little faith in the “black bolt and trade of iron”. But in 
recent years, advancements had been made in steel qualities, and fire safety 
improved with the use of a concrete layer or special protective layer of concrete. 
Even so, Cornell speculated that manufacturing technology perhaps played a 
greater role than the actual construction technology. The development of the 
friction joint and the technology that could facilitate precision when tightening 
these friction joints speaks in favor of Cornell’s speculation, because it opened 
up for a variety of timesaving opportunities in the assembly process.

However, my general argument about the building process of the 
Wenner-Gren Center, which can be understood as a number of construction 
sites that emerged in relation to steel building, differs from Elias Cornell’s. 
When Cornell writes about construction technology, he essentially means the 
stiffening of the steel structure; the geometry of the construction has remained 
unchallenged in relation to manufacturing technology. In fact, I argue that 
construction considerably advanced as a process of assembly related to the de-
scribed construction sites described above. In a later article entitled “Utveck-
lingstendenser rörande friktionsförband” (Trends concerning friction joints), 
Sture Sabelström acknowledged that the new friction joint – which had been 
in use for four years in 1964 – had fulfilled the hopes and wishes vested in it.73 
Starting out with the Wenner-Gren Center, several more building projects 

72  Elias Cornell, Byggnadstekniken: metoder och idéer genom tiderna (Stockholm: Byggförl., 1970), 278. Translation by the author.
73  Sture Sabelström, “Utvecklingstendenser rörande friktionsförband” Väg och vattenbyggaren no. 6 (1964): 278.
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in steel had followed and offered proof of how the friction bolt had increased 
speed in building. But using the friction bolt at the Wenner-Gren Center 
was a risk in terms of using a new method of assembly that simultaneously 
organized the building process. 

Sture Sabelström’s assertions about how the friction bolt could be used 
most effectively – i.e. by welding together larger pieces in the workshop 
and then transporting them to the building site, where the pieces could 
then be tightened together with friction joints – indicates how the whole 
building process became organized as a process of montage at different sites 
of construction. Arguably, the risk taken by using the newly tested method 
of assembly with the friction joint held another value entirely, and that lay 
in the organizing principle that followed with the new technology. The 
method of assembly for the Wenner-Gren Center office structure was called 
a meccano, and the manufacturing of the Wenner-Gren Center as a set of 
pieces that were joined together played a far greater role than the actual 
construction technology. 

What was construction doing for knowledge production?

Research related to the high-strength bolt and the high impact wrench 
was a crucial part of making building with steel possible in postwar Sweden. 
In order for this research to be implemented at the Wenner-Gren Center 
high-rise, construction management was essential for the possibility for the 
high-rise to become an experiment in regards to structure. This management 
included ensuring that the assemblage process of the steel structure took place 
at several locations, making it possible to both rely on a familiar jointure 
using off-site welding, as well as limiting the unknown jointure – the fric-
tion joints – to specific parts in the assemblage of the steel modules. These 
production measures were also contingent on the ability to calculate the pro-
cedures in advance. Calculating expenditures, material allocation, structural 
capacity, and project management allowed steel to be considered compara-
tively with regard to concrete. The above places focus on the dependability 
on new technologies, as well as in firstly, the notion of prefabrication, and 
secondly, new jointures using the friction bolt in combination with the high 
impact wrench. Clearly, a great deal of research was dedicated to building 
a steel construction, and one might ask who, or what was the driving force 
behind this.

Advancing steel building through the Wenner-Gren Center would 
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have a major impact on the future careers of Arne Johnson and the archi-
tects Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén. For the supple-minded engineer Arne 
Johnson in particular, the Wenner-Gren Center was an opportunity to test 
new technologies and construction methods to not only develop his career 
in the professional world, but even more so in the academic world. The 
Wenner-Gren Center itself can be understood as a research project. In his 
own publication, Tekn. Dr Arne Johnson Ingenjörsbyrå Tekniska meddelanden, 
he describes the high-rise building as follows: “The whole framework is made 
of steel, even the stairwell and wind braces. The flooring is of steel cells of the 
Q-floor type, with 10 centimeters of applied concrete.”74 The Wenner-Gren 
Center was a full-scale test site for steel construction. This construction was 
made possible because of recently approved material for fire proofing, as well 
as the high-strength bolt – “new fireproofing rules approving Vermiculite 
surface plaster and new construction regulations standardizing, for example, 
high-strength bolts,” writes Arne Johnson in the very detailed booklet on 
the construction of the Wenner-Gren Center that he published just after the 
completion of the high-rise.75 The Q-floor was uncommon in Sweden. Fur-
thermore, it seems that Arne Johnson was particularly attracted to the idea 
that the Wenner-Gren Center was a completely steel frame product. [figs. 20, 21, 22]

The Q-floor was a construction system whose economic advantage was 
based on the repetition of similar sized units and thus easy installation. 
Basically, the Q-floor consisted of corrugated sheets, spot-welded together 
to create cells between the plates. These cells were used for mechanical and 
electrical installations.76 Arne Johnson’s confidence in the steel frame had 
been decisive, and he also had the last word in opting for this untested floor-
ing product. Johnson argued that the Q-floor would save the project 7.50 kro-
nor per cubic meter, or a total of 75 000 kronor.77 A letter reveals that a sales-
man from Q-floor had already contacted Birger Strid in September 1959. The 
Q-floor company – an affiliate of the Robertson concern – had earlier complet-
ed negotiations with the architects and designers such as electricity and heat 
engineering consultants regarding the Q-floor for the planned Wenner-Gren 
Center. They tried to convince the building committee to choose the Q-floor, 

74  Arne Johnson, Steel Constructions in Sweden, Tekniska meddelanden/Tekn. dr Arne Johnson ingenjörsbyrå AB no. 9, 1962 
(Extract from Byggnadsindustrin no 12, 1962), 1.
75  Ibid. 
76  A 10 cm concrete layer was poured on the top, and 25 mm Vermiculite was sprayed on to a welded ribbed expanded metal 
underneath. With this method, the floor slab met the fire protection code (A2). See “Wenner-Gren Center,” Väg och vattenbyggaren, 
no. 8 (1960): 230-231.
77  WGC Archive: The Q-floor, type 45 A. Meeting minutes, building committee (protokoll arbetsutskottet), October 20, 1959.
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FIG 20.  The steel industry, which was looking for new markets in a period of economic 
difficulty, grew interested in fireproof floor structures, by “employing open-web lightweight 
joists with light steel decking and screed floor laid on top.” It was soon understood that a 
structure of this kind offered the possibility to use the hollow space in between for services. 
Reyner Banham argues that these floor/ceiling systems, in particular the perforated Burgess 
Acoustic-Vent ceiling system, brought with it “another kind of architectural consequence” 
because of the acoustic tile rectangular unit, which also “fixes the pattern of hangers and ribs, 
which will support the tiles.”9 Furthermore, these systems also introduced structural steel 
decking, allowing for architectural superstructures. Undated slide from the KTH Architecture 
School’s Forgotten Slide Archive.

FIG 21. The steel cell elements were delivered with specifications and bundled, ready for 
assembly at the job site. These Q-floor elements were assembled simultaneously with the 
other steel elements and served as work floor and protection for the construction below 
whilst also performing as temporary horizontal wind bracing. Reprint from Arne Johnson and 
Rolf Baehre, Wenner-Gren Center: ett stålhus, Tekniska meddelanden/Tekn. dr Arne Johnson 
ingenjörsbyrå AB, Stockholm, 1961.
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FIG 22.  Photo of a worker spraying Vermiculite plaster onto the steel elements. This fire 
protection method was used for the majority of the building. Several types of fire protection 
insulation were investigated both technically and economically. Tests were carried out in the 
full-scale test building. As there was no standardization for the current fire protection types, 
these tests were conducted in close consultation with the relevant authorities. (Photo courtesy 
of Luleå University of Technology, holder of the former slide archive of the Swedish Institute of 
Steel Construction, Stockholm).
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arguing that the major skyscrapers in New York used this flooring: “Our view 
is that when planning for a building of such magnitude as the Wenner-Gren 
Center, which will presumably stand as a monumental building for generations 
to come, one can never have enough foresight. Mechanical flexibility is key.”78 
The savings of 75 000 kronor seems nominal in the total scope of 40 million 
kronor. Nevertheless, the decision to use the Q-floor confirms first of all that 
the trust was put in those with expertise simply because there was no expe-
rience with projects like the Wenner-Gren Center. And once again, in this 
case, the person with expertise was Arne Johnson.

This technical steel product – a multi-purpose membrane – was fairly 
new. Historically, the Rivet Grip Company, the Mellon Research Institute 
in Pittsburgh, and the Burgess Laboratories all put forward versions of steel 
floor/ceiling systems in the early 1930s. But, the Depression and the Second 
World War slowed down developments. The development of air conditioning 
and fluorescent lighting in the 1950s enabled the mechanical engineering of 
an efficient floor plate. A Chicago real-estate man called George R. Bailey had 
calculated that full-serviced floor slabs including air conditioning, fluorescent 
lighting and acoustic ceiling would only increase the cost of a standard floor 
(i.e. notch-back without air-conditioning and ordinary lightning) by eight 
percent. In terms of handling new systems for environmental control, issues 
such as labor cost as well as being able to handle airflow and its bulky piping 
excluded building methods of casting conduits in position. Fireproofing was 
another issue that became apparent with the introduction of new systems in 
tall buildings. Concrete floor slabs had be the common resolution to this. Now, 
to generate profit that incorporated that extra eight percent, slimming down 
every floor plate to its minimum thickness became a matter of great interest.

Architectural historian Reyner Banham argued that these systems for 
environmental control led to one key invention: the suspended ceiling. More 
importantly, Banham argued that the cost calculations made by the realtor 
George R. Bailey went hand in hand with the aesthetic preferences that were 
more or less the architectural trend during the early 1950s: “His calculus was 
timely – not only was the clear, well-serviced, rectangular floor plan attractive 
enough for its rents to absorb that extra eight percent, but architects had by 

78  WGC Archive: Letter from O. Legeroth, CEO Robertson Nordisk AB to Director of the Wenner-Gren Foundation Birger Strid, Sep-
tember 21, 1959. He also argued that all modern skyscrapers in the USA used the Q-floor system, citing Lever House in New York; 
Prudential Insurance Co. in Chicago; Sinclair Oil Co. in New York; City National Bank in Houston; William Penn Place in Pittsburgh. 
He also enclosed a brochure on Robertson’s Q-floor.
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now more or less unanimously decided that their post-war skyscraper dreams 
were going to be realized in a starkly rectangular aesthetic,”79 writes Reyner 
Banham on tempered environments and the introduction of systems for the 
new controlled building envelope. 

Returning to the Wenner-Gren Center with this in mind; there are 
two important observations to be made. Arne Johnson made an economical 
calculation arguing for the Robertson Q-floor, which was a fairly new product 
in Sweden, used few times if ever. The salesman for the Robertson Q-floor 
argued for the New York skyscrapers in relation to Wenner-Gren Center from 
a technical standpoint – the role of flexibility – but also the contextualiza-
tion of the Wenner-Gren Center with well known, grand projects in North 
America. Secondly, although the architects’ voices are not heard firsthand in 
the documentation of preferences for one technical solution against another, 
it is clear that the material technology appealed to the aesthetic sensibilities of 
the architects in its modernizing and progressive mandate. [figs. 23,24]

Most of the decisions made for the Wenner-Gren Center were purportedly 
economically advantageous. Yet, it seems that economic arguments were pre-
dictive cost accounting in order to sanction experimentation. Furthermore, 
even if the Robertson Q-floor was an “off the shelf ” product, it had not been 
used in this type of structure. Other issues than economic advantage seem to 
have been at play in these decisions; on one hand the modern new materiality 
in the context of making a monumental statement with architecture, and on 
the other hand positioning the Wenner-Gren Center in a global context with 
skyscrapers in other parts of Europe as well as in the US.

Why would the working committee choose steel for a building where 
no floor is alike? Every component of the steel construction had to be drawn 
because they were all dimensionally different; each steel member of this 
meccano was unique. Achieving the necessary degree of precision required an 
additional inventory of the deviances at night, after the day’s construction had 
been completed. The friction joint was a necessary method of assembly in order 
to achieve the precision that the unique pieces required. The guidelines for this 
method of assembly were published just in time to be tested full scale. Thus, 
not only the material but also the method of assembly was a risk at the time, 
even if the method was widely used in the USA and in Germany. Construction 
at the Wenner-Gren high rise, it seems, was a driver for knowledge production.

79  See Reyner Banham, The Architecture of the Well-Tempered Environment, 2nd ed. (Sydney: Steensen Varming, 2008), 182-183.
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FIG 23, 24.  Commercial pamphlets for 
Robertson’s Q-floor found in the Wenner-
Gren Center Foundations’ archive. 
(Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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Importantly, the above illustrates how the Wenner-Gren Center can be 
considered as a number of construction sites, taking into account contextual 
matters such as the development of a material and contemporary knowledge 
and transfer of knowledge from assembling steel bridges as well. I argue that 
one cannot understand the Wenner-Gren Center as architecture without 
including contexts beyond the physical location of its final construction. 
Considered thus, the project has multiple building sites. While precisely 
describing the Wenner-Gren Center in terms of its construction sites, the 
building itself extends and can be considered as a research project aimed at 
producing knowledge about steel building. But in doing so it also suggests 
something else, in relation to the idea of construction sites in relation to a 
broader understanding of the architectural project: that media acted as anoth-
er construction site for the Wenner-Gren Center; that the project had effects, 
was constituted, lived and had agency in a media space that was dispersed. 
[figs. 25, 26, 27]
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FIG 25, 26, 27. The Pylon building under construction. 
Undated slides. (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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This chapter focuses on how the institutional structure of steel building 
emerged in Sweden during the 1950s and 1960s and notes the relation of 
this evolution to the processes that created the Wenner-Gren Center. This 
also shows how the construction of the Wenner-Gren Center was implicated 
in the growth of an infrastructure to support the later development of steel 
building in Sweden. Steel building advanced through a new institution in 
1967: Stålbyggnadsinstitutet, or the Swedish Institute of Steel Construction 
(SBI).1 The institution was a formal organization for the advancement in 
building with steel that took into account both the industry’s interests as well 
as scientific knowledge. 

The Wenner-Gren Center can be seen as a prototype within the field of 
steel building in postwar Sweden and the parallel story of SBI’s formation is 
intimately linked to its high-rise through Arne Johnson. With his knowledge 
of statics, concrete construction, building with steel and his position with one 
foot in academia and the other in practice, Johnson was an important figure 
in establishing the SBI. He was not alone, however; there were a number 
of individuals involved, as well as the educational institutions that taught 
structures and materials to architects and engineers at Chalmers Institute of 
Technology in Gothenburg and at KTH Royal Institute of Technology in 
Stockholm, which also played an important role. 

In this chapter, I will discuss these actors, as well as the material research 
institutions linked to higher education: the Swedish Cement and Concrete 
Research Institute and companies that dealt with steel, as well as interest 
organizations such as Jernkontoret that collaboratively or independently made 
efforts to establish the steel building field as an institution that could organize 
research and education.2 This can be called a professionalization process. 
Even if there are moments in Swedish history where the level of steel build-
ing knowledge was advanced according to the standards of that time, the 
SBI is a historical demarcation of configuring steel building in Sweden. It is 
also a historical demarcation of the transition from an environment in which 

1  The Swedish Institute of Steel Construction was formed in the autumn of 1967. Lars Wallin began operating as the director. 
SBI became an official institution in January of 1968, and the organization hired Kurt Lundin in the same year. Interview with Kurt 
Lundin, March 2, 2017.
2  The Swedish Cement and Concrete Research Institute has changed its name several times. 

The Wenner-Gren Center as a Protoype: The Institutionalization of Steel Building5
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concrete had been considered the only structural material for a twenty year 
period to an environment in which structural steel was considered a feasible 
alternative. This transition process, as it will unfold, was dependent on social 
structures and institutional structures in which Arne Johnson personifies a 
network that spans both academia and industry. 

The Wenner-Gren Center office building, with its skewed angles in 
plan and tapering walls towards the top, was necessarily difficult to build 
in order to make a prototype case for steel. In terms of building technology 
and material research, the Wenner-Gren Center was an important marker 
in reorienting the perspective on steel as a material for architecture. As we 
have seen in previous chapters, following the pilot project and complex con-
struction of the high-rise, Pylon, other office buildings were also built us-
ing steel. At the time, all technical investigations in conjunction with the 
Wenner-Gren Center had to be approved by the authorities, Stockholm city 
planning committee and the National Testing Institute. Apart from agencies 
and individuals that sanctioned stability and construction, the project also in-
volved extensive calculations and measurement controls – both economically 
and structurally – before, during and after the project’s completion. 

With this in mind, viewing the Wenner-Gren Center’s office structure 
as a prototype and as a research project that set the standards for steel build-
ing will facilitate an understanding of its role in the formation of the steel 
building field. I argue that the Center’s significance can be seen during its 
construction and in its outreach through the media. Understanding the 
Wenner-Gren Center under such conditions highlights its implications and 
relevance much more than the other high-rise buildings in Stockholm. As a 
completed structure, the tower of the Wenner-Gren Center is a rather reticent 
and, indeed, unspectacular building, one that does not cast a very long shad-
ow, in the canon of Swedish architecture history. In terms of landscape of 
change, however, to the Swedish building industry, that description must be 
reversed. Through its media presence the Wenner-Gren Center was cast in 
the field of spectacle, its shadow was a long one. [figs. 1, 2]

Re-thinking material – from concrete to steel, or the other way around

A primary factor for the predominance of concrete was the research 
funding provided towards reinforced concrete. Scientific research in reinforced 
concrete began at the Royal Institute of Technology in Stockholm during the 
1920s and nurtured young researchers, but also engineers who understood the 
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FIG 1.  View from the club on the top floor of the Wenner-Gren Center 
high-rise; the Pylon overlooking Sveavägen. Photo by Lennart Olson, 
Tiofoto. (Photo courtesy of Vattenbyggnadsbyrån/SWECO and 
Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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FIG 2.  The Pylon and Helicon – the apartment building 
was inaugurated in January 1962, two months after 
Axel Wenner-Gren’s untimely death. The Swedish King 
Gustaf VI Adolf attended the event, which was also 
filmed. Photo by Lennart Olson, Tiofoto. (Photo courtesy 
of Vattenbyggnadsbyrån/SWECO and Wenner-Gren 
Foundations, Stockholm).
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importance of research and were able to implement the results into practical 
achievements.3 Material developments at the time were related to a reversed 
battle between steel and concrete. Steel had been the dominant construction 
material until the 1930s, at which point reinforced concrete gradually began 
to win terrain in Sweden.4 The introduction of Functionalism as an aesthetical 
ideal influenced this development, as did contemporary trends across the rest 
of Europe. Modernist aesthetics and housing developments in Europe went 
hand in hand with the formulation of a style where concrete contributed to 
uniformity.5 Adrian Forty, who has written extensively about the relation-
ship between concrete and social and cultural structures in Europe during 
the modern period, underlines how both aesthetic ideal and research funding 
were important for these material advancements.6 

In Sweden, the abovementioned financial support for material research 
in reinforced concrete was provided by the Swedish Cement and Concrete 
Research Institute (Betonginstitutet, CBI), which was established in 1942. 
The CBI became the leading generator of material developments in concrete, 
although other technical institutions and companies also conducted material 
research. The first financial contribution made to the CBI was a donation 
from the cement industry.7 The donation covered the construction and 
furnishing of the institution’s building, located on the campus of KTH Royal 
Institute of Technology, as well as the institution’s operating funds for over 10 
years forward. In the years that followed, substantial donor grants continued 
to support the institution.8 Because of the above advancements along with 
various research efforts, Sweden was commonly perceived as a global leader 
in concrete construction.9 Building with reinforced concrete thus advanced 
greatly during the postwar era. When steel began to regain territory as a 
building material during the 1960s, CBI initiated an investigation together 

3  Johan Silfwerbrand, ed., CBI Betonginstitutet 70 år – 1942-2012, CBI Rapport 3:2012 (Stockholm: Cement- och betonginstitutet, 
2012), 28.
4  Ibid., 28. Sweden has been a leading country in reinforced concrete constructions since then. 
5  Adrian Forty states: “Following the First World War, the universality of reinforced concrete became entangled with architec-
tural aesthetics and the pursuit of an ‘international style’. The universal nature of reinforced concrete was taken as justification 
for promoting a uniform style of architecture for all countries and regions, while the worldwide diffusion of reinforced concrete 
construction was taken as proof of the legitimacy of the uniform style.” See Adrian Forty, Concrete and Culture: A Material History 
(London: Reaktion Books, 2012), 102.
6  In his book Concrete and Culture: A Material History, Forty examines the role of concrete in relation to architecture, politics, 
labor, literature, and cinema.
7  Grants from Cementa, Svenska Cementförsäljnings AB, and individual companies in the industry, as well as from the State 
through for example, Statens kommittée för Byggnadsforskning, Statens Naturvetenskapliga Forskningsråd, Kungl. Fortifikations-
förvaltningen and Kungl. Väg- och vattenbyggandsstyrelsen. See Johan Silfwerbrand, ed., CBI Betonginstitutet 70 år – 1942-2012, 29.
8  Johan Silfwerbrand, ed., CBI Betonginstitutet 70 år – 1942-2012, 28-29.
9  Lars Wallin, “Stålbyggnadsinstitutet; presentation, uppgifter, målsättningar, förutsättningar,” Byggnadsindustrin, no. 15 
(1968): 30-31.
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with the cement and concrete industry in order to locate research funding for 
concrete.10

The shifts and changes in position between concrete and steel during 
this period are sometimes referred to as a “battle” between two materials. 
The so-called battle was symptomatic of how materials were being perceived. 
Material science was understood as a field of research in which to advance 
material qualities, but also building construction. The battle was fought 
using research and research funding, where the CBI understood that funding 
could lead to market dominance. The material potential exists in a field that 
includes research institutes, and the material itself is considered the bundle 
of processes and regulations that pertain to the consumption of a “product” 
via a set of industry based “consumers”. Therefore material research had in 
some sense become territorial; concrete was more than a particular chemical 
compound. Relating this understanding of the two building materials, on the 
one hand I consider material as reliant on a set of cultural connotations and 
system of procedural practices; on the other hand, I consider the progression 
of material to rely on construction sites as test sites, as discussed in previous 
chapters. The cultural connotations that I will discuss here are how education 
and the university structures, including institutional research, can be included 
in a definition for what a material is.

During the 1940s, education and university structures favored concrete 
construction. This began to change during the timeframe of the Wenner-Gren 
Center, however, indicating a shifting balance in the routines around 
construction and material preferences. Looking at the system of procedural 
practices, I will explain how the steel industry lobbied for the advancement 
of steel as a building material; i.e. how the industry pushed for steel, and how 
this related to the economic and political context of the Swedish postwar 
environment. That is to say, any material or technology could be served with 
the same system of procedural practices; at that particular moment in time, 
the material happened to be steel.

As mentioned earlier, there was a steel shortage during the Second World 
War that persisted for several years; it was not until the late 1950s that the 
steel shortage was rectified and the price for steel decreased.11 Steel was sold 

10  After requests from an industry-appointed committee for building research – Byggforskningen (BFR) and the board for technical 
development – Styrelsen för teknisk utveckling (STU) in 1970, a committee was given the task “to investigate the conditions for co-
ordination of research and development in the area of cement and concrete in Sweden. The committee suggested that the industry 
should set up a foundation in order to initiate and support technical-scientific research and development relating to concrete.
11  Statens råd för Byggnadsforskning, Stålbyggnad Utveckling och forskningsbehov, Stockholm. Programskrift nr. 11, T2:1970.
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on the global market, and the price related to the price of steel on the stock 
market. As a result, Sweden’s steel industry expanded greatly. In the 1950s 
and ‘60s, the country’s three largest commercial steel plants expanded, and 
the domestic base for Swedish steel building technology gradually broadened 
in association with Swedish welding technology and the production of high-
strength bulk materials. Postwar Sweden was exceptionally dynamic in terms 
of progress and growth: from 1949 to 1970, steel output increased by 7 % 
per year.12 Nonetheless, this had little effect on the possibility for steel as 
a building material during the steel shortage, as statistics published by the 
company Gränges Hedlund illustrate. The company’s graph indicates the 
amount of steel delivered for offices, commercial buildings and housing in 
greater Stockholm from 1920 to 1969 and shows the importance of steel 
frame constructions in Stockholm until the 1940s. The graph also shows the 
decline in steel constructions in 1939-1959.13

Gränges Hedlund is in essence the company Bröderna Hedlund, which 
was acquired by the Grängesberg group in 1961. Towards the end of the 1960s, 
this affiliated company – which was the major steel builder in Stockholm 
throughout the 20th century – was Sweden’s only major solid steel construction 
company. It stood alone in the industry structure with its in-house construction 
and development departments. There were several smaller steel construction 
companies besides Gränges Hedlund. In addition, a number of yards, steel-
works and construction companies also carried out steel construction.14

Some of the first Swedish examples of modern steel constructions built by 
Bröderna Hedlund are Stockholm’s Concert Hall (1925), PUB Department 
Store (1925) and the department store Åhlén and Holm at Södermalm 
(1929).15 These were called “modern steel constructions,” and the aim was 
to capitalize on the fact that modern steel production began in the 1850s 
when the rolling technique was developed. It would take another forty years 
before regulations were in place for steel constructions: “The first Swedish 
steel building standards were the Järnbestämmelser, iron regulations published 
in 1919. In the past, the Kungliga Väg- och Vattenbyggnadsstyrelsen (the Royal 

12  Marie Nisser, “A Modern Concept of Industry within Traditional Boundaries, Planning and building in Oxelösund, 1957-1961” in 
Industry and Modernism, Companies, Architecture, and Identity in the Nordic and Baltic Countries during the High-Industrial Period, 
ed. Anja Kervanto Nevalinna (Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society, 2007), 98.
13  Stålbyggnadsintitutet, Stålbyggnadsdagen 1969: husbyggnad i stål (Stockholm: SBI, 1970), 15.
14  Ibid.
15  Georg Hesselman, Från skråhantverk till byggnadsindustri: om husbyggen i Stockholm 1840-1940 (Stockholm: AB Tidskriften 
Byggmästaren, 1945) and Sven Dahlberg, Något om Stålkonstruktioner i höghus, tryckt presentation Hindersmässan, Örebro, 
January 31, 1959, 10-13.
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Road and Water Management board) had stated material requirements and 
allowable stresses, circulated from 1886 and 1901.”16 The above buildings built 
by Bröderna Hedlund relied on these first steel construction norms.17

Although steel was not used as a pure building structural material 
in Sweden in the 1940s and ‘50s, it was developed as reinforcement steel, 
a set of advances that supported the development of concrete technology 
during that time. A diagram published by engineer Sven Dahlberg, at the 
time CEO of Svenska Industribyggen AB (SIAB), indicates the parallel 
material development with regards to permissible stresses for concrete and 
reinforcement steel.18 Key stages in this development were the first use of the 
concrete slab in the 1920s and the first use of concrete walls in the 1940s. 
The rapid development in materials facilitated the development of new tech-
nologies. On the production side, this material evolution also influenced the 
advancement of on-site manufacturing, as well as in the manufacturing of 
building structures. For example, the formwork construction necessary for 
pouring concrete on-site became more advanced with the development of 
easily removable racks and patented molds and various other mold elements, 
along with the development of slip-form concrete. These advances stream-
lined construction, shortening the building time for concrete construction 
as well as improving the efficiency of material use. As formwork construc-
tion is an essential part of on-site concrete construction, these developments 
were essential.19 Construction technology in concrete or steel composites 
entered a new phase also through the development of pre-stressed concrete. 
This important development contributed to progress in building with prefab-
ricated concrete elements, which were first used in industrial buildings and 
for bridges. One can conclude that these developments, which implemented 
mechanized building methods within concrete construction, broke through 
with great force at this moment in Sweden.20 

Without a doubt, the institutional structure had provided a strong 
foundation for this kind of research and development within concrete 
construction. An editorial column in Väg- och vattenbyggaren summarized 

16  See Johan Hedin, ed., Stålbyggnad, publikation 130 (Stockholm: SBI, 1992), 18. Translation by the author. This book was put 
together as a textbook for the KTH two-year education for construction engineers. One third of the book is written by Kurt Lundin. 
17  These allowable stresses were calculated for train loads across steel bridges. The latest iron regulations – norms for steel 
constructions – which were intended for steel bridges for trains published before the 1970s was Järnbestämmelser 1938. Normal-
bestämmelser för järnkonstruktioner, SOU 1938:37.
18  Sven Dahlberg, Något om Stålkonstruktioner i höghus, 10-13.
19  Kjell Carlsson, “Stomkonstruktioner i moderna kontorshus,” Institutionen för Byggnadsteknik, Byggmästaren, no. 5 (1965): 93.
20  See Folke Marmstål berättar för Nils Nordberg, Byggarna och maskinerna (Stockholm: Byggförl., 1992).
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where this groundwork had landed, referencing the fact that thousands of 
experts within engineering and the art of building visited Sweden in June of 
1960. Two congresses were held in Sweden that year: one was for the Inter-
national Association for Bridge and Structural Engineering, and the other 
for the International Commodity Organization for Concrete. In addition, 
two different symposia took place in Sweden in 1960, one of which gathered 
the International Organization for Material Issues, and the other of which 
attracted experts from the area of foundation on concrete columns.21 The chief 
editor of the journal offers an explanation for why so many eminent experts in 
the building industry gathered in Sweden: During the previous 10-15 years, 
international cooperation between building professionals had increasingly 
intensified. Previously, the cooperation had been based heavily on materials 
and methods tied to tradition and affected by local aspects. However, when 
construction began to move away from craft and towards organizing instead 
as an industry, its sphere of influence extended beyond national borders, thus 
leading to international cooperation.22 Until that point, the exchange had 
primarily focused on knowledge about construction, about the progress of 
research and practical experience with materials and constructions, where the 
Swedish building industry had attracted international interest.23 The editor 
of the issue concluded that although Sweden’s construction technology was 
highly developed in many respects, there remained much to be learned from 
the rest of the world. Moreover, “we must not overlook the fact that the global 
market may be increasingly interested in Swedish export goods, namely 
consulting engineering science, as well as contracting and Swedish materials 
and products for construction.”24 Certain innovations from within the build-
ing industry were already being exported; as described earlier in this thesis, 
products from the mechanical industry with a high international distribution 
level included the friction bolt and the high impact wrench.

In the 1950s, interest groups and construction companies such as 
Bröderna Hedlund called for increased state-supported research in steel con-
struction. Bröderna Hedlund had already contributed with its own efforts, 
developing lighter beams customized for different needs. The company’s 

21  “Byggnadskongresser i Sverige, Ingenjörsbyggnadskonst i internationell debatt,” Väg och Vattenbyggaren, no. 6 (1960), 2.
22  Associate professor Erik Stenberg at KTH School of Architecture, who possesses a broad knowledge of industrial buildings and 
particularly the development of prefabricated elements in Sweden, has suggested that systems of building with prefabricated elements 
(also described as prefabricated panels) travelled across nations during the crucial development of these systems around 1955-1960.
23  “Byggnadskongresser i Sverige, Ingenjörsbyggnadskonst i internationell debatt,” 2. 
24  Ibid. Translation by the author.
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‘practice-based’ research was carried out with professor Hjalmar Granholm 
at Chalmers Institute of Technology and professor Henrik Nylander at the 
Department of Structural Statics (Byggnadsstatik) at KTH Royal Institute 
of Technology.25 Granholm had been a consultant for several of Bröderna 
Hedlund’s constructions, including Katarinahissen. One of the company’s 
solutions also became a key product in 1961 known as the Hedlund welded 
I-beam (Hedlunds svetsade I-balk) or the HSI beam, primarily intended for 
wide-spanning roof structures. At the time, the HSI beam was the world’s 
lightest fully-welded steel beam and could be delivered in a variety of 
dimensions.26 Thus although steel building advanced on the periphery of a 
concrete-dominated construction industry, it did develop within specific 
building sectors and projects. 

A number of formal and informal efforts were made to organize the steel 
industry towards production for construction in the 1950s and ‘60s. One of 
these was a call for change. Lars Wallin, who would later play an important role 
in the SBI, references a discussion that took place towards the end of 1952 as a 
starting point for these measures.27 The discussion was between two of the most 
powerful men in the Swedish steel industry: Carl Sebardt, who was the CEO of 
Gränges at the time, and Sixten Wohlfahrt of Domnarvets järnverk in conver-
sation with Sven Dahlberg, who can be considered an entrepreneur in the build-
ing industry. Aiming to initiate a debate around building with steel, Sebardt 
and Wohlfahrt asked Sven Dahlberg to give a talk about the possibilities of a 
return of steel into the building industry for the association Järn hanteringens 
vänner (Friends of the Iron Industry), of which Sixten Wohlfahrt was head 
at the time.28 Compiling material for the talk, Dahlberg found support from 
two important figures who advocated reinforced concrete: the CBI manager and 
professor of Bridge Building at KTH, George Wästlund, and the talented rein-
forced concrete engineer Hjalmar Granholm, who later became the engineering 
consultant for the high-rise Skatteskrapan, as well as DN-skrapan.29 These actors 
all mobilized efforts to change attitudes within both the steel industry and 
building construction, demarcating a call for change. More than fifteen years 
later, Sven Dahlberg explained in an article that he and Sebardt and Wohlfahrt 

25  Calling such research practice-based is my own classification of a historical procedure using a contemporary terminology.
26  Bröderna Hedlund, HSI-balken, Maj 1966 (Strängnäs: Strängnäs tryckeri AB, 1966).
27  Interview with Lars Wallin, June 11, 2013; and interview with Lars Hamrebjörk, June 4, 2013.
28  Sven Dahlberg refers to this conversation in an article published in 1968. See Sven Dahlberg, “Stålalternativet innebär stimu-
lerande konkurrens,” Byggnadsindustrin, no. 15 (1968): 26.
29  Ibid., and Hans Berglund, ”DN:s nybyggnad i Marieberg,” Väg- och vattenbyggaren no. 8 (1963): 319-353.
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had firmly agreed that the building industry needed more than one material 
for frame constructions. Dahlberg also referred to the positive reactions to his 
speech, and in particular how one of the front figures, Göran Bjursten, CEO of 
AB Betongindustri (from the concrete industry) had responded:

It’s good that this was brought up. We will most likely see more competition 
within construction technology now. It will breathe new life into the 
world of ideas of concrete technology and ultimately benefit the concrete 
industry throughout the country.30

Following these first remarks regarding the revival of steel, Sven Dahlberg 
raised the issue in an important talk to a broader audience about six years later. 
The talk was the keynote speech at the historic trade fair Hindersmässan in 
January 1959.31 Held fourteen years after the end of the Second World War and 
the cessation of warfare production, the talk came at an appropriate time, as 
Swedish metal works had significantly expanded during the 1940s and ‘50s.32 
The lecture Dahlberg held at the trade fair was understood as a wake-up call for 
the steel industry, and it was most certainly related to a debate that established 
in articles published in Byggmästaren earlier that same year.33

Together with Arne Johnson and several others, Carl Sebardt and Sven 
Dahlberg came to play an important role in establishing the Swedish Institute 
of Steel Construction. In the years prior, Sven Dahlberg had shaped a business 
network with most of the managing directors for steel production in Dalarna 
in Sweden. During the 1930s he had been in close contact with the steel 
industry through rebuilding the roofing of the steel production plants. Most 
of these facilities were timber constructions before the Second World War 
broke out. Because of the war, steel companies were anxious to protect their 
production facilities, which were a potential target in warfare. Sven Dahlberg 
had led several of these building projects before 1939 replacing wood con-
structions with steel frame constructions together with Bröderna Hedlund.34 

30  Sven Dahlberg, “Stålalternativet innebär stimulerande konkurrens,” 26. Translation by the author. “Det var bra att detta blev 
sagt. Nu får vi ytterligare konkurrens på konstruktionssidan. Du ska se att det kommer att blåsa nytt liv i betongkonstruktionens 
idévärld till verklig fördel för betongutvecklingen i landet.” 
31  The lecture by Sven Dahlberg has been acknowledged in several publications as having launched the idea of a steel building 
institute. See Lars Wallin, “Stålbyggnadsinstitutet,” Byggnadsindustrin, no.15 (1966), 29.
32  Sven Dahlberg, “Stålalternativet innebär stimulerande konkurrens,” 26.
33  Both Arne W Finné’s article “Hus av stål i USA – och i Sverige?,” Byggmästaren, no. 3 (1959): 45-50, and Lennart Rudin’s 
commentary “Höghus av stål i Sverige?,” 51-56 of the same issue have been referenced earlier in this thesis.
34  Sven Dahlberg refers to this as follows: “Already before 1939, many of the buildings I managed were constructed with a steel 
frame. This led to a close relationship with […] Bröderna Hedlund.” See Sven Dahlberg, “Stålalternativet innebär stimulerande 
konkurrens,” 26.

T
h

e C
o

n
stru

ctio
n

 o
f C

o
n

stru
ctio

n
270

271



Dahlberg also had many years of experience, having worked for the construc-
tion company Kreuger & Toll in the United States before returning to Swe-
den and founding Svenska Industribyggen AB (SIAB) in 1944 together with 
engineer Håkan Birke.35

Where was steel?

Even if knowledge about using steel for a major structural system was 
somewhat limited in Swedish building contracting, the quality and quan-
tity of Swedish steel production had made great strides in every other area 
since the 1940s. The cultural connotations of Sweden’s postwar history are 
effectively a steel story; the major names associated with the rise of Sweden as 
a major global economic actor all ring steel: Atlas Copco, ASEA, Electrolux, 
SAAB and Volvo. In this sense, Swedish contracting’s relationship to concrete 
begins to look rather incongruous, even surprising.

This concrete mindset included and was of course enabled by a fundamental 
dependency on steel; as has been observed, steel had been essential for the 
creation of reinforced concrete, and in a period in which much of this concrete 
was made on-site, steel skills and an apparatus for accommodating the logic of 
steel in construction certainly existed. But in terms of overall systems, those 
skills and that apparatus did not concern questions of tolerance, interfacing, 
fire-protection or connection. As a construction material, steel was buried 
within reinforced concrete. Reinforcement was knitted together; interfacing, 
connection, protection, surface, tolerance, component interfacing were dealt 
with through the material characteristics of the concrete that flowed through 
and eventually around it.

In a sense, then, steel was present in construction, and it was evidently 
also very present in the construction of building components that were 
fitted into the overall structural system. Since building production steadily 
increased, peaking in the years 1965-74, the production of reinforcement steel 
increased considerably in Sweden. In 1957, 231 000 tons of reinforcement 
steel were produced in Sweden, compared to 1952, when Sweden produced 
only 100 000 tons of reinforcement steel.36 The economic conditions – namely 
the drop in the price for steel – created a condition of surplus in the vigor-
ous increase in production; so much so that Sweden began exporting rein-

35  SIAB steadily grew by acquiring other companies, and in 1972 it was one of the largest construction companies in Sweden with 
4 200 employees. See the anniversary publication SIAB Jubileum 1945-1995 (Stockholm: Siab, 1995), 21.
36  “Det Svenska Stålet”, Väg och vattenbyggaren, no. 5 (1962): 187.
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forcement steel, primarily to the neighboring Nordic countries. Additionally, 
the quality of reinforcement steel increased: in 1910, the allowable stress was 
1000 kg/cm². This increased minimally in the 1930s, but through the 1942 
norms for Ks 40 soared to 2000 kg/cm². 

One can observe then, that the state-lead funding that developed after 
the Second World War for developments in concrete also lead to developments 
in steel. Steel was a material tested in the research programs carried out by the 
CBI. A doubling of the allowable stresses had just been implemented by the 
“Ss 70 A”, which achieved the standard with a permissible stress of 4000 kg/
cm².37 While an issue of Väg och Vattenbyggaren published in 1962 described 
this and other central issues about the developments in steel as a material, one 
article also indicates how the development in steel production came about. 
Importantly, the article expresses that Ss 70 A steel was tested and developed 
by professor of Statics, Carl Forsell, at KTH Royal Institute of Technology 
at the time.38 To some extent, industry branches – central agencies, material 
fabricators, and construction companies – conducted research that concerned 
a limited research problem. However, basic research at the time was largely 
tied to the technical universities.39

System of procedural practices

Informal conversations and the lobbying for steel building continued, 
but there were also at least three formalized initiatives that established an im-
portant foundation. Firstly, in 1959, the Swedish Association of Engineering 
Industries (Sveriges Mekanförbund) formed the section Stålbyggnadsgruppen, 
or the Steel construction group, aimed at promoting development within steel 
construction. The association was a national engineering trade organization 
from 1942 until 1992, and its primary task was to coordinate standardiza-
tion work. The association’s Steel construction group gathered as many steel 
companies as possible in order to establish a forum that could act in close 
collaboration with other organizations that dealt with steel building issues. 
Other areas in which Stålbyggnadsgruppen intended to act were the pro-
motion and establishment of uniform and timely standards for calculating 

37  “Det Svenska Stålet,” 187-190.
38  Carl Forsell was one of the founders of The Swedish Concrete Association (Svenska Betongföreningen) in 1912. His knowledge 
spanned a number of areas and materials related to building statics.
39  “Det Svenska Stålet,” 187-190. It is important to note that in comparison with other countries, Swedish norms were among the 
highest; at the time, only Austria allowed for higher stresses. It is also worth noting that the standards in the United States were 
particularly restrictive.
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manufacturing and the coordination of fire protection regulations, as well as 
serving as a consultative body for standards and standardization issues. The 
group also participated in the European collaboration of the industry and 
lobbied for research and development with the steel industry.40

Secondly, the Sektionen för Väg- och Vattenbyggnad (the civil engineer-
ing department) at KTH Royal Institute of Technology submitted a request 
to Universitetskanslerämbetet – the Swedish Higher Education Authority 
– concerning the appointment of an instructor in Bridge Building for the 
academic years 1959 to 1967. At the time, Swedish steel building research did 
not produce expertise as there was no overall national coordination; this was 
a stark contrast to reinforced concrete building technology, which was well 
represented both in research and professorships at all of the technical uni-
versities. The request was never fulfilled however, and in 1965, the Swedish 
Higher Education Authority recommended a renewed request while also 
advising an upgrade of the position to a professorship in Steel Building. None 
of these initiatives led to any results; i.e. neither an instructor’s position nor a 
professorship was established during the requested years. However, the efforts 
made in 1959 most likely expedited the process for later professorships. The 
academic procedures in Sweden at the time were dependent on the fact that 
all of the technical universities and their education were centrally coordinated 
through ordinances by the state. Therefore, a request of this kind, forwarded 
by KTH, had to be sanctioned by the Swedish Higher Education Authority, 
which the parliament then approved or rejected.41

The Swedish steel producers’ association Jernkontoret also sent a letter 
to the National Board of Higher Education in April 1959 advocating the 
establishment of a special professorship. The letter emphasized that the 
previous long-term crude steel shortage and that the global situation at the 
time had radically changed, and that these changes would continue to affect 
the industry for a long time to come. One such indication was the rapid 
expansion of Swedish steel mills in recent years, which was partly a result of 
a huge government investment. Another indication of this development had 
been put forward by Sven Dahlberg, who was a board member at the bridge 

40  SBI Archive: Description and report of the Swedish Mekanförbundets operation within Stålbyggnadsgruppen, compiled by S. 
Bahrke in June 1957. 
41  SBI Archive: In a compilation of what actions the company Bröderna Hedlund performed in regards to steel building in 1966, 
the document refers to this process in which Parliament rejected the proposal for a professorship in Steel Building along with 
eleven other professorships. Bröderna Hedlund, Stålbyggnad, utveckling under 1966, 1. Memo sent to Arne Johnson, December 13, 
1966, in relation to his role in leading the investigation on steel building through IVA.
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construction departments at Chalmers and KTH at the time. Dahlberg had 
given a lecture at both institutions that was published in 1959; in the lecture, 
he argued for installing a special professorship in steel building, also explain-
ing the historical aspects, technical and economic potentials of steel build-
ing.42 There had been two professorships at KTH; one in engineering (Väg- 
och Brobyggnadslära), and another in iron construction (Järnbyggnadslära) 
from 1915 to 1923. These two professorships then merged under the name 
Bridge Building (Brobyggnad) and concerned “the doctrine of the supporting 
structures of iron, stone materials and wood”. Although three materials were 
mentioned, large scale bridge building was almost entirely a steel affair in 
Sweden until the 1960s.43

Thirdly and perhaps most notably, The Royal Swedish Academy of 
Engineering Sciences (IVA) initiated a working group headed by Arne 
Johnson in order to investigate the need for increased research within steel 
building. The group formed in 1966 within chapter III – a section in IVA – 
and included the  following members: professor Nils Ahrbom, KBS; CEO 
Sven Dahlberg, SIAB; managing director Gösta Luthman, Norrbottens 
Järnverk AB; managing director Carl Sebardt, Gränges; CEO Sture Svensson, 
Domnarvets Jernverk; and professor George Wästlund, KTH Royal Institute 
of Technology. A year later, the group proposed initiating a steel building 
institute as soon as possible in order to advance research within steel build-
ing. Two days after the Foundation for Swedish Steel Building Research was 
established in June 1967, Carl Sebardt wrote a memo, the objective of which 
was to finance an institute – the SBI. The SBI was formally established on the 
same day, but it did not begin operating until January 1968.44 In the memo, 
Sebardt named two important steps for the foundation of the institute: first, to 
perform an inventory of existing material in the steel building field; and then 
to disseminate this information while also engaging in coordination tasks.45 
There were six Swedish companies from within steel manufacturing, steel 
building, welding technology and construction behind the Swedish Institute 

42  See Sven Dahlberg, “Något om Stålkonstruktioner i höghus.” 
43  SBI Archive: Memo from George Wästlund to Sektionen för Väg- och Vattenbyggnad, January 28, 1966, 1-2. An exception to 
the dominance of steel bridge building was Skurubron, built in 1917, which used reinforced concrete even if the material properties 
were far from fully utilized or developed. The progress of material developments in concrete construction was slow in the following 
years. Ten years later, the bridge Liljeholmsbron (1928) was still far from closing in on an optimization of reinforced concrete tech-
nology. The loadbearing components were made primarily out of steel, while concrete served as filler. It was not until the 1950s that 
reinforced concrete developed as a structural material.
44  Lars Wallin, “Stålbyggnadsinstitutet,” 29.
45  SBI Archive: Letter written by Arne Johnson to Industriforskningsutredningen, Kungliga Handelsdepartementet, Stockholm, 
February 28, 1967. Arne Johnson also notes the importance of immediately contacting Jernkontoret and Mekanförbundets Stål-
byggnadsgrupp in order to connect to the already established initiatives, as well as immediately applying for state funding.
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of Steel Construction. These founding companies were: Grängesbergsbolaget 
(Gränges); Norrbottens Järnverks Aktiebolag (NJA); Bultfabrikens Aktie-
bolag (Bulten); Svenska Industribyggen Aktiebolaget (SIAB); Stora Koppar-
bergs Bergslags Aktiebolag (Bergslaget); Elektriska Svetsnings Aktiebolaget 
(ESAB).46 The board consisted of six men, each of whom represented one 
company, who immediately laid down the constitution of the steel building 
institute. The preliminary statement expressed the purpose of SBI thus:

The institute aims to work closely with universities and colleges, sector 
organizations, and other industrial and scientific institutions that 
conduct technical-scientific research and development within steel 
construction, and in conjunction with them, to contribute to the training 
and development of technicians and researchers in the areas affected by 
the activities of the Institute.47

The original donations of the founding member companies totaled 
300 000 Swedish kronor, which they signed off as an annual donation over the 
subsequent four years.48 Carl Sebardt’s memo also indicated the destination 
for this funding: namely the development of calculating the strength of steel 
building elements; investigating the structural properties of steel; fire protec-
tion; corrosion protection; welding and bolting. SBI did not intend to initiate 
research in all these areas, but rather to support and cooperate in ongoing 
research in these areas.49 Nevertheless, the memo also put forward Sweden’s 
prominent position in the creation of new high strength steels with excellent 
weldability, which was expected to constitute an excellent basis for advancing 
and implementing structural steel. The geopolitics of building with steel and 
the correlating developments within the university, as well as in industrial 
advancements made such high aims possible. [figs. 3, 4, 5]

One of the important areas for the advancement of steel building was 
the development of fire protection for steel frame construction. Generally 
speaking, by the 1950s and early 1960s fire regulations were outdated, 
disproportionately rigid and unnecessarily stringent, and this was a severe 

46  Lars Wallin, “Stålbyggnadsinstitutet,” 29.
47  SBI Archive: Translation by the author. The board consisted of Carl Sebardt, CEO Grängesbergsbolaget (Gränges); Gösta 
Luthman, managing director, Norrbottens Järnverks Aktiebolag (NJA); Helmer Nathorst, Bultfabrikens Aktiebolag (Bulten); Sven 
Dahlberg, director Svenska Industribyggen Aktiebolaget (SIAB); Birger Hessle, director, Stora Kopparbergs Bergslags Aktiebolag 
(Bergslaget); Gustav Ekberg, director, Elektriska Svetsnings Aktiebolaget (ESAB). Memo by Carl Sebardt, June 28, 1967.
48  SBI Archive: Gränges; 75 000 kr; Bergslaget 75 000 kr; NJA 75 000 kr; Bulten 25 000 kr; ESAB 25 000 kr; SIAB 25 000 kr. 
49  Lars Wallin, “Stålbyggnadsinstitutet,” 30.
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FIG 3.  Arne Johnson and Fazlur Kahn in connection with 
Stålbyggnads dagen in October 1972. Photographer unknown. 
(Swedish Institute of Steel Construction, Stockholm).
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FIG 4.  The three founders of the Swedish Institute of Steel Construction together 
with the institute’s president and director. From left to right: Lars Wallin (director); 
Arne Johnson (founder); Sven Dahlberg (founder); Carl Sebardt (founder); Orvar 
Nyquist (president) at Stålbyggnadsdagen 1984. Photographer unknown. (Swedish 
Institute of Steel Construction, Stockholm).
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FIG 5.  Lars Wallin. Photographer unknown. (Swedish Institute of Steel Construction, 
Stockholm).
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disadvantage for steel building construction. Fire regulations were one of 
many reasons why a number of tall in-situ concrete office structures were 
built during this time.50 Previously, steel beams had been cast in concrete. 
This had two disadvantages: firstly, it increased the building’s total weight 
without improving its bearing capacity, and secondly, casting the concrete 
entailed building formwork around the beams, which was time consuming 
and slowed down the whole building process. Since the construction of the 
Wenner-Gren Center, a more rational approach had been approved in which 
precast elements of Vermiculite and Perlite plaster were used to fire-proof 
steel. This was tested on several of the steel frame constructions in Stockholm. 
Important work regarding fire regulations was initiated through the SBI. Rolf 
Baehre and the civil engineer Håkan Lantz, both of whom were employed at 
Arne Johnson’s engineering firm, began an investigative process regarding 
fire protection with the goal to implement guidelines that would serve as a 
basis for fire regulations in industrial steel buildings. Continuing this devel-
opment, it was necessary to collect data and coordinate statistics for fire loads 
in various types of buildings such as housing and offices in order to establish 
general rules, guidelines, methods and tools for fire safety designs. A process 
of this kind was among the working tasks that the SBI began coordinating 
promptly after it was established, with the aim to develop simple and ap-
propriate dimensioning tools for the construction engineer. For example, fire 
protection technology of one-story steel frame industry and warehouse build-
ings was consolidated into a publication.51 Several other areas underwent the 
same process; of these, sheet metal constructions and steel construction floor-
ing interfacing with and without concrete were the SBI’s most immediate 
areas of development.52

Construction as the site for knowledge production 

The issues that SBI sought to address through the support of ongoing 
research were precisely those issues that had been crucial for the designers 
of the Wenner-Gren Center in the 1950s. Indeed, the actors engaged in the 
Wenner-Gren Center were also involved in the SBI. This is suggestive of the 

50  SBI Archive: In 1967, new and modernized fire regulations for steel buildings were released with Byggnorm 67 (Building Reg-
ulations for 1967).
51  The research was carried out by one of Arne Johnson’s co-workers (including Håkan Lantz). See Lars Wallin “Verksamhet och 
utveckling inom stålbyggnadsområdet 1968-69” in Stålbyggnadsinstitutet, Stålbyggnadsdagen 1969: husbyggnad i stål (Stockholm: 
SBI, 1970), 8.
52  See SBI, Stålbyggnadsinstitutet, (Stockholm: Wretman tryckeri AB, 1971), 5, and Lars Wallin, “Stålbyggnadsinstitutet,” 30-31.
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fact that the system of procedure developed by the SBI was distinct. Rather as 
Arne Johnson had used specific built projects to analyze theoretical parameters 
around concrete construction, the strategy developed by SBI incorporated real 
projects into its research frame. This mode of working was established already 
by the attitude to construction developed in the Wenner-Gren Center: it can 
be understood as an example of architecture where an individual building is 
used as a prototype for construction systems. The project was used to develop 
more advantageous solutions to component assembly, fire protection and floor 
slab structure than what had been standard in previous decades. In all of 
these three areas, material innovation and technical developments advanced 
the wider scope of experience as well as knowledge in Sweden at the time, as 
described in previous chapters. 

 The Wenner-Gren Center showcased technical issues in steel building 
that needed to be improved in such a way that the high-rise building can be 
identified as a prototype for SBI. While the Wenner-Gren Center was the 
first steel stack-building in Sweden following the Second World War, the fifth 
Hötorgsskrapan building was another prototype using a different construction 
method: “In our country, the modern steel building of Wenner-Gren Center 
and the fifth Hötorgsskrapan high-rise was a revival of structural steel.”53 
Following the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise, a number of office buildings 
built in Stockholm during the 1960s can be seen to continue the precedent it 
established as a practice-based laboratory for testing the potential of structur-
al steel. In fact, all of the following steel frame buildings approached the as-
semblage of the structural steel frame differently, and were thus new test sites 
for building with steel. Together, then, these projects had a cumulative effect. 

In previous chapters, I have described Folksamhuset and Skatteskrapan, 
both of which are 25- and 27-story in-situ concrete column structures with 
glass and aluminum façades. Additionally, I have briefly mentioned the 
high-rises Hötorgs skraporna, the first of which was begun in 1955 and the fifth 
and final of which was begun in 1961.54 The developments within construction 
technology in those six years were enormous; this is apparent when comparing 
the first and the last high-rises. It is also important to note that these devel-
opments were related to buildings’ height; building loads increased as the 

53  Kjell Carlsson, “Stomkonstruktioner i moderna kontorshus, Institutionen för Byggnadsteknik,” Byggmästaren, no, 5 (1965): 94. 
Translation by the author. 
54  When the project’s management began producing the construction drawings in 1953, a common understanding was that these 
early “skyscrapers” were to be built in steel. The author notes that: “This view was probably influenced by the Americans’ way of 
building skyscrapers.” See “Andra höghuset,” Väg och vattenbyggaren, no. 6 (1959): 177.
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height of office structures rose. Additionally, larger spans between structural 
columns became important in office complexes and department stores.

The first Hötorgsskrapan high-rise, which was completed in 1959, was a 
column-plate construction of reinforced concrete. The concrete columns and 
the floor plate are different, as they are related to the different facilities.55 
Below the seventeen stories of offices, the building also contains shops, storage 
facilities, and a parking garage. These floor slabs were made at 20 centimeter 
thickness and carried by the vertical columns structure through the central 
double corridor and the façade.56 Technically, the columns were produced in 
vacuum-formed concrete, which meant that the water in the construction was 
removed directly after settling the mold through a vacuuming process. In 
effect, this speeded up the production process, closing in on a mechanical, 
or at least systematized, process, as the molds were removed after only a few 
hours. Another advantage was that the same molds could be used over and 
over again. While this was effective, a slightly different construction method 
was discussed with regards to the entrance floor and the shopping area of the 
second Hötorgsskrapan high-rise.

Construction of the second Hötorgsskrapan high-rise began two years 
later, in 1957. The frame construction used had a still thinner floor plate with 
a thickness of eight centimeters on the first and second floors, resting on the 
primary and secondary steel beams. The frame construction allowed for a 
more flexible and open shopping area. However, at the time, the comparative 
cost calculations between a concrete construction and the combined steel and 
concrete construction indicated that the former would be more expensive, 
which justified reusing the same construction method for the second high-
rise.57 Cost calculations indicated that building with a steel frame would cost 
40-50 kronor more per square meter, i.e. half a million Swedish kronor more 
per high-rise. The calculations indicated that a steel construction would short-
en the building time by two months, which was deemed to be an insufficient 
time gain relative to the cost.58

It is important to note that the industrialization of the building process 
progressed parallel to this development. As we have seen, this developed 
primarily through precast concrete elements and foremost in the production 

55  Ibid. Construction of the second high-rise began in 1957 and was completed in October 1960. 
56  Kjell Carlsson, “Stomkonstruktioner i moderna kontorshus, Institutionen för Byggnadsteknik,” 94-96. The staircase (2/3) and the 
9-meter wide gable walls (1/3) support the lateral stability of the building. 
57  Ibid., 94-96.
58  “Andra höghuset,” 178.
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of apartment housing. The use of prefabricated concrete elements has been 
discussed in previous chapters in regards to knowledge and research – Arne 
Johnson’s questioning of material use in particular. However, the most 
notable builder pushing for a prefabrication building process at the time was 
Ohlsson & Skarne.59 Although there was a shift towards industrialized build-
ing methods, only 3 % of the apartments built in 1962 used prefabricated 
elements. While this is a low number, during this time Swedish building 
industry was preoccupied in housing production.60 

When construction of the fifth Hötorgsskrapan high-rise began, six years 
had passed since the first high-rise had begun construction. At the time, in 
1961, construction of the Wenner-Gren Center was well underway and the 
debate about using concrete or steel for tall buildings had in no way gone 
unnoticed by architects and building project leaders. A cost calculation that 
took construction time into account indicated that the use of a slip-form con-
crete core in combination with a steel frame construction would be the most 
favorable construction method. The construction of the street level and shop-
ping floor above, then, was similar to that of the second high-rise building; i.e. 
a nine-centimeter-thick, cast-in concrete floor on the top fledges of the pri-
mary and secondary steel beams. In the office floors above, however, a streel 
frame was used, with pre-stressed concrete elements loaded onto the lower 
fledges of the primary steel beams. This montage was concurrent with the 
steel frame assembly. A six-centimeter layer of reinforced concrete on top of 
the pre-stressed concrete elements completed the floor-plate.61 This particular 
combination of steel beams with a concrete floor plate would reach an even 
more sophisticated frame construction a few years later, and became the most 
common montage and building production procedure for decades to come.62

The third steel frame construction built in Sweden after the Wenner-Gren 

59  Ohlsson & Skarne implemented prefabricated elements as complete systems which were developed as a business strategy. 
Several other companies also marketed their own systems, such as A-betong and Skanska, as there was no commonly accepted 
measurement standard for prefabricated building at the time. Ohlsson & Skarne’s method was to produce the elements on-site by 
setting up a field factory that produced the specified concrete elements. Because the construction of housing generally took less 
time than office structures, prefabricated concrete elements evolved within apartment building. The corresponding development for 
office structures was an evolution of prefabricated concrete columns, beams and joist cassettes. The common method for producing 
a building with prefabricated elements was to build block by block to the full height in order to use the mounting crane effectively. 
This was a different procedure than buildings cast in concrete, where a stationary crane commonly served the whole building site, 
as the project was built floor by floor.
60  This period of time is known as the ‘record years,’ referring to the record number of apartment units built in Sweden 
then. See Claes Caldenby, Jöran Lindvall and Wilfred Wang, eds., Att bygga ett land: 1900-talets svenska arkitektur (Stockholm: 
Byggforsknings rådet, 1998). 
61  Kjell Carlsson, “Stomkonstruktioner i moderna kontorshus, Institutionen för Byggnadsteknik,” 112. 
62  The steel columns were delivered in six-meter lengths and spliced at every other floor about 40 cm above the finished floor. 
The steel columns have welded plates for mounting to the steel girders with friction joints. The steel columns were fire-protected 
using Vermiculite elements.
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Center and the fifth high-rise at Hötorgskraporna was another office building 
for IBM. This 40 000 cubic meter-structure was located near the Wenner-Gren 
Center close to Sveavägen and designed and built by SIAB in 1962-63.63 This 
eight-story building “proved” that steel could compete with concrete even 
in moderately tall buildings: “Even if a great height is favorable for steel, I 
think that the most essential thing is to have a sufficient volume which is 
planned efficiently,” said Arne Johnson in a summary of the building process 
for which he had been the structural engineer.64 Arguing for the advantag-
es of building with steel, Johnson emphasized that the building’s frame was 
“simply and clearly designed”; as an outcome, the steel frame accounted for 
only 4.6 % of the total building cost and an erection time of 0.15 hours per cu-
bic meter, which according to Johnson was “exceptionally short”.65 According 
to Johnson’s calculations, compared to other steel buildings, the time saved 
compared to concrete was comparable to that of the fifth Hötorgs skrapan. 
Another crucial argument was made in favor of steel building that did not 
concern saving time and money: it afforded the possibility to conduct large-
scale construction despite the weather conditions.

While the IBM office building was being constructed, SIAB was also the 
general contractor for design and construction of a 247 000 cubic meter office- 
and storage building for Svenska AB Philips northeast of Stockholm. The office 
complex was a 15-story building designed as two parallel offset volumes with a 
common core. It made use of a similar construction method as the fifth high-rise 
in the city centre by using a concrete core and stabilizing gable walls in concrete in 
combination with a steel frame construction between.66 The construction frame, a 
so-called ‘montage’ of steel elements, consisted of factory welded steel beams and 
columns, delivered in three- to four-story segments and joined using friction bolts. 
Between these three transverse walls and a longitudinal elevator wall were cast as 
in-situ concrete constructions, and the floor slabs were formed of slack pre-cast 
concrete cassettes supported by the beams; these together stabilize the building.67 
The steel segments were installed using a Lindén crane, the same technology as 
was used for the Wenner-Gren Center. However, since this construction was a 

63  Arne Johnson, “Office Building for SIAB,” Tekniska meddelanden/Tekn. dr Arne Johnson ingenjörsbyrå AB, Stockholm, 1962 
(Extract from Byggnadsindustrin no. 12, 1962), 1, and Kjell Carlsson, “Stomkonstruktioner i moderna kontorshus, Institutionen för 
Byggnadsteknik,” 118.
64  Ibid, 2. Translation by the author.
65  Ibid.
66  Kjell Carlsson, “Stomkonstruktioner i moderna kontorshus, Institutionen för Byggnadsteknik,” 114. The area of the office build-
ing was approximately 68 400 m³. 
67  Ola Zachrisson, “Kontorshus för Svenska AB Philips,” Väg- och vattenbyggaren, no.1 (1963): 27.
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“perfect” repetition of two fifteen-story stack building volumes, it allowed for 
a higher degree of tolerance in order to secure the financial expenditures.68 In 
other words, as a result of the extensive experience and knowledge acquired about 
building with steel over a few years, various conclusions could be drawn and 
implemented with regard to building the Svenska AB Philips office structure. 

The first of these conclusions concerned the time spent planning for 
construction: in this case, planning commenced ten months before the 
groundbreaking. Secondly, the close collaboration with the steel fabricator 
at an early stage led to the use of precisely the same construction method 
that was used for the Wenner-Gren Center; namely, segments were weld-
ed together at the steel fabricator’s workshop, and friction bolts were used 
to mount the segments together on-site. A third conclusion concerned the 
crucial aspect of calculating and indicating tolerance on the construction 
drawings, as well as determining and planning for detailed schedules in-
cluding the production of construction drawings, purchase of materials, 
and construction time. It was argued that the six months designated for 
the montage would decrease the construction time by around three and a 
half months compared to concrete.69 Calculations and plans for construc-
tion never indicated any cost reductions of using a steel frame however; the 
time-saving aspect governed the material choice.70 [fig. 6]

In order for this to happen, the construction system for these projects 
had to be self-reflective. The overall economy that created a space for steel 
construction relied on two principles that were established, very clearly, in 
the research-based project to construct a research-based institution that was 
the Wenner-Gren Center. The building process had to include the design 
of a system of monitoring its own activities. The data this produced had to 
be analyzed by the actors in the local case, and theses derived from this 
analysis. And it had to be made freely available to people outside the local 
case: to competitors.

In 1968 the journal Byggnadsindustrin published a table compiled by SBI’s 
director Lars Wallin that advocated for steel and cited its various advantages.71 
The structures named in the table were the Wenner-Gren Center, the fifth 
Hötorgshuset high-rise, the IBM office building, the Philips office building 

68  Ibid., 31, and concluding reasoning in Arne Johnson, “Office Building for SIAB.”
69  Kjell Carlsson, “Stomkonstruktioner i moderna kontorshus, Institutionen för Byggnadsteknik,” 114.
70  Ola Zachrisson, “Kontorshus för Svenska AB Philips,” 30.
71  Lars Wallin, “Stålbyggnadsinstitutet; presentation, uppgifter, målsättningar, förutsättningar,” 32.
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FIG 6. Philipshuset, Tegeluddsvägen. Undated slide from the 
KTH Architecture School’s Forgotten Slide Archive.
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and Åhléns City department store. Each of these building projects contribut-
ed to the knowledge and advancement of material. These test sites, rehearsed 
the understanding of construction as the site for knowledge production. The 
table focused on the construction time saved by choosing steel rather than 
concrete, as well as the amount of financial savings, which takes into account 
management and interest costs together with annual lease payments. The ta-
ble shows that using structural steel reduced the building times by five to 
eight months. The financial savings increased and were relational to the total 
amount of the building costs. Interestingly, the table did not indicate any total 
cost for the Wenner-Gren Center; this might be related to the sensitivity of 
these facts with regards to state expenditure. 

Although the table indicated steel frames as possessing advantages, in 
the accompanying text Wallin also pointed out that the frame construction 
commonly only made up fifteen percent of the total building cost. In addition, 
the building method, use of materials, and the combinations of materials 
used comprised an overall economic and technical optimization problem that 
generated the outcome.72 This perspective indicates that the technology of the 
parts that were used for building construction was central and understood as 
the way to enhance building production in Sweden at the time. Lars Wallin’s 
argument supports the speculative conclusions drawn by Elias Cornell: “Maybe 
manufacturing technology has played a greater role than the actual construc-
tion technology,” Cornell observed, indicating that even though method – i.e. 
speed – in construction is relevant, the actual financial savings were to be 
considered with regard to technical advancements of each individual compo-
nent, which in turn affected the construction method.73 Wallin illustrates the 
article with a comparison between Swedish and American steel construction; 
to fully understand this, it is useful to understand how certain steel frame 
constructions are actually built. In his article in Byggmästaren, Wallin argued 
that technically speaking, Sweden was as advanced as the USA and the rest of 
Europe in the realm of steel building. He maintained for example that Sweden 
had a highly developed workshop industry, as well as highly advanced welding 
technologies. This, in combination with constructing sleeker and lighter steel 
designs than the USA, spoke for the comparable advancement in steel build-
ing. Little research in building with steel had been conducted before the SBI 

72  Ibid.
73  Elias Cornell, Byggnadstekniken: metoder och idéer genom tiderna (Stockholm: Byggförl., 1970), 278. Translation by the author.
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had been established to act as a framework for development. Thus, Wallin also 
emphasized that the use of material in steel-frame buildings in Sweden and 
the rest of Europe was more efficient than in the USA.74 

For an office structure in Europe, about 10-25 kg steel were used per 
cubic meter. In the USA, a structure of the same volume would have used 
20-50 kg steel per cubic meter. While this discrepancy also related to how 
many of the building parts were made of steel, it also indicated that less mate-
rial was wasted in Sweden. This seemed to confirm that it was possible to pick 
up and advance steel building in a relatively short time in Sweden because of 
the technical development of parts that had progressed within the workshop 
industry. The development of technology of parts had progressed primarily 
in big companies such as Volvo (automobiles) and SAAB (aircraft), etc. For 
example, the strongest advancements in the development of light metals took 
place through the aircraft technology, where SAAB was a leading manufac-
turer of military airplanes.75

 [fig. 7]

Attitudes towards steel

As we saw in previous chapters and in the table described above, economic 
arguments underpinned the choice to build with steel. While considering 
steel for the Wenner-Gren Center, this was the primary argument both in 
respect to time and revenues as well as financial cutbacks. Interestingly then, a 
contemporary diploma project by two students in Steel and Wood Construc-
tion at Chalmers University reveals interesting findings on attitudes towards 
steel building at the time. Published in 1969 as “Stålbyggnad i Sverige – en 
spegling av byggnadsbranschens inställning till att bygga med stål” (Steel 
Building in Sweden – a Reflection on the Construction Industry’s Approach 
to Building with Steel), the report acknowledges some interesting details 
about the attitudes towards building with steel. This also provides a different 
perspective regarding some of the main arguments that were continually put 
forth around the building process of the Wenner-Gren Center. Furthermore, 
the report is a critical reflection on the status of steel buildings at the time, and 
promoting steel for the construction industry was not part of its agenda. On 

74  Lars Wallin, “Stålbyggnadsinstitutet; presentation, uppgifter, målsättningar, förutsättningar,” 32.
75  The Viggen aircraft showcased in the Swedish pavilion in 1964 at the New York World’s Fair demonstrated how Sweden, with 
its special relationship between the industry and politics, presided over the strongest military arsenal in Europe in 1945, and had 
built the fourth strongest air force in the world by 1960. While the aircraft was designed and manufactured by SAAB, a number of 
other Swedish companies were also involved in the development: LM Ericsson made radar equipment, Volvo designed the aircraft 
engine, and Bofors delivered the plane’s armament. See Per Lundin, Niklas Stenlås and Johan Gribbe, eds., Science for Welfare 
and Warfare, Technology and State Initiative in Cold War Sweden (Sagamore Beach, MA: Science History Publications/USA, 2010).
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FIG 7.  Table showing reduced building costs and savings in 
interest rates through the comparison of several structural steel 
buildings. Reprint from Lars Wallin, “Stålbyggnadsinstitutet,” 
Byggnadsindustrin, no. 15, 1966.
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the contrary, despite its moderate and arguably unprofessional status, its main 
goal was to determine the factors that played a role in the choice of building 
material for the frame construction, and how these choices changed as people 
became more informed about issues of technical knowledge and cost.76 

The diploma project gathered information that was primarily based 
on interviews of thirty-five people, who were divided into seven categories: 
engineers, architects, entrepreneurs, builders, authorities, insurance companies, 
and researchers. While the authors could not distinguish any patterns for 
consistently divergent opinions related to the different professions, they 
discovered that the choice of material was governed by factors such as the steel 
price at the time; time gain; interest rates; insurance costs; the cost of labor; 
and competition. But significant differentiations in steel or concrete use could 
not be attributed to any of these factors. Rather, the only conclusion that could 
be drawn was that the general attitude favored concrete. Each distinguishable 
factor – such as cost or time – only acted as a tipping point where none of these 
were proven facts, but qualified guesses based on prospects.77 As we have seen 
in previous chapters, the mathematical tables and the arguments put forth 
were primarily based on an attempt to change attitudes towards steel.

Importantly, the two students concluded by stating that, in an economical 
comparison, the steel alternative was never cheaper.78 This is remarkable, 
since every cost calculation table that had been published by individuals in 
the steel industry, engineers or others in the building industry until that time 
had emphasized cost as one of the strongest advantages. As I have argued in 
previous chapters, tables, economic arguments, time, revenues, are relevant 
facts, but they can be purposefully tweaked or strategically presented to serve 
a particular agenda. At that time, the price of steel had been quite stable for a 
decade, per non fire-protected steel frame construction in office structures. It 
was not until 1969 that the steel price began to rise.

Another strong and recurrent argument by advocates of steel was that 
it saved time, as the montage of steel constructions required less time than 
the building of a concrete construction. Instead, the Chalmers thesis’ authors 
assert that the cheapest construction method in general was in-situ cast 
concrete. The amount of time by which construction time could effectively be 

76  Torbjörn Svensson and Anders Stoltz, Stålbyggnad i Sverige – En spegling av byggbranschens inställning till att bygga med 
stål, Chalmers Tekniska Högskola, Institutionen för konstruktionsteknik Stål och träbyggnad, Göteborg 1969. 
77  Ibid.
78  Ibid.
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reduced depended on the delivery times from the steel fabricator, and these 
were subject to great variations. According to the authors, delivery times 
were in fact rather lengthy.79 In their cost calculations, state authorities and 
some industries did not take into account interest on invested capital, which 
affected the result of economical calculations on material investments, as well 
as building time. In addition, the authors point out secondary issues such as 
flexibility in plan, and that residual value was most often not taken into con-
sideration in the calculation of material costs. 

The cost of labor for both steel and concrete constructions was about the 
same at the time – about 50 % of the building’s total cost. In general, a steel 
worker’s salary was just slightly lower, as the workers were not covered by 
the construction worker’s contract. With regards to the role of a competitive 
market, concrete construction certainly benefitted from being a more 
established field. Additionally, Sweden had developed a variety of systems 
within concrete construction – using for example reinforced and pre-stressed 
concrete – that made it possible to use concrete for all kinds of construc-
tions. With regards to technical-economic issues; fire protection of a steel 
construction was a considerable burden for steel constructions at the time. 
The authorities responsible for regulating the fire protection code also played a 
crucial role in the final cost of steel frame constructions; fire protection could 
comprise 15-30 % of the cost of the steel frame. It thus seems logical that one 
of SBI’s first areas of research and development was fire protection, aiming to 
promote new regulations.

With regards to steel, the authors concluded for example that indus-
trial buildings requiring large, open spans were an area in which steel was 
the most competitive material.80 They acknowledged that a number of office 
structures and department stores had made use of steel constructions rather 
than concrete constructions in recent years, and that hospital buildings in 
general seemed to be a large potential market for steel. For example, the hos-
pital in Huddinge, as well as another hospital in Varberg were indicators of 
that trend. Regarding the use of steel in housing, the interviewees’ opinions 
differed greatly. The Swedish market might have been an uncertain one, but 
the American market for steel in housing was much larger.81

79  As examples of this they cite Sheraton Hotel (7 months) and Huddinge Hospital (6 months), asserting that building with con-
crete would have required a considerable shorter amount of time.
80  According to their research, about 40 % of single-level industrial halls used steel at the time.
81  Torbjörn Svensson and Anders Stoltz, Stålbyggnad i Sverige – En spegling av byggbranschens inställning till att bygga med stål.
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To reiterate, the two students concluded that the lack of education and 
knowledge in steel building was a considerable disadvantage to the use of 
steel in building construction. Several interviewees also asserted that the steel 
building norms were wrong from a functional as well as from a psychological 
point of view. While the functional aspect might be understood as related to 
inexperience, the psychological effect was ascribed to the fact that the National 
Board of Housing, Building and Planning (Statens Planverk) did not allow for 
the use of the plasticity theory.82 Likewise, the general understanding among 
the interviewees was that welding standards were excessive, far surpassing 
what was necessary. Optional methods such as the use of friction bolts for as-
sembling members of a steel construction required rigorous monitoring, which 
in return made it difficult for this method to be competitive. Underlying all of 
the above disadvantages for the use of steel versus concrete was a lack of orga-
nized research, knowledge and education in the field of steel building.

Institutionalization and professionalization – SBI 1968-72

In 1968 the SBI moved into a location on KTH Campus at Drottning 
Kristinas väg 48, which included an office space of 125 square meters in the 
same building as the Institute for Metals Research (Institutet för metallforsk-
ning).83 These premises were dedicated solely to administration and office work; 
the acquisition of laboratory space was not considered for the first five years. 
Instead, the aim was to use existing laboratory facilities and test equipment at 
KTH, at the National Testing Institute (Statens Provningsanstalt), and at the 
Aeronautical Research Institute (Flygtekniska Försöksanstalten).84 Initially, the 
SBI staff hired a director, two doctoral students and two engineers. Towards 
the end of 1971, the personnel had increased to two clerks, two people work-
ing on informational activities, and five researchers. 

As the institute developed, its most important ambitions included 
contributions to standards and regulations; this included continuously com-
piling proposals for the necessary research funding. Application for research 
grants were primarily submitted to the Building Research Council (Bygg-
forskningsrådet, BFR) and the Board for Technical Development (Styrelsen 

82  Ibid., 18-19. American norms were used. Statens Planverk was a national agency established in 1967 and dissolved in 1988 
when it merged with the Housing Board and formed the new authority the National Board of Housing, Building and Planning. 
83  SBI Archive: Board meeting minutes from October 24, 1969; and Lars Wallin, “Stålbyggnadsinstitutet,” 30.
84  Ibid.
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för Teknisk Utveckling, STU).85 With research as its foundational function, 
the SBI’s ambition was to become a semi-public research institute resembling 
other, similar foundations in materials research with the same support from 
the state and the industry. From 1968 to 1971, the institute’s financial resources 
quadrupled. As more resources became available, knowledge of steel building 
methods and opportunities was disseminated; this also contributed to the 
training and development of engineers and researchers in the area. Specific 
parallel efforts aimed at architects were coordinated, informing the profession 
about building and managing projects using steel.86

 [fig. 8]

One of the important research areas was steel flooring. At the time, the 
only buildings in Sweden that had been constructed with a steel flooring – the 
Q-floor – were the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise in 1961 and the Åhléns 
City department store in 1964, designed by Sven Backström and Leif Reinius. 
Important to note is that both of these buildings used sheet metal, which SBI 
had identified as a potential area for great advancements and export prospects 
for Sweden. At the time of construction, there were no Swedish norms in 
place for sheet metal used as the fundamental bearing material in floor plates. 
Instead, engineers used American norms for sheet metal construction, which 
were then approved by the National Board of Housing, Building and Plan-
ning (Statens Planverk). Several years later, in 1975, Rolf Baehre brought the 
then-newly published sheet metal handbook to a conference in the USA on 
the same topic.87 Baehre also reported that Americans were more focused on 
strength property issues; in contrast, the focus within Swedish research had 
been on building, i.e. technical issues. He also reported that the sheet metal 
handbook had “garnered considerable appreciation”, and that SBI in general 
enjoyed a good reputation in the United States.”88

In 1968, the SBI introduced Stålbyggnadsdagen – ‘steel-building day’ 
which would become an annual event. On the first occasion, the conference 
gathered 280 visitors, which was a noteworthy number with regards to the 
preparation time of ten months.89 The event received excellent reviews in the 

85  The Board for Technical Development (STU) was a central Swedish government agency that coordinated matters concerning 
state support for technical and industrial research and development. In 1991 the agency merged with the National Industrial 
Works (SIND) and the National Utility (STEV) and became NUTEK, which later split into four authorities: the Energy Agency; the 
Swedish Agency for Innovation Systems (Vinnova); the Swedish Institute for Growth Policy Studies (ITPS); and Swedish Business 
Development (Verket för näringslivsutveckling).
86  SBI Archive: An example of this time of informative activities was to arrange seminars for architects. SBI coordinated a seminar 
“Att projektera i stål – mål och metod” (How to design and build using steel). SBI Board meeting minutes, October 24, 1969.
87  Kurt Lundin, Tunnplåtskonstruktioner: beräkning, utformning, utförande (Stockholm: SBI, 1975).
88  SBI Archive: Meeting minutes from the SBI Board with the technical council, January 14, 1975.
89  The largest number of visitors to Stålbyggnadsdagen was in 1980 when 503 people participated in Folkets Hus in Stockholm. 
Interview with Kurt Lundin, March 13, 2017
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FIG 8. Graph indicating the available funds and 
expenditures of SBI over the four first years; from 
the SBI Internal Business Report 1971. (Swedish 
Institute of Steel Construction, Stockholm).
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trade journal Byggnadsindustrin. In 1971, SBI asserted that as an institution, 
it had contributed to the increased knowledge in steel building, which in 
turn had contributed towards the 14 % increase in steel building construction 
nationally. In parallel to providing research towards establishing steel building 
norms, SBI published manuals, each treating its own topic fire protection, sheet 
metals, and plastic design method (gränslast).90 While the first steel building 
norms: Stålbyggnadsnorm 70 (StBK-N1) was scheduled for print in January of 
1971, the new norms for steel building were compiled over several years.91 It is 
important to point out that SBI did not establish these steel building norms; 
they were established and published by the State Steel Building Committee.92 
This committee was in the process of establishing a permanent organization 
at the same time as SBI in 1967.93 Nevertheless, SBI continuously monitored 
standard issues and contributed in various ways towards the development of 
newer and more modernized standards related to technical development.94

The early 1970s were the formative years of SBI, and Stålbyggnads dagen 
became an important annual event. Among those invited to Stålbyggnads-
dagen in 1972 were the architectural historian Elias Cornell and the renowned 
Bangladeshi-American construction engineer Fazlur Kahn. As an important 
engineer at Skidmore Owings and Merrill, Kahn was credited with inventing 
the tubular steel structure system using the exterior wall. Famous examples of 
this visible and unique system design were the John Hancock Center (1970) and 
the Sears Tower (1974) in Chicago. Kahn’s visit to Sweden at this point in time 
speaks both of how SBI viewed itself as well as for SBI’s interest in the most 
important steel building engineering at the time.95 At the same time as the 
conference was being held, an exhibition launched Swedish advancements in 
steel building. The exhibition “Building with Steel” (Att bygga i stål) opened at 
Teknorama. The exhibition was curated by Torsten Ahltin, the former director 
of the Museum of Science and Technology (Tekniska museet), who received an 
honorary doctorate at KTH, where he lectured on the history of technology. 
The exhibition received positive reviews in the trade press and attracted a total 

90  SBI Archive: PM regarding measures to strengthen the SBI economy, April 14, 1973. The manuals were published in 
the following order: Brandhandboken, SBI, 1974; Tunnplåtshandboken, SBI 1975; Gränslasthandbok: dimensionering av 
stålbyggnadskonstruktioner med gränslastmetod, SBI, Fortifikationsförvaltningen, Befästningsavdelningen, Konstruktionsbyrån, 
1973; Detaljhandboken, 1971-1974; Detaljhandboken  2, 1987-1988.
91  SBI Archive: SBI Board meeting, April 21, 1971. These steel building norms were published in the following order: Byggsvetsnorm 
(StBK-N2) in 1974; Skruvförbandsnorm (StBK-N3) in 1976; Rostskyddsnorm (StBk-N4) in 1974; Tunnplåtsnorm (StBK-N5) in 1979 
(published in 1981).
92  The State Steel Building Committee (Statens Stålbyggnadskommitté). 
93  SBI Archive: Interim board meeting minutes, November 22, 1967.
94  Lars Wallin, “Stålbyggnadsinstitutet,” 29.
95  See David P. Billington, The Tower and the Bridge, The New Art of Structural Engineering (New York: Basic Books, 1983), 234-243.
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of 4 500 visitors. These were predominantly construction professionals and stu-
dents from the technical universities with an interest in the area.96 

In more than one way, the exhibition and the invitation of an international 
engineering star to the conference signified the strengthening of steel also 
in the Swedish architectural context, presenting steel according to two 
tropes architects really understood: that of the star designer and that of the 
exhibition. These events, then welded together members of the steel building 
industry, architects, engineers and builders. More importantly, Kahn’s pres-
ence was a validation of SBI’s existence, confirming its success as a lobby 
organization for steel building in Sweden. The size of the exhibition and the 
audience is relevant in the context of Swedish construction. SBI’s main goal 
as an institution to further develop and disseminate steel building technology 
through technical research and development, as well to spread of information, 
had successfully been implemented not only through research, publications, 
and reports within the institution, but also by covering the development in 
Sweden and abroad. Nevertheless, in its 1976-78 Program of Activities, the 
board still stated the ambition to design more economical steel constructions 
along with developing steel building technology in order to provide a compet-
itive alternative to reinforced concrete constructions.97 [figs. 9, 10, 11]

Continued construction and knowledge production

In 1966, professor of Bridge Building George Wästlund from KTH sent 
a report to professor Arne Johnson, who was leading the IVA investigation at 
the time. In it, Wästlund summarized the development of the preceding years, 
concluding that as a construction material, steel had become of a higher grade 
with the knowledge and ability of the material composition.98 Higher permis-
sible tension allowances had made slender structures possible, and these in turn 
required more sophisticated calculation methods. Wästlund referred to sever-
al recent doctoral studies and general research on the topic, which he consid-
ered indicative of the need for precise and more advanced calculation methods. 
Before 1957, the Department of Bridge Construction did not have its own lab-
oratory, nor did it have any equipment for performing static or dynamic tests 
on structural elements. Despite these constraints, the department had a lively 
research community that touched upon a broad range of research areas, such as 

96  SBI Archive: Meeting Minutes from the Board Meeting, November 17, 1972. SBI Binder Meeting Minutes 1968-1975.
97  SBI Archive: Program of activities for SBI 1976-1978, Appendix to the SBI Board meeting March 19, 1975. 
98  SBI Archive: Memo from George Wästlund to Sektionen för Väg- och Vattenbyggnad, January 28, 1966.
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FIG 9. Dr. Fazlur Kahn, structural engineer and partner at Skidmore, Owings and Merrill, 
speaking at Stålbyggnadsdagen on October 28, 1972. Photographer unknown. (Swedish 
Institute of Steel Construction, Stockholm).
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FIG 10. Carl Sebardt and Fazlur Kahn at the exhibition Att Bygga i Stål (Building in Steel), 
Tekniska Museet, 1972. Photographer unknown. (Swedish Institute of Steel Construction, 
Stockholm).
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FIG 11. Dr. Fazlur Kahn with Ernst Keroor, Lars Wallin (left), 
and Carl Sebardt (right) in front of the exhibition Att Bygga 
i Stål in October 1972. Photographer unknown. (Swedish 
Institute of Steel Construction, Stockholm).
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material research concerning wood, light metals, steel, reinforced concrete and 
pre-stressed concrete, as well as issues relating to elasticity, plasticity, static and 
dynamic problems. 

All in all, professor Wästlund maintained that it had been a challenge 
to engage in such wide research areas and that it was certainly time for a 
change.  Nevertheless, research continued to progress, and this can large-
ly be attributed to the extensive possibilities for cooperation with the Ce-
ment and Concrete Research Institute, CBI. The facilities available there, he 
argued, namely the laboratory and the mechanical and carpentry workshops, 
had been essential. Additionally, there was intimate collaboration between 
researchers from both institutions. However, the advantages that the field of 
concrete and material research supported by the CBI enjoyed could not be 
compared to the conditions with which the field of material research in steel 
had to struggle. Against this background, the field of concrete had developed 
accordingly while the field of steel had experienced a setback.99

Beyond the central point of this chapter – i.e. explaining the formation 
of SBI – I have also reviewed a number of office buildings built in Stockholm 
during the 1960s that can be seen as a practice-based testing ground 
for structural steel. Each of these building projects contributed to the 
knowledge and advancement of structural steel. While some of these preced-
ed the Wenner-Gren Center, the account of them became pivotal after the 
completion of the Wenner-Gren Center. An open question is how to define 
the practices that lead to these and other advancements in steel based con-
struction in Sweden. In one way, they reached far beyond formulation of the 
SBI. They included informal social structures, institutional structures, techni-
cal developments, and the cultural experience of building methodologies used 
in the city of Stockholm, and the developments that occurred might be seen 
as a kind of evolution that would have happened anyway. Alternatively, one 
can see the SBI as an essential and required feature of a kind that was needed 
such that individual advancements could coalesce. Undoubtedly the initiative 
to establish the institute was derived from the same mindset that characterized 
the way in which these buildings were mediated: the understanding that each 
one formed a case, within some kind of larger project of enquiry, as well as 
offering to a solution to an individual set of problems, limited to one site and 
one client. 

99  Ibid.
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It is important to note how much research was dedicated to the 
Wenner-Gren Center. The Wenner-Gren Center high-rise was the test site for 
at least three material technologies: the friction bolt, the Vermiculite fire pro-
tection, and the Q-floor cassette, not to mention the steel frame construction. 
This indicates that the production of science took place on the site, which as I 
have described comprised many sites of construction. In fact, the construction 
of the Wenner-Gren Center can be identified as a site of knowledge produc-
tion; that is to say that this building was positioned as an object from which to 
learn. In this regard, the analytical, forward-thinking and business-minded 
Arne Johnson understood that Sweden, a steel-producing nation, really had 
gained the capacity to develop and organize the field of steel building. Arne 
Johnson emerges as an important link from the Wenner-Gren Center to the 
formulation of the SBI. In many respects, he harbored an understanding of 
the high-rise as a salient feature that could be used as a test site to advance 
steel building. [figs. 12, 13]
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FIG 12. Wenner-Gren Center. Undated slide from the 
KTH Architecture School’s Forgotten Slide Archive.
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FIG 13. The Royal Swedish Academy of Engineering Sciences, IVA, had appointed a working 
group whose main task was to prepare an action plan for the promotion of steel use in 
the construction industry. The group suggested a committee headed by Arne Johnson to 
investigate the conditions and forms, and the financing of a steel building institute. The 
organization of the new institute was rather complex, since the initiative involved the steel 
industry, the building industry, the academy, and the state. Photo of Wenner-Gren Center 
along Sveavägen. (Stockholm City Museum).
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The image is never a simple reality. Cinematic images 
are primarily operations, relations between the sayable 
and the visible, ways of playing with the before and 
after, cause and effect.

     Jacques Rancière, 
 The Future of the Image, 2007 1

The Skyscraper is the object of much controversy in 
Europe. Owing to its dimensions, a skyscraper ‘must’ 
be a monument, the expression of an author. Such is 
the opinion of Sune Lindström, author of the 
Wenner-Gren skyscraper in Stockholm.

Gio Ponti, “Architettura forma ed espressione 
di cività: il ‘Pylonen’ grattacielo a Stoccolma,” 1964 2

T
h

e C
o

n
stru

ctio
n

 o
f C

o
n

stru
ctio

n
306

307



The manner in which the Wenner-Gren Center was constructed relates to the 
contextual conditions of its time. In previous chapters, I have emphasized a 
number of conditional issues; first, I highlighted the network of people that 
emerged as individuals, but also their roles as leaders of industries, universities, 
associations or foundations. In these circumstances, the boundaries became 
blurred between the individuals and the organizations they represented. I 
argue that this network of people and organizations was crucial for the way in 
which Swedish society adopted material practices at this time. I have also dis-
cussed the development and consequences of technological advances in bridge 
building, steel assembly technologies and joint construction, noting how these 
circumstances relate to the emergence of steel building in postwar Sweden. 
Lastly, I highlight the historical context of industrial research for the building 
industry, focusing particularly on the development of the Swedish Institute of 
Steel Construction, which coincided with the forming of the Wenner-Gren 
Center. In summary: the previous chapters consider the architectural history 
of the Wenner-Gren Center with the perspective that the outcome of the 
high-rise building as a steel structure was a social construction, the technol-
ogy of which was dependent on a network of individuals. These individuals 
and their use of protocols – drawings, organizational structures, investiga-
tions, economic calculations, and informal agreements – were the drivers of 
the architecture of the high-rise. Writing the previous chapters has required 
an extensive review of the empirical material available in order to create and 
refine a picture of the processes that surrounded both the establishment of steel 
as a system building material in Sweden during the 1960s and the particular 
history of the Wenner-Gren Center. I maintain that one valuable aspect of 
this thesis is that it assembles an archive of material that allows a reassess-
ment of a particular and important set of developments. In this conclusion, I 
will explore, somewhat more speculatively, the implications of one issue that 
became increasingly evident as the archive was being assembled: the ques-
tion of the extent to which media – mass printed newspapers, trade literature, 

1  Jacques Rancière, The Future of the Image (London; New York: Verso, 2007), 6.
2  Gio Ponti, “Architettura forma ed espressione di cività: il ‘Pylonen’ grattacielo a Stoccolma,” Domus, no. 414 (May 1964): n/p.
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The Construction of the Wenner-Gren Center in Other Places
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documentary films and, possibly, exhibitions – can be considered a further 
construction site for architecture in general and the Wenner-Gren Center spe-
cifically. Newspaper articles, journal articles and visual material have been 
presented throughout the thesis. As archival material, these sources have 
been fundamental in my approach to understanding of construction of the 
Wenner-Gren Center high-rise. The media, in the form of advertisements, 
news articles in the daily press, and technical descriptions of the building 
process in trade magazines, were all aspects of situating the Wenner-Gren 
Center and communicating it to specific and general audiences.

Since the 1990s, architecture theory has enriched architecture from 
specific perspectives, bringing about a shift in emphasis from the object to 
subject.3 With this emphasis, architecture has grown to include far more 
than the architectural object; i.e. the building – for example power relations, 
modes of representation, and politics. In addition, intentional and uninten-
tional motivators forming the subject must also be considered. In this thesis, I 
consider how the Wenner-Gren Center was mediated against the background 
of such discussions. The extent to which media can be considered a site for 
architecture is a genuine problem for architecture history of a recent past, as 
one of the primary portals for gathering empirical data about its object of 
study is the media itself. In terms of architecture history, the data on which 
an argument can be based is produced from material that is mediated in one 
way or another, how can that history investigate the extent to which media is 
an integral part of its subject?

In Chapter 4 of this thesis, I conceptualized the phenomenon of 
construction sites; i.e. sites where the building was constructed. Essential-
ly, the Wenner-Gren Center cannot be understood as architecture without 
acceptance that contexts beyond the physical location of the building site 
were ever-present and played a specific role in defining the coming-into-being 
of the steel frame construction. In revealing these contextual details of this 
building project, there is also an argument about redefining the understanding 
of the architectural project in general in terms of a number of construction 
sites. The mediation of the Wenner-Gren Center plays a significant role with 
regards to this argument: not only in understanding how a single building 

3  See for example; Mark Wigley, White Walls, Designer Dresses: The Fashioning of Modern Architecture (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 1995); Beatrice Colomina, Privacy and Publicity: Modern Architecture as Mass Media (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1994); 
Beatrice Colomina, ed., Sexuality and Space (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Architectural Press, 1992); Doreen Massey, Space, Place and 
Gender (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994).
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was constructed beyond its physical location, but also in understanding how 
the visual material that preceded the building project and which sustained the 
Wenner-Gren Center’s role after its completion “made” the building. Made, 
not in the sense of making the Wenner-Gren Center available for historical 
study (providing a window on its construction, via empirical material, for his-
torians at another time), but made in the sense that the media – e.g. images, 
texts, moving pictures, advertisements – formed some of the materials of that 
construction itself at the time of its construction. The following will support 
this conclusion through a mapping of the variety of documentation material 
that produced the Wenner-Gren Center. I will discuss different venues of 
mediation in order to propose an understanding of how the media participated 
in the construction of the high-rise building at the Wenner-Gren Center. 

First, I demonstrate that the construction of the Wenner-Gren Center 
was understood as an extraordinary building project by reviewing some of 
the publication material that was produced in conjunction with the high-
rise’s construction. This includes advertisements for some of the compa-
nies involved in the building project, but, more interestingly, a sequence of 
fly-over photographs of the project under construction that were commis-
sioned from the well-known aerial photographer Oscar Bladh, as well as a 
13-minute documentary recording of the inception and construction process. 
The documentary identifies Wenner-Gren Center as a very special project – 
spectacular both in terms of its construction as well as its format as a center 
for interdisciplinary research. 

Second, I consider how the knowledge acquired through construction of 
the Wenner-Gren Center was disseminated – a process that must be seen as 
integral to the construction process itself, both with regard to the mediation 
of the project in specialist literature and in terms of teaching technology to 
engineers and architects in Sweden. The project’s assembly process and the 
material and procedures involved were particularly significant in e.g. Teknisk 
Tidskrift, Väg- och Vattenbyggaren, and Byggmästaren. The pedagogic nature 
of the Wenner-Gren Center as a demonstrator project broadened the project’s 
boundaries, not only because it served as a verified precedent that showed the 
validity of a proposed course of action in a particular case, but more gener-
ally as it became part of the knowledge in academic disciplines related to the 
built environment. By the late 1960s, the Wenner-Gren Center was inte-
gral to lesson plans for teaching architects and engineers about construction, 
services and structures.
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Advertisements  

It is the first time a high-rise has used steel frame construction in our 
country, and the building appears to have been something of an adventure 
for the engineers, the production management and the workers alike – 
down to the details, a thought-out adventure.4

This statement appeared in an article in the Gothenburg-based daily 
newspaper Göteborgs-Posten that was published shortly before the first tenants 
began moving in to the Wenner-Gren Center office building. Remarkably, 
the newspaper provided extremely detailed and highly technical information, 
explaining not only the methods employed for fire protection, but also the 
details of how the expanded metal sheets that carried the plaster had been 
affixed to the main structure. The Göteborg-Posten article explains that steel 
parts had been coated with plaster (Vermiculite) for fire protection, applied on 
an expanded metal grid that had in turn been affixed by stapling or riveting 
the framework according to a technique developed in an on-site test chamber. 
The article concludes: “Not only the working speed, but also the construction 
technology has been of American fashion.” 5 

This detailed technological description underlines the scope of media 
accounts of the Wenner-Gren Center. The audience was far from Stockholm, 
and the project identifies an association with the spectacular, making the 
technology an issue of interest to a non-specialist audience far removed from 
industry-insider readership. One would not expect this level of detail from a 
daily paper reporting on a building project, unless there was something very 
significant at stake. To use the recent tragedy at London’s Grenfell Tower in 
2017 as an example, even the catastrophic fire there did not bring about the 
publication of technical descriptions as precise as those featured in the mass 
media upon the successful completion of the Wenner-Gren Center. In the case 
of the Wenner-Gren Center, “the spectacular” unfamiliarity and outstanding 
character of the project and its identification as an American phenomenon and 
a foreign event unprecedented in the Swedish context were articulated through 
an in-depth account of its most minute and outwardly insignificant details.

The Wenner-Gren Center’s media presence was also reinforced by the 

4  “Inte bara arbetstakten utan också byggnadstekniken har varit av amerikanskt snitt,” Göteborgs Posten, February 15, 1961. 
Translation by the author.
5  Ibid.
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many companies involved in its construction that used it as an opportunity 
to market their products in trade magazines that featured articles about 
the building project – a common practice in trade magazines depending 
on advertising as well as on subscriptions for their revenue. These were for 
example Bröderna Hedlund AB, Bulten, Atlas Copco AB, Vermiculite, 
Robertsons (Q-floor), Honeywell Pneumatik, and John Mattson Byggnads 
AB. While this was not unusual for a project of this size in Sweden at the 
time, it is important to recognize that in the case of the Wenner-Gren Cen-
ter, the process expanded the project beyond the promotion of materials 
associated with its construction, or the sub-contractors who assembled those 
materials, to the context of the companies who made the tools utilized, and 
which were purchased by such companies – a kind of chain of association in 
which the project’s tentacles extend across an ever-broadening field. 

Atlas Copco’s air compression wrench was central in the company’s 
advertisement campaign: the image in the advertisement is from the 
Wenner-Gren Center site, where a man is holding an air-pressure wrench 
and tightening bolts on the construction.6 The promotional line was: “At 
Wenner-Gren Center, the tallest building in Europe with bolted joints, they 
used the Atlas Copco air-pressure wrench.”7 The modern impact wrench 
(the LMS system), developed in the 1950s for the car/aircraft industries, 
was introduced into the building industry through the Wenner-Gren Center 
project.8 Foreseeing the expanding market for air-powered hand-held tools 
at the height of building production in Sweden, Atlas Copco eventually 
produced the commercial film Building with Air in 1967 with the single 
objective of marketing pneumatic air tools in the building industry.9 But the 
Wenner-Gren Center as a project was where the potential of this new use 
could be demonstrated, and reported in media.10 [figs. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6]

6  This image of the worker holding the air-pressure wrench also appears in “Wenner-Gren Center, konsekvent och moget bygge,” 
Byggnadsvärlden, no. 45 (1961): 1071. Translation by the author.
7  Teknisk Tidskrift, no. 17 (1961): 24.
8  TM Archive: The Atlas Copco Way, 26. See also TM Archive: Envoy K-A Belfrage’s speech at Atlas Copco 90th anniversary at 
Tekniska Museet, October 11, 1963. In the 1940s, this became known as the Swedish Method, and it was the launching pad for Atlas 
Copco’s reputation for progressive tools that decreased the manpower needed in relation to the task. A very short definition of 
the Swedish Method is ‘one man –one machine’. It was a revolutionary tunnel drilling technique which utilized a lightweight rock 
drill on a pusher leg in conjunction with the new Sandviken corma tungsten carbide steel-tip drill bits to powerful effect. It gained 
international success after it was used for drilling the Mont Blanc Tunnel. The Swedish Method appeared just after World War II 
in France, Italy and England. It was radically different from methods known before the war. The drill self-rotated easily, and was 
equipped with “knee feeding” (knämatning), and used rock drills with solid carbide inserts.
9  Building with Air https://www.atlascopco.com/history/en/documentation/videos/ accessed July 2018.
10  Rune Zernell, “Vår industridesigner ser på sin uppgift,” Tryckluft, no. 257 (Julen 1957): 6-7. The use of air for hand-held power 
tools gained ground in the 1950-60s, as Atlas Copco focused on ergonomically correct handheld tools. Rune Zernell, a well-known 
figure from the early generation of industrial designers, played a critical role in this process. Atlas Copco’s industrial design won 
further repute with Zernell’s ergonomically designed compressed air screwdriver, the LBB 33. Rune Zernell described his task as a 
designer at Atlas Copco in the company’s internal magazine in 1957 after having worked at the company for 1.5 years.
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FIG. 1 Advertisement for Atlas Copco AB.  
Reprint from Teknisk Tidskrift, 1961.
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FIG. 2 Advertisement for John Mattson Byggnads 
AB. Reprint from Svenska Dagbladet, December 13, 
1961.
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FIG 3.  Advertisement for Vermiculite. Reprint from Byggnadsindustrin, no. 20, 1960.
FIG 4.  Advertisement for Bröderna Hedlund AB. Reprint from Byggnadsvärlden, no. 45, 1961.
FIG 5.  Advertisement for Robertson Nordisk AB. Reprint from Byggnadsindustrin, no. 20, 1960.
FIG 6.  Advertisement for Bultfabriken AB.
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Research and education media

In the case of the Atlas Copco wrench, the use of existing technology 
in a new context was advocated via specific media production that involved 
the Wenner-Gren Center. But the building also had a significant media 
presence, with the project team itself demonstrating the potential in raw 
material systems through their adaptation. Arne Johnson’s engineering firm, 
for example, produced extensive literature on the development of the high-rise 
in Wenner-Gren Center: ett stålhus (Johnson’s office acted as publisher for this 
enterprise). Much of the text focused on the horizontal steel-cell component for 
the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise, the Q-floor deck. The product made sense 
in the overall structural assemblage – 50 % of the structural depth it provided 
could be used to run horizontal services – truly outstanding in terms of efficiency 
when compared with traditional slab and beam concrete construction.11 Al-
though Q-floor existed as an off-the-shelf product, it had not been used in 
Sweden, and using it required resolving issues regarding fire resistance and the 
tooling necessary to mount it on site. The construction system facilitated the 
installation of services, but was itself a vulnerable area in terms of fire safety, 
both in terms of structural stability and compartmentation. The pamphlet pub-
lished by Arne Johnson’s Ingenjörsbyrå, which gave a precise description of the 
high-rise building (notably, this included short summaries in both English and 
German, which says something about the anticipated reception), contains an 
interesting description regarding the procedures for assembling the flooring. 
Arne Johnson recorded that employing the system required the development 
of new tools tailored for the project. This tool was “later made pneumatic.”12  

Thus, in addition to advertisement campaigns that used the Wen-
ner-Gren Center as a backdrop for tools, materials and technology, the use of 
pneumatic tools advanced construction techniques. In this particular situation, 
the unprecedented use of the Q-floor steel building component was also me-
diated through specialist research production. Besides carrying out full-scale 
tests at the building site, the construction engineer also published the results 
– a creative endeavor that emerged in part from the process of acquiring ap-
proval for a construction system without having the necessary regulations in 

11  As a new product, the air bleeders in the office space were studied in particular with regards to the eventuality of a fire. These 
fire tests were carried out in full scale in order to confirm the stability of the construction: the Q-floor served as a horizontal stabiliz-
ing plate in the overall construction, which means that the fire tests were essential in order to validate the construction.
12  Arne Johnson and Rolf Baehre, Wenner-Gren Center: ett stålhus, 15. These tests were carried out together with AB Bröderna 
Hedlund before construction of the building. The resulting conclusion of these tests was that the steel cell flooring could be used as 
a provisional horizontal wind stabilizing element during construction for a maximum height of six floors. 
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place. Such media production communicated the accomplishments that were 
made during construction of the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise, but they also 
illustrate a generous attitude towards the engineering field: the media life of 
the Wenner-Gren Center spoke of a communal sharing of accomplishments; 
tests carried out at the site had to be documented in order to make visible the 
accomplishments made in building the high-rise.

Clearly, Arne Johnson’s and Rolf Baehre’s involvement as consultants for 
the structure of the Wenner-Gren Center was significant. With their detailed 
construction knowledge from an analytical perspective, they were purportedly 
eager to try out new techniques in order to resolve the construction. Several 
documents that originated in Arne Johnson’s office and were published in 
conjunction with or after the completion of the Wenner-Gren Center 
indicate the significance of this. By publishing these pamphlets, Johnson 
not only marketed his own competence and knowledge, but also identified 
the Wenner-Gren Center project as a didactic mechanism for furthering 
knowledge about steel frame construction.

In 1959, Arne Johnson Ingenjörsbyrå AB began to disseminate some of 
the conclusions drawn from their projects. The pamphlet on the Wenner-Gren 
Center was first published in Byggmästaren and later as an offprint. Arne 
Johnson published four additional pamphlets relating to accomplishments 
associated with the Wenner-Gren Center:13 Two details in particular are 
interesting: first, the early pamphlets about the Wenner-Gren Center where 
published before the building was even inaugurated, and second, the publi-
cations that followed the Wenner-Gren Center’s completion were published 
in English. These publications are thus an indication of the importance for 
Arne Johnson of distributing the knowledge that he and his collaborators 
– primarily Rolf Baehre – had acquired during the construction of the steel 
frame as soon as possible and to a broader, international audience. All in all, 
as a project the Wenner-Gren Center can be said to include the dissemination 
of knowledge both before and after its completion: upon completion, it existed 
in several different media formats.

Another indication that the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise was under-

13  Rolf Baehre, Vindstabiliserande väggar uppbyggda av delelement del 1 och 2, Tekniska meddelanden/Tekn. dr Arne Johnson 
ingenjörsbyrå AB, Stockholm, no. 4-5, 1960. This publication reviewed wind-stabilizing elements, explaining the testing process for 
establishing parameters that were then applied to the wind-stabilizing steel elements in the Wenner-Gren high-rise; Arne Johnson 
and Rolf Baehre, Wenner-Gren Center: ett stålhus, Tekniska meddelanden/Tekn. dr Arne Johnson ingenjörsbyrå AB, Stockholm, no. 
6, 1961; Arne Johnsons, Steel Constructions in Sweden. Tekniska meddelanden/Tekn. dr Arne Johnson Ingenjörsbyrå AB no. 9, 1962; 
Arne Johnson, Office Building for SIAB. Tekn Tekniska meddelanden/Tekn. dr Arne Johnson Ingenjörsbyrå AB, no. 10, 1962.
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stood as a didactic object is a document entitled Wenner-Gren Center: Kontors-
byggnaden: Byggnadsteknisk beskrivning, which was published as a compendium 
to distribute details about the structure for educational purposes. The com-
pendium – an A4-booklet with a front and back cover – would be considered 
an unpublished document, but it was (and still is) available at the library of the 
KTH Royal Institute of Technology in Stockholm, where Johnson was a pro-
fessor. The document contains numerical facts such as length, weight, volume, 
thickness etc. as well as material specifications for the different elements. It 
also contains a brief description of the steel frame construction’s assembly. 
There was a copy of this pamphlet at the Department of Structures at KTH 
School of Architecture, of which professor Arne Johnson was the head.14 In 
descriptions of this department, Arne Johnson is often noted for his absence 
– unsurprising perhaps, given the scope of his work in practice; he retained 
intimate control over complex building projects during his period of tenure. 
Nonetheless, he appears to have been able to transfer knowledge through the 
department via documentation, and the integration of this documentation 
into teaching practices is suggested by the sheer volume of documentation of 
projects such as the Wenner-Gren Center at the department.

A forgotten slide archive

The Wenner-Gren Center did not exist only in professional maga-
zine images and diagrams or in teaching materials such as pamphlets, but 
also made its way into the direct didactic teaching of structures at KTH, 
which was specifically case-based. Adding to the discussion on how the 
Wenner-Gren Center was used in order to advance knowledge about steel 
building is a collection of slides left over in slide projectors that were used in 
lessons in Structures for architecture students in Stockholm until the advent 
of digital projectors in the 2000s.15 Many of these slides are photographs from 
the Wenner-Gren Center, some are copies of published pictures, and some are 
hand-drawn tables and construction details from the Wenner-Gren Center. 
Although it is no longer possible to establish the exact contours of Johnson’s 
or KTH Structures lesson plans, or indeed those of Johnson’s successors, and 
thus establish the exact role of these photographs in them, it must be reiterated 
that the Wenner-Gren Center was carefully, even obsessively documented: 

14  Arne Johnson, Wenner-Gren Center: Kontorshuset: Byggnadsteknisk beskrivning, September, 1960.
15  These slides now belong to the author and were saved during the move of the KTH School of Architecture 2015.
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the pictures were taken in order to organize the image of the Wenner-Gren 
Center as a project whose construction process could be discussed step-by-
step. Arne Johnson or his assistant Rolf Baehre – who was assistant profes-
sor at the Department for Bridge Building from 1963-69 – could point to a 
photograph and explain the circumstances and technical problems that were 
current or resolved at that particular moment in the project process.16

One good example of this is a slide showing how the steel-cell floor 
was put in place on the building. The photograph depicts two workers at-
tending to a package of four steel cells delivered by crane. Other slides detail 
different kinds of steel cell floorings. It seems very likely that these slides 
together represent a nearly complete lecture on steel cell flooring. If that 
was so, Arne Johnson and his collaborator Rolf Baehre were able to lecture 
on innovation and construction principles using a very particular example; 
because of the research dimensions of the Wenner-Gren Center, its potential 
as an educational example was outstanding – it was not simply an example of 
a standard “solution” to a construction “problem,” but represented a didactic 
explanation of how problems could be formulated, the multiple ways in which 
they could be approached, and the significant research that lay behind an 
individual practice-based solution. The slides enabled Johnson or Baehre to 
speak effectively about their experience of such a project.

With regards to how these pictures are taken, it is also significant that 
the workers are included in the pictures. The processes the Wenner-Gren 
Center explained were social as well as technical, which lends a certain pres-
ence to the project in addition to showing how different material elements 
were installed. Another slide shows how the two gable façades were placed 
at the Wenner-Gren Center. Together with another slide where the high-
rise is depicted near completion, the image describes how the façade sys-
tem was installed successively from the bottom up even though the whole 
structure was not yet completed. One can imagine that issues about project 
management of the building process could be linked to such a photograph. A 
close-up photo of an employee working on the steel cell floor shows how the 
steel structure had advantages in terms of being used as its own scaffolding; 
teaching structures as more than just statics, math and tables.

 Johnson described the Wenner-Gren Center high-rise structure as a 
superstructure; I think this is a telling interpretation. These different media 

16  Rolf Baehre became a professor of Steel Building at the Royal Institute of Technology in 1971.
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formats, such as pamphlets, technical descriptions, and slides, reveal more 
subtle significances of the Wenner-Gren Center as a project that should be 
understood as much more than the realization of a single building.

Moving images and global coverage

There were also interesting international connections between material 
development and exhibitions at the time of the Wenner-Gren Center that 
played a part in creating the media image of Stockholm’s research hub; these 
included specifically the World’s Fair in Seattle in 1962 and the Museum 
of Modern Art (MOMA) exhibition “20th Century Engineering” during 
the World’s Fair in New York in 1964. Each of these events bore relevance 
on structural steel’s presence in architecture. Many of the pavilions at the 
1964 New York World’s Fair in Long Island’s Flushing Meadow were con-
structed in steel. As a building material, steel had a certain novelty value, at 
least in relation to experimental architectural form.17 Only a decade earlier, 
Buckminster Fuller had patented the geodesic dome, and in the years that 
followed, such space frames became popular in both Europe and the USA as 
structures that required less material than linear systems.18 

At the opening of the World’s Fair on the 22nd of April, visitors were 
greeted by a 120-foot stainless steel Unisphere. A review in the magazine 
Modern Steel Construction noted that “the highly original designs show the great 
versatility of modern steels, which permit designers to let their imagination 
soar without limitation – to design structures of any shape, with exquisite 
beauty and economy.”19 The Swedish Pavilion constructed for the Fair was one 
such structure: a steel frame construction using a Q-deck ceiling covered with 
a lightweight metal roof from Sweden.20 A photograph from the report on the 
New York World’s Fair is a good demonstration of how the pavilion itself was 
used as a marketing tool.21 [figs. 8, 9, 10, 11, 12]

17  For example, The Port Authority of New York’s exhibit building with a helicopter landing pad on top; the Electric Power and 
Light exhibit; the IBM theater space designed by Eero Saarinen Associates; the General Motors building complex designed by Albert 
Khan Associates; the General Electric dome structure; the Festival of Gas exhibit; the Ford Motor company exhibit; the Johnson’s 
Wax pavilion; the Traveller’s Insurance pavilion. See “Steel Goes to the Fair” in Modern Steel Construction, vol. 3 (1964): 3-6.
18  Zygmunt Stanislaw Makowski, Steel Space Structures (London, 1965), 8.
19  “Steel Goes to the Fair,” 3.
20  See SBI, Stålbyggnadsdagen 1970: tunnplåt och tunnplåtskonstruktioner (Stockholm: SBI, 1970).
21  Ola Edling, “Svenska Paviljongen,” Väg och Vattenbyggaren, no. 1 (1964): 56. The interior furnishings and materials for the 
building had been shipped from Sweden. 
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FIG 7. Worker installing the Q-floor at Wenner-Gren Center. Undated 
slide from the KTH Architecture School’s Forgotten Slide Archive.
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FIG 8. Space frame structures. Undated slide from the KTH 
Architecture School’s Forgotten Slide Archive.
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Fig. 9, 10, 11, 12 Reprint from “Steel goes to the 
fair,” Modern Steel Construction, vol. 4 no 2, 
1964.
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In March 1964, Sune Lindström received a letter from Arthur Drexler 
regarding the show “20th Century Engineering,” scheduled to open two 
months later in the new Garden Wing of the MOMA in New York. Drexler 
was the director of the Department of Architecture and Design, and the 
exhibition he was curating would consist of 193 projects from 28 countries in 
which “structural steel played a feature role.”22 The letter concerned a request 
for photographs, descriptions and drawings of two projects: the water tower in 
Uppsala and the water tower in Örebro. Lindström promptly suggested that 
Drexler consider the Wenner-Gren Center for the forthcoming exhibition:

Enclosed I send you some material concerning Wenner-Gren Center in 
Stockholm. Last spring Gio Ponti visited Stockholm and in a lecture he 
expressed his great appreciation of the building, being the most interesting 
in Stockholm at present. I am of course aware of the possibility that you 
may not at all accept Mr. Ponti’s verdict: But I am sure that you will find 
some interest in just seeing the material.23

That the Wenner-Gren Center entered  global media had already become 
evident through the reception of a documentary about the project, which had 
already been completed by 1961. It was not uncommon for high-rise buildings 
to be described as engineering achievements in the Swedish trade magazines of 
this time; some examples are Rockefeller Center and the Time-Life building, 
featured in the 1959 issue of Väg- och Vattenbyggaren.24 Perhaps coincidentally, 
there is a collection of large-format photographs of the Time-Life build-
ing in Bröderna Hedlund’s archive. An illustration of the fascination with 
such large-scale constructions, which were urban events of a sort, these 
photographs depict a performative drama of construction in New York City’s 
urban development at the time. Similarly, the Wenner-Gren Center was 
continuously photographed from the air as well as filmed during construction, 
The aerial photographer Oscar Bladh was often hired to take pictures of urban 
developments, and he photographed the Wenner-Gren Center throughout the 
whole building process, from the breaking of the ground until its completion.  
[figs. 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20]

22  “Steel goes to the Fair,” 14.
23  SWECO Archive: Letter from Sune Lindström to Arthur Drexler, March 26, 1964. 
24  In the 1959 issue no. 5 of Väg och Vattenbyggaren.
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FIG 13. Fly-over photograph by Oscar Bladh. April 6, 1960. (Stockholm City Museum).
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FIG 14. Fly-over photograph by Oscar Bladh. September 14, 1960. (Stockholm City Museum).
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FIG 15. Fly-over photograph by Oscar Bladh. September 14, 1960. (Stockholm City Museum).
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FIG 16. Fly-over photograph by Oscar Bladh. November 2, 1960. (Stockholm City Museum).
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FIG 17. Fly-over photograph by Oscar Bladh. April 22, 1961. (Stockholm City Museum).
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FIG 18. Fly-over photograph by Oscar Bladh. April 17, 1961. (Stockholm City Museum).
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FIG 19. Fly-over photograph by Oscar Bladh. April 17, 1961. (Stockholm City Museum).
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FIG 20. Fly-over photograph by Oscar Bladh. April 17, 1961. (Stockholm City Museum).
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The documentary commissioned by the Wenner-Gren Foundation in 
1960 was an in-depth portrait focused on a “remarkable building-technological 
phenomenon in the Swedish context.”25 It was completed in 1961, and was 
selected as one of five films to be included in the Science Exhibit at the World’s 
Fair in Seattle in 1962. The film can be seen as a concluding motif for a discus-
sion about the construction materials and the site of architecture. In the film, 
the Wenner-Gren Center must be considered a paper, photographic emul-
sion and celluloid construction, as well as one of steel, glass and Vermiculite; 
its site becomes a hundred cinemas across Sweden and locations in North 
America, as well as a former municipal site at the end of Sveavägen in Stock-
holm. This building had introduced a new scale, a new form and a new format 
to Stockholm, and it was perceived as monumental. Thus, the expectation of 
the Wenner-Gren Center and the many aspects related to it was a spectacular 
phenomenon that was built through mediation. This mediation supported 
the many decisions that drove forth the possibilities to build the high-rise in 
steel. The documentary about the construction of the Wenner-Gren Center 
makes it clear that the positivism and the progressiveness surrounding the 
Wenner-Gren Center was like a halo that made experimentation possible, 
at whatever cost. The film shows both the construction of the Wenner-Gren 
Center as an image as well as a construction comprised of steel elements that 
have been bolted together. The film is thus an exemplary visualization of how 
the Wenner-Gren Center as a monumental piece of architecture extended the 
process of construction to take place well beyond any single physical location.

Specifically, the documentary juxtaposes a promotion of internation-
al cooperation in scientific research and a highly detailed account of the 
assemblage of the steel frame construction.26 On one hand, the film is the 
image of a building in a global context, whilst on the other showing how 
building with a new material was equivalent with progress. At the same time, 
it served as a marketing film for the Wenner-Gren Center and its function, 
an aspect acknowledged by the Wenner-Gren Center’s newly hired PR-agent 
when the film team began production in 1960.27 Accompanied by intense 
classical music, images of punch cards, glassware for experiments, doctors 

25  SFI Archive: Quote from the film Wenner-Gren Center, 1961. Translation by the author. http://filmarkivet.se/sv/Film/?movie-
id=578&returnurl=http://filmarkivet.se/sv/Sok/?q%3dwenner-gren%2bcenter accessed March 13, 2013.
26  WGC Archive: Letter from Personaladministrativa Rådet, Filmserviceavdelningen February 15, 1962 with a copy of the letter 
from the U.S. Department of Commerce, September 20, 1961.
27  WGC Archive: The PR-agent was particularly concerned with the building-technological dimension of the documentary, since 
using steel was not a new innovation in a global context, but only within Swedish building construction. In a letter to the director of 
the Wenner-Gren Center, the PR-agent explains that these are two distinct interests and perhaps not well suited for one single movie.
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in white coats and images of the Nobel Institute, the Karolinska Institute, 
the Radium Clinic, the Veterinary College, the Eastman Institute and KTH 
Royal Institute of Technology, the documentary sets out to visually explain 
science in the making and Stockholm as a site for its production. It goes 
on to present Swedish research celebrities such as professor Hugo Theorell, 
biochemist and Nobel laureate in medicine; professor Gunnar Myrdal, special-
ist in global economics; professor Clarence Crawford, specialist in heart and 
lung surgery; professor Manne Siegbahn, Nobel laureate for advancements in 
X-ray spectroscopy and director of the Nobel Institute. In the documentary, 
Sweden is at the center of a global network of scientific research. 

The camera then turns to various global contexts in which Axel 
Wenner-Gren had supported research excellence, from the Foundation for An-
thropological Research in New York to the Burg Wartenstein Castle in Austria. 
While the New York location was an administrative address at the time, the 
organization financed field research all over the world. The Burg Wartenstein 
Castle  in Austria was of a different character; purchased by Wenner-Gren 
in 1959, it was intended – so the documentary – to become a physical hub 
for an international research community. Unlike the Wenner-Gren Center, in 
these cases Wenner-Gren also supplied all the funding, but the narrative of 
the film sets up a dynamic interplay between these three sites, identifying a 
connection between location, monumental aura and excellence. Quite how the 
Wenner-Gren Center was expected to hold a central role as a research center 
parallel to these other two centers is not made clear; the audience is given, 
perhaps, a somewhat inflated notion of Wenner-Gren’s philanthropic prowess.

As fascinating as the beginning of the film is, creating a (slightly fictional) 
impression of an International-Rescue-like network of research locations 
harbored in an exotic castle, a world metropolis and a high-tech tower, the 
description of the construction process for the Wenner-Gren Center is still 
more engrossing. The documentary turns to close-ups of workers climbing 
on steel beams; cranes lifting steel elements; and men in hardhats tightening 
bolts on the steel frame. These images communicated how central the very 
details of building construction were in the realization of the building as an 
aesthetic assemblage. Reaffirming the construction of the building both as a 
steel assemblage as well as a monument, the process of realizing the building 
could be played again and again.

The positioning of the Wenner-Gren Center in a variety of media 
contexts – e.g. advertisements and articles in newspapers and other period-
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icals, as well as technical descriptions of the building process in trade maga-
zines – is central in this thinking about where the Wenner-Gren Center was 
constructed. The media coverage was significant in its own right, as it posi-
tioned the Wenner-Gren Center as a relevant matter. The Wenner-Gren Cen-
ter was understood as a contribution to how the architecture – its aesthetics 
– supported the development of scientific knowledge, as the documentary de-
picted along with the relevance of construction. In the documentary, finally, 
the construction process is clearly synonymous with progress.28 The film 
“makes seen” what Jacques Rancière would identify as a narration of words 
and images that reinforces “the expression of an idea.”29 The sequence in the 
documentary, in particular, strengthens the “relations between the visible and 
invisible.”30 Furthermore, it complies with what Rancière would describe as 
cinematic images, meaning that these images operate as relations between 
“the sayable and the visible, way of playing with the before and after, cause 
and effect.”31

This particular aspect becomes even more apparent in the documentary 
about the construction of the Wenner-Gren Center. The audience watches 
architect Sune Lindström sketching the volumes and explaining the intention 
of the form: “First we have the residences for the researchers and their families 
[organized] like this, in a curvilinear building frame, where each floor is 
like a living cell in the body of the building. Here, scientists from all over 
the world will live collected around a center – the skyscraper – which by its 
sharp and sculptural form symbolizes research aiming higher and further.”32 
The very act of drawing the high-rise structure emphasizes the performance 
and the aesthetical value rendered through the height of the structure. Sune 
Lindström seems to emphasize the relation between the architectural form 
and the work of the researchers, i.e. how the researchers are influenced by 
the architectural form and its symbolic relevance. The architects argued for 

28  The principal aim of the film, to celebrate Sweden’s progress, appears to have been accompanied by a secondary aim, 
expressed in a minor but important detail in the total cost account for the film production that was later sent to the architecture 
office: presumably after previewing the film, the architects had requested that the filmmakers included them in the film at an 
additional cost. This is a clear indication that the architects felt compelled to ensure their inclusion in the historical writing of the 
project. Letter sent December 2, 1961 from Personaladministrativa rådet till VBB Arkitektkontor. Mikrofiche document. SWECO 
Archive: “Vid det sammanträde då detta PM föredrogs beslutades vissa ändringar i innehållet i filmen bla. skulle arkitektarbetet 
belysas. Detta har i filmen arrangerats så att Professor S. Lindström presenterar i bild via skiss idén till Wenner-Gren Center.”
29  Jacques Rancière, The Future of the Image, (Verso London, 2007), 6.
30  Ibid.
31  Ibid.
32  SFI Archive: Quote from the film Wenner-Gren Center, 1961. Translation by the author. “Först har vi då bostäderna för forskarna 
och deras familjer såhär i en bågformad husram, där varje våning blir som en levande cell i huskroppen. Här ska forskare från hela 
världen bo samlade kring ett centrum, skyskrapan som i sin skarpa skulpturala form vill symbolisera forskningen som strävar högre 
och vidare.” 
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the form as directly related to the expectations of the center as a node for 
researchers in a global culture. It is necessary to reiterate here that the height of 
the Wenner-Gren Center speaks of a particular moment in Stockholm when 
a number of tall buildings were being constructed. Apart from the tall struc-
ture “reaching higher and further,” the location of the Wenner-Gren Center, 
as already mentioned, was central to the symbolic value of the architecture.  
The complex is designed as a circular node, set apart from the existing city 
structure at the end of one of the main avenues – Sveavägen – at the northern 
edge of Stockholm. There, the Wenner-Gren Center was disconnected from 
the urban fabric, yet actually in close proximity, from a bird’s-eye view, to 
most of Stockholm’s research facilities. Thinking of this as a carefully con-
structed situation, the fly-over images and the perspectives that they made 
possible to produce emphasize an architecture that could uphold a monumen-
tal significance as a center for research.

At the very end of the film, architect Sune Lindström, declares, pen in 
hand: “The researchers and their families in the curvilinear housing structure, 
gathered as an international community, all have the same image in front of 
their eyes, the tower in the center – the symbol for research.”33 In this scene 
of the documentary, hope is embodied in a structure, and the documentary 
becomes a marketing tool for architecture. This particular scene was a late 
addition to the documentary. A correspondence between Sune Lindström 
and the filmmakers indicates that Sune Lindström was not satisfied with 
the portrayal of the Wenner-Gren Center and wanted to add this particular 
scene explaining the intention of the design.34 A very particular scene such as 
this, where the architect is able to express the conceptual thoughts behind the 
architecture, is rarely found outside of historiographical writings explaining 
the architecture. This scene makes seen, or articulates, Sune Lindström as the 
architect of this monumental structure. Even more, the scene articulates a 
conservative understanding of architecture as a swift mark on paper: a creation 
of the sole hand of the architect that is turned into physical form. This scene 
depicting Lindström’s gestures demonstrates an ironic phantasmagoria that 
overlaps the traditional reading of architecture that has been preserved by 
both architects as well as by architecture historians in the past.

33  Ibid.
34  SWECO Archive: Letter from Bertil Castelius of ECO-Film Schultz AB to Sune Lindström, August 12, 1960.
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This thesis challenges the above understanding, which has made up a 
large part of Swedish architecture history writing. Each of the five chapters 
explicitly intends to express how architecture must be understood as the 
deliberate work of multiple actors, as well as the plane on which they establish 
common identities. Furthermore, the material and sites of these projects cannot 
be understood in terms of sole authors, single gestures, lone temporalities or 
individual acts of physical construction. They must, instead, be interrogated 
in terms of network influences, multiple actions, conflated temporalities and 
overlapping sites of construction. [screen-shots]
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SCREEN SHOTS  Wenner-Gren Center, 1961 documentary. 
(SFI Archive and Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).
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SVENSK SAMMANFATTNING 

Avhandlingen behandlar Wenner-Gren Center i Stockholm, som planerades 
och uppfördes från 1954 och fram till 1966, utformat av arkitekterna Sune 
Lindström och Alf Bydén med ingenjör Arne Johnson som konstruktör. 
Byggnadskomplexet består av tre huskroppar och var tänkt att fungera 
som en mötesplats för interdisciplinär och vetenskaplig forskning. Projektet 
initierades och finansierades av Axel Wenner-Gren och fick stort ekonomiskt 
stöd från svenska staten genom att marken där Wenner-Gren Center ligger 
efter skänktes. Huvud byggnaden, ett höghus, var från början tillägnad 
forsknings administration. Avhandlingen undersöker Wenner-Gren Center 
med fokus på stålkonstruktionen i höghusbyggnaden och hur det går att 
förstå de bakomliggande personliga relationerna, allianser inom industrin 
samt institutioner och organisationers samverkan för utveckling av stålbygg-
nadstekniken. De bakomliggande strukturerna formades genom byggnaden 
men formgav även byggnaden. 

Avhandlingen består av en prolog, fem kapitel och en sammanfattande 
diskussion, samt en svensk sammanfattning och en bibliografi. Det finns också 
tre appendix som kompletterar delar av berättelsen. Första kapitlet, The Con-
struction of Construction, presenterar forskningsfrågan och ger en översikt och 
en bakgrund till de argument som jag för i avhandlingen. Det första kapitlet 
går bland annat igenom olika kunskapsfält och kartlägger dem i ett försök 
att summera de olika kunskapsområden som avhandlingen rör sig inom. Jag 
förklarar metodik och teori samt ger en litteraturöversikt. 

Andra kapitlet, Imagining the Wenner-Gren Center, introducerar den 
politiska miljön och de bakomliggande idéerna till ett framtida Wenner-Gren 
Center. Åtskilliga informella underhandlingar och formella överläggningar 
föregick byggnadens tillkomst, och flera av diskussionerna är intressanta 
att förstå eftersom de var ovanliga i sitt slag. Kapitlet belyser betydelsen av 
samarbetet mellan premiärminister Tage Erlander och Axel Wenner-Gren 
som genomsyrades av en gemensam ambition att bilda ett tvärvetenskapligt 
forskningsinstitut. Kapitlet betonar också den centrala roll som arkitekternas 
vision hade vid byggnadens tillkomst. I kapitlet beskrivs aktörerna samt deras 
inbördes relationer och roller i den offentliga förvaltningen, inom industrin 
och inom forskning. Jag vill med detta framhäva den svenska efterkrigstidens 
särpräglade tidsanda där makt och kapital genom organisationsstrukturer 
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framstår som oskiljaktiga från personerna i fråga och den organisation de 
representerade. Gränsen mellan dem hade suddats ut och konsekvensen blev 
att organisationsstrukturer var oskiljaktiga från mänskliga preferenser och 
attityder.  Utöver detta hade arkitekterna Sune Lindström och Alf Bydén 
från Vattenbyggnadsbyrån (VBB) en viktig roll i sammanhanget genom sitt 
vinnande bidrag i arkitekttävlingen. Tävlingen utgör det första exemplet 
på en byggplats (construction site), som i sin första ansats innehåller visionen 
eller fantasin om Wenner-Gren Center som monument. Att uppföra Wen-
ner-Gren Center uttryckte inledningsvis en vurm för att i Sverige koppla 
samman en framtida organisation för interdisciplinär forskning med likande 
institutioner i USA. I nästa skede fick Wenner-Gren Centers arkitektoniska 
gestaltning en stark karaktär som gav byggnaden en identitet som värnades 
trots åtskilliga diskussioner om gestaltning, finansiering, plats och ägande 
under processens gång.

Tredje kapitlet, Economies of Steel, utvecklar på ett djupare plan hur 
svensk byggnadskonstruktion utövas som praktik. Till exempel beskrivs två 
nästan lika höga betongkonstruktioner som var samtida med Wenner-Gren 
Center. I sammanhanget utmärker sig Wenner-Gren Center eftersom höghus-
byggnaden uppfördes med en stålkonstruktion. Jag beskriver detta för att 
läsaren ska förstå likheter och skillnader i  höghusets byggnadsprocess som i 
slutänden resulterade i en alternativ konstruktionsmetod med stål. Jag pekar 
på de specifika gestaltningsuttrycken och hur detta komplicerade hanteringen 
av byggnadsprojektet och särställde projektet i förhållande till byggnads-
konstruktion som praktik.

På detta sätt problematiserar det tredje kapitlet betydelsen av Wenner-Gren 
Center när det gäller byggnadskonstruktion som praktik. Jag ställer en retorisk 
fråga vari Wenner-Gren Centers innovation ligger, relaterat till hur samhället 
och industrin i allmänhet bara fortsatte med att bygga ytterligare en ny byggnad. 
Genom att undersöka arkitektur som något som ständigt förändras, utvecklas 
och justeras gentemot de omständigheter som gäller för varje byggprojekt, syftar 
kapitlet också till att ifrågasätta vad som ska betraktas som en del av ett bygg-
projekt. I detta avseende hanterar kapitlet rationaliserings processer, som han-
dlar om både material- och kostnadsmodeller. Kapitlet förklarar på vilket sätt 
jag anser att byggprocessen påbörjades redan i projektplaneringsfasen samt hur 
byggkonsulter, byggnadskommittén och ingenjören Arne Johnson engagerades. 
Under följande fas med arbetsmöten, korrespondens och överläggningar dis-
kuterade olika aktörer villkoren för höghuset. Markundersökning på platsen 
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där Wenner-Gren Center skulle byggas rapporterades. Tid- och kostnads-
beräkningar redogjorde för hur höghusbyggnaden skulle kunna realiseras. I 
arkiverade dokument som representerar olika röster får ingenjören en fram-
trädande roll genom sin kompetens och på så sätt ett maktövertag: Arne 
Johnsons röst är avgörande för stålkonstruktionens genomförande.

Jag analyserar också den logik som användes under projektet. En logik som 
innebar att det var mer gynnsamt att experimentera med teknik och material 
än att bygga enligt normen. Terminologin material innefattar materialet stål 
men även dynamiken i den omgivande miljön och situationen, inom vilken 
jag framhåller att byggplatsen måste uppfattas som mycket specifik. Jag 
argumenterar också för hur valet av konstruktions material är starkt beroende av 
olika problemställningar: platsen i staden, avtalen, det sociala sammanhanget, 
och grundläggningsförhållandena. De givna förutsättningarna interagerade 
med de nya omständigheterna för platsen. I min utredning kring olika 
svårigheter och problemställningar som berör hur Wenner-Gren Center kom 
till anser jag det särskilt relevant att beskriva grundläggnings förhållandena 
i detalj, eftersom den geologiska miljön illustrerar ett direkt samband med 
geopolitiska resonemang om vilket material som ska användas vid byggandet. 
Diskussionen om huruvida man skulle använda stål eller betong diskuteras i 
relation till de befintliga markförhållandena. Enligt expert utlåtandena krävde 
markförhållandena en stålkonstruktion; diskussionen om stålets relevans har 
också att göra med byggmaterialets politiska ekonomi.

Det fjärde kapitlet, Construction Sites, handlar om höghusets byggnads-
fas. Här förklarar jag på vilket sätt höghuset byggs på tre olika platser: 
På vilket sätt byggandet genomfördes på Sveaplan, men även på Bröderna 
Hedlunds verkstad i Hammarbyhamnen, samt genom utveckling av nya 
teknologier inom stålbyggnad genom att använda höghållfasthetsbultar och 
sammanfoga ståldelarna med en lufttrycksburen skruvdragare. I kapitlet 
förenklar jag förståelsen för byggprocessen genom att redogöra för hur 
projektet kan betraktas som tre olika byggplatser. Tankebanan som handlar 
om att ge byggplatser betydelse i tillkomsten av Wenner-Gren Center är 
betingade av kulturella processer, teknisk utveckling och stål materialets 
hållfastighet. Min ansats är att Wenner-Gren Center måste läsas som 
olika byggplatser. Möjligheten att genomföra projektet ligger framförallt 
i ingenjören Arne Johnsons kunskap och expertis med erfarenhet från att 
bygga med armerad och prefabricerad betong. Att fördjupa diskussionen om 
projektet genom att definiera byggplatser leder till slutsatsen att byggandet 

T
h

e C
o

n
stru

ctio
n

 o
f C

o
n

stru
ctio

n
354

355



i sig självt är en plats för kunskapsproduktion.
Var uppfördes då Wenner-Gren Center? Genom den retoriska frågan är 

min avsikt att fokusera på stålets inverkan, arbetsverktygens inverkan i bygg-
processen samt hur projektet beskrivs och uppfattas genom olika medier. 
Även om detta är exempel på element som inte enskilt har någon personlig 
vilja betraktar jag dem som aktörer i processen som gjorde det möjligt att 
förverkliga en stålbyggnad. Skruvarna, arbetsverktygen, tidningsartiklar, 
reklam etc. som jag tar upp i avhandlingen är emellertid bara exempel, ett sätt 
att demonstrera min tankebana om hur Wenner-Gren Center kan uppfattas 
som projekt och är inte avsedda att definitivt begränsa min ansats. Mitt urval 
utgår istället från en bestämd uppfattning att sammansättningen av materi-
alen; stålet och dynamiken i den omgivande miljön eller situationen spelade en 
avgörande roll för resultatet. För läsaren är det viktigt att förstå att sociala och 
materiella strukturer styr händelseförlopp. Att diskutera stål eller verktyg som 
ting och mediabilder som produkt breddar förståelsen för vad uppbyggnaden 
av ett projekt är. Framförallt gör jag läsaren uppmärksam på att ett material, 
ett verktyg eller en bild har egenskaper som gjorde det möjligt att förverkliga 
en stålkonstruktion. 

I femte kapitlet, The Wenner-Gren Center as a Prototype: the Institution-
alization of Steel Building, beskriver jag mekanismerna som låg till grund för 
stålkonstruktionen och som förhåller sig till tidigare byggnadstekniker samt 
nya krav på hållfasthet. Det är uppenbart att armerad betong dominerade 
byggandet och att den byggnadstekniken formades genom välfärdsstatens 
framväxt, institutionella strukturer samt den svenska ekonomins industriella 
karaktär. Sammantaget fick betongen som konstruktionsmaterial stor 
betydelse för arbetskraften, utvecklingen av arbetsverktyg, utbildning och 
forskning. Samtidigt som Wenner-Gren Center byggdes tillfrågades Arne 
Johnson av Kungliga Ingenjörsvetenskapsakademin, IVA, om han kunde 
under söka vilken potential stålet hade för byggandet. Jag argumenterar för 
att konstruktion som en plats för kunskapsproduktion i detta fall först och 
främst illustreras genom ingenjören Arne Johnson, och hur han drar slutsatser 
kring sina undersökningar av stålförstärkning i betong, samt tester av olika 
byggnadsmetoder i prefabricerade bostadsprojekt. Hans erfarenheter inom 
dessa områden påverkade hur han utformade och organiserade Wenner-Gren 
Centers stålkonstruktion.

1967 grundades Stålbyggnadsinstitutet, SBI. Institutet utgjorde ett av-
stamp för organiserad stålbyggnadsteknik i Sverige. Dessförinnan spelade 
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olika aktörer, personer och medier en viktig roll i debatten om betong kontra 
stål. På samma sätt var erfarenheter från framgången med Betong institutet, 
CBI, som bildades 1944, avgörande för SBI och användes som modell för 
Stålbyggnadsinstitutet. Den kommande professionaliseringsprocessen för 
ingenjörer och arkitekter inom stålbyggnadstekniken var också beroende av 
tekniska framsteg. SBI blev snart internationellt känt för sin excellens inom 
forskning och distribution av information inom stålbyggnadstekniken. Min 
ansats med att beskriva infrastrukturen som låg till grund för SBI illustrerar 
de krafter i samhället som fanns i den svenska, storskaliga industrin. Men 
utan statsfinansiering, forskning och kunskapsfördelning skulle det inte varit 
möjligt att stärka stålets betydelse.

I den sammanfattande diskussionen, The Construction of the Wenner-Gren 
Center in Other Places, pekar jag på hur byggplatser fungerade som kunskaps-
produktion. Med andra ord var både Wenner-Gren Center och de efter följande 
stålkonstruktionerna i en rad kontorsfastigheter i Stockholmsområdet test-
platser för stålbyggande och kombinerat stål- och betongbygge. Wenner-Gren 
Center användes i utbildningssyfte för ingenjörs- och arkitektur studenter. 
Jag illustrerar här också hur olika medier som reklamblad, tidningsartiklar 
och tidskrifter diskuterade Wenner-Gren Center som ett byggprojekt på 
olika nivåer; gentemot allmänheten, gentemot bygg industrin och gentemot 
utbildning inom teknikområdet både på akademisk och professionell nivå. 
Flygfotografier samt en dokumentärfilm som producerades under byggtiden 
är mycket betydelsefulla för förståelsen av Wenner-Gren Centers höghus-
bygge. Trots att dess skala och tillkomsttid i förhållande till den globala 
utvecklingen av stålbyggnadsteknik i USA var blygsam är förståelsen av 
det globala sammanhanget ur ett lokalt perspektiv av betydelse för teknik-
området. Wenner-Gren Centers medievärld kan därför förstås som ytterlig-
are en byggplats.

Betydelsen av att definiera byggplatser som koncept hänger ihop med 
tillvägagångssättet i avhandlingsprojektet, det vill säga hur avhandlingen är 
strukturerad. Jag anser att arkitektur konstrueras bortom sin fysiska plats 
och ska uppfattas som ett nätverk av omständigheter som är beroende av de 
personer som är involverade i projektet. Avhandlingen är strukturerad på ett 
sådant sätt att den ger en nära läsning av en enda fallstudie som innehåller 
flera aspekter av projektet. Det som framhävs som centralt är hur arkitek-
tur konstrueras genom ett sociopolitiskt kulturellt sammanhang samt hur 
arkitektur kan förändra, påverka och producera nya kulturella sammanhang.
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Appendix 1:
Axel Wenner-Gren, the industrialist and patron

Axel Wenner-Gren’s first donation in Sweden went to estab-
lish the Wenner-Gren Society (Wenner-Grenska Samfundet) in 
1937, whose main purpose has been the funding of scientific 
research. Significant donations were made towards research 
in diabetes and cardiovascular diseases. The foundation also 
established the Wenner-Gren Institute for Experimental 
Biology at Stockholm University. When it was created, the 
Society’s finances were based in considerable assets through 
shares in the many Wenner-Gren companies, such as Elec-
trolux. Guaranteeing an afterlife for his wealth in the ordi-
nance of his name, Wenner Gren left half of his assets to the 
Wenner-Gren Society and the other half to his wife, Margue-
rite Wenner-Gren. In doing so, Axel Wenner-Gren followed 
the example set by one of Sweden’s most prominent industrial 
families, the Wallenberg family. A number of foundations 
administered their monetary wealth, and they enjoyed the no-
tability and status that accompany being patrons. In addition, 
the foundations allowed for financial surplus to be endowed, 
rather than disappearing as tax deductions.

For some of the scientists who had already benefited 
from Wenner-Gren’s wealth, establishing a center – a major 
contribution for Stockholm – was practically a matter of course. 
For example, in the IBRA Radio interview, professor Ragnar 
Nilsson stated that “to those who have been fortunate to be in-
cluded in Dr. Wenner-Gren’s thoughts on the necessity for re-
search and its foundational importance when it comes to resolv-
ing the great problems of humanity, this last donation through 
the Wenner-Gren Center does not come as a surprise.”1

Axel Wenner-Gren’s career began building the compa-
ny Electrolux. In less than ten years’ time Electrolux became 
a global enterprise and created the wealthy industrialist. The 
history of Axel Wenner-Gren contains an unidentifiable 
number of interesting details about his lavish life, extravagant 
manors of life in different places in the world and seemingly 
crazy and courageous projects, such as developing a computer, 
developing a monorail train, developing dry milk supplement, 
and building a vacation resort at Bahamas. But his wealth 
began in the market of vacuum cleaners.2 

Axel Wenner-Gren had started out working for 
Alfa-Laval Separator as a travelling salesman in Berlin and 
Vienna.3 After collaborating with Santo Staubsaug Apparate 
Gesellschaft in Berlin, where he considerably increased sales, 

1  WGC Archive: Transcript Wenner-Gren Center – Ett vetenskapligt 
högkvarter i Sverige, IBRA radio interview, December 30, 1955.
2  See for example; Ragnar Boman and Ingrid Dahlberg, Dansen 
kring guldkalven (Stockholm: Askild & Kärnekull, 1975); Gunnar Unger, 
Axel Wenner-Gren: en vikingasaga (Stockholm: Bonnier, 1962); Leif Lei-
fland, Svartlistningen av Axel Wenner-Gren: en bok om ett justitiemord 
(Stockholm: Askelin & Hägglund, 1989).   
3  Axel Wenner Gren came from a farming family in the town of Ud-
devalla located on the west coast of Sweden. But his traits as farmer 
were early on left behind in favor of his curiosity for a cosmopolitan 

lifestyle. In his teenage years he learned French, English and 
German while working at a company for imports culminating in 
a degree at the Berliner Handelsakademie, which he completed 
in half the required time during his early 20s.

he returned to Sweden in 1912 and founded Electromekani-
ska AB.4 He brought with him not only knowledge about 
producing vacuum cleaners, but also experience in the di-
rect-sales method, which he had learned earlier in the USA.5 
By a co-operation between Electromekaniska AB with the 
light bulb manufacturer Lux AB, the first Swedish version of 
the American vacuum cleaner could be serially produced.6 

The Electromekaniska AB and Lux AB collaboration 
eventually faltered with the outbreak of the First World War. 
Axel Wenner-Gren, who still resided in Berlin, returned to 
Sweden and presented a new prototype for a small portable 
vacuum cleaner with a universal engine to Electromekaniska 
AB, but did not find the necessary support. Instead, Axel 
Wenner-Gren founded Svenska Electron AB in order to han-
dle production. Two years later, Wenner-Gren had already es-
tablished a strong position on the market and bought shares in 
both former companies. Svenska Electron AB was the nucleus 
of Electrolux, which was formed in 1919. The new name held 
elements from the three newly merged companies. Electrolux 
was purely intended as a sales company with the task to launch 
a new Swedish vacuum cleaner on the global market.7

In the autumn of 1919, Electrolux began sales in Den-
mark, Holland, Switzerland and France. But sales were even-
tually limited by production capacity restraints in Sweden, and 
factories opened in Berlin, England and France. By the end of 
the 1920s, Electrolux had “five operating factories, some 20 
subsidiaries, and 350 offices throughout the world” and was 
about to enter the large US market, opening a new manufac-
turing facility in Old Greenwich, Connecticut in 1931.

Axel Wenner-Gren’s company tried to reinvent the 
appearance of new models of the Electrolux vacuum cleaner. 
The Electrolux model V, launched in the 1920s came on skis 
and had a pistol grip. It was an immediate success and the look 
influenced most vacuum cleaners thereafter.8 More significant 
however was the launch of the company’s first refrigerator in 
1925. The technology was a result of a thesis project at the 
KTH Royal Institute of Technology and a revolutionary inven-
tion by Carl Munthers and Baltzar von Platen. The machine 
used absorption in order to transform heat to cold. The 1920s 
was the breakthrough decade for Electrolux and marked the 
beginning of Axel Wenner-Gren’s fortune. Electrolux was 
introduced at the stock exchange towards the end of the 1920s 

4  David Leidenborg, “Electrolux i varje hem: historien om en global 
koncern” in Peter Du Rietz, ed., Dammsugare- städning och Elctrolux 
(Stockholm: tekniska museet, 2002), 56. 
5  Jonas Ridderstråle, Global Innovation, Managing Global Innova-
tion Projects at ABB and Electrolux, Diss, Stockholm School of Eco-
nomics, Stockholm, 1996, 73.
6  This was the Lux I model, which used a new invention, running on 
both direct current and universal current. Also in Sweden the vacu-
um cleaner became a tremendous success despite its clumsiness and 
weight of almost 14 kg. Axel Wenner-Gren virtuously used his friend-
ship with the Royal family and had model Lux I photographed inside 
the Royal Palace. 
7  David Leidenborg, “Electrolux i varje hem: historien om en global 
koncern,” 56. 
8  Electrolux homepage: http://www.electroluxgroup.com/en/electrolux-cel-
ebrates-100-years-since-launch-of-the-lux-1-vacuum-cleaner-14079/ accessed 
January 23, 2016; and Carroll Gantz, The Vaccum Cleaner a history 
(London: McFarland &Company, Inc., Publishers, 2012), 94.
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in London, Stockholm and New York. Wenner-Gren’s tre-
mendous success in global businesses provided him with the 
capacity and financial means to venture into unknown terri-
tories. Beyond investments in entrepreneurial projects, Axel 
Wenner-Gren expressed similar concerns for scientific progress 
and the human and its environment. Wenner-Gren’s mission 
statement Vädjan till Envar from 1937 expresses such concerns 
as well as his many donations towards scientific research.9 

The symposium Man's Role in Changing the Face of the 
Earth was chaired by Lewis Mumford, a “humanist” from the 
University of Pennsylvania who was foremost known as an 
architecture critic; Carl O. Sauer, “one of the most fertile and 
agile geographical minds to flourish in North America” 10 of 
the University of California at Berkeley; and Marston Bates, 
a zoologist and environmental scientist from the University of 
Michigan. Mumford’s role in preparation for the symposium 
– apart from writing about the natural history of cities – was to 
urge for the re-evaluation of “man’s present and future needs 
in relation to the earth or of his present methods of fulfilling 
those needs.”11 Mumford had published the seminal work 
Technics and Civilization in 1934, in which he argued that 
the capitalist and industrialized economy had been produced 
through man’s moral, economic, and political preferences. 
Thus, questions that he considered of great importance for the 
symposium were “the psychological analysis of man’s attitude 
toward the land, problems in achieving a dynamic stability in 
the ecological pattern, technological denudation or creation of 
artificial environments, and the self-sustaining attributes of 
man’s conquest of nature, even to his own exclusion.”12 Along 
those lines, Mumford played a crucial role in convincing Sauer 
and the others to place more emphasis on the re-assessment 
of the kind of world that humans had been constructing and 
“the kind of world that is ethically and esthetically satisfying”, 
rather than merely describing the factual and objective chang-
es that had already occurred.13

The self-reflective concern for humankind in relation 
to technology, society and culture can be seen as related to the 
need to reframe position in a larger global development on one 
hand, and on the other hand, related to technological change. 
The Wenner-Gren Center crystalized answers to be found in 
science, but not science in the sense of developing knowledge 
through pre-existing parameters. Rather, the Wenner-Gren 
Center was envisioned to challenge scientific knowledge and 
its defined environments within universities, laboratories and 
research institutions and instead construct new, unexplored 
dynamics created by combining different fields and their 
methods of research. Interdisciplinary research as a model for 
progress was already to be found in American academics, first 

9  Axel Wenner-Gren, Vädjan till envar (Stockholm: AB, 1937); and WGC 
Archive: Pamphlet by Weimar Institute in relation to Axel Wenner-Gren’s 
donation of a supercomputer, the Alwac to the Weimar Institute.
10  Michael Williams, “Sauer and ‘Man’s Role in Changing the Face of 
the Earth’,” Geographical Review, vol. 77 no. 2 (April, 1987): 219.
11  Ibid., 222.
12  Ibid. Passage based on letters between Mumford to Thomas Feb-
ruary, 1954, Sauer Papers.
13  Ibid., 122-123, based on letters between Sauer to Thomas and 
Mumford to Thomas, February 1954, Sauer Papers. 

and foremost at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. As 
a university delving deeper into areas of technology, MIT was 
home to much of the military-industrial-academic-complex, 
and as such also produced some kind of model for interdisci-
plinary research. For example, the conceptual thinking around 
cybernetics was a direct result of transposing and borrowing 
terminology from different fields in order to describe the new 
area of cybernetics. Extending the integration of humans in re-
lation to technology and performance – again a re-evaluation of 
humans in relation to their environment – areas such as human 
engineering (ergonomics) developed rapidly after the Second 
World War. Large sums of money supported new and existing 
research centers in the development of new technologies that 
considered this systems approach to the design of organizations 
as well as new equipment. These sweeping tendencies that 
flourished in the research community may very well have influ-
enced the imagined role of Wenner-Gren Center.

To note this, a letter sent to the Wenner-Gren Foun-
dation dated April 18, 1957, there is a request for 20 million 
dollars to support the development of a Center for the Com-
munication Sciences at MIT.14 Although the letter is essentially 
an application for funds, it presents the background of research 
already conducted through the Research Laboratory of Elec-
tronics (RLE), with particular attention to the contributions of 
Norbert Wiener. The letter is the description of a proposal for a 
new center and relevant as such, as well as in how it might have 
influenced Birger Strid, who was the CEO of Wenner-Gren’s 
holding company, Fulcrum AB, and the board while they 
formulated and directed plans for the Wenner-Gren Center.

MIT’s reasons for contacting Axel Wenner-Gren and 
the Wenner-Gren Center for Scientific Research may have 
been many. However, there were two fundamental parallels: 
both were “about-to-become research institutions for interdis-
ciplinary research” and both strove to become international 
centers for their respective domains within scientific research.15 
CEO of Fulcrum AB, Birger Strid sent the memorandum 
about the MIT new research center to Hugo Theorell stating 
that: “Dr. Wenner-Gren is wondering if the Wenner-Gren 
Center could possibly be part of the picture somehow and 
complete a certain part of the program imagined for the MIT 
research center.”16 Nevertheless, neither Strid nor Theorell 
seemed supportive of pursuing such ambitions further.17

Below is a list of Axel Wenner-Gren’s contributions to 
science, which are too numerous to list in full, but here are a few 
of his more important donations as listed in the booklet for the 
Weizman Institute of Science.

14  WGC Archive: A center for the Communication Sciences, letter with 
description of previous research at Research Laboratory of Electronics at 
MIT, letter and taxonomy of fields of research dated April 18, 1957. 
15  WGC Archive: Dr. Axel Wenner-Gren’s “Memorandum regarding 
Wenner-Gren Foundation,” February 1, 1955, which states: “Sweden 
would by such a research center establish an invaluable network of re-
searchers all over the world, whom would at the return to their home 
countries would form a goodwill. The Wenner-Gren Center would thus 
become a natural gathering point.”  
16  WGC Archive: Translation by the author: Letter from Birger 
Strid to Hugo Theorell forwarding the memorandum “A center 
for the Communication Sciences,” June 18, 1957.
17  Ibid.
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1935  Viking Fund  Zurich
1936  Wenner-Grenska Samfundet       Stockholm
1937 W-G Metabolic Research Institute      Stockholm
1938 W-G Institute for Experimental Biology at Stockholm University   Stockholm
1939 W-G Aeronautical Laboratory at the University of Kentucky   Lexington
1941 Viking Fund, changed in 1951 to Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological research  New York
1942 Institute for Anti-Snake-Venom       Lima
1943 American Institute at Uppsala University     Uppsala
1954 W-G Cardiovascular Research Laboratory (with affiliations in Åbo and Copenhagen)  Stockholm
1957 Burg Wartenstein (European Headquarters for WG- Foundation in N.Y.)  Austria
1958 Nordiska Folkhögskolan (Seminary for Scandinavian Cooperation)  Biskops-Arnö
1959 W-G Computer Center at the Weizmann Institute of Science   Rehovoth
1960 W-G Research Laboratory at Karolinska Institutet    Stockholm
1961 Wenner-Gren Center for Scientific Research     Stockholm
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Appendix 2: 
Industrial design as design construction

As discussed in detail in chapter four, the high impact 
wrench was the handheld tool that led to an important 
development in steel building. Expanded, this argument 
encompasses the development of industrial design, in 
which Atlas Copco was involved at an early stage. In 
October 1955, a European delegation set out to visit 
construction offices and their respective departments for 
research, experiments, and production in the US. The tour 
was arranged by the Organization of European Economic 
Cooperation (OEEC) for interested parties in Europe, 
and as it was financed by the Marshall Plan, the costs for 
the seven-week journey were covered for most of the del-
egation, with the exception of participants from Sweden 
and Switzerland.1 One of the delegates was John Munch 
from Atlas Copco. John Munch had been a professor of 
materials strength before he joined Atlas Diesel (later 
Atlas Copco), and he was a key figure who ensured that 
Atlas Copco advanced as a company in terms of design. 
Upon their arrival, the European delegation embarked 
on a detailed tour that included visits to industrial design 
departments and educational programs at IIT and MIT. 
In Munch’s account of the trip, he describes a small 
linguistic error that ultimately had a significant impact: 
the French had erroneously translated “industrial design 
departments” as “construction offices”, or human engineer-
ing. According to Munch, it took the group about a week 
to come to terms with the misunderstanding, ultimately 
asking organizers to contact the companies on the pro-
gram and request permission to visit leading employees 
in design departments as well. The program had been put 
together by some of the best known industrial designers at 
the time in the US. After the modifications, the program 
turned out to be one of the Swedish representatives’ earli-
est encounters with industrial design.2

A detailed report from this visit published by Mekan-
förbundet included reflections from the four Swedish repre-
sentatives. In general, they were impressed by the application 
of industrial design in the production process, as well as the 
role of the designers’ capacity in both form finding as well 
as design construction knowledge. One of the younger dele-
gates, civil engineer Lars Bergman, concluded that “industri-
al designers in the United States take advantage of studying 
human physiological and psychological aspects, which in-
forms the outcome of the product, and take account of these 

1  TM Archive: There were 26 participants representing ten differ-
ent countries; Sweden (4); Norway (3); Denmark (4); Holland (3); 
Belgium (3); France (3); Germany (2); Switzerland (2); Italy (1), Por-
tugal (1). Welcoming address, Disponent Gunnar P. Brynge; and 
Lars Bergman, “Industrial designs funktion och betydelse i USA” in 
Sveriges Mekanförbund, Försäljningsinriktad konstruktion. Tekniskt 
Meddelande Ko 3, Kontaktkonferens den 6 december 1955 (Stock-
holm, 1956), 17-21.

2  TM Archive: Sveriges Mekanförbund, Branschorganisation 
för järn- metalmanufaktur, mekanisk och elektromekanisk verk-
stadsindustri (trade organization for ferrous metals manufac-
turing, mechanical and electronic engineering)

in the design process of for example machines to adapt to the 
body, handles that are easy to reach and grasp as well as de-
signing instruments that are easy to read.3 What he observed 
and pointed out was how industrial designers operated in 
the American industry, foremost in the automobile, air-
plane, and aeronautics industries, as well as in the appliance 
industry. This design philosophy – human engineering –“is 
not an exact science” say the authors of the Guide to Human 
Engineering. Rather, it is an approach to designing things 
that takes into account and integrates humans, machines 
and the environment. In so doing, human engineering was 
an evolving field that considered humans and machines part 
of an operating system. John Munch understood that it was 
important for Atlas Copco to incorporate and advance these 
tendencies, which were present in the American market. 

The European delegation not only visited construc-
tion offices, but were also informed about the American 
economy, state administration and American living stan-
dards and in particular the enormous increase in popula-
tion – 3.3 million per year – which was the foundation of 
American production and business. The delegation travelled 
throughout the East Coast and the Midwest, visiting 
consulting businesses that collaborated on construction of 
products; at the time, this was a particularly “American” 
phenomenon, not yet widespread in Europe. This kind of 
consultation was specialized on consumer products such as 
cameras, television sets, refrigerators, etc. However, Munch 
explained, this kind of occupation has become a more com-
mon application in the tools industry and within production 
similar to Atlas Copco’s. The delegation visited the IBM 
factory outside New York City where Hollerith’s punch 
card machines were made, as well as General Electric, 
whose newly established research laboratory made a strong 
impression. In Detroit, they visited the GM Tech Center, 
where they were introduced to the latest automation in the 
production of car engines. At the time, there were about 
3000 workers at the GM workshop, which produced 1600 
engines per day. “In this factory almost everything is carried 
out automatically except the montage of the engine.” Most 
importantly, Munch experienced firsthand that pneumatic 
air was used in automation. Two years later Munch, who 
was head of the Design and Research Compressor Depart-
ments at AB Atlas Copco at the time, coordinated an ini-
tiative with the Swedish Society of Arts and Crafts (Svenska 
Slöjdföreningen) to arrange a conference on the topic of 
industrial design at Tekniska Museet.4

Atlas Copco developed compressors, tools for rock 
drilling, spray guns and other handheld tools using pneumat-
ic air. The company had slowly advanced since the late 19th 
century, and it was not until the breakthrough in carbide 

3  Lars Bergman, “Industrial designs funktion och betydelse i USA,” 
17; and “Hjälpmedel för ett säkrare och jämlikare liv” in Svensk in-
dustridesign: en 1900-talshistoria , ed. Lasse Brunnström (Stockholm: 
Norstedt, 1997), 303.
4  Rune Monö, “Produktdesign för arbetslivet” in Svensk industride-
sign: en 1900-talshistoria, ed. Lasse Brunnström (Stockholm: Norstedt, 
1997), 238. The discussions and a report from the conference in May 
1957 were published by Mekanförbundets konstruktionsavdelning
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technology that it became possible to utilize “the slumbering 
power” of compressed air in modern machines and methods.5 
No less than a year after the study trip overseas, Atlas Copco 
recruited Rune Zernell, the industrial designer and proficient 
draftsman at Volvo who was commissioned to develop a de-
sign department at Atlas Copco.6 Most likely, this was on the 
initiative of John Munch.7 Despite being only 35 years old, 
Rune Zernell had already gathered varied experience that 
qualified him for his new job at Atlas Copco. He had been 
involved in the construction of airplanes at Skandinaviska 
Aero in Norrtälje; motor engine construction at Svenska Fly-
motoraktiebolaget in Trollhättan; and he developed Sweden’s 
first subway compartment at Svenska Järnvägsverkstäderna in 
Linköping. The progressive direction that Atlas Copco took 
when hiring Rune Zernell was primarily in the area of hand-
held tools for the car and boat production industry. Through 
John Munch and his knowledge in materials, Atlas Copco 
had already advanced rock drilling together with other 
significant collaborators the field of pneumatic tools.8 The 
Swedish Method introduced by Atlas Copco in 1936 made 
rock drilling considerably more efficient.9

In the 1950s and ‘60s, Atlas Copco increasingly placed 
emphasis on the concept of ergonomics. More focus was put 
on compressed air equipment for the industry, and during 
the intimate process between the designers, technicians, and 
engineers, great effort was put into realizing “ergonomically 
correct construction.”10 The handheld LB 33 screwdriver 
launched in 1960 was a product par example that had taken 
the design to a new level. Rune Zernell had collaborated with 
medical experts in order to develop the most ergonomically 
correct handheld tool for the industry, and this tool set the 
standard for the company’s subsequent production. Zernell 
describes the importance of an in-depth analysis of the appro-
priate anatomical grip in terms of approach and careful studies 
of regulatory bodies versus grip. Using clay models, plaster, 
and wood models, the designs for these were carried forth 
with the ambition to shape a strict, objective and consistent 
form derived from careful analysis of the problems and coor-
dination of the various constituent elements.11 In accordance 
with the teachings of Henry Dreyfuss, Zernell expressed his 
desire that good design should impart a feeling of absolute 
necessity.12 “A subdued form is the result of precise alignment 
and scarcity.” But above all is the importance of material; that 

5  TM Archive: Direktör Carl-Herbert Dieden, “Så här har vi det hos 
oss”, in Fem föredrag vid informationsmötet på Tekniska Muséet den 14 
juni 1960 (tryckluft AB Atlas Copco, Skriftserie no. 3)
6  The Design Research Compressor Departments, AB Atlas Copco
7  Lasse Brunnström, ed., Svensk industridesign: en 1900-talshistoria, 
303.
8  TM Archive: The collaboration between John Munch and Erik Ryd is 
considered the most significant for this advancement.
9  See Conclusion for a full description of the Swedish Method. 
10  Atlas Copco The First Hundred Year: 1873-1973 (Stockholm: Atlas 
Copco, 1981), 90.
11  TM Archive: Rune Zernell, “Vår Industridesigner ser på sin up-
pgift,” Tryckluft 257 (Julen 1957): 6-7.
12  See Lasse Brunnström, ed., Svensk industridesign: en 1900-talsh-
istoria who recounts that upon visiting New York, Rune Zernell bought 
the books of Henry Dreyfuss, which were already worn from being 
read repeatedly upon his return back home.

is, of using materials “correctly.” The tools and machines that 
Zernell designed were compressed air machines, meaning that 
there was a great deal of exposure to vibrations and shaking. 
One design solution adapted to this condition was for example 
to emboss or press plates into a curved shape; among other 
things, this method eliminated a lot of vibration. When Atlas 
Copco launched the modern impact wrench (the LMS sys-
tem), first developed for the car industry and the production of 
airplanes, the company entered the building industry.
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Appendix 3: Positioning Sweden in America through 
Meet Modern Sweden and the Swedish Pavilion

The campaign will primarily focus on leading industrial- 
and business professionals, scientists, politicians, publishers, 
teachers, etc. in the United States. Through the campaign, 
they should be informed about contemporary Sweden as a 
country with culture, stable economic, political and social 
conditions, and a country with considerable scientific, tech-
nological and industrial resources in relation to its size.1

In early February 1962, a press conference in Stock-
holm formally launched the Meet Modern Sweden Campaign 
to tour venues all over the US. The former ambassador in 
Washington DC Erik Boheman had urged for a special 
campaign:  “to replace the image of a quaint, folkloristic 
country with that of a modern, highly industrialized nation 
that excels in science and technology.”2 Two weeks later, there 
was a report on the launch in the New York Times that began: 
“Sweden’s Government and industry are putting up more than 
$1,000,000 to defeat a horse – and a wooden one at that. The 
horse is a brightly painted toy and tourist souvenir made in the 
Swedish province of Dalarna. To the distress of many Swedes, 
it appears to be ‘Sweden’s profile in the U.S.A.”3 The brightly 
painted horse had certainly made a mark in the minds of the 
American public who had visited or seen pictures from the 
1939 New York World’s Fair, and this symbol was precisely 
what the committee wanted to defeat. The nearly three by 
three meter-large wooden horse was a supersized prototype of 
what was originally a toy, and it had welcomed visitors to the 
Swedish Pavilion, as it was positioned in front of the entrance. 
The Swedish executive industrialists behind the newly orga-
nized committee aimed to suffuse the handcrafted horse with 
new connotations that favored corporate affairs. At the time, it 
was a – for some – “distressing” symbol that contained tradi-
tional narratives and peppered the welfare state with socialistic 
allusions.4 Thus, the industrial sector accountable for Sweden’s 
progressive machinery responded to this symbol by emphasiz-
ing the country’s excellence in science and technology.

The campaign aimed to increase knowledge about 
Sweden and its economy, culture, education, research, and 
products. The interest was first and foremost in the hands of 
the industry, although the financial and organizational en-

1  “Sweden Offers a Modern Image to Replace Notion of Quaintness. 
Joint Government-Industry Project Aims To Do Away With National 
Picture Based on a Wooden Horse,” The New York Times, February 25, 
1962. (The press conference was held in Stockholm on Feb.10, 1962). 
Translation by the author. ”Kampanjen skall i första hand inriktas på 
ledande industri- och affärsmän, vetenskapsmän, politiker, publicister 
och lärare etc. i USA. Dessa skall genom kampanjen informeras om 
dagens Sverige som ett kulturland med stabila ekonomiska, politiska 
och sociala förhållanden och i relation till landets storlek avsevärda 
vetenskapliga, industriella och tekniska resurser.” 
2  “Sweden Offers a Modern Image to Replace Notion of Quaintness. 
Joint Government-Industry Project Aims To Do Away With National Pic-

ture Based on a Wooden Horse,” The New York Times, February 
25, 1962.
3  Ibid. 
4  Ibid.

deavor was a joint effort between business stakeholders and 
the Swedish government. As the campaign took form, it be-
came a tight collaboration where several actors joined forces 
with corporate heads, state officials and royalists. There 
were designers, academics, artists and scientist engaged in 
the export promotion campaign. Foreseeing an exponential-
ly increasing market space of the ethos built into the Amer-
ican dream, the sole ambition was to carve out some – even 
a small percentage – of the total marketplace for Swedish 
industrial products.5 The campaign included no less than 
ten exhibitions of technology, industrial design, craft, glass, 
ceramics, and photographs of Sweden; the distribution of 
information sheets; an advertising campaign for Swedish 
products in Fortune, Business Week, Saturday Review and 
Time. Three of the highlights were Operation West Coast, 
a theme-week dedicated to Sweden in cities on the West 
Coast that started out in San Francisco; a travelling business 
delegation throughout the Midwest called Mellanvästern-
kampanjen (‘the Midwest campaign’); and participation in 
the World Fair in New York in 1964-65.

In 1963, one of the first exhibitions opened at the 
American-Swedish Historical Museum in Philadelphia. The 
show Industry in Color included around fifty photographs by 
Karl W. Gullers that depicted Swedish industries, nature, 
and environment.6 The choice to exhibit Karl W. Gullers’ 
photographs within the framework of Meet Modern Swe-
den was particularly poignant with regard to the campaign’s 
aims. Karl W Gullers’ special interest was in life and work 
in Sweden through its industrial production, and he had 
published no fewer than 21 picture books over the previous 
18 years.7 As a photographer, he was considered to have 
“pioneered of the concept of industrial photography”.8  As 
he was particularly suited for the job, Karl W. Gullers also 
provided the official collection of photos entitled Meet Mod-
ern Sweden Color Slides, as well as in the coffee-table book 
K.W Gullers’ Sweden.

In the same year that Industry in Color opened in 
Philadelphia, the retrospective exhibition Gullers 25 years 

5  America was not only by far the largest producing country of office 
machinery equipment with about 70 % of global production, but also 
the largest single provision market. The Swedish company Facit’s mar-
ket share in the United States was less than one percent, but this share 
still accounted for almost 15 % of the company’s total exports. Any 
change in the market share in the United States would thus have major 
consequences for the company. See Niklas Stenlås, Den inre kretsen: 
den svenska ekonomiska elitens inflytande över partipolitik och opin-
ionsbildning 1940-1949 (Lund: Arkiv, 1998), 27.
6  Two other exhibitions opened at the same time and were organized 
by the Teknologföreningen (Technology Association) and the Uppfin-
narförening (Inventors’ Association). 
7  The pamphlet that accompanied the show’s photographs present-
ed Karl W. Gullers as: “Industry has long fascinated Karl. W. Gullers, 
and Swedish steel and paper mills and mines have been one of his fa-
vorite themes ever since the thirties.” Karl W. Gullers, Industry in Color.
8  “Adjö till Svart-Vitt” / Fotoutställning K.W. Gullers,” Göte-
borgs-Posten September 28, 1963. In an interview by Swedish Radio P1, 
Gullers is considered a pioneer in journalistic photography. Following 
the launch of the big picture magazines Life and Picture Post in the 1930s, 
the Swedish counterpart Se opened up the possibility for a new type 
of photojournalism that “gushed to save the moment.” Sveriges Radio 
snabbprotokoll OBS’, October 18, 1963 Interview by Ingmar Björkstén.
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opened at Tekniska Museet in Stockholm. At the exhibition’s 
opening, Sven af Geijerstam introduced Karl W Gullers as 
“One of our best educators about Sweden and life and work 
here, at this very moment he is paving the way for Swedish 
export production with his industry photographs.” The 
exhibition Industria Suecia con cores (‘Swedish industry with 
heart’) was touring Brazil at the time, and in 1960, a number 
of exposés presenting motifs from Sweden’s industry had 
been in London. They were shown in Chicago and Milan the 
following year and in London again in 1962. Karl W Gullers 
could certainly be seen as Swedish industry’s “PR man”.9

In the show, a number of photographic images 
were taken from the worker’s perspective: on the factory 
floor, handling sheets of aluminum, pouring molten iron 
into containers. But there are also bird’s eye views of the 
pulp factory in Sundsvall and subtle images of nature.  In 
one striking photograph, a female welder is engaged in a 
discussion with the Swedish King Gustaf VI Adolf. In the 
background of the clearly staged meeting there is a crowd. 
The female welder also appeared in other sets of Karl W. 
Gullers’ images. This image highlights certain aspects of the 
Swedish monarchy, but in particular the need for workers, 
automation and ‘moonlight’ working in order to cope with 
the rising cost of living as well as producing for the high 
demands of the Swedish export industry. The state’s depen-
dence on its own people relying on 26 percent of the gross 
national products sold overseas created optimism, as well 
as giving a status to the worker by sharing the total wealth 
making the worker’s situation attractive. 

The Globe-Democrat St. Louis reported on the female 
welder, saying: “Sweden is stretching its resources to an 
extent known in America only during peak war mobiliza-
tion. As a result there is a crushing shortage of workers. 
Women are being urged repeatedly by government and 
business to join the labor force.”10 According to the article, 
the overheated economy brought growth, but also big risks 
– meaning that although the country was under a Social 
Democratic government where a faltering industry that “no 
longer is economic on the world market, the Swedes have 
the resolution to let it perish.”11 News articles of this charac-
ter were carefully orchestrated; before the campaign began, 
American finance journalists from the Midwestern states 
were invited to Sweden, thus introducing the campaign 
in American media. The Milwaukee Sentinel reported that 
because the “dollar volume” of Sweden’s exports surpassed 
the imports from the United States, “Sweden sees an op-
portunity to increase its exports of machinery, calculators 
and other equipment, transformers, some types of milling 
machines, cars, office furniture, and other items.”12 The 
female welder on the Torslanda Volvo-factory assembly line 
in Gullers’ photographs brought a human scale to the pro-

9  “Adjö till Svart-Vitt” / Fotoutställning K.W. Gullers,”Göte-
borgs-Posten September 28, 1963.
10 James A. Cockrell, "Over-Heated Economy Brings Growth - And 
Big Risks," Globe-Democrat St. Louis, September 14, 1965. 
11  Ibid.
12  The Milwaukee Sentinel, 1965.

duction. The author of the article also wrote that “Labor in 
Sweden is generally accepting the inevitability of automa-
tion – and is counting on sharing the greater wealth it can 
bring to the nation.”13 This was essentially an acknowledge-
ment of Sweden’s positive attitude towards automation. 

In February 1964, the Meet Modern Sweden Cam-
paign was officially inaugurated in San Francisco with 
Operation West Coast. It was met with enthusiastic support 
by the San Francisco mayor John F Shelly, who held the 
inauguration speech together with the Swedish Prince Ber-
til, and Mayor George Christopher. During the ‘Swedish 
week’ that was organized by the city to coincide with the 
official opening, more than 420 stores showcased Swedish 
products, and several hundred bank branches advertised for 
Sweden. The Swedish flag hung from every streetlight in 
central San Francisco. At Civic Center Plaza in front of the 
City Hall, a new epoch was saluted with shots fired from 
the Vasa canon that had been shipped overseas for that very 
purpose. No fewer than ten Swedish exhibitions opened in 
San Francisco; of these, three major exhibitions opened to 
the public.14  There were folklore art and Vasa ship exhi-
bitions at the de Young Museum. Swedish design was not 
unfamiliar for the San Francisco audience; Scandinavian 
design had already been promoted in 1957 with the exhibi-
tion Design in Scandinavia, which toured Canada and the 
USA in 1954-57 and showcased Nordic industrial design 
and handicraft.

At the California Academy of Sciences, the exhibi-
tion “Technology Now” presented modern Swedish tech-
nology and science. 15 The Museum of Modern Art present-
ed modern Swedish design “which intended to be a support 
for the commercial measures within the consumer goods 
area.”16 In line with the ambition to “promote exports”, a 
parade of ten Volvo Amazon was escorted through the city 
by motorcycles. The signs for the city’s Stockton Street were 
temporarily replaced to read ‘Stockholm Street’. The Dewey 
Monument, a war memorial in the middle of Union Square, 
was draped in blue and yellow with the royal emblem of 
three crowns. Signs on the old-fashioned trams read: “Meet 
Modern Sweden in San Francisco”. The inauguration event 
in San Francisco had the same festive atmosphere as the 
1930s Stockholm Exhibition, but this time based on con-
sumer culture marketing Swedish products and Swedish ad-
vanced industrial technology. To symbolically illustrate the 
state of affairs, the mayor John F. Shelly handed over the 
key to the city of San Francisco to Prince Bertil. Sweden 
took over San Francisco for six weeks, before the campaign 
moved on to Los Angeles, continuing to the Midwest in 
1965 with stops in Chicago, St. Louis, Detroit, Cleveland, 
Cincinnati, and Milwaukee.17 The same cannonball salute 

13  Cockrell, "Over-Heated Economy"
14  From February 21st through April 5th 1964.
15  USA campaign Meet Modern Sweden information ,no. 4, January 
1964, 2.
16  USA campaign Meet Modern Sweden, 1.
17  The Swedish week in San Francisco had originally been 
planned for April, but the date was changed to avoid an overlap 
with the opening of the New York World’s Fair.
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that rung in the Swedish week in San Francisco also sound-
ed at the inauguration of the Swedish Pavilion at the World 
Fair when it opened in New York on April 22nd, 1964. 

The Swedish participation in the 1964-65 World 
Fair was neither official nor led by the Swedish state.18 
Rather, it was a direct result of a joint effort by the industry 
and some of its most significant representatives. One of 
the most vocal advocates for Swedish participation was 
Marcus Wallenberg. When several companies argued that 
world fairs were outdated and competitive, Wallenberg 
had stepped in and insisted that Sweden could not miss 
out on the chance to present and disseminate information 
about Sweden to the World Fair visitors.19  He received 
the necessary support from the industry and, as the main 
shareholder of the company ASEA, Marcus Wallenberg 
and Curt Nicolin made sure that ASEA entered as a guar-
antor for a contract with the World’s Fair Corporation. 
Sweden’s pavilion was dedicated to the theme of “Creative 
Sweden” and a testimonial to the nation’s private enterpris-
es. Sponsored by leading industries and businesses, pri-
marily ASEA, the Johnson Group, SAAB, and NK, these 
companies were also the most represented in the Pavilion’s 
exhibition. Architecturally speaking, the pavilion was 
rather oddly shaped like a bulky airplane, with a central 
hall of 400 square meters, 13 meters wide and 42 meters 
long. The main exhibition in the pavilion’s nave was called 
“Hall of Industry”, and it featured Swedish technology and 
products. This space also contained a small module with 
an office, a public bathroom facility, etc. A 200 square 
meter wing flanked each side. One of the wings housed a 
miniature branch of Sweden’s largest department store NK, 
and the other wing was a restaurant offering an authentic 
Swedish ‘smorgasbord’. The pavilion’s dark blue façade 
was decorated with 170 gold anodized emblems made with 
Swedish light alloy that looked like small golden ducks. It 
was designed by the architects Sven Backström and Leif 
Reinius, who were seemingly more commercially-oriented, 
having designed both Farsta shopping center and Åhléns 
department store. The design was by no means spectacular; 
it was rather the strikingly angular shape that was unusual 
and the ironic feature of a building turned into the shape of 
an airplane.20

Designed to adhere to the building regulations of 
the World Fair Corporation, the pavilion was by no means 
constructed as a temporary structure. The foundation was 
made with 30 meter-long wooden poles. The building itself 
was a steel frame construction and a Q-deck ceiling covered 
with a lightweight metal roof from Sweden. The building’s 
interior, furniture, and materials had been shipped from 
Sweden. Writing about the building process in Väg och 
vattenbyggaren, engineer Ola Edling from SIAB – which 

18  Organizationally and economically, the campaign Meet Modern 
Sweden and the New York World Fair exhibition were separate, but 
they were conceptually related.

19  Mac O Lindahl, Svenska paviljongen: New York World’s Fair 
1964-1965 – en rapport, Swedish Pavilion Committee, 1966, 4.
20  See “Svenska Paviljongen,” Väg och vattenbyggaren no. 1 
(1964): 54-56.

built the pavilion – expressed some doubt about completing 
the building.

The exhibition inside the Swedish Pavilion concen-
trated instead on presenting the country’s commercial ben-
efits.  Under a ceiling display that simulated the northern 
lights, a number of exhibits show mechanical and electronic 
devices, such as a ship propeller, Facit calculating machines, 
SKF ball bearings, Electrolux refrigerators etc. The most 
fascinating of these was the ASEA theater. The colorful 
theater display demonstrated high-voltage electricity: volt-
age was built up inside a five-foot plastic sphere and created 
an eerie “corona” or halo. The most important object on dis-
play inside the industrial hall was a prototype of Sweden’s 
new fighter plane, Viggen; the Viggen military aircraft by 
SAAB hung suspended from the ceiling.21 The new fighter 
aircraft had been developed by the Swedish government and 
Swedish industry several years earlier. While the aircraft 
was designed and manufactured by SAAB, a number of 
other Swedish companies were also involved in the develop-
ment: LM Ericsson made   radar equipment, Volvo designed 
the aircraft engine, and Bofors delivered the plane’s arma-
ment. Showcasing the Viggen was thus a way of showing 
Swedish industry’s capabilities. From 1945 until the 1960s, 
technical knowledge and economic power developed an 
informal institutional structure that made it possible for the 
government to commit to the development of military tech-
nologies. Governmental funding for the military industry 
was politically, ideologically, and socially anchored through 
the specific corporative society. The Viggen aircraft that 
hung from the Swedish Pavilion’s ceiling demonstrates how 
Sweden, with its special relationship between the industry 
and politics, presided over the strongest military arsenal in 
Europe in 1945, and had built the fourth strongest air force 
in the world by 1960.22

21  Mac O Lindahl, Svenska paviljongen: New York World’s Fair 1964-
1965 – en rapport, 4.
22  Per Lundin, Niklas Stenlås and Johan Gribbe, eds., Science for 
Welfare and Warfare, Technology and State Initiative in Cold War Swe-
den (Sagamore Beach, MA: Science History Publications/USA, 2010).



IMAGE CAPTIONS TO  

CHAPTER DIVIDERS 

p.8 Photo of the apartment building Helicon. This building was 
enlarged with two housing sections in the mid-1980s designed 
by Joe Lindström and Björn Odén, VBB architects. Photo by 
Gösta Glase (Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm). 

p.42 Photo of Arne Johnson and Fazlur Kahn in October 
1972. Photographer unknown. (Swedish Institute of Steel 
Construction, Stockholm). 

p.92 Official Meet Modern Sweden color slide no. 20 of ASEA 
headquarters in Västerås. Photo by Karl W. Gullers. “ASEA 
is another firm that exemplifies the rapid growth of Swedish 
engineering industry. With a Payroll of 30, 000, it is the 
country’s biggest employer and a vital factor in the town of 
Västerås, which has grown in step with the great electrical 
engineering enterprise.” (Repro National Library of Sweden). 

p.160 Photo of Skatteskrapan on Södermalm, Stockholm completed 
in 1959. Photo by K. W. Gullers. (©Nordiska Museet). 

p.206 Photo of connection detail of the Wenner-Gren Center high-
rise. Undated slide from the KTH Architecture School’s 
Forgotten Slide Archive. 

p.258 Photo of Lars Wallin. Photographer unknown. (Swedish 
Institute of Steel Construction, Stockholm).

p.304 Photo of Axel Wenner-Gren and Sune Lindström at the 
press conference August 11, 1958. Photo by Gösta Nordin. 
(Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm).

p.337– Screen-shots from documentary Wenner-Gren Center, 1961.
   349      (SFI Archive and Wenner-Gren Foundations, Stockholm)

p.350 Official Meet Modern Sweden color slides no. 13. Photo by 
Karl W. Gullers: “Despite his high age – he was born in 1882 
– King Gustaf VI Adolf is an untiring and popular visitor to 
factories. Here he is with an attractive welder at the Volvo Car 
works in Gothernburg. Swedish industry has a high percentage 
of female workers.” (Repro National Library of Sweden). 
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ENDNOTES TO  

IMAGE CAPTIONS

p.100 1.  Axel Wenner-Gren was travelling from Mexico to Princeton 
in June to participate in the symposium. 

p.100 2.  The idea for the symposium was sparked by William 
L. Thomas, geographer and assistant of Wenner-Gren 
Foundation for Anthropological Research in 1949, during the 
XXIX International Congress of Americanists in New York. 
Incentives to organize a large-scale anthropological conference 
emerged. The international symposium took place in 1952 
and was a success; Thomas proposed a new symposium on the 
theme of “man’s role” aimed at establishing geography and 
anthropology in the academy.

p.101 3.  The book was published a year later and reviewed by several 
scholarly journals in different fields. One review expressed that 
the book should be read by everyone interested in the story of 
man on his earth or concerned with the future of both earth 
and man. S. T. Emory, Review: Man’s Role in Changing the Face 
of the Earth by William L. Thomas, in Social Forces, vol. 35, no. 
4 (May, 1957): 378.

p.106 4.  The pamphlet that accompanied the show’s photographs 
presented Karl W. Gullers stated: “Industry has long 
fascinated Karl. W. Gullers, and Swedish steel and paper 
mills and mines have been one of his favorite themes ever 
since the thirties.” Karl W. Gullers, Industry in Color.

p.106 5.  Göteborgs-Posten, September 28, 1963 “Adjö till Svart-Vitt” 
/ Fotoutställning K.W. Gullers / In an interview by Swedish 
Radio P1, Gullers is called a pioneer in journalistic photography. 
Following the launch of the big picture magazines Life and 
Picture Post in the 1930s, the Swedish equivalent Se opened up 
the possibility for a new type of photojournalism that “rushed to 
save the moment.” Sveriges Radio snabbprotokoll OBS’, October 
18, 1963. Interview by Ingmar Björkstén.

p.153 6.  SWECO Archive: Letter from Åke Hark, John Mattsson 
Byggnads AB to Alf Bydén, VBB December 2, 1960.

p.166 7.  When the project management began producing the 
construction drawings in 1953, a common understanding 
was that these early “skyscrapers” would be built in steel. The 
author acknowledges that: “This view was probably influenced 
by the Americans’ way of building skyscrapers.” See “Andra 
höghuset” Väg och vattenbyggaren, no. 6 (1959): 177.

p.179 8.  Jan Wallander, Wenner-Gren Foundations 1955-2000, 31.

p.250 9.  Reyner Banham, The Architecture of the Well-Tempered 
Environment. 2nd ed. (Sydney: Steense Varming, 2008), 216.
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