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reconfigured according to more traditional urban ideals, under the
thin guise of “sustainability”’' It could be argued that today we are
observing the slow dismantling of the welfare state, empowered
through alternative narratives transmitted through the medium of
concrete. While current political, economic, and cultural forces
seem more intent on tearing things apart, previous constellations
were more interested in building something new.

Concrete played a pivotal role in materializing the Nordic model
of welfare, giving it an architectural form and aesthetic sensibility,
and embodying the ideals of democracy and equality. Its historic
rise to dominance during the welfare-state era, however, was no
mere coincidence, but emerged through the particular socioeco-
nomic circumstances of the period, cultivated by an alignment
of shared interests. Through concrete, the economic dream of
rationalized construction processes intersected with the artistic
desire for aesthetic experimentation. As Norwegian artist Carl Nes-
jar proclaimed, “concrete is a meeting point for the architect and
the artist’2

On May 23,1964, the exhibition Konst i betong (Art in concrete)
opened at Moderna Museet (Museum of Modern Art) in Stockholm,
offering the public a chance to see a selection of artworks by con-
temporary artists working experimentally with the material of con-
crete. Pablo Picasso’s sculpture Fagelfisken (The Bird Fish) was a
major drawcard, sandblasted in concrete by Carl Nesjar. Works by
Nordic artists such as Siri Derkert, Lars Englund, Einer Hoste, Erik
Hesselberg, Inger Sitter, as well as individual work by Nesjar, were
also on display2 The exhibition was a collaboration between the
museum and Svenska Vag- och Vattenbyggares Riksférbund (SVR,
the Swedish Association of Road and Water Builders), with curato-
rial credit given equally to the museum’s director, Pontus Hultén,
and Olle Rinman, the chairman of SVR. Situated on an island in
central Stockholm, surrounded by the waters of the Baltic Sea, the
museum offered an avant-garde setting for SVR to celebrate their
twenty-year jubilee Some of the biggest names in the Swedish
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construction industry at the time sponsored the event, including
the two largest cement producers, Cementa and Gullhégen, as well
as public housing organizations such as Svenska Bostédder and
Hyreshus i Stockholm, and half a dozen private builders, including
John Mattson, Olle Engkvist, and Ohlsson & Skarne.

The exhibition opening was a gathering that would bring
together artists, curators, engineers, architects, planners, build-
ers, landlords, material suppliers, and politicians, staging a broad
discussion about concrete as a material, and its place within the
future of the Swedish welfare state. In attendance was a powerful
yet diverse group of actors with substantial cultural, political, and
economic muscle, who could exert substantial influence over gov-
ernmental policy directions. The opening party was followed by a
four-day conference, with Allan Skarne, owner and director of Ohls-
son & Skarne, invited as a distinguished keynote speaker® Skarne
(1909-98) was a second-generation builder deeply involved in the
shift from a craft-based to an industrialized construction sectorin
Sweden and abroad; starting in 1963, licensees of the Skarne Sys-
tem were located in six European countries, as well as the Middle
East® He also shared a close personal relationship with the muse-
um’s director Pontus Hultén, who was married to his niece, Anna-
Lena Wibom. Skarne was a keen collector of modern art,amassing
an enviable collection at his private island residence in Stockholm,
and upon the occasional request from Hultén, provided financial
support to the budding museum, including the purchase of the
large-scale Alexander Calder sculpture The Four Elements in 1961,
which he gifted to the Museum’s permanent collection in 1967.

Skarne was an advocate of the need for rationalization and
technological innovation in the construction industry, but he was
also a strong supporter of art and architecture. He firmly believed
that further mechanization of building processes would give
greater freedom to artists and architects, arguing that:

It is clear that the rationalization of construction requires
rational planning, but this should give architects more time
to devote themselves to greater undertakings—to shape our
interior and exterior residential environments and to give the
hard-pressed modern working citizens an environment of lei-
sure that provides both peace and stimulation”

The exhibition Konst i betong aimed to highlight the artistic and
aesthetic possibilities of concrete. By building with rational con-
struction techniques and processes, in close collaboration with
architects and artists, a new architectural aesthetic was to be pro-
duced that was representative of the ideals of the welfare state.
This point of view was emphasized at the exhibition conference,
where Skarne, together with architect Johannes Olivegren and
artist Bertil Gottsén partook in a discussion concerning art in con-
struction, with a particular focus on the 1 percent rule—a principle
applied in Sweden, Denmark, and Norway, which stipulates that
1 percent of a building’s construction costs should be spent on
commissioning artistic work for the project®

Between June 7 and June 13,1964, Socialdemokraterna (the
Swedish Social Democratic Party) held their twenty-second con-
gress at the recently built Folkets Hus (People’s House), a civic
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Carl Nesjar in his studio in Oslo with

the finished Picasso sculpture Fagelfisken
(formerly titled Figure Découpée) which

was exhibited at the exhibition Konst i betong
(Art in concrete) at Moderna Museet in
Stockholm in 1964.

Allan Skarne assisting in the mounting of
a prefabricated interior wall element in the
project Kv. Diset in Uppsala, the prototype
for the S66 System.

Matthew Ashton and Erik Stenberg: Material Networks 177



9

10

1

12

178

“Statens bostadspolitik far kritik i SAP-
debatt” [State housing policy critiqued
in SAP debate], Dagens Nyheter,

June 10, 1964.

Statens offentliga utredningar (SOU),
Héjd bostadsstandard [Raised building
standards] (Stockholm: SOU, 1965), 32.
“Rationalisering Strangs l16sen”
[Rationalization is Strang’s answer],
Dagens Nyheter, April 21,1964.
“Rationalisering,” 10.

center designed by the celebrated Swedish modernist architect
Sven Markelius. On Tuesday June 9, the party held a heated debate
on housing and land policy—a critical issue at the time, as the
country was still suffering from a substantial housing deficit,com-
bined with rising construction costs and acute labor shortages.
The debate was led by the Minister of the Interior, Rune Johansson,
and addressed the many factors hindering the production of new
housing, such as the difficulty that builders had in securing financ-
ing, and the obstructions faced by municipalities in attempting
to purchase land for development. Johansson emphasized the
necessity for municipalities to engage in long-term urban plan-
ning to ensure that builders received plots in good time and high-
lighted the need to pursue “rational” construction processes?® The
debate ended with party members voting to establish a working
group that would put together a report on the housing situation and
present proposed solutions. The resulting government white paper
Hé6jd Bostadstandard (Raised housing standards) laid the founda-
tions for the housing policy of the Million Program, an ambitious
government-led plan to construct one million new dwellings within
a ten-year period across Sweden (1965-74).°

The housing shortage combined with rising building costs was
athorny political issue for the government at the time, emphasized
by Finance Minister Gunner Strang at a public debate organized by
SVR in the spring of 1964, arguing “one must invest in standard-
ization. Everything to keep price increases at bay’ " Present at the
same debate, and representing the interests of private builders,
was Alan Skarne, who presented his view that: “The construction
industry should learn from the shipbuilders and the auto industry
... both single family houses and rental apartments ‘in packages’
should and could be delivered, similar to Volvo’s car packages.
A few models that have the essentials in common.”"? It was the
emphasis on “rationality” in both construction processes and urban
planning principles that paved the way for concrete to emerge as
the preeminent material from which the Million Program would
be constructed, and perpetually reinforce its association with the
architecture of the welfare state. Concrete was cheap, plentiful,
durable, and above all, suited to industrial production methods;
this combination made it especially attractive as a political solution
to the housing deficit, which would not put too much inflationary
pressure on the economy.

STATE OF THE ART IN CONCRETE

As a material, concrete is plastic, malleable, and shapeable; it is
capable of expressing a diversity of colors, textures, finishes, sur-
faces, and, thus, atmospheres. While industrialists and politicians
were praising the technological and economic potential of the
material, the exhibition Konst i betong put its aesthetic qualities
on display, demonstrating a multitude of ways combinations of
sand, water, stone, and cement could be crafted competently by
artists and architects. The future city of concrete would be ratio-
nal, but also beautiful, sensuous, and demonstrative of human
creativity. 19964 can be seen as a watershed year for concrete in
Sweden, when political, economic, and cultural forces momentarily
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converged, setting the conditions for the unprecedented large-
scale era of construction that was to follow. The rise of concrete
did not, as such, emerge out of a vacuum, just as its eventual
dominance within the Swedish construction industry was neither
inevitable nor guaranteed. Sweden had strong domestic timber
and steel industries, equally capable of producing rational housing
solutions on a large scale, yet it was concrete that took the early
initiative, a development in no small part due to technological inno-
vations in prefabricated concrete panel construction developed by
a pioneering group of builders, in which Ohlsson & Skarne played
a decisive role.

One of the main factors driving an increased interest in pre-
fabricated concrete construction methods in the early 1960s were
acute labor shortages, and the sky-rocketing building costs that
followed. Real economic growth was achieved through the export-
orientated manufacturing industry, not the local construction
industry, so with a limited supply of workers it was preferable to
automate building processes as much as possible to increase the
supply of labor available to manufacturers. Once the prefabrication
technology had been implemented in residential construction, the
following step was to develop integrated building systems where
the elements were part of an interconnected chain from design
and project planning, to factory production and implementation.’®
Rationalized construction methods dramatically improved pro-
ductivity—in 1950, it took approximately eight hours of work to
complete a cubic meter of housing with traditional craft-based
construction, while by the start of the 1970s the same amount of
work could be completed in two and a half hours.

The construction firm Ohlsson & Skarne were pioneers of pre-
fabricated concrete building systems, optimizing and rationalizing
construction processes, and implementing and developing techni-
cal innovations within the construction industry. In 1963, they were
ranked the seventh largest producer of concrete construction ele-
ments in Sweden, with production spread across four factories.*
Allan Skarne had a long interest in transforming and modernizing
the Swedish construction industry, often using his own building
firm to experiment with new technological innovations, explore
more efficient, cost-effective construction methods and streamline
organizational structures. Concrete was at the core of Skarne’s
construction business—it was the material which could dramati-
cally revolutionize the Swedish construction industry, through ratio-
nalization, standardization, and prefabrication. By the mid-1960s,
early prefabrication methods and prototypes had now also shifted
to building systems, with the prefabricated concrete elements pro-
vided in “packages” of project planning, production, and delivery
of whole precast structures comprising of floor slab elements and
interior and exterior load-bearing wall units. By 1967, these building
systems were being used to produce more than 8,000 flats in Swe-
den, with a capacity estimated to increase to 30,000 flats by 1970.°

In 1955, Allan Skarne was influential in establishing a network
of like-minded individuals interested in developing, improving, and
sharing knowledge about prefabricated concrete panel construc-
tion. The group, known as “D4 Gruppen” (the D4 Group), consisted
of builders Allan Skarne, Ernst Sundh, Sven Gendt, and Bo Bou-
vin, with Kurt Mansson serving as secretary. All had seniorroles in
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The construction site of the project
Kv. Séderby, built by Ohlsson & Skarne
using the Heavyweight System.

Allan Skarne, Ernst Sundh, Sven Gendt,
secretary Kurt Mansson and Bo Bouvin, known
as D4-gruppen, gathered for a meeting in 1957.
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companies and organizations pursuing technical innovation and
rationalization within the construction industry. Over the course of
forty documented meetings, everything from safety at work during
prefabrication to pricing for assembly work was discussed, and in
1960 they even founded the company Sprutteknik AB together—to
circumvent the painting trade union—and built forty-two houses in
Jakobsberg.® D4 Gruppen formed a hub for element-based con-
struction, primarily through collection and dissemination of know-
how, as well as the development of new financial and technological
models. The members were in touch with all parallel developments
in industrial construction in S weden—architects, government ini-
tiatives and investigations, as well as with other element builders.
The group and its members thus played a critical role in innovating,
expanding, and disseminating knowledge about prefabricated con-
crete panel construction methods in the period directly preceding
the Million Program, and set the conditions for the unprecedented
large-scale housing construction necessary for its implementation.
Allan Skarne describes the role of the builder changing in the
early 1950s in line with the shift from craft to industry, foreseeing
the potential of both increasing the quantity and quality of hous-
ing built using prefabricated building elements.)” The Ostberga
project, built between 1950 and 1954, in collaboration with archi-
tect Lars-Magnus Giertz and Sven Wallander of HSB, became a
fundamental testing ground for implementing new construction
methods and techniques, such as flexible floor plans, battery cast-
ing of elements, a heat-exchange ventilation system, and attempts
to reduce labor costs through total prefabrication. These early
experiments in the on-site casting of room-sized elements faced
several challenges. The measurements and tolerances of the ele-
ments were not sufficiently precise to be repeated in larger quan-
tities, and working unprotected during the harsh Swedish winter
months made it even harder to ensure that consistent quality was
maintained. As aresponse to these shortcomings, temporary field
factories that could produce, store, and deliver elements to the
site in greater quantities were built on-site specifically for larger
developments. For the Bollmora project, built by Ohlsson & Skarne
between 1959 and 1961, a field factory was set up with a capacity to
produce precast elements for up to 500 units per year. The project
also utilized a French Pingon tower crane with a lifting capacity of
16 metric tonnes to construct almost 1,000 units in twelve blocks,
at 6-8 stories each.'® In less than fifteen years the technology and
capacity needed to shift the Swedish housing sector into a large-
scale adaption of prefabrication had thus been established.
Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Ohlsson & Skarne developed
three prefabricated concrete panel systems: the Lightweight Sys-
tem, the Heavy System, and System S66. The Lightweight System
was developed following Ernst Sundh’s method of building with
room-sized elements mounted on a gantry crane, and first imple-
mented by Ohlsson & Skarne in Stabby Garde in Uppsala, which
was built between 1952 and 1953. The Heavy System, which was
developed specifically for the Ostberga project in Stockholm, used
fewer yet larger concrete elements with a maximum weight of up
to 12 metric tonnes, and could be assembled using a small number
of large cranes. Kv. Diset in Uppsala, which was built in just twenty-
eight days in the spring of 1966, became the prototype building for
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what came to be known as System S66. This system is perhaps the
most advanced industrialized element system made of concrete
ever built, combining a very high degree of spatial flexibility with
prefabricated concrete panel construction. System S66 used slab
structures that rested on load-bearing external and apartment-
separating walls, with a centrally positioned column ensuring that
the slab sizes were manageable, rendering the remaining interior
walls flexible or movable. This allowed residents to easily reconfig-
ure the spatial layout of their homes to cater for their diverse and
changing needs, or as a brochure for the system writes, “System
Skarne 66 will instead give house consumers the utmost freedom
to shape their own dwelling—and more than that, their home.”'®

The final concrete panel system developed by Allan Skarne
was System S85 (the Convertible Building), which was produced
in the mid-1980s in collaboration with Lennart Adolfsson and Curt
Hunhammer, with support from Skanska and the Swedish National
Council for Building Research® Like the preceding System S66,
System S85 was also designed to maximize “flexibility” for residents
and “convertibility” over time, with the possibility of joining smaller
and larger apartments together to create multi-generational homes,
as well as the foresight to adapt apartments to other activities and
functions—such as an office, school, or kindergarten—if need be 2!
The major point of difference between System S66 and System S85
was that the latter was conceived following the Million Program, in
an era where the ideals of the welfare state were radically shifting.
As Skarne himself describes it,“The name ‘System S85’ has a tech-
nical sound, but it actually concerns buildings that have a strong
association with the historic Swedish small town—a dense, uniform
but richly varied urban form that creates the framework for the city’s
inhabitants and activities.” ?2 The system was never an economic
success in Sweden, nor as widely implemented as previous sys-
tems, yet it presents a fascinating example of an innovative attempt
to adapt standardized prefabricated panel systems to the changing
aesthetic, social, economic, and political realities of the time.

On the precipice of the Million Program, Allan Skarne, alongside
other members of D4 Gruppen, could effectively demonstrate the
merits of concrete as a rational, cost-effective, and robust building
material. A material particularly well-suited to industrial production
processes and the demands required of such a large, and unprece-
dented housing policy. Acquiring essential knowledge on rational-
ized production processes and effective organizational structures
from the likes of the carmakers Volvo, the shipbuilders Kockum, and
the electrical manufacturers ASEA, Ohlsson & Skarne developed
what promised to be the most rational concrete panel system yet,
System S66. The building system for multi-story residential con-
struction was to accommodate the entire building process—from
land acquisition and planning through to the finished residential
neighborhood—as well as covering building operation, manage-
ment, maintenance, and eventual renovation requirements2® Sys-
tem S66 had ambitions to become, in essence, the standard Volvo
model of the construction industry—a building system that could
easily be implemented on a large scale throughout Sweden, and
even beyond. In 1967, Skarne sold Ohlsson & Skarne to Skanska
Cementgjuteriet (today known as Skanska), transferring the com-
pany’s rich knowledge and experience in prefabricated concrete

Part 2: Networks and Actors



Ohlsson & Skarne heavy panel system field
factory at Bollmora, Stockholm, 1965.

Rasléatt structural frame construction
in progress, Jonképing, 1968.
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Konst i betong, 7.

Original quote in Norwegian: “at kunsten
bade idemessig og materialmessig er en
del av arkitekturen.” Nesjar, Konst i
Betong, 7.

Original quote in Swedish: “Traditionellt
har konstnérerna forskénat vara
sambhéllen och stadsdelar i efterhand—
nar arkitekterna och byggarna gjort sitt.
Betongen har givit dem mojligheter att
deltaga i skapandet fran borjan.” Hultén
and Rinman, Konst i betong, 4.

panel construction to the dominant construction firm in the Nor-
dic region. While Ohlsson & Skarne were certainly trailblazers, the
other major construction firms soon followed, and knowhow about
prefabricated concrete construction rapidly spread throughout the
industry and is still the prevailing technology in contemporary hous-
ing construction.

ART IN CONCRETE

While the technological innovations in concrete construction
methods appealed most to builders and politicians, aesthetic
considerations were equally significant. As a construction mate-
rial, concrete was nothing new in the Nordic countries and had
been readily used for decades, yet it was normally concealed in
the load-bearing structure, hidden behind a fagade of stucco or
masonry. The shift to prefabricated panel construction integrated
the facade and the load-bearing structure at the factory, reducing
the need for expensive on-site scaffolding and labor to add surface
cladding, which would have increased building costs and under-
mined the rational logic behind the construction technique. Thus,
in order to gain widespread acceptance of prefabricated concrete
construction, it was necessary to elevate the status of the mate-
rial—to present it not only as something modern and rational, but
also elegant, respectable, and cool. It was important to make it
socially acceptable, even desirable, to live in a modern concrete
home. The Konst i betong exhibition at the Museum of Modern Artin
Stockholm could be viewed as one such effort to shift perceptions
on concrete—among both building professionals and the general
public—and present it as the material that would unite structural
efficiency with artistic expression. As Carl Nejsar writes in the cat-
alogue accompanying the exhibition:

Concrete is the most important building material of our time.
It has broken the hegemony of stone and wood. But this does
not mean that we have yet fully mastered concrete, or that we
have consistently let its special properties have free play in
the design of our architecture, or that we have fully utilized its
possibilities constructively and aesthetically?*

Concrete offered the possibility of a new synthesis between art
and architecture, where artistic ornamentation of buildings would
not come as an afterthought, but would instead be integrated into
the architectural design from the beginning, or as Nesjar writes
“that the art both conceptually and materially is part of the archi-
tecture.” 2 This view was reiterated by the exhibition’s curators,
Hultén and Rinman, writing in the introduction, “traditionally, artists
have beautified our communities and neighborhoods afterwards—
when the architects and builders have done their part. Concrete
has given them opportunities to participate in creation from the
beginning.”2® The exhibition displayed a selection of large-scale
concrete sculptures and reliefs, many of which were based on
public art commissions carried out in new subway stations, hous-
ing estates, and public spaces. A series of photographs were also
exhibited, illustrating creative collaborations between artists and
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A housing project in Stuttgart Germany is
featured on the cover of an Ohlsson & Skarne
brochure describing the Heavyweigh System,
ca.1967/1968.

System 85 from the mid-1980s, also known
as The Convertible Building, was the last of
the four building systems that Allan Skarne
developed.

o 0

SKARNE
SYSTEM

INTERNATIONAL

HEAVY SYSTEM

A shell to do what you want with

.\ g b s bl i e S ES syt

2. Wit thent hupyerns e he sl i
Tl e o o e M W
s of e sty isdeviad plasing o s

1 T bgin. with the bubding it simgly 2 singhe large
area sochomnd by extersed walk. el whinh
s vaitieg 40 be Hlled

1A deuney il e albpupone e,
Vb, werbbop, o where e chien
play aesls water, re pooem, siamace lall sl stall
Tocen Salable o 1130 chiden ar 2 (ubirel
e bowal reglatieom ).

$ vyl B loabded progh. 1 srgle

e, kischon, Ly by gene
o ik WO, u:nnm a1l dhavocs, s sl

& O wich ahoot 15 work, plaoes, neetiog oo,
Bk rovem, reat pooen, e

B Uswnling thr 3. fammily rrmsiming o i el
pemenaenn. 2 two tad & bl e il Kokl
od 3 gne oo and Kisches apan.

e onnrting dae hemen the
Tirpe aparments W the males gt

6 S aeermmerdarion snd wershop
rion, Kok with woreroom, s meem, B
amd] oot with WO, ward-boads s shoower.

T Aparisicnti | ore module apariment, | fwes -
ube apirtmen, sl | dor-romabule st The
g wul ae e e e v

are prsslre wher the drvading walh do sl
uml. ko the mosales.

Thewefme b Ly |l< bmbuniry

Boukdrags i the: wvibm are a1 suitabie foe iell.
ikt progecis cuce b bans anariesal B haa b
complete]. For examyple, & ovoperative can hisc o
semgictosd sinuchuel e and then cany oo e

have w ’!Wﬂwﬂduwl\llkl'ﬁ L)
Pt~ wnl b it thiat o bubling may b put 0 2

ompienchy dillerein e 34 vomme et . the Botsae s
s Lo 4

Thrre ame ere hasie fpes of alecrasions whick e
B i ot 13 Dt i b bt bl g
the Shaitar B5 wywent

1
Thar marvrable partition walls maks i prmibie 40
alter the vae, dhape, aned pumber of rooms, | Nk
A spueckal vestilation. such ks bitehem et G,
awe i, thy

M Fooms with sater
Tin alwn casy in alier and coeers e e

e mone, that is 1o s & 3 m doop anc
& bl abora i1 mance idke

1 Casdiw o Facade trvastiment.
Entrmisce: doces, windows and Frends wisdoss
amm all imterchessypeabl, ] (1. don oot sl 1
e sy et on the ilasiing pasck. On the
hes b

Matthew Ashton and Erik Stenberg: Material Networks

We base: wossiod o ssunusal wivh demeiles o deaail

The greas Sewibaliny ard comeriibilny of & tilding
iyt sy sarmniers G b it will b
n gt cxaciy the sparmess. o ebes g of

P hal Uiey ohéil—iuied ol ey wisl L L1
e cady pays S whhat b bl haw chems, This
warpe crrerches farther than s meema! plismeg und
the standard of [t e b, Evcry e
ox wnlar dype of ey cating el
vemituon, wed e amoun of m.m .am el
il mxlvidbealy B cach toan Ab. cach o

s paryn i cram sty bemting cwen

LIMITATIONS: The wast pathotnl v bs 1
lncate ol of the drainage scrvices s s within
5 busikding alang ome of iy smirance side, mvn i

the depch of e cone i valy 3 metres. However, if
yuns purtarebarky wid s b 2 e e s
[ Fhere i s sramon why rhere sheushd
B0 b= i Qe come abosst bodl Ko akles o &
bnsicking

185



Front cover of the exhibition catalog for Konst
i betong (Art in concrete), which was held at
Moderna Museet in Stockholm, May 23-June
17,1964.

A spread from the exhibition catalog Konst i
betong (Art in concrete) with artworks by Inger
Sitter and Christer Sjogren demonstrating how
art and architecture can be integrated through
the material of concrete.

INGER SITTER CHRIST: R SJOGREN
fidd 1939 bosast i Savigny Sar-Orge Jadd 1926 Losars i Stockholm
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Carl Nesjar sandblasting his own artwork onto
an interior wall of Erling Viksj@’s Government
Building in Oslo, 1957.
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Erling Viksjg, “Et nyt byggemateriale med
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material with many possibilities],
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Viksjg, “Et nyt byggemateriale,” 6.
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Karin Hermerén and Henrik Orrje,
Offentlig Konst: Ett Kulturarv [Public art:
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Statens konstrad, 2014), 249-55.

Original quote in Swedish: “Och, som
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..." Guat, “Picasso i Naturbetong” [Picasso
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architects, including Carl Nesjar and Inger Sitter’s work with Erling
Viksjg on the new government quarter in Oslo, as well as Odd Tand-
berg and Bengt Olson’s contributions to new courthouses in Boras
and Kristinehamn, respectively?’

Carl Nesjar was undoubtedly a central figure behind the exhi-
bition, as one of the leading Nordic artists working with concrete
at the time. He had become one of the preeminent experts in the
technique of sandblasting concrete—a method of engraving a
concrete surface by exposing it to a flow of sand pumped under
immense pressure, which he likened to painting with a firehose 28
He perfected this technique through years of close collaboration
with the Norwegian architect Erling Viksja on the government quar-
ter in Oslo, which was constructed entirely of naturbetong (natu-
ral concrete). Naturbetong is a particular concrete process and
technique developed through experimentation by Viksjg, and later
perfected, and patented, with the help of the civil engineer Sverre
Jystad?® The process involved first tightly packing a formwork with
clean, washed aggregates of a similar grade, before injecting a
fine liquid cement mixture, which filled in the voids between the
stones. Before the concrete hardened completely, the formwork
was removed and the surface sandblasted, revealing an even layer
of tightly packed stones2° Naturbetong accentuated the intrinsic
aesthetic qualities of the material itself, transforming the com-
posite character of concrete into a creative palette that offered
endless opportunities for artists and architects. As Erling Viksjg
reflected, “concrete is in the process of finding its own architec-
tural and constructive language, and we can no longer accept
cladding with stone or clay. The concrete—the building material
itself—must have its own expression of architectural value.”®
Naturbetong transformed concrete into a luxurious material, worthy
of adorning important public buildings traditionally clad in stone
or masonry, and as with prefabricated concrete panel construc-
tion, the facade and the structure are one and the same. While
the technique employed in the construction of naturbetong dif-
fered significantly to that developed by Ohisson & Skarne in their
building systems, they both supported each other in elevating the
status of the material, both technically and aesthetically. The use
of unadorned concrete in these high-profile architectural projects
would no doubt lend some legitimacy to its usage in more everyday
situations—schools, offices, and apartment blocks.

In October 1962, Nesjar visited Stockholm to meet the Swedish
artist Siri Derkert, who had recently won the public art commission
for the new subway station of Ostermalmstorg. Derkert planned
to decorate the station with two 145-meter-long panels of natur-
betong stretching the length of the platform, sandblasted with her
expressionist motifs32 The artwork took inspiration from the wom-
en’s rights, peace, and environmental movements, with figures
including Rachel Carson, Simone de Beauvoir, Albert Einstein, and
Jean-Paul Sartre etched into the concrete surface. Nesjar was to
assist the then 77-year-old Derkert with the technical aspects of
the project and provide consultation on the sandblasting process.
It was here while in Stockholm that Nesjar met with Pontus Hultén
at the Moderna Museet, and the initial idea to host an exhibition
on art in concrete began to develop3® Nesjar had a close friend-
ship, and productive working relationship with Pablo Picasso, with
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Artist Siri Derkert working on her public
artwork Ristningar i betong (Carvings

in concrete, 1961-65) for the subway station
at Ostermalmstorg in Stockholm.
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Artist Erik Hesselberg (to the right) working on
Siri Derkert’s public artwork for the subway
station at Ostermalmstorg in Stockholm, 1964.
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the two artists collaborating on a series of large-scale concrete
sculptures. Picasso would provide sketches or small models, which
Nesjar then transcribed into full size concrete forms3* This col-
laboration led him to work on projects all over Europe, including
several private commissions in France, as well as a wall frieze for
the College of Architects in Barcelona. Pontus Hultén, as direc-
tor of the Museum of Modern Art, was tasked with building up the
young institution’s permanent collection and regarded a Picasso/
Nejsar sculpture as a self-evident addition to the sculpture garden.
In 1963, Hultén approached Nesjar with a more formal proposal,
inviting him to construct a Picasso sculpture for the forthcoming
exhibition Konst i betong—with the explicit aim of later purchasing
the sculpture for the museum’s permanent collection. The sculp-
ture, originally titled Figure Découpée, but renamed Fagelfisken
(The Bird Fish) for the exhibition, was based on a design previously
executed by Picasso and Nesjar for the Mur Vivant exhibition at
the Grand Palais in Paris in 1963—an exhibition visited by Hultén,
which also showcased possibilities for collaboration between art
and architecture. Following Konst i betong, however, the board of
the museum did not grant permission to acquire Fagelfisken for
their permanent collection and the sculpture was sold to the City
of Helsingborg in southern Sweden, where it was installed on a wall
in the new municipal housing estate of Norlunda2®

THE MATERIAL LEGACY OF CONCRETE

The mid-1960s offers a fascinating vantage point from which to
explore the entangled aesthetic, political, and industrial dimensions
of concrete at a critical juncture point in the historical develop-
ment of the Swedish welfare state. As architectural historian Adrian
Forty has remarked, it’s “more productive to think of concrete as a
medium than as a material ... a medium through which all sorts of
ideas, some of them architectural, have been communicated.” 3¢
The era in Sweden could be considered that of “peak concrete” as
production of the material surged to keep apace the booming con-
struction industry. When a political consensus concerning housing
policy was achieved within Socialdemokraterna in the summer of
1964, the material of concrete was strategically placed to rise to
the task. Through a concerted, but by no means formally organized,
effort by political, economic, and cultural forces, concrete became
the hegemonic material of the expanding welfare state. Innova-
tive builders such as Ohlsson & Skarne and other members of the
D4 group had already proven the structural and economic case
for prefabricated concrete panel construction through extensive
built work, utilizing a variety of methods, machines, and models.
Simultaneously, artistic and architectural experimentation using
unadorned concrete, illustrated by work put on display at Konst
i betong, nurtured a social and cultural acceptance of the mate-
rial. Large-scale public artworks in concrete by the likes of Pablo
Picasso, Carl Nesjar, and Siri Derkert, gave the material extra legit-
imacy, as well as increased media coverage.

In the 1960s, concrete became a medium through which the
hopes and ideals of the welfare state received a tangible form—
where the promise of progress, prosperity, and the good life could be
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grasped and experienced. For a brief moment in time, the material
presented new possibilities to politicians, builders, architects, engi-
neers, curators, and artists alike. The plastic, malleable, moldable
properties of concrete left it wide open to multiple interpretations,
dreams, and ambitions. In concrete, each could imagine their own
version of a better future, and as such, it was perfectly suited to the
task of constructing the welfare state—a “people’s home” for all, to
quote Socialdemokraterna’s oft-repeated folkhemmet adage. Yet
as the contested legacy of welfare-state era architecture reveals,
narratives can easily shift, political ideologies change, and new eco-
nomic regimes emerge. If concrete was once a medium associated
with positive images of progress and prosperity, today the material
carries the collective burden of society’s perceived failures. However
it’s important to emphasize that industrialized and prefabricated
concrete element construction still provides affordable housing to
thousands of Nordic residents, often those with the least means.
The promise is somewhat kept, albeit in a radically reduced scope.
Maybe it’s time to rethink the material legacy of the welfare state
and see its concrete built form as a gift—a collective inheritance
bequeathed to society—rather than a burden we must rid ourselves
of at once.
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