university of copenhagen

People and Process
Postwar listing in Denmark
Riesto, Svava; Rikke, Stenbro,

Published in:
c20 Magazine. Twentieth Century Society

Publication date:
2020
Document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record
Document license:
Unspecified
Citation for published version (APA):
Riesto, S., & Rikke, S. (2020). People and Process: Postwar listing in Denmark. c20 Magazine. Twentieth
Century Society, (2), 24-29.

Download date: 09. jan.. 2023

PEO PLE +

PRO
CESS
+
POST-WAR LISTING
IN DENMARK
None of Denmark’s post-war social housing has so far been listed.
Svava Riesto and Rikke Stenbro say it’s time for new approaches

You might expect that Denmark, with its strong
welfare state and perceived fondness for all
things modern, would be eager to list its best
examples of post-war publicly-funded housing.
In fact, this is far from the case: very little such
housing is listed, and even that does not
represent the majority of dwellings that were
built in the welfare state.
Most of Denmark’s homes date from after
1945. Post-war population growth, housing
shortages and improved housing standards led
to a building boom which peaked between 1964
and 1978, and so, for many inhabitants in
Denmark, housing from the 1960s and 1970s
plays a significant role in their individual and
collective experiences and memories. There
were two basic types of housing: standardised
single-family detached houses, which were
privately owned, and large-scale social housing,
designed for a broad stratum of society, not just
the poor. Both types were subsidised by the
welfare state.
Title pages show a 2018
protest against the
demolition of occupied
apartments in
Gellerupparken (1968–72),
one of Denmark’s largest
social housing estates in
the outskirts of Aarhus;
and the central car-free
collective space in the
mid-1970s Taastrupgaard
housing estate, 45 min by
train from Copenhagen
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These built environments and landscapes
were key elements in the state’s programme
of economic redistribution and social welfare,
and today they are a historically important part
of the country’s larger New Towns and suburban
residential neighborhoods. But they face
multiple changes, as a result of decay,
renovation, renewal, climate adaptation,
densification and demolition projects. These
changes in turn are driven by socio-political
factors: gentrification, changing political
agendas and new ideas about quality of life
and urbanism. In the light of this pressure for
change, a closer understanding of the historical
significance and potential value of post-war
housing has become increasingly urgent. In fact,
across Denmark there is now a renewed interest
in preservation among local residents and
activists in response to the political and narrow
economic focus of much urban redevelopment,
particularly where this includes the demolition
of socially stigmatised tower blocks.
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In the early 1960s a
developer of singlefamily detached houses
offered a brand new
car with a house bought
in Bellinge, one of
Odense’s new suburbs

Boys play football in one
of the ‘interior streets’ of
the Farum Midtpunkt
housing estate, north of
Copenhagen, in 1995. By
then, two decades after it
was built, many Turkish
families lived there

9000
The number of listings of
buildings in Denmark

50

To be listed a building
must usually be at least
50 years old

In Denmark, a country with some 5.8 million
residents, about 9,000 buildings are listed, most
of them of considerable age. Although the
general rule is that only buildings over 50 years
old can be listed, exceptions are made in special
circumstances. This is different from
neighbouring Norway, where there is no such
time-limit and where there are many more
examples of fairly recent heritage under
national protection. Another difference is that
while Norway has undertaken multiple
systematic heritage surveys and listed post-war
housing as representative of certain types
(intermediate housing built in war-damaged
cities after the Second World War; standardised
single-family detached houses, etc.), Denmark
has primarily based decisions on listing of
post-war housing on an evaluation of the
architectural quality of particular buildings.
In recent decades, there have been several
initiatives to protect post-war buildings, built
environments and landscapes in Denmark.

In 2008, the national preservation agency
Kulturarvsstyrelsen, with responsibility for sites,
monuments and listed buildings, declared ‘the
Buildings of the Welfare Society’ a focus area.
In 2012, the agency stated that it was ‘essential’
in the years ahead to focus on the protection of
‘this enormous and important stock of buildings
[from the post-war period] which has had a
major influence on the lives of all Danes.’
However, the housing types experienced by
most Danes have not yet been listed as part of
this new focus. Neither social housing estates
(where one out of five people in Denmark live)
nor mass-produced single-family housing (of
which there are more than one million examples
in Denmark) of the post-war period are yet
represented through listing. This is remarkable,
considering that the purpose of listing, as stated
by the Danish Building Preservation Act of 1918
is to ‘safeguard old buildings that reflect
essential features of societal development…
including housing conditions.’

Post-war welfare housing
is often planned within a
support system of parks,
paths and roads, with
easy access to a library, a
sports field, playgrounds
and more. This is
Ellekonebakken social
housing in Viborg
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Bellahøj housing in
Copenhagen (1956), one
of the large-scale housing
schemes proposed for
listing. Although this was
in 2013, no decision has
yet been made by the
state. No large-scale post
WWII schemes have yet
been listed in Denmark

Today, only 27 dwellings built since 1945 have
been listed, and the majority of these are
single-family houses – villas and summer
houses, designed by canonised male architects.
Most of these were built for clients from the
cultural elite (often the architects themselves)
and located to the North of Copenhagen, a part
of the country which still today has the highest
education standards. One third of them were
designed by the two most famous Danish
architects of the period: Jørn Utzon, most
famous for the design of the Sydney Opera
House, and Arne Jacobsen, best known as a
furniture designer of the Scandinavian modern.
In other words, post-war listing today almost
always acknowledges the lives of the privileged
few, and fails in its intention to reflect how the
Danish people have lived. By concentrating on
just a few architectural masterpieces, listing
today also fails to represent the changing
architectural conventions that characterised
the post-war period: the focus on distributing
Access to car-free paths
and green spaces was
considered an important
value. This housing in the
Farum Midtpunkt region
of Copenhagen was
shown as a model for
housing modern families
at the 1977 International
Federation of Landscape
Architects conference
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Left: the Danish
architects Jørn Utzon
(with a model of Sydney
Opera House) and Arne
Jacobsen with the ‘Egg’
chairs he designed

welfare through large-scale architectural and
planning initiatives, the growing interest in
publicly accessible everyday landscapes, and
the increasing use of standardised and
industrialised building techniques.
The post-war period is also, of course, one
where the scope of historical research and
enquiry has enormously expanded. Since the
1960s, there has been a growing
acknowledgement that history can be viewed
from the multiple perspectives of women or
ethnic minorities or other marginalised groups,
or by studying the everyday lives of ‘ordinary’
people. In line with this expanded notion of
history, from the 1970s the listing of older
buildings in Denmark began to take into account
the living conditions of previously underrepresented groups. From this perspective, it
is ironic that an elitist perspective still persists
in assessing post-war buildings.
What would the listing of post-1945 housing in
Denmark be like if a more inclusive and diverse
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GRAPHIC BY JOVANA PAVIC, RIKKE STENBRO AND SVAVA RIESTO, BASED ON INFORMATION OBTAINED BY DENMARK STATISTICS AND THE MINISTRY OF CULTURE.

The number of dwellings
built since 1945 that have
been listed – almost all
single-family houses

understanding of history was applied? We call
for a public debate about the purpose of listing
and its role in society. In recent years, new
groups of people have engaged in protests about
the loss of buildings and natural environments.
It is clear that building preservation can be about
more than the representation of an architectural
canon; the listing process can also be mobilised
as a resistance to short-term planning, to work
against gentrification and the exploitation of
shared resources. As a historical practice, listing
buildings can create an understanding of the
past that gives voice to groups previously
under-represented in historical and
architectural debate. Whatever its purpose, if
listing is to remain relevant in a democratic
welfare society, it must become an inclusive,
self-reflexive and transparent practice whose
values and political implications are openly
discussed. In such a discussion, we believe that
discussion across the practices of various
countries can be valuable.

Listed homes

As this map shows,
post-war listed homes
are mostly located where
the most educated and
affluent live: that is, the
few municipalities in
which more than a third
of all residents aged 25 to
69 have studied at the
postgraduate level.
Northern Zealand has a
significant concentration
of such homes.

There is new interest in
the historical importance
and value of Denmark’s
post-war housing. A
major renewal project at
Albertslund (above)
includes renovated canal
promenades and energy
efficient building facades
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