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View from Birger Jarlsgatan
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Sälgen 4
- Adaptable housing in Stockholm

Intro

Today, the interest for the city center of Stockholm is big, not least among ar-
chitects. The once questioned qualities of the classic block structures are now 
highly valued and focused on during today’s expansion of the city centre and its 
urban qualities outside of its outer boundaries. This is implemented in the design 
of contemporary projects like for example Hammarby Sjöstad. In this project I’ve 
examined the classic block structure of Stockholm by designing an addition of 
housing to it. I see my design as a comment to what contemporary architecture 
and city planning in Stockholm could be. Questions I have dealt with during my 
process relate to building typologies, urbanity, flexibility, permanence, everyday-
ness and learning from the context that we live in and are confront with on a 
daily basis. As a starting point I chose one of few gaps left in the city center. For 
more background information to this project, see separate Thesis Booklet.

My chosen site is Sälgen 4 at Östermalm in Stockholm; a corner location within 
an existing block. The site never got built as it once was proposed, and still today 
there is a gap between the two neighboring gables. Ever since the block was 
built in the twenties, a gas station has been occupying the space. That function 
will probably disappear soon for different reasons, following the fate of almost 
every gas station in the city center. This fact makes working with this site even 
more interesting.

The site is what one could say part of a typical block setting in Stockholm. A spe-
cial quality is however the northwest boarder that is overlooking Jarlaplan; an 
open space of infrastructure but also green. Here lies potential for creating hous-
ing with a great view (see diagram). Two streets passes by the site; the heavy 
trafficked Birger Jarlsgatan and the more small scaled Kungstensgatan (see dia-
gram). In total the site is exposed to a very high level of noise, which with to-
day’s building regulations needs to be taken into consideration when designing, 
which I will discuss later on. From the courtyard, the site is exposed to the morn-
ing sun, while the boundary to Birger Jarlsgatan is exposed for the most of the 
daily sun. In the summer the boundary towards Kungstensgatan will be exposed 
for evening sun. The whole block has a raised courtyard, housing for example 
garages and an auditorium. 

I started this project by analyzing selected corner houses in the city center of 
Stockholm. I selected buildings that fitted my program and the qualities of my 
site, while also covering a broad time spectrum. The result was a typological 
assembly of corner houses and their inhabited properties, which I’ve used as a 
source for inspiration in this project. See separate assembly for further informa-
tion. 

From my typological assembly I’ve found an extra interest in the house at the 
block “Flundran” from year 1883 (the oldest of all my chosen references). The 
plan drawing is very abstract and lacks both furniture and text. The two differ-
ent types of walls make up a more or less abstract pattern. When looking at the 
drawing, there is a present indeterminacy imagining how one could occupy the 
space. This is further emphasized through the extra door to each apartment; 
once used by the maid, but today maybe allowing for a separate home office or a 
division of the apartment into two. Also the sequence of rooms opens up for in-
terpretation; they often have access from two sides; a corridor from the one side 
and from another room on the other. That makes them suitable for either private 
rooms or a sequence of common rooms.  

Despite that the ways that we live today often differs a lot from the way of life 
in the end of the 19th century, “Flundran” and other similar houses are standing 
still and offer highly demanded places to live. One important aspect to this fact I 
believe lies in the generic qualities of the house; its ability to adapt to the mayor 
social and technical changes from the last 130 years. This is something that I 
chose to focus extra on in this project.

My design, part 1
My design closes the today unfinished block of houses and provides the court-
yard with a better acoustic environment. The building height is about 20,5 
meters towards the street, which corresponds with the heights of neighboring 
buildings.

The facade is clad with concrete panels, which are pigmented to get a beige 
color and cast against a pattern creating a rough surface similar to some old ren-
der techniques. On the entrance level the facade has been clad with stone and 
the roof has been clad with copper sheets. The facade has been given a simple 
grid pattern, within all window sizes fit. The result is a simple and calm facade 
that corresponds well with its surrounding buildings.

The building has six floors and an additional top floor and a basement. The en-
trance level has four spaces for renting out. Here is also the garage ramp, space 
for household waste and the entrances to the two staircases located. A “sunken” 
courtyard with laundry and common space is found on the back.

The basement houses a garage with 11 parking lots that give a parking rate of 
over 0,5. Storage, bike room, push-/wheelchair room and technical facilities are 
also located here.

Siteplan 1:1000 (A0)
Reference photo, Tomtebogatan, Stockholm - street with present “everydayness“ 
- possible source for inspiration? 

Historic view over previous sheds next to the site. Block Muraren 11 & 13 in the back-
ground to the left. (source: stockholmskallan.se)

Historic view from Kungstensgatan. My site to the right with its gas station in its pre-
vious state. Engelbrektskyrkan in the back. (source: stockholmskallan.se)

View from Birger Jarlsgatan. Current state of my site.

Figure-ground diagram of the site with surroundings 1:3000 (A0)

Diagram, footprint - block ex-
tends into Birger Jarlsgatan

Diagram, viewsDiagram, sun

Diagram, noise

Diagram, the sites connec-
tion to Jarlaplan and the 
block “Muraren”

Diagram, types of streets

Reference project Flundran 5 - an example of 
a flexible floorplan. 1:300 (A0)

Reference project Flundran 5 - exterior view. (source: google)
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Elevation towards Kungstensgatan 1:200 (A0)

Elevation towards Birger Jarlsgatan 1:200 (A0)
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Section AA 1:200 (A0)

Section BB 1:200 (A0)
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Entrance level with surroundings 1:200 (A0)
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Basement 1:100 (A0)

Top floor 1:100 (A0)Entrance level 1:100 (A0)

Floor 2-6 1:100 (A0)
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Example 1: An office
Two rooms with working spaces for six em-
ployees and a separate room for the manager. 
The kitchen and central space are used as the 
common space. The meeting room is located 
by the entrance with the possibility to be 
shielded off from the rest of the office. Gener-
ous room for storage.

Example 3: A co-operative 
living arrangement
Maximized use of private rooms.  Doors be-
tween the rooms are closed or less frequently 
used in favor for the doors connecting to the 
inner part of the apartment. Private rooms are 
equipped with beds but also with places to 
work and socialize. The central space is used 
as a living room with the chairs by the kitchen 
bench as complementary seating.

Example 4: A family with 
children
Two children sharing the same room in favor 
for a generous common space. Separate mas-
ter bedroom with a home office. The private 
and the common spaces are clearly divided 
into separate zones, with the possibility of 
temporary turning the living room into a guest 
room.

Example 2: A couple
Taking advantage of enfilade and possible 
circle movement with a set of common rooms 
opened to each other. The dining table is 
placed in the central space of the apartment 
with the possibility to expand when larger 
gatherings are taking place. By the entrance is 
a home office located, whilst the bedroom and 
private bathroom creates an intimate inner 
zone. 

Floor 2-6, furnished 1:50 (A0)
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Section, window 1:20 (A0) Elevation 1:20 (A0)

Plan 1:20 (A0)

Section, loggia 1:20 (A0)

- Parquet flooring 15 mm
- Screed 60 mm
- Plastic sheet 1 mm
- Impact sound insulation 20 mm
- Concrete Slab 250 mm
- Plaster 10 mm

- Coloured concrete with texture 120 mm
- Ventilated cavity 40 mm
- Thermal insulation 140 mm
- Reinforced concrete 150 mm
- Plaster 10 mm

Water canal

Wooden window frames

Horizontal joint

Ceramic tiles 10 mm
Tile adhesive 5 mm
Inclining screed 70 - 80 mm
Reinforced concrete 250 mm
Plaster 10 mm
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View from Birger Jarlsgatan

View from courtyard

Flexibility

Buildings today are built to last for about 100 years. During that period of time 
they will need to adapt to changes that are unknown beforehand. Changes can 
be social or technical within one single household or more widely spread due to 
demographic, economical or environmental reasons. The definition for flexible 
housing is broad but what I have been focusing on in this project is mainly the 
adaptability of dwellings to social changes. 

There are many reasons to build flexible houses, i.e. not optimizing them to one 
single purpose. During the lifespan of a building it will have to serve different 
households with different needs; far beyond an image of a standard family con-
figuration. Even the very same person will during its life have different demands 
on the dwelling. If we compare the way we live today we can also see that it 
greatly differs to the way people lived the last 100 years, giving the conclusion 
that the way of life is in constant change. 

One answer to this issue, one could say, would be to create buildings with a 
shorter lifespan. On the other hand this “solution” avoids the actual problem and 
would have a both economical and environmental impact; two of many reasons 
not to go this way. Another answer could be to create a great variety of apart-
ments, allowing households to find apartment suitable for their current needs. 
This requires on the other hand a constant stock of vacant houses of different 
types; a situation unlikely to occur.

There are ways to categorize different types of flexibility. Tatjana Schneider and 
Jeremy Till use the terms soft and hard flexibility. With soft flexibility they mean 
multiple use of space without architectural or structural modifications, for ex-
ample through enabling a great number of furniture layout. With hard flexibility 
they mean internal alterations with the help of elements that can be changed, 
through example tearing or putting up walls. 

Bernard Leupen makes a similar categorization with the terms alterability and 
polyvalence, with alterability corresponding to hard flexibility and polyvalence 
to soft flexibility. He also adds a third category: extendability, referring to spaces 
that are able to expand without the need for tearing down a wall or such, for 
example through opening up a room to a terrace. 

What I have chosen to focus on in this project is mainly the soft flexibility or the 
so called polyvalent space. When looking at Stockholm and its stock of houses in 
its city center, this is a quality that I find striking. This paradox between the cit-
ies old, somewhat permanent structures and its contemporary and constantly 
changing life I find fascinating and also challenging to integrate in my own de-
sign. 

When creating polyvalent spaces, the possibility for the inhabitants to create 
zones of different intimacy is a way to enable increased ways of occupying space. 
That could for example enable that one part of the dwelling could easily be rent-
ed out or being a home office. One way of accomplishing this is through putting 
one room close to the entrance, together with a separate bathroom. Another 
example of enabling zones is through dividing rooms with more than of just one 
wall, limiting the risk of noise leakage. This can be accomplished 
through example different floors or by dividing rooms by small passages or other 
“neutral spaces” like a hall or kitchen. 

Another layer in making flexible dwellings is to enable different use of a space. 
An equal set of rooms, similar in their sizes, with shapes close to the square for 
greater furnishing possibilities, makes them more sensible for different kinds of 
interpretation. This to another paradox; the on the architectural drawing less dy-
namic floor plan create on the other hand the most dynamic ways to inhabit the 
spaces. This tactic will generate bigger rooms, maybe with a possible living room 
being a bit smaller. Widths that repeatedly occur when reading about flexible 
measures, or when studying the biggest units in a dwelling, are at least 3,6m, but 
often 4,0m or wider. Bigger rooms also enable private spaces to accommodate 
more than just a place to sleep but also for socializing, working etc. 

The opportunity to create polyvalence also lies in the design of space sequences. 
By letting rooms have two doors, with at least one accessed to a neutral space, 
create the possibility for the inhabitant to use the room as either a private space 
or as part of an ”enfilade”, i.e. a set of less intimate spaces connected to each 
other. Doors can be opened and closed on daily basis or less frequently. 

My design, part 2

Floor 2 to 6 contain apartments and are repeated through the building. The ceil-
ing heights are 2,65 m. There are four apartments on each floor, each between 
130 and 140 m2  in size, with 3 to 4 rooms and a kitchen. All apartments have 
windows in two directions. The plans are divided into three, with a dark core in 
the middle and rooms on either side along the facades. The core contains the 
technical necessities of the apartments like kitchen and bathroom but also walk-
in closets, passages and halls. This division enabled the 14 meter deep plan, 
where one has access from the core to each room. It also enables the possibility 
for the apartment to be divided into zones of different intimacy; the entrance 
hall can together with the room beside create an almost autonomous part of the 
apartment, while the passage and the inner rooms can create a more intimate 
part completely cut off from guests.

Every apartment has been given two walk-in closets, with the convincement 
that they further enhance the flexibility of the apartments. They don’t have the 
negative effect on the furnishing of the rooms the way wardrobes have and they 
can be used more freely for different types of storage. If necessary or wished for, 
separate wardrobes can be added to the rooms by the inhabitants.

If the possibility of zoning is not wished for, there is instead a possibility to cre-
ate cross connections between the rooms in the apartment, creating so called 
”enfilades”. These axes have great architectural qualities and create new spatial 
sequences in the apartments. These qualities are best in the corner apartments, 
where the axis ends with a window. These doors are located in a way that mini-
mizes their impact on the furnishing opportunities. Due to acoustic reasons, 
rooms are always separated by swing doors. Sliding doors are being used, but 
only where the acoustic demands are minor.

The rooms are over four meter wide, and usually even deeper, enhancing the 
possibility for different furnish layouts.

In the middle of each apartment is the kitchen located. Right beside is a central 
space suitable as a dining or living room. The extra seating opportunity by the 
kitchen bench can become an important complement. When the space beside 
the kitchen is used as the only common space, every other room can be private 
making the usage of space very economical.

”The Balkony is dead. Long live the loggia?” is the name of an article written by 
Frank Kaltenbach in year 2006. There are many reasons why I’ve chosen to use 
the loggia in this project. It is a great quality to have an outdoor space in direct 
connection to the apartment, usually accomplished by a balcony. Anyhow, due 
to the poor light conditions and the tight measurements on the courtyard, I 
have decided to move the outdoor spaces to the street façade, where both sun 
and great views are provided. The loggia then has the advantage of being eas-
ily glazed to reduce noise, without any negative effects for the facade or street.  
Neighboring rooms, usually three, can all be provided by natural ventilation from 
the loggia, with the positive effect of reduced impact of street noise. The loggia 
can also be part of a so called ”extendable space” when opened up to the central 
space. This is creating the possibility for a longer dining table at a bigger gather-
ing etc.

On top of the building are two flats located, one 180 m2 with five and the other 
one 160 m2 with four rooms. Terraces are located on each side and the reduce 
depth led to a plan with a formal set of rooms to the street and a more informal 
set of spaces to the courtyard.

References:
Nylander, Ola et al. (2007) Bostadens rum, Stockholm
Leupen, Bernard (2006) Frame and generic space, Rotterdam
Schneider, Tatjana &  Till, Jeremy (2007) Flexible Housing, London
Siebel, Walter, Zukunft des Wohnens, Archplus 176/177, pp. 44-47
Kaltenbach, Frank, The Balkony is dead […], Detail 2006/3, pp. 162-164
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View from room

View from kitchenPossible usage of space

Fixed functions

Walk-in closetsKitchen Bathrooms

Possible public zonePossible living or dining space

Possibilities for expansion

Longitudinal axes

Loggia, ventilated

Possible private zone

Possible circular movements

Possible private spaces

Enfilades

Possible extendable space
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Photos physical model
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Presented panels, booklets and modells
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