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In this room, a number of objects, photographs, 
architectural drawings, models and more tell diff erent 
stories  – about Geisendorf’s architectural projects 
and about Léonie and her life.

Here you can see her car, a Karmann Ghia in which 
she drove between construction meetings, the School 
of Architecture and various events. Just like this 

stylish sports car, built on the standard Volkswagen 
chassis, her projects can be seen as testaments to 
her dedication to improving people’s everyday life: 
elegant, powerful projects with an attitude, projects 
that also refl ect Geisendorf’s strong involvement 
with contemporary society.

Also on view are pieces of furniture designed by 

Léonie and designs from her offi  ce. Objects in drawers, 
in cases and on tables provide further insight into 
her visions and projects. The room is an installation 
encouraging curiosity and dialogue – a spatiality to be 
inhabited. For, as Léonie Geisendorf puts it, “A building 
full of people, that’s beautiful!”       
TESTBEDSTUDIO ARKITEKTER
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an exhibition which invites visitors to discover the 
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 → I’m no moralist, I want  
to make room for life!

“Upwind!” was the motto of Léonie Geisendorf’s competition 
entry for the new parliament building overlooking Stockholms 
Ström in 1971. It also aptly describes her career as an architect 
and entrepreneur – for over half a century she has guided her 
practice with a firm hand on the tiller, steering, against the odds, 
upwind. She calls herself uncompromising, but, of course, seeing 
a vision through from idea to finished building takes courage, 
strength and awareness, qualities which have accompanied 
Léonie Geisendorf from childhood: “I want to design buildings! 
Great, powerful, proud, beautiful buildings.”

When Léonie Geisendorf turned a hundred this year (2014),  
she became one of the world’s oldest architects and an inspira-
tion to several generations of architects in Sweden. Together, she 
and her Swiss husband, Charles-Édouard Geisendorf, started  
an architectural practice in Stockholm in 1950. It caught the 
public eye in the late 1950s with its expressive, meticulous treat-
ment of raw concrete. The entrance hall of St Göran Gymnasium,  

a former domestic science and needlework college in Stockholm 
(p. 28), is one good example of this, and Villa Delin in Djursholm 
(p. 50) is another. Both provide a vigorous, three-dimensional 
spatial experience and a distinctive treatment of daylight, which, 
quite simply, creates warm, sunny interiors – from raw concrete.

Sadly, the Catholic Church in Kungsträdgården (p. 18), a master-
piece that the practice designed for over thirteen years, never 
materialised. The carefully sculpted concrete façade addresses 
the street with an open portico of varying height. The portico 
elegantly filters the light coming from the west, imparting lustre 
to the majestic columns supporting the office floors overhead.

One may ask why the city of Stockholm has not been blessed  
with more landmark buildings. Was Léonie Geisendorf too 
stubborn, too uncompromising? Did she do herself no favours? 
Or could it be that Sweden at that time was not ready for her 
particular brand of expressive architecture? o
CharlIe GUllström

above. Léonie Geisendorf in her Karmann Ghia at the Gärdet Veteran Rally, 
Stockholm 1990. 
photo chaRLie GuLL StRöm

Intro



great, powerful, proud, beautiful – 
Léonie Geisendorf loves buildings. 
At one hundred years old, she 
remains as passionately engaged with 
architecture as ever.

Architect Charlie gullström has been 
meeting her in paris. They discussed 
st göran gymnasium, today subject to 
major refurbishment. They have spoken 
about urban development projects in 
stockholm. And about a salon world 
that no longer exists.

Left. Léonie Geisendorf with a model 
of St Göran Gymnasium, built in Stockholm 
1961. The assembly hall, yet to be built, can 
be seen on the left, adjoining the high-
rise building. photo published in Svenska 
Dagbladet, 27th September 1957.
phoTo hErMAn ronninGE
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After one visit to Paris just over four years ago, she simply 
stayed put. Paris means a lot to her – the throb outside, the 
climate, the availability of advanced care in the home. Now that 
her body no longer has the strength to stay upright, her principal 
vantage point has shifted to the bedroom, which overlooks the 
inner court yard. With the windows open, she can hear the buzz  
of city life in the Rue du Four. From something of a distance, but 
she well remembers what it’s like down there.

* * *

The impending rebuild of the St Göran Gymnasium, a former 
domestic science and needlework college built in 1961, keeps 
Léonie Geisendorf awake at nights. The real estate company 
Svenska Bostäder has acquired the property and plans to rebuild 
it into student flats. Léonie is not at all convinced by the project 
by Södergruppen Architects, which among other things includes 
a new entrance cutting right through the music room.
  “The place now is utterly mutilated, and the flats are so small, 
really dismal. And the odds are they’ll be expensive too.”
  Demolition work coincides with Léonie’s hundredth birthday. 
She remains intent on winning over all con-
cerned in favour of a better project. More often 
than not, she carries the day in an argument. 
But now she is bedridden and far away. It’s a 
challenge.

The third floor in Rue du Four has been Léonie Geisendorf’s 
Parisian outpost for several decades now. It’s a stone’s throw from 
Boulevard Saint-Germain and the bars where, once upon a time, 
everything used to happen: Les Deux Magots, Café de Flore and 
Brasserie Lipp. 

Léonie Geisendorf keeps very close tabs on city life down below. 
Her legs won’t carry her any more, and she can’t see as well as she 
used to, but otherwise she is still the same shrewd, quick-witted 
Léonie who invariably recalls more details than I do about most 
things. Léonie Geisendorf is an ageless architect– she has long 
since contrived to obliterate all facts concerning her birth year. 
Were it not for the impending centenary, it would be hard to find 
out what many people have long been asking: she was born  
Léonie Kaplan in Warsaw on 8th April 1914. 

As a francophone architecture student in cosmopolitan 
Switzerland in the 1930s and, moreover, an ardent devotee of the 
architecture of Le Corbusier – no wonder Léonie, and her friends 
too, knew her Paris. She has described how they would jump  
on the night train from Zürich to spend a whole day soaking up 
all the new developments the city had to offer.

  Léonie’s Parisian apartment has always been sparingly furn-
ished. It has been converted from a large two-roomed unit to a 
three-room one, and a curved wall makes a small dining alcove in 
the big living room, which has three large windows overlooking 
Rue du Four. Here Léonie would mostly sit at a round table next  
to the window, writing, reading and planning journeys.

Above. The model of the unbuilt assembly hall is still there in  
Léonie Geisendorf’s office at Engelbrektsgatan, Stockholm.
ALL EnGELbrEk TSGATAn phoToS Shown hErE wErE TAkEn by MAT Ti  ÖSTLinG.
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Below. Léonie Geisendorf’s 
business card.
Bottom picture. Léonie Geisen-
dorf with the sculptor bertil 
bergengren-Askenström, during

Below left. Léonie Geisendorf 
and king Gustav Vi Adolf at the 
offi  cial opening of the St Göran 
Gymnasium, built in Stockholm 
in 1961.

work on his Järndramatik 
(Ferrous Drama) wall relief at 
the St Göran Gymnasium.
phoTo LEnnArT MiLDE
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“Perhaps I was less interested in the Americans, but Louis Kahn 
once came to see me at the office, when the Architecture Museum 
was putting on a photographic exhibition of his work. There’s a 
picture of him and Ralph [Erskine] standing there chatting.”

* * *

L & CE Geisendorf Arkitektkontor is located at Engelbrekts-
gatan 25, near the Humlegården park, a stone’s throw from KTH 
School of Architecture. This office could do service as a museum, 
one of few surviving examples 
of an analogue architect office. 
Seven classic wooden drawing 
boards with T-squares and 
Caran d’Ache pens at action 
stations, colourful shelf walls 
stacked with project files and 
appurtenant product catalo-
gues, drawing chests crammed 
with models and presentation 
drawings. The same tranquil-
lity as in a theatre auditorium 
after the audience has left. These are the palpable traces of  
a vanished epoch in the architectural history of Stockholm.
  There are sketches of urban development projects which, if 
only they had been realised, would have transformed Stockholm 
completely. Many late nights were spent toiling over drawings 
and details and arguing with associates. Many victory celebration 
parties and late dinners, too, at the Cattelin restaurant. The piano 
was played and croquis drawings produced in the company of 
friends. A kind of salon culture was fostered here, 
through interaction with successive colleagues – 
Anders Tengbom, Peter Celsing, Holger Blom, Ralph 
Erskine, Bengt Lindroos and many more who are 
no longer with us. But Léonie Geisendorf is.

“Tell Gezelius we already have all the construction drawings 
for the extension towards the courtyard – in other words, the 
construction of the assembly hall as stage two. It’s fully planned 
and all the drawings are at the office, in the plan chest nearest 
the library. The model is on the mantelshelf.”

As yet, Staffan Gezelius, Södergruppen’s lead architect, is un-
aware of the agitation the project has given rise to in Rue du Four.

A case could be made for student housing being an entirely 
appropriate evolution of a building which has always been full 
of life. An office conversion would have been devastating. Now 
the entrance hall will remain a central meeting point for young 
people, very nearly a public place. Sympathetic restoration would 
restore the luminance of the interior. That the building has been 
empty for eight years has resulted in a trail of destruction. Fur-
niture and fittings have been pilfered from the stores. The home 
nursing rooms, lovingly decorated by Léonie Geisendorf and Thea 
Leonard, with 1950s Scandinavian design, no longer exist. But just 
think if we could soon be sitting in the entrance hall again,  
having coffee and looking up at the interplay of light and concrete.

As Léonie Geisendorf sees it, the new proposed design seals the 
place, and she feels that ground-level student flats in Stockholm 
are a bad idea. 

Given the social needs of the time and the structuralism that 
followed, it is, of course, unsurprising that architects in the 1950s 
and 1960s took an interest in major programmes. Léonie Geisen-
dorf has carefully documented all her travels in sketchbooks 
and photo files, showing fantastic, large complexes ranging from 
Brazil to China and North Africa.

“All my trips to Union Internationale des Architectes congresses  
the world over were fantastic. I don’t think I missed a single 
one. Cuba was incredible. The sky was completely pink when we 
touched down, and I so vividly remember the reception Fidel 
Castro gave us all. He talked about the need for dependable and 
healthy homes – pleasing, inexpensive, good. That turned into an 
important discussion during the trip.

Below left. The 1963 Cuban trip. 
Sketch from the hotel in havana. 

Below right. Drawing from the 
meeting with Fidel Castro, 1963.

 →  I so vividly remember the 

reception Fidel Castro 

gave us. He talked about 

the need for dependable 

and healthy homes.
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Top. ralph Erskine and the 
American architect Louis kahn 
at Engelbrektsgatan in 1966, 
when the Architecture Museum 
put on a photographic exhibition 
of kahn’s work.

Top. portrait.
Bottom. Drawing “To Lola from 
peter Celsing”. 

middle. Souvenir from the 
Cattelin restaurant, a favourite 
haunt with Léonie Geisendorf 
and her friends.
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“Yes, there was so much happening in Stockholm in those days, 
and we had a lot of fun together, as colleagues, in the midst of all 
the debates.”

Tell us about the restaurant you designed, Rôtisserie Brunkeberg 
in Drottninggatan, Stockholm.

“The new thing about it was that it had to be a bit informal, like 
a brasserie. In Stockholm at that time there weren’t many places 
where you could sit at a counter and eat – comptoir service, Paris-
ian style. It was like an open grill where you could see poultry and 
meat being roasted over an open fi re. Having both a cocktail bar 
and a wine bar in the basement was another novelty. It was fairly 
simple, like an open room, coloured red and black. Lots of mirrors, 
glass and plaster. An amusing ceiling. I don’t remember why it 
was demolished. A pity, but perhaps it didn’t pay.”

* * *

I fi nd the drawings of the unrealised assembly hall for the 
St Göran Gymnasium. They are in their proper place at Léonie 
Geisendorf’s offi ce. So is the model. Everything in apple-pie 
order: the formwork casting drawings and the vestibule staircase 
to a scale of 1:1. Léonie Geisendorf now proposes that the extra 
development rights for the second stage of the project should be 
used, not for student fl ats but for the small assembly hall, the 
drawings which were completed in 1962: “That’s where the 

composition of the entire complex fl ows out, it’s a point d’orgue, 
like in a piano piece,” she says. “The assembly hall is necessary 
to the wholeness of the composition.”

I’m already convinced, of course. I take pictures and mail them 
to Svenska Bostäder.

The drawing chests also contain the working drawings for the 
Catholic Church to be built in Kungsträdgårdsgatan. The offi ce is 
still decorated with the many well-made plaster-of-Paris models 
from the façade studies. Her proposal 
for the façade of the church imparts a 
very dynamic uplift to the surround-
ing properties and to the street as a 
whole. Anyone acquainted with the 
qualities Léonie Geisendorf demands 
where concrete is concerned, will 
know that this would have been 
outstandingly elegant. Its relation in 
height to other properties along Kungsträdgårdsgatan was 
especially important, triggering protracted discussions with the 
City Planning Administration

The façade composition with its tall con-
crete pillars carefully fi lters the light, and the 
comings and goings in Kungsträdgården, into 
the church interior.

Work on the brief for the Catholic congrega-

Below. Léonie Geisendorf and 
architects Erik and Tore Ahlsén 
on a tour of Sweden.

 → It was fairly simple, like 

an open room, coloured 

red and black.

Bottom left. Article about 
rôtisserie brunkeberg, Drottning -
gatan, Stockholm, designed by 
Léonie Geisendorf in 1965–66. 
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rIght. Model of the church that 
was to have been built by the 
Catholic parish of St Eugenia in 
kungsträdgården.

Below right. Léonie Geisendorf’s 
international driving licence.

 → The façade composition 

with its tall concrete 

pillars carefully filters 

the light, and the 

comings and goings in 

Kungsträdgården, into 

the church interior.

tion of St Eugenia was started already in 1963, together with 
architect Holger Blom, and continued for no less than 13 years. 
Looking at the model photographs today, one is instantly remin-
ded of St Göran Gymnasium, impressively dubbed a “rara avis on 
the Swedish architectural scene.” It strikes me that St Göran must 
have provided an ideal reference for convincing the client, offi cials 
and politicians in favour of such a controversial urban develop-
ment scheme in the very heart of Stockholm. But perhaps that 
was not where the real challenge lay. There is a card from Sven 

Markelius at the offi ce, wishing 
Léonie Geisendorf well-deserved 
success with the new church.

Was there anyone who didn’t believe 
the Catholic Church would come off?

“No, I don’t think so. We our-
selves were thoroughly convinced 
it would.”

It is hard to say why the Catholic 
Church project failed to material-
ise. Whatever the reason, it is a 
pity, from the viewpoint of both 
private and public architecture. The 
church would quite certainly have 
been incorporated in the Swedish 
architectural canon and, needless 

to say, many more prestigious assignments for L & CE Geisendorf 
Architects would have followed in its wake.

Building permission was granted in 1967, 
and planning work on the new church was 
completed in the late autumn of 1970. 1970 was 
also an election year, added to which Sweden’s 
economy was thoroughly overheated – prices 

were soaring, and the balance on current exchange was showing 
a big defi cit. The Social Democrats went to the country promis-
ing to combat infl ation with a fi rm economic policy instead of 
tax increases. Together with the Left Party Communists they 
secured a majority, but a few weeks later all indirect taxes were 
raised regardless. Finance Minister Gunnar Sträng devised a new 
scale of taxation, at the same time introducing a 25 per cent tax 
on investment, which came as a blow to the parishioners of 
St Eugenia. The impending construction project was delayed, and 
a smaller refurbishment project was discussed as a possible alter-
native. The drawing chest also contains a preservation proposal 
which Léonie Geisendorf presented as an alternative in 1973. It 
creates a church interior inside the existing façade by modifying 
the earlier project. 1975 was the European Architectural Heritage 
Year and it became clear that the new building was not going to 
be realised. Later, the parishioners engaged a Danish architect, 
Jørgen Kjærgaard, for a refurbishment project. There was no 
single reason for the Catholic Church not being built. Answers 
vary, depending on who you ask. 

“I think perhaps one or two people thought I was involved 
in too many intrigues towards the end. But the priest is dead 
now, so he can’t explain. Alva Myrdal felt we should move every-
thing to the Church of St Jacob, which I didn’t want to do.”

Thus after 13 years of hard architectural work, the battle 
of the Catholic Church in Kungsträdgården was over. On the 
subject of heritage conservation, the Almstriden public uproar in 
Stockholm in 1971 (Battle of the Elm Trees) must also have played 
a part, because it was fought right on the doorstep (in Kungs-
trädgården park) and arose out of public concern over changes 
to the Stockholm townscape. The demolishing of buildings as 
part of the urban renewal of the city centre was intensifi ed, 
triggering a good deal of debate in the media.

Below left. Letter from architect 
friend Sven Markelius.

* L É o n I E  G E I S E n D o r F
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 → Ju mexxxx

Léonie does not recall that Almstriden affected the project, but 
then she herself was very much involved in a number of powerful 
urban development projects during the same period. For example, 
the EGT Group’s Corso project (1965–67), creating a pedestrian 
promenade from Sergels Torg to Gustaf Adolfs Torg; and her new  
parliament building, placed in the water by the city centre,  
proposed for the architectural competition in 1971 (“Upwind”)  
and where she makes no secret of where her Stockholm architec-
ture is heading. Another rara avis on the Stockholm scene. And 
another project which still feels relevant today.

Neatly filed at the office are any number of newspaper clipp-
ings illustrating the transformation of Stockholm’s city centre 
and the controversial proposals that were weighed in the balance 
together. The architects were well and truly in the line of fire, 
and the EGT Group particularly (in which Erskine, Geisendorf 
and Tengbom joined forces for competition purposes) had to  
defend itself against Peter Celsing’s winning project in the 
general competition of ideas for Sergels Torg. Whereas Celsing’s 
project conformed to the 1962 urban development plan, the  
EGT Group’s entry took a completely different path, and was 
purchased for further processing.

In its Corso scheme, the EGT Group argued for open public 
space and a pedestrian promenade as a continuation of  
Svea vägen, i.e. the extension south of Sergels Torg, thereby 
challeng ing the prevailing plan – and Celsing’s Kulturhuset – 
which effectively blocked the way at Sergels Torg.

The accompanying media debate likely made a big difference 
to the outcome. While Celsing’s Kulturhuset was built, it is 
worth noting that the council later modified the urban develop-
ment plan, in favour of pedestrian walkways. The Corso project 
made its mark after all. In retrospect it is not hard to see how 
Léonie Geisendorf – diminutive of stature, needle-sharp in de-
bate, shrewd and quick-thinking – was sometimes portrayed as 
a cat among the pigeons. Other women are very little in evidence 
on the Swedish urban development scene at this time. Perhaps 
she was viewed as representing something new, a bit foreign, 
exotic and dangerous, whereas Peter Celsing, the KTH (Royal 
Institute of Technology) professor, came across with a different 
kind of authority. And of course, the choice of architect and 
project speaks volumes for the spirit of the age.

In 1967 it was all cut and dried. City Commissioner Ingve  
Larsson, who had begun by supporting the ETG Group, chan-
ged sides, and that settled things. The debate in the newspaper 
Svenska Dagbladet was headed by Gotthard Johansson, followed 
by Ulf Hård af Segerstad, while Dagens Nyheter had Eva von 
Zweigbergk, writing under the pen name of Colomba. She was 
more positive and was one of those who frequently highlighted 
Léonie Geisendorf in the ongoing debate.

Léonie Geisendorf always knew she wanted 
to be an architect. Even as a child, she had  
a clear vision of the architect’s profession.
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“I wanted to make buildings! Great, powerful, proud, beauti-
ful buildings. Beautiful buildings enhance one’s sensibility. 
Experiencing a beautiful building, you feel yourself growing 
more acutely perceptive. Just the same way as when you look at 
art, only that’s something we’re more accustomed to. People are 
educated to look at paintings and sculptures, buildings are more 
challenging. An architect takes enormous risks. It’s terrible to 
think that you’ve ruined a place! It’s the urge to improve and 
create beauty that drives you.”

Has being a woman affected the chances of having your projects 
built?

“Possibly. I don’t know. I did say I was uncompromising! And 
perhaps undiplomatic sometimes. Maybe I alienated one or 
two now and again. So maybe that’s a female characteristic – 
wanting to get the job done and see it through!”

Léonie has on many occasions recounted her experiences 
of the 40-metre-long corridor that was 
Le Corbusier’s offi ce at 35 Rue de Sèvres. She 
can still recall several amusing moments.

“The black cat, it was always sitting there on 
my desk when Le Corbusier arrived at the offi ce 

at about 1.30. I always made sure of being there when he turned 
up, but I think he was a bit put out by the cat liking me. He was 
also a bit put out when the cat fi rst marched around on the heap 
of coal for the heater and then left paw prints on the drawings.”

Among other things, she helped to fi nish Le Pavillon des 
Temps Nouveaux for the great Paris Exposition of 1937. Later, 
visiting the exhibition, she was one of many young architects in 
whom the Swedish contribution inspired admiration.

“Sven Ivar Lind’s Swedish Pavilion was an outstanding 
forerunner. I was thrilled by its ascetic purity, its architectural 
fashioning, based entirely on spatial experience, a mode of 
creativity untrammelled by time, style or idiom. In Stockholm 
I applied for a position at Lind’s offi ce, and I stayed in his practice 
for a number of years. The war supervened, and hard times with 
it, but I managed to scrape through in various practices, and 
my husband, being Swiss by origin, was exempted from wartime 
conscription. Most young foreign architects returned home 
during or soon after the war. We stayed on.”

Léonie Geisendorf came to Sweden in the summer of 1938, 
driving a Bugatti. Many architects found their way here during 

right. Léonie Geisendorf and 
Dick Lindberg in the Engel-
brektsgatan offi  ce, with a model 
of the Catholic Church.

Below. Quite a few articles 
about Léonie Geisendorf and her 
architecture were penned during 

the 1960s and 1970s discussions 
about Stockholm.
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I began working for Léonie Geisendorf in Engelbrektsgatan, 
Stockholm, in the spring of 1966. The reason for homing in on 
a demanding practice like Léonie’s is that you feel the need for 
a period of apprenticeship  with someone brilliant. And perhaps 
also the need for a direct link with our European heritage.

Léonie’s project for a church in Kungsträdgården, Stockholm, 
had been published a number of times and had what I was look-
ing for. An emotively charged, expressive architecture, executed 
with discipline and harmony and combined with a choice of 
materials which reaffi rmed the simple and natural. 

Just hours after the job interview, I was labouring in the sweat 
of my brow over early sketches and drawings. I worked on the 
church for three years, till fi nally Sträng, the then Minister 
of Finance, put the lid on one of Stockholm’s most important 
projects in all that period.

I liked it at Léonie’s. I felt in step with the intensive creative 
process that preceded every architectural stand in the planning 
work. I learned the meaning of sketching: an often ingenious 
but vague idea penned by Léonie would be upgraded, through 
an infi nite sequence of paper on paper, until fi nally – when the 
concept had germinated and taken shape – it returned to the 
original idea and the process was started all over again until the 
fi nal sketch was well and truly in place – meticulous, soulful 
and crystal clear. The result was on the table – often at a very 
late hour – and the whole room would be awash with sketching 
paper and pencils.

The church wasn’t just sketched, it was hand-crafted 
through a series of models. Some models showed the church in 
its entirety, i.e. the interplay between outside and inside.

Inside, more detailed models were used for studying room 
relations, lighting atmospheres and material structures. The cast, 
boarded concrete, bare and austere, was the principal theme in 
the church’s treatment of materials.

Architectural intentions inside and out were underscored by 
the often dramatic gradient and detailing of the fl oor landscape. 

The asymmetrical composition derived balance from sculptu-

ral elements in the façade and in the rooms. The positioning of 
the pillars in the portico, the arch outside the church doorway, 
the slim grandeur of the tabernacle and the well surrounding 
the font – all these things are vigorous details forming a natural 
part of the whole.

If you were not on Léonie’s wavelength, you might as well 
look for another job. This made it all the more marvellous when 
new associates appeared who got into the stride of our working 
routines. And so, during certain inspired periods when all the 
parameters clicked, architecture of the most exciting kind was 
born. Such was the reward for all those laborious evenings and 
late nights.

There were times when we had an international competition 
entry to fi nish and for a whole week I barely left the offi ce. A 
young family had commissioned a “brutal” (expressive) concrete 
house to be built in Strandvägen, Djursholm. This was a frequent 
topic of architectural discussion late in the evening, providing a 
much-needed distraction from “cathedral building”. When Léonie 
was tired she could sometimes have schoolgirl fi ts of the giggles.

Time off is not always a part of Léonie’s vocabulary. Differen-
ces of opinion sometimes ended with her disappearing through 
the enfi lade of rooms along Engelbrektsgatan, moving further 
and further off and closing one door after another behind her 
until her progress was terminated by her private apartment. An 
hour or so later the doors would open one by one and Léonie 
would pop up with a big bottle of champagne, grinning all over 
her face. And the problem was solved – though whether or not 
leave of absence was granted I no longer remember!

I have never seen Léonie so truly in her element as during the 
tussle over the EGT plan in Stockholm. The ensuing debate on 
the centre of Stockholm turned into a mainly political contest 
in various media, with Peter Celsing fi nally emerging as the 
winner. We still lack an expressive, genuine 
“Lola” in downtown Stockholm. And indeed, 
not only there. o
DICK LInDBErG IS An ArCHITECT.

+

Apprenticeship  
at Engelbrektsgatan 25
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ation with interior architect 
Thea Leonard, who among other 
things designed several items  
of furniture. Carpets by Ulla  
percy-Schumacher.
phoTo SUnE SUnDAhL

Top. Villa ranängen, Djursholm, 
1951. The first completed project 
by the architectural practice  
L & CE Geisendorf Arkitekt-
kontor. Landscape architect 

Sylvia Gibson designed the 
garden. Titti Leyton, seated,  
was the client.
Bottom. The interior of Villa ran - 
ängen was designed in collabor- 

* l É o n i e  g e i s e n d o r f

14
upwind
geisendorf 2014



 → We took great pains with  

this home in every way. 

Titti was a fantastic client, 

with, of course, very clear 

functional needs. 

Below. Villa ranängen, Djurs-
holm, photographed in 2014.
phoTo Mik AEL oL SSon

the war years. Ralph Erskine, a close friend of Léonie’s and born 
the same year as her, arrived here at the same time as she did. 
Sweden at this time, unlike the rest of Europe, had a political and 
social climate which made it possible for architects to focus on 
architecture.  

She started up her own practice in 1950, together with her 
husband Charles-Édouard Geisendorf. They did well in a number 
of competitions, but their first real assignment was a villa in 
Ranängen, Djursholm, for Titti Leyton, who had had polio. Com-
pleted in 1951, the villa is meticulously adapted to the exigencies 
of the client’s disability. It is on one storey, with open room com-
munications and vistas in every direction. All reception rooms 
give directly onto the garden, designed by landscape architect 
Sylvia Gibson. The interior was worked out in partnership with 
Thea Leonard, who later also assisted with the designs for St 
Göran Gymnasium. The villa’s interior design was very modern, 
with colourful, lightweight compositions on the end walls, 
narrow-profile spruce boarding on the ceiling and a flat concrete 
shell as a unifying dome above the living room. Titti Leyton had 
an absolutely unique interior design, with furniture by Josef 
Frank and carpeting by Ulla Percy-Schumacher. Reminded of 
this, Léonie Geisendorf remarks that good co-operation between 
different designers can work wonders for the overall outcome.

“I so well remember the open fireplace. I designed it myself 
and I think it turned out so beautiful. You’ve seen the arched cei-

ling, haven’t you? That also turned out very well. We took great 
pains with this home in every way. Titti was a fantastic client, 
with, of course, very clear functional needs. She contracted polio 
when she was young and she spent a lot of time in her home and 
garden.”

All responsibility for 
the Stockholm office de-
volved on Léonie in 1957, 
when Charles-Édouard 
Geisendorf took up a pro-
fessorship at ETH, Zürich 
and opened a branch of-
fice in the city. Meanwhile 
they had completed a 
number of interior furnis-
hing and rebuild projects 
together, e.g. for the 
Nordisk Resebureau travel 
agency on Stureplan and for Swissair in Strandvägen, as well as 
taking part in numerous competitions. 

Charles-Édouard Geisendorf was involved in a study of 
terrace-housing development headed by Profes-
sor Nils Ahrbom at KTH (the Royal Institute of 
Technology, Stockholm). This led to a commis-
sion in Bagarmossen, and between 1953 and 
1965 the practice busied itself with 114 rental 

»
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that they want to use the additional development rights for 
student accommodation and not for building the assembly hall: 
“Our mission is to convert the building into student housing, 
with great respect and consideration for its existing qualities and 
in close co-operation with the City, the County Administrative 
Board and our Södergruppen architects.”

Isn’t it time to give up? No. Léonie Geisendorf suggests that 
the exhibition at the Swedish Centre for Architecture and Design 
should be transferred to St Göran. That, she argues, is the only 
possible way of saving the building. 

“It’s the building that needs exhibiting, not me. The entrance 
hall is all ready and waiting for an exhibition. It’s important, 
don’t you think?”

At Södergruppen, architect Gabriel Herdevall and Staffan  
Gezelius have together been working on St Göran for almost  
two years. Gabriel thinks the building is fantastic. He admires 
Léonie Geisendorf and offers to explain and defend the project’s 
qualities to her during a visit to Paris scheduled for early  
February. Léonie Geisendorf is willing to meet him. The visit 
goes off well, and both parties find their conversation rewarding. 
Léonie sounds relaxed, and Gabriel says that, of course, a little 
bit of her scathing criticism struck home.

Gabriel would like to explore the possibilities of building  
the assembly hall, so long as Svenska Bostäder are willing to 
give up a few student flats. He has raised the issue at a planning 
meeting. Léonie is pleased when I tell her this.

“You can invite them all to the office, show them. Arguments 
to be put forward are that this is the same situation as with 

housing units grouped round four courtyards on a pine-clad 
eminence near Skogskyrkogården (the Woodland Cemetery). 

Between 1966 and 1970 Léonie worked on the Strandvägen  
villa in Djursholm. A young doctor and his family wanted a 
concrete house and could not afford more than 100 sq. m. of floor 
space. The house is squeezed into a narrow plot by the water’s 
edge. From the waterfront we can see straight through the hall, 
rising through two storeys, and out into the garden on the other 
side, with the huge ash tree which the house has sidled up to. 
The surgery was placed on the ground floor, and the kitchen 
en circled the hall. The bedrooms are upstairs. In the evening 
the house catches the western sunlight, becoming a lantern. The 
concrete captures the changing nuances of light and follows the 
movement of the sun.

From 1970 until some way into the 1980s the practice, like 
most others in Stockholm, worked on assignments distributed by 
the National Board of Public Building, namely feasibility studies 
and parallel commissions for the administration of justice, the 
defence establishment, museums and educational establish-
ments. Sometimes luck held and they were able to both plan and 
build, sometimes it didn’t.

        * * *

A few weeks later, I’m talking to Léonie 
Geisendorf on the phone. Very soon we come to 
the planned refurbishment and transformation 
of St Göran Gymnasium.

Svenska Bostäder have now let it be known 

Above. notice board at Léonie Geisendorf’s office in Engelbrektsgatan, 
Stockholm, where almost everything remains intact.

* l É o n i e  g e i s e n d o r f
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and a kite in your honour.” Bengt Lindroos and Léonie Geisendorf 
were very close. He also mucked in when the occasion demanded 
– for example, in the design work for Léonie’s grandchild, a small 
house on a steep waterfront site on the island of Dalarö, where 
Léonie Geisendorf herself had an unpretentious second home for 
many years. That was the very last assignment, and sketching 
proceeded, intermittently, between 2005 and 2007.

Léonie Geisendorf and Bengt Lindroos sat sketching together 
on the edge of the bed at the Sophiahemmet hospital in Stock-
holm, where she was detained for a while. Her previous sketches 
for the plot were already square, in a way reminiscent of Bengt’s 
manner, and so perhaps it was both easy and enjoyable for the 
two of them to work things out together. Sadly, the house never 
got built. The plot was sold off instead.

It is spring in Paris. Outside, in the Rue du Four, strollers  
and tourists mingle with high-heeled Parisiennes and street  
musicians. Sirens howl in the distance. The air is warm and 
humid, and the familiar blend of tobacco and exhaust fumes is 
pungent by the entrance to the Mabillon Metro station.
  A grille set in the pavement reminds one of the equally  
busy thoroughfare underground. Several Metro lines intersect 
here. And right here, the Boulevard St Germain and  
its wide pavements slice through the mass  
of the older city, forming the sharp  
corners and diminutive squares that are so  
typically Parisian. o
CHArLIE GuLLSTröm, PHD, rESEArCHEr AnD  

LECTurEr AT KTH royAL InSTITuTE oF TECHnoLoGy.

the gym – once there, the assembly hall will be an asset to all 
residents, especially near the “Entrance Piazza” [entrétorget, in 
Swedish]. That’s an expression coined by Södergruppen, not by 
me. A torg is a market square, a place where you sell fruit and 
vegetables. The elegance of St Göran lies in the composition as 
a whole. The assembly hall must be positioned here as a point 
d’orgue for the entire complex – you can see this from looking at 
the model. What about the model, does it need renovating?”

“In the old days, when the law was stronger, you weren’t  
allowed to build so near the ground, it had to be at least  
80 cm above ground. Now they stand there with their feet in 
the ground, their housing stands there dipping its feet in the 
ground. It’s not healthy, it doesn’t get you good, cheap and  
pleasant homes… but perhaps I’d better keep quiet?”

* * *

Architect Léonie Geisendorf is elated by our discussions.  
She hums briefly at the ditty we keep coming back to in our talks 
together, a student song in Latin. Together we try to recollect  
the words:

Gaudeamus igitur, 
Juvenes dum sumus; 
Post jucundam juventutem, 
Post molestam senectutem 
Nos habebit humus!
Very close, at arm’s length from the bedside, is the envelope 

containing architect Bengt Lindroos’ birthday greetings in April 
2010 – a funny picture, captioned: “Bengt releasing two balloons 

Above. Engelbrektsgatan still shows clear traces of Léonie Geisendorf’s  
architecture and of croquis evenings with her friends.
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the masterpiece that    should have been built
one senses the throb of Kungsträdgården in this monumental and 
beautiful concrete church. the daylight fi lters through the portico, 
illuminating the tall pillars. if it had materialised, this catholic 
church would have been among the fi nest in the land.
Project for a catholic church, stockholm · léonie Geisendorf

ProJect
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commentary t o m a s  l a u r i

How do you go about building in the heart of a city which 
can already been considered complete? Sometimes it’s as though 
Sweden has only two models for this. One can be termed the 
icon path and took on a new lease of life with Frank Gehry’s 
Guggenheim in Bilbao (1997). The new building must be a clear 
addition, to facilitate the distinction between past and present. 
Not infrequently, this means insistence on absolute uniqueness, 
as if we were dealing with an event of world importance.

  The other model can be instanced with British architect Tony 
Fretton. Buildings that blend with and, chameleon-like, assimi-
late their surroundings. Tracking down the House and Studio for 
Brad Lachore (2007) in London is something of a detection enter-
prise. Old and new are almost seamlessly united. New pointing is 
all that reveals the new building.

  One cannot say automatically which is the model of preferen-
ce, nor can it readily be argued that one or other model is better 
suited to this location than to that one in Swedish towns and 
cities. All too often, a city’s annular rings are invoked as an argu-
ment, and with them the constricting notion that nothing which 
is not very, very new will fit in where modernism gained a foot-
hold, e.g. in the City area of central Stockholm, and, conversely, 
that new styles are out of the question in places dominated by an 
older stock of buildings, such as the 19th century stone city.

But perhaps we will have to start learning to put more 
value on the individual building or addition, sometimes putting 
aside the generality of urban planning. Today we have a grey 

Léonie Geisendorf’s design for a Catholic 
church would have enriched Stockholm 
and created a school of infill development. 

Previous spread. Model of the 
Catholic Church, photographed 
in Léonie Geisendorf’s office. The 
elevations of the buildings along 
Kungsträdgårdsgatan were 
very carefully studied in various 

models, to add a modern idiom 
which would interact with the 
surrounding buildings. The new 
façade was carefully studied in 
plaster-of-Paris.

»
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Plan 1:400 

lonGituDinal section 1:800

FaÇaDe toWarDs KyrKoGrÄnDen 1:800

“The whole composition is sur-

mounted by a cluster of tall, 

slender pillars supporting the stone 

canopy above the place where, 

inside the church, the sacrament 

is reserved in the tabernacle 

on its altar, the holy of holies in 

the Catholic shrine.”

lÉonie GeisenDorF anD HolGer Blom, 

arKiteKtur no. 3 1965

Bottom left. The sculpted 
concrete façade confronts the 
street level with an open portico 
of varying height. The portico 
forms a narthex to the church. 

top right. The rear end of the 
church, showing the baptismal 
font and organ. Model photo.
Bottom right. The church 
interior, looking towards the altar 
and tabernacle. Model photo. 

The vision, as summarised by 
Léonie Geisendorf, was to make 
“the church interior perceptible 
and directly accessible from the 
street”.

»
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“This uniform, very self-conscious 

street-scape is distinguished, not so 

much by the varying idiom of the in-

dividual buildings as by their common 

determination to lend monumental 

expression to their content.” 

LÉONIE GEISENDORF AND HOLGER BLOM 

IN ARKITEKTUR NO. 3 1965

Bottom. The church, viewed 
from Kungsträdgården. 
Illustration by Léonie Geisendorf. 
The challenge lay in making 
an o�  ce block, “with the 

Below. Model of the blocks 
adjoining Kungsträdgården. 
PHOTO MAT TI  ÖSTLING

banal, regulatory three-metre 
storey height and practical 
fenestration, measure up to 
the monumentality of the 
neighbouring buildings, with 
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zone. Many things end up as an interpretation issue, concerning 
what is at variance with a heritage quality deserving of protec-
tion. Protecting locations is sound practice. The inner city of 
Stockholm, for example, is a coherent location of national inte-
rest, by reason of its having been a political, administrative and 
cultural centre ever since medieval times.

But decisions are very liable to get bogged down in issues of 
size and style, of priority for the historic. Conservation. This 
makes it hard for the city to develop and move forward. Sad to 
say, the possibility of just doing more of the same, and not quite 
so well, on the umpteenth carbon, is growing.

The dif� culty of evaluating the individual addition is also clear-
ly brought out by the way in which competitions have developed. 
Competitions for architects of global standing are organised 
to  ensure that the new addition will be really good. The Nobel 
Center in Stockholm and Karlavagnstornet (the Gothenburg Star 
Tower) are two such examples. Perhaps all this re� ects, above all, 
misgivings about the future, which, moreover, can easily open the 
door to blatant imitations of world architecture. White’s Park 1 
traf� c and emergency management centre in Stockholm, with its 
echoes of OMA’s Seattle library, is a case in point.

The problem of evaluating and understanding new deve-
lopment has been accentuated since the 1930s, when the future 
and change started becoming society’s main driving force. Léonie 
Geisendorf has felt the impact of this to a degree which few Swe-
dish architects can equal. She was always bold – a little too much 
so for the country considering itself the world’s most modern. 

When she came to design a new Catholic church overlooking 
Kungsträdgården (1963–76), one of the question which fairly soon 
cropped up was that of how new the new building could be. The 
brief was to achieve a church that would “� t in” but at the same 
time “unequivocally proclaim its presence.”

She takes as her starting point the essence and carrying 
capacity of the stone city. As a volume, the Catholic Church is 
tailored to the virtually rigid, juridical, stern framework which 
the inner city adds up to. 

Within the framework thus de� ned, she takes liberties, avoids 
conventions. The delicately chiselled concrete façade sticks out. 
But perhaps more of the frightening and menacing quality of the 
scheme, and at the same time its huge strength, can be seen in 
its treatment of the street space.

Work on designing a Catholic church 
and o�  ce building for the parish of 
St Eugenia in Katthavet precinct, 
adjoining Kungsträdgården in Stock-
holm, began in 1963 in collaboration 
with Holger Blom (architect, lands-
cape architect and also, 1938–71, 
Stockholm City Gardener).

The Catholic Church of St Euge-
nia was formerly located in Norra 
Smedjegatan, but was scheduled 
for demolition in 1968 as part of 
the Norrmalm renewal, in order, 

for example, to make room for the 
Gallerian shopping mall. The parish 
was o� ered a City-owned property 
in Kungsträdgården, in between 
Jernkontoret (architect: Ivar Teng-
bom, 1915) and the Kontrollstyrelsen 
building (architect: Erik Lallerstedt, 
1918). The property in question da-
ted from 1886 and was in very poor 
condition, and so the brief was for 
a new building.

Building permission was granted 
in 1967, and plans for the building 

were completed by the end of 1970, 
but the building start was delayed 
by a new investment tax, and me-
anwhile discussions were opened 
concerning possible preservation 
of the original building. In 1973 
Léonie Geisendorf drew up a scheme 
for retaining the existing façade, 
showing that the church interior and 
much of the programme could still 
be accommodated. 1975 was Euro-
pean Architectural Heritage Year, 
and many Stockholmers joined in 

the debate following the demolitions 
for the Norrmalm renewal scheme. 
It now became clear that the 
project would not be realised. The 
parish engaged 
the Danish 
architect Jørgen 
Kjærgaard for a 
rebuild project 
which was com-
pleted in 1982.

Project for a Catholic church, Kungsträdgården, Stockholm

FACTS

The visitor is led in through a lofty portico of varying height 
from which one can either go inside the church or proceed to an 
inner courtyard at the far end. A zone is created between outside 
and inside.

Structurally, it is as though two buildings have been joined 
together. A church with its bell tower and an administrative 
superstructure. This, in fact, is how it was meant to work.

In the sketches, the church seems to have been pressed into 
the administrative building, dissolving it. The church points to 
a place beyond the city’s of� cial front. Like a deep spot, an un-
known black hole, a pause for breath.

This is neither the bombastic idiom of Frank Gehry nor the 
more discreet approach of Tony Fretton, but rather insistence on 
developing the city through distinct individual buildings which 
jeopardise familiar boundaries, nudge them. Something a com-
pleted city can cope with. It needs an occasional shot in the arm.

The sketches for the church were prepared at a time when 
society’s go-ahead spirit was at its zenith, and things ground to 
a halt with the mid-70s downturn. Looking back, one can only 
lament the whole process. This project should have been built. o
TOMAS LAURI

Bottom. Planometric 
perspective of the church.

their storey height of over four 
metres. They are extraordinarily 
sturdy, � rmly rooted, richly 
modelled, well-to-do buildings.”

»
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The transformation of central Stockholm 
plays a central part in Léonie Geisendorf’s 
work. Two unrealised projects show a 
new urban development of downtown 
Stockholm; and a parliament building in the 
water, right in the city centre.

A different 
Stockholm

project

together with Anders tengbom and Ralph Erskine, under the 
device EGT, Léonie Geisendorf submitted an entry in the 1965–66 
Nordic competition of ideas for new development south of Sergels 
Torg. Corso, as their scheme was entitled, was a protest against the 
1962 urban development plan (“Cityplan 1962”), which, they con
tended, bade fair to become “a part of the city in which people cannot 
move freely, walk without being run down by motor cars.” They  
wrote: “Sergels Torg cuts off the north of Norrmalm from the south, 
unnecessarily. People moving freely in Hötorgscity and the surround
ing streets are forced below ground on escalators before gaining  
access to Sergels Torg, and in this cellar they are signposted in all 
sorts of directions for egress. We find this arrangement undignified.”

The EGT entry pleaded for a continuous walkway as a continua
tion of Sveavägen, whereas the Cityplan – as well as Peter Celsing’s 
Kulturhuset – effectively blocked the way at Sergels Torg. The  
accompanying media debate presumably made a big difference to 
the outcome. Celsing’s Kulturhuset got built, but it is worth noting 
that afterwards the Cityplan was modified in favour of pede st ri an
isation. The Corso project made its mark after all.

Still more unexpected is Léonie Geisendorf’s scheme for a new 
parliament building in another Nordic architecture competition, in 
1971. Still today, her entry, entitled Upp i vind (Upwind), is marked by 
an almost incredible boldness. The buildings are recognisable from 
the Hansta scheme (p. 43), ascending stepwise from the Strömmen 
waterfront. The jury appreciated the schemes “potential for beautiful 
spaces and a good internal environment” but maintained that the 
closely constrained form would be functionally detrimental.

In 1979 Léonie Geisendorf prepared a scheme for terracing  
Helgeandsholmen, east of the rebuilt parliament building. She noted 
that the excavations accompanying the parliament refurbishment 
and additions, had uncovered earlier settlement. “A dramatic and 
clear ruin of the medieval town clarifies the relation of the site to  
Norrmalm.” Ten years later, in 1980, she prepared a scheme for re

modelling the Royal palace court
yard façade overlooking Norrbro, 
based on a colonnade inspired by 
the Palais Royal in Paris. o
dAn hAllemAr

right. The EGT (Erskine, 
Geisendorf, Tengbom) scheme 
for the area south of Sergels 
Torg, 1965–66.
iLLuSTr aTion STEfan SaL amon
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U p W i n d

left. ”upwind”. Léonie 
Geisendorf’s competition entry, 
1971, for a new parliament 
building in Stockholm. The plan 
has three main parts: rooms for 
mPs and standing committees 
in two high-rise offi  ce blocks, 
and a debating chamber in a 
building of its own. all buildings 
are accessed from a public 
square, riksplan, between the 
bridges Stallbron and riksbron, 
which in turn is an opening-out 
of riksgatan (Drottninggatan). 
note that norrbro is deleted in 
this scheme.

1. Stockholm royal Palace
2. royal Swedish opera
3. Drottninggatan

2

1
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nya Yrkesskolan, a former domestic science and needlework 
college later know as st göran gymnasium, gave stockholm an 
international breath of fresh air.  With a visible framework of site-
cast concrete and a gymnasium at the very top of the building.
st göran gymnasium, stockholm
léonie and Charles-édouard geisendorf

the toughest 
modernist in town

ProJeCt
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the toughest 
modernist in town
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  1. MAIN ENTRANCE
  2. JANITORS
  3. SCHOOL YARD
  4. VOCATIONAL SCHOOL ENTRANCE
  5. ASSEMBLY HALL ENTRANCE
  6. PART-TIME COURSE FACILITIES ENTRANCE
  7. EXHIBITION GALLERY ENTRANCE 
  8. SPACE FOR KINDERGARTEN
  9. BALL COURT
10. ENTRANCE HALL
11. FOYER AND CLOAKROOM
12. TERRACE
13. ASSEMBLY HALL
14. DOCTOR’S SURGERY
15. SELF-SERVICE STORE
16. MUSIC ROOM
17. BAR
18. KITCHEN
19. HOME BAKERY
20. BREAD AND FOOD STORE
21. STORES OFFICE
22. HATTER’S AND OUTFITTER’S
23. PARKING RAMP
24. EXHIBITION
25. NEEDLEWORK ROOM
26. WEAVING ROOM
27. BEDDING COURSES
28. APARTMENT
29. STUDENT HOSTEL ENTRANCE
30. STUDENT HOSTEL

ground floor  1:600

Previous spread. The lofty 
entrance hall, in which concrete  
sets the keynote and colour and 
wood provide contrast.

right. The spiral staircase on  
the upper floor of the vestibule. 
PHOTOS åKE E:SON LINDMAN
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The aim was for wholeness. But taken separately, the 
constituent parts of the school proclaim lofty aspirations.

With the st göran gymnasium about to be converted into 
student housing, Léonie Geisendorf has found occasion to point 
out that the building is part of a composition. In particular, she 
misses the assembly hall which was never erected in the school 
yard. Equally sensible is the lack of the administrative building, 
the student hostel and the day nursery which were never built. 
That part of the plot is now given over to housing. Even so, 
the building as a composition is an incontrovertible fact. It is 
a juxtaposition of low-rise and high-rise.

One of the reasons for this design, according to Léonie herself, 
was the programme being far too big, so big that vertical stack-
ing was the sole option. A consistently medium-high building 
conforming to the scale of the stone city, a localised urban 
creation, might well have been possible instead of a building 
which stands up and sets new limits to the city. But that would 
have been less dynamic.

Few Stockholm buildings can rival St Göran Gymnasium for 
modernist forcefulness. The consistency of execution is a great 
help in this respect. The af� nity to Le Corbusier’s works, such as 
Unité d’habitation in Marseille, is clear for all to see. There is 
a pillared base. The framework of site-cast concrete is openly 
presented throughout. Programmatically too, the af� nity is more 
evident. Take, for example, the positioning of the gymnasium 
right at the top. 

The degree of � nish is impressive. For example, the composite 
façade sections with their armoured glass cladding. But inside, 
not least, one notices how thoroughly the building has been 
drawn at detailed level. In the three-storey-high vestibule, the 
positioning of the concrete pillars is a composition rather than 
a necessary means of supporting the � oor slab overhead. The 
curved roof beams in the gymnasium, swooping down towards 
the � oor, are another example. 

Most of the materials used have been left untreated, so as to 
underscore the natural element. The distinctive � ooring of the 
vestibule, with its shifting materials, tells us as much. The ori-
ginal movable furnishings were designed in collaboration with 
interior architect Thea Leonard for Nya Yrkesskolan, which is 
how St Göran gymnasium, the domestic science and needlework 
college, was initially known. Aspirations ran high.

Furniture was created by masters of the time, such as Kaare 
Klint, Carl Malmsten, Bruno Mathsson, Alvar Aalto, Josef Frank 
and Arne Jacobsen. A dynamic composition was aimed for, just 
as in all the constituent parts of the building. o
toMas lauri

CoMMentarY t o M a s  l a u r i
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M O R E  A B O U T+

No slim-line functionalism 
Karin Winter writes that the consistently realised St Göran Gymnasium 

makes manifest a European 20th century in architecture.

1990: “The true interplay between volumes in the light…” 
Towering up on the edge of the Kungsholmen district of Stock-
holm stands a slab block, an unusually dynamic building with 
high glazed façades. This school building, housing the city’s 
vocational training in domestic work and commercial needle-
work, came into being at a time when the prestige of modernism 
had grown to be axiomatic and the challenges of the pioneering 
period had receded far into the past. But the building expresses 
a modernity with a different mindset from that of slim-line 
Swedish functionalism, communicating an unusually close 
contact with one of the wellsprings of 20th century European 
modernism.

It stands on pillars, and the pillars rise freely through the 
different spatialities of the interior. The walls being independent 
of the load-bearing framework, the different storeys have been 
worked out freely, according to the requirements of activities. 
The façades have been made of prefabricated concrete framework 
modules which declare the storey height and its subdivisions. 
There is a rooftop terrace for outdoor gymnastics – ventilation 
hoods and other necessities have been mindfully designed.

This is Le Corbusier’s Five Points of Architecture, from the 
beginning of the 1920s, meticulously, almost tenderly applied and 
with a beautiful result. The consistent use of reinforced concrete, 
rough-cast throughout in framework and façade frames, harks 
back to the tradition from Auguste Perret, Tony Garnier and 
Le Corbusier. The stout relief in the façade and the large balcony 
sections enlivens the surfaces and creates surface, depth and 
elasticity.

As a young, newly quali� ed architect working in the studio 
in Rue de Sèvres, Paris, Léonie Geisendorf encountered Le 
Corbusier’s creative potency and dedication and, not least, the 
genesis of his Œuvre complete, his collected works, which are said 
to contain the answers to all problems an architect can ever 
be faced with. In a splendid article about her time there, she 
describes the charged moment when she elaborated a sketch 
of Le Corbusier’s for a north façade which is dramatised by 
pull ing back large sections and organised with a tracé régulateur 
(regulating line). 

It is as if the St Göran Gymnasium was already born on that 
Parisian drawing board in 1938. Even an inde� nite squiggle, like 
a swallow’s wing, which Le Corbusier then marked on the sket-
ched roof, has survived on the school building as a gymnasium 
with a gently shaped roof, a functional idea which indeed was 
also conceived on that occasion.

Léonie Geisendorf made her way to Sweden in 1938, immedia-

tely after her working period with Le Corbusier. With her 
she brought experience of a demanding period of studies at ETH 
in Zürich and of avant-garde cultural life in the centre of Europe, 
where, for example, Alfred Roth, Marcel Breuer and Max Bill 
represented the new design and architecture and Sigfried 
Giedion codi� ed and described it. In the more peripheral Swedish 
cultural camp she encountered a modernism which, in the 
wake of Asplund, upheld contact with its own tradition.

Sven Ivar Lind, Léonie Geisendorf’s � rst employer in Sweden, 
stands forth as something of Le Corbusier’s antithesis, with an 
approach in which predilection for grand perspectives and cul-
tural patterns appears to have sapped the vigour of encounters 
with architectural problems. Later on, the Swedish 1950s loved 
variation, though not developed by any geometrical system but 
as visual coincidence rather than tracé.

The true implications of such an encounter between different 
cultural attitudes makes an interesting topic but is hard to 
assess properly. Léonie Geisendorf stuck to the guns of her learn-
ing and, almost 20 years later, deftly created the building on 
Kungsholmen. The picture of the great vestibule as interpreted 
by Sune Sundahl in the 1960s remains for me a vivid memory, 
and a return visit showed it to be perfectly accurate. Youngsters 
were seated round the light-weight coffee tables freely deployed 
at the bottom of the great open room, and outside on the terrace, 
the girls were lining up against a wall in the spring sunshine.

Thirty years have passed, and the building stands expressive 
and undamaged. Not even daubed with graf� ti. I � nd myself 
wishing we had been granted more of this compelling archi-
tecture. Other projects and buildings have materialised since: 
homes, of� ces, churches, prisons re� ecting knowledge and 
experience and perhaps too the encounter between different 
European approaches. An ongoing process. Several projects have 
accomplished a � rst phase of construction but have yet to be 
completed. Just think, if we could be blessed with them in their 
entirety. And with other, new strong ones. o
K ARIN WINTER IS AN ARCHITECTURE HISTORIAN. THIS ARTICLE 

WAS WRITTEN IN 1990. 

Addendum, 2014: Yrkesskolan, the domestic science and needlework college 
became St Göran Gymnasium still with a practical curriculum. For a long 
time people could enjoy lunches, prepared by the students and buy bread 
and pastries from the school shop in the low-rise en� lade overlooking 
St Göransgatan. Then the building was abandoned and 
stood derelict for several years. In 2014, with Léonie 
Geisendorf turning a hundred and still considering the 
façades perfect, the plan is to convert the building into 
student housing, while at the same time showing great 
respect for its character and expressiveness.

Left. The entrance hall rises 
through three storeys and was 
conceived “as a continuation of 
the school yard and the street, and 
one hopes that it will throb with 
life”, as Léonie Geisendorf wrote.
PHOTOS ÅKE E:SON LINDMAN

Previous spread. Léonie 
Geisen   dorf calls the St Göran 
Gymnasium “anläggning”, which 
can be translated as great 
complex or composition. The 
building is now to be converted 
into student housing. 
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* l é o n i e  g e i s e n d o r f Below. The gym, with its bow-
shaped roof beams, tops the 
building. An idea which Léonie 

Bottom. Many of the fixtures 
are of wood. They were built in 
a workshop and assembled and 
fitted on site.
PHOTOS åKE E:SON LINDMAN

“In designing the detailing, the aim 

was for it to interfere as little as 

possible with the wider contexts. But 

it was not always possible on the 

construction site to avert the con-

ventional finish which smoothes over 

all the flaws; the immediacy and 

authenticity of the imperfect has 

few adherents. Capturing the raw 

building’s ephemeral freshness and 

preserving the plain expressive power 

of the main outlines will, presum-

ably, forever remain an unattainable 

dream of the architect’s.” 

léonie and Charles-édouard  

geisendorf in arkitektur no. 9 1960

Geisendorf already developed 
during her time with Le 
Corbusier, in 1937 (see p. 47).
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The St Göran Gymnasium, Stockholm
faCts

address: Sankt Göransgatan 95, 
Stockholm. architects: Léonie and 
Charles-Édouard Geisendorf.
fixtures: The practice.
Movable furnishings: The practice, 
through Thea Leonard.

Client: City of Stockholm 
Apprenticeship and Vocational 
Schools Board.
gross fl oor space: ca 75 000 kvm.
Built: 1954–60.

“The City of Stockholm’s new school 

of domestic science and commercial 

needlework already stimulated the 

beholder while it was under construc-

tion. The concrete frame forcefully 

delineated the volume of the building, 

the prefabricated concrete sections 

climbed upwards to complete the 

architectural theme, using the same 

material. In Le Corbusier’s output from 

the past fi fteen years, this expressive 

phase in the building’s genesis has 

been made permanent and comple-

tely informs the fi nished work. In its 

almost brazen allusion to the works 

of the great master, this building is a 

cuckoo in the nest of Swedish archi-

tecture. Having accomplished it in 

the teeth of our current aesthetic ad 

technical convictions is an impressive 

achievement. The result is one of the 

most character-fi lled buildings in post-

war Stockholm.” 

sVen siloW in arkitektur no. 9 1960

1. ENTRANCE HALL, 
    UPPER PART
2. DEMO LAB
3. SMOKING AND READING 
    ROOM
4. THEORY DEPARTMENT
5. GROUP ROOM
6. CLASSROOM
7. LAUNDRY

  8. WORKSHOP
  9. HOME CARE ROOM
10. DOMESTIC KITCHEN 
      AND DINING ROOM
11. CHANGING ROOMS
12. STUDENTS’ DINING HALL
13. SCHOOL KITCHEN
14. TEACHERS
15. STUDENT HALL

16. LAUNDRY
17. SEWING ROOM
18. SHOWER
19. DRYER
20. GYMNASIUM
21. APPARATUS
22. DRAWING DEPARTMENT
23. MATERIAL
24. ROOF TERRACE

Plan 2 1:800

Plan 4 1:800

Plan 10 1:800

Below. Furniture by design icons 
of the time was chosen for the 
interior, which was designed in 
collaboration with Thea Leonard.  

Bottom. The drawing depart-
ment on fl oor 10.
PHOTOS SUNE SUNDAHL  
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The assembly hall, planned for the second phase of the construction process 
but never built, would, Léonie Geisendorf maintains, have completed 
the St Göran Gymnasium composition (see interview, p. 4). Now that the school 
is being turned into student housing, there is every opportunity of retro-building 
the assembly hall in accordance with the existing detailed drawings.
Scheme for an assembly hall at the St Göran Gymnasium, Stockholm
Léonie and Charles-Édouard Geisendorf

The crowning glory
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S T  G Ö R A N  G Y M N A S I U MBelow. Comprehensive � nished 
drawings exist for the St Göran 
Gymnasium assembly hall. 
Léonie Geisendorf calls this the 
“orgelpunkt” of the complex, its 

crowning glory – dotting the i’s 
and crossing the t’s. Courtyard 
façade from 1956, site layout 
and façades from 1962.
PHOTOS MAT TI  ÖSTLING

EASTWARD COURTYARD FAÇADE

GROUND FLOOR, ASSEMBLY HALL, 1:250 FAÇADES, ASSEMBLY HALL, 1:250
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Every time I heard Léonie Geisendorf talking about architec-
ture and urban planning and about mistakes possibly made by 
the modernists in general and Le Corbusier in particular, she 
insisted that we had “misunderstood Le Corbusier”. Was this her 
way of salvaging a master, or was there something else she was 
putting to us? I think we can find an answer to that question  
by looking closely at her architecture. Especially the St Göran 
Gymnasium and the area development plan for Hansta,  
aka Järva City.

Seduction. Asked once in an interview how she went about 
creating architecture, Léonie Geisendorf answered that first 
you hit on an idea, and then the seduction process kicks in. Any 
thought of this having to with her being a woman in a profession 
dominated by men – not just because we are talking about the 
construction industry as a whole, but with special reference to 
architecture – would be a total misreading. There is every reason 
to listen carefully and take this as a piece of advice. Seduction 
as a production process. This gives us a key to understanding 
Léonie Geisendorf’s architecture, especially her most seductive 
creations, namely the St Göran Gymnasium from 1960 and the 
Hansta area development plan from 1972 (together with Ralph 

Erskine and Anders Tengbom). 
The proper understanding of Léonie 

Geisendorf’s talk of seduction resembles Jean 
Baudrillard’s way of thinking about seduction. 
We try to understand the world by achieving, 

through our doings, our words and our products, direct con-
tact with objects in the world. This possibility of immediately 
and easily relating has come in for widespread criticism, from 
Marx onwards. Baudrillard in the 1970s speaks of our relation to 
objects as one of seduction. The relationship occurs primarily, 
not in the matter itself but between the signs which the matter 
forms, signs which derive their meaning, not from simple direct 
contact but by differing from other signs. The tree does not 
derive its meaning from direct contact with part of the matter of 
the tree but from the way in which it relates to other signs. The 
tree, roughly speaking, is somewhere at the point of intersection 
between non-dog, non-cat; non-mountain, non-sea and so forth.

Looking at Léonie Geisendorf’s architecture through those 
eyes, we see how her talk of seduction has been moved from a 
way of selling an assignment to the buildings themselves. No 
matter whether we see the St Göran Gymnasium as the loveliest 
or ugliest building on Kungsholmen, we cannot escape the im-
portunate; no matter whether we see Hansta as a lost opportu-
nity or as a precious expanse of countryside saved from building 
development, it does not leave us unmoved.

Now we can sense a first step in the misunderstanding which, 
according to Léonie Geisendorf, has obscured Le Corbusier. As 
soon as one starts looking at his architecture, one runs into great 
line-ups of formulation. He was forever gathering his buildings 
into small publications; the buildings were never just whatever 
stood there in its location, they were also a collection of signs. 
Over and over again, he formulated different codes, codes which, 

Not infrequently nowadays, architecture is shaped in  
a duel between official regulations and crude economics. 
Léonie Geisendorf would never have relinquished that 
power, Lars Mikael Raattaamaa writes.

Right. The St Göran Gymnasium, 
1960. Far right. Graduation day 
in the entrance hall, 1960.
phoTo SuNe SuNdahL (Ne aReST), iNGvaR 

L aRSSoN (faR R iGhT)

pERSpEctIvE L a R S  M i k a e L  R a a T T a M a a

→desire and  
  production  
  meet together       
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not infrequently, gainsaid each other. Baudrillard wrote his text 
on seduction at a time when some decades of Marxian reading 
were being superseded or supplemented by an interest in desire. 
For Baudrillard himself, his thoughts on seduction virtually  
superseded the earlier explanatory models in which the world 
was to be primarily understood in terms of production. But we 
do not need to see them as opposite. In Le Corbusier or Léonie 
Geisendorf we can see how desire and production are closely 
interlinked – in the very formulation, and in seduction.

Architecture today is frequently given highly coloured, sche-
matic presentations: a square + a triangle = a pyramid. If both 
the square and the triangle are coloured bright orange, our gaze 
will focus on those particular characters and the world around 
them, and all the other differences will be lost in darkness. For 
architectural purposes, this method is often termed diagram-
matic, and it is easily confused with seduction, but I maintain 
that it is something quite different. 

The diagrammatic method is rhetoric, and we have to see the 
difference between rhetoric and seduction. Rhetoric has always 
been the art of persuasion: by getting the listener to focus on 
what we want them to, we get our own way with them. “Ruling 
techniques” is a contemporary synonym. Seduction works diffe-
rently. It does not try to shroud the rest of the world in darkness. 
Theodor Adorno spoke about the other party having to come of 
their own volition. Our task is to formulate our way there, not 
to persuade. In the St Göran Gymnasium and in the Hansta area 
development plan, it is the act of seduction we encounter, not 

persuasion. Here seduction and production seek out one another; 
the desire to be seeks out the desire to do.

production. Once, when presenting Unité d’Habitation on the 
spot in Marseille, I was inspired to speak of Le Corbusier as  
a Baroque architect. I could feel his spirit looking up at me from 
the sea down there, because Le Corbusier always found the  
Baroque hard to swallow. But there is something about his treat-
ment of space which makes the relation an alluring one. Leibnitz 
thought of space somewhat differently from our usual way. 
When drawing a room, we draw four (or more) limiting walls.  
But Leibnitz would have drawn the room as a cloud. Space is 
always full – of air, of people, of furniture and other things. The 
transition between the inside of the room and the inside of the 
wall is a vague one. The best way of describing a room is to fill it 
with smoke. So I thought to myself that Le Corbusier produces 
rooms, his rooms, his buildings and cities are always influencing 
the person who is in them.

There we see another point on which Léonie Geisendorf 
maintained that we had misunderstood Le Corbusier. Entering 
the great vestibule of the St Göran Gymnasium, we behold 
something very different from just four walls delimiting an 
activity area. The floor inside the vestibule acts together with 
the piazza outside. The pillars make no attempt 
to hide and just be necessary upholders – they 
stand in the way. In the way of the staircase. 
In the way through the two balconies where 
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students can watch other students. From top to bottom, from 
bottom to top. And in Hansta too, we see that architecture, to 
Léonie Geisendorf, is something very different from what it is so 
often termed today – merely “a delimitation where things can 
happen.” Her architecture is active.

  Her quest for this active architecture can also be instanced 
with her work on Fyrtalet precinct – student accommodation in 
the Gärdet district, on ground sloping down towards the Royal 
Lawn Tennis Club. She originally designed all four buildings, but 
only one of those which materialised is her creation. There she 
altered the existing area development plan, segregated law, traffic 
planning and people from each other, and put them into an active 
relationship to each other, not just a legal one.

She has a similar way of addressing the situation in the city 
with the St Göran Gymnasium, which is built on the interstice 
between the old, eastern part of Kungsholmen and the new, 
western part,, which at the time of the Gymnasium being built 
had only existed for a few decades. Her building clearly belongs 
to the new, western Kungsholmen township rather than to the 

bourgeois architecture of the eastern part. By 
trying to activate the surroundings. This has if 
anything become still clearer now. Peter Celsing 
once called architecture “measurements and 
materials”. Looking at the buildings which have 

now been constructed in the environs of St Göran, we see  
“Excel tables and materials”. It is getting more and more unusual 
for the height of a room to be determined by the architect.  
We tend more to let it be decided in a duel between official  
regulations and crude economics. Léonie Geisendorf would  
never have relinquished that power. Architecture, to her, is  
production of desire, from the first thoughts and sketches to  
the finished building or city.

The composition. Visiting the St Göran Gymnasium, and 
studying the planning sketches for the Hansta township, Järva 
City, the northern part of Järva fältet which was to link Akalla 
and Hjulsta together, in between buildings, between unspoiled 
country and urban settlement. Contrasting and interacting. 
Architecture, to Léonie Geisendorf, was a question of composi-
tion, putting different volumes, different signs, into a dynamic 
interplay. A stairnose and the side of the stairs interact and  
wrap themselves around each other. The two high-rise volumes 
stand together in contrast to the low-rise part surrounding the  
schoolyard, the big Hansta slope turns to face the beholder:  
“An oasis of breathtaking vistas,” to quote a recently heard  
description of Tempelhof in Berlin. 

By producing a dynamic in the location, by charging the 
buildings with potential energy, Léonie Geisendorf creates cha-
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racter. Architecture as a sign. Sometimes, probably both rightly 
and wrongly, she has been lumped together with brutalist 
architecture. But we find an affinity, not so much in the choice of 
materials as in the often overlooked pictorial quality which, ac-
cording to Reynmer Banham, was one of the three vital elements 
of the new architecture which, he observed, had evolved already. 
Whereas Peter Celsing speaks of architecture as “measurements 
and materials”, Léonie Geisendorf calls it “meaning and context”.

One way of conceptualising the modern epoch as it emerges 
in the 19th century is by pointing out how Karl Marx invents the 
future. Now the future is no longer a desert, it is something we 
make. This, more or less, is what Banham remarks in his book 
The New Brutalism. Ethic or Aesthetic, 1966. What he writes is not 
primarily a manifesto: he remarks that a new architecture has 
appeared. Not only through individual architects but often  
through large groups. Just as Jean Dubuffet went round finding 
the world and created l’Art Brut, not as pure ready-made objects 
but in their tacky relations and contexts, so Banham found 
some thing that already existed, was already in place. It was not  
a case of him as a thinker looking into the future – the future 
had already been produced. Was in production.

If we see brutalism in that light, then Léonie Geisendorf be-
longs there. And she also belongs together with Sven Markelius, 
Erik and Tore Ahlsén, Backström&Reinius and Ralph Erskine, in 

the midst of what we can only term socialist architecture, rather 
than belonging with the aristocrats Celsing, Lewerentz and Asp-
lund. She belongs in an architecture which seduces people rather 
than persuading them, which wants them to come of their own 

volition, which combines desire and production, an architecture 
which is part of the scene and interferes with things, which 
builds up a world of dynamic compositions, which seeks aesthe-
tic answers to social issues, which builds the future.

Léonie Geisendorf had no “master”, she was no disciple or 
apostle to either Le Corbusier or the Swedish architects, she was 
an active producer in a context. We can go on thinking of her like 
that. And if there was anything she wanted to make 
clear and raise out of the darkness of misunderstan-
ding, it was architecture as art. o
LaRS MIk aEL R a attaMa a IS both aRchItEct and wRItER.

 → the other party must come of their 

own volition. our task is to formulate 

our way there, not to persuade.

nedan. s.ökgmflkglhjfh Left and bottom. The erskine–
Geisendorf-Tengbom (eGT) 
development scheme for 
hansta, Järvafältet 1972. “our 
architectural and aesthetic point 
of departure has been to give 
hansta a special character of 
its own, just as paris is informed 
by the Seine. We have tried to 
express this by placing a dense, 
concentrated city environment in 
immediate contact with nature, 
just as the Mediterranean city 
derives its character from contact 
with the sea.”
Right and below. presentation of 
the hansta scheme in newspaper 
aftonbladet, 25th January 1972.
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Chez Le Corbusier
In 1937 Léonie Geisendorf found herself standing outside 
Le Corbusier’s practice in the Rue de Sèvres, paris. here she 
describes the time spent with her exemplar and mentor.

L É o n I e  G e I S e n d o R FessAY

At college a small group of us – keen youngsters, franco
phone – sweating our way through the gruelling syllabus, 
delighted in modern art, music and architecture. Le Corbusier 
was by far the brightest star on our fi rmament.

We worshipped his ideas, his architecture and his battle 
against the Philistines. He proclaimed his truth and his faith, 
there was no room for lukewarm doubters. Attacking every 
problem from its foundations, deducing the essence of it and 
then, free from fallacies, preconceived opinions and conservative 
prejudice, seeking the solution and creating the corresponding 
poetical form, “architecture, that which touches our hearts.”

It was his creative energy and indefatigable campaigning spirit 
that fascinated us. Uncompromising, unswerving, convinced of 
the rightness of his ideas, passionately committed to everything 
he undertook, he gave us a lifelong lesson in having the courage 
of one’s convictions, taking responsibility and not bowing to 
adversity.

During his battles in Zürich he gave many thrilling lectures. 
His hands full of coloured chalks, he would illustrate his ideas 
on great sheets of D size paper which he fi lled with text and 
images from edge to edge, tore off and dropped to the fl oor when 
used up. 

They had the same brilliance as the drawing and words in 
les carnets, his sketchbook diaries. Each lecture would be followed 
by a stampede to the heap of paper, with us architecture stu
dents – and others too – bagging what we could, to a rowdy 
chorus of cheers and booing in the auditorium. Afterwards we’d 
make for a place of refreshment. Le Corbusier never stopped, he 
kept on smoking, talking, drawing on paper napkins and beer 
mats, and we crowded round him. His ideas, mottoes and declar
ations fl ew through the air round about him, but so too did 
accusations, exhortations and maledictions – in short, the whole 
man gave of himself.

I used to come home as if drunk, unable to settle down until 
I had seen my fi ll of a huge drawing of Villa Savoye which I had 
meticulously fabricated after a photograph and which shone with 

a white radiance from the wall of my wretched 
student garret while from under my bed the 
radio delivered latenight Bach. From Zürich 
to Paris was one night’s train journey. Even 
though Zürich was an immensely stimulating 

city for art and music, the magnetism of Paris was irresistible. 
We scraped and saved, entrained for Paris, ran round the exhibi
tions, artists’ studios and matiné performances, and paid homage 
to our gods – Picasso, Stravinsky, Le Corbusier – before catching 
the night train back to Zürich again.

And so I had already been three times Le Corbusier’s studio 
in the Rue de Sèvres while I was still a student. Once in connec
tion with the 1937 Paris Exposition, helping out a little with 
Le Pavillon des Temps Nouveaux, which was in danger of not 
getting fi nished in time. In addition to Le Corbusier himself, 
Pierre Jeanneret, Charlotte Perriand, Sakakura and a number of 
others were also involved. People worked feverishly but perhaps 
their minds were not wholly on the job. Le patron was displeased 
and irritable. You daren’t say so much as bonjour. 

Pinned to the wall on 7th June 1937, a month or so before le 
Pavillon des Temps Modernes had to be ready, was a despairing 
letter to Mm les dessinateurs: “… 10 in the morning and you’re 
still in bed…” ending: “Youth is fair, but damnably casual!” Well 
anyway, the pavilion was complete, more or less: a big cubic tent, 
and you walked round on ramps while soaking up Le Corbusier’s 
message. The light fl owing in through the canvas made you feel 
as if you were walking through clouds.

In 1938 the city of Zürich fi nally pulled itself together and or
ganised a retrospective of Le Corbusier’s painting at Kunsthaus, 
the Zürich Museum of Modern Art. We students were called in 
to help hang the pictures and for all manner of odd jobs. There 
is one little episode I’ll never forget which proved to be of very 
great importance to me. While we were hanging the pictures, 
another student spilled a blob of paint on a painting that was 
lying on the fl oor. Devastated, he sat down on the fl oor, cradled 
his head in his arms and wept. Just then Le Corbusier came by 
and asked what was up. The lad just burrowed his head between 
his knees, and I had to answer for him: “There’s been a bit of an 
accident,” but Le Corbusier couldn’t have cared less. “Bon, bon” 
he said, “there are plenty of paintings here. Take that one away, 
enfi n, do something! And off he went. Removing the painting 
was easier said than done. It was pretty big and would have left 
an oddlooking gap on the wall. There were just a few hours to 
go. I didn’t hold Le Corbusier’s painting in such great reverence, 
and so I picked up the can of paint and painted a fl ower on the 
blot. A peculiar fl ower, but it had to do. We hung the picture. 

right. Léonie Geisendorf in 
Le Corbusier’s architectural 
practice, Rue de Sèvres, paris. 
Below her CV, her business card 
and a stamp from her own 
practice.
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Passing through again, he noticed the “flower” instantly, burst 
out laughing and waved me over to him. I confessed, adding 
that there hadn’t been much time for any other expedient. He 
thought I’d shown powers of initiative, and he invited me to 
drop in at his studio whenever I happened to be in Paris. “Pour 
travailler?” I asked shyly. He went on his way without answering, 
and immediately forgot about the whole thing. But I didn’t. 

Not long afterwards, there I stood, outside the door of  
35 Rue de Sèvres, one floor up from the courtyard. In one hand 
I had an envelope containing the magnificent diplomas of that 
time, plus letters of recommendation from the senior Zürich pro
fessors, and under my arm I had a thick roll of the most import
ant work I’d done at the college, neatly fairdrawn on cardboard. 

I’d waited till half past one, the hours at which Le Corbusier 
usually came to the office, while the others were at lunch.  
I didn’t want to risk being turned away by a secretary. So here  
I stood, dismayed at my own insignificance and almost weeping 
from tiredness. 

The bell made no sound. I knocked on the door. “Entrez!” came 
the short, sharp reply, and I stepped inside. Right from the door 
you could already see the 40metrelong studio, a galleria in 
what had once been a Jesuit monastery. Through the high win
dows on one side you could even catch a glimpse of the church 
of St Ignace, a garden and other monastery buildings. Drawing 
boards were lined up all the way beneath the windows. There 
was a blackboard opposite with chalk sketches on it, and there 
were drawings and other papers pinned to the wall. There were 
none by the drawing boards, but Le Corbusier himself sat at  
a big table littered with rolls, drawings, books and proof prints, 
all in a pretty compact mess which he would delve into.

After a brief silence he looked up. He didn’t recognise me, but 
he must have seen from my face that I’d come to stay. “Good 
day, what do you want?” “I’m going to work here. You told me to 
come.”

I stood there, cool, calm and collected, St George by my side.
“Oh? What can you do?” “Anything,” I replied, pressing the  

diplomas into his hand. Sparing them no more than a cursory 
glance, he asked: “Can you do ink drawings?” What a question!  
He was looking at the world’s finest ink artist. “Of course. Shall  
I show you?” A brief moment of panic, he didn’t lift a finger to 
clear a space on the table, so I spread out my thick roll over every
thing lying there. One second more and you could see nothing 
but gatehouses, villas, schools, hospitals, sports centres, factories 
– everything a technology student could accumulate in four years 
at the Zürich Institute of Technology. Le Corbusier see med to 
approve of my penmanship, and I started there next day.

The studio was a long corridor, painted white and rather 
dilapidated. There were no partitions or party walls at that time, 
and Le Corbusier had not yet done his painting on the end wall. 
He sat next to the entrance door himself, there was no secretary, 
and we sorted his mail every morning before his arrival at  
about half past one.

He used to spend the mornings in his studio 
in Rue Nungesser et Coli, painting or else 
working on his books. At that time, the end of 
the 1930s, he had no architecture commissions 
at all. But he tirelessly drew plans to program

mes of his own, firmly convinced that a time was coming when 
his magnificent projects would be realised. And we, pupils and 
trainees from all over the world, willingly assisted him on those 
projects.

My first task was to help with fairdrawing the comprehensive 
plan of Buenos Aires, but before log I was doing something else.

One day, one of those legendary small chits of paper, barely 
larger than a postage stamp, landed on my drawing board. It was 
sketched all over, but certain lines were discernible on the dia
gonal. Le Corbusier explained that this was the north front of an 
apartment building at Place de la Mairie de BoulognesurSeine. 
He and Pierre Jeanneret were busy with the organisation project 
for the St Cloud bridge abutment.

I was now tasked with studying the façade of the apartment 
building which bounded the square on the south side. When I 
asked if I could see the plans, Le Corbusier replied that there 
was no need. Plans were studied by a Japanese some places away 
from me, and a confrontation between the plans and the north 
façade would rock the boat. The façade was made up of a pan 
de verre (the glass curtain wall – one of the five main points of 
Le Corbusier’s architecture), and inside this the “free layout” 
could be developed any old how. What I had to think about was 
the design of the glass curtain wall, which, since it was facing 
northwards, would look completely white. All subdivisions 
were to be made clear by it, but there would be no point, in the 
absence of shadow, in adding balconies or bay windows. On the 
other hand, I was to try and organise the façade into “alveoles” – 
big retracted sections – and now I could make out the alveoles in 
his minisketch, and also le tracé régulateur, the regulating lines. 
The Japanese was working on duplex layouts (twostorey apart
ments, which gave the façade bigger features and admitted the 
sunlight further in, while the alveoles thinned out the building, 
providing stronger contact between north and south.

I was to fairdraw the sketch, verify the positioning of the 
alveoles and, of course, decide the location of the main entrance, 
which was to be give a heavy, forceful canopy roof, “comme à 
Zürich,” by which he meant the big Zürichhorn housing complex, 
which never got built but of course was documented in Œuvre 
complète. By the end of our conversation, and with the aid of 
Œuvre complète, the tiny sketch was perfectly clear to me.

Le Corbusier often made reference to his own work. If you 
were unversed in Œuvre complète, keeping your conversational 
end up could be tricky. Le Corbusier was no authoritarian, at 
least, not in those days, but he made the decisions and gave the 
orders and had no other authorities but himself, neither did  
we. He wanted us on board all the time. Commands were not 
always accompanied by any rationale. 

Pierre Jeanneret often took part in the discussions, and many 
ideas were generated by lively conversations, with Le Corbusier 
sketching, holding forth and preaching. And that was that! Not 
that he squashed anybody. None could rival his receptiveness  
to ideas, no matter where they came from. But he was often  
irritable, morose, and would readily tear strips off people, but 
they took it in good part.

Le Corbusier detested people putting work aside for a cup of 
tea or to look at architecture journals, discuss things and chat 
unnecessarily, whereas he himself “didn’t have time for that sort 
of thing”. Much of his asperity and snappiness was due to his 

→LC: What's that supposed to be?  
  LG: A gym hall. 
→LC: In an apartment building?  
  LG: But of course!
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defending himself against “time consumers” (les mangeurs  
du temps), which did not prevent the most wonderful compani
onship occurring when, with the deadline approaching, all dis
cussions, all exertions and skirmishes, all passionate work went 
into the project and we all pulled together as equals.

His temper didn’t bother me. Zürich had accustomed me  
to tyrannical teachers. There I had been the youngest, the only  
girl, and poorly prepared, coming as I did from a classical  
gymnasium school.

It was hard going. Especially chemistry, which I learned off by 
heart without understanding or even wanting to understand what 
I was learning. I couldn’t see what it had to do with architecture, 
not until far later, when I came to Le Corbusier and realised 
that everything had to do with architecture. I even managed to 
impress Le Corbusier himself when, on one occasion, I gabbled off 
how concrete must – c’est obligatoire – behave under the influence 
of damp and air pollutants, and how Auguste Perret must have 
made a discovery which he kept to himself, because his concrete 
didn’t effloresce. To that Le Corbusier replied that I should go and 
find out what it was. I tried, but without success.

When I had finished my north façade, the tracé was laid out 
and the Zürich canopy roof plotted, Le Corbusier put a sheet of 
paper over my drawing (he never scribbled on our drawings) and 
drew shadows. The façade leaped out in strong relief.  
I demurred that there were no shadows on a north façade.

“Don’t be pedantic,” he said, “be inquisitive! It’s not so easy to 
see, but you need to see what you see.” He moved the alveoles 
and the canopy roof. I was so fond of his expositions, tirades and 
prophesies, the rapid birth and evanescence of his ideas, that I 
didn’t hesitate to risk his getting annoyed with me. I demurred 
again, this time that my drawing agreed with the tracé. … “Alors 
vous! Vous n’avez donc rien compris! The tracé is there to check, not 
to dictate. Do a fair drawing of this. Plot a new tracé. Make sure 
it tallies. Do something on the roof as well, something light…” 
and he drew a rapid squiggle resembling a swallow’s wing.

  Next day he was there again, curious to see what had become 
of the roof. But I’d been busy making the new tracé conform to 
his new sketch, and I hadn’t done anything to the roof. Malheur! 
The master has no patience, he is harsh and despotic. But he still 
goes on teaching: “I don’t want a measured drawing, not yet… 
one needs time for questions. Suggest something!”

I knew already that “suggest something” meant looking some
thing up in Œuvre complète, which eventually, indeed,  
contained everything. So I dipped into it, but I found nothing. 
There wasn’t much about things on the roof. After all, I couldn’t 
copy the Savoye villa or the Algiers skyscraper – they didn’t fit  
in with the scale. I just had to do something of my own. I didn’t 
get much of a breathing space. Next day at half past one, there  
he was again, standing behind me. I got up. I’d made a kind of 
sail, a fairly slightly dished roof hovering over lots of irregular 
slender struts. “What’s that supposed to be?” “A gym hall.” “A 
gym in an apartment building?” “But of course. The people living 
here need sun and light on the roof terrace and perhaps a little 
exercise to go with it.”

Pause. “Oui, peut-être… But why so many struts? St Göran: I 
think a lot of superfluous thin struts make a lighter impression 
than just a few functional ones.” Pause. “Oui, peut-être…” He calls 
to Pierre, and there the two of them stand, bent over my drawing 
and discussing the matter. A theory of heavy and light evolves, 
scale close up and from a distance, against the sky and against 
other buildings… The Japanese who works out the layouts is 
summoned, “c’est joli,” my drawing is approved and is handed  
to him for incorporation in the project, and I’m so happy I could 
die cheerfully. Still today I can recall that feeling of bliss, and  
no one can ever take it away from me.

There was a tragicomic incident when were sitting there, 
just Le Corbusier and I, and a man came delivering some coal. 
There was an iron stove between the windows, but the coal was 
stored furthest in, against the end wall, which Le Corbusier 
hadn’t yet painted. 

Le Corbusier admitted the coalman, who went to the far 
end and shot out the coal on the floor. Then he came straight 
towards me, waving the bill under my nose. Terrified, I passed 
him on to Monsieur Le Corbusier behind me. There was a brief 
conversation, at the end of which I heard Le Corbusier asking; 
“Mademoiselle, have you got any money?” “Oui, Monsieur,” I replied, 
whereupon Le Corbusier commanded me to pay, promising that  
I would soon have my money back. But I’ve 
never dared to remind him about it, and that 
incident shortened my stay at the studio by 
a month. On top of that, I found myself in 
hot water because the resident cat, which was 

→LC: What's that supposed to be?  
  LG: A gym hall. 
→LC: In an apartment building?  
  LG: But of course!
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fond of me, ran all over my drawings, leaving small black coal 
prints which were not easy to get rid of. Though it was really 
Le Corbusier the cat was devoted to. The cat would be sitting to 
attention on my table well before half past one, waiting– him 
too! If Le Corbusier didn’t stop by but continued on his way to 
see someone else, the cat would scold me, run off the coal heap 
and sit on top of it, watching out for Le Corbusier. If he did 
come to my drawing board after all, the cat would be there in an 
instant, buzzing and rubbing himself against Le Corbusier until 
the latter was compelled to pick him up. Then he would talk and 
gesticulate, with his pipe in one hand and the cat in the other.

But my money was running out with indecent haste. Being 
out of work in Paris was no fun. The mornings began with my 
sitting on the bench in the Jardin du Luxembourg, conning the 
classified adverts. Then I would phone up. It was depressing. All 
those in need of “a little help,” “a little companionship,” “a little 
conversation allemande ou anglaise,” even those needing to have 
the dog walked for an hour or so proved more often than not to 
be distinguished unattached gentlemen. 

A few doors away from 35 Rue de Sèvres there was a small 
milliner’s, Caroline Modes. I often halted in front of the little 
shop window, refreshing my eyes with hats that were unquestio
nably products of genius. Once I was caught at it by Le Corbusier. 
He stopped, greeted me and said: “C’est pas mal, ça…” Barely had 
he gone when I rushed into the shop. A girl was sitting on a 
stool in front of a mirror, shaping a piece of wool felt on her own 
head. Caroline. I told her I was stagiaire chez Le Corbusier ici à côté, 
that he admired her hats but that he felt the boutique needed 
smartening up. I was hired. I designed the boutique, helped with 
the rebuild, did the cleaning, made drawings for the hats, did 
needlework, ran errands to customers, made lunch and answered 
the telephone.

Caroline was a genius, the hats she made, but she had no 
money to pay me with. She gave me a hat, a fantastic one, big as 
a strongbox, with feathers and ribbons. “Put this on when you’re 
going to do something important, it’ll give you strength…” The 
hat went with me in the open Bugatti in which I drove to Sweden 

soon afterwards. Now it’s on the top shelf in 
the larder, awaiting the epic moments. I took it 
up to the studio, though. I put it on when there 
was no one there and preened myself in front of 
the window pane. I needed strength, strength 

and yet more strength! Dare I ask Le Corbusier for a salary? After 
all, I’d done so many ink drawings, surely I wasn’t completely 
worthless, I must!

Just then, in he came. Not a muscle of his face moved, still 
less did he laugh. “So you’ve started buying art?” he commen
ted. “This is my salary, I explained,” and told him about my job 
with Caroline. He thought it was a pity, my wasting my time on 
a cleaning job in a shop, the fool! That was the only time I ever 
thought he was talking rubbish, and yet I still didn’t get round  
to asking for any pay. Nobody got paid, neither Sakakura nor 
Charlotte Perriand, who worked free of charge for ten years.

I departed with the memory of encountering a genius, the  
foremost architect through the ages. Along with others, I gained 
a share in the legacy – books, ideas, projects, buildings – the  
entire Œuvre complète, that formidable work of reference,  
containing everything an architect can ever be faced with. An  
architect not finding an answer to his problem in Œuvre  
complète hasn’t searched it properly. 

Le Corbusier was immensely conscious of the value of Œuvre 
complète. But it was perhaps his books and writings that he 
valued most highly at that time. When I called on him after the 
war, in his flat in Rue Nungesser et Coli, and wondered whether 
he would not be coming to Sweden soon, he felt he ought to be 
given the Nobel Prize first. For his books, of course!

The critical moment came when I had to give notice. It was 
summer and Le Corbusier would be going away himself. There 
was no point in carrying on the struggle when he wasn’t even 
there.

When there was no one else in the studio, I took the opportu
nity of telling him I was going away for the summer and perhaps 
a little longer, but at the same time asked if I could come back. 
He enquired, a trifle testily,  where I was going off to. Sweden 
had his approval. He knew Sven Markelius and Uno Åhrén. He 
wrote a testimonial and a letter of recommendation in which it 
said that I had initiative and was welcome back. I was almost in 
tears. “I’ll come as soon as I can,” I murmured. “War’s coming. 
They’re all raving mad,” he said, which was the last thing I heard 
him say on that occasion. o
léoNIe geIseNdorf

This is an abridged version of an article entitled (in Swedish) “Apprenticeship 
in the Rue de Sèvres”, published in léonie geisendorf Arkitektur (Charlie 
Gullström (ed.), Byggförlaget 1990).

right. The façade of the St 
Göran Gymnasium, Stockholm. 
A commentary by Sven Silow 
dubbed it “an unabashed tie-in” 
with the work of Le Corbusier.
phoTo åke e:Son LIndmAn

→ I needed strength and  
 yet more strength!  
 dare I ask Le Corbusier  
 for a salary?
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A sculpture    of light
project

Villa Delin is a house of contrasts. rough concrete 
harmonises with light-weight apertures which enable 
the children to play freely and cause shifting weather 
conditions to be reflected indoors.
Villa Delin, Djursholm · Léonie Geisendorf

* L é o n i e  G e i s e n D o r f



 51
upwind

geisendorf 2014

V i L L A  D e L i n

A sculpture    of light

V i L L A  D e L i n
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* L É O N I E  G E I S E N D O R F Previous spread. Villa Delin, 
façade overlooking Strandvägen 
and the water in Djursholm. 
The photo is an art work with 
title ”Villa – Léonie Geisendorf, 
2013”. The photo is cropped.
PHOTO MIK AEL OL SSON/GALERIE NORDENHAKE

A resilient concrete sculpture with a 
feeling of evanescence and transparency.

At the mention of Villa Delin, the talk turns to concrete. As 
concrete sculpture, it is a structural tour de force. A play of forces. 
The feeling of an elevated body resting on just a few 
supports is accentuated, not least by the bevelled corners. 

But this house is also very much a matter of glass and apertu-
res. Most often it is photographed from Strandvägen, Djursholm. 
From the entrance side and the garden one has a clear view right 
through the house. It is supremely transparent. The parapets are 
low and the window apertures reach all the way up to the roof.

Standing in the living room, which rises through two storeys, 
one is tempted to add that this is a sculpture of light. The light 
� oods in, enlivens the harshness with sharp beams and shadows, 
or else blankets everything when the weather turns cloudy.

This duality, both evanescent and light, and solid and heavy, 
is no chance happening. The family commissioning the villa 
wanted a house where the children could move in and out, 
almost like a child’s relation to a climbing frame, or perhaps a 
tree or a rock surrounded by verdure. 

  Accordingly, robust materials were opted for. “Natural and 
not sumptuous”, as the house is described in the catalogue Léonie 
Geisendorf Arkitektur (Charlie Gullström, ed., Byggförlaget, 1990). 
All the � oors, for example, were to have the same black linoleum 
matting. The whole, not the parts, was at the centre of attention 
and the top priority. Not only were the � oors to be uniform, all 
the walls were to have white rendering and all ceilings to have 
redwood boarding.

The development rights only sanctioned a detached house 
with 200 sq. m. of � oor space, and a basement was ruled out by 
the building being so near the water’s edge that there was a risk 
of � ooding. Geisendorf has maximised the � oor space, using 
two storeys. Most of the space is for living, and storage facilities 
are in lower buildings in the yard. The storage facilities also 
serve to pinpoint the garden, in which a long line of pre-existing 
trees was successfully preserved, enabling the villa to merge 
with the landscape. o

WEST, GARDEN-SIDE ELEVATION 1:200

COMMENTARY T O M A S  L A U R I
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V i L L A  D e L i nBelow. Big windows overlook 
the garden side of the house, 
where the original trees have 
been preserved.  
phOTO mIK ael Ol ssON
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“One night the man of the house 

phoned and said, ‘But you can’t 

do embroidery. You can’t do 

embroidery in the middle of the 

house, it’s too dark.’ ‘What do 

you mean,’ I said, ‘embroidery?  

I didn’t know your wife did em-

broidery.’ ‘No she doesn’t, but if 

she wanted to…’ Then we both 

laughed, he went off to bed and 

so did I. The wife doesn’t go in 

for embroidery and never will. 

But the house fits her like a 

glove, like a second skin. It isn’t 

often you have the chance of 

designing houses like that.”
Léonie GeisenDorf

Below left. The living room, seen 
from the upper storey and with  
a view of the courtyard.
Below right. The stairs leading from 
the living room to the upper storey.
phOTO charlIe gull sTröm

top. The double-storey living 
room and an open fireplace. 
phOTO charlIe gull sTröm
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Upper storeY 1:250

BottoM storeY 1:250
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eAst eLeVAtion, fAcinG strAnDVÄGen 1:200

Villa Delin, Djursholm
fActs

Address: strandvägen 43, Djursholm.
floor space: 200 sq. m.
Built: 1966–70.

Below. The entrance façade, 
facing north.
phOTO mIK ael Ol ssON
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soUtH eLeVAtion, 1:200

Below. south elevation, with 
the garden.
phOTO mIK ael Ol ssON

“The clients were young people who 

wanted a house built of concrete. 

I thought this was fun, because 

there is something very special and 

expressive about concrete houses. 

This isn’t an ‘economical’ way of 

building single-family dwellings, but 

it can be economical with itself, 

with its own rules, with its own 

outward pressure. The site is an 

archi pelago rock which dives below 

ground level. Battening onto that 

doesn’t come cheap. But the thing 

is that economy is eternal, whereas 

everybody forgets cheapness. Who 

cares what something costs? Does 

it tell you that in the art history 

books?”
Léonie GeisenDorf
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Hugging the terrain  
ProJecT P H o T o  m a T T i  Ö s T l i n g
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The 114 terrace houses have created a school of 
thought on possible ties between buildings and landscape. 
like a compliant carpet in among the pine trees.
Terrace houses, riksrådsvägen, stockholm
léonie and charles-edouard geisendorf
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T e r r a c e  H o u s e s
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* l é o n i e  g e i s e n d o r f Below. Rendering, rigid boards, 
wood and brick are combined in 
holistic façades. Pictured here  
is house type 1.

Previous spread. The terrace 
houses, built on a greenfield site, 
form homesteads conforming  
to the different locations. 

The terrace houses are informed by the ideals  
of functionalism. But all the time they convey  
an experience which transcends the practical.

The terrace houses are like a well-kept secret, nestling at the 
end of the Enskedegård garden city, to the south of Stockholm.  
On the verge of the forest, where the pine trees, the moss, the 
rocks and the blueberry patches take over. As curious about  
nature as traditional housing culture.

  Riksrådsvägen betrays Léonie Geisendorf’s close connection 
with the housing debate in Sweden at that time. In the 1950s, fol-
lowing its most pragmatic years, modernism landed in the Nordic 
landscape as a genius loci mindset. One of the cunning parts 
of Riksrådsvägen’s 114 terrace houses is the way their structure 
conforms to the terrain. There are three different types of house 
altogether, all roughly the same size but bearing different rela-
tions to the outdoor environment. Some, for instance, have their 
living rooms upstairs, others downstairs. 

  Riksrådsvägen came into being at a time when split-level 
layouts were in vogue. Geisendorf’s answer to it all is an intricate 
one. A virtually fluid spatial relation. In several of the houses the 
rooms are like plateaux ranged round a spiral staircase. The hall 
connects with the entrance side’s ground level. The kitchen and 

living room a few steps further up meet the ground level at the 
back. The upstairs bedrooms have two different floor levels and 
are accessed directly from the staircase. 

  The layouts are informed by the ideals of functionalism, but 
all the time convey an experience which transcends the practical. 
This is apparent, not least, from the fenestration, which sets up 
a varied and poetical flow of light. Abundant light in the living 
room through generous window areas, daylit worktops in the kit-
chen, incident light over certain ceilings and bedroom windows 
which are positioned high up to take in more sky.

  Externally, these terrace houses are not all that self-assertive. 
They convey a humane, familiar impression, close to nature and 
humanity, as they wind their way through the terrain. They are in 
many ways typical of their time, with their collage-like treated  
façades. Red brick, grey cladding slabs, rendering and wood have 
been worked into a single composition. And so there is no  
decorated feel about them. Nothing has been added which is not 
warranted by the structure and by the Geisendorfian motto of 
never being unnecessarily extravagant. o

commenTary T o m a s  l a u r i
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T e r r a c e  H o u s e sBelow. There are three basic types 
of terrace house, with a number 
of variations, enabling them to 
conform to the terrain. Pictured 
here is house type 1.

faÇades, House TyPe 1  
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* l é o n i e  g e i s e n d o r f

Terrace houses, Stockholm
facTs

address: Riksrådsvägen, Bagarmossen, 
Stockholm. 
size: 114 terrace houses divided 
between three basic types, floor 

space 110 sq. m. approx.
client and contractor: Hyreshus  
i Stockholm AB.
Built: 1953–56.

Plans and secTion, House TyPe 2  1:250PersPecTiVe, House TyPe 1  1:250

PersPecTiVe, House TyPe 3  1:250

right. The living room of the 
commonest type of house, no. 1, 
viewed from two directions. 

Below. House type 2 is made 
up of semi-storeys hugging the 
terrain.
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M O R E  A B O U T+

Topographical village  
atmosphere

The area development plan for Riksrådsvägen hugs  

the terrain, but, Stina Hagelquist writes, the passing  

years have blurred the clear-cut boundaries between 

nature and culture.

Riksrådsvägen and its terrace houses are less than ten 
minutes’ walk from Bagarmossen metro (T-bana) station, and yet 
the place feels remote. Not even close up can I sense the exist-
ence of the terrace houses, hidden as they are by the undulating 
Stockholm terrain and embedded in greenery. I catch sight of 
them on cresting the summit of a steep hill. The terraces present 
mostly blank façades to the footpath and to pedestrians and  
cyclists passing by. Nearly there. Just a few metres to go, down 
the hill, up another one, through the narrow passage between 
two rows of houses and into the estate. Home at last.

It may seem banal, opening an article about Riksrådsvägen  
by describing the way there, but the thing is, the place is defined 
by its distance from the metro station and its isolation from sur-
rounding development. The terrace houses are positioned on an 
undulating plateau and circumscribed by green spaces. The po-
sitioning of the long, continuous rows of houses along the outer 
edge of the plateau, coupled with there being only a few ways in 
and out, gives it a clear identity. A “village atmosphere” according 
to the presentation published in Byggmästaren in 1956. The  
positioning, planning and design of the estate establish dicho-
tomies such as open-closed, formal-informal, nature-nurture 
and private-public, themes which recur as my tour continues.

The area development plan was drawn up by Léonie and 
Charles-Édouard Geisendorf, and the plantings were planned 
by Nils Orento. Each individual terrace house was purportedly 
staked out by the three of them together. We know very little 
about the workings of co-operation between them, but clearly 
the courtyard plantings and the adjustment of the terrace  
houses to the topography contribute to the character and quality 
of the place, as do the courtyards organised in the area develop-
ment plan. 

Once you are in among the Riksrådsvägen terrace houses, one 
of the four courtyards or spaces apparent from the area develop-
ment plan and during my tour of the estate open up before you. 

The space is distinguished by its public charac-
ter. A view-stopping pavilion was planned in 
front of what used to be a shop. A few rose 
bushes and crab apple trees are all that remains 

of the flowerbeds and ornamental trees that used to be here. 
Through its cultivation and wealth of colour, this place deviates 
from the ostensibly uncontrived character of the other spaces. 
Surviving garden drawings and comparison with what  
neighbours here sometimes refer to as the Swamp highlight  
the contrast between nature and nurture.

The Swamp is a semi-private, informal space with room 
for play and social interaction, framed by surrounding terrace 
houses and a pronounced difference in altitude from the  
terrace and footpath to the west.

An inferred naturalness prevails here. The park-like mix of 
broadleaf trees, lone pines and shrubs, though, is as carefully 
worked out as the design of the piazza. The same goes for the 
transition between the private patios of the terrace houses and 
the communal spaces of the Swamp and other courtyards. The 
boundary between private and public was subtle to begin with, 
hinted at by differences of level and by the character of the 
plantings. Nearest the patios we have the perennial beds, while 
broadleaf trees, scattered about as if by some accident of Nature, 
stand further away from the houses. The pines, though, are 
sometimes so near the house fronts that the houses, it seems, 
could have been built round them.

The monochrome of the entrance sides contrast with the 
colourfulness of the private patios. The house entrances were 
originally separated by shrubs, imparting unity to the public 
pedestrian routes. Today the place is overgrown, the pines  
have been thinned out and the planting principles have been 
partly travestied.

The street spaces contrast with the lush, tranquil spaces of 
the Swamp. Originally these were airy, park-like courtyards 
with only a few parking spaces. The number of cars and parking 
spaces, growing year by year, divides the area and separates 
neighbours. At the same time, the street ties the different groups 
of houses together, helping to provide an overview. This is the 
place to see and be seen. Most of the houses command a view  
of the street, and, once home, I stand in the kitchen, reconnoit-
ring through the living room towards the back and the shadow 
cast by the pine trees. o
STINA HAGELQUIST IS AN ARCHITECTURE HISTORIAN.
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“There we won a war. First we had to 

tackle the area development plan, which 

wasn’t at all intended as it turned 

out. There the houses were neatly and 

mindlessly lined up. We had to begin 

by reworking the area development 

plan, creating spaces and areas, mak-

ing use of the terrain so that it could 

give more. That way we could not only 

enhance the quality of housing but also 

increase the number of hoses. And so 

we had won the fi rst battle.”
lÉonie geisendorf

in lennarT Holm: aTT riTa Hus, 1990

left. Illustration by Léonie 
Geisendorf.

Below. The terrace houses do 
not have individual plots, and 
the result is a fl uid boundary 
between the private and public 
spheres. Pictured here is house 
type 1.

layouT Plan
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1932 Baccalaureate. 
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 together with Charles-Édouard Geisendorf. 
1951 Refurbishment and interior design for the  
 Swiss Tourist Office, Stockholm city centre. 
1950–51 Villa in Ranängen, Djursholm, Stockholm. 
1952 Church project  (Vår Frälsares Kyrka), Malmö. 
1953–56 Terraced housing residential area, Bagarmossen,  
 Stockholm. 
1954–61 Building for St Göran Gymnasium, a domestic  
 science and needlework college, Kungsholmen,  
 Stockholm. 
1955–57 Refurbishment  and interior design for Nordisk
 Resebureau travel agency, Stockholm city centre. 
1957 C-E Geisendorf was offered a professorship at  
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 architectural firm in Stockholm. C-E opened  
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1957–70 Residential area, Lake Geneva, Switzerland. 
1957–59 Refurbishment and interior design for Swissair,   
 Stockholm city centre. 
1959–63 Teacher at advanced level, KTH School of  
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1962–66 Residential building for students, Gärdet,  
 Stockholm. 
1963–76 Project for a new Catholic church, Stockholm  
 city centre. 
1965–66 Refurbishment and interior design of 
 Rôtisserie Brunkeberg, Stockholm city centre. 

1965–67 Competition entry 'Corso' for the area south  
 of Sergels  Torg, Stockholm,  by the EGT group  
 (Erskine, Geisendorf, Tengbom). The proposal was  
 awarded and commissioned for further develop- 
 ment by the Stockholm city council. 
1967 Feasibility study for a supermarket for NK  
 department store, Fittja, Stockholm 
1968–70 Villa Delin, Djursholm, Stockholm. 
1968 Acting Professor at  advanced level,  KTH School 
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1971 Project  for a new urban development area in  
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1974 Parallel assignment  project for a new university  
 library for Stockholm University, Frescati. 
1979 Project for a new Museum of Medieval Stock- 
 holm,  Stockholm city centre. 
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 Station, Stockholm, in collaboration with   
 Mischa Borowski  and Marek Krajewski. 
1981 Project for a new building by Slussen, Stockholm. 
1987 Project for a new building by Londonviadukten,  
 Stockholm, in collaboration with Björn Blomé  
 and Ann Westerman. 
1988–90 Refurbishment project for Institut Français,  
 Stockholm. 
1989 Project for an extension of the parliament
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1990 Competition entry for a new Acropolis  
 Museum in Athens, in collaboration with Börje  
 Blomé and Ann Westerman. 
1990 Design of the exhibition 'Léonie Geisendorf  
 Arkitektur' at the Royal Academy of  
 Fine Arts, in collaboration with Charlie Gullström. 
1990 Was awarded the City of Stockholm's  
 Cultural Prize. 
1995 Was appointed Honorary Doctor in Architecture,  
 KTH Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm
1998 Design of the exhibition 'Visions of Stockholm' 
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2009– Moved to Paris. 
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In this room, a number of objects, photographs, 
architectural drawings, models and more tell diff erent 
stories  – about Geisendorf’s architectural projects 
and about Léonie and her life.

Here you can see her car, a Karmann Ghia in which 
she drove between construction meetings, the School 
of Architecture and various events. Just like this 

stylish sports car, built on the standard Volkswagen 
chassis, her projects can be seen as testaments to 
her dedication to improving people’s everyday life: 
elegant, powerful projects with an attitude, projects 
that also refl ect Geisendorf’s strong involvement 
with contemporary society.

Also on view are pieces of furniture designed by 

Léonie and designs from her offi  ce. Objects in drawers, 
in cases and on tables provide further insight into 
her visions and projects. The room is an installation 
encouraging curiosity and dialogue – a spatiality to be 
inhabited. For, as Léonie Geisendorf puts it, “A building 
full of people, that’s beautiful!”       
TESTBEDSTUDIO ARKITEKTER

upwind
In the exhibition at the Swedish Centre for Architecture 
and Design, Testbedstudio architects has designed
an exhibition which invites visitors to discover the 
architecture of Léonie Geisendorf.

We put down architecture on paper, reporting 
from the completed projects. Relevant and 
enlightening. Our 114-year tradition of analysis, 
criticism and documentation lives on, but the 
new-look journal has a broader perspective 
and digs deeper. New sections, a wider range of 
cultural reporting and more project presentations.

Subscribe now via order@arkitektur.se

Subscribe to 
Arkitektur!

And of course, as a subscriber you can also 
download Arkitektur to your tablet or mobile!
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