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Abstract 

Construction and building of wooden houses have a long tradition in Sweden. Traditional 

timber houses built of logs dovetailed at the corners were generally movable since the 

construction could be understood as a kind of jig-saw puzzle. The use of steam sawmills 

during the latter half of the nineteen century changed the conditions for the Swedish forest 

industry. The modern, rational and mass produced wooden houses of the period of 1960 – 

1980 as they appear in contemporary advertisements form a sharp contrast to what is often 

seen as the icon of Swedish second homes, namely the red old cottage, former part of peasant 

society. These decades also meant the greatest period of expansion of vacation houses in 

Sweden. The reasons were an enlarged economic space for consumption, a growing middle-

class, more time for leisure and an industry capable of producing the commodity for 

consumption. The flexibility in the construction of prefabrication made it possible to promise 

solutions that were said to be individually suited, though the products were mass produced 

and factory made.      
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Construction and building of wooden houses have a long tradition in Sweden. An obvious 

reason is a large supply of forests, which provides one of the country’s principal natural 

resources. In great many areas timber therefore has traditionally been a natural building 

material aimed for different kinds of buildings; lavishly fitted out town houses for wealthy 

merchants as well as plain hay-barns in the productive landscape. According to the present 

homepage of Skogsstyrelsen [Swedish Forest Agency]  Sweden is still a well-forested 

country; actually more than 50 % of the land area is covered by forest.  

 

Sweden before industrialization is described by Hellspong and Löfgren (1994) as a peasant 

society, where self-sufficiency proceeded from a complex production pattern with large 

variations. During this period production places existed round about in the landscape and also 

temporary dwellings such as chalets in the montains and boat houses by the sea. Traditional 

timber houses built of logs dovetailed at the corners were generally movable since the 

construction could be understood as a kind of jig-saw puzzle. With marked logs it was 

therefore possible to dismantle the pieces and to put them together at another place in order to 

get the same result as the originally intended. The imaginable reason to prefabricate houses 

and to make them possible to move around was certainly not a short supply of material, but 

likely a way of saving labour in a sparsely populated country.  

 

Industrialization meant generally the introduction of steam power; the use of steam sawmills 

changed the conditions for the Swedish forest industry. During the 1850s the Swedish forest 

industry attained a strongly increased foreign demand for sawn timber, mostly deals and 

boards, see Olsson (1993). According to Olsson the export of sawn and planed wood products 

doubled during the next ten years, doubled again during the following 1870s, and for that 

reason became the most important export product. Northern Sweden, with large woodlands 

and with the demanded heavy timber dimensions, became the center of the forest export 

industry.   

 



 

According to Edlund (2004) prefabricated wooden houses were made in carpentry shops in 

the nineteenth century for a domestic as well as an export market as a consequence of the 

working up of raw goods. The new technology made it possible to save timber and to develop 

varying products of sawed timber for building works and the building as a whole. The idea of 

producing wooden details at one place and to put them together at another place to make a 

house could be understood as an old tradition with new means.  

 

Some of the steam sawmills from the end of the nineteenth century survived the continuous 

industrial development during the next decades. Some new manufacturers also appeared at the 

market step by step during the twentieth century. According to Jonsson (1985) the Swedish 

state after World War II amongst other economic measures also stimulated the export industry. 

Because of this the domestic wood industry was spurred to reach higher wood yield by 

production development. The attained effects were industrial development work bringing out 

new timber saving and heat-insulating products, as well as developing an increasing interest 

in the construction of prefabricated wooden houses. An important area for the enterprising 

spirit of wooden prefabrication became the province of Småland in southern Sweden, This 

province is perhaps nowadays more well-known from the famous books of Astrid Lindgren 

and also as a popular area for German and Danish second home owners (see, Müller, 1999). 

However at the middle of the twentieth century, the area was famous for its factories 

producing prefabricated wooden houses and furniture of high quality.       

 

The radical structural transformation of the Swedish economy during the postwar period 

resulted according to Bohm and Franzén (1993) in a strong increase in production, a general 

increased standard of living caused by rising real wages, a built out welfare state with an 

expanding public sector and an improved holiday period. Apart from increased amount of 

money to spend, the space of time available to consume was accordingly increased too. 

Lundin (2008) has by the way described how Sweden during the 1950s reached the highest 

motor vehicle density, dependent on the increased material wealth and generous car-loans.  

 

The changes in society could as well be understood as changes in the conditions between 

work and leisure for a larger group in society. Hirdman (1998) means that the change in the 

Swedish society could be understood as a change from a “house wife contract” to an “equality 

contract”. This change was supported by a new taxation system from 1971 with the meaning 

that every person had to pay his/her own income taxation instead of a system constructed 

from the idea of one breadwinner, which was the previous taxation model. For many former 

house wives, with unregulated working hours, gainful employment meant that they also got a 

defined vacation period. 

 

The great reforms during the post war era were part of building the Swedish “people’s home” 

(folkhemmet). The core values of the Swedish welfare state is said to consist of elements such 

as social engineering, social mobility and reasonable consumption (Berner, 1999, Larsson, 

Letell and Thörn, 2012, Mattson, 2010). Taken together those varied aspects of the 

development of society made it possible to look at the wooden prefabricated house as a 

commodity at the market of consumption. 

 

The period of 1960 – 1980 became for instance the greatest period of expansion of vacation 

houses in Sweden. During the 1960s there was, as mentioned above, an enlarged economic 

space for consumption, a growing middle-class, more time for leisure and an industry capable 

of producing the commodity for consumption. The state supported the idea of the vacation 

house as being a part of the increasing wealth. An official report of the Swedish government 



 

(SOU 1964) expressed the future development of vacation houses in a way that reminds of the 

structural changes of other sectors such as industry and farming. The studies of how vacation 

houses could be built in denser structures, with rationality and efficiency according to the 

design, reminded of the way The Home Research Institute (HRI) earlier had mapped the 

ordinary dwelling (cf. Persson, 2015, Rudberg, 2010). The planning design studies were 

supposed to inspire the producers and the consumers to find satisfying solutions, but were 

however no imperatives (cf. Persson, 2011).     

 

 
 

Figure 1. A study of planning design connections according to a family vacation house. 

 

A way of tracing the ideas that were of importance for the welfare state in connection to 

prefabricated houses, is for instance to study advertisements from the wooden house 

producers. My study is based on a content analysis of advertisements for prefabricated 

wooden vacation houses carried out on all issues published monthly between 1960 and 1980 

of the Swedish interior design and lifestyle magazine Allt i Hemmet. During this period more 

than sixty operators inserted around 660 advertisements in a life style magazine called Allt i 

Hemmet. After that I made a further study of a selection of advertisements by making a 

discourse analysis of the contents of the images and texts.  

 

The modern, rational and mass produced wooden houses of the period of 1960 – 1980 as they 

appear in contemporary advertisements form a sharp contrast to what is often seen as the icon 

of Swedish second homes, namely the red old cottage, former part of peasant society. There 

are examples of how the advertisements contrast modern comfort with old houses. The latter 

are certainly cosy, but they demand a great deal of work, which should be regarded as 

obsolete, in modern society appreciating leisure activities of other kinds. 

 

From the 1960s “fritidshus” [vacation house] on one hand had become the umbrella term for 

all sorts of non-permanent dwellings in society. On the other hand the term “fritidshus” also 

implied a comfortable living with a certain architectural design, which made it more similar to 

a modern villa living. The idea of comfortable living even when on holiday was something 

that suited also the manufacturer of prefabricated wooden houses. According to Edlund (2004) 

several manufacturers mainly produced modern wooden houses aimed for permanent 

dwelling, but levelled the production by producing vacation houses during the winter season.  

 



 

An example of the parallel production is an advertisement from HSB Borohus from 1975 

saying: “After more than 50 years with an agenda of making villas and owner-occupied 

houses we know how to make vacation houses to be easy and fast to put together” (own 

translation). Another advertisement, figure 1, shows an example of the possibilities of 

variation when putting together prefabricated elements. The design seems to have nothing to 

do with old-fashioned timber houses or even with the rich decorations of gingerbread works 

of the steam saw mills. But the lowest common denominator could be seen as the capacity of 

flexibility. The mass produced wooden houses for sale from the 1960s and the following 

decades are houses that are modern, rational and suitable for families living in a welfare state.      

 

 
 

Figure 1. Boro, 1975. “The whole family can be part of the building of the vacation house 

from from Boro. A choice of 13 models with 36 alternative designs”.  

 

The study of a collection of advertisements from this corpus shows storytelling about the 

freedom of choice, modern life, living at more than one place, the “good” life and of family 

life (Persson, 2015). These stories could be interpreted as variations on themes such as to 

abandon romantic ideas of the past by accepting modernity and to develop into a conscious 

consumer by rational choices. The flexibility in the construction of prefabrication made it 

possible to promise solutions that were said to be individually suited, though the products 

were mass produced and factory made.      

 

The widespread image of the Swedish cottage particular in connection to second homes could 

accordingly be questioned by the actual development of prefabricated wooden houses during 

the twentieth century with a peak at the later part of the century.  

 

The purpose with this article was to discuss prefabricated wooden houses in a historic frame 

and to bring to light the period of the great expansion of prefabricated wooden houses in 

Sweden. Taken together this is an interesting but too little known subject in the history of the 

construct of Swedish welfare state. Further recommended reading is my article listed below 

with more detailed contents. Further research hopefully will explore the subject further.         
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