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Cultivating Fenno-Swedishness
The rural private garden as expression of a minority identity
in the post-war decades
by Mia Åkerfelt

T

he connection between the home, its surroundings and identity became a part of
the Finnish housing discussion in the 20th
century. During a time when society faced rapid
changes, different strategies to counteract the
negative effects were discussed. Education of
the masses in regard to dwelling and gardening
was one attempt to create national unity. Especially representatives for the Fenno-Swedish minority believed that their group had to unite in
order to survive. Finland had been a part of the
Swedish kingdom for 600 years until it became a
Russian grand duchy after the war of 1808–1809.
During the Russian rule, the Swedish speakers
lost many of their previous positions in society,
which caused the elite to fear that the future of
the Fenno-Swedes was threatened. As a solution,
they tried to gather the heterogeneous FennoSwedish minority under one common identity,
beginning in the late 19th century.
The Fenno-Swedish ideology was spread
within the extensive network of associations in
the Swedish speaking regions.1 One of these was
Bostadsföreningen för svenska Finland, or The
housing association for the Swedish parts of Finland. Its aim was to improve dwelling conditions
in the Swedish speaking rural areas and to prevent the Fenno-Swedes from leaving their home
regions located on the coasts of Ostrobothnia,
Finland Proper and the Nyland region. Between
1938 and 1969, the association produced thousands of type-planned drawings for detached
houses, kitchen cabinetry and furniture. The association also wanted to improve the gardening
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culture in the countryside and promoted landscape architecture as a way of strengthening the
Fenno-Swedish identity.
Gardening amongst the rural population in
Finland first became popular in the early 20th
century.2 At the same time, gardens were included in the discourse of housing ideology. The
practice of private gardening, first from a utilitarian perspective, later with the aesthetics of
the home in mind was spread and popularised
in the Fenno-Swedish countryside mainly by the
Martha association, founded in 1899. Gardening
was seen both as a way of providing nutrition
during times of crisis, as during the world wars
and the Finnish civil war in 1918, and as a way
of educating women, fostering their regard for
their home region. Bostadsföreningen followed
the same principles, and stated that the surroundings were equally important to a proper
dwelling as the house itself. The association also
argued that whole villages should be educated
in caring for their surroundings, so that the individual homes would contribute to a uniform
landscape architecture.

Aim and methodology
The aim of this paper is to examine the function of private gardens in the construction of a
Fenno-Swedish identity by using Bostadsföreningen för Svenska Finland and their promotion of
rural gardening as case study. Main questions
relate to the garden’s purpose in relation to
the formation of identity and nationality. What

where the perceived threats against the FennoSwedish minority and how would a common
identity strengthen the group? In what way
could gardening be connected to nationalistic
projects? How should a garden be constructed
to project the Fenno-Swedish identity and how
were the common areas in a village seen as extensions of the identity project? By examining
written material and images on gardening by
Bostadsföreningen and comparing them to the
association’s ideology on dwelling, on FennoSwedishness and to contemporary theories on
gardening, the role of gardens as a symbol of
a minority identity is interpreted and analysed
within a theoretical framework of gardening as
an expression of nationalism.
The material consists of exhibition posters,
drawings and publications on gardening and on
housing ideology by Bostadsföreningen and the
Martha association, and of related articles in
Fenno-Swedish newspapers and journals. Visual
analysis is applied to the drawings and posters,
examining the material for visual representations of values connected to the minority. The
publications are examined through text analysis,
concentrating on descriptions and values related
to the ideological purpose of gardening. The
theoretical framework combines perspectives
on nationalism in architecture and landscaping with identity formation. I have previously
examined the construction of a Fenno-Swedish
identity and the role Bostadsföreningen and
their architecture played in this process in the
article ”In between the neighbours. Negotiating
a Fenno-Swedish identity through type-planned
houses by Bostadsföreningen för svenska Finland 1938–1969” from 2018.3 Here, the mechanisms between the formation of a common minority identity and experienced threats towards
the groups existence are interpreted through
Identity Process Theory (IPT). According to IPT,
the case of the Fenno-Swedish minority and the
construction of a common identity can be understood as a coping mechanism triggered by
political and societal changes in the Finnish society. A similar understanding of the mechanisms
behind the identity project are applied to this
examination.

The connection between architecture and
nationalism in relation to Bostadsföreningen
can be understood according to Lawrence J.
Vale, amongst others, as the ways architecture
is designed, located, and consumed in order to
heighten an awareness of a national idea.4 In the
previous article, I examined how Bostadsföreningen applied the traits that were supposed to
be typically Fenno-Swedish to their architecture.
The Fenno-Swedish movement based their ideas
on the minority’s perceived identity on vernacular romanticism and modernist ideals. According to this, the Fenno-Swedes appreciated their
history and cultural heritage, but were at the
same time highly educated, rational, hardworking and stood up for bourgeois values. Bostadsföreningen produced type plans for homes in
which the dwellers could fulfil these behaviours.
The rational but at the same time traditional
homes were supposed to make Fenno-Swedes in
rural areas want to stay in their ancestral homes,
preserving political influence in the regions. The
same values are possible to detect in the discussion on gardening.
Julia Donner has recently examined the connection between gardening for the great masses
and the national project in Finland in her thesis
From vegetable garden to garden home – Women as makers of the home garden in Finland
1870–1930 from 2015.5 Donner showed how
the identity of the nation could be understood
through the Finnish nature during the 19th century. Bourgeois values were included in the discourse on gardening towards the end of the century, and the idea of gardening as a means for
fostering decent and loyal citizens was spread to
the masses through educational campaigns both
in Finnish and Swedish languages. In this article,
her approach has been a useful tool. In the case
of Bostadsföreningen, the role of the garden in
their housing discourse is examined in a similar way as the case studies Donner presented.
An examination of their texts on gardening and
the prevalent discourses in them sketches what
purposes gardening was meant for. By examining the drawings of gardens, analysing the different elements and plants used, the connection
to both modernist and nationalist ideas are pre-
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sented. The Martha association and its gardening ideology was elaborated in a separate article
by Donner from the same year, presenting the
main traits of gardening instruction in mainly
the Finnish speaking Martha associations in the
early 20th century.6 Furthermore, the anthology The dream of a better world – the modern, the garden and the landscape in Finland
1900–1970 from 2016 presents how the connection between modernist ideas and the garden in
Finland can be interpreted from a wide variety
of viewpoints.7 Here, both the connection between certain types of plants and the modern or
national movement and agents active in Bostadsföreningen, as Elisabeth Koch are presented.

Previous research
The interest in private and public gardening in
Scandinavia is a topic that has grown since the
1980s. In a Finnish context, the previously mentioned works belong to the main ones which
discuss private gardening. Before these, the main
focus in research was public parks or gardens
connected to mansions. A topic that has not
been much examined is the connection between
gardening and ideology or national identity. In
From vegetable garden to garden home Donner
discussed the connection between landscape
and nationality from a Finnish perspective. Internationally, there have been some previous work,
as the anthology Cultural identities and the aesthetics of Britishness from 2004, edited by Dana
Arnold.8 Here, several of the authors have examined the importance of gardens or nature in the
construction of the British identity during the
18th and 19th century. In Sweden, Catharina Nolin has approached the subject of ideology and
gardening, for instance in her dissertation For
the benefit and pleasure of urban citizens. The
public park in Sweden during the nineteenth
century from 1999.9 The connection between
gardens and housing ideology has to some extent been discussed in literature on housing for
the working classes. In the article Happy homes
and stable society: Otto-Iivari Meurman and
Omakoti in interwar Finland from 2007 by
Ulla Salmela describes the part the detached
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house and ideas on private gardens as stabilizers of the working classes played in the years
when Bostadsföreningen was founded.10 Salmela
also depicts the flow of ideas between Finnish
architects and international architectural movements, as the garden city movement of the early
20th century and ideologies connected with the
detached houses.
Bostadsföreningen has not been examined
to a greater extent. The association itself published a summary of its history after it was discontinued.11 In academic research, Bostadsföreningen has mainly been mentioned as one of
many working with type planned housing, see
for instance Kirsi Saarikangas’ Model houses for
model families – Gender, Ideology and the Modern Dwelling – The Type-Planned Houses of the
1940s in Finland (1993) and The transformation
of dwelling – the aesthetics of cleanliness and
gender in modern architecture (2002).12 The
Museum of Finnish Architecture has a presentation of the association in their web resources on
the post-war era.13 The modernisation of kitchens by Bostadsföreningen is mentioned by Yrsa
Lindqvist in the article “From combined kitchen
and living room to trend-kitchen – revolutionary
evolution” from 2009.14
Fenno-Swedishness has been examined within several academic disciplines but rarely from
the perspective of architecture. Children of the
borderland from 2001 by the ethnologists Yrsa
Lindqvist, Bo Lönnqvist and Anna-Maria Åström
is one of the early studies on the creation of
Fenno-Swedishness.15 The historical and political
aspects of the Finnish language question have
been described by the historian Max Engman
in The language question from 2016.16 Recently,
the establishing of the Fenno-Swedish proper in
the early 20th century has been examined in linguistics. In Characteristics, spelling, self-image. A
study of the history of ideas in the Swedish language planning in Finland 1860–1920 by Jennica
Thylin-Klaus from 2015, the discussions behind
the creation of a proper written Fenno-Swedish
are examined.17 The connection between the
Fenno-Swedish cause, ideologies and scientific
theories during the early 20th century has been
examined in the anthology The new, brave hu-
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man – or the dark side of modernity from 1998,
edited by Marja Härmänmaa and Markku Mattila, and in Mattila’s dissertation For the benefit
of our nation, eugenics in Finland until the 1935
law of sterilization from 1999.18

Bostadsföreningen för Svenska
Finland 1938–1969
The Finnish housing situation was examined in
a nation-wide survey in the late 1930s. When the
result was published in 1938, the primitive and
crammed living conditions it described raised
concerns for the well-being of the population.19
As one among many initiatives to improve the
situation, Bostadsföreningen för Svenska Finland
was founded shortly after. The association was a
cooperation between a dozen of Fenno-Swedish
organisations, and its aim was to “promote the
development of dwelling culture, encourage collaborations between different agencies in the
field and inspire a more rational building tradition as well as hygienical furnishings in the
Swedish speaking parts of Finland.”20 The main
function of the association was the architect’s
office, which opened in 1940. Eva Kuhlefelt-Ekelund (1892–1984) and Marianne Granberg (1912–
1993) were the main architects, while others like
Elli Ruuth and Anna-Lisa Stigell contributed occasionally. The main task was to produce type
planned drawings for detached houses with the
dwelling traditions in the Fenno-Swedish areas
of Finland in mind. The association participated
eagerly in exhibitions and housing fairs throughout its existence. Yearly expositions of posters, type-planned drawings, garden plans and
sometimes full-scale models of furniture and
houses were carried out in order to spread the
association’s agenda.21 The greatest exhibition
project was the planning and building of “Mönsterstugan”, which was a part of the Yttermark
agricultural exhibition in 1946, see figure 1. The
building was a completely furnished home for a
farmer and his family of wife and seven children,
surrounded by a garden designed accordingly to
the association’s ideals on gardening. Approximately 15 000 people visited the house during
the exhibition.

Bostadsföreningen operated on a minimal
budget, often relying on the goodwill of the architects and activists. However, in collaborating
with other Fenno-Swedish associations, it was
possible for Bostadsföreningen to gain access to
both personnel and networks for communication. The Martha association for housewives and
the Folkhälsan association for general health of
the Fenno-Swedes were two important partners,
both in sharing personnel and ideologies. Especially Signe Bäckström, the head consultant of
the Martha association became an important resource. She volunteered to bring all posters and
models of the buildings and kitchens when she
lectured in the countryside.22 During the 1950s
and 1960s, the association focused on producing drawings according to the new trends in
housing. Furthermore, a large set of drawings
for furniture and kitchen cabinetry were made
in the mid-1940s, see figure 2. General posters
on garden design were also included in the material.
In the first decade after the Second World
War, the interest in the associations drawings
was widespread. Especially commissions for
alterations in older houses, as remodelling the
kitchens and including wash rooms, were popular while the economy recovered. The statistics
in the annual reports show that the trade with
drawings decreased towards the end of the
1950s.23 The association struggled through the
1960s, and in 1968, the decision to discontinue
the association was taken. There were several
reasons for this stated in the annuals. Many of
the long-time enthusiasts quit and the housing
market had changed profoundly because of the
massive increase in popularity of prefabricated
houses.24 Bostadsföreningen ended its work in
1969.

A minority in a changing society
The ideas on gardens and housing presented
by Bostadsföreningen can be understood as a
reaction towards recent changes in the Finnish
society. Industrialisation, civil war and political
struggles as well as dwindling statistics on the
amount of Fenno-Swedes led to anxieties about
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figure 1. “Mönsterstugan” by Eva Kuhlefelt-Ekelund and Marianne Granberg was a typical example of the
association’s architecture. The exterior followed the Finnish modernist tradition for detached houses, but the
portico had some ornamentation with connection to the local vernacular architecture. Museum of Finnish
architecture, collection Bostadsföreningen för Svenska Finland.

the perceived negative development. The main
concern was the status of Swedish as a national
language. Swedish had been the official language
in Finland during the Swedish rule, despite that
the majority of the people spoke Finnish. The
leading positions were held by Swedish speakers
and this practice continued during the Russian
rule. In the 19th century, the ideas on nationalism and Hegelian philosophy reached Finland as
well. While searching for a true national identity
which would help Finland gain independence,
the Finnish language became important. Gradually, offices were opened for Finnish speakers,
and in the early 20th century, they had gained
many of the positions Swedish speakers used to
have. Since the discussion on the two languages
positions turned aggressive towards the end of
the 19th century, many Fenno-Swedish politicians
felt that the future of the Swedish language in
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Finland was threatened.25 To preserve the status
quo, the creation of a common identity for all
Fenno-Swedes was initiated.
Furthermore, political and structural changes in the Finnish society added to the sense of
threat. Another change in the national power
relations was the introduction of universal suffrage in 1906. Through the reform, a majority of
the Finnish people gained the rights to vote in
elections.26 Previously, the Fenno-Swedish politicians had a vast influence in the Diet of Finland.27 After the first election, their seats were
drastically reduced. Instead, the socialist movement gained positions. The Finnish independence in 1917 was followed by a civil war in 1918,
fought between the bourgeois minded “whites”
and the socialist “reds”. In the aftermath, the
winning “white” side continued to see the mobile workforce as a threat towards stability and
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figure 2. Bostadsföreningen produced a large amount of drawings for furniture, engaging architects and
designers as Elli Ruuth, Lisa Johansson-Pape and Elna Kiljander for the cause. The drawings combine contemporary trends in furniture with traditional vernacular models, as in the variations on trestle tables and
Windsor-style chairs. Museum of Finnish architecture, collection Bostadsföreningen för Svenska Finland.

different solutions for settling the worker were
discussed.28 In this context, the idea of small
detached houses for workers was introduced.29
As claimed in reports at the time – if the worker
had a house of his own and a garden to tend to,
he would not have neither time for nor interest
in plotting revolution.30
A third worry was “the flight from the countryside”. Due to a rapidly growing industrialisation, parts of the rural population began to
move to the cities in search for industrial work.
Especially women were inclined to move or emigrate, creating an imbalance in gender ratio in
the rural areas. Often stated reasons were that
work in the factories was easier and the urban
homes more practical to manage.31 Even the
farmers themselves begun selling their homesteads. In the Swedish speaking areas, the farms
were often bought by Finnish speakers and this

gradually changed the language ratio in the villages.32 In addition to that, the Fenno-Swedes
who moved to the cities often stopped behaving in a way which would sustain the minority. They learned to speak Finnish or married
Finnish speakers and voted for socialist parties
instead of the bourgeois Svenska Folkpartiet/
The Swedish People’s Party of Finland (SFP).33
Since the Fenno-Swedish politicians depended
on the support of voters in the Swedish speaking regions, it became important to keep the
farmers from moving.

Constructing the
Fenno-Swedish identity
The solution, according to the Fenno-Swedish
movement, was to make the rural population
want to stay at their ancestral homes. In order
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to do so, propaganda on how to improve living conditions as well as ideological education
in the importance of the Fenno-Swedish culture
was spread during the first half of the 20th century. But the Fenno-Swedish identity was not
something easily defined. The Swedish population in Finland lived in separate areas, mostly in
the coastal areas of the Ostrobothnia, Finland
Proper and the Nyland regions. The main part
of the Swedish speakers were farmers, fishermen, tradesmen or seamen. A small part of the
minority consisted of the nobility, higher civil
servants and clergy, industrialists or officers. It
was representatives from the latter groups that
initiated the creation of a common identity.
Since the people to be united had little in common, the early definition of Fenno-Swedishness
was made on a linguistic basis. If a persons’
native language was Swedish, he or she was a
Fenno-Swede.34 Since the pro-Finnish movement
wanted all Finns to be Finnish speakers, it became important for the Fenno-Swedish movement to create a distinct culture that was clearly
defined as different from the Finnish speaking
one. This was thought to justify the minority’s
demands for cultural autonomy.
In the beginning of the 20th century, the concept of Fenno-Swedishness evolved and began
to incorporate dialects, vernacular culture and
heredity as well.35 The notion of the degenerating society was a common discussion all over
the western world in the late 19th and early 20th
century, spurring an interest in heredity and eugenics.36 In search of positive hereditary characters, the rural population and the vernacular culture became considered the representatives of
the true and unspoilt nation. The same process
of re-evaluating the vernacular and attributing it
with positive values can be seen in the FennoSwedish movement as well, where the landowning farmer became a central figure in the
identity construction.37 The idea of the honest
yeoman working the “Swedish soil”, untouched
by industrialisation or socialist propaganda became an important construct. Since the Swedish
presence in Finland was questioned, the movement needed to show that the Fenno-Swedes
had a long history and thus a legitimate claim to
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their privileges. The vernacular culture became
the proof of this, and therefore, old traditions
both in architecture and crafts were idealised.38
History was one part of the identity construct,
but modern ideals in health and education was
another one. In order to consolidate and spread
the Fenno-Swedish cause, the network of associations and the public schools were crucial.39
In the 1920s, most of the associations for Swedish speakers had some pro-Swedish programme
on their agenda. The Martha association had
been founded in 1899 with education of women
and home economics as goals. Folkhälsan was
founded in 1921 and its two primary functions
were to do research in eugenics and educate
the Fenno-Swedes on health and hygiene to foster strong Fenno-Swedish people.40 Folkhälsan
and the Martha association started their cooperation as soon as Folkhälsan was founded,
and representatives from both associations were
involved in the foundation of Bostadsföreningen. To avoid degeneration among the Swedish
speakers, positive eugenics were advocated by
Folkhälsan. The message was that ”there could
be no inferior Fenno-Swedes” if the group was
to survive.41 This meant focus on cleanliness and
personal hygiene as well as encouraging FennoSwedes with ”good” genetics and behaviour
to procreate and have at least four children.42
The Martha association spread the ideas on
cleanliness, proper care for health and children
through their educational campaigns.
Developing a Fenno-Swedish home culture
became a part of a greater political goal – awakening a sense of nationality amongst the minority in order to safeguard the group’s positions
in relation to the Finnish speakers.43 Dwelling
ideology was used as one of many means to convey what was seen as Fenno-Swedishness. By using traits from the local vernacular architecture,
as traditional colouring and ornamental details
around the entry and a traditional division of
space, the Bostadsföreningen houses were connected to the past.44 The modernist design and
ideas on hygiene and education simultaneously
were meant to show the progressive part of the
Fenno-Swedish identity, evolving and adapting to
the new circumstances. Bostadsföreningen thus
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merged two principles for giving the home importance in a national project. On the one hand,
the association promoted modernist architecture, on the other hand they wanted to preserve
the local vernacular culture. This was a common
solution when creating national architecture for
new-born nations with troubled pasts. Cutting
the ties to the past and fully embracing modernist architecture provided a clean slate in the
form of an architecture without a past which
became a symbol for looking towards the future,
something commonly used in Finnish modernism in general.45

Gardening as a national
and modern project in Finland
The environment and its effect on both society and individuals became a central ideological
and political question in the late 19th century. In
the garden, the traits perceived as important for
the nation were combined. The love of the nation and the home region as well as respect for
the nature were a sign of patriotism and proper
home economics.46 Already in the 1840s, the
connection between the nation and its nature
was drawn by Zacharias Topelius in the richly
illustrated Finland depicted in drawings. The
early nationalism saw it necessary for the people
to learn to know the nation through its nature
in order to understand its spirit. Depictions of
national landscapes became important as a part
of the education of the masses.47 A part of the
gardening discussion with connection to the
nationalist discourse was the choice of plants.
In the early 20th century, gardeners experimented with both foreign and domestic plants.
The ones perceived as domestic were thought
to be the most suited, considering the Finnish
climate and environment. Later, in the modern
gardening movement, clearly foreign plants were
rejected in favour for the domestic varieties.48
In the 20th century, gardening became a part
of the ideological discussion about education
of the masses. The bourgeois virtues were underlined in the nature of gardening when seen
as an economical solution for gaining nutrition
and livelihood. At the same time, parallels be-

tween the growing garden and self-development
were obvious. The model farmer who was interested in education and modern ideas became
an ideal, which at the same time proved that it
was possible to cultivate the great masses.49 The
education in gardening during the late 19th and
early 20th century can be seen as a way to teach
bourgeois values to the public. Both Finnish and
Swedish-speaking organisations advocated the
need for a house and garden for the working
classes as the core of the civilisation project.50
As Ulla Salmela has described, the stressing of
detached houses with gardens within the Finnish housing discussion was an adaption of international ideas. The garden city ideology and
workers housing projects in Germany, Sweden
and Britain provided ideas for the Finnish architectural planners. However, the ideals were
adapted to suit the Finnish situation and for instance the garden city became popular due to
ideas on morality. Otto-Iivari Meurman who was
an influential city planner believed that the privacy a detached house provided was crucial for
stabilising society. If the family had a garden of
their own, they did not have to use public parks
and mingle with strangers.51 At the same time,
the straight lines of the vegetable gardens and
an orchard in bloom in front of the small house
reflected its proprietor’s positive mentality and
way of life.52
The modernist view on gardens in the early
20th century could according to Julia Donner
be seen as both old and new at the same time.
On one hand, the garden should be planned in
a modern way – by partaking in education and
listening to expert advice. On the other hand,
the planning ideals followed usually could be
traced back to mid-19th century bourgeois garden ideals.53 In Finland, the modernist views on
gardening were introduced in the 1910s. These
differed from the decorative formal gardens of
the previous century by being clearly organised
according to geometrical shapes, colours and
functionalistic principles.54 Towards the 1940s,
the ideal changed towards more natural, informal gardens made for every-day use. Especially
after the Second World War, the need to grow
vegetables due to food shortage affected the
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figure 3. The garden design for “Mönsterstugan” by Elisabeth Koch in 1946 shows a division of space into a
leisure garden closest to the house, and a vegetable garden and orchard further away. The specifically mentioned plants were apple trees, cherry trees, strawberries, raspberries, rose hip and bacciferous shrubs. Note as
well the central placement of the compost. Museum of Finnish architecture, collection Bostadsföreningen för
Svenska Finland.

ways gardens were planned. Gardening amongst
smallholders was specifically thought of as a
chore for women and children. Together, they
should provide the family with additional nutrients, and at times even with extra money in case
the produce could be sold.55
The information on gardening was spread
through publications, courses and through the
public school system. The Martha association,
for instance, published articles on the importance of gardening in their journal Husmo
dern and arranged education for their members
through ambulating teachers. Many of the activists, depicted in figure 3, were involved in the
business of supplying the members with seeds
and plants, and the trade could provide an income for the association. A common model for
conveying the message of the need for proper
gardens was the fictional description of two
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households, one messy and one well-tended. In
the messy household, the gardens main function was to be a pigsty and garbage heap, while
the well-tended house has a proper garden with
flowers close to the house and a vegetable garden further away.56 The described proper garden follows many of the contemporary ideals
on gardening presented in various texts at the
time.

A proper garden
for a proper home
The gardening instructions given by Bostadsföreningen represent the same ideology that
can be found in their writings on architecture.
The association combined both the traditional
vernacular and the modern in their architecture,
and the same approach was applied to the gar-
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figure 4. Activists in the Åbo Martha association in the 1910s. Note the large drawing on the wall depicting an
ideal garden. The red house with white trimmings is surrounded by a painted fence. Flowers grow right under
the window and flowering bushes grow further away. The mother is spinning while her children are playing
in the grass. All of the details were important parts of the gardening ideology spread by the association in the
early 20th century. Åbo Akademis bibliotek, handskriftssamlingarna, Åbo Svenska Marthaförenings arkiv.

dens as well. When examining the texts and illustrations on gardening by Bostadsföreningen,
there are several reoccurring arguments that
connect the perceived Fenno-Swedish identity
with the gardens that surround their houses. On
the one hand, there are arguments connected to
the vernacular romanticism and the need for a
long history. On the other hand, there are the
highly modern arguments as good health, education and rationality – all traits which the FennoSwedish movement wanted to apply to the minority. In general, the modern home was seen
as something more than just a properly designed
and furnished house, it continued out into the
well-organized garden. As the Bostadsföreningen
representants were cited: the modern home consists of two parts – house and garden. The ideal
is that the two will form one unity”.57 The association’s writings discuss gardening from two

main perspectives: usefulness and beauty. They
advocated firmly that the garden was as a vehicle for every-day beauty. However, it is at times
hard to separate the notion of beauty from the
notion of order, since Bostadsföreningen often
discussed them in the same context.
The discussion on gardening was most active in the 1940s and early 1950s. During the
association’s housing days in May 1944, Signe
Bäckström gave a lecture on the importance
of keeping the yard tidy. The lecture has not
been preserved, but it is possible to track the
most important messages through the thorough
news coverage of the housing days in different
newspapers. The lecture can be understood as
a manifesto of the association’s gardening ideology, and the ideas presented reoccur throughout
their writings. According to the lecture, a wellkept farm was surrounded by neat and well-tend-
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figure 5. The association had a large collection of posters which were exhibited yearly in the Fenno-Swedish
countryside during the association’s existence. The posters on gardening were probably drawn by Elisabeth
Koch and depicted the garden ideals presented by both the Martha association and Bostadsföreningen. Museum of Finnish architecture, collection Bostadsföreningen för Svenska Finland.

ed wooden fences and gates, preferably painted
red as the traditional farm houses. The fences
protected the garden and separated the home
from the fields. One much cited statement was
that it was important to use plants native to the
area, or at least native to Finland. For instance,
birch trees, rowans and bird cherries were the
most beautiful and hardy alternatives according to Bäckström. It was advised against using
foreign trees and plants, especially foreign pine
trees, since they disrupted the local landscape.58
To improve the area around the house, Bäckström suggested gravel paths. Instead of lawns,
grassy meadows or flower meadows should be
laid out around the house. The reason for this
was the lack of time and workforce in the post-
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war years. There were simply more important
things to take care of at the farm than tending
to a lawn.59
A further insight into the recommendations
by Bostadsföreningen can be gained from the
posters on garden planning used during the
yearly exhibitions and in the drawings for “Mönsterstugan”, see figure 4, 5 and 6. According to
these, the garden was meant to be a part of the
living area, a place for the family to gather and
enjoy during the summer months.60 During the
post-war years when everything was rationed, all
new buildings were quite small. In order to provide more space for living, the importance of
including the garden as a part of the home was
stressed in texts on gardening even more than
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figure 6. The posters often depicted people in the gardens, and they were exclusively women or children. Note
that the child in the picture is actually carrying a Swedish flag in his hand, likely as a symbol for the Swedish
language. Museum of Finnish architecture, collection Bostadsföreningen för Svenska Finland.

in the previous decades.61 The posters show a
division of the garden in two spheres. The one
closest to the house has an aesthetic function
as well as works as a place of leisure. There are
gravel paths, flowerbeds and places for garden
tables and chairs, as in figure 5. Further away
from the house, the kitchen garden and the orchard were placed. In the posters where people
are depicted, it is usually the wife or a child, or
both together, spending time outdoors on a sunny summer day, as in figure 6. Another source of
information on the associations opinions on the
garden are the illustrations with good and bad
examples that were frequently published with articles on dwelling and presented during lectures.
There were eight often-used drawings which

showed how a building should be placed in relation to the terrain. What they have in common
is the dislike of the urban neo-renaissance and
Jugend-style villa architecture common in the
decades around 1900, and the dislike of formal
gardens and removal of trees around the house,
as in figure 7 and 8. The set of pictures use buildings and gardens in the older styles as the bad
example that is contrasted against a modernist
ideal as the good example. The same pictures
show that the ideal was to leave as many of the
existing trees in the garden when building a new
house, and make use of the local plants already
at the site.
The association’s interest in the traditional
showed mostly in connection with discussions
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figure 7 & 8. Bostadsföreningen used contrasting pictures in order to convey their message. A series of pictures
with good and bad examples show some of the thoughts on the relation between architecture and landscape.
The left one says: “Do not cut down all trees around the house. Leave them and let them provide comfort and
protection – only careful thinning out in case they cast too much shadow.” The right one says: “For the small
house – no strict mansion-like garden and no false monumentality. Instead – a free and natural solution for
the house and it’s surroundings”. Museum of Finnish architecture, collection Bostadsföreningen för Svenska
Finland.

on aesthetics. Beauty was perceived as a combination of local heritage and modern rationality. In the discussion on gardens, this was seen
mostly as a preference for the local and even for
the sentimental. The value placed in natural formations as large boulders and old trees in close
proximity to the house was also underlined from
the beginning. During the housing days in May
1944, the poet and SFP-politician Jacob Tegengren was engaged as speaker. Tegengren was
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committed to the pro-Swedish movement and
his literary production often promoted awareness of the cultural heritage. During the housing days, he talked about the importance of
elements in the yard that would foster sentimentality. For instance, “when the children move
out in the world, they will remember and miss
the boulders they played on at home. Yes, every
crack and bump will be cherished.”62 Another
garden element advocated by the association
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was a “vårdträd”, a solitary deciduous tree planted in front of the house. During the Kronoby
housing days, it was suggested that the family
should make a solemn ceremony of planting the
tree, in order to make it the symbol of the home
and family lineage.63
Despite that the association valued traditional
ideas, the most of their architecture- and gardening ideals were based on contemporary ideas. If
beauty often was connected to tradition, their
ideas on usefulness were represented by modernist ideology. The new ideas were brought to
Bostadsföreningen through the members’ extensive professional networks. Some of the main
activists in Bostadsföreningen had also been involved in work related to garden planning. The
main architect, Eva Kuhlefelt Ekelund had been
involved in research in gardening in Sweden in
the late 1910s and 1920s. She also knew the architect Anna Mohr-Branzell through the work
on Svenska trädgårdskonsten sådan den till
våra dagar bevarats I anläggningar vid slott och
herrgårdar (1930).64 Elisabet Koch, who was the
garden consultant of Helsinki between 1924 and
1954, was also involved in the associations’ activities. Her main work was designing the garden of
“Mönsterstugan” in 1946, as in figure 4. She had
been working with Kuhlefelt-Ekelunds husband,
Hilding Ekelund in planning the Olympic village
in 1939 and continued into the 1950s to work
with him in several other projects.65 Marianne
Granberg, the second main architect, had been
working in Sweden at Ingeborg Waern-Bugge’s
office in the 1930s. Waern-Bugge was one of the
pioneering Swedish architects who took interest
in the planning of efficient homes and was one
of the persons Bostadsföreningen often asked
to do presentations during their congresses. Furthermore, she was employed by Samfundet för
Hembygdsvård, which meant that through her,
the association got access to ideas about taking
care of the built environment.66 Through these
and several other collaborations and relationships, the association had access to the latest
trends in regards to gardening and landscape
architecture and they made use of the expertise.
An often-seen trait of the modernist architectural discussion in Finland was the call for

experts. The builder should call for an architect
or at least proper type planned drawings instead
of attempting the endeavour on his own. The
same thoughts applied for gardening as well,
with the difference that the one supposed to
have main responsibility for the family’s garden
was the wife. 67 According to the traditional division of labour on the Fenno-Swedish farms, the
wife took care of the household, milking, feeding hens and pigs, and later on gardening. The
area around the house and yard were seen as
her workplace, while the men in the family were
responsible for tending to horses and the fields
as well as construction work. In order for the
wife to plan a proper and functional garden, she
needed help from experts. Gardening consultants were some of the first ambulating teachers
employed by the Martha associations. Both the
head consultant Signe Bäckström and Elisabeth
Koch were regularly listed as lecturers on gardening at both Bostadsföreningen and Martha
public events.
Another trait connected with the FennoSwedish cause was the promoting of positive eugenics in order to develop a strong and
healthy population. Nutrition and hygiene were
seen as some of the most important factors for
the survival of the Fenno-Swedes. By improving
one’s home and garden so that it would make a
healthy life possible, the Fenno-Swedish farmer
participated in the struggle to literally keep the
minority alive. Since the responsibility for home
and garden was delegated to the women, it became natural that it was associations aimed at
women who spread the information. In articles
in the Martha journal, it was stated that the
Fenno-Swedish families needed to learn how to
cultivate and consume vegetables in order to be
both self-sufficient and healthy. Since the supply
of food was far from diverse in the countryside,
it was thought that the health of the population would benefit if the families learned how to
grow their own fruit and vegetables. The importance of hygiene in the close proximity to the
house was underlined in the writings on proper
gardening as well. Throughout the 1940s and
1950s, an often-recurring suggestion is that the
practice of placing garbage heaps close to the
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house must be banished. Instead, establishing a
compost is advocated on many occasions and
for instance included in the “Mönsterstugan”
garden plan. The compost was seen as an important way to both take care of the household
slops and to provide the gardens with compost
rich in nutrients.68
The ideas on gardening did not just concentrate on the surroundings of the individual
house, but on the whole village as well. The term
landskapsvård, landscape conservation, was
used when referring to the creation of harmony
between nature and dwellings.69 In the lectures
during Landsbygdens bostadsdagar, or the rural
housing days in 1938, several of the speakers addressed the need for making the Fenno-Swedish
regions more beautiful. Signe Bäckström, for instance, stated that the Fenno-Swedes needed education in tending to their homes and gardens,
which would foster the love of the home region.
She connected the caring for the home with
questions as keeping the young people in the
countryside and patriotism as well as with mental well-being.70 Hilding Ekelund in his presentation demanded that building regulations should
be developed also for the countryside. Since it
was not possible any longer to trust people’s innate instincts in making beautiful choices, there
should be an authority who would make sure
the countryside would develop according to the
association’s aesthetics. Since every farm was a
part of the community, every single home-owner
needed to contribute and make the own village
as beautiful as possible.71
Landskapsvård och hembygdsvård (conservation of local vernacular architecture and landscape) were concepts discussed especially in relation to Ostrobothnia in the 1940s and 1950s. The
redistribution of land holdings was an ongoing
process in the area, and the Kronoby and Terjärv areas were two of the larger projects in the
post-war years. In connection with the moving of
houses to new lots, an interest in documentation
of the old architecture and village plan as well
as of landskapsvård in general rose. Bostadsföreningen advocated that the landscape should be
developed in a way that would contribute to the
feeling of home. For instance, when roads had to
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be re-drawn, the old ones should be removed or
covered with grass so there would be no “scars”
in the landscape. The same instructions were given concerning establishing sandpits in the area.
In order to make the newly built houses blend
in, the association recommended quickly growing trees and shrubbery to envelope the settlements in greenery. The same advice was given in
regards to new roads.72
When summarizing the ideas on gardening
by Bostadsföreningen för Svenska Finland, it is
possible to interpret their ideology as a way of
improving what was already there in order to
make people appreciate it more. The association worked with what was available – local wild
plants and traditional garden plants – which as
well happened to be popular in gardening at the
time. The area closest to the house was seen as
an extension of the home, a green living room
for the family to enjoy. The outer parts of the
garden were reserved for the vegetable garden
and orchard – a place of production. Furthermore, the local plants were given a connotation to place identity. By using the local plants,
the connection to the home village was to be
strengthened. In extending the gardening ideas
to apply to the region as well, the idea was to
encourage people to take pride in their community and remain in the countryside. Since there
was no formal regulations or general plans for
the countryside in the 1940s and 1950s, each
individual was to be encouraged to take their
responsibility instead. When comparing the
ideas on gardening to the ideas on architecture,
Bostadsföreningen had a similar approach to
both. The modern knowledge was applied to
the traditional material in order to create an
environment that was tightly connected to local history but operated as the modern society
expected.

Conclusions
Bostadsföreningen followed an ideological tradition which in Finland had started in the early
1900s, concerning architecture and its relation
to the surrounding environment. In FennoSwedish newspaper articles in the 1910s it was
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claimed that a new building had to be firmly integrated with the land on which it stood upon.
The transfer from house to agricultural fields
should be realized through a garden including
both flowers for beauty as well as vegetables
and fruit trees. Thus, one would gain the most
use and joy of the area. As it was said in the
newspaper Syd-Österbotten: ”It is the garden
that completes the small area and gives your
building its most beautiful framework”.73 At the
same time, the ideology on both architecture
and gardens represented by Bostadsföreningen
and their partners was that they should convey
what Fenno-Swedishness was. The connection
to identity can on one hand be understood according to the nationalistic opinions on nature
from the early 19th century, now applied on the
minority. For instance, the usage of local plants
advocated by the associations as well as the focus on tidy and organised gardens contributed
to the image of the minority the Fenno-Swedish
movement wanted to construct. By surrounding
the modernist and efficient home with a just as
efficient garden, it would provide the inhabitants with both usefulness and beauty. The general health aspect was fulfilled since the garden
provided nutrition, fresh air and possibilities for
healthy exercise. The aesthetic dimension was
supposed to awaken love for the home and for
the local community. By re-evaluating the village as a whole through landscape architecture
mainly done as a network of private gardens, the
sense of belonging was thought to rise. Bostadsföreningen thus promoted a form of collective
gardening in areas where no public gardens or
infrastructure were originally found. The association believed that by banishing disorder and
uncleanliness and replacing it with order and
hygiene in the form of a well-tended garden,
the pride in the home would increase. Furthermore, creating tidy common areas would manifest the ideologies of the minority. When every
homeowner participated, the landscape would
become a reflection of the perceived FennoSwedish identity – modernist, rational and aware
of the local cultural heritage.
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mia åkerfelt

Att odla Finlandssvenskhet
– den privata trädgården på landsorten som uttryck
för minoritetsidentitet under efterkrigstiden
av Mia Åkerfelt

Sammanfattning
Det finländska samhället genomgick flera stora
förändringar under 1800-talets slut och 1900-talets början. För den finlandssvenska minoriteten
ledde förändringar i språkförhållandena, rösträttsreformen och migration från landsbygd till
tätort till att framtiden uppfattades som osäker.
I och med språkstriderna och den minskade
politiska makten ansåg ett flertal tongivande
svenskspråkiga att man måste agera för att inte
Finlandssvenskan skulle dö ut. Resultatet var en
omfattande folkrörelse i de så kallade svenskbygderna för att ena den heterogena minoriteten
under en och samma Finlandssvensk identitet.
Ideologin byggde på det gemensamma språket
och på den gemensamma kulturhistoria man
ansåg fanns bevarad hos allmogen. Idealbilden
av den hembygdsälskande finlandssvensken som
både värnade om kulturhistorien men samtidigt
var en kunskapstörstande modernist spreds i
bygderna med hjälp av ett tätt nätverk av föreningar.

Bostadsföreningen för svenska Finland grundades 1938 och hade som sin främsta uppgift att
förse den finlandssvenska landsortsbefolkningen
med typritningar till modernistiska egnahemshus som tog språkgruppens bostadstraditioner
i beaktande. Samtidigt uppmärksammades den
privata trädgårdens betydelse för både de enskilda familjernas hälsa och trevnad, och som ett
led i hembygdsvården. Genom samarbete med
andra föreningar som Marthorna och Folkhälsan kopplades trädgården ideologiskt till kvinnlig flit, kost och hälsa. Därtill skulle trädgården
öka både skönhetsvärdet i bygderna och lokalbefolkningens kärlek till hembygden. Genom
att ersätta oordning och smuts med reda och
hygien i form av en välskött trädgård skulle invånarnas stolthet över det egna hemmet öka. När
många prydliga trädgårdar tillsammans bildade
en enhetlig och vacker bygd skulle detta reflektera minoritetens identitet – modern, rationell
och medveten om den egna gruppens kulturarv.

Keywords: Rural gardening, nationalism, identity, Fenno-Swedishness, modernism
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