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1. INTRODUCTION

 The village of Svappavaara is located in Sweden, north of 
the Arctic Circle. It is part of Kiruna Municipality, the north-
ernmost and largest municipality in Sweden. This remote 
and sparsely populated area is characterised by rich natural 
resources and, since the mid-19th century, the mining indus-
try has driven the economic development of the region, at-
tracting people and investments from southern Sweden 
and abroad. The nearby towns of Kiruna and Malmberget 
host the world’s two largest underground iron ore mines 
and the state-owned mining company LKAB, which oper-
ates the sites, mines around 80 percent of all iron ore in the 
European Union.1

 Mining activities started in Svappavaara in the 17th cen-
tury with a small copper mine however, the remoteness of 
the site and its harsh climatic conditions made the activity 
hardly profitable and unsuccessful. Around 200 years later, 
mining operations in Svappavaara restarted with successful 
explorations and the decision by LKAB to open an iron ore 
mine there. The new mine, considered at the time to be the 
most modern and advanced in the world, opened in 1964, 
along with a newly built railway connecting it to Kiruna.2 
 With the establishment of the mine, the population of 
the village — characterised by one and two storey timber 
houses of varying age and quality — more than doubled be-
tween 1961 and 1964, from around 400 to 1,000 residents.3

 To address Svappavaara’s growth Kiruna Municipality 
and LKAB arranged a limited competition between invited 
architects in 1961 to prepare a plan for the town’s expansion.4 
The entry proposed by Ralph Erskine, “Ansikte mot söder” 
(Facing the South) received the final commission.
 This paper will discuss the tensions and struggles be-
tween the difficult and incomplete implementation of Er-
skine’s modern architectural utopia and the local peripheral 
context of Svappavaara.

2. RALPH ERSKINE AND SVAPPAVAARA: AN ARCTIC 
ARCHITECT FOR AN IDEAL ARCTIC TOWN

 Throughout his long career spanning from the late 1930s 
until his death in 2005, Ralph Erskine (born 1914), built a rep-
utation as an “Arctic Architect”5 specifically “of Modernism”.6 
Erskine, a newly graduated architect with an education in 
urban planning, left his homeland England, in the late 1930s, 
to “escape from English conservatism”7, moving to Sweden 
“to study Modernism in bloom”8 and begin working. He re-
mained based in Sweden for the rest of his life, though 
worked on projects internationally, particularly in Sweden 
and England, but also in the ‘North’. Early examples of his 
work (in collaboration with others) in northern Sweden in-
clude Avasjö Chapel (1947) and a ski hotel (1948) in Borgafjäll, 
Luleå shopping centre (1954) and apartments in Kiruna 
(1955).
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 Svappavaara is a small Swedish mining town located above the Arctic Circle. Here, in the 1960s, Ralph Erskine had the opportunity 
to apply a scheme for a model Arctic town that he presented at CIAM ’59.
 The concept for adapting modern housing, and commercial and community uses, to the harsh subarctic climate, envisaged a south 
facing town, to maximise exposure to the sun. A sequence of wall buildings on the northern outskirts of the town shielded northern 
winds.
 The only parts of Erskine’s ambitious plan that he designed and that materialised were the 197 metres long wall building known as 
Ormen Långe (the Long Snake) and some smaller single-family houses.
 Focusing on the history of the apartment block, Ormen Långe, this paper will show the tensions and struggles between a modern 
architectural utopia and a local peripheral context.
 The shrinking population, together with a low appreciation and problematic maintenance, led to premature obsolescence of the 
building and half of it being demolished in 2010.
 Since then, new users have appeared on the scene. Following the refugee crisis, a number of immigrants from all over the world 
moved to and are now living in Svappavaara, including Ormen Långe.
 Even in its current mutilated condition, Ormen Långe is still a precious surviving element of Erskine’s legacy in the northernmost part 
of Sweden.

 By the mid-1950s Erskine’s interests in the ’North’, began 
to develop into planning and design recommendations for 
whole towns and urban quarters. Some of these were for im-
agined settlements, presented in a range of mediums from 
texts to plans and illustrations. An Ecological Arctic Town 
(1958 / Fig. 1), Sub-Arctic town (an ideal project for a commu-
nity in a sub-Arctic climate, 1961), and Arctic city summer 
and winter views, are just some of visually striking rep-
resentations of Erskine’s ideal towns, north of the Arctic Cir-
cle. Erskine also gained international attention for his ideas 
around this time, through publications and presentations 
such as Building in the Arctic (1960); The Sub-Arctic Habitat 
(1961, the CIAM’59 in Otterlo publication); Grammar in the 
North (1963) and Architecture and Town Planning in the 
North (1968), and the conference seminar on northern settle-
ment — problems and trends in Hanover N.H. — Dartmouth 
College (1969).9

 Erskine’s work also advanced from theoretical ideas into 
practical town planning schemes, some of which were built 
or partially completed. Notable examples of these projects 
include a proposal for central buildings in Kiruna (with 

Peer-Ove Skånes, 1955, unbuilt), Ortdrivaren housing area 
with shops, offices and a church, again in Kiruna (with Peer-
Ove Skånes, 1961), the interventions in Svappavaara, (with 
Aage Rosenvold and Peer-Ove Skånes, 1961, partially real-
ised) and a new town in Resolute Bay, Canada (with Peer-
Ove Skånes, Boris Culjat and Ian Elmes, 1973, partially real-
ised). Later projects Erskine was involved in include schemes 
for Umeå, such as for a conference centre, hotel and sporting 
facilities (1980s, unbuilt) and a proposal for a multipurpose 
house and cultural centre in Luleå (1989–90, unbuilt). While 
these schemes are in different locations Erskine remarked 
that “[e]xperience in community planning in such remote 
and northerly climates is by no means superfluous knowl-
edge…as climatic extremes, have basically the same theoret-
ical solution”.10

 “Facing the South”, and the urban plans that developed 
from this initial scheme for Svappavaara, throughout the 
1960s, closely resembled Erskine’s theoretical principles for 
model communities in the Arctic and subarctic. These name-
ly focused on activating social interaction and adapting to 
extreme climatic conditions; long dark and cold winters and 

Fig. 1. Ralph Erskine, Architect and Lars Harald Westman, Illustrator, An Ecological Arctic Town, 1958, Gouache and Pencil on Print. © ArkDes Collections ARKM.  
1986-17-0362, unknown photographer, unknown year of the photograph.
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the midnight sun during summer. As reflected in its title, 
“Facing the South”, showed Svappavaara as a dense bowl, 
sloping south, maximising solar access.11 A continuous pe-
rimeter of wall buildings with housing, surrounding the 
town, was designed to protect it from northern winds and 
the midnight sun. Their ground floors were designed as in-
ternal streets; protected and naturally lit galleries running 
along the length of the buildings. A network of corridors, 
inner roads and sheltered paths connected community facil-
ities, such as a school, a library, shops and a bus station (Fig. 
2). Semi-detached terraced housing was also to be located 
within the confines of the walled perimeter buildings.

3. ARCHITECTURE FOR A COLD CLIMATE: ORMEN 
LÅNGE

 Despite Erskine’s ambitions, his plans for the expansion 
of Svappavaara, which were “a typical example of his grow-
ing idealism in the early 60s”12, were only partially realised. 
Some private terrace housing/villas were constructed, and 
remain today. Other housing that materialised is the 197 me-
tres long apartment building, Ormen Långe (the Long Snake 
/ Fig. 3), the most evident remaining sign of those ambitions. 
Planned as part of the walled perimeter for the town, it was 
the only realised building of its typology. It was built as rent-
ed housing for LKAB workers and is today owned by Kiruna 
Bostäder, a housing subsidiary of Kiruna Municipality.
 Erskine implemented many of the technical solutions 
he developed for adapting modern housing to the harsh 

cold climate. The building has smaller windows towards the 
north, while extended ribbon windows and balconies to the 
south are meant to catch the horizontal light and allow for 
the enjoyment of the sun as much as possible. The butterfly 
roof was specifically designed to retain dry snow as a ther-
mal insulating layer, a solution inspired by nature and indig-
enous buildings. Snow and ice were prevented from falling 
to the ground while internal heated downpipes would not 
be blocked by ice. The roof’s wooden coated eaves are also 
shaped to reduce wind.13

 The ground floor hosts an internal street, connecting all 
the stairwells, which was meant for binding together differ-
ent social uses (hobby rooms, laundries, day-care centres) 
and for facilitating “friendly meetings”14 in a well-lit and 
comfortable environment (Fig. 4). In the three storeys above 
this there are large apartments of up to four rooms while on 
the fifth and top level a north facing corridor connects 
smaller single room units.
 The constructional characteristics are also notable: the 
prefabricated construction includes the use of both light 
concrete panels and plaster for the yellow painted façades. 
The eaves cladding and the front and side protection of the 
balconies are made of pine wood. The timber framed win-

dows are double or triple glazed for better thermal insula-
tion.

4. A TROUbLED HISTORY

 The complicated and problematic development of his 
urban plan and the slower than expected growth of Svappa-
vaara, soon exposed Erskine’s work to criticism. Already in 
1964, the building was described as an “abnormal colossus”15 
in local newspapers.  The workers interviewed by Sara Lid-
man in her inquiry book “Gruva” (Mine) on the dramatic sit-
uation of Swedish miners, complained about the high rents, 
remoteness and lack of attractiveness of Svappavaara. They 
refer to Ormen Långe as “godless yellow corporate housing” 
and “a barrack, and even expensive”.16

 In 1969 the Great Miners’ Strike started in Svappavaara 
and soon extended all over the country. Miners demanded 
better working and living conditions but the situation did 
not improve.  By the 1970s, the internal street Erskine had 
planned within Ormen Långe for “several services func-
tions” and as “a sunlit meeting place” was instead “gravely 
mismanaged; no colour, no plants, no seats — only locked 
doors and bare concrete”.17 No connection was made to the 

Fig. 2. Ralph Erskine, Svap-
pavaara Centrum (Centre), 
Svappavaara, Sweden, 1964. 
© ArkDes Collections ARKM.  
1986-17-0923-03, unknown 
photographer, unknown year 
of the photograph.

Fig. 3. Ralph Erskine, Architect, Ormen Långe, Svappavaara, Sweden, 1964–
65, Silver Gelatin Print. © ArkDes Collections, ARKM. 1986-122-1184-02, 
Richard Einzig, Photographer, ca. 1965.

Fig. 4. Ralph Erskine, Archi-
tect, Ormen Långe, Svappa-
vaara, Sweden, 1964–65, 
Svappavaara interior with 
children playing in a corridor. 
© ArkDes Collections ARKM.  
1986-122-1194, unknown pho-
tographer, unknown year of 
the photograph.
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only services constructed, a shop, and a school that was ulti-
mately designed by a different, local, architect.18 In 1977, it 
was reported that “in reality the ideal community turned 
out as a normal suburb lacking any sort of cultural facili-
ties”.19

 Several reasons can be attributed as to why Erskine’s 
plans may never have been fully materialised. Workers in 
Svappavaara could commute from Vittangi or Kiruna, which 
had better facilities. Furthermore, LKAB had a reduced need 
for workers and was no longer interested in completing the 
project. Nor was Kiruna Municipality20, who did not have 
the resources for any social responsibility. With around only 
1000 inhabitants, the town was too small to attract commer-
cial interest.21 Erskine was and should have been aware of 
some of these issues22, and that his plan would never be 
completed especially since the risk of this was highlighted in 
the competition conclusion statement.23

 In 1973, after he complained that his development plan 
for Svappavaara was mishandled and never completed the 
way he wanted, an open letter in a journal invited him to 
meet the inhabitants of Svappavaara and explain his views. 
As far as we know, the meeting never happened.24

 To make things even worse, a crisis hit LKAB’s business 
from 1975, leading to the decision to end mining activities in 
Svappavaara in 1982, which in turn caused a shrinkage of 
population. Ormen Långe became a symbol of the decline as 
underuse and problematic maintenance led to premature 
obsolescence. Since the late 1990s, the eastern half of the 
building had been left empty and unheated, and in 2010 it 
was demolished.25  Today just 46 of the original 88 apart-
ments remain.
 This happened despite the building beginning to gain 
official recognition by authorities for its cultural value: both 
Ormen Långe and the single-family villas were included in 
the 1995 inventory of Svappavaara’s built cultural environ-
ment26 and a cultural value assessment including a proposal 
for the protection of the building was made in 2000.27 Today, 
Ormen Långe is described as “apartment house with high 
architectural values” in the official designation of Svappa-
vaara as a site of national cultural interest.28

 The cultural value of the building will become even 
higher with the ongoing urban transformation in Kiruna. 
Due to subsidence caused by mining activities, part of the 
city is being demolished and partially relocated. When the 
neighbourhood Ortdrivaren and the apartment building 
ironically known as Idioten are demolished, Ormen Långe, 
and the single-family houses of Svappavaara will remain the 
only surviving Swedish examples of the application of Er-
skine’s schemes for modern Arctic towns.
 A further driver of change for Svappavaara and Ormen 
Långe, is the appearance of new users from all over the 
world. Following the 2015 refugee crisis, many immigrants 
and asylum seekers have been distributed all over Sweden. 
The low-rent apartments in Ormen Långe were attractive 
for these new actors, especially the single-room units on the 

top floor. The Swedish Migration Agency even rented part of 
the building for a while to host asylum seekers.

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

 The critical situation Svappavaara and Ormen Långe are 
facing today, opens up the possibility to discuss and contex-
tualise the legacy of Ralph Erskine, usually regarded as an 
architect deeply engaged with social issues and community 
involvement. As shown by Andersen29, Erskine’s theoretical 
thoughts evolved from a rather technocratic approach in his 
early Arctic projects to a more critical thinking that antici-
pated current discourse on social and environmental sus-
tainability in architecture.
 Other scholars have discussed the controversial out-
comes of Erskine´s projects in the ‘North’. Writing on Reso-
lute Bay in Canada, Marcus30 has shown the problematic 
impact of this project on the Inuit community living locally, 
despite an attempt to involve them in the design process. 
McGowan has highlighted an underlying colonialist atti-
tude in the way Erskine´s visions and schemes described 
and approached the Arctic region.31

 The solutions developed by Erskine in Ormen Långe 
look like an adaptation of typical International Style materi-
als and technical solutions rather than being inspired by the 
local context, nature, and indigenous construction tradi-
tions.
 Looking at Erskine’s vision for Svappavaara today, one 
may ask if the troubles he went through with his proposals 
are related more to the lack of commitment by LKAB and 
Kiruna Municipality or to his over-optimistic and utopian 
vision. As a matter of fact, the current problematic condi-
tions of his surviving work testify the controversial depend-
ency of the town on global economic cycles of resource ex-
traction. It would be unrealistic to expect that Erskine´s 
architecture and plans would be able to address or solve the 
disruptive consequences of these global processes at the lo-
cal level.
 Svappavaara and Ormen Långe represent the architec-
tural materialisation of a modernist utopia in a local periph-
eral context, with its limits and failures. They also embody 
several tensions and contradictions of our contemporary 
society: the impacts of globalised processes on local con-
texts, the struggles of peripheral and sparsely populated ar-
eas, and the changes occurring in small communities due to 
migration. In our opinion, here specifically lies the cultural 
value of Svappavaara and Ormen Långe as modern heritage.
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