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Abstract 

The purpose of this article is to increase understanding of what music studies at a folk high 

school could mean to individual students, and to discuss what Framnäs Folk High School 

meant to music education opportunities in northern Sweden. The 1950s and 1960s are 

primarily addressed, in other words, the period from the foundation of Framnäs up until the 

major changes that took place in the 1970s. How were students recruited, and what did the 

new study opportunities mean to prospective students? What was the study situation like at 

the school and what was the social environment like? What role did music play in the study 

environment and what view towards music found expression at Framnäs Folk High School? 

Terms used in the analysis include “total institution” (Goffman 1961) and “reach” (Kåks & 

Westholm 1998). The argument in the article uses analysis of archived material from Framnäs 

Folk High School, published literature and interviews with former students. In the study, it is 

shown that Framnäs Folk High School’s music education was within mental reach for many 

who would hardly have seen the Royal School of Music in Stockholm, at the time Sweden’s 

northernmost institution for advanced music, as an alternative. The social environment at 

Framnäs included elements of control and discipline, as well as community and consideration. 

Something that distinguishes the folk high school environment from total institutions in 

Goffman’s sense of the term is the camaraderie between teachers and students and the 

fundamental freedom. The view towards music and culture that characterised the music 

education at Framnäs may be described as admiring appropriation of the bourgeois or 

classical music heritage.  

 

Introduction 

Today, many adults in the Nordic countries can choose to study music, either for the purpose 

of acquiring vocational qualifications or in order to gain in musical proficiency. There are 

many opportunities for music education after compulsory school: there are schools of music, 

conservatories and folk high schools. Many young people dream of a career in music and 

many choose – at least for a period – to follow that dream. The number of applicants is high, 

and competition is keen for places in the different music courses.  

 

Historically however, opportunities for music education have been quite different. Fifty years 

ago, a person wanting to study music had much fewer options than today. If in addition one 

happened to live elsewhere than in a big city, the opportunities were of course even further 

limited. The availability of formal music training in the Nordic periphery was extremely 

limited.  

 

In this article, however, we wish to focus on one of the earliest institutions of music education 

in the provinces: Framnäs Folk High School, which was founded in 1952 near Piteå in 

northern Sweden.1 In addition to a “conventional” folk high school programme, the school 

                                                 
1 Some content from this article has been published earlier in Anna Larsson (2009) ” Musikutbildning i 

lokalsamhället: Framnäs folkhögskola som alternativ and miljö”, in I lärandets gränsland: Formella, icke-

formella and informella studier igår and idag, eds. Ann-Kristin Högman & Martin Stolare. Hedemora: Gidlunds. 
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also offered a music programme which at the time was unique. It meant new opportunities for 

music studies, located unusually in Norrbotten, 1,000 km north of the previous northernmost 

music education institution. In this article we discuss the significance of this new music 

education. It is not our intention, however, to write a conventional history of an institution. 

Neither will we be analysing the significance of the school in relation to changes in the flora 

of music education or general social development. Our focus is instead on the meaning of the 

school to the students. We are thus adopting a “student perspective” in this study: a 

perspective which in the past decade has proven strong in educational research on 

contemporary phenomena, and which is currently gaining a foothold in research into the 

history of education (see e. g. Norlin 2010; Stearns 2008).  

 

The purpose of this article is thus to increase understanding of what music studies at folk high 

school could mean to individual students, and to discuss what music programmes at Framnäs 

meant for people’s opportunities for music education. A number of questions illustrate the 

purpose: how were students recruited and what did the new study opportunities mean to 

prospective students? What was it like to study at the school, and what was the social 

environment like? What role did music play in the study environment and what musical 

expression did Framnäs Folk High School represent?  

 

In the analysis we make use of two theoretical terms, “total institution” and “reach”. The term 

total institution was coined in the 1960s by Erving Goffman (1961, see also Becker 2003). 

Goffman describes the total institution:  

 

A total institution may be defined as a place of residence and work where a large 

number of like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider society for an appreciable 

period of time, together lead an enclosed, formally administered round of life (Goffman 

1961, xiii).  

 

Goffman assumes principally institutions involving a high degree of compulsion such as 

prisons and mental hospitals, but also ships, military camps, boarding schools and 

monasteries can serve as examples of total institutions. This article discusses the extent to 

which the folk high school can be regarded as a total institution in Goffman’s sense of the 

term. 

 

The term “human reach” has been used to understand how people make different life choices. 

Kåks and Westholm describe the term human reach as “the mental world in and through 

which people operate – in other words a kind of room for manoeuvre and a set of tools at the 

same time” (Kåks & Westholm 1998, p. 55, our translation). They suggest that human reach 

can be understood in a spatial perspective, a social perspective and a temporal perspective. In 

this article the reach concept is used to discuss the possible significance of the establishment 

of the music programme at Framnäs to people’s choice to study there.  

 

The discussion in the article is based on analysis of archived material from Framnäs Folk 

High School, newspaper material, interviews with students and different kinds of publication. 

The essay deals mainly with the 1950s and 60s, i.e. the time from the foundation of the 

Framnäs school to the major changes of the 1970s in the music education landscape in 

Sweden. The study thus focuses on the period preceding the dramatic expansion of music 

education opportunities, the results of which we see today.  
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A local music education option  

When Framnäs Folk High School was founded in 1952, with a general programme and a 

music programme, under the auspices of the Workers’ Educational Association ABF 

(Arbetarnas bildningsförbund), it was warmly welcomed in the Piteå region. In the ongoing 

rapid structural transformation, many considered that a folk high school had an important role 

to play for young working class people as regards re-training and adaptation. The music 

programme was assumed to contribute to the musical sphere in the region and to increase 

enjoyment. The intended students were above all young workers in industry who had perhaps 

been employed for some time but who were looking for education and improvement in 

societal areas, or on a personal level, where music could be significant. Historically, the folk 

high school had a provincial character (Degerman, 1968), which was distinctly present in the 

discussions leading up to the foundation of Framnäs. 

 

At the same time, the music programme at Framnäs at the time of its foundation in 1952 

meant an innovation in the general context of folk high school history. Since then, music 

programmes or corresponding programmes have been numerous at Swedish folk high schools, 

but at the beginning of the 1950s, neither music nor any other aesthetic specialisation were 

common in that school form (cf. Lundh Nilsson & Nilsson 2010). In the same year as 

Framnäs was founded, however, the independent Folkliga musikskolan (“Folk School of 

Music”) in Arvika became a folk high school. This meant that two folk high school 

programmes specialising in music came into being in Sweden in 1952. The music 

programmes at Framnäs Folk High School and Folkliga musikskolan at Ingesund together 

constituted what can be called the music folk high school, a separate branch of the folk high 

school (Larsson 2007, Ch. 5).  

 

Between 1952 and 1977, the statutes governing Sweden’s folk high schools, contained a 

special chapter or section devoted to these two music folk high schools which gave them a 

clearly stated special status which no other special area or specialisation enjoyed. In several 

important aspects, the regulations governing the music folk high school differed from the 

ordinary statutes. For example, an exception was made from the requirement that certain 

general subjects had to be studied, the minimum age of students was lower, the courses were 

of a different duration and the employment terms for teachers were different. At the same 

time this meant that the regulatory requirements on music folk high schools were less specific 

and thereby less prescriptive than those applying to folk high schools in general. On the other 

hand, the music folk high schools were subjected to more thorough inspections: it was not 

only the folk high school inspectors who visited the schools, but also representatives from the 

Royal Academy of Music.  

 

Particular importance was attached to a special regulation which enabled the introduction in 

the mid-1950s of degree-level vocational course for music instructors. Since degree-level 

education was rare in folk high schools, and was seen by many to be in conflict with the basic 

concept of the school form, it appears remarkable, but it was unopposed. This three-year 

vocational programme that was offered at Framnäs and Ingesund required a grounding 

corresponding to three years in school music programmes and led to a degree in music 

instruction. As a student then, one could study music for six years at music folk high school 

and receive a vocational degree as music instructor. In the 1960s and 70s, further programmes 

were sanctioned in the field of instrumental teaching. In 1978, vocational music education in 

its entirety was transferred to the university at the same time as advanced music education 

was fundamentally reformed at national level. University-level schools of music were then 

started both at Framnäs and Ingesund (Larsson 2007).  
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The students – recruitment and choices  

From the very outset, the music programme at Framnäs was designed as a so-called “national 

programme”, which meant that students were recruited from all over Sweden. The usual case 

otherwise in folk high schools was for students to be recruited and admitted from the same 

region. The general programme at Framnäs Folk High School was run in this customary way. 

The fact that the music programme had a larger catchment area was justified partly because it 

was considered necessary for economic reasons, and partly because the music programme was 

practically unique in Sweden and thereby was not competing with schools elsewhere.  

 

When examining the social and geographical origins of music students during the first years 

at Framnäs, it can be seen that the great majority of newly admitted music students 

nevertheless came from Norrbotten, while just a few percent came from communities south of 

the northern Swedish region of Norrland. About three-quarters of the students were men, a 

proportion which did not change significantly during the first decades of Framnäs. 

Furthermore, judging from the entries regarding the father’s occupation in the register of 

admissions, the student groups in the first years were mostly from a working class 

background. After a few years however, the picture begins to change as more and more white-

collar occupations were represented among the fathers. At the same time, more of the students 

had a fairly long education behind them, more had been to upper secondary school or even 

higher education, and an increasing number also had previous music education of some kind. 

At the same time, the proportion of pupils who had been on the labour market before coming 

to Framnäs decreased. By the mid-1960s, the social background had changed so that 

approximately half were from the working-class or lower middle-class and half were middle-

class. The geographical recruitment base had also spread considerably. This can be interpreted 

in terms of the rising national status of the school (Brändström 2006; 2007).  

 

What then can the establishment of the music programme at Framnäs have meant to the 

prospective students? Did the music programme present a genuine alternative to other music 

education? We assert here that the answer is in principle no. To most students, the music 

programme did not present an alternative to other education – it was quite simply the only 

option. If the Framnäs music programme had not existed, many would not have chosen to 

study music – it would perhaps never have occurred to them.  

 

Seen in our spatial reach perspective, it is evident that Framnäs music programme constituted 

a major change which must have influenced the perception of reach among people in northern 

Sweden. Music education at folk high school was also offered at Ingesund in Värmland even 

before 1952, when the Folk School of Music was an independent school of music but closely 

linked to the folk high school sphere. The folk high school in Malung seems also to have had 

a form of music programme from the mid-1940s; the education however does not seem to 

have been especially prominent in the context of folk high school of music education in 

general (Larsson 2007, 87–88). Advanced music education was offered at the Royal School of 

Music in Stockholm. In addition, there were music conservatories in Malmö and Gothenburg 

and a number of private institutions in central Sweden providing music education. To most 

young people in Norrbotten it must have been unthinkable to move a thousand or more 

kilometres to obtain music education, and in this way the establishment of Framnäs open a 

window to music studies.  
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In the perspective of social reach too, Framnäs music programme must have brought major 

changes. To a young man or woman with a working-class background – a large category in 

Norrbotten – the decision to apply to study music could hardly have appeared a self-evident 

option. Here however, one can imagine that the education at Framnäs in several ways made 

music a viable education choice to an individual young person from the working class in 

northern Sweden. Folk high school education in itself was less associated with higher social 

status then for example the secondary school form “läroverk” (corresponding to grammar 

school) and university. In addition, Framnäs Folk High School was run by the Workers’ 

Educational Association ABF. Even though the music programme did not specifically target 

the working class, it seems probable that the folk high school run by the labour movement 

was a more obvious choice than for example education at the Royal School of Music which 

had a similar social status as other university level education.  

 

It may also have been an attraction that from the middle of the 1950s, Framnäs offered 

vocational training in music. The music instructor programme was expressly designed for the 

needs of public education, with special consideration given to rural areas and small 

communities. Here was thus the chance of earning a degree which could lead to professional 

work with music within some educational institution, for example the labour movement’s 

own ABF. Perhaps the possibility of vocational training can be regarded in a temporal reach 

perspective. A young man or woman about to choose a vocation could here have a chance of a 

different future life, with a degree which could be assumed to lead to employment. However, 

as it turned out, few posts as music instructor were created in the 1960s, at least in Norrbotten. 

On the other hand, the growing optional instrumental education organised in municipal music 

schools came to offer a labour market for the qualified instructors, as well as the music 

teaching in comprehensive schools and the strong growth of Framnäs itself.  

 

To summarise, it appears probable that the music education at Framnäs Folk High School was 

within the mental reach of many who would hardly have seen the Royal School of Music in 

Stockholm or the music conservatories in Malmö or Gothenburg as options.  

 

The social environment – studying at Framnäs 

What was it like to study at Framnäs Folk High School in the 1950s and 60s? In general, ever 

since the 19th century, the folk high school has been considered a school form with special 

characteristics. One of the characteristics is the “folk high school spirit”: the closeness and the 

familiar atmosphere that prevails at folk high schools and which is based among other things 

on the intensive social life that characterises residential schools (see Paldanius 2007). 

Svanberg Hård (1992) discusses this based on a division into formal and informal learning, 

and is of the opinion that the residential school form contributes towards informal learning 

taking place outside the classroom achieving particular importance at the folk high school. 

The folk high school teacher Monica Roselius refers to the special situation in which folk 

high school studies are pursued as the “total environment” of the folk high school, and 

describes its characteristics with the words “committed adult students, personal relations 

between teachers and students and a warm sense of community. In short, a special lifestyle” 

(Roselius 1997, 30). This “lifestyle” can as well be understood through an analogy with a 

home, as for example folk high school head Harald Norrby does:  

 

I had seen the single-storey building where our school form began in 1844. It was in 

reality a family dwelling, the headmaster’s own home, where students ate in the dining 

room together with the headmaster’s family, they were taught in the main room and 
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slept in a third room. It gave me a perception of the ingeniously simple and the 

historical links in the character of the folk high school – it was meant to be a home. The 

headmaster was the head of the family, and his wife was the housewife (Norrby 1976, 

37). 

 

The role of the headmaster’s family as a symbol for life at folk high school often had a 

practical aspect in that the headmaster’s wife was in many cases employed as matron, as 

Larsson (1997) has shown in her works on the place of women in the early folk high school. 

This was the case at Framnäs too. At the time of its foundation, the headmaster was Adrian 

Wennström, a well-known cultural figure in Norrbotten with a background both in the trade 

union movement and as a pastor in the Free Church movement, and the matron was his wife 

Beryl (Larsson 2005b). The familiar and close social environment meant a strong sense of 

community, as well as close social control. One of the interviewed former students described 

his experiences in this way: 

 

There were no two ways about it – you had to practise and be on time. Adrian kept his 

eyes on open… He was married to a woman who was the matron, she was something of 

a spy, sort of. Checked that you had cleaned the room, she carried keys so she could get 

in everywhere. You couldn't have any secrets (laugh). If somebody was lazing about 

and sleeping half the day, she was there, so there was close surveillance. But the overall 

impression was that it was a friendly humane environment. No bullying, but a proper 

institute of learning. 

 

In this, the folk high school spirit took similar expression at Framnäs as at other folk high 

schools. In connection with the foundation of the school, it was decided that the familiar form 

of address “du” would be used between the school staff and students. This made a strong 

impression, to judge from several interviews, and it was perceived as unique to Framnäs, 

although in fact it was not very unusual in folk high school circles at the time (Roselius 1997). 

 

Economy was of course a significant factor to a folk high school student. There was a 

scholarship that could be granted to destitute folk high school students. The scholarship was 

means tested and the test was rigorously carried out. In 1952, the state introduced a non-

means tested study grant which was intended for those living in another community and 

therefore subject to costs for boarding or for travel. The study grant was initially 35 kronor 

per month. The older type of scholarships remained and then amounted to a maximum of 75 

SEK per month for folk high school students. In addition, remuneration was given for a 

certain number of trips home per folk high school course. Many students could also receive a 

grant or scholarship from their home municipalities. As reference, it can be mentioned that the 

boarding fee for Framnäs in 1952/53 was 135 SEK per student per month. In the mid-1960s 

the grant was extended to young students, the scholarships were discontinued and the 

possibility to apply for a study loan was introduced (Swensson 1968, 272–273).  

 

Among the students at Framnäs in the 1950s there were several who came from extreme 

poverty and it can hardly have been an easy task to finance several years’ study. One 

interviewee describes his social situation when as a 16-year-old he came to Framnäs: 

 

My mother was a widow, with three sons. She didn't have any money. She was a school 

dinner lady, and that was the lowest of the low, I think. She did not have a permanent 

job, she was paid by the hour, and in those days … And so she only had a job in winter 

during school terms, so all summer she had to go travel and make coffee, at parties, help 
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with catering at Free Church meetings. And there was no money, so working all the 

time was a matter of course. I started at Lövholmen (paper mill) far too early: it was 

illegal to work night shifts.  

 

Other interviewees tell of relatives who contributed towards study costs and performing for 

payment in the evenings and holidays.  

  

There is no doubt that social control was strong at Framnäs and there were strict demands on 

the students’ behaviour. The minutes of board meetings show numerous examples of cases 

concerning students’ behaviour or other types of social issues. In the 1950s, students could be 

dealt with by the board at the initiative of the student’s parents, which in one case involved a 

young female student who had started an affair with a young male student whom her family 

did not accept. Student matters could also concern students who neglected their studies. Some 

of the cases show that the head’s responsibility and powers as regards student welfare were 

extensive. The cases concern students whom the head considered to be in need of medical 

care for psychological or psychiatric problems. The minutes record how the head has 

contacted psychiatrist on behalf of the student, how the doctors’ diagnoses have been 

delivered and the records detail the results of treatment. In the second half of the 1960s, new 

student welfare issues appear, for example problems with alcohol consumption in the 

residential quarters (Larsson 2007, Ch. 4).  

 

The social environment at Framnäs thus had elements of control and discipline as well as 

community and consideration. It is clear that the students’ concerns were often the school’s 

concerns.  

 

Folk high school as a total institution? 

Even though the social environment was unique at each folk high school, many common 

features can be distinguished: the familiar “du” as a form of address, strong community and 

open control for example. Was then the folk high school with its residential total environment 

a total institution in Goffman’s sense of the term? The folk high school environment shows 

similarities with the total institution in several ways. One way that Goffman (1961, 6) 

spotlights and which also applies to the folk high school environment is that the individuals 

sleep, celebrate and work at the same place under the same authority, which distinguishes 

institutional life from normal life in modern society. No matter whether the institutional life is 

enforced or voluntarily, it often brings profound changes to the individual’s personality that 

include socialisation or indoctrination or, to put it in positive terms, learning and 

development. This is also what many former students express when they talk of what their 

time at folk high school has meant to them (see e.g. Höjer 1993).  

 

Something that distinguishes the folk high school environment from the type of total 

institution that Goffman discusses is the fundamental freedom. In folk high school rhetoric 

and in its basic concepts, it is often pointed out in particular that the school form symbolises 

free and voluntary studies. This does not preclude however, that an intense, closed 

environment on a residential basis can nevertheless still give a fairly strong sense of 

compulsion. Another characteristic that clearly differentiates the folk high school from 

Goffman’s total institutions is the relations between staff and students. Goffman holds that 

these relations are central, where staff in for example prisons and psychiatric hospitals firstly 

have sovereignty in all things and secondly live a completely different life from the inmates. 

The freedom of the staff at the end of their working day to leave the establishment and enter 
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the “ordinary” world for their private sphere is in stark contrast to the inmates’ wholly 

integrated institutional life. This does not apply at a folk high school.  

 

For much of the 20th century, a teaching appointment at a folk high school meant that the 

teacher (and the teacher’s family if any) was to live at the school and take part to the full in 

the communal life (Larsson 2006). That work, leisure and private sphere were part of the total 

environment that applied to students and staff alike. It can also be pointed out that an express 

stipulation for folk high school studies was that students and teachers should be on an equal 

and comradely footing with each other, something that was practised among other things 

through the use of the familiar “du” form of address. Even though this may be regarded more 

as a striving then an actual circumstance – the teachers probably possessed a certain authority 

in view of their age and knowledge compared to the often fairly young students – there is 

much testimony from former students as to how palpable the perception of camaraderie was, 

in particular when compared to previous school experience.  

 

Even though Goffman (1961) describes total institutions by function and uses neutral 

terminology the practical circumstances investigated and the examples chosen give total 

institutions negative impact and focuses above all on their repressive features and the aspect 

of compulsion. When Smith (2001) in a study compares a dance conservatory with a total 

institution, it is indeed by focusing on force and encroachment in the teaching situation. The 

Swedish folk high school, perhaps in particular its boarding school concept, has also 

occasionally been criticised for its social control and exercise of power on the part of the 

school (e.g. Olander & Johansson 1965). However, it should also be feasible for there to be a 

total institution based on the notion not of repression but above all liberation and 

development. Some of the boarding schools that Goffman mentions in passing can certainly 

have a liberating and developmental function for some students, in the same way as the 

Swedish folk high school has had for many. In the same way, one can imagine that monastic 

life or some type of camp labour can for the individual both be guided by and act as a strongly 

developmental life period in a positive sense.  

 

The role of music  

Was it significant then for the study environment or the social environment that it was music 

in particular that was the specialisation at Framnäs? Several aspects may be spotlighted here. 

The first one concerns the teaching situation itself and the relations between teachers and 

students, which in Framnäs music teaching were of a special character. Instrumental teaching 

was almost exclusively one-to-one, that is, one teacher to one student, and the master-

apprenticeship concept was strong (Nielsen & Kvale 1999). Furthermore, the teachers often 

supervised the students’ passage into the local music sphere. Many students were in demand 

on the music scene and essential to the region’s music groups, and the teachers acted as 

channels between students and ensembles, of which the teachers were often members 

themselves. In a similar way, Nerland (2004, 11) writes of how main instrument teachers in 

advanced music education in Norway often act as agents for musical work placement, where 

they are or have been participants (see also Hanken, 2006). This leads to ties between teachers 

and students in both folk high school and advanced music education that are extremely close, 

for better or worse.  

 

To the individual music students’ identity too, the education can be assumed to have been of 

great significance. Students were admitted to the music programme through an entrance 

examination where the applicant was to demonstrate his or her knowledge and skills in the 
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field of music. As the school’s reputation and status increased, competition for places became 

tougher and it became an increasingly notable achievement to gain a place. The student’s 

main instrument took a central place in the education, partly through practising the instrument 

itself and partly because several other subjects were connected to playing the instrument, such 

as ensemble skills, instrument methodology, instrument care and interpretation. A student 

could study at Framnäs for up to six years. Due to the significant role of instrumental skills 

throughout this period, the instrumentalist identity often grew extremely strong.  

 

Another aspect is the perception of music that prevailed at Framnäs, as well as most other 

music education institutions in the 1950s and 60s. In this period, the school’s activities were 

centred in a self-evident way on Western art music. Music teaching largely meant socialising 

into a cultural world. The goal of music education was for the student to achieve 

understanding and command of techniques, musical and linguistic expression, and the 

repertoire of Western music and genres functioned as a self-evident qualitative reference 

point.  

 

There was then a cultural norm embedded in music which had implications at many levels. As 

regards music education, it has often been described in terms of the dominant position of so-

called conservatory tradition. Conservatory tradition comprises a number of basic music 

pedagogical tenets, for example that instrumental teaching and learning is best and most 

efficient in the one-to-one form and through the master-apprentice relation. Another concept 

is that technical instrumental skills are prerequisite to good musical expression, which means 

that training in technical skills becomes central in education. Furthermore, conservatory 

tradition is inscribed in and embedded in Western art music as a genre.  

 

This view of music, where Western art music is the self-evident benchmark of quality, had its 

origins in the basic aesthetic concept that emerged in the 19th century and meant that art or 

“things beautiful” were assumed to be an autonomous entity, an ideal world of its own. 

Refined culture and art music were assumed to represent objectively valid cultural values. Art 

music produced, it was thought, an aesthetic experience which was not merely the most 

valuable but was also one that defined the meaning of aesthetics (Dahlstedt 2000, 118–130).  

 

Within public music education, which was one of the roots of Framnäs, this classic Western 

art music was admired. In the analysis of the labour movement’s historic conquest of 

democratic rights and influence, the question of the adoption of classic “bourgeois” culture 

has been discussed. Gustavsson (1990, 16) has brought together different ways of 

approaching cultural heritage in three categories. Cultural separatism means the notion that 

working class culture must be different from bourgeois culture. Critical appropriation means 

the concept of a joint human cultural heritage, which is interpreted and appropriated in 

different ways depending on the individual and the social conditions. Admiring appropriation 

means admiration of classic, Western art and refutation that social circumstances should have 

any relevance to the content of art. This last attitude was strongly predominant in Swedish 

public education (Bohman 1985; Hansson 1999).  

 

The approach was the same at Framnäs and found expression in several ways. When the 

music programme was being planned in 1952, the ABF music consultant Fingal Ström played 

an important role in drafting the design proposal. It is evident from correspondence that he 

wanted Framnäs music programme to be more modern and radical than the programme at 

Ingesund. This became evident in the subjects that the music programme was planned to 

include, in addition to the subject of music itself, but the actual music teaching hardly appears 



 10 

modern or radical, but on the contrary, quite traditional. An artistic goal was to take priority, 

and the school was to focus on instrumental teaching of string instruments and piano. 

Teaching was primarily to give practical instrumental skills as well as teaching how to lead 

music circles, and “satisfactory theoretical skills to assert the position of music as a 

significant art form in cultural life” (quoted from Larsson 2007, 67–68).  

 

Another example of the high estimation enjoyed by Western music at Framnäs is seen in the 

teaching choices made by the first music teacher in authority, Röjås Jonas Eriksson. He was 

himself a renowned folk musician, but no sign of this can be seen in the surviving 

documentation: it seems to have been self-evident to him that instrumental teaching should be 

in the field of classical music. The piano teaching provided by other teachers had the same 

focus on classical music and technique, to judge from the comments of an interviewed former 

student regarding music teaching methods:  

 

Traditional, I'd say. There was a lot of sitting playing scales, and playing them in tenths 

and thirds and fifths. So it was a standard thing, at every lesson. You have a key and 

triads, every single time. You got to be a real humdinger at it, you knew every key. 

Harmonic minor scales and melodic scales. But then, it was a traditional repertoire, 

which I have continued with, sonatinas and Burgmüller.  

 

This view towards music and culture found expression at the time Framnäs was founded, and 

it dominated for the first 15-20 years. However, it seems this did not necessarily mean that as 

a music teacher, one could not play another type of music outside school: many were active 

for example, as restaurant musicians or jazz musicians. However, the perception that serious 

musical education is aimed towards classical music seems to have been more or less 

universally accepted.  

 

In the second half of the 1960s, the traditional view towards music lost its hegemonic 

position. This development was certainly not unique to Framnäs or the music folk high 

school, but was a general trait in cultural and cultural political developments from the end of 

the 1960s (see Olsson 1993). However, at Framnäs the new ideas were rapidly adopted, with 

new features in the courses such as playing by ear and improvisation, and setting up new 

forms of ensemble. When in 1969, accordion teaching was offered, it was the first school in 

Sweden to do so. This was noted in the daily newspapers with headings such as “Framnäs slår 

ett slag för dragspelet” – Framnäs strikes a blow for the accordion (Lundqvist 1969). The 

result was that Framnäs made a name for itself as a radical music folk high school.  

 

Conclusion  

Framnäs Folk High School was founded in 1952 and included a music programme which at 

the time was unique of its kind in the folk high school world. As we have sought to illustrate 

in this article, the school’s music education was significant in many ways in different 

contexts. Since it was run by ABF, the music education was the first that was under the 

auspices of the labour movement. Along with the School of Music in Ingesund, the music 

programme was governed by a special ordinance in the folk high school statutes, containing 

special regulations. Among other things, vocational training in the field of music was 

sanctioned. Students from all over the country were welcome, even though in the early period 

most of them came from Norrbotten County and were from a working class background.  
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To many students, the music education at Framnäs was probably of fundamental significance 

in the perspective of reach: partly spatial, since the nearest alternative education was 1,000 

km to the south; partly social, since both the folk high school as such and the links to the 

labour movement distinguished Framnäs from all other forms of music education, and lastly, 

temporal reach too perhaps, since the education meant a possible starting point for a specific 

future occupation.  

 

The social environment at the school had elements of control and discipline, as well as 

elements of community and consideration, as was the case with many other folk high schools. 

On the whole, the folk high school can be considered a total institution in the sense used by 

Goffman, but possessing a higher degree of freedom and experience of personal development 

than the institutions Goffman studied.  

 

The central importance of music was important to the education and the school environment. 

Students and teachers developed personal relations through the one-to-one education, and the 

teachers’ role as intermediaries with regard to the local music sphere. Furthermore, to the 

individual, the education probably meant a strong identification with the role of pianist, 

violinist or exponent of any other instrument. The activities in their entirety were permeated 

by a specific perception of music where classical Western art music constituted the starting 

point, goal and benchmark of quality, a musical perception which, however, began to change 

towards the end of the 1960s. The music thus gave the school particular characteristics.  

 

In this article, then, we have addressed the issue of what studies in music at folk high school 

could mean to individual students, and whether the folk high school can be seen as a total 

institution. With this, we have discussed what the music education at Framnäs Folk High 

Schools meant to people’s music educational opportunities in northern Sweden during the 

1950s and 60s, and expressed the opinion that to many of the students, the education would 

hardly have presented an alternative chosen in competition with other music education 

options, but was more probably a unique opportunity which brought music education within 

reach.  
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