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Denmark Abroad

One of the most important Danish architectural 

works abroad is the Trusteeship Council Chamber, 

which Finn Juhl designed at United Nations Head-

quarters in New York.

The United Nations was founded right after 

the end of the Second World War by 51 coun-

tries committed to international cooperation to 

preserve world peace, protect human rights, and 

promote economic and social development.

When the UN Headquarters was built on Man-

hattan in New York between 1947 and 1952, the 

Danish architect and furniture designer Finn Juhl 

was commissioned to create a room for the Trust-

eeship Council, which managed the transition of 

trust territories to self-government or indepen-

dence. 

At the inauguration of the Trusteeship Council 

Chamber in 1952, it was clear that Juhl had done 

a brilliant job. He had conceived a total work of 

art, in which every detail, every color, and every 

piece of furniture merged into a consistent whole. 

Juhl's intention was to design the room so that it 

opened up for a dialogue among the delegates, 

and in doing so promoted the UN's democratic 

mission.

Today the UN has 193 member countries. Be-

cause of the increase in membership, the room 

had to undergo two major transformations after 

its inauguration, and large parts of Finn Juhl's 

original furnishings disappeared in the process.

When the UN decided on the total renovation 

of the complex beginning in 2008, it was obvious 

that it would be an enormous task to recreate the 

harmonious entity that Juhl had envisioned and 

once again support the UN's core values.

The UN turned to Denmark when plans to ren-

ovate the headquarters had been approved, and




the Danish response was clear: the renovation 

project would provide an exceptional opportunity 

to preserve this unique piece of Denmark's cul-

tural heritage in New York.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry 

of Culture, and Realdania secured the necessary 

funds in Denmark to restore and recreate the 

room and its original interior in keeping with Finn 

Juhl's ideas and design principles.

The Danish Arts Foundation's Committee for 

Crafts and Design announced a competition for 

new furniture to augment existing furnishings. It 

was won by the prominent Danish design duo 

Kasper Salto and Thomas Sigsgaard.

With the combination of Finn Juhl's original 

interior and recreations of his furniture, supple-

mented with new pieces by Salto and Sigsgaard, 

UN Headquarters once again encompasses a 

world-class Danish architectural creation, and 

the UN's many users and guests can experience 

a space with the best in Danish interior and furni-

ture design, created in a democratic spirit.

A masterpiece has been reborn.

Christian Friis Bach, Minister for Development 

Cooperation

Marianne Jelved, Minister for Culture

Hans Peter Svendler, Executive Director, 

Realdania
























































Foreword

At the beginning of 1947, the American architect Wallace K. Harrison 

convened an international group of colleagues in Manhattan, where 

they would help him plan the new headquarters for the United Nations. 

The complex of oﬃces, meeting rooms and support spaces would 

be constructed in a modern language: forward-looking, technologi-

cally advanced buildings that symbolized a new era in international 

relations. But which version of modern architecture would Harrison 

employ? Then as now, modern architecture was not a universal move-

ment, a truly International Style, as the curators of the eponymous 

1932 exhibition at New York's Museum of Modern Art had labeled it. 

Instead, it included a variety of regional movements that translated 

local mores and building traditions into modern, functional forms. Ex-

amples of these unorthodox approaches include Catalan Modernis-

mo, Czech Functionalism, and most relevant for our own time, Nordic 

Modernism.

During the 1920s, many European architects, especially in Germa-

ny, France and The Netherlands, imagined a clean break with history 

and the construction of a new world based on industrial materials and 

mass-production techniques. But in the Nordic countries, the aban-

donment of tradition and a mechanical view of human behavior were 

met with skepticism. Instead, Nordic architects combined imported 

ideas of functional design with an indigenous love of nature and egali-

tarian values, creating an alternative version of modern architecture 

that was warm, colorful and deeply humane. The watershed moment 

occurred in the summer of 1930, with the opening of the Stockholm 

Exhibition, which was intended to introduce the benefits of funktional-

ism to a broad public and raise living standards in a country that was 

mostly poor, and poorly housed. Under the direction of Erik Gunnar 

Asplund, the chief architect and the designer of the main pavilions, 

the exhibition presented an inviting, cheerful interpretation of modern 

architecture that quickly spread across the North.

In Finland, Asplund's close friend Alvar Aalto developed his own 

expressive vocabulary of forms and materials, which focused on the 

wellbeing of the average citizen, while Erik Bryggman explored the 

links between buildings and landscape. Many Norwegian functional-

ists, such as Gudolf Blakstad, Herman Munthe-Kaas and Ove Bang, 

began to work with contrasts of scale and texture, and their buildings 

By Michael Sheridan 

Aerial photo of UN Headquar-

ters in New York, 1968. The 

entire UN complex covers six 

blocks in Manhattan, from 42nd 

to 48th streets between First 

Avenue and the East River. The 

39-story Secretariat Building, 

the General Assembly Building 

on its right, the Dag Hammar-

skjöld Library on its left, and the 

Conference Building in front.







became increasingly gentle and charming. In Denmark, where Asplund 

was a frequent visitor, his buildings and principles would provide inspi-

ration for several generations of architects who celebrated fine crafts-

manship, delicate details and sensuous forms, including Arne Jacob-

sen, Vilhelm Lauritzen and Lauritzen's protégé, a very young Finn Juhl. 

Juhl had visited the Stockholm Exhibition as an 18-year-old, a few 

months before he began his architectural studies at the Royal Danish 

Academy of Fine Arts. Four years later, he took a summer job with 

Lauritzen, who was starting to design the headquarters of the Danish 

Broadcasting Corporation, Radiohuset. In fact, Juhl stayed with the 

oﬃce for eleven years, designing the interiors and furnishings for a 

string of large-scale commissions, including Radiohuset and the new 

terminal at Kastrup airport, near Copenhagen, in a graceful manner 

that was at once rational and romantic. Amidst this torrent of creativ-

ity, Juhl was also establishing his own name, designing experimen-

tal furniture for the annual exhibitions of the Copenhagen Cabinet-

makers' Guild. Between his first appearance in 1937 and his definitive 

breakthrough in 1944, Juhl's seating evolved from organic, upholstered 

bodies in the manner of Asplund to a personal language of sculptural 

wooden structures; as though the material were still alive and grow-

ing into a natural frame for the human body. In 1945, Juhl opened his 

own oﬃce and by 1950, he and his countryman Hans J. Wegner had 

become the leading representatives of Danish furniture in America, 

igniting a popular fascination with Nordic design.

But Nordic Modernism had already made its public debut in the 

United States, at the 1939 New York World's Fair, where Wallace K. 

Harrison designed the two structures that symbolized the fair, Try-

lon and Perisphere. One of the star attractions was the Finnish pa-

vilion designed by Alvar Aalto, for which Harrison acted as Architect 

of Record, and he was also friendly with the architect of the Swedish 

pavilion, Sven Markelius, who would later join the UN's Headquarters 

Planning Oﬃce and design the chamber for the Economic and Social 

Council. Harrison's familiarity with Nordic modern architecture would 

prove decisive for the design of the UN complex. Entering the public 

lobby of the General Assembly Building, one encounters a series of 

forms that were drawn from earlier Nordic buildings. The most dra-

matic example is the cantilevered balconies inspired by Aalto's pa-

vilion at the World's Fair, but the long stair and concave pillars recall 

works by Asplund, and the scalloped wood shell that wraps the in-

formation desk might have come from a Swedish cinema of the late 

1930s.

The Nordic version of modernism was especially appropriate for 

Alvar Aalto's Finnish pavilion 

at the New York World's Fair, 

1939 – an example of Nordic 

Modernism, which was to exert 

a major influence on architec-

ture at UN Headquarters.




the meeting rooms of the United Nations, and the design of the three 
council chambers was parceled out to architects from Norway, Swe-
den and Denmark. Undoubtedly, the possibility of national donations 
played a part in this decision, but symbolism must also have been a 
crucial factor. While the UN was a Western project, the new premises 
demanded an international, pan-cultural approach. Nordic Modern-
ism offered an architectural language that was free of traditional sym-
bols, such as the columns and pediments that had come to represent 
political power in the West. Rather than representing power, modern 
Nordic architecture offered a vision of reconciliation: between nature 
and technology, between tradition and change, and between different 
ways of understanding the world. As such, it was ideally suited to the 
interiors of a global parliament.
Of the three chambers, Finn Juhl's design for the Trusteeship Coun-
cil Chamber is the most coherent statement of Nordic Modernism – a 
unified setting in which materials, colors and textures all coalesce to 
provide a harmonious backdrop for the meeting of people and ideas. 
It is a historic setting that has allowed for evolution and so it embodies 
the importance of Nordic Modernism for our own time.
From a contemporary perspective, Nordic Modernism is the most 
meaningful chapter of 20th-century architecture: a treasury of prin-
ciples and values that can be adapted to serve contemporary life. It 
is not a style, but a set of practices and a body of knowledge that re-
flect a profound concern for human wellbeing, both psychological and 
physical, and the recognition that the natural world is, in an existential 
sense, our true home. Today, in the face of overwhelming industrializa-
tion, the commoditization of nearly every aspect of daily life and the 
eclipse of physical reality by the virtual world, these ethical principles 
and human values are increasingly rare, and yet more important than 
ever before. 
That Juhl's work has survived for six decades and can now be re-
newed to suit new purposes without losing its essential character pro-
vides compelling evidence that Nordic Modernism is a viable, living 
tradition. Further evidence can be found in the new furnishings that 
were were were were were were were were were were were were 
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This book tells the story of the Trusteeship Council
Chamber, designed by Denmark’s Finn Juhl and
inaugurated in 1952 at United Nations Headquarters.
Itis the story of Juhl's original total work of art, of
how it was carefully restored, and how it has become
a splendid example of a living cultural legacy. The
chamber was recreated but also revitalized, with
new furniture desianed by the Danish duo Salto &
Sigsgaard.

The book begins with a foreword by the American
architect Michael Sheridan, one of the world's leading
authorities on Scandinavian architecture and design.
The Danish architecture critic Karsten R. S. Ifversen's
essay centers on how Finn Juhl's room is experienced
today and the interplay between Juhl's interior and
Salto & Sigsgaard’s modern furniture. The histori-

cal review by Birgit Lyngbye Pedersen describes the
genesis of the project and how Finn Juhl made his
entrance on the American scene thanks to this presti-
gious commission at the UN.

The Trusteeship Council Chamber is now part of Den-
mark’s cultural heritage, restored and updated with
modern Danish desian.

The book is richly illustrated with both historical mate-

rial and Hans Ole Madsen's new photographs of the
chamber today.

Strandberg Publishing
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