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ACQUISITIONS/HI- GRUPPEN – A COLLECTION OF CRAFT FURNISHING S

 In a time that was characterised by 
mass production and mass consumption, 
members of HI-gruppen wanted to defend 
the value of craftsmanship. New furniture 
could be developed by craftsmen and 
interior architects who worked closely 
together on product development, finding 
solutions for aesthetics, techniques and 
materials – furniture of a type that indus-
try would never take the time to develop. 
HI-gruppen therefore wanted to be an 

The Nationalmuseum’s collection 
of applied art and design was 
founded in 1885. Collections that 
have evolved over such a long 

time provide an image of changes in two 
areas, that of the objects and that of col-
lectors’ interests in different eras. Initial 
acquisitions of individual items can, over 
time, also turn out to be elements in a col-
lection that tells of a specific historical 
period. One such example is the Swedish 
HI-gruppen (the HI Group), formed in 1957. 
The group consisted of seven craftsmen 
(H for hantverksmästare) and nine interior 
architects (giving the I).1 The National-
museum’s collection now has eleven of the 
total of 100 objects developed by the group; 
the first was acquired at their first exhibi-
tion in 1960, while the most recent was 
donated to the collection in 2020.2 
 HI-gruppen’s story crossed that of the 
Nationalmuseum back in 1957, with the 
Från detalj till helhet (From detail to whole) 
exhibition, which was the group’s starting 
point (Fig. 1). The show celebrated Swedish 
architect Carl-Axel Acking (1910–2001) who 
had, for a decade, worked as the main teacher 
in interior architecture at Konstfack (now 
the University of Arts, Crafts and Design). 
The exhibition presented objects by 34 of 
Acking’s students, including Stig Lönngren 
(b. 1924), the founder of HI-gruppen. 

Lönngren had dual training, with journey-
man’s certification as a cabinetmaker and a 
degree in furniture and interior architecture 
from Konstfack.3 His deep knowledge of 
both professions was essential to the group.

HI-gruppen – A Collection of Craft Furnishings 

Cilla Robach
Head of Collection Unit

alternative to industrial furniture produc-
tion. Nevertheless, the members did not 
oppose industrial production as such, 
rather they wanted to show the values 
created by high quality design and crafts-
manship. They wanted to find a space to 
experiment and develop innovative solu-
tions. A common theme of HI-gruppen’s 
furniture was well-chosen materials, 
meticulousness in detailing and construc-
tion, tactile finishes and careful design.

Fig. 1 The Nationalmuseum’s 1957 exhibition, Från detalj till helhet (From detail to whole) was the starting 
point for HI-gruppen. The chair furthest right was designed by Thea Leonhard, HI-gruppen’s only female 
member.
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production and mass consumption of in-
dustrial society. Larsson argued for a new 
concept of quality, where the focus was 
people’s quality of life. She maintained that 
whereas quality items from olden times 
lasted for generations although people’s 
bodies wore out, consumer items showed 
human consideration. Quality thus entailed 
freedom, made possible by the economic 
boom of post-war Sweden. The freedom to 
buy consumer goods that made everyday 
life simpler (not least for women). 

ACQUISITIONS/HI- GRUPPEN – A COLLECTION OF CRAFT FURNISHING S

 Like the cabinet, HI-gruppen’s furni-
ture expressed quality in the sense of the 
concept’s connotations in the first half of 
the 20th century – well-made and well-
designed objects. However, the concept of 
quality was a hot topic in the 1960s, not 
least visible in the buy-use-dispose debate 
between Lena Larsson and Willy Maria 
Lundberg in 1960.4 Lundberg believed 
there was a risk that earlier generations’ 
knowledge of the quality of things, of mate-
rial and design, would be lost in the mass 

 The HI 26 cabinet, by John Kandell 
(1925–1991) and David Sjölinder, from 1961, 
is an example of the group’s standalone 
craft furnishings. This two-piece item is 
produced from untreated mahogany and 
has a strict rectangular shape, with no pro-
jecting parts such as handles or knobs. 
The upper section is a cupboard with two 
doors, the lower is a bureau with four 
drawers that open using a groove cut into 
their short side. The cupboard doors are 
opened using a key in an inset lock (Fig. 2). 

Fig. 3 The HI 3 wooden chair with armrests was presented at HI-gruppen’s first 
exhibition. Teak wood, which was popular at the time, had been deliberately 
replaced with Swedish oak. Hans Johansson and Anders Berglund enjoyed 
developing advanced technical solutions; here, the legs function as a tensioning 
frame, with openings in which the parts are mounted. Because the construction 
carries its own weight, without the use of glue, plugs, nails or screws, it is easy to 
disassemble. Nationalmuseum, NMK 50/1962.

Fig. 2 Cabinet HI 26 by John Kandell and David Sjölinder was shown at 
HI-gruppen’s second exhibition in 1961, at Hantverket, a sales and exhibition 
space that was run by the City of Stockholm’s handicraft association. The 
association organised an annual lottery in which the prizes were handicrafts 
and applied art objects. In the 1960s, the association donated a range of cont-
emporary objects to Nationalmuseum’s collection, including this cabinet in 
untreated mahogany. Nationalmuseum, NMK 47/1962.
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includes a “ready to assemble” chair with 
armrests from 1960 by Hans Johansson 
(1921–2014) and Anders Berglund 
(1923–1996) (Fig. 3). The construction con-
sists of a tensioned frame that is put togeth-
er without any screws or fittings. The idea 
was that the chair could be manuactured 
and transported in pieces and assembled/
disassembled by the consumer. The chair 
never made it into production. 
 HI-gruppen also developed several 
pieces of furniture intended for mass 

Freedom from having to polish the old can-
delabra of past generations.5 Under the 
leadership of Lena Larsson, the alternative 
interior design store, NK-bo, opened in 1961. 
This emphasised entire interiors rather 
than standalone objects made by craftsmen, 
and accessibility and low prices rather than 
superb but often delicate craftsmanship. 
This is the context in which we should see 
HI-gruppen’s work and their arguments 
for a traditional concept of quality. 
 The inspiration for HI-gruppen was 
the Danish Snedkerlauget, a centuries-old 
institution in Danish craftmanship, which 
held regular craft exhibitions in Copenhagen, 
1927–69.6 At these exhibitions, the Danes 
not only displayed a solid tradition of high-
quality design and furniture production, 
they also succeeded in establishing a strong 
international brand. In 1962, HI-gruppen’s 
members stated that “We can produce 
furniture just as good as that of the Danes”.7 
Like Snedkerlauget, HI-gruppen also exhi-
bited their furniture, most frequently at 
the City of Stockholm’s handicraft asso-
ciation’s shop, Hantverket, located at 
Brunkebergstorg. There, consumers could 
learn about the furniture’s design and con-
struction while trying them out, studying 
the effort put into the details, experiencing 
the tactile material finishes and also buying 
them. The prices of HI-gruppen’s crafted 
furnishings were, however, relatively high 
and criticism was not slow to arrive. 
“Where furniture for the elite is made” 
wrote Rebecka Tarschys in the Dagens 
Nyheter newspaper in 1963.8 
 Despite this, the idea of exclusiveness 
was not something that HI-gruppen’s mem-
bers were striving for. Quite the opposite, 
they wanted to use craftsmanship to de-
velop methods and design that could be 
serially produced by the furniture industry. 
Johan Örn, who curated an exhibition 
about HI-gruppen at Arkdes in Stockholm 
in 2017, has established that just over half 
of their production comprised unique hand-
crafted furnishings, while the remainder 
were prototypes intended for mass produc-
tion.9 The Nationalmuseum’s collection 

production in varnished birch plywood. 
The choice of plywood was innovative in 
a crafts context, where solid wood was the 
dominant material. The lightweight and pli-
able plywood allowed the use of innovative 
shapes and constructions. The National-
museum has three plywood pieces typical of 
the period: Cupboard HI 91 and chair HI 76, 
both from 1966 and, since 2020, thanks to 
a generous donation by Stig Lönngren, the 
high chair HI 56 from 1963. Stig Lönngren 
and Lars Larsson designed the latter. 

Fig. 4 The conically shaped high chair, HI 56, by Stig Lönngren and Lars Larsson, from 1963, is made of birch 
plywood and varnished in bright colours. Although the colour and shape expressed the modernity of the 
Pop era, there were questions about how well-chosen the materials were. In 1966, reviewer Gunilla Lundahl 
wondered whether plastic would have been a better choice, because the wear and tear caused by children 
would lead to the paint becoming chipped. The high chair was exhibited at Form Fantasi 1964. Nationalmu-
seum, NMK 100/2020.
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• HI 82 chair with armrests, John Kandell, David 
Sjölinder, 1966 Gösta Engström (NMK 193/1967)
• HI 83 high chair, John Kandell, David Sjölinder, 
Gösta Engström, model composed 1961 but first ex-
hibited 1966, The Nationalmuseum’s made in 1998 
by Källemo (NMK 119/2001)
• HI 91 wall cupboard, Stig Lönngren, Lars Larsson 
1966 (NMK 82/1969) 
Additionally, a leather cushion by Gösta Engström 
that may correspond to HI 1, although National-
museum’s was produced in 1994 (NMK 15/1995).
3. Carl E Christiansson, “Formgivare utan produ-
cent”, in Form: Svenska Slöjdföreningens tidskrift, 
6/1965, p. 366.
4. For the buy-use-dispose debate, see Cilla 
Robach, Formens frigörelse. Konsthantverk och 
design under debatt i 1960talets Sverige (Diss.), 
Stockholm 2010, pp. 207 ff.
5. Lena Larsson, Vill våra barn ärva våra ljussta
kar? Stockholm 1970.
6. Povl Christiansen, Fyrretyve år med Snedkerlau
gets Møbeludstillinger, Copenhagen 1986.
7. Malice, “Kvalitet i detalj”, in Dagens Nyheter, 
11 August 1962. See also Carl E Christiansson, 
“Formgivare utan producent”, in Form: Svenska 
Slöjdföreningens tidskrift, 6/1965, pp. 366–368.
8. Rebecka Tarschys, “Sverige har också sitt Sned-
kerlaug. Pass på – här görs möbler för eliten”, in 
Dagens Nyheter, 9 September 1963. 
9. Örn 2017, p. 74.
10. Gunilla Lundahl, “HI-gruppen”, in Form: 
Svenska Slöjdföreningens tidskrift, 9/1966, p. 607.
11. Carl-Axel Acking, “HI-gruppen”, in Form: 
Svenska Slöjdföreningens tidskrift, 9/1963, 
pp. 604–606.
12. Lundahl 1966, p. 606. See also Cilla Robach, 
“Möbler och inredningar”, in Konsten 1950–1995, 
Signums svenska konsthistoria, Lund 2005, 
pp. 276 ff.
13. Örn 2017, p. 145.

the children’s chair HI 83, which he had 
developed with David Sjölinder and Gösta 
Engström back in 1961. This chair was 
shown at HI-gruppen’s exhibition in 1966. 
Källemo produced it under the name 
Barnbarn (Fig. 5).

Notes:
1. Johan Örn, HIgruppen och hantverkets åter
komst: svenska möbler och inredningar 1960–1966/
The HIGroup and the Return of Craft: Swedish Fur
niture and Interiors 1960–1966, Stockholm 2017, 
p. 12. The members were the interior architects 
Åke Axelsson, Hans Johansson, John Kandell, Erik 
Karlström, Hans Kempe, Thea Leonhard, Lars-Er-
ik Ljunglöf, Stig Lönngren and Stig-Åke Nordell, 
and craftsmen Anders Berglund, Lars Larsson 
and David Sjölinder (all master carpenters), Gösta 
Engström and Åke Nilsson (both upholsterers) and 
master sheet metalworker Holger Johansson.
2. The Nationalmuseum’s collection includes the 
following objects from HI-gruppen: 
• HI 2 desk and HI 3 chair with armrests, Hans 
Johansson and Anders Berglund 1960 
(NMK 49-50/1962)
• HI 7, part of dressing table, the Nationalmuse-
um’s collection has a table mirror, Hans Kempe & 
Lars-Erik Ljunglöf, Holger Johansson 1960
(NMK 115/1960) 
• HI 19 armchair, Hans Johansson, Anders 
Berglund, Gösta Engström 1961 (NMK 139/2012) 
• HI 24 table lamp, Hans Johansson, Anders 
Berglund 1961 (NMK 42/2018) 
• HI 26 cabinet, John Kandell, David Sjölinder, 
1961 (NMK 47/1962) 
• HI 56 high chair, Stig Lönngren, Lars Larsson 
1963 (NMK 100/2020)
• HI 76 chair, Hans Johansson, Anders Berglund 
1966 (NMK 142/2012)

ACQUISITIONS/HI- GRUPPEN – A COLLECTION OF CRAFT FURNISHING S

There was great interest in children’s fur-
nishings in the 1960s, with a desire for 
furniture specifically designed for children’s 
needs, rather than smaller versions of 
furniture for adults. HI 56 is constructed 
around a cone, with a folded out horizontal 
seat for the child, and softly rounded holes 
that also function as footrests. The round 
tabletop can be lifted off. The bright colours 
help place the chair in the Pop era, which 
also led critics to ask why it had not been 
made from plastic, a more contemporary 
material (Fig. 4).10 
 As stated above, HI-gruppen’s members 
wanted their design to reach wider audi-
ences by putting the furniture into serial 
production with a furniture producer. 
However, this was to be difficult. As early 
as 1963, architect Carl Axel Acking criti-
cised HI-gruppen’s idealistic approach and 
their lack of PR work, both as regards in-
dustry and consumers.11 In 1966, reviewer 
Gunilla Lundahl wondered whether the 
group had ended up in “the ivory tower”, 
because their contacts with industry were 
insufficient during their work on product 
development, resulting in complicated so-
lutions that often required detailed carpen-
try, which was financially unsustainable.12 
The group’s final exhibition was held in 
1966 and the group was dissolved in 1970.13

 The member with the most success in 
getting designs into production was John 
Kandell. In the 1990s, Källemo produced 

Fig. 5 John Kandell also wanted young children to 
experience quality craftmanship. Wooden chair 
HI 83, developed with David Sjölinder and Gösta 
Engström, was designed in 1961 but Källemo first 
started producing it in the 1990s, under the name 
Barnbarn. Nationalmuseum’s example was made 
in 1998. The materials are untreated beech, natural 
linen and red leather straps. Nationalmuseum, 
NMK 119/2001.


