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Tengbom façade on St Nikolai’s Church in Halmstad; clarification.

In the previous edition of Orgelforum (3 2007:3 p. 12-16) the organ builder Mads Kjersgaard raised the issue of the organ façade in St Nikolai’s Church in Halmstad. Many readers of Orgelforum have also seen the petition circulated on the internet (www.halmstadorgel.se), initiated by church musician Sören Angeldorff.

The matter concerns the reinstatement of the organ façade that has been an integral part of the interior of St Nikolai’s Church in Halmstad ever since Ivar Tengbom’s comprehensive restoration in the 1940s. A new organ was built on the west platform a few years ago. Even though the cultural heritage listed and legally protected Tengbom façade should have been restored and reinstated, a new façade was built in front of the organ without county administration board permission. This new organ was built by Pels & van Leeuwen.
A detailed account of the case and its legal status is available, along with the court ruling on the county administration board website (www.n.lst.se/n/amnen/Kulturmiljo/Aktuellt). Other documentation on the case is available at the ATA archives in Stockholm.

As the Kjersgaard article and Angeldorff petition make several allegations that are not correct, it is necessary to set out the following facts.

Mads Kjersgaard: “In the middle of an organ crisis?”

With regard to the Tengbom façade, organ builder Mads Kjersgaard claim that “it looks cut from the same cloth as ‘Orgel für eine Fahnenhalle’ with reference to a photography from a 1940 edition of Walter Supper’s Architekt und Orgelbau. This photograph is reproduced with the following caption: “Façade with Nazi overtones 1940.”

Concerning the relationship between the newly built organ work and the new façade, Kjersgaard claims that it should be about “a new organ with a genuine, organic front” that draws on “late Gustavian Swedish traditions”. According to Kjersgaard, the new façade triggers unsought associations in his mind with Olof Schwan’s organs. Kjersgaard adds that he “lacks any personal interest in this fashion for ‘neo Cavaillé-Coll’ that its disposition would suppose”. Kjersgaard points out that he has not visited the church in recent decades and nor has he heard the new organ, preferring to “address the subject as a prominent representative of the organ loving general public, with no knowledge or association with the ins and outs of the matter”.

It should be noted that “contemporary” is not automatically synonymous with the expression “cut from the same cloth”. The architect Ivar Tengbom lived from 1878–1968 and was most active in the 1930s and 40s. In his book Ett judiskt Europa – kring uppkomsten av en modern arkitektur 1830–1930 (A Jewish Europe – the rise of a modern architect) (Trelleborg 1998) Professor Fredric Bedoire describes the contribution Tengbom made to a trend that led to the departure from a stricter Art Nouveau in the direction of “a modernity with elements of refined classicism, that had arisen amongst the financial elite of Berlin”. According to Bedoire this helped the “sophisticatedly restrained Tengbom” become “the architect of choice for Swedish Jewish capitalists” (p 48).

Kjersgaard’s characterisation of the new organ is in line with the description provided in the documentation on the restoration of the Tengbom façade from Pels & van Leeuwen dated 2007-02-19 in which the work is said to be in the “French symphonic style”. In what way the organ façade was inspired by the Cavaillé-Coll influenced organ and late 18th Century architecture is not explained by Kjersgaard. Nor what would make the façade an “organic front” for the new organ. 

What then is the true relationship between the new French Symphony organ, the new façade and the Tengbom facade? In seeking to answer this question we start with various claims made in the Angeldorff petition.

Sören Angeldorff: www.halmstadorgel.se
1. It is claimed that “the much-loved rebuilding of the organ is totally unrealistic and cannot be executed”.

The new organ work is in totally harmony with the Tengbom façade without affecting the sound or technical structure of the organ. This has been confirmed in a statement dated 2003-09-16 by the RAÄ organ expert. The restoration documents produced by organ builder Peter A. van Rumpt of Pels & Van Leeuwen on 2007-02-19 on behalf of the Halmstad church community show that the Tengbom façade can be reinstated in accordance with prevailing rulings and that of the Administrative Court of Gothenburg (2005-11-09 case no 3201-04).

2. It is claimed that “the old façade – known as the Tengbom façade – was not the work of Ivar Tengbom himself but of one of his employees, Robert Hult, at his practice” and further that “Tengbom was himself not satisfied with it”.
The working drawings for the façade were made in 1939 by the renowned designer Robert Hult of “Professor Tengbom’s architects practice”. The final drawings for the restoration of Halmstad Church are signed Ivar Tengbom 1942.

[IMAGE 1a]
[IMAGE 1b]
The drawing produced by Robert Hult of Ivar Tengbom’s Architects Practice on 5.10.1939. From the notes added (reference ”H29/38”) on the left in the 1939 drawing, it is clear that the drawing was retouched on 4.4 and 24.5 1940. (ATA, Royal Board of Building archive H29/38 and H29/46 resp.)

[IMAGE 2a]
[IMAGE 2b]

Drawing signed by Ivar Tengbom in January 1942. For reasons of space the 1942 drawing is cropped, unused margins removed. (ATA, Royal Board of Building archive H29/38 and H29/46 resp.)

The Angeldorff petition provides no supporting evidence for its claim that Tengbom was not satisfied with the façade. If Tengbom genuinely was less than satisfied with the completed façade this can possibly have been due to the façade pipes differing in proportion to that specified in Tengbom’s drawings. However when a new organ work was built behind the Tengbom façade in the 1950s, new pipes were added to the façade in accordance with Tengbom’s drawings from 1938–1941. Even though the new organ was built without a manual 1, the façade section for the manual 1 was retained. In a statement dated 2003-09-16 the situation was summarised by the RAÄ organ expert: “That the manual 1 façade, with Tengbom’s involvement, was retained in 1956 as a wing must be interpreted as him wishing to retain it for the sake of a desired architectural wholeness”. Please see images 3 and 4 for how this looked before and after 1956.

[Images 3 and 4]

The Tengbom façade before and after 1956.

(These photographs have been used with the permission of castle architect SAR Erik Wikerstål, Wikerstål Arkitekter AB.)

3. The Angeldorff petition claims that “the Tengbom façade has absolutely nothing to do with the new organ”. It further states: “The damage that would be inflicted on the new organ is irreversible and unacceptable. The front of the new organ is integral to the working of the instrument, it cannot be replaced”.

The Tengbom façade is equally compatible with the organ work by Pels & van Leeuwen. The only thing the organ and the new façade have in common is that they were built in the same period.

[IMAGE 5a]
[IMAGE 5b]
[IMAGE 5c]
[IMAGE 5d]
[IMAGE 5e]
Windpipes between the lower section of  the Great Organ to the newly erected organ facade (image 5a). Note the three thin windpipes to the pneumatic relays in what in the façade seem to be pedal towers at the southern and northern outer gables respectively (images 5b-d). The sound pipes that liken an overlaid moulded façade section are for the Great Organ (image 5e). The sound pipes in the façade are all part of the Great Organ. The images also show how the organ and the façade are two separate and self-supporting structures from a construction perspective, that are bolted together (image 5d).

(Photos: Appendix to statement by the RAÄ organ specialist 2003-09-16.)

The organic link between the organ and façade consists of windpipes and pneumatic relays. There will also be a similar relationship between the new organ and the reinstated Tengbom facade. The Tengbom façade and the new organ are fully compatible from both a musical and technical perspective. 

Sympathetic reinstatement

The reinstatement of the Tengbom façade is proceeding in accordance with the detailed drawings and project documentation produced by the author of the new organ work, organ builders Pels & van Leeuwen. The online edition of Kyrkans Tidning (www.kyrkanstidning.se) of 2007-10-11 confirms  the following information published in July 2007 (cit. www.n.lst.se/n/amnen/Kulturmiljo/Aktuellt/):

“In a joint statement in the St Nikolai Parish Newsletter of July 2007 the parties expressed the following:

On 22 May 2007 representatives from the community, church committee chair Börje Lindgren and Administrative Director Lennart Johansson, representatives of the County Administrative Board, County Governor, Lars-Erik Lövdén, county curator Mats Folkesson, 1st curator Hans Bergfast and county lawyer Ulf Havton met.

We have today agreed to start afresh and leave the past behind us. The administrative court ruling is now to be implemented and we are continuing a constructive dialogue on the continued handling of this matter.  

Lars-Erik Lövdén
Börje Lindgren”

As such, reinstatement of the Tengbom façade is being done in agreement with Halmstad Church community.

However for both the church and the authorities concerned, there are probably grounds for investigating where the responsibility lies for the additional costs that have been incurred wholly unnecessarily, including the theft of pipes from the 1950s.   

There are numerous examples of preserved organ facades in Sweden from different periods. However amongst these, the Tengbom façade, with its classically inspired organ construction, functionally refined pipe architecture and classic angel sculptures stands out as a unique monument of high artistic and cultural heritage value. 

It is our sincere hope that these additional facts can provide everyone with an interest in the multifaceted development of organ art in Sweden a clearer picture of the circumstances surrounding the reinstatement of the Tengbom façade in St  Nikolai’s Church in Halmstad.

Marianne Lundberg
Niclas Fredriksson

Head of Department
Organ expert, RAÄ


(easiest to contact on +46  708 83 80 15)

















