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Figure 1 : Mom at work while dad and the kids are having fun in the new work room. The replacement 
of the old coal-based heater with the oil burner added a new room to the home – according to 
the commercial for the Salamander oil burner, 1955.

Figure 2 : Party in the basement where the old coal burner is replaced by a Salamander oil burner 
(commercial 1955).
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do so regardless of the changing gender roles in 
the 1960s. Two examples from 1970: “Mr. Hansen 
is so happy when he thinks of his nice house 
with all its well-heated rooms, the hot bath and 
all the comfort following from a modern heating 
installation for a reasonable amount of money.” 
And: “Wow, the baker is having a shower once 
again (…) with a lot of hot water pouring down 
on him - and when he is done, there is plenty of 
hot water for his wife and kids.53 The man was 
the breadwinner and as such predestined to be 
the first one to have the daily shower. 

Commercials directed to the housewife high-
lighted that the oil furnace was not dusty like 
the coke burning furnace and consequently it 
was hygienic and clean. The 21 degrees culture 
was also healthy, improved the well-being of the 
family, and it was mild and gentle because it was 
possible to avoid cold zones in the home. And 
to top it all, the radiators provided the rooms 
a harmonious impression. The most expressive 
commercials were published in 1962 and showed 
a nicely dressed woman in a two-piece and high-
heels embracing an oil furnace, with one hand on 
the shunt regulator: the best friend of the house-
wife! All in all, the housewife could not avoid 
loving the oil furnace and the 21 degrees culture.

The focus on gender was of no surprise. Until the 
late 1960s, the home was perceived as women’s 
domain and workplace. Housewife was a job 
description, and not only in advertisements. In 
a popular exhibition in Copenhagen in 1950, the 
single-family house on display strongly signalled 
the architects’ wish to rationalize the home. 
It would result in a more rational and flexible 
home, based on a confidence that a home like 
this would allot more status to housework and 
thereby contribute to a feeling of greater equal-
ity between the spouses.54 The housework was 
perceived as a job in its own right, and conse-
quently, the kitchen would be located to receive 
sun from the west rather than the old, small and 
dark kitchens facing north.55 

53 Ibid.
54 Otto Norn, “Ny rækkehustype”, Arkitekten U, 1950, 215.
55 Ole Buhl, “Det lille Køkken i den lille Lejlighed”, Boligen, 
6, 1942, 76-80; Poul Erik Skriver, “Kvinde og Hjem” Danske 

Furthermore, the 21 degrees culture contributed 
to a changed understanding of hygiene.  Although 
the bathroom continued to be small, very often it 
was equipped with both a shower and a bathtub. 
Surveys showed that a modern bathroom was on 
the top of most Danes’ wish list.  No doubt, the 
standards of personal hygiene increased, and it 
was the responsibility of the housewife to ensure 
that the family matched the new standards.56 

CONCLUDING REMARKS

During the 1950s and 1960s, significant changes 
to everyday life took place. The breakthrough of 
the 21 degrees culture was closely connected 
to the success of the new single-family house 
located in one of many new suburbs. Why did 
this drastic change occur over such a short time 
span? 

The abovementioned migration from the coun-
tryside to the suburbs entailed a shift in technol-
ogy from the old heating stove to either central 
or - from the early 1960s - district heating. The 
shift, you could say, was simply an opportu-
nity following from the building of new houses. 
However, at least in the first part of the 1950s, 
one could purchase a house without central 
heating, but it never became a hit with families 
in need of a new dwelling. Why not? Why did 
young couples and families living in condem-
nable and insanitary apartments in the cities 
insist on modern amenities?

An overall but also rather fluffy answer could 
be that they wanted a substantial improve-
ment in quality of life and thus an everyday life 
freed from as much hassle as possible, with 
as much spare time as possible, and with as 
few boundaries as possible. The backdrop was 
an improved economy and the prospect of an 
even more prosperous economy. Suddenly, the 
‘American way of life’ became meaningful to ordi-
nary people.

kvinders udstilling for rationel husførelse 1950”, Arkitekten 
U, 1950, 213-214.
56 De Coninck-Smith, Rüdiger, ”Typehus”, 211; Rüdiger, 
Oliekrisen, 35.
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Who carried these innovations for everyday life 
into the dwellings? A lot of people did - city plan-
ners, politicians, designers, physicians, engineers, 
etc., mostly men. In this context, I have focused 
on architects and especially on the housewife, 
who in the 1950s and 1960s gradually managed 
to leave behind her traditional role as house-
wife and become a more independent woman 
with a yielding interest in sheltering in the sub-
urbs. The man remained breadwinner even if 
the woman worked outside the home, and in 
double-income families this typically meant that 
the housewife had a second job to take care of.  
Most of the professionals’ visions and messages 

were addressed to the housewife as she was 
the one responsible for the home. The patriar-
chal Victorian home was replaced by a ‘modern’ 
home, but the vision of undoing gender roles 
and turning the home into an ‘objective’ space 
did not materialize in Danish homes in the 1950s 
and 1960s. Gender roles changed, but they did 
not evaporate with the modern dwelling as the 
modernist architects anticipated. The break-
through of the 21 degrees culture was one of the 
most conspicuous elements in this restructur-
ing of domestic space, and in combination with 
electrification, it provided the foundation of the 
making of modern homes.
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