
26 HE DANISH RAILWAY LANDSCAPE 
Like many other countries, Denmark experienced a pro­
found transformation of its landscape due to the advent of 

the railway. However, in Denmark the impact was particularly wide­
spread due to its relatively high railway density, which peaked in 
the late 1920s. At that time, most people in Denmark had access 
to a train station within a 10 km radius.1) In the 1920s, Denmark 

enjoyed one of the highest railway densities globally, with 128 me­
ters of railway per square kilometre. Despite a reduction since 
those times, the railway density nonetheless remains significant at 
80.9 m/km² – nearly four times that of neighbouring Sweden.2)  

From the 1840s onwards, the new railway infrastructure altered 
Denmark’s agricultural landscape, as well as its old trading towns 
and villages; the rail network spurred the development of smaller 
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27settlements, while the open countryside was crisscrossed with new 
connections. Railway lines cut through fields and forests and span­
ned small rivers and streams, introducing new divisions in the rural 
landscape. In countries with mountainous terrain and larger rivers, 
these alterations can be drastic and often have more dramatic and 
lasting effects. Yet, even in Denmark’s comparatively gentle land­
scape, the railway has left enduring marks. Traces of disused em­
bankments and tracks are found throughout the country, and al­
most every region and local community has been affected by the 
railway. Its presence is still visible in the morphology of towns, 
the structures in the landscape, as well as in architecture and the 
natural environment.

How do we define and understand this tangible railway heri­
tage in the landscape? Does it encompass only the specific rail 
structures and buildings, or does it extend to other environments 
influenced by the railway’s development? In some places, the rail­
way structure is clearly defined and delineated, while in others the 
dividing line is more diffuse. The intangible heritage also changes 
over time. Studies reveal an evolution in the perception of the rail­
way across literature, painting, and cinema. Initially, the railway 
evoked a mixture of fear and fascination, representing both pro­
gress and destruction, a disruptive force, and a threat as well as 
a regular part of everyday life.3) Public attitudes toward the railway 
have shifted over the years, as reflected in its varied uses for lei­
sure and commuting.

The rise in the number of railway trips sold over time is counte­
red by the fact that the average number of trips per year per capita 
was very low initially, with growth being slow and gradual. His­
torically, trains were not widely used by the general population – 
frequent use was limited to a relatively small number of people.4) 
However, virtually every town and smaller urban settlements were 
affected by the railway – not least by the stations and smaller 
stops. Everyone had to relate to these buildings and structures. 

The railway is intrinsically linked to key societal developments 
such as industrialisation, urbanisation, and increased mobility. Its 
tangible structures are intertwined with other built environments, 
making it impossible to fully understand one without the other. 
The railway’s significance and impact extend far beyond its physi­

cal infrastructure and direct users, influencing the broader land­
scape and society. Furthermore, the perception of these tangible 
elements evolves over time.

This article aims to outline trends in Danish literature and prac­
tice concerning immobile tangible railway heritage; to identify and 
discuss potential gaps, and finally proposes possible directions for 
future research. The literature is categorised into several groups: 
enthusiast writings, standard railway history works, railway heritage 
within broader heritage studies, architecture and building works, 
and research focused on station towns. Additionally, the article 
explores tools for preservation, such as heritage listings and the 
designation of cultural environments, which include studies and de­
scriptions of railway heritage. A central focus is on how immobile 
railway heritage is perceived and treated in practice. Different 
approaches to registering and assessing heritage values are discus­
sed, highlighting the broader debate between essentialist and con­
structivist perspectives on heritage of which the latter appears to 
be the most dominant in current practice.

RAILWAY HISTORY
To understand the heritage of the railway today, a brief overview 
of its history is essential. The new technology – the railway – was 
introduced to the Danish monarchy in the 1840s, about 20 years 
after the first public railway line was established in the country of 
its origin, Great Britain. Initially, the development was sluggish. The 
first lines in Danish territory were built in the duchy of Schleswig, 
then part of the Danish Crown, connecting Flensburg and the port 
town of Tønning to Hamburg. From the mid-1840s through the 
next several decades, Copenhagen and many Danish market towns 
were gradually connected to the railway network. This expansion 
connected northern Jutland to Hamburg, northern Zealand to the 
western and southern Zealand, and crossed Funen via ferry routes 
to link with Jutland. By the 1880s, the major railway lines across the 
country of Denmark had been established. 

The next 30 to 40 years saw rapid railway expansion, prima­
rily through the development of local and branch lines, resulting 
in a very high railway network density. Most of these lines were 
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28 legally considered private, though they were largely funded by a 
combination of state, county, municipal, and market town invest­
ments, along with a few private shareholders. This “golden age” of 
railways was characterised by urbanisation, as smaller market towns 
and newly established station towns were connected to the main 
lines. The emergence of mobile energy sources, the fossil fuels, 
shifted industrial development away from natural energy sites, with 
transportation and labour-accessibility taking over as primary fac­
tors for factory placement. As a result, industrial plants were 
mainly situated in or near market towns, close to ports and rail­
ways, with many companies establishing their own branch lines to 
connect to the main railway system. Urban areas and industrial 
zones were thus shaped in significant ways by the railway as it 
spread throughout the nation. 

The 1950s represented a turning point, reaching full maturity 
during the 1960s and 1970s, as private cars, buses, and trucks be­
gan dominating transportation. Industrial plants grew increasingly 
independent of rail transport. Many side and branch lines were 
terminated during the 1950s, peaking in the 1960s, which shrunk 
the overall network to about half of the size it was in 1930 – large­
ly corresponding to the scale of the network today. While passen­
ger numbers continued to grow, the railway’s share of overall pas­
senger transportation plummeted.5) Urban expansion continued 
around the railways, but roads increasingly became the primary 
supporting transport infrastructure. Much of the growth consis­
ted of residential areas, and the villages and station towns became 
commuter or dormitory towns.6) 

A growing focus on faster travel between larger cities led to 
the closure of many stations in smaller towns, leaving railway buil­
dings redundant. Passenger rail increasingly became an urban ser­
vice, connecting major towns and offering public transport within 
larger cities. New urban rail systems — such as light rail in Aarhus and 
Odense, as well as the Copenhagen Metro — introduced modern 
elements with distinct architectural expressions into the railway 
landscape. Together with Copenhagen’s S-train network, urban rail 
systems now account for approximately two-thirds of all train tickets 
sold in Denmark.7) Since the turn of the millennium, smaller station 
towns have declined, while the larger cities have continued to grow. 

Meanwhile, rail freight transport declined in favour of road trans­
port, and from the mid-2000s, most rail freight has been limited 
to transit between Sweden and continental Europe.8) Since the 
1970s, freight hubs have been concentrated in fewer locations, 
leaving many former railway buildings abandoned or derelict. 

The railway landscape has been continuously reshaped by shifts 
in political and economic conditions, as well as by technological 
advancements and choices. These changes have added layers of 
history to the immobile railway heritage, defined by changing func­
tions. For example, steam engines required different maintenance 
facilities than those needed for diesel or electric trains. Similarly, 
changes in goods handling have rendered certain buildings and 
ramps obsolete, while shifts in passenger traffic have altered the 
size, number, and functions of station buildings. New demands for 
speed have also impacted railway infrastructure, leading to the 
replacement of old tracks – sometimes on entirely new embank­
ments – or the abandonment of lines altogether. 

THE LITERATURE
As in all other countries with rails, Denmark has a rich body of lite­
rature produced by railway enthusiasts which as such has secured the 
intangible cultural heritage for most local and private railway lines 
– which amounts to more than 50. Their meticulously detailed publi­
cations typically follow a consistent template, narrating the history of 
the railway’s genesis, evolution, and eventual decline. These accounts 
are complemented by thorough descriptions of routes, station-by-
station accounts, and detailed documentation of rolling stock. Histo­
ric photographs, drawings, and depictions of the people involved in 
railway operations are a hallmark of this literature, offering a compre­
hensive record of Denmark’s tangible railway heritage in its original 
form. However, despite the wealth of knowledge these works pro­
vide, they rarely pose research questions or adopt theoretical frame­
works. Unfortunately, annotations and references are often lacking, 
which makes it difficult for subsequent researchers to verify facts 
or build upon this body of work. Only one publication among these 
stands out for its academic rigor and broader perspective, though 
it still follows the traditional template to some degree.9)  

Danish railway lines 
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29It is nonetheless valuable literature and since the mid-1980s, 
publishers such as Dansk Jernbane Klub (the Danish Railway Club), 
TpT (Tog på Tryk, i.e. “Trains in Print”), and especially Bane Bøger, 
have been at the forefront of publishing these works, produced by 
an active community of enthusiasts. Despite their contribution to 
preserving railway history, the focus on immobile structures and 
the heritage perspective remains minimal.

The more comprehensive works on Danish railway history, 
particularly those focusing on the state railways, include two key 
anthologies and a more recent supplementary article – produced 
to mark significant anniversaries. The older anthology, De danske 
statsbaner 1847-1947 (The Danish State Railways 1847-1947), was 
authored by experts in various fields, many of whom were employed 
by the state railways and had insider knowledge. Edited by industrial 
historian R. Willerslev and economist and railway historian J.A. 
Tork, with contributions from notable figures like Chief Architect 
K.T. Seest, this volume offers detailed descriptions of physical railway 
structures from Denmark’s first 100 years of railway history.10) It 
covers materials, construction methods, and the functions of various 
structures, including rails, tracks, crossings, bridges, ports, welfare 
facilities, gatekeepers’ houses, warehouses, depots, roundhouses, and 
station buildings. It also describes station layouts, equipment at sta­
tions and platforms, signals, signs, embankments, and the layout 
of the many tracks at large shunting yards. While the book does not 
take a heritage perspective, it provides valuable insights into the 
physical structures that have shaped Denmark’s railway landscape.

In celebration of the 150th anniversary of the Danish railway 
in 1997, the Danish Railway Museum published the three-volume 
På Sporet (On the Track), authored by professional historians.11)  
The primary focus of this lavishly illustrated work is on the political 
and economic history of the railway, including topics such as invest­
ments, goods and passenger transport, rolling stock, management, 
and personnel. While the volumes feature photographs and draw­
ings of buildings and bridges – mostly depicting them in their ori­
ginal condition – detailed discussion of the tangible, built environ­
ment is not a central theme. A few sections do address shifts in 
station architecture over time, but the material world of railway 
heritage remains secondary. 

As a supplement, a comprehensive article published for the 
175th anniversary of Danish railways brought the history up to date 
through thematic chapters.12) The last 25 years have seen signifi­
cant changes impacting the tangible railway heritage, including the 
replacement of the last train ferries with bridges, increased elec­
trification, centralisation of goods handling, and the digitisation of 
the signalling system. This latter change will soon result in the dis­
appearance of many physical elements along the tracks.

Beyond these general railway histories, academic literature on 
the subject is limited. With a few exceptions, the railway is prima­
rily examined as part of broader topics, such as economic, industrial, 
urban, or settlement history.13) One standout work is geographer 
Aage Aagesen’s seminal thesis on the Danish railway system.14) 
Aagesen analyses the natural, cultural, and economic geographical 
preconditions and consequences of introducing and establishing the 
railways, focusing on their structural impact. Notably, he mapped 
the distance to railway access in 1949,15) illustrating the system’s 
extensive reach and its influence on the landscape. He also studied 
the morphology of station towns and the relationship between 
railways and the location of agricultural industries, finding a weak 
connection with dairies but a strong one with butcheries. Aage­
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30 sen highlights the critical role of rail in transporting goods such as 
fuel, agricultural products, forestry materials, iron and steel, as 
well as how certain local rail lines specialised in products like marl, 
brickwork, beets, aggregates, turf, or fish.16) However, the specific 
physical structures associated with this specialisation receive little 
attention in his work.

Interestingly, in a major publication on the history of road trans­
port, the railway as a technical infrastructure for goods handling and 
its related structures and buildings is given considerable focus.17) 
This work puts particular emphasis on narrow-gauge industrial rail­
ways, an often-overlooked aspect in the general railway literature. 

Industrial archaeology tradition
The railway is a key component in a broader work on Danish indu­
strial history, notably the standard work by historian Henrik Har­
now, which follows the tradition of British industrial archaeology.18) 
This geographically organised guide highlights significant industrial 
heritage sites across Denmark. Harnow examines the evolving per­
ception of industrial heritage, including aspects of industrial archaeo­
logy such as the use of various building materials, architecture, lis­
ting, preservation, and adaptive reuse. Numerous railway examples 
are featured throughout. Harnow discuss the rationales behind 
the listing of buildings, considering the structures either as histo­
rical sources or symbols of identity. He emphasises the difficulty 
posed by Danish preservation laws, which require that an entire 
structure be listed, not just the exterior. To reuse an industrial 
structure without the ability to refurbish is beyond challenging.19) 

The most recent work in this tradition applies an essentialist 
approach to the railway landscape, interpreting it through a func­
tional lens.20) This approach seeks to understand the inherent logic 
behind the structures and their original purposes to better compre­
hend the current landscape and identify railway-related heritage 
values. The structures are understood in terms of their function, 
such as accommodating a certain number of passengers or goods, 
meeting technical and economic requirements, contributing to ar­
chitectural discourse, and even symbolising power – all of which 
have evolved over time. A proposed framework for analysing the 
railway landscape includes the following elements:

n	 Technological System: The railway as an integrated technolo­
gical system, encompassing tracks, embankments, buildings, 
bridges, tunnels, safety measures, and communication networks.

n	 Business and Organisation: The railway as a business and 
organisational entity, delivering products like passenger and 
goods transport, serving military purposes, and structured 
with specific administrative and operational needs.

n	 Industrial Activity: The railway as an industrial activity that 
requires maintenance facilities for tracks and rolling stock. 
Industries linked to the railway system (such as the production 
of rolling stock, rails, sleepers, and other components) are also 
considered, as are the sidetracks connecting many industries 
to the rail network, particularly from the 1880s to the 1950s.

n	 Cultural Environments: The railway’s influence on shaping the 
landscape, from altering old towns to creating new ones and 
reshaping agricultural areas.

n	 Physical Afterlife: The commemorative aspects and the 
derelict or repurposed railway structures left behind as 
remnants of the railway’s historical presence. 

Each sub-theme has a chronology interwoven with broader socie­
tal development, technological development, and choices. 

In the existing literature, only a few of these themes have been 
extensively analysed. Most of the research has focused on the aesthe­
tic expression of the railway system, particularly station architec­
ture and the cultural environment of station towns. However, seve­
ral important aspects remain underexplored. For example, the 
“invisible legacy” of soil pollution at railway facilities and the envi­
ronmental impact of fossil fuel use during the steam train era have 
yet to be adequately addressed.21) Although these are not conside­
red preservation-worthy elements, coal supply facilities and storage 
areas are emblematic of the steam era. Another neglected area 
of study is the biodiversity that has emerged in railway corridors, 
shunting areas, and workshop sites. The maintenance of these 
spaces has fostered unique flora and fauna. While biodiversity in 
railway areas has become a priority for Danish railway authorities 
(Banedanmark), comprehensive research within the Danish con­
text is still pending.22)  

P. Thestrup, S. Ousager & 
H.C. Johansen, På sporet 1-3, 1997.



31Architecture & buildings
The most visible and aesthetically ambitious elements of the rail­
way system are the station buildings, particularly those in larger 
towns. A few prominent architects, particularly those working for 
the state railways, have left a lasting mark on Danish railway archi­
tecture. The works of these canonised architects reflect the evo­
lution of architectural trends, from classicism to neo-Renaissance, 
historicism, neo-classicism, national romanticism, functionalism, and 
modernism. These trends are often characterised by features such 
as round-arch styles, Swiss-inspired designs, brick and tile construc­
tion, slate roofs, central vestibules flanked by waiting rooms, and 
the iconic semi-circular lunette window, an international symbol of 
railway stations.23) While a few celebrated railway architects are 
acknowledged in standard architectural histories, their contribu­
tions primarily predate the 1930s.24)  

A notable figure in Danish railway architecture is K.T. Seest, 
the chief architect of the state railways railways (1922-1949). In 
1947 Seest wrote about his predecessors and their ideas, providing 
insight into the architectural legacy of Danish railways.25) During 
the first century of Danish railway history, approximately 8,000 rail­
way buildings were constructed. Initially, station buildings featured 
symmetrical designs and floor plans, a tradition maintained by sub­
sequent architects despite stylistic changes. Seest, however, adopted 
a more functional approach, reflecting the evolving needs of railway 
stations: growing numbers of passengers, shorter waiting times, and 
the shift in demand from large waiting lounges to bigger front halls 
with direct access to platforms. 

Changes in the segregation of spaces, such as the 1925 switch 
from class-based to smoking/non-smoking sections, also influenced 
floor plans. Stations in cities and hub stations added dining rooms, 
expanded office spaces for goods handling and station manage­
ment, and introduced welfare facilities like canteens, baths, and rest 
areas for employees. Many stations were renewed and modified 
during this period, with some incorporating bus stations. Seest 
also addressed the operational buildings and infrastructure: plat­
forms, sheds, tunnels, large station halls, carriage depots, shunting 
yards, goods yards (established between 1890 and 1930), locomo­
tive depots with coal and water facilities, turntables, coal cranes 

and ramps, water towers. This provided a comprehensive over­
view of the railway’s physical infrastructure up until 1947. 

In addition to Seest’s contributions, other scholars have em­
phasised the role of modernism in Danish railway architecture du­
ring the 1930s, encompassing bridges, ferry fittings, and tram sta­
tions. A new feature at that time was the use of ordinary house 
models for countryside stations.26) Different architectural influen­
ces are noted, such as the German-inspired Roskilde station (1847) 
and British-inspired designs in Schleswig stations (1850s). How­
ever, the international influences on Danish railway architecture 
could benefit from further research. 

A few articles focus on the most influential railway architects, 
N.P.C. Holsøe and H.E.C. Wenck, who had the greatest impact on 
the railway landscape during the “golden age” of railways (1860s-
1920s), along with a few other renowned architects.27) Wenck, 
above all, designed stations in market towns and for private rail­
ways, emphasising the railway and the buildings as a cohesive sy­
stem. The architecture followed a consistent layout: station buil­
ding, warehouse, outhouse, and, at terminus stations, a locomotive 
depot. This system approach has been highlighted in a few articles, 
as has Wenck’s significant impact on the railway architecture of 
the era.28)  

Of particular relevance in a heritage context are two articles 
on the Coast Line between Copenhagen and Elsinore.29) In 2015, 
to mark the 150th anniversary of the main line across Funen, a 
thematic issue of Jernbanehistorie explored various aspects of the 
line’s history, including its system buildings and the defining and 
altered landscape.30) A brief excursus in this publication touched 
on the preservation status of the oldest buildings along the line 
but did not cover later generations of railway structures.

Later architects and more anonymous railway buildings are 
less frequently discussed in the literature, though some articles 
highlight unique projects, such as the integrated functions of Høje 
Taastrup station in the 1980s and the growing trend in using ex­
ternal architects for state railway projects. A short overview of 
railway architecture from the 1850s to 21st-century metro stations 
has also been published.31) In 2004, DSB’s head of design published 
an architectural policy that presented visions for state railway 
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32 architecture with a historical perspective and a focus on heritage.32) 
At that time, about one-third of Denmark’s 1,200 state railway 
buildings were listed or deemed preservation-worthy, including 26 
of the 150 station buildings. Many of these were out of use. The 
vision for these structures was to either sell, rent, or demolish 
them, with a focus on modernising stations by removing secondary 
buildings. This marked a shift from the preservation interest of the 
1970s and 1980s, championed by state railway architects O.E. 
Bonding (1958–1979) and Jens Nielsen (1979–1980).

Specific types and locations
A few publications focus on specific railway buildings rather than 
the architects, though there is no comprehensive overview of the 
subject in Danish railway literature. One notable example is a 
detailed study of Roskilde Station, which examines the building’s 
history, renovations, and associated structures such as the water 
tower, platform roofs, command centres, warehouses, machine 
depot, carriage shed, water purification plant, staff residence, and 
track tool depots.33)  

Another publication offers a historical portrayal of a station, 
focusing on its aesthetic details and functional aspects, which are 
often overlooked in railway literature. For example, it highlights ele­
ments such as brake sand containers and loading gauges.34) One 
of few publications with a heritage focus explores Frederiksberg 
Station, which was listed in 1992. The station’s architecture is 
examined within the context of German architectural influences, 
moving beyond a simple description of the individual building to 
explore its broader cultural significance.35) The Copenhagen Cen­
tral Station and its two predecessors have also been covered in 
articles and a monograph, including a documentation of a 2011 
renovation.36) However much of the enthusiast literature tends 
to treat stations as functional entities or a technical term rather 
than physical structures, often overlooking the architectural and 
heritage aspects of these buildings.37) 

There are few examples of general typological or geographical 
historical studies on stations. One exception is a study of the now-
disappeared countryside station as a historical type,38) which is of 
course to be considered as intangible heritage due to its absence 

in the present landscape. Other examples include a smaller heritage-
focused publication on stations in Southern Jutland and a history 
of Copenhagen stations, though the latter focuses more on station 
functions than on the buildings themselves.39)  

The primary state railway workshop, the Central Workshop in 
Copenhagen, has been the subject of an anthropological study 
comparing it to other large industrial workplaces up to the 
1970.40) The study also addresses the workshop’s situation in 
2007 and examines the imagined future for workers, workshops, 
and worker’s dwellings and provides a detailed overview of its 
buildings, functions, and site layout. 

Other significant heritage analyses have been conducted in re­
ports prepared for designations of the structures as worthy of pre­
servation or repurposing of railway structures with respect for the 
cultural heritage. For example, analyses of Aarhus’ listed central 
workshops as well as the freight yard was conducted with a focus 
on future use while preserving cultural heritage.41) The freight yard 
analysis considered the site as a physical structure, urban space, 
and place of production, providing a functional, technological, and 
architectural understanding of the buildings. However, these studies 
often favour the preservation of original structures over later modi­
fications, which is a common debate in heritage work – whether 
to preserve the original appearance or represent the building’s 
entire lifespan.  

Some other railway structures have been studied thematically 
in articles. For instance, the crossing keeper’s cottage, a building type 
constructed from 1847 to around 1950, was examined in detail.42) 
These cottages came in single and double-house versions and were 
modernised multiple times during the 1930s, 1950s, and 1970s, 
with rooms added and insulation improved. Another example is 
the railway signal houses, which have been studied with a focus on 
functions, offering some typological analysis providing examples 
from across the country.43) None of these incorporate a heritage 
perspective. 

A building type that has been thoroughly analysed from a heri­
tage standpoint is the water tower, a symbol of the steam locomo­
tive era.44) Ten main architectural types was identified among the 
approximately 200 water towers built for the state railways, as 
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well as various German models and towers on private lines. The 
study also explored related structures such as water cranes, pum­
ping stations, and windmills.

The Station town
One prominent aspect of railway-related research has been the 
study of station towns (also referred to as new towns or rural towns). 
This urban phenomenon attracted considerable academic atten­
tion beginning in 1979,45) with a decade-long research project that 
published a biannual journal and numerous articles,46) culminating 
in several larger works.47) The project primarily explored definitions, 
populations, functions, and the lives of inhabitants, though some 
studies also focused on the architecture and morphology of these 
new towns. This latter approach drew on theories of urban hierar­
chies and was later subject to further in-depth research, contribu­
ting to a broader understanding of countryside urbanisation.48) 

A more recent addition to the body of work is a report that 
assesses the current status of station towns and highlights future 
challenges and opportunities.49) This report discusses the shift in 
how nature is viewed – from a production and agriculture focus 
that shaped their original form and location, to a more recreatio­
nal perspective offering new potentials for the towns’ future deve­
lopment. However, it also demonstrates that the pursuit of new 
potentials often leads to the restructuring of these towns, resulting 

in the loss of historic structures. In these cases, modern develop­
ment typically takes precedence over preservation. The report, 
authored by architects, geographers, and urban planning experts, 
largely overlooks heritage considerations, which might be symp­
tomatic of the priorities in planning and development recommen­
dations.

Heritage Tools – Planning and Analysis
Apart from the publications in the industrial archaeology tradition, 
there has been little attention paid to heritage approaches in the 
literature of railway history. The first steps in that direction has 
been the work on cultural environments and the cultural history in 
the landscape in general – with infrastructure and the station towns 
as special themes.50)  

The protection of buildings, embankments and cultural environ­
ments in Denmark is governed by various pieces of legislation and 
planning tools managed at different levels of government – national, 
municipal, and the museums. The development and application of 
the Nature Conservation Act (1917), the Building Preservation Act 
(1918), the Museum Act (1958), and the Planning Act (1992) have 
been detailed in existing literature.51) These legal frameworks re­
gulate the protection of the heritage through a range of tools and 
at different administrative levels.

Fredericia Station hall. Architect K.T. Seest 1935 (photo: Fl. Wedell 2013).



34 Listings
The preservation of built heritage in Denmark began with legislation 
focused on the listing of natural and architectural sites.52) Over the 
years, the perspective has shifted from individual buildings with 
primarily aesthetic value to a broader approach that encompasses 
entire neighbourhoods and surroundings – to some extent. How­
ever, a setback occurred in a 1979 law revision that reduced the 
state’s incentives to list larger environments, transferring the re­
sponsibility to regional and municipal planning.

The first railway-related listing took place in 1964 with the listing 
of Roskilde Station, the oldest station in Denmark, built in 1847.53) 
This listing, along with others for 19th-century industrial buildings, 
has been interpreted as part of a broader recognition of cultural-
historical values rather than solely architectural values. The sec­
ond railway station to be listed was Bandholm Station (1869-70) 
in 1973, reflecting the 1970s interest in historicist architecture.54) 
Remarkably, the next elements to be listed were not stations, 

Detail from Elsinore Station, Architects N.P.C. Holsøe & H. Wenck 1891, listed building (photo: Fl. Wedell, 2021, DJM).



35but the oldest surviving water tower in Skjern (1874) and three 
bridges – two dating back to 1853 – listed in 1981.

From the 1980s until 2005, thematic reviews of various types 
of tangible cultural heritage were initiated, leading to a national 
overview and laying the groundwork for further listings.55) Among 
these 39 thematic reviews were the state railway stations exami­
ned from 1988 to 1990, and iron and concrete bridges constructed 
between 1840 and 1900, reviewed in 1996. In total, 446 railway 
buildings were evaluated during the 1988-1990 review, resulting 
in the listing of 28 station complexes comprising 56 buildings. 
These listings captured the evolution of state railway architecture 
from the 1850s to the 1930s, covering various types of buildings, 
from the large main stations to the small signal houses, the market 
town stations, and countryside stations. This focus on buildings 
older than the 1930s is reflected in the architectural literature. An 
interesting corrective from an enthusiast has pointed out factual 
inaccuracies and overlooked stations, such as those on private lines 
and smaller or newer stations.56) 

The thematic listing of railway stations built on top of a survey 
of active state railway stations initiated in 1980,57) overseen by 
the chief architects O.E. Bonding and Jens Nielsen. It was a call for 
protection or registration of a then endangered building type – 
the station. The purpose was to enhance the understanding and 
sense of responsibility for railway heritage within DSB (Danish 
State Railways), serving as a resource for maintenance, informa­
tion, planning, documentation for listings, education, and reuse.58) 
The accompanying route register consists of 72 volumes assessing 
environmental and building qualities, as well as architectural values. 
It covers all buildings and areas, including parking spaces, gardens, 
access conditions, landscaping, fences, paving, bridges, tunnels, 
lighting, signage, and interior details (such as ceilings, floors, and 
benches), accompanied by building drawings and detailed photo­
graphs. A final report outlined the listing values for DSB stations,59) 
but local and private railways, staff housing, and abandoned facili­
ties were not considered. The project was supplemented two years 
later by a registration of fencing and fence types including live 
fencing as part of the preparation for a coherent design policy.60) 
Live fencing was used to “humanise” otherwise sterile railway areas.

Currently, 52 railway facilities have been listed, the majority of 
which are station buildings (38),61) alongside several embankments 
protected as “ancient monuments” under the Museum Act, inclu­
ding a recent designation of a 6.5 km railway line in Southern Jut­
land (2024). The listings also encompass seven bridges, two round­
house complexes, a workshop area, and four water towers. Fifteen 
warehouses are included, primarily as part of station environments, 
as well as seven toilet buildings and a few minor elements such as 
sheds, fences, connecting walls, and platform canopies. The listing 
of the Apenrade Line in 2024 stands out as one of the few preser­
vation measures that adopt a holistic perspective. 

The two predominant architects behind these listed buildings 
are Holsøe and Wenck (15 each). To an extent the architects K.O. 
Fisker & Aa. Rafn who designed the stations in a limited area of 
Bornholm, has had their more than fair share of listings (4), while 
Seest and Th. Arboe each contributed four. Only a few other 
architects are represented, and although many local architects 
worked on private lines, their contributions are not reflected in 
the listings. A notable gap exists in the border region of Jutland, 
which rejoined Denmark in 1920 after being annexed by Prussia 
in 1864. This area still features a significant building stock by the 
German architect F.W. Jablonowskij (1890-1919), yet it is absent 
from the listings. Similarly, structures and architects from the post-
1930s era are also underrepresented. This bias suggests the need 
for a comprehensive national overview that is not limited to state 
railways and encompasses a broader timeline, which would en­
hance the overall representativity of the listings.

Preservation Worthy / Cultural Environment
In the 1980s and 1990s, new tools were developed to map and 
register cultural heritage in the landscape, supplementing tradi­
tional listings. Following Denmark’s ratification of the Granada 
Convention on the preservation of architectural heritage in 1985, 
the SAVE (Survey of Architectural Values in the Environment) 
method was created between 1987 and 1991. This tool for map­
ping, registration, prioritisation and designation was designed to 
evaluate the preservation value of buildings and neighbourhoods 
in urban areas.60) Its application aided municipal planning, resulting 

Private line station, H. Wenck’s 
system building, Nors Station 1904 
(photo: Fl. Wedell, 2021, DJM).



36 in the production of 90 municipality/cultural environment/cultural 
heritage atlases from 1990 to 2007, with a few additional atlases 
published in the 2020s. However, a significant limitation of these 
atlases was their focus on buildings older than 1940, thereby ex­
cluding over half a century of architectural history, which is now 
approaching a century. As an architectural tool, the emphasis in 
these publications tended to prioritise architectural values over 
cultural-historical ones. Furthermore, while the atlases generally 
considered stations as part of their surrounding environment, 
they often omitted the key infrastructure – the railway line itself.63)

In 1994, the concept of “cultural environment” was introduced, 
defined as a geographically delimited area that reflects significant 
aspects of societal development in its appearance.64) This concept 
encompasses the perception of fixed, tangible cultural heritage as 
cohesive wholes – such as station towns – that represent specific 
time periods. A critical aspect of understanding a cultural environ­
ment involves recognising its historical context, identifying which 
elements and structures were characteristic during its primary 
functional period, and assessing how much of that heritage has 
been preserved. The concept has sparked debate due to its multi­
disciplinary nature, inviting various approaches, including aesthetic/ 
architectural, ethnological, and historical perspectives.  

An important distinction has been made between “cultural land­
scape,” viewed as an analytical concept, and “cultural environment,” 
which serves as a political and administrative one. The former 
represents historical realities, while the latter pertains to what is 
chosen for preservation.65) This choice is influenced by the obser­
ver’s perspective: essentialists view cultural environments as con­
crete realities, while constructivists perceive them as social con­
structions. From an essentialist standpoint, there is a call for classi-
fication and identification of different types of cultural environments, 
along with a registration of their preservation values, to facilitate 
the designation of preservation-worthy areas. Criteria such as 
rarity/representativity, authenticity, continued use/status of pre­
servation, narrative value, and identity value must be satisfied be­
fore aesthetic evaluations are made.66)  

To further assist regional planning, a tool known as KIP (Cultu­
ral History in Planning) was developed in the late 1990s to map 

cultural heritage in open land.67) An introductory publication high­
lighted key features across various themes, including infrastructure 
and the development of new towns/station towns.68) It presen­
ted a general perspective on infrastructure, noting that structures 
and buildings are often not preserved due to ongoing use; instead, 
they are frequently altered or relocated when necessary. The pu­
blication argues for a more comprehensive preservation perspec­
tive that recognises the structural integrity of a site, even when 
alterations occur, emphasising the need to consider the entire 
lifespan of the railway and its associated buildings. It raises the 
question of what constitutes originality and authenticity.

One point is that the railway leaves lasting traces in the land­
scape such as discontinued tracks that might be repurposed as 
cycling paths. Another point is that train stations are identified as 
one of the most comprehensively preserved cultural-historical fea­
tures, showcasing geographically varying characteristics. However, 
many typical elements – such as canopies, wooden warehouses, 
side and end ramps, cattle pens, and loading cranes – are seldom 
preserved. Other elements, including signal boxes, footbridges, 
platform tunnels, gatekeeper’s cottages, trackside huts, water cranes, 
water towers, coal bridges, coal supply facilities, engine sheds, ash 
pits, inspection pits, bridges, ferry docks, and telegraph poles, also 
face similar preservation challenges.

In practice, the designations carried out at the regional or mu­
nicipal level, often in collaboration with museums, have varied sig­
nificantly in scope and quality, as different regions adopt different 
approaches.

The ongoing efforts to engage with cultural environments 
have led to the development of refined tools that reflect a shifting 
understanding of historical landscapes. A 2018 project, support­
ed by the Danish Heritage Agency, aimed to create a straightfor­
ward, interdisciplinary approach for designating cultural environ­
ments. This initiative, inspired by the SAVE and KIP methods, is 
known as the Cultural Environment Method.69) It posits that cul­
tural and historical environments are in a constant state of flux, 
necessitating frequent evaluation of the designations, a view rooted 
in a relativistic and constructivist perspective. This approach empha­
sises the importance of integrating heritage into future planning. 

Standard type gatekeeper’s cottage, 
Mørdrup, between Copenhagen and 
Elsinore (photo: Fl. Wedell, 2021, DJM).
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Langå Station – Jutland/Funen type Water tower 1908, (photo: Fl. Wedell, 2009, DJM).



38 This perspective aligns with contemporary cultural heritage re­
search, which adopts a relativistic approach. The argument is that 
perceptions of cultural heritage are inherently debatable, deeply 
tied to identity politics, and involve democratic and ideological 
discussions that evolve over time.70) 

Efforts are also underway to replace the older KIP and SAVE 
methods with the SAK method (Screening of Cultural Environ­
ments), which interconnects the past, present, and future. Devel­
oped by the School of Architecture in Aarhus, SAK builds upon 
projects conducted between 2015 and 2023.71) The understand­
ing of cultural environments has shifted from a focus on historical 
layers72) to an emphasis on ongoing development and changing uses 
and perceptions of these environments. 

As a result, it can be argued that historical layers and the origi­
nal significance of buildings and structures are increasingly obscu­
red by the numerous new layers generated by this dynamic ap­
proach. Assessments of cultural environments now incorporate 
factors such as tourism, settlement, business, and cultural poten­
tials, which may contribute to the erosion of historical layers. A 
constructivist view or perhaps a relativistic view seems to be 
gaining prominence. 

Regional Industrial Heritage Sites
In 2003, the National Heritage Agency launched a priority initia­
tive focusing on the cultural heritage of industrial society.73) In 
2004 and 2005, museums and cultural environment councils pro­
duced reports identifying the most significant industrial heritage 
sites within their respective regions, i.e. the former counties. These 
reports highlighted key industrial heritage sites and provided gene­
ral overviews of local and regional industrial development. While 
railways played a minor role in these reports, the first railway line 
— connecting Copenhagen to Korsør – was designated as one of 
25 national industrial monuments, which included several stations 
along the route, the central workshop, a roundhouse, and workers’ 
dwellings.74) Although many of these elements had already been 
listed, the designation aimed to underscore their broader coherence 
within the industrial system. However, it did not include tools for 
preservation.

Railway components are an integrated part of various designa­
ted industrial environments, such as the Carlsberg brewery, which 
features loading ramps, and the F.L. Smith cement factory and iron 
foundry or the producer of washing powder and soap, Henkel 
A/S, which both has sidings connecting to the company premises. 
Similarly, the central meat market and slaughterhouse complex in 
Copenhagen, known as “Den Brune og Hvide Kødby”, includes 
four freight tracks. In urban areas, particularly in the capital, rail­
ways were the localising factor and instrumental in shaping indu­
strial districts. The tram system at the turn of the 20th century and 
the subsequent S-train network further influenced the development 
of industrial zones and contributed to the segregation of housing 
and workplaces.75)  

In the regional report on industrial environments in Copenha­
gen, which designated 29 preservation-worthy industrial sites, 
infrastructure is acknowledged as an integral part of industrialisa­
tion but is not regarded as an industrial environment in its own 
right. In neighbouring regions, however, an actual railway environ­
ment comprising station buildings and workers’ cottages has been 
designated as having high preservation value.76) Conversely, some 
view railways merely as technical structures – which may have dis­
appeared – with only the buildings remaining.77) Others see them 
as components of larger cultural environments, such as small indu­
strial plants with their own sidings or port facilities with numerous 
tracks. Notably, the actual railway tracks were not designated in 
the regional reports.

Designation of Valuable Cultural Environments
The designation of railway lines at the municipal level varies signifi­
cantly in terms of approach, quality, and delineation. Some munici­
palities focus solely on the tracks, which may be paved for cycling 
or walking paths, while others emphasise individual buildings, such 
as stations, as preservation-worthy. This focus on singular elements 
often undermines the holistic understanding of the railway as a 
cohesive cultural environment. Additionally, some municipalities 
designate several kilometres of railway,78) while others concen­
trate on specific aspects, such as stations that did not lead to the 
development of towns or the visual prominence of certain struc­

Øster Marie Station, Bornholm, Architects 
Aa. Fisker & Rafn 1916, Listed building 
(photo: Fl. Wedell, 2021, DJM).



39tures.79) The station town remains the most frequently designated 
railway-related feature. 

A few surveys of railway lines stand out as exemplary founda­
tions for further designations. One notable example is a 2009 re­
port from the Historic Museum of Faaborg, which approached the 
entire railway line as a single cultural environment – a rather un­
usual perspective.80) The report details the history of the railway 
line, identifies preservation-worthy buildings, and proposes mea­
sures for their preservation and potential reuse. Another recent 
report focuses on a section of a derelict railway line on Amager, 
employing the PHASE method, developed by the University of 
Southern Denmark, PlanScape, and English Heritage.81) This ap­
proach emphasises the interplay between cultural-historical and 
natural values, identifying and designating elements that best sup­

port the narratives and objectives prioritised by local stakehol­
ders. This dynamic method allows for re-evaluation over time and 
distinguishes between fundamental preservation values (such as 
tracks, rails, and freight areas), enduring preservation values, and 
current preservation values (like garden allotments and reused 
tracks for rail bikes). The relativism is further developed here, and 
this raises questions about what is truly protected: the historical 
features or the continually evolving perceptions of the area? 

The work on municipal heritage atlases continues sporadically, 
depending on municipal interest. Some municipalities emphasise 
preserved stations, railway embankments, and tracks, as well as 
station town environments.82) In Copenhagen, for example, the 
main stations and the railway line to Valby were designated as a 
cultural environment, highlighting the significance of Copenhagen 

Gråsten State Railway Station, Architect F.W. Jablonowski, 1901 (photo: Fl. Wedell, 2021, DJM).



40 Central Station, the Central Post Office, and the Central Work­
shop, along with workers’ dwellings.83) Often, these cultural-histo­
rical analyses and designations arise from ongoing development 
plans. In 2019, the Central Workshop in Copenhagen was designa­
ted as worthy of preservation, and many of the buildings on the 
site were included in a municipal master plan that was open for 
public consultation. This process revealed concerns about the pro­
posed building density and the potential changes to preservation-
worthy structures, suggesting that these designations may not serve 
as effective protective instruments.84) A similar case involved the 
analysis of a derelict freight station in Vejle, which led to a gentle 
demolition of the building with intention to reconstruct it else­
where.85) 

In 2022, following an evaluation of the Act of Planning, the par­
liament decided to secure designated cultural environments by 
appointing national cultural environments. The primary tool for this 
effort is a national planning map that includes designated cultural 
environments, including railway sites.86) A large area from the cen­
tral station to the Central Workshop in Copenhagen was desig­
nated as a valuable cultural environment, though it did not en­
compass the entire line to Korsør as initially suggested in the na­
tional industrial cultural environment designation.

In summary, the focus on railway heritage over the past 25 
years has led to the designation of 205 infrastructural facilities, 
including 39 railway lines.88) Additionally, 15 areas categorised as 
railway/port/factory environments have been designated in urban 
contexts, some with a railway focus. However, the 161 regional 
industrial environments, 25 national designations, and municipal 
planning designations do not entirely align,88) leading to inconsi­
stencies that hinder national oversight and preservation efforts. 
The shift toward a constructivist, perhaps relativistic, approach to 
heritage may not enhance the understanding of the railway as a 
historical entity. 

Practice
The economic capacity to maintain railway structures varies widely. 
Most local railway heritage sites are privately owned, while a signi­
ficant portion of state railway heritage remains under the owner­

ship of the state railway, despite the sale of many station buildings. 
While several larger stations have undergone renovations that 
acknowledge the balance between functional demands and preser­
vation interests,89) others are left to decay or are refurbished with 
little regard for their original character.90) Public-benefit foundations 
in some cases step in to provide financial support and restoration 
expertise. A notable example is the thorough restoration of a 
smaller station in the town of Gelsted, documented in a small book 
that recounts the station’s history and that of its inhabitants.91) 
Although this station is not listed, it has been well-preserved and 
restored while also modernised to meet contemporary require­
ments for heating, noise insulation, and other necessities. The goal 
of this restoration project is to secure a tenant for the facility.  

What is Missing? 
As indicated by the literature review, there is a significant gap in the 
general analysis of the physical railway landscape, particularly regar­
ding stations, their structures, and their development over time. 
This includes a broader examination of the building culture – not 
just the iconic architectural works but also the more anonymous 
structures. While state railway stations were surveyed three de­
cades ago, the numerous private line stations were excluded from 
this analysis. Although a few other building types have been addres­
sed in the literature, a comprehensive overview remains absent. 
The various regional surveys and local designations of cultural 
environments lack consistency both vertically and horizontally due 
to differing methods and approaches, as well as divergent interpre­
tations of the structures. Some perspectives are dominated by 
aesthetic and architectural views, while others adopt functionalist, 
essentialist, or increasingly prevalent constructivist viewpoints.

A common argument suggests that repurposing preservation-
worthy buildings that are vacant and no longer serve their origi­
nal functions is the only viable method of preservation.92) How­
ever, this raises a fundamental contradiction: Can preservation 
through alteration truly be considered preservation? It is estima­
ted that approximately 25-33% of stations in station towns have 
either disappeared or undergone significant reconstruction.93) Yet, 
there is no comprehensive overview of how many railway buildings 



41have been converted or lost, nor an assessment of how these 
conversions affect the preservation and public perception of the 
history of the buildings and their cultural environments. 

The literature has predominantly focused on larger state rail­
way stations, neglecting private lines and smaller ancillary build­
ings, including numerous bridges and tunnels. Moreover, several 
chapters of railway heritage remain unaddressed in the existing 
literature. For example, the many industrial railways, most of which 
were narrow-gauge, and the industry they served (often involved 
in the extraction of natural resources, such as gravel) which have 
left physical scars on the landscape. The associated infrastructure, 
such as postal and telegraphic services, is an inseparable part of 
the original cultural environments and should be integrated into 
our understanding of this heritage; the railway was deeply inter­
twined with society.

Heritage considerations can encompass aesthetics, reuse, or 
a newer more critical approach reflective of the Anthropocene. 
The latter views heritage as a dynamic concept that can be con­
stantly reinterpreted, focusing more on present-day interpreta­
tions than on the original rationales behind the structures’ creation. 
This perspective critiques designated preserved heritage as narcis­
sistic, positing that it merely reflects a specific self-image.94) This 
raises an extreme question: Why preserve human history at all? 

In contrast, this article advocates for a historical-functional ap­
proach to analysing the railway landscape, viewing the railway as a 
vast technological system encompassing all its buildings, structures, 
safety measures, and communication systems. It was a business, an 
organisation, and a workplace, that facilitated the transport of various 
products, functioning as an industrial activity that required main­
tenance and production while supporting other industries. Addi­
tionally, the railway was deeply entwined with society, and the 
related cultural environments – shaping landscapes and urban areas 
– are equally important to consider. Finally, the derivative effects 
of this infrastructure – its physical afterlife – need to be analysed 
more comprehensively than current regional surveys and atlases 
allow.
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