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Introduction

Searching for the Intellectual Roots 
of the Scandinavian Idea

Where to begin a history of Scandinavian identity? Do we start where the 
Scandinavists themselves envisioned the roots of their nations, in the prehis-
toric fog of Norse antiquity? Or do we direct our attention to the Norse-speak-
ing Vikings, who made their mark across much of Europe and the North Atlan-
tic world? Or what about the Kalmar Union, that unique period in history 
during which Denmark, Norway, and Sweden indeed formed a unified political 
whole? Research has found that at this time, despite persistent infighting, 
‘Scandinavia’ did develop into a common frame of reference, while a modest 
form of academic and literary exchange tied the countries closer together in 
the cultural sphere.89 It seems less straight-forward, by contrast, to take the 
Early Modern Period as a starting point, tainted as it was by repeated warfare 
between the power blocks Denmark-Norway and Sweden (see Table 0.1). Al-
though antiquarians on both sides of the water were happy to cooperate and 
exchange findings, and thus shared an interest for ancient Scandinavian cul-
ture, their endeavours primarily served the geopolitical ambitions of their 
monarchs, who sought to legitimize their claim as prime ruler over the north.90 

Table 0.1 - Wars involving Denmark-Norway and Sweden from the Kalmar Union and onwards

Name of War Years
Dano-Swedish War 1470–71 
Dano-Swedish War 1501–12 
Swedish War of Secession 1521–23 
Northern Seven Years’ War 1563–70 
Kalmar War 1611–13 
Torstenson War 1643–45 
First Carl Gustaf War 1657–58 
Second Carl Gustaf War 1658–60 
Swedish Wars on Bremen 1668
Scanian War 1675–79 
Great Northern War 1700–21 
Theatre War 1788–89 
Dano-Swedish War 1808–09 
German Campaign during War of the Sixth Coalition 1813–14 

An unprecedented long period of peace started after the end of the Great 
Northern War in 1721, only to be interrupted in 1788, when Denmark, reluctant-
ly, had to answer to its alliance with Russia and attack Sweden from the west 
with its Norwegian land forces. By this time, however, hostilities between the 
Scandinavian countries, so common in the preceding centuries, were widely 
seen as being unnatural as much as they were undesired.91 Historians, poets, 
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diplomats – they suddenly spoke of friendship and brotherhood, of forgetting 
the animosity of old, and some even played with ideas of political unification.92 
Something must have happened, must have changed in the intermediate de-
cades. The idea of Scandinavia finally began to gain some ideological meat on 
the bones. As a consequence, it is here, towards the closing of the eighteenth 
century, that our investigations will start. What did this ideological substance 
consist of? What made it grow? 

 Chapter 1 explores the philosophical, poetical, cultural, and aesthetical 
developments that largely originated from outside Scandinavia, but that none-
theless – or arguably exactly because of their foreign provenance – had a pro-
found impact on Scandinavian self-perceptions. The moralistic revaluation of 
northern Europe and the revived interest in Old-Norse literature as a procre-
ative source of note simultaneously helped crystallize hitherto diffuse concep-
tualizations of ‘Scandinavia’ and ‘the North’ into geographically more clearly 
demarcated signifiers. The Scandinavian internalisation of these European in-
tellectual trends is traced from the perspective of the three essays that in 1800 
were written in response to the question whether Norse mythology was a suit-
able inspiration for the modern poet. The answers formulated by the three 
Danish students reveal much about the central position mythology and the sa-
gas would inhabit in national thought as well as in the imagination of Scandina-
via.   

 Chapters 2 and 3 likewise deal with deliberations on the inspirational 
value of Norse mythology, in both cases for the visual arts. To an even larger 
extent than in the discussions about poetry, these debates centred on a binary 
opposition between North and South, whose respective mythologies were as-
sociated with markedly different ideas about morality and aesthetics. The na-
tional importance ascribed to the mythological heritage was one of the reasons 
why this aesthetical matter caused emotions to run high, both in Sweden 
(Chapter 2) and Denmark (Chapter 3). It was in turn this agitated atmosphere 
that would bring the issue into the public sphere and form a catalyst for the 
appropriation of Old-Norse topics in the arts. At the same time, a subtle but 
significant undercurrent in the aesthetical debates expose a first cautious dis-
agreement on the ownership of the sources of Norse mythology: the Eddas and 
sagas. Were these to be seen as a common Scandinavian legacy? Or did one of 
the nations have a particularly strong case to claim them as their own? Or 
could the national and pan-national be harmoniously combined? 

 All three chapters taken together will unravel the intellectual threads 
that in the 1840s would come to full ideological fruition under the banner of 
Scandinavism.   
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CHAPTER 1

The Mythology Feuds I
The Copenhagen Question of 180093

In February 1800, the University of Copenhagen opened its yearly prize-essay 
competition in eight different disciplines.94 The question to be answered in the 
discipline of Aesthetics read as follows: 

Would it be fruitful for poetry in Scandinavia, if ancient Norse Mytholo-
gy were to be introduced and commonly accepted by our poets as an 
alternative to Greek mythology?95 

It is one of the few prize-essay competitions that has lingered in the academic 
memory. The fact that one of the three contenders was none other than Adam 
Oehlenschläger (1779–1850), at the time still a law student in his freshman year, 
has certainly contributed to status of the question, which has had a default 
place in consecutive Danish literary histories ever since.96 Oehlenschläger 
would over the course of the coming decade grow up to be Denmark’s fore-
most Romantic poet and playwright, and in his later life, as shall be unpacked in 
Chapter 4, he would be heralded as one of the spiritual fathers of the 
pan-Scandinavian movement on account of his pioneering literary works in-
spired by, indeed, Norse mythology. It is in the context of Oehlenschläger’s use 
of the Old-Norse material that Oskar Bandle speaks of the “well-known 
prize-question posed by the University of Copenhagen in 1800.”97

Yet, the significance of the competition surpasses the later fame of the 
winner of its second prize. The aforementioned literary histories usually pres-
ent the prize-question as a nodal point in which several cultural developments 
from the previous century intersect, signalling both the revived interest for Old 
Norse culture as a repertoire for poetic cultivation and the central importance 
the myths and sagas would acquire for nationalist consciousness-raising in 
Denmark and the other Scandinavian countries. The tentative nature of the 
question at the same time reveals that the creative use of Norse mythology was 
by 1800 by no means unequivocally accepted, as the new trend clashed with 
the hegemonic classicist aesthetics of the day. In this chapter, I will argue that 
this debate centring on a moral and poetical opposition between Norse and 
Greek mythology, between North and South, was instrumental in the emer-
gence of the idea of Scandinavia as a focal point for (pan-)national identifica-
tion. The three essays that were submitted in response to the Copenhagen 
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question thereby serve as the starting point from which to explore the intellec-
tual sources and cultural developments that made it possible to imagine Scan-
dinavia as a cultural unit.  

LUDVIG STOUD PLATOU
“MAKING THE CASE FOR GREEK MYTHOLOGY”

The competition’s Gold Medal was won by the Danish–Norwegian pedagogy 
student Ludvig Stoud Platou (1778–1833), who in 1813 would become the very 
first history professor at the newly-opened Royal Frederik’s University in 
Christiania. Oehlenschläger was awarded the ‘first’ second prize (‘første Acces-
sit’), while the ‘second’ second prize (‘andre Accessit’) went to the theology stu-
dent Jens Møller (1779–1833). All three essays would be published in successive 
issues of the influential periodical Minerva over the course of the year 1801. 
Platou’s contribution, amounting to a grand total of 90 pages, was so extensive 
that it had to be divided over two separate issues.

 In his final evaluation of the three submissions, head of the jury Jacob 
Baden (1735–1804) wrote that it was hard to come to a decision as he and his 
fellow jury member, the historian Jørgen Kierulf (1757–1810), deemed all three 
contributions to be of similar high quality. In the end, they made their personal 
preferences settle the matter and Baden, himself a classical philologist, went 
for the contribution that “made the case for Greek mythology”, as Oehlen-
schläger would later phrase it in his memoirs.98 The two-men jury, however, re-
assured Oehlenschläger and Møller that they would have been rewarded more 
generously had regulations allowed the awarding of more than one Gold Med-
al.99

On a superficial reading, the gold-medallist indeed appears to be a stan-
dard-bearer for Classicism who holds no high regard for the lesser-known my-
thology from the north. A good thirty pages before the end of his essay Platou 
draws the following provisional conclusion:

If we in this way want to compare Greek mythology to Nordic mytholo-
gy and if time, place and my own capacities allow me to continue a 
thorough comparison between these two mythologies, then the result 
of my efforts would be that the mythology of the Greeks by far surpass-
es that of the Scandinavians in sensitivity, gentleness, beauty, harmony, 
richness – in short, in overall refinement.100
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This illustrates that he, to use Oehlenschläger’s words, represents the “custom-
ary opinion the Nordic mythology has against it.”101  In his own essay, Oehlen-
schläger referred to an example of this customary opinion he had encountered 
in the second volume of an influential German encyclopaedia on aesthetics, 
composed by the Swiss philosopher Johann Georg Sulzer (1720–1779). In the 
short lemma on mythology, Sulzer made no distinction between Celts and 
Scandinavians, as was typical in his day,102 and stated the following about the 
difference between what he thus called ‘Celtic’ mythology and Greek mytholo-
gy, which for him boiled down to one between barbarity and civilization:

The difference between the mythology of the Greeks, so full of pleas-
antness and charming images, and the poor mythology of the Celts is 
truly astounding. Who would trade Elysium with all its pleasures for 
Valhalla, where the fallen drink beer and brandy from the skulls of their 
enemies? Not even the delightful fruits from Greek soil differ as much 
from the bitter fruits from the Nordic blackthorn, as the charming im-
ages of the Greek fables stand in contrast to the crude Celtic ones.103

Platou seemingly consented to the derogative representation of his fore-
bears when he hailed the many cultural achievements of Ancient Greece and 
contrasted this with the lack of refinement in the Far North: “The greatest art 
of the Scandinavians was to shoot an arrow with great precision, to fell a wild 
bear, to challenge each other to a duel, to roam around on the seas like Sea-Vi-
kings (sic), and – after all these trials and tribulations – to empty their beer and 
mead filled drinking horns.”104 

That Nordic mythology was unsuitable as a subject for modern literature 
on account of its barbaric nature had been expressed in the December 1799 is-
sue of Minerva by the Swedish poet Gustaf Frederik Gyllenborg (1731–1808). In a 
poem titled “On the Origins of Poetry”, Gyllenborg spurned Nordic myth in fa-
vour of the ancient Greeks. Similar to Sulzer, he leant heavily on the opposition 
barbarity–civilisation (“a funeral song so wild and so barbaric”) and he discour-
aged his fellow-poets to “drink the residue from Mímir’s Well”,105 because such 
would be “an effort wasted.” “Why torture the modern mind with dark antiqui-
ties?” Gyllenborg rhetorically asked his colleagues.106 

As much as Sulzer before him, Gyllenborg had failed to recognize that it 
was exactly this wild barbarity and ancient darkness that attracted poets and 
readers to Norse mythology. From the 1750s and onward, poets in Britain and 
the German states especially had been on the lookout for an alternative to 
Graeco-Roman mythology. They considered the classicist canon of subjects to 
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be worn out by overuse and decadence, and they wanted to break free from the 
rigid stylistic straightjacket of French-style Classicism by turning to different 
sources of inspiration. Norse mythology presented such a fresh and promising 
alternative, not in the least because it fitted nicely with the emerging pre-ro-
mantic taste for the sublime. After Edmund Burke’s (1729–97) aesthetical explo-
ration from 1757, sublimity came to involve an aesthetical category that diamet-
rically differed from the classical notion of beauty, which revolved around 
notions of simplicity, symmetry, and harmony. The sublime, by contrast, was to 
be found in “whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible ob-
jects, or operates in a manner analogous to terror,” such as towering mountains 
ranges, avalanches, thunderstorms, battlefields, demons and nightmares and 
monsters and Vikings drinking mead from the skulls of their slain enemies.107 

The bourgeoning vogue for the sublime got a powerful wind in the sails 
through the international success of the infamous Ossian poems, first pub-
lished in the early 1760s, which James Macpherson (1736–96) had presented as 
genuinely ancient remnants of  Scottish-Gaelic poetry. Serious doubts regard-
ing their authenticity, which had existed almost from the moment of publica-
tion, did little to temper the cultural impact of the poems. Their purported au-
thor, the old bard Ossian, would ultimately receive the honourable epithet 
‘Homer of the North’. In her influential essay De la littérature dans ses rapports 
avec les institutions sociales from 1800, Mme de Staël (1766–1817) regarded Os-
sian as the origin of a typically northern literature characterized by its melan-
cholic, contemplative, and sublime nature. She contrasted (and preferred) the 
Ossianic tradition to the literature of the south, derived from Homer, which 
despite its more charming qualities in her eyes lacked the depth of its northern 
counterpart. In the run-up to Mme de Staël’s exposé, ‘the North’ had as such, at 
least in terms of literature, emerged as the aesthetical other of ‘the South’, no 
longer in a negative sense (as lacking, being inferior), but in a positive one, in 
that the literary treasures from the northern part of the continent – Ossian, 
the Eddas, the Icelandic sagas – offered a more authentic, more intuitive, and 
more philosophical alternative to the over-cultivated austerity of the classical 
models originating from France.         

Owing to Ossian’s popularity and in more general terms to the emanci-
pation of northern-European culture as a whole, the closing decades of the 
eighteenth century witnessed an unprecedented intellectual interest for Old-
Norse literature across the continent. This Romantic rediscovery and revalua-
tion of Eddic myth has later been termed the ‘Nordic Renaissance’, a movement 
that was further accommodated by the at the time customary conflation of all 
northern mythologies (Celtic, Gaelic, Nordic) under a single header, such as we 
have seen in Sulzer’s encyclopaedia entry.108 Regarding Norse myth, the main 
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sources were the Elder or Poetic Edda and the Younger or Prose Edda, which 
had been composed by the Icelandic chieftain Snorri Sturluson (1179–1241) and 
contained, besides poetical instructions, descriptions of the gods and summa-
rized the stories about the birth, destruction and rebirth of the world. Besides 
editions in the original language, a number of translations of both Eddas in 
among others Latin, Danish, Swedish, English, German, and French were or be-
came available in the eighteenth century. 

A key mediator in disseminating knowledge on Norse mythology across 
Europe was the Swiss professor of literature in Copenhagen Paul-Henri Mallet 
(1730–1807). After reading Ossian, Mallet published a revised edition of his His-
toire de Dannemarc in 1763,109 in which he, in comparison to the original publi-
cation, had shifted focus from the technicalities of Old-Icelandic metre to the 
dark and mysterious imagery of the Eddas and sagas.110 The passages from both 
the Poetic and the Prose Edda that Mallet chose to translate to French reflect 
his penchant for the sublime. Through the relatively swift translation of his 
work into German (1765–69) and English (1770), Mallet furthermore contributed 
considerably to popularizing the archetype of the death-defying Viking in Eu-
ropean culture, an image he had encountered in an older Danish work: the An-
tiqvitatum Danicarum de causis contemptae a Danis adhuc gentilibus mortis 
libri tres from 1689, in which Thomas Bartholin the Younger (1659–90) had de-
scribed the ancient Danes’ contempt for death as the defining feature of the 
Viking mentality. As a violent death according to the ancient belief-system of-
fered the sole access to the pleasures of Valhalla, many a warrior greeted an 
imminent end with joy. We find this motif for instance in the 1766 poem “Ge-
dicht eines Skalden” by the Denmark-born German poet Heinrich Wilhelm von 
Gerstenberg (1737–1824). In the tenth verse it reads:

Der Schauer der Begeisterung

Ergriff mein schwellendes Herz! Ich schlung

Den Arm um meinen Freund, und schwur

Meines Freundes Tod zu sterben!

Da jauchzten die Valkyriur!

Da hub mein Freund den Arm, und schwur

Den blanken Schild zu färben,

Und meinen Tod zu sterben!

Da jauchzten die Valkyriur!111

At the time of writing this poem, Gerstenberg resided in Copenhagen with a 
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number of his compatriots who enjoyed the patronage of the Danish nobleman 
J.H.E. Bernstorff (1712–72). This circle of German poets would be instrumental 
to introducing the Nordic vogue to their Danish colleagues and – in tandem 
with Mallet – bringing the Nordic Renaissance to the north proper. Johannes 
Ewald (1743–81), then still an upcoming talent but later the greatest poet of his 
generation, arguably offers the best case in point. Like the Germans a protégé 
of count Bernstorff, he made the acquaintance of his great literary hero Fried-
rich Gottlieb Klopstock (1724–1803) in 1769. Klopstock served as Ewald’s guide 
to the world of English literature, familiarizing him with among others Milton, 
Shakespeare, and Ossian, while also sparking his interest for Scandinavia’s me-
dieval literature. The influence immediately made itself feel: Ewald abandoned 
his former attachment to French alexandrine and instead began to apply free 
verse in his next piece Rolf Krage from 1770. The subject for this play was Nor-
dic, as Ewald had found his inspiration in the Gesta Danorum, a thirteenth-cen-
tury history of Denmark written by Saxo Grammaticus which also recounts of 
Norse mythology.112 Rolf Krage failed to cause a stir, but Ewald’s next Saxo-in-
spired work, the tragedy in prose Balders Død (The Death of Balder) was a re-
sounding success and met with general enthusiasm.113 That Norse mythology at 
the time still had to battle deep-rooted prejudices is nevertheless illustrated by 
the gap between the original conception of the piece (1773) and its first staging 
(1778). Back in 1773 the theatre’s board had rejected the play partially because of 
its Nordic-mythological theme. One of the board members considered this 
novel interest “an illness among our poets.”114

 Ludvig Stoud Platou did not share this last view in his prize-essay. In 
fact, he saw Balders Død as the proof that the native pantheon could indeed in-
spire great art. He had similar high regards for other contemporary works in-
spired by Norse myth and saga, such as “our sole heroic epos” Stærkodder (1785) 
by Christen Henriksen Pram (1756–1821), and the Nordiske fortællinger (Nordic 
tales) of Peter Frederik Suhm (1728–98) and Ole Johan Samsøe (1759–96).115 Pla-
tou even writes that “he who would deny the beauty of these works […] should 
be cleansed of his foolishness.”116 Thus, despite the contempt towards the bar-
baric Vikings suffusing his argument, Platou did not denounce Nordic mytholo-
gy as altogether worthless as a source for artistic inspiration; he only asserted 
the superiority of Greek mythology in this respect. Neither was Platou insensi-
tive to the sublime. Towards the end of his essay he admitted that there was a 
certain “attractive and interesting rawness” to Nordic mythology, a “raw and 
gigantic beauty” that was lacking in Greek mythology on account of its “higher 
level of cultivation.”117 Besides this sublime attraction the ancestral myths held 
one great advantage over their Greek counterparts in Platou’s eyes: the fact 
that they were national and reflected the national character of the common 
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people: “It is always somewhat more interesting and closer to our heart, as it 
were, when we read, hear or see something that concerns our own ancestors 
or our own fatherland.”118 Because of this, Platou perceived it as an absolute ne-
cessity that a new generation of poets followed in Ewald’s footsteps, not only to 
educate the reading public on national history and ignite love of the fatherland, 
but also for future appreciation of Balders Død or Stærkodder, for without due 
knowledge of the sagas these fine works would become almost completely in-
comprehensible and consequently “wither away in dusty libraries.”119

That Platou in his conclusion nevertheless took side for Greek mythology 
as the more advantageous and suitable mythology of the two, is closely con-
nected to this last argument: the Eddas were simply too obscure for the mod-
ern poet to reach a wider audience:

But, one would perhaps say, do we not possess a great many ancient 
Nordic poems? Very true! But who is able to understand them? Who 
reads them? And, however much I would like to take the word of many 
an educated man for it, who can fully appreciate their inherent beauty? 
And who could be able to reap their benefits, other than those who are 

professionally engaged in the study of these antiquities?120

In addition to this, Platou observed that in the large majority of Danish schools 
and academies Norse mythology was no part of the curriculum, and a proper 
textbook on mythology, suitable for school curricula, did not exist: “We have 
the Nordic mythologies of Mallet, Suhm and recently Møinichen, but that none 
of these is appropriate for primary education hardly needs explaining.”121 

JENS MØLLER
“THEY LIVED UNDER THE SAME SKY AS WE DO”

The winner of the third prize, Jens Møller, unknowingly assented to Platou’s 
observation on the obscurity of Norse mythology, when he started his essay 
with a memory from his childhood:

Like every school going child in our country I became familiar with 
Graeco-Roman mythology from a very early age; no wonder, then, that I 
had a preconceived love for those gods and heroes whom I, so to say, 
had grown up with. […] Significantly less often, on the other hand, was 
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my attention directed towards our own antiquities.122 

By 1800, popular handbooks did not exist and the available translations of the 
Eddas and sagas, like Peder Resen’s Latin and Danish translations of the Poetic 
Edda from 1665, were generally considered a tough nut to crack for the 
non-connoisseur. Several attempts were made at the end of the eighteenth 
century to counteract this deficiency and to try to popularize Nordic myth. The 
Norwegian chaplain Hans Jacob Wille (1756–1808), for instance, wrote a hand-
book on mythology that was specifically intended for this purpose, entitled Ud-
tog af den nordiske mythologie, eller Othins gude-lære (Excerpt from Nordic 
Mythology, or the Belief-System of Odin, 1787).123 A new Danish translation of 
the Poetic Edda appeared in two volumes between 1783 and 1785 from the hand 
of Bertel Christian Sandvig (1752–86). Neither of these works was however very 
successful in terms of distribution and influence. It would take until 1808 be-
fore a non-specialist translation of the Edda appeared on the market. In Swe-
den, the reading public even had to wait until 1818 (for the Poetic Edda) and 
1819 (for the Prose Edda) before accessible Swedish translations reached the 
shelves of libraries and bookstores.  

For Møller, however, the relative obscurity of the myths did not solely 
constitute a deficit. On the contrary, the very fact that the benefits of the 
Norse poems had yet to be reaped endowed the Eddas with the double-edged 
advantage that it, on the one side, supplied the Nordic poet with a whole range 
of exciting new topics, characters, tropes and sceneries that, on the other side, 
could spark a sense of wonder and surprise in the reader that the overtired 
classicist themes, after centuries of recycling, were no longer able to ignite. 
Thus showing the same fatigue with the mainstream classical repertoire as 
among others Klopstock and Gerstenberg before him, Møller also contradicted 
Platou in his appreciation for the primitive nature of the ancient inhabitants of 
the North. It is no coincidence that Møller had picked a quote from Jean-
Jacques Rousseau (1712–78) as a motto for his essay, for it had been the Gene-
vese philosopher who had vitally changed the poles on the binary opposition 
between civilization and barbarity.124 Rousseau’s small treatise from 1755 Dis-
cours sur l’origine et les fondements de l’inégalité parmi les hommes, better 
known as the “The Second Discourse”, can be described as critique of one of 
the central myths of the Enlightenment: the belief in progress. Progress in 
Rousseau’s vision was a corrupting force, the very source of human inequality 
and unhappiness, rather than a wholesome one that brought humanity for-
ward. According to Rousseau, a more natural and morally respectable state of 
being was on the contrary to be found before civilisation (in the primitive past 
and in the childish imagination) and outside civilisation (in nature and in primi-
tive communities). In thus placing natural authenticity over over-refined civili-
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ty the influence of Rousseau turned the cultural backwardness of the North 
from a burden into an advantage.125

 Møller followed Rousseau closely when he placed the supposed bar-
baric nature of his ancestors and their poetry in a positive light. The conditions 
in which the mythological poems were conceived might have been less civilized 
than in ancient Greece, he conceded, but this lack of refinement simultaneous-
ly catered for a greater sincerity and originality: “The circumstances in which 
the human spirit can thrive free and unfettered stimulate without doubt the 
high game of fantasy and passion.”126 He went on to refute the related prejudice 
that the ancient Scandinavians only wrote on war and blood-stained heroism, 
which was equally misinformed according to Møller: “The subjects of their art 
were as diverse as their feelings and the conditions in which they lived.”127 The 
Norse tales of gods, heroes, dwarfs, elves and monsters did accordingly not 
only satisfy the prevalent taste for the sublime, the dark and the terrifying, but 
also had a lighter, more pleasant side that can match the revelry that could be 
found in the Iliad and the Odyssey, as well as in the Ossian poems. That Norse 
mythology, according to Møller, was at least as abundant and multi-faceted as 
a source of inspiration for the modern poet as Greek mythology was proven, 
most notably, by Ewald, whose Balders Død he without hesitation placed on a 
par with any contemporary masterpiece inspired by Greek mythology.

 Platou, as noted earlier, had expressed a similar admiration for Ewald, 
but unlike Møller he could not muster the same appreciation for Old-Norse 
poetry, which he perceived to be fundamentally inferior to the works of Homer. 
This might not surprise us as Platou still approached the alleged primitiveness 
of his forebears from the older derogative perspective. Interestingly, he as-
cribed the in his eyes regrettable backwardness of ancient Scandinavia to its 
peripheral location. Unlike the ancient Greeks, he stated, the ancient Scandi-
navians were not as lucky to be surrounded by powerful and well-developed 
neighbouring civilisations; as a consequence, art and language were stuck on a 
much lower level of refinement in the north than in centrally-located Greece. 
The rough living conditions in the northern outskirts of the continent did fur-
thermore, to his mind, not encourage cultural transfer: “It is […] no wonder 
that no stranger brought the bright torch of culture to our North unless neces-
sity forced him to.”128

 Platou’s negative assessment of the northern climate is interesting as 
he appears to directly contradict the prevalent philosophical theories on the 
relationship between physiological circumstances and a people’s mental dispo-
sition. Especially Montesquieu’s (1689–1755) De l’Esprit des lois from 1748 would 
have a lasting influence on the imagination of the North and in this bulky vol-
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ume climate played a very crucial role. Inspired by Tacitus’s Germania (98 AD), 
and particularly by the images of decadent Rome and democratic Germanic 
tribes sketched by the Roman author, Montesquieu had sought to find an ex-
planation for the existence of different political systems among the various Eu-
ropean countries. He argued that the form of government a nation had adopted 
was fundamentally informed by that nation’s specific character, its religion, its 
manners and customs, its psychology; the national character was in turn de-
termined by, first and foremost, climatological conditions. Linking climate to 
character and temperament had been a common trope since Antiquity, work-
ing into the stereotypical division between cool, cerebral northerners and 
hot-blooded, passionate southerners, but Montesquieu now provided this an-
thropological template with important political implications, as he stated that 
the cold climate of the North catered for democracy and republicanism, 
whereas the warm southern climate suited best with authoritarian regimes.129  

Møller thus seemed to be more sensitive to French Enlightenment think-
ing and poetical-aesthetical ideas coming from Germany than Platou. Still, al-
though Møller thus shared, to some extent, the preromantic critique of classi-
cism and expressed the need for a vibrant new alternative, he made it 
absolutely clear that he did not want to supplant Greek mythology, or even 
place Nordic mythology on an equal footing. This was neither his own objective 
nor that, he was sure, of the prize question. The intrinsic qualities of the classi-
cal tradition he did not question and it should, to his mind, always have its 
place in both the school curricula and the standard tool kit of the artist. That 
Nordic mythology should nevertheless have a higher appeal to, specifically, the 
Nordic poet – the adjective is continuously stressed by Møller – was, indeed, 
the fact that it was Nordic:

Of course it is true that many centuries have gone by and changed our 
way of thinking, our morals and customs, but we have nevertheless sig-
nificantly more in common with our ancestors than with the ancient 
Greeks or any other ancient people. And even if we exclude these an-
cestral ties, would it not be highly advantageous for the poet to situate 
his plots in the North? Would we not be highly interested in his charac-
ters for the simple reason that they lived under the same sky as we do, 
yes, maybe even in the very same places where we were born and 
raised? How intimately would we not relate to the fate of the heroes 
that fought for Denmark’s valour? To be short: The poet should strive to 
appeal to our feelings; and of all feelings not one is more commonplace, 
more open to impression and sympathy, than the love for one’s father-
land.130 
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For Møller the nativeness of the Eddas thus made the scales, contrary to Pla-
tou, tip over to the side of Norse mythology. 

ADAM OEHLENSCHLÄGER
“UNUSED BUT GOOD MARBLE”

The huge impression Ewald’s piece must have made in a Danish society that 
was just rediscovering its literary roots is illustrated by the fact that also the 
third participant in the essay competition hailed Balders Død as the perfect 
proof that Nordic mythology could indeed inspire great art. Oehlenschläger 
even heralded Ewald as “Danish literature’s greatest pride” and “Shakespeare’s 
younger brother”, while he regarded Ewald’s “greatest masterpiece” as the 
prime example of both the richness of Norse mythology and the way in which 
this richness should be exploited.131 What is more, Balders Død was of seminal 
importance for Oehlenschläger in his decision to become a poet, as he writes 
in the introduction to his own rendition of the Balder myth, published in 1807:

In my own childhood Ewald’s Balders Død was actually the first poem 
that made an impression on me in terms of form. This drama and Rolf 
Krage awoke the first sparks of Nordic fire in my heart, they brought 
me into contact with the ancient heroic times for the first time, and 
they made me crave for more of this, of which I could find only very lit-
tle in recent literature, and thus had to search for in the older litera-
ture.132

Thus sharing this enthusiasm with the other two participants, Oehlenschläger 
sided with Møller on the issue at hand. In fact, in his staunch defence of Norse 
mythology against those who denounced it as “crude” and “poor”, he employed 
almost the exact same arguments as Møller. He however did so in a more 
self-confident manner, wilfully writing from the perspective of the poet at a 
point in his life during which he himself was still to make his début in the world 
of poetry.133   

Like both Møller and Platou, Oehlenschläger did not read the question in 
its most literal sense and he stressed the fact that he did not want to throw the 
Greek deities overboard to replace them with Odin and his kin. There is after 
all no sound reason why both mythologies could not coexist as viable sources 
of inspiration. What is more, because freedom was in Oehlenschläger’s eyes the 



54

very essence of poetry, the poet should be free to pick his subjects from which-
ever source he liked.134 For Oehlenschläger, Norse mythology held nevertheless 
three advantages over Greek mythology for the Scandinavian poet. 

First of all, Norse mythology was, unlike Greek mythology, not worn out 
by overuse, but provided the poet with a completely new poetical world that 
had largely been unexplored and thus bestowed him with a creative freedom 
that the Greek myths could no longer offer. The classicist would only be able to 
repeat or adapt what already had been done in the centuries before him, Oe-
hlenschläger argued: he could no longer aspire to create something new or 
original, and it was almost impossible for him to produce a new masterpiece. 
Norse mythology, by contrast, was neither poor or crude – it was unused and 
awaited the hand of the skilled poet to turn them into new literary gold. Oe-
hlenschläger further illustrated his argument by drawing a comparison with 
sculpturing:

Norse mythology still contains the unused material that needs the hand 
of the artist to be refined. This lack of refinement has the opposite ef-
fect of the over-refinement of Greek mythology, which discourages the 
artist because he is afraid that he can only deprave it, whereas Norse 
mythology gives him courage and spurs him on to work with the un-
used but good marble. And which artist would not prefer the simple 
block of marble as more advantageous for his creative genius than the 
already finished statue, leaving him with little more to do than giving 

the finishing touch to the statue’s almost imperceptible varnish?135

Freedom is also the underlying argument with regard to the second ad-
vantage of Norse mythology Oehlenschläger brought forward, being the access 
ancient mythology provides to ancient history. He for that matter made no 
sharp distinction between mythology on the one hand and history on the oth-
er, as he departed from a euhemerist understanding of mythology, meaning 
that he saw the myths as accounts of real historical events involving historical 
persons that after their death had been worshipped as gods. Although the 
events in question could not be located in time with any meaningful precision, 
their literary vestiges, in Oehlenschläger’s reasoning, did provide insight in the 
mind-set of that long-gone age, which according to him was the most profit-
able historical era for the modern poet to work with exactly because of the 
limited knowledge one could retrieve of these most ancient of times. Owing to 
this fuzziness, the poet did not have to pay too much attention to historical ac-
curacy and could thus freely employ his poetical arsenal, Oehlenschläger ex-
plained: 
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The further we think ourselves back in time, the darker everything ap-
pears to us; we can no longer distinguish reality from fiction, the two 
are interwoven, and we get a glimpse of this bygone era, that has al-
ready slipped far away into eternity, through a stately magical veil. We 
are interested to learn more about these times than we are able to, and 
our imagination, ever at our disposal, will willingly open up a new world 
before us. This fantasy world, with its truly poetic foundations, seems 
to me to be the most poetical of worlds, and thus the most advanta-

geous for the respectable poet.136

Oehlenschläger’s intended use of mythology is accordingly highly heuristic or 
instrumentalist in nature. He appreciated the myths first and foremost because 
they offer interesting, fantastical and aesthetically pleasing material for poets 
to work with and give fresh, poetic expression to the human experience.137

On the third and final advantage he presented, Oehlenschläger could 
shake hands with the other two candidates; the greatest asset of Norse my-
thology was its adjective. For Oehlenschläger, the appeal of the Eddas to the 
national spirit was intimately connected to his preference for Nordic antiquity 
as the subject-matter for modern poetry. In ascribing his ancestors a greater 
emotional sincerity, also with concern to the love for the fatherland, and in 
pinpointing the moral corruption that in his eyes is inherent in the advance of 
civilization, he, like Møller, showed the influence of Rousseau:

Our northern countries possess many beauties, and even if we lived in 
Kamchatka, then it would have been within the power of the gifted na-
tional poet to turn these into a paradise and to ignite love of the father-
land in the hearts of his fellow men. 

This love of the fatherland, the strongest and most amiable of bonds ty-
ing the state together, is also elevated and reinforced by national bal-
ladry. But this feeling is subjected to the same fate as any other feeling; 
it gets weakened by political interference, and the further we go back in 
the history of the fatherland, the stronger we will find the love of the 
fatherland and the national spirit. Here we have a further incentive for 
preferring the ancient times, the ancients sagas, and the related my-
thology.138

On a close reading, then, the three prize-essays did in the end not differ as 
much from each other in their appreciation of Norse mythology as may appear 
at a first glance. Despite Platou’s ambivalent contempt for the coarseness of 
Old-Norse poetry, he, just as Møller and Oehlenschläger, answered the ques-
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tion “Should Nordic mythology be cultivated?” in the affirmative. Yes, it should 
be, and the most important reason that it should be, is the same for all three 
contestants: Norse mythology is, unlike Greek mythology, national and it can 
as such inspire love for the fatherland.

This interest for one’s own culture reflecting the “national character of 
the common people”,139 as Platou phrased it, and taking precedence over the 
universal appeal of high classical culture, was surely prompted by patriotic 
sentiment (see below), but had fatefully also found a solid philosophical foun-
dation in the writings of an author that was quoted by all three essayists. Jo-
hann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803), like his fellow-countrymen Klopstock and 
Gerstenberg, opposed the hegemony of French classical aesthetics, not only on 
aesthetical grounds but also on the basis of a more fundamental critique of the 
Enlightenment. In his numerous writings Herder had viciously countered the 
Enlightenment’s propagation of a universalism that, in the field of culture, was 
represented by the internationally transportable templates of French-style 
classicism. Instead, Herder preached the individuality and worthiness of local 
cultural traditions, which he saw as the true expressions of the people’s spirit 
or Volksgeist.140 This revaluation of the local-particular and the vernacular had 
two important implications. First, nations had to resist French cultural influ-
ences to protect their authentic national character. Secondly, products of ver-
nacular culture which hitherto had been looked down upon with contempt 
now became a source of pride and a rallying point for national identification. 
And this, of course, was exactly what was happening with Norse mythology 
over the course of the late-eighteenth and the early-nineteenth centuries. For 
many nations in the North, not only in Scandinavia, Norse mythology emerged 
as a fundamental pillar on which to build the fatherland. 

THE FATHERLAND, THE NORTH, AND SCANDINAVIA

But where then was this fatherland that both Platou, Møller and Oehlen-
schläger appealed to? This seemingly simple question has no easy answer. The 
concept of the fatherland, as employed here by these three authors, does not 
necessarily have to refer to Denmark and Denmark alone: the official line prop-
agated by the absolutist regime since 1772 proclaimed that ‘love for the father-
land’ implied love for the king and for the king’s realm, which meant the Danish 
conglomerate state, being Denmark (including Schleswig), Norway, and Hol-
stein. The vision was dispersed through school text books, like Ove Malling’s 
(1748–1829) popular Store og gode Handlinger af Danske, Norske og Holstenere 
(Great and Good Deeds of Danes, Norwegians and Holsteinians, 1777). Also the 
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previously mentioned Peter Frederik Suhm, who during his time in Trondheim 
(1751–1765) had grown sympathetic towards Norwegian patriotism, was per-
suaded to join the propaganda bandwagon with his Historien af Danmark, 
Norge og Holsten (The History of Denmark, Norway and Holstein, 1776).141 

 The government’s patriotic stance was to a large extent motivated by a 
growing dissatisfaction with German influences in both culture and state af-
fairs. The in 1776 adopted Infødsret (Act of Citizenship) stipulated that only per-
sons born in the realm (thus Denmark-Norway-Holstein) where eligible to hold 
public posts in an act to counteract the tendency to appoint foreign, predomi-
nantly German, officials.142 In culture, the anti-German sentiments exploded in 
1789–1790 during the so-called ‘German Feud’ (Tyskerfejden) that followed in 
the wake of the staging of the very Danish-themed opera Holger Danske (Ogier 
the Dane) with, ironically, librettos in German.143 A little over a decade earlier 
the same hostility had come to the surface during the exultant reception of 
Balders Død, when several commentators applauded Ewald for his successful 
reclamation of the Norse material from the unlawful hands of the German po-
ets. The great irony here, of course, is that it had been exactly the German cir-
cle in Copenhagen that had introduced Ewald to Old-Norse poetry, and Ewald 
himself had in all probability not cherished any anti-German sentiment or ‘re-
claiming intentions’ in writing his piece.144  

 The three young essayists under discussion here are largely indecisive 
as regards their understanding of the fatherland. Møller remained inconclusive 
throughout his essay; Platou at times appears to deploy the narrowest concep-
tion possible: Denmark. When writing on the special compassion national trag-
edies manage to generate in the reader, as opposed to pieces that concern “the 
Tartar Khan or the Turkish Mogul”, he picked an interesting example to illus-
trate his argument: the ballad on the fourteenth-century knight Niels Ebbesen 
who defied the then German domination of Denmark and murdered the Ger-
man count Gerhard.145 Platou chose to quote the following lines spoken by Niels 
Ebbesen from a 1797 play by L.C. Sander (1756–1819): “Choose Gerhard and your 
grandchildren will listen with silent astonishment to the extraordinary tale that 
there once existed a Danish people, a Danish language, Danish laws and Danish 
greatness. Honour him and Denmark is no more!”146

Platou thus showcases, in this passage, an anti-German inclination quite 
common at the time among certain factions in the Copenhagen intelligentsia.147 
Oehlenschläger, by contrast, seems to reside on the direct opposite side of the 
patriotic spectrum. Perhaps not surprising as his father was born in the Ger-
man-speaking part of Schleswig, Oehlenschläger spoke of the Germans as “our 
half-brothers” and his words cited earlier that “our northern countries possess 



58

many beauties” and that it is “within the power of the gifted national poet […] 
to ignite love for the fatherland” give the impression that this love for the fa-
therland applies to the entire North, which in Oehlenschläger’s usage is a fairly 
broad concept, stretching all the way east to Kamchatka and thus including 
Germany.148

The “North” indeed presents an even more elusive geographical concept 
than that of the fatherland. As Hendriette Kliemann-Geisinger points out “[…] 
the North has [throughout time] symbolized different regions with shifting ex-
tensions, the particular definition depending on the context and the viewpoint, 
the intention and interests of the observer.”149 Until far into the eighteenth cen-
tury the dominant perception of the North enveloped large parts of what is 
now generally considered to be Central or Eastern Europe, and even included 
Russia and parts of Asia. Only from the start of the nineteenth century the no-
tion of the North condensed to encompass, primarily, the Scandinavian/Nordic 
and Germanic world. This geographical fine-tuning coincided, as has been 
hinted at earlier, with a parallel development in the perception of northern my-
thologies, as the Celtic/Gaelic and the Nordic/Germanic now came to be rec-
ognized as two separate entities.  

Møller and Platou, however, seemed prepared to fence off both geogra-
phy and mythology in even narrower terms. It is at least striking that they, at 
several points in their essays, presented Norse mythology as being exclusively 
Scandinavian, and they consequently seem to understand the North – when 
speaking of, for example, the “ancient inhabitants of the North” (de gamle Nord-
boer) – as implying the Scandinavian North.150 From the start of his essay, 
Møller speaks for instance of the “mythology of Scandinavia”151 and he under-
lines the kinship between the Scandinavian countries by mentioning the patron 
god of each of them: Odin for Denmark, Freyr for Sweden, Thor for Norway.152 
Platou, in a similar vein, contrasted “the Greeks of the South” to “the Scandina-
vians of the North” and presented these two “nations”, as he called them, as the 
spiritual creators of their respective pagan belief-systems.153 In these represen-
tations of Norse mythology and the North, the German(ic) seal has thus been 
shed. Again, discomfort with German influences in Denmark can possibly have 
played a role; aversion against German claims on the mythological corpus as 
forming part of their national heritage, such as expressed by, most notably, 
Herder and Klopstock, might have provided an additional motive.  

Another explanation might be that, by the time Platou and Møller wrote 
their dissertations, the “Scandinavianess” of Norse mythology had become 
close to axiomatic. The idea that the Eddic myths were the literary-religious 
expressions of a common Scandinavian root was nothing novel. Suhm, again, 
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had traced the origins of the Scandinavian peoples back to a shared tribal an-
cestry in the opening chapter of his Kritisk Historie af Danmark (History of 
Denmark 1774–81), and his fellow-historian and fellow-countryman Frederik 
Sneedorff (1760–92) observed the same line in his lectures at the University of 
Copenhagen, stating that the Danes, Norwegians and Swedes descended from 
the first inhabitants of the North, who he identified as the Goths, who were 
united by the collective worship of Odin.154 Swedish historians likewise insisted 
on the shared origins of the Scandinavian peoples in their work, as for instance 
Sven Lagerbring (1707–87) in his hefty Svea Rikes Historia (History of the Swed-
ish Kingdom, 1769–83). Elsewhere Lagerbring, who stood in correspondence 
with Danish historians including Suhm, maintained that “[a]ny differences be-
tween the people of the North were more attributable to the actions of their 
rulers than to any difference in the character of the peoples.”155 

That Platou was infused with this vision of a nationally-undifferentiated 
‘Norse Antiquity’ becomes apparent from his 1825 history book with the telling 
title Udtog af den Skandinaviske Rigers Historie (Excerpts from the History of 
the Scandinavian States). In the introduction to this work he writes: 

Scandinavia, i.e. the three Nordic realms Norway, Sweden and Denmark, 
are located in clear separation from the other European states; for in 
the south-west the river Eider separates the Scandinavian North from 
the German states; yet, in the north-east Norwegian-Swedish Lapland 

as well as Finnmark border the Russian Empire.156

Platou furthermore followed Suhm and Sneedorff closely when he con-
tinued: “From the Scandinavian Goths the three peoples of the North descend-
ed: the Norwegians, Swedes and Danes; but that they share a common ancestry 
is confirmed by their language, habits, customs, laws and religion.”157 

It would be ill-informed, nevertheless, to label Møller and Platou, and to 
a lesser extent Oehlenschläger, ‘proto-Scandinavists’ on the basis of this sub-
dued awareness of shared cultural, mythological, and historical roots. Still, the 
awareness was there and by the time the Copenhagen competition was ar-
ranged, the belief in common origins had already spiralled a first initiative for 
pan-Scandinavian cooperation within the cultural field: 1796 had witnessed the 
establishment of the Skandinaviske Litteratur-Selskab (Scandinavian Literary 
Society), which, according to its statutes, had “the promotion of literary coop-
eration between the Scandinavian states” as its raison d’être.158 In practice, 
however, the Society hardly lived up to its ideals; most articles in its journal 
Skandinavisk Museum were only very loosely connected to Scandinavian cul-
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tural life, and the Danish contributions by far outnumbered the Swedish in-
put.159 

Notions of shared cultural roots even led to calls for political unification 
as early as the late eighteenth century. In a speech held before Det nordiske 
Selskab (The Nordic Society) in London in 1792, Frederik Sneedorff discussed 
‘the importance of the unification of the three Nordic nations’, which according 
to him had become a geopolitical necessity with Germany lurking in the south 
and Russia in the east.160 However over-ambitious or unrealistic such utteranc-
es may seem and however flawed the activities of the Scandinavian Literary 
Society might have been, such initiatives not only reflect the awareness of a 
common Scandinavian identity at the time, they also show a willingness to 
build on this shared identity. As such, they mark an important precedent to the 
more elaborate Scandinavist initiatives of the nineteenth century.

In the meantime, the Nordic Renaissance was, in Scandinavia, not re-
tained to Denmark, but also affected Swedish and Norwegian literature, where 
the interest for the Old-Norse was likewise instigated by a reaction against 
classicism and the search for newer, more authentic subjects. In Sweden, one 
of the first to promote the use of Norse mythology in poetry was Abraham 
Niclas Clewberg-Edelcrantz (1754–1821). In his programmatic poem “Ode till 
Svenska Folket” (Ode to the Swedish People, 1786), he summoned his colleagues 
to be more patriotic and abandon the Graeco-Roman gods for their northern 
counterparts:

What weakness led you, you band of younger poets!

When you sacrificed to the gods of Latium

What? Odin’s descendants, do not be ashamed to re-erect 

The forgotten altars that your fathers offered up to!161

Clewberg’s words did not fall on deaf ears. Poets like Johan Gabriel Oxenstierna 
(1750–1818), Frans Michael Franzén (1772–1847) and Thomas Thorild (1759–1808) 
all adopted Nordic themes and motifs in their poetry. King Gustav III (1746–92) 
himself, in cooperation with Johan Henric Kellgren (1751–95), contributed to the 
Norse revival with his play Frigga from 1783, which was first staged as a come-
dy, and later, from 1787, as an opera. Three years later, the Royal Dramatic The-
atre in Stockholm witnessed the staging of the tragedy Oden eller Asarnas ut-
vandring (Odin, or the Emigration of the Asa-Gods), written by Carl Gustaf af 
Leopold (1756–1829). 

Major influence for these Swedish poets was the bulky Svea Rikes Histo-
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ria (History of Sweden, 1740–61) composed by the historian-poet Olof von Dalin 
(1708–63), who would also produce the first literary adaptation of the saga of 
Sigurd the Dragonslayer with his tragedy Brynilda (1738). Writing before Rous-
seau, Dalin already described the ancient northerners as noble savages who 
held out a moral compass to the modern-day reader. Steeped in the bloated 
patriotism typical for the Gustavian Era, the Swedish-Nordic Renaissance 
dwindled slightly after 1789, when Enlightened and anti-absolutist ideals – cul-
minating in the murder of the king in 1792 – put such royalist-patriotic senti-
ments in a bad light.162

Norway presents a somewhat more complicated case in this respect, as 
the revival of the Old-Norse became entangled with brewing patriotism and 
calls for independence from Denmark. Owing to the country still lacking its 
own institutions at the time, much of its cultural capital was in the closing de-
cades of the eighteenth century concentrated in Copenhagen, where a group 
of young poets and scholars had established Det Norske Selskab (The Norwe-
gian Society) in 1772. For its members, the glorious Old-Norse past acquired 
nation-building potential and they sought and found inspiration in Snorri’s 
Edda and, first and foremost, in Snorri’s sagas on the Norwegian kings, collect-
ed in the Heimskringla. Concerning style, on the other hand, they remained 
true to the aesthetic underpinnings of classicism. In fact, they were quite ad-
verse to literary renewal and rejected Ewald and Klopstock for their deviation 
from the classical models.163 Johan Nordahl Brun (1745–1816), for example, 
paired the familiar form of the neo-classical tragedy, lacking any sublime ele-
ment, to a purposefully nationalistic content, taken from the Heimskringla, in 
his drama Einer Tambeskielver (1772).164 Nevertheless, the moralistic, Montes-
quieu-like opposition between a virtuous and free North and a degenerate and 
despotic South can also be found in this very first Norwegian national-history 
play, for example in the scene in which the eponymous hero accuses his king 
Harald Hårdrade of abuse of power. Interestingly, it is implied that Harald, by 
nature, is a virtuous ruler, but that he got corrupted during his travels to the 
south:

To the North from Byzantium Harald has come

But if he wants to import Byzantium’s slavish ways,

Command, like a tyrant, to put us Norwegians in chains

Learn he shall how much we love our freedom165

Passages like this one that were critical of royal authority, in combination with 
the at times seditious language directed towards Denmark (“And peace the land 
shall have; but first let us sail for Denmark”), were not lost on Danish censors 
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and staging of the play at the Royal Theatre in Copenhagen was prohibited.166 
Despite his supposed anti-Danish inclinations, Brun would nonetheless remain 
royal to the Danish king and restrained from more militant forms of patriotism, 
while encouraging his fellow countrymen to do the same and remain sensible 
in their amor patriae.167

The work of another poet with links to the Norske Selskab was treated 
with more consideration by the authorities. Pram’s earlier mentioned poem cy-
cle on the legendary hero Stærkodder (1785), although wilfully presented as a 
political allegory, escaped state censorship (Pram had even received financial 
support from the court) and convinced many of Old-Norse poetry’s inspira-
tional potential, despite the author’s rather casual use of his literary sources.168 
The examples of Brun and Pram show that politically-motivated and more nar-
rowly defined nationalistic appropriations of myth and history existed next to 
the pan-Scandinavian leanings shining through in the writings of among others 
Suhm, Møller, and Platou. Especially in Norway tendencies to contradict the 
idea of a shared pre-historic Scandinavian mainspring were prevalent from a 
very early stage. The secular bible of the Norske Selskab was Norges Riiges His-
torie (The History of the Kingdom of Norway, 1771) by the Trondheim-based 
historian Gerhard Schøning (1722–80), who developed the idea that the Norwe-
gians were of different stock than the Danes and Swedes and were in effect the 
original inhabitants of Scandinavia.169 This theory would be picked up and ex-
tended upon by Norwegian historians in the 1830s and 1840s and form a major 
point of conflict across the Scandinavian borders (see Chapter 11). The idea of 
Scandinavia as a historically-rooted cultural unit as well as nationalistic count-
er-claims both have their roots in the Nordic Renaissance of the late eigh-
teenth century.  

A SHARED OTHER FOR SCANDINAVIA?

Øystein Sørensen has ascribed the ultimate failure of Scandinavism’s political 
ideal of constitutional unification to the lack of a common ‘other’, a shared ene-
my: for Denmark it was Germany, for Sweden Russia, and for Norway quite of-
ten either Denmark or Sweden, or indeed both.170 It could however be argued 
that during its formative years Scandinavism did, by contrast, own such an ‘en-
emy’, if not two, who made the imagination of Scandinavia as a cultural com-
munity possible.  

First, there was the South. Empowered by Montesquieu’s moralistic cli-
matology, Rousseau’s relativistic critique of progress and the aesthetical criti-
cism of Herder, Klopstock, Gerstenberg, and later de Staël, the North entered 
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the nineteenth century as the youthful, vibrant, authentic and morally superior 
better-half of a decadent and weary South, the old cultural powerhouse that 
had, in the eyes of many, passed its zenith.171 The continent-wide arousal for 
the literary reliques of the North, and especially Norse mythology, that fol-
lowed in the slipstream of Ossian’s overwhelming success further provided 
northern intelligentsias with an unprecedented cultural self-confidence. Artists 
were increasingly inclined to search their subjects for emulation close to home 
rather than in the well-tested repository of classical antiquity, and throughout 
northern Europe poets, and to a lesser extent painters, (re)discovered Norse 
mythology as a source of creative inspiration. The influence of Herder and the 
emancipation of vernacular culture he ignited turned the corpus of mythologi-
cal poems into a main focal point for national, or indeed pan-national, identifi-
cation. 

Through Norse mythology, subsequently, Scandinavians ventured to 
carve out an identity for themselves separate from the rest of the North. Ger-
man appropriations of Eddic myth (Herder, Klopstock) stimulated a tendency 
among predominantly Danish scholars to present the now prestigious mythol-
ogy as the pre-Christian belief-system of a nationally-undifferentiated 
Ur-community that were the forebears of the modern-day Danes, Swedes, and 
Norwegians. As noted in the Introduction, this notion of the pan-Scandinavian 
family – usually disseminated through the image of brotherhood – would in-
form both cultural and political Scandinavism throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury. It however had its roots in late-eighteenth-century history writing. And 
poetry. The diligent Suhm is possibly one of the first to have moulded this im-
age of a personified Scandinavian trinity in poetic form in one of his Nordic 
tales from 1775, bearing the self-explanatory title De tre Venner eller Hialmar, 
Asbjørn og Orvarodd (The Three Friends or Hjalmar, Asbjørn and Orvar Odd). 

By 1800, then, the North had emerged victoriously in contrast to the 
South, and Scandinavia as historically and linguistically separate from the Ger-
mans (who were half-brothers at best). Of course, hostility towards Germany 
would remain a largely Danish affair during the following century, rarely, or 
only half-heartedly, shared by Swedes and Norwegians, and the ‘othering’ of 
the Germans that had informed the idea of Scandinavian brotherhood – coined 
by Danish antiquarians and adopted by academics in the other countries – 
would not suffice to turn political Scandinavism into a success (more on this in 
Chapter 4). Yet, the cultural and geographic differentiation of Scandinavia from 
or within an otherwise amorphous ‘North’ was an important side-effect of the 
Nordic Renaissance and a necessary precondition for the later formulation of 
Scandinavism as a pan-national movement addressing a culturally more-or-
less homogenous community. 
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CHAPTER 2

THE MYTHOLOGY FEUDS II
DISCORD AT THE GEATISH SOCIETY172

In the years after the prize-essay competition, the use of Old-Norse themes in 
literature would be swiftly accepted. Oehlenschläger was a major influence. In 
his programmatic début poem “Guldhornene” (The Golden Horns) from 1802, 
he chastised the negligence of his fellow-countrymen towards their glorious 
heritage – as symbolized by the recent theft and destruction of the monumen-
tal Horns of Gallehus – and urged them to restore their pride in their Viking 
ancestors, which he deemed a sorely needed injection for national rejuvena-
tion. He himself would give the right example by writing numerous poems and 
plays inspired by Norse myths, heroic sagas, and Viking history, which were to 
achieve great popularity, with arguably the Heimskringla-inspired tragedy Ha-
kon Jarl hin rige (Earl Hakon the Rich, 1807) as his masterpiece in this genre, 
while another tragedy set in medieval Norway, Axel og Valdborg (1810), would 
meet with particular success in Sweden. His works on Norse mythology include 
the long poem “Thors Reise til Jotunheim” (Thor’s Journey to Jotunheim, 1806), 
the drama Baldur hin gode (Balder the Good, 1807), and the Edda re-telling Nor-
dens Guder (The Gods of the North, 1819). 

 In the meantime, the academic knowledge of Norse mythology was 
steadily on the rise. New scholarly editions, vernacular translations, and aca-
demic and popular handbooks appeared in unprecedented number and with 
unprecedented velocity. A fresh Danish translation of the Poetic Edda by Ras-
mus Nyerup (1759–1829) – one of the founders of the Skandinaviske Littera-
tur-Selskab – appeared in 1808, while Finnur Magnússon’s translation was pub-
lished in three volumes between 1821 and 1823. The poet Arvid August Afzelius 
(1785–1871) published a first Swedish translation of the Poetic Edda in 1818; the 
Prose Edda followed the next year in a translation by A.J.D. Cnattingius (1792–
1864). Finnur additionally contributed with a prize-winning four-volume study 
of the ‘Edda Lore and its Origin’ (Eddalæren og dens Oprindelse, 1824–26). Yet 
no one would be as instrumental in turning Norse mythology into the bedrock 
of Danish, and in extension Scandinavian, identity as the poet and pastor N.F.S. 
Grundtvig (1783–1872), who holds a very unique position in Danish history for 
his omnipresent and multifarious role in the shaping of modern Denmark. 
Whereas Grundtvig’s early handbook on Norse mythology (1808) was, accord-
ing to its subtitle, directed at a ‘cultivated’ readership, his revised and expand-
ed second edition from 1832 wanted to acquaint a more general audience with 
‘the symbolic language of the North.’ He saw teaching on the Eddas and their 
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deeper meaning as quintessential for the spiritual revival of Denmark he aimed 
to achieve. For this reason, Norse mythology was a central part of the curricu-
lum of the Folk High Schools (Folkhøjskoler) that were established on the basis 
of Grundtvig’s ideas from the 1840s and onward (see Chapter 4).        

The accumulation of knowledge and literature on Old Norse mythology 
occurred in a period during which academic practice went through a double 
transition. Literati such as Mallet, Dalin, Suhm, and Wille had written their 
works as part of the multivariate and loosely-defined academic endeavour 
called antiquarianism, the study of all things ancient without differentiating 
between textual or material. But already from the end of the eighteenth centu-
ry onwards this late-Enlightenment antiquarianism started to dissolve into a 
variety of new disciplines, including, most notably, comparative philology, ar-
chaeology, and history.173 In this long-term process of discipline formation, my-
thology fell somewhere in between the cracks; it failed to acquire institutional-
ization of its own and was instead split into its textual (philology) and its 
material branch (archaeology), despite attempts by ‘mythologists’ like Jacob 
Grimm (1785–1863) to bring the two approaches back together.174 This partition 
of the humanities into its modern disciplines went hand in hand with what Pe-
ter Burke has termed the ‘nationalization of knowledge’, which can be summa-
rized as “the increasing importance of national consciousness, national rivalry 
and nation-building in the process of gathering, analysing and disseminating 
knowledge.”175 Mythology, of course, was no exception, and everywhere in Eu-
rope mythologies came to be understood as the purest, most untainted expres-
sion of the national spirit. Yet, the success of mythology as a field of study was 
not so much scientific in nature, as Joep Leerssen argues, but lay in its interac-
tion with cultural production in providing the material and narratives poets, 
playwrights, and painters could tap into, in the act amplifying the nation-build-
ing project.176 

In sharp contrast to the impressive progress made in literature and aca-
demia in the course of just a few decades, the cultivation of the myths in the 
visual arts for long failed to properly come off the ground. The Nordic Renais-
sance from the previous century had essentially been a literary affair. A single 
painting by the Danish master Nicolai Abraham Abildgaard (1743–1809), a series 
of sketches based on Ewald’s Balders Død by Johannes Wiedewelt (1731–1802), 
and a handful of drawings by the particularly industrious Pehr Hörberg (1746 
–1816) formed the entire production. Using subjects from Norse mythology in 
marble or on canvas turned out to be a lot more controversial than had been 
the case for poetry and sparked strong resistance from conservative voices 
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who deemed the Eddas altogether unworthy as an inspirational source for art-
ists. 

Oehlenschläger, in his essay from 1800, had compared Nordic mythology 
with an unused, unrefined block of marble, and Greek mythology with the al-
ready finished statue – and with this he – unknowingly, unintendedly – had put 
his finger on the sweet spot. Unlike the ancient Greeks, the ancient Scandina-
vians had hardly left appealing artefacts for the modern artist to work with. In 
other words: there was no Nordic iconography, no Nordic imagery. The Norse 
gods were essentially paper creatures.177 And the few archaeological findings 
that were on display hardly lived up to the high standards set by ancient 
Greece. The Danish history painter C.F. Høyer (1775–1855) for one could only 
speak with contempt of the Norse cultural heritage:

Among the items exhibited in the museum for Nordic antiquities there 
is not a single one from the days of Norse mythology reminiscent of the 
fine arts; it is therefore impossible to imagine the artist thinking some-
thing else of our ancestors than that they were barbarians, and not a 
single artist who has his hands unbound would consequently want to 

occupy himself with them or their idols.178 

For sceptics like Høyer, the descriptions of the gods given in the sagas did not 
exactly offer an alternative to the scarce material vestiges. The one-eyed Odin, 
his eight-legged horse Sleipnir, Freya’s cat-drawn chariot, dwarves, giants and 
monsters: in no way did these ‘crude’ images comply to the dominant neo-clas-
sicist aesthetics that aimed at the ideals of ‘noble simplicity’, harmony, and 
symmetry that had been influentially coined by the German classicist Johann 
Joachim Winckelmann (1717–68). In this regard, it certainly did not help Nordic 
mythology’s cause that the widely acclaimed Danish sculptor Bertel Thorvald-
sen (1770–1844) was one of the absolute champions of Neoclassicism in Europe 
and never dedicated himself to working with Eddic themes, despite the repeat-
ed incitement from Oehlenschläger and many others. The imagelessness of 
Norse mythology surely played a role in Thorvaldsen’s restraint. When his 
Swedish colleague Bengt Erlend Fogelberg (1786–1854) showed the great master 
his statue of Thor (Ill. 7.4), Thorvaldsen would supposedly have exclaimed: “Ah, 
so this is how he looks like!”179

How then could the invisible and barbaric Norse gods inspire modern 
art? Was this at all desirable? In spite of the growing popularity of Norse my-
thology and the national importance ascribed to it across the North, these 
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questions had barely caused a scholarly pen to stir. The German philologist 
Friedrich David Gräter (1768–1830) had devoted a handful of pages on the issue 
in his journal Bragur in 1792, and Herder had toyed with the idea in an equally 
short and unfulfilling contribution to Schiller’s journal Die Horen three years 
later. The first scholar that really took issue with the question is an old ac-
quaintance of ours. Jens Møller had been promoted to professor of theology at 
the University of Copenhagen in 1808, and in 1812 he held a lecture at the Skan-
dinaviske Litteratur-Selskab that was later printed under the title Om den nor-
diske Mythologies Brugbarhed for de skjönne tegnende Kunster (On the usabil-
ity of Nordic mythology for the fine arts).

For Møller the value of Norse mythology for, again, specifically the Nor-
dic painter and the Nordic sculptor was beyond all doubt and he repeated the 
arguments he had brought forward twelve years earlier with regard to litera-
ture: Norse mythology holds sway over Greek mythology because it is native 
and unused.180 It is even of the utmost importance that, as he phrased it, “the 
painter comes to the poet’s aid”, because the visualization of the native gods 
and heroes would make an invaluable contribution to the spread of knowledge 
on Norse mythology among the Scandinavian people, and would as such stimu-
late the love for the nation.181 Møller proposed a double solution to the prob-
lems posed by Norse mythology’s non-visual nature. For subjects, the artist 
should not only consult the original sources – the Eddas, Saxo – and the schol-
arly works on Norse antiquity, but also contemporary poetry; he specifically 
mentions Ewald, Pram, and Oehlenschläger. And with regards to form the artist 
could just simply use the familiar ‘accepted’ iconography of classical culture: 
“The Greek spirit should continue to animate the Scandinavian artist, even 
when he offers up to the gods of his ancestors, and that this is possible is prov-
en by the works of Wiedewelt.”182

With his promotion of what he himself called ‘hermaphrodites’, but what 
I shall term here ‘Graeco-Norse hybridity’, Møller reflected literary practice, 
something of which he was well aware as he brings Oehlenschläger’s tragedy 
Stærkodder forward as the perfect example of the cultivation of “a real Nordic 
subject in the most noble Greek style.”183 It was indeed striking that, although 
traditional Eddic meter was sometimes employed – amongst others occasion-
ally by Oehlenschläger – this never became standard practice when working 
with Old-Norse themes. Instead, Norse content was generally presented in 
classical genres, and classical verse forms were still being applied next to sim-
pler forms borrowed from popular song and folk ballads.184 

But with this mixing of the Old Norse and the classical the poet was 
walking a treacherous path according to other contributors to the debate. 
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Grundtvig expressed the need to be cautious in an essay on Oehlenschläger’s 
Baldur hin gode. He is full of praise for the play and hails Oehlenschläger as the 
“first truly Nordic poet”, but warns against his seeming equation between the 
Norse pantheon and the Greek gods, ascribing them corresponding occupa-
tions: Freya the goddess of love like Aphrodite, Njord a sea god like Poseidon 
and so on, while the Eddas do not provide evidence for such a simplistic one-
on-one equation.185 For the painter and sculptor this particular pitfall loomed 
even larger. Møller addressed this danger in his dissertation, stating that the 
Norse gods should be represented according to their own individuality, not on 
the basis of their real or perceived similarities with their Graeco-Roman coun-
terparts.186 In reality, however, avoiding this pitfall was almost irreconcilable 
with Møller’s propagation of using classical iconography, and especially statues 
turned out to be what Hans Kuhn has aptly called “Greek gods in northern cos-
tumes”,187 giving fuel to the argument of the opponents of Nordic mythology 
that Edda-inspired art was in fact nothing more than a mere ‘dressing-up’ of 
Greek models.

A DULY NEEDED PAINTING EXHIBITION

In Sweden, a first meaningful impulse to work with Norse mythology in the vi-
sual arts came from royal quarters. In 1817, the intellectual gentlemen’s club 
Götiska förbund (Geatish Society) had received an anonymous letter and a sum 
of 50 ducats to spend on the organization of a painting competition on Nordic 
mythological themes. The objective of the competition: the proliferation of 
Scandinavia’s independence – also within the arts. Despite the anonymity of 
the donation, one of the founding fathers of the society, the poet and historian 
Erik Gustaf Geijer (1783–1847), had the strong suspicion that prince Oscar (r. 
1844–59) was the man behind the generous gift. In an enthusiastic letter to the 
poet Per Daniel Amadeus Atterbom (1790–1855), Geijer wrote: “This shows, 
among many other things, what we can expect of him. The Lord be praised! He 
promises all the best. It is duly needed: and it is with tears of joy that I think of 
the young prince.”188 

 Organizing the exhibition fitted the agenda of both the Geatish Soci-
ety and the geopolitical aspirations of crown prince Karl Johan (r. 1818–44), for-
mer marshal in Napoleon’s army Jean Baptiste Bernadotte.189 The Geatish Soci-
ety had been established in 1811 with the self-given mandate to restore national 
pride after the loss of Finland, which two years earlier had been annexed by the 
Russian Empire after five centuries of union with Sweden. The society’s mem-
bers – many of them artists, intellectuals, and military men – found the sources 
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of the aspired national regeneration in the glorious past, primarily Norse antiq-
uity and the Middle Ages, and engaged in the collection of folk songs, the map-
ping and investigation of archaeological sites, and the writing of poetry and 
plays on historical themes. The adjective götiska was taken from the ancient 
Geatish or Gothic tribe that were the designated ancestors of the modern-day 
Swedes, while the members’ historicist predilections also shone through in the 
‘club names’ they adopted for themselves and that were borrowed from mytho-
logical and medieval figures.190 Geijer – who had chosen ‘Einer Tambeskielver’ 
as his sobriquet – captured the society’s programme in his poem ‘Manhem’ (The 
Swedish Realm), which was published in the first issue of the society’s house 
journal Iduna; Geijer urged the reader to “relive the ancient examples of hon-
our, strength and faith” so that “we will be revenged” and “Manhem’s name will 
once again resonate throughout the world.”191 This revenge, then, was no longer 
to be pursued through hard-power politics – for all intents and purposes, the 
events of 1809 signalled Sweden’s definitive demise as a major power in north-
ern Europe – but was to be sought in the world of culture and learning, or, as 
Esaias Tegnér would phrase it, it was the aim “to reconquer Finland within 
Sweden’s borders.”192 

In all this, there was a significant cultural transfer from Denmark, with 
Oehlenschläger once again as the great inspiration. Ironically, it had been the 
war that had brought intellectuals from both countries closer together. In 1810, 
three Danish scholars – Rasmus Nyerup, Rasmus Rask (1787–1832), and Chris-
tian Molbech (1783–1857) – had been sent to Stockholm by the Danish govern-
ment as a kind of gentlemen spies. Contrary to the government’s intentions, 
the three came back enamoured with everything Swedish and many new 
friendships with Swedish literati. Molbech for instance would enter into a life-
long correspondence with Atterbom, while Rask had found lodgings in Afze-
lius’s home for the entire duration of his stay in Stockholm and would help his 
host with the Swedish translation of the Prose Edda.193  

 From the viewpoint of official state policy, Denmark was by contrast 
the notable absentee in Karl Johan’s visions for a unified Scandinavia. For the 
crown prince, Scandinavia meant the Scandinavian peninsula, that is Norway 
and Sweden.194 His desire to bring Norway under Sweden’s wing was realized in 
1814. The Kiel Treaty signed after Napoleon’s defeat at Leipzig stipulated the 
transfer of Norway from Danish to Swedish rule; the Norwegians rebelled 
against this decision and declared independence by signing their own (for the 
time liberal) constitution on 17 May and electing the Danish prince Christian 
Frederik as their head of state. A short military campaign on Norwegian soil se-
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cured that the Kiel Treaty was uphold nonetheless, yet Norway was allowed to 
retain its brand new constitution and gained a high degree of autonomy within 
the union with Sweden, something which stood in stark contrast to the previ-
ous situation under Danish patronage. 

 Karl Johan presented the acquisition of Norway as sufficient compen-
sation for the loss of Finland. After 1814, he continued to propagate his concep-
tualization of Scandinavia as referring to Norway-Sweden only. Swedish text-
books on history and geography as well as geographical maps that were 
distributed throughout Sweden communicated this geopolitical message.195 
That the publicist Per Adolf Granberg (1770–1841) was commissioned to write a 
history of the ‘Scandinavian union in the Middle Ages’, referring to the brief pe-
riod of Swedish-Norwegian union in the fourteenth century, is just one of many 
examples of Karl Johan’s strategy. The painting exhibition delegated to the 
Geatish Society – which, it should be recalled, had as its mission statement “the 
proliferation of Scandinavia’s independence” – should likewise be seen as part 
of this cultural-political agenda. In Norway, the peninsular idea was received 
with great scepticism and at times right-out resistance, as this application of 
the concept of ‘Scandinavia’ was seen as a way to strengthen the union and 
thus a threat to Norway’s independence.196

 The exhibition at the Geatish Society would turn out to be a great suc-
cess; many artists had been found willing to contribute and visitor numbers 
were high. Highlights of the exhibition included Johan Gustaf Sandberg’s (1782–
1854) sketch for a large-size painting of three Valkyries riding to battle (Ill. 2.1) 
and Fogelberg’s statuettes of Odin, Thor, and Frey. However, the Royal Acade-
my in Stockholm, firmly steeped in the Neo-Classicist tradition as it was, react-
ed with venom, not only by pointing out the crudeness and barbarity of Norse 
mythology, but also by organizing a counter-exhibition that was to show what 
proper art was supposed to look like.197 This once again makes clear that for 
conservative voices the Eddas offered improper subjects for artistic emulation 
that were irreconcilable with the Neo-Classist aesthetics. As we shall see, Gei-
jer disagreed on this, but he was simultaneously more sceptical of Norse my-
thology’s inspirational value than one would expect based on the enthusiasm 
for the initiative he had expressed in his earlier cited letter to Atterbom. 
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ERIK GUSTAF GEIJER:
“NOTHING MORE THAN DRESSING UP” 

Following the donation from prince Oscar, Geijer put his thoughts to paper re-
garding the use of the Norse myths for the arts. He gave a lecture on the sub-
ject in front of his Geatish fellows in 1817, which would consequently be pub-
lished in the 1818-issue of Iduna. Geijer’s critical position would lead to a 
serious conflict with Pehr Henrik Ling (1776–1839), a poet like himself, who 
maintained a more radical position on the matter. Ling would express his ideas 
most extensively in the introduction to his Eddornas sinnebildslära (The Sym-
bolic Reading of the Eddas), which was published in 1819. In what follows, both 
the text by Geijer and the one by Ling will be examined closely to show how 
this debate on aesthetics was strongly intertwined with diverging visions on 
how to shape national, and pan-national, identity. At the same time – and espe-
cially important for the purpose of this dissertation – the writings of these two 
Swedish poets reveal a tendency to claim Norse mythology as being ‘more’ part 
of Sweden’s national heritage than of a common Scandinavian legacy. 

Ill. 2.1 – Johan Gustaf Sandberg, Valkyrior ridande till strid (Valkyries Riding to Battle, 1818). 140x201cm. Na-
tionalmuseum, Stockholm. 
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 In his comprehensive essay, Geijer discusses the value of Norse myth 
for poetry, sculpturing, and painting successively. He acknowledges that the 
Nordic artist can most certainly benefit from the use of Old-Norse themes, but 
he simultaneously identifies a significant number of limitations.198 Starting with 
poetry, Geijer expresses the same disapproval as Møller and Grundtvig towards 
the equalization of Norse mythology with Greek mythology. A poem cannot be 
called properly ‘Nordic’ when the only thing the poet has done is simply replac-
ing the names of, for example, Mars and Venus with those of Týr and Freya. But 
Geijer goes a step further than his Danish colleagues: he completely dismisses 
the possibility to rework the myths into modern poetry. This would be highly 
unnatural because the myths are no longer part of practiced religion:

There are those who want to make Norse mythology into some kind of 
standing repository for a national epos, with which it would be torn 
away from its time, its life, its historical foundations, and would become 
– which is most striking when it is applied to modern topics, you can do 

all you like – nothing more than dressing-up.199

With this statement Geijer in one go also rejected the allegorical use of Norse 
myth as a means to reflect on present-day political affairs.200 Here, Ling is 
clearly the intended target – it is him ‘those who want…’ refers to – as Ling had 
done exactly that in his long poem cycle Gylfe (1813), which allegorically cap-
tures Swedish revanchism regarding the loss of Finland.    

In Geijer’s eyes, the only way the modern poet could use the myths is by 
starting from the human experience, by showing how their religion influenced 
ancient people’s feelings, mind-set and actions, because only then the myths 
would be placed in their own time and on their own ground. The poet should 
thus try to project himself into the spirit of that long-gone age, and only on the 
basis of these elaborate studies he could create “real Nordic poems, even if 
none of them makes mention of either Thor, Odin or Frigg.”201 Here, Geijer 
clearly promotes his own work. In his early poems like the aforementioned 
‘Manhem’ he activated Norse antiquity without referring to specific characters 
from the saga literature. 

Geijer is most sceptical on the usability of Norse mythology in sculpture. 
He attributes the lack of visual remains to the very character of ancient Nordic 
art, “that appeals more to the mind than to the eye”, and that can be described 
as a “destructive” force, rather than a creative one: “Visual beauty could hardly 
be the guiding line for characters who were mere symbols of a never-ending 
battle that could only be reconciled by complete destruction.” It is furthermore 
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impossible to construct a completely new iconography, again because Nordic 
mythology is no longer a living religion: the sculptor is “about a thousand years 
too late.”202 Another disadvantage is that the literary sources either present in-
complete images of mythological characters, thus leaving the artist with little 
to work with, or images that are highly unpleasing or unnatural and do conse-
quently not comply to the simplicity and elegance art should strive for. As an 
example Geijer mentions the one-eyed Odin and his eight-legged horse 
Sleipnir, neither of whom offers a suitable subject that complies to the preva-
lent neoclassical aesthetics.203 However, for Geijer, it is exactly this aesthetics 
that offers a way out of the woods for the Nordic sculptor that wants to build 
on Norse mythology. Like Møller before him he urges the visual artist to em-
ploy “the approved forms” of Greek Antiquity. He thereby counters the miscon-
ception, or what he perceives as a misconception, that the application of this 
iconography would be un-national, by stating that the art of the ancient Greeks 
is not Greek-national but universal. Moreover, sculpting, in his eyes, is the least 
national art form, because it strives for the depiction of universal physical 
beauty. 

 The last art form Geijer turns to is painting. Although the painter en-
counters the same problems related to the imagelessness of Nordic myth as 
the sculptor, Geijer ascribes Norse mythology more value for the drawing arts. 
Whereas the sculptor gives shape to the external and the universal of the hu-
man physique, the painter works with the internal and the national, and the 
subject of his art is the depiction of action. As in poetry, however, the human 
perception of mythology should always have central stage. The painter should 
therefore take his inspiration from the heroic sagas rather than from the sagas 
on the Norse gods. In this extensive literature he will furthermore find rich de-
scriptions on how these heroes looked like that could serve as a guiding line for 
his own work. At the same time, this does not infringe on his creative freedom: 
Geijer mimics Oehlenschläger’s argument that the obscurity of ancient times 
releases the artist from the shackles of historical accuracy.204

 Although Geijer’s judgement can overall be described as careful and 
relatively mild – and, as Dag Hedman has rightfully observed, as rather vague – 
it was reason enough for Pehr Henrik Ling to resign as a member of the Geatish 
Society.205 In a private conversation with Geijer he motivated his seemingly rash 
decision as follows: “Would my lord for example stay member of a Christian 
congregation, when someone there stood up and with general approval denied 
our Lord Jesus Christ?”206 In a letter to Atterbom, Geijer only casually mentions 
the affair: “With concern to prose I appear in the latest issue of Iduna with a 
treatise on the utilization of the Nordic myths in the arts. Ling is much dis-
pleased because my views contradict his and are in every respect not hyper-
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borean enough for him. He has even left the Geatish Society.”207 Geijer himself 
does not make a big deal out of it and he stresses that he does not hold a 
grudge: “Ling is angry with me because of my objections to the application of 
the Lingian (or what he calls, the Norse) mythology in the visual arts. I ignore it 
– I just associate with him as before – and his anger will fade eventually”, and 
he remarkably continues, in the very same sentence, with praising the exhibi-
tion: “the painting exhibition of the Geatish Society, which still runs, is superb, 
and surely the most beautiful collection of this kind that has ever been organ-
ised in Sweden.”208

Two years later, however, Geijer’s regard for Ling has made a 180-degree 
turn. In yet another letter to Atterbom, he writes: 

I cannot say that I am curious about his Eddornas sinnebildslära. In this 
book Ling, once again, is preaching – on himself. A self-consuming, 
self-combusting abstraction is his true nature. He truly is a miserable 
soul, but a noble one, and one cannot observe him without feeling sorry 
for him. In the desolate rooms where he scurries about you will find 
thousands hanging around feeling satisfied with their own blankness. 
He has, you will have to give him that, the fire, and therefore the bur-
den, of his eternal restlessness. The poor fellow! He will ultimately burn 
up and start to spread his personal curse through his works.209 

Geijer thus claims not to have read Ling’s textbook on Norse mythology, which 
had been published in the time separating his last two letters to Atterbom, but 
his sudden change in tone suggests otherwise. In the introduction to his read-
ing of the Eddas, Ling had written the following, something which Geijer could 
very well have taken personally: “Yes, I dare to defend the position that the fel-
low-citizen who is indifferent to the legacy of his ancestors and holds doubts 
about the possibility to restore the nation’s honour, runs the risk of being on 
the verge of betraying his fatherland.”210 And again, a couple of pages later, 
when Ling states that it is of the utmost importance for a nation to know its 
mythological roots, Geijer might have had the suspicion that the words were 
directly intended for him: “A people that wants to know itself, should also know 
their ancestors, and a people that despises them, despises their country, and 
stands on the brink of slavery.”211 
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PEHR HENRIK LING
“THE BEGINNING OF EVERY MEANINGFUL HISTORY”

Pehr Henrik Ling is nowadays mainly remembered as the father of Swedish 
gymnastics, a system for physical education that would eventually become the 
standard in Swedish schools. His interest for pedagogic gymnastics had been 
triggered during his studies in Copenhagen between 1799 and 1804, where he 
made the acquaintance of Franz Nachtegall (1777–1847), who was an instructor 
at a local school. In Copenhagen, Ling would likewise become infused by the 
Norse revival ignited by Oehlenschläger, inspiring him to a pursue a career as a 
poet himself. Once back in Sweden, he would instruct both on physical exer-
cise and Norse mythology. Regarding the latter subject, he taught on the Norse 
mythical world between 1814 and 1817 at Sällskapet för kunststudium (Society 
for the Study of Art), which had been established by among others Fogelberg 
and Sandberg in opposition to the conservatism of the Royal Art Academy. His 
lecture notes would form the basis of his Symbolic Reading of the Eddas, which 
would appear in the middle of his feud with Geijer.

At the end of the introduction, Ling explains that his book is partly in-
tended as a glossary from which artists can take information on how the Norse 
gods and heroes looked like, on their dress and weaponry, the places they lived, 
and so on. At the same time he makes it clear that he does not want to pre-
scribe the artist rules for how the Old-Norse culture should be cultivated. And 
also this passage might be perceived as an implicit gibe at Geijer: “[...] but I do 
not intend to present myself as a self-declared advisor for the artist, for I have 
always been objected to the presumptuous narrow-mindedness of those who 
credit themselves for the genius of others.”212 

Instead, the introduction can be read as a defence of Norse mythology’s 
intrinsic value against his “one-sided attackers”, and in doing so Ling addresses 
a number of the shortcomings Geijer had brought forward in his treatise. First, 
he refutes Geijer’s argument that the myths cannot be made into modern art 
because they no longer form part of religious experience. Ling, of course, can-
not deny this, but he brings up that Norse mythology is still engrained in the 
public consciousness, for example in the names of the days of the weeks, in 
daily speech, and in folktales and folksongs that people still tell or read each 
other on a regular basis. Secondly, the Eddas indeed contain a great many crea-
tures and characters that might seem unsuitable for artistic depiction, but this 
holds true as well for Greek mythology with its centaurs, Cyclops’s and satyrs. 
According to Ling, the imagery of Norse mythology even exceeds the Greek in 
moral value, a vision he shared with Grundtvig, who had been even more ada-
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mant in emphasizing the superiority of Norse myth vis-à-vis the ‘elitist’ south-
ern antipode.213 In his third implicit retort to Geijer, Ling contradicts the claim 
that he would want to turn Norse mythology into “some kind of standing re-
pository for a national epos”, in the act replace or erase Greek mythology: “I 
have only stated that the Nordic myths are primordially interwoven in our own 
poetical language; […] that we should know these myths to know our history; 
and that we have to know them to truly love our country.”214

As the last quote indicates, fostering national identity was Ling’s primary 
objective in writing this book; he applauds the development that Norse mythol-
ogy is starting to enter school curricula and has become a popular subject 
among poets, painters and sculptors. It however pains him to see that Sweden 
is lagging behind the rest of Europe  (“in Germany, England and Denmark, yes, 
even in France and Italy”) with concern to the study of Old-Norse religion and 
culture. Although both the Eddas had recently been published in a new Swed-
ish translation, Norse mythology had not yet been the subject of an extensive 
scientific study in Sweden, and Ling wanted to fill in this void with the current 
book. He is grateful towards the Danes for preparing a lot of the ground; he ex-
plicitly mentions the editions of both the prose and the poetic Edda by Rasmus 
Rask from 1818 (in Icelandic) and he especially hails Grundtvig as being most 
influential and engaged (his Nordens Mytologi from 1808 had just been translat-
ed to Swedish); he furthermore looks forward to the new Edda translations by 
Finnur Magnússon. However, Ling also propels Scania (Sweden’s southernmost 
province) as the Nordic heartland, in the act presenting the Old-Norse literary 
heritage as something originally Swedish: 

Denmark has a lot to offer for they have the most prominent collection 
of ancient Nordic manuscripts, and Danish scholars are noted for their 
knowledge on the Old-Norse language. Scania has nevertheless a lot 
more to offer; for it holds in its solemn, abundant nature the entire 
range of poetical imagery that reveals itself in our mythology, and it en-
closes the entire Northern-classical world within its dominions […]. For 
these reasons the Edda myths should to their fullest be reborn in Scania 
for they shine through in its nature and its history; and our indifference 
and ignorance in these matters is exactly for this reason so disgraceful, 
while the diligence of our neighbours is so famed. Iceland has been the 
North’s national archive for centuries, but did these myths not live first 

in Scania, before its migrating sons brought them to Iceland?215

Interestingly, with these lines Ling repeats a sentiment Geijer had expressed 
eight years earlier in the introduction to the début issue of Iduna: “Our neigh-
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bours have […] cultivated the land of which the richest profits should befall the 
Swedes.”216 Both Geijer and Ling clearly perceive Norse mythology to be part of 
a shared Scandinavian cultural heritage, but, when push comes to shove, they 
qualify it as being ‘fundamentally more Swedish.’ At the same time, both au-
thors were concerned that this rich more-Swedish-than-Danish heritage was 
slipping through Swedish fingers. The fervour with which Danish scholars and 
poets appropriated this material was for this reason looked upon with a mix-
ture of admiration and suspicion; both perceived a worrying inequality in the 
appropriation of the Edda material: Sweden was losing ground to Denmark. 
The endeavours of Geijer, Ling, and the other members of the Geatish Society, 
then, were not merely aimed at fostering the national spirit. To a very large ex-
tent they were also about securing Norse mythology for Swedish culture.

The question now is whether Danish scholars knew about the Swedish 
claims and, if so, if they reacted to it. The answer to both questions is yes. And 
in both cases, the answer is provided by the work of Finnur Magnússon. 
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Chapter 3

The Mythology Feuds III
Finnur Magnússon vs the Baden Brothers

The Icelandic philologist Finnur Magnússon was considered by his contempo-
raries as an authority on Norse mythology; among others Jacob Grimm relied a 
great deal on his work. It was no coincidence that it was him the Royal Art 
Academy in Copenhagen asked to lecture its students on Old-Norse culture, 
something which he would do between 1819 and 1828. Finnur’s assignment 
marks an important difference between Denmark and Sweden; whereas the 
Swedish Academy adamantly opposed everything that had to do with Norse 
mythology, the Danish Academy stimulated artists to work with these subjects 
from the closing of the eighteenth century onwards and repeatedly assigned an 
Eddic motif as the subject for the so-called membership piece which could 
grant artists entry into the Academy.217 

Finnur had both read Geijer’s dissertation and Ling’s book, as becomes 
clear from a footnote in his treatise Bemærkninger ved Hr. Prof. Torkel Badens 
Skrift om den Nordiske Mythologies Ubrugbarhed for de skjönne Kunster (Com-
ments on mr. prof. Torkel Baden’s piece on Nordic mythology in the arts), pub-
lished in 1820.218 He does not react directly to Ling’s bold claim, but early on in 
his text we find the following passage, in which he seems to casually address 
the issue:

The study of art after nature and the examples derived from Greek An-
tiquity is the most proper pursuit for the young, learning artist, but it 
would however be useful for them […] to also get acquainted with the 
ancient mythology of their own fatherland, which has already attracted 
the attention from the rest of Europe’s (at least Gothic-Germanic) men 
of science; yes, even partly from their artists, to a higher degree than 
here in Denmark, the true home of its literature.219

It might be wrong to draw too many conclusions from this one oblique remark. 
On other occasions Finnur had expressed more Scandinavistic leanings, as for 
example in the introduction to the first volume of his translation of the poetic 
Edda, where he speaks of “the three main peoples generally called Nordic (Dan-
ish, Swedish and Norwegian)” who were “brothers by origin, who previously 
spoke one language and were of one faith.”220 This small passage is nevertheless 
remarkable; Finnur expresses the same worries as Ling, but in the reverse: in 
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his eyes it is Denmark that is chasing Sweden (and Germany, the use of the 
amalgam ‘Gothic-Germanic’ is an interesting one) and not the other way 
around. The same year Finnur writes in a letter to Friedrich David Gräter that 
“the artists there [in Sweden] have so far achieved more with regard to subjects 
from Norse mythology than our Danish artists.”221 In this sentiment he was cer-
tainly not alone. For instance, when Grundtvig’s Nordens Mytologi (mentioned 
by Ling) appeared in 1808, a Danish newspaper welcomed it as a dearly-needed 
Danish contribution to the field, regretting the fact that the Germans had 
looked “significantly deeper into the splendid well that has sprung from our 
Nordic soil [than we have done].”222 

 Finnur’s and Ling’s opposing positions on the ultimate ownership of 
the Eddas had the potential for conflict, but a confrontation between the two 
never occurred. One reason for this could be that at the time Finnur had quite 
a different conflict on his hands. Also this conflict was connected to the value 
of Norse mythology for the contemporary arts and as such it went a step fur-
ther than the quarrels between Geijer and Ling. Geijer had been sceptical to-
wards the usability of Norse mythology, but he did not denounce it as altogeth-
er invaluable. Finnur’s opponents did, something which serves as a reminder 
that the central position Norse mythology came to occupy within national 
identity was no foregone conclusion.  

 In 1818, Finnur had published an article on Old-Norse culture in Min-
erva. It provoked an agitated reaction from the historian and lawyer Gustav 
Ludvig Baden (1764–1840), who in the next issue of the same journal went to 
great lengths to demonstrate the elementary immorality of the ancient peoples 
of the North, thereby fully resorting to the pre-Nordic Renaissance stereotypes 
of the murderous, rapacious and incestuous Vikings.223 Once Finnur had com-
menced his lectures on Norse mythology and archaeology at the Royal Art 
Academy the following year, Baden intensified his attacks, this time in a rather 
more malicious manner. He published a small treatise under Finnur’s name en-
titled Professor Finn Magnussens Beviis for, at vore Kunstnere ved Reiser til Iis-
land kunde naae det Samme, som ved at reise til Italien eller Rom (Professor Finn 
Magnussen’s Proof of the Fact that for our Artists travelling to Iceland is as 
profitable as travelling to Italy or Rome), ascribing the professor with such gro-
tesque statements as crediting the ancient Icelanders with the invention of the 
oil painting and the glass window.224 In addition, Baden furnished the fraudu-
lent essay with equally fraudulent and ridiculing comments by one Ludvig Ja-
cobsen, all in all a fairly transparent pseudonym (Gustav Ludvig was the son of 
the well-known classical philologist and literary critic Jacob Baden – indeed, 
head of the jury of the prize-essay competition discussed in Chapter 1). The 
words Baden put in Finnur’s mouth were so outrageous that hardly anyone who 
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was acquainted with the latter’s work, could have mistaken them for genuine. 
Nonetheless, Finnur felt compelled to defend his good name, and a controversy 
started that dragged on for months, with Baden now ‘openly’ taking the stance 
on behalf of ‘his good friend Jacobsen.’

However comical Baden’s attacks may seem, Norse mythology was no 
laughing matter. For Baden and his fellow ‘anti-Eddists’ cultural life in Denmark 
was under serious threat of “the scourge that the Icelanders and their accom-
plices have brought upon our literature.”225 Their fundamental rejection of the 
Eddas as medieval Icelandic distortions of Biblical tales and Graeco-Roman 
myths, made them susceptible to allegations of unpatriotic behaviour.226 Finnur 
was certainly not alone in his belief that the Old-Norse myths from the Poetic 
Edda stood, to quote Ling, at the “very beginning” of national identity and 
formed the expression of the original, untainted national spirit.227 For Finnur, 
the adaptation of ancient myth in contemporary culture was of national impor-
tance: it served the purpose of popularizing the national culture.228 Neverthe-
less, the firm clampdown of the anti-Eddists on what was after all their own 
national heritage should not be perceived as having been unpatriotic. On the 
contrary, the fervour behind their furious critique was to a large extent in-
spired by a concern for their country’s reputation among the other European 
nations, a reputation that, in their eyes, was under serious threat if art and lit-
erature in the North would be systematically exposed to the poisonous barbar-
ity of ancient Norse culture. In order not to become the laughing-stock of the 
continent, the fine arts should in their eyes stay firmly embedded in the uni-
versal European traditions of classical antiquity and the Bible. In the words of 
Gustav Ludvig’s younger brother Torkel Baden (1765–1849), Finnur and co. were 
in all their supposed patriotism acting like “enemies of the arts.” Their strivings 
would have devastating consequences. Indeed, “in Nordic mythology art will 
find its grave.”229 

Torkel Baden would prove to be a more serious – in both senses of the 
word – opponent to Finnur than his trickster brother. And with Torkel, Finnur 
now had to endure an attack from the Royal Art Academy’s own ranks, as the 
younger Baden, himself a classically-schooled philologist and philosopher, was 
the acting secretary and librarian of the Academy. In several pamphlets pub-
lished over the years 1820 and 1821, Torkel Baden opposed the introduction of 
the Norse muse in the fine arts. That Finnur was not the only target of his po-
lemical campaign becomes clear from the title of his first pamphlet, which is 
identical to that of Jens Møller’s lecture from 1812 but for one crucial letter: Om 
den nordiske Mythologies Ubrugbarhed for de skiønne Kunster (On the unusabili-
ty of Norse mythology for the fine arts). The arguments Torkel employs have a 
very familiar ring to them, echoing the traditional, pre-Nordic Renaissance 
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prejudices towards Norse mythology, and the North in general, by pointing 
once more to the absence of an appealing Nordic visual culture and by repeat-
edly stressing the immorality of the death-defying ancestors and their wor-
shipped gods and goddesses, “which my brother has, I believe, irrefutably prov-
en.”230 

The Baden brothers indeed seem to have been the representatives of a 
bygone age, lining up behind the Enlightenment’s ideal of universalism that was 
steadily marginalized once the ideology of romantic nationalism had started its 
triumphant march across the continent. Their appeal to the timeless and uni-
versal heritage of Classical Antiquity thus clashed with Finnur’s call for the pro-
liferation of national authenticity; Torkel wrote:

The reputation of a piece of art does not only depend on the intimacy 
of the execution, but also on the fortunate choice of subject. It has to be 
big and important; it has to interest the observer. For this reason peo-
ple have advocated Norse mythology as a repository where one can find 
more interesting subjects than in Greek mythology – but the opposite 
is true. The latter does not just concern one single people, but the en-

tire educated world.231 

Equally anachronistic is Torkel’s implicit assumption that art could only be 
grounded in a single standardised imagery. There is not a single point in all of 
his writings at which he expresses the possibility that Greek and Norse my-
thology can peacefully coexist as sources of artistic inspiration; it has to be ei-
ther the one or the other, and once the splendid pillar of Classical culture has 
been replaced by a decrepit Nordic buttress, he fears, the entire building of art 
will collapse. As Flemming Lundgreen-Nielsen has pointed out, this line of 
thought was not unintelligible in the early nineteenth century, given the fact 
that European high culture – as taught at the Art Academies – for centuries 
had been solely supported by the twin pillars of the Classical and Biblical tradi-
tions, and it was not yet apparent that the Romanticists’ propagation of origi-
nality and spontaneity would ultimately make such a collective “repository of 
subjects”, as Torkel calls it, a thing of the past.232

  In many ways, consequently, the Badens saw themselves entangled in 
a rearguard battle. Although the heated polemics between Torkel and Finnur 
that followed after the former’s first pamphlet included a tug-of-war over who 
could count the most, and the most prestigious, names from the Danish cultur-
al community on their side (with Bertel Thorvaldsen as the most cherished 
name of them all – and understandably claimed by both sides), Torkel and Gus-
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tav Ludvig in the end stood virtually alone, supported only by the earlier cited 
C.F. Høyer, a close friend of Thorvaldsen. The mythology feud would eventually 
reflect badly on this triumvirate of anti-Eddists. For Torkel, his persistent lam-
basting of the Academy’s promotion of Norse mythology added up to numerous 
other disagreements, and in 1823 he had to give up his position at the Art Acad-
emy, where, as Finnur writes to Gräter, “he will hardly be missed.”233 Høyer’s 
equally uncompromising character saw him stripped from his membership 
three years later. Gustav Ludvig, finally, had fled to Christiania already in 1822 
to avoid legal persecution following his mounting debt problems; to no avail, as 
he was soon imprisoned and extradited back to Denmark. It has been suggest-
ed that the authorities were prone to lay down the law more strictly in his case 
than they normally would have done because of Baden’s often insurgent and 
offensive conduct, a treatment that was most certainly not reserved for profes-
sor Magnússon alone.234

The impact of the mythology feud, of course, far exceeded the personal 
level. More than anything else, the polemics that ensued over the course of 
1820 and 1821 helped propel Norse mythology into the public sphere, coming to 
engage the reading public for several months. Its echoes also reached Sweden, 
where Finnur’s archaeology lectures which had lit the fuse would be published 
in 1825, in a translation by Johan Gustaf Liljegren (1791–1837), himself an anti-
quarian and member of the Geatish Society. More importantly, the feud would 
stimulate exactly what the Badens had feared: the popularisation of the Norse 
gods in the visual arts. During these years of excitement, the influential state 
official and businessman Jonas Collin (1776–1861), the later patron of H.C. An-
dersen, initiated a competition for drawings on Old-Norse themes. Collin 
proved to be a tireless advocate of Norse mythology, continuously bringing the 
subject to the attention of Denmark’s artists. As many before him, he had no 
success with Bertel Thorvaldsen, but he did manage to inspire several others, 
perhaps most notably one of Thorvaldsen’s pupils, the sculptor Hermann Ernst 
Freund (1786–1840), sending him Oehlenschläger’s epic poem Nordens Guder 
and the first volume of Finnur’s Edda translation for inspiration. Freund won 
the competition, sharing the prize with the painters J.L. Lund (1777–1867) and 
Andreas Ludvig Koop (1792–1849), and would be responsible for one of the mas-
terpieces of Edda-inspired art, the Ragnarök frieze in Christiansborg Castle, 
Copenhagen. The ambitious project, a depiction of the Norse gods and their 
enemies preparing for the final world-ending battle, could only be finished af-
ter Freund’s death in 1840 and suffered a catastrophic (and, one could say, iron-
ic) end when the castle burned down in 1884.235 In the meantime, however, the 
Norse trend had caught on in all three Scandinavian countries, and the Norse 
gods and heroes were now inhabiting the museum halls and walls that had for-
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merly been the favoured home ground of Greek creatures and Christian saints.

Yet, the introduction of Norse mythology in nineteenth-century painting 
and sculpture presents somewhat of a paradox: despite Romanticism’s appeal 
to originality and creative freedom, the large majority of the art works pro-
duced in the first decades of the century where either commissioned by an ex-
ternal party like the Court or the Academy, or conceived of in the context of a 
prize competition. The explanation for this should, next to the continued im-
portance of commission works, be sought in the imagelessness of Nordic An-
tiquity. Artists simply had no idea where to start and therefore stuck to the 
age-old Graeco-Roman and Christian traditions, handed down from generation 
to generation. 

Ill. 3.1 - C.W. Eckersberg, Balders Død (The death of Balder, 1817). Oil on canvas. 142x178cm. Charlottenborg 

Palace, Copenhagen. 

Stimulus came in the first place from scholars and poets who wanted to 
widen the predominantly literary Nordic Renaissance to the other art forms, 
while the Academy in Copenhagen and the Royal House in Sweden likewise 
promoted the use of these themes, primarily with nation-building intentions. 
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Handbooks on and translations of the Eddas had the double function of famil-
iarising the public with Norse mythology and offering an inspirational source 
for artists. Literary works had a plausibly even more pivotal role in the remedi-
ation of Eddic themes. Oehlenschläger, for example, had explicitly presented 
his aforementioned poem cycle Nordens Guder as a resource for artistic inspi-
ration, holding true to a promise he had made as early as 1808 to “present my 
fellow-countrymen in time with an accessible Nordic mythology.”236 

Jens Møller’s advise to the painter and the sculptor to read the Eddas, 
Oehlenschläger, Ewald, and Pram for content, and study the timeless Greek ex-
amples for form, turned out to be the guiding line throughout most of the cen-
tury, arguably owing more to common sense than to Møller’s influence. A good 
example in case is Christoffer Wilhelm Eckersberg’s (1783–1853) painting on the 
death of Balder (Ill. 3.1), which he painted in 1817 in order to get admitted into 
the Royal Art Academy. The Academy had assigned him Oehlenschläger’s trage-
dy Baldur hin gode as the subject-matter for his so-called medlemsstykke 
(membership piece). The resulting painting, with its static, tableau vivant-like 
arrangement of characters, neatly illustrates the Graeco-Nordic hybridity de-
scribed earlier in this chapter, pairing Eddic content to Neo-classicist aesthet-
ics. In sculpturing the hybridity was understandably even more striking. Fre-
und’s statuette of Odin (Ill. 7.3), for instance, shows a remarkable resemblance 
to classicist renditions of Zeus or Jupiter. This continued reliance on Classicist 
iconography made Eddic art still vulnerable to allegations of merely dressing 
Greek gods up in Norse costumes, and thus, ironically, of inauthenticity. Al-
though the mythology debates can be said to have reached their peak with the 
confrontation between Finnur and Torkel Baden in 1820–21, the objections 
against the artistic employment of the Eddas would reappear throughout the 
century, as shall be addressed in Chapter 7.237

BETWEEN SHARED ROOTS AND NATIONAL APPROPRIATION

The three conflicts described in this part of the dissertation were fought out in 
local intellectual circles, without any direct cross-border confrontation. The 
participants were nevertheless well aware of the shared preoccupations of 
their fellow scholars in the neighbouring countries. Grundtvig’s and Finnur’s 
publications on Norse mythology were translated into Swedish, while Finnur 
had read Geijer and Ling. At the same time, personal collaborations had been 
established as we have seen by meeting in the flesh or through mail correspon-
dence (the Danish ‘spies’ in Stockholm, Ling’s study time in Copenhagen). With 
regard to fiction it is noteworthy that works inspired on the sagas now formed 
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a substantial share of translations from Danish to Swedish and vice versa – 
even though they were otherwise still a rarity at the time. In Sweden, Oehlen-
schläger was very popular; between 1810 and 1830 seven of his works were 
translated into Swedish. Esaias Tegnér similarly became a household name in 
Denmark; his pieces Nattvardsbarnen (1820) and Frithiofs saga (1825) were both 
translated a year after their original Swedish publication.238

In the theoretical works on Norse myth, in fictional literature, as well as 
in the texts spawned by the mythology debates, the awareness that Norse my-
thology formed part of a common Scandinavian heritage is evident. Adhering 
to the treasured Scandinavian cultural heritage – which in the course of a few 
decades had gained new Europe-wide prestige – provided a confidence boost 
that was dearly needed in the years following the onslaught of the Napoleonic 
Wars and the identity crisis that came with it. Sneedorff’s adagio ‘better to-
gether’ indeed held true for culture as much as for politics. 

Mutual perception, however, did not only tie the countries closer togeth-
er, it also caused competition, and this had the opposite effect of undermining 
the sense of shared identity. The impressive work done by Grundtvig, Rask, 
Finnur Magnússon and other prominent Danish scholars instilled in Ling and 
Geijer a fear that their country was lagging behind in the knowledge of the Ed-
das, while Finnur expressed similar worries in reaction to, among other things, 
the painting exhibition organized by the Geatish Society, afraid that Sweden, as 
well as Germany, were outflanking Denmark in the creation of Eddic art. As he 
says: “[…] with the anticipated rise in literary production we should hope that 
also Denmark’s gifted artists, who cherish and understand the profound ideas 
of our ancestors, will show the world that we truly own a Norse mythology.”239 
Underlying these fears slumbered the deeper fear of somehow losing the trea-
sure-trove of Norse mythology to the competitor other – who could be a Scan-
dinavian neighbour but also, perhaps more importantly, especially from the 
Danish perspective, Germany. As a consequence, the cultivation of Scandina-
vian culture also acquired a tendency for national appropriation; not necessar-
ily because the theme chosen for a certain poem or a certain painting was 
deemed specifically ‘Danish’ or intrinsically ‘Swedish’, or was presented as such, 
but through the simple fact that it was a Danish poet or a Swedish painter that 
had adopted the theme; in short, every new artwork fortified the position of 
Norse mythology as forming part of national culture. It is not for not nothing 
that Magnússon, Ling, Collin and others pushed the use of Norse mythology in 
contemporary art with such fervour: in their perspective, popularizing appro-
priation was absolutely vital for building a strong national culture grounded on 
the ancient myths.
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The parallel importance of the ancient myths for the specific national 
movements on the one hand, and for the emerging pan-Scandinavian self-con-
sciousness on the other, clearly left room for conflict. At the beginning of the 
nineteenth century this conflict, if it can even be called a conflict, was still in-
direct, and nationalistic claims were almost unnoticeably concealed in the de-
bates on the artistic usability of the myths, or, in addition, in the mythically sa-
ga-inspired artworks themselves. Oehlenschläger, here, is a good example. 
Although he had based his 1807 play Hakon Jarl hin rige (Earl Hakon the Rich) 
on Snorri Sturluson’s saga of the Norwegian king Olav Tryggvason (ca. 963–
1000), he willfully presented it as a ‘national’ play. Of course, Norway was at the 
time of publication still part of the Danish realm, but it is not hard to imagine 
why Oehlenschläger’s claim on particularly this saga would eventually cause 
some Norwegian eyebrows to raise.  

It would indeed prove to be only a matter of time before the undercur-
rent of the mythology debates would rise to the surface. In 1845, the Norwegian 
historian P.A. Munch (1810–63) openly accused his Danish colleagues of unjusti-
fiably presenting the sagas as part of their national literature, while “no one 
would deny […] that from the three Nordic nations it is to the Norwegian na-
tion the saga literature truly belongs, both with regard to language and to con-
tent, and the historical memories it conveys.”240 This would be the starting shot 
for yet another intense controversy that would engage Scandinavian scholars 
for several decades. Yet, even in this context of conflict, national appropriation 
and Scandinavism did not necessarily bite each other. For all his criticism of his 
Danish counterparts, Munch nevertheless supported pan-Scandinavian coop-
eration within the arts and sciences. All was well as long as the Scandinavist 
ideology was not misused to rob the Norwegians of what was rightfully theirs.241 
The sagas, after all, were simply too valuable a treasure to be shared unselfish-
ly. I will return to the mythology feud in the Norwegian context in Chapter 11. 


