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Introduction

Scandinavia as the Other

Only recently have scholars engaged in the comparative study of historio-
graphical traditions in the Nordic countries.627 One of the most salient conclu-
sions of these investigations concerns the remarkable likeness between the 
dominant master narratives, as has been succinctly summarized by Stefan 
Berger:

[…] Norway, Sweden and Denmark all built their respective national 
master narratives on the common assumption that all three nations 
were free peasant nations that had a long tradition of choosing their 
kings. Hence a ‘people–king axis’ with liberal-democratic overtones was 
at the heart of the Swedish, Danish and Norwegian national narratives. 
And in all three narratives the nobility and the Catholic Church became 
internal ‘others’ that were excluded from definitions of the ‘folk’ that 

stood at the heart of the national historical master narratives.628

These individual national narratives chimed well with the liberal roots of 
Scandinavism, in which, as shown in Chapter 6, the idea of ‘ancient egalitarian-
ism’ or ‘tribal constitutionalism’ played a very central role.629

 On the other hand, there were naturally notable differences between 
the separate national traditions. Frank Meyer goes somewhat against the grain 
of Berger’s conclusions by maintaining that Swedish historians were primarily 
interested in geopolitics and aristocratic history as contrasted to Denmark and 
Norway where the democratic history sketched above was more dominant. He 
ascribes this divide to Sweden’s continuous and relatively stable state develop-
ment, while Denmark’s and Norway’s history had been marked by social and 
political ruptures and upheavals: consequently, in Sweden the state offered an 
element of continuity, in Norway and Denmark continuity needed to be found 
in the history of the people.630   

Coming from a different perspective, Norway stands out as an exception-
al case, owing to that country’s asymmetrical, politically subordinate position 
in Scandinavian affairs and its newly-found independence in 1814; historiogra-
phy, therefore, provided in the need of legitimizing the young nation’s exis-
tence by showing that the Norwegians were in fact one of Europe’s oldest and 
historically most renowned people, an entity separate from Danish and/or 
Swedish domination.631 Consequently, Norwegian historians directed their at-
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tention primarily to the Middle Ages, when Norway had been a proud, indepen-
dent kingdom, while the period under Danish rule – when Norway had ceased 
to exist as a state – was largely overlooked.632 In the first decades after the wa-
tershed of 1814 this carving out of a national-historical identity happened in di-
rect opposition to Denmark and Sweden, and in time it also came to include a 
critique of Scandinavism. The historian Gregers Fougner Lundh (1786–1836) ex-
pressed this most blatantly in 1833: “So-called ‘friends’ to the east and in the 
south have written Norway’s history for us, not only with foreign hands but 
also with foreign hearts. Yet, there is still time […] to save our national hon-
our.”633 Such a competitive attitude towards the Scandinavian neighbours was 
markedly less prevalent in the other two countries. In Denmark, German cul-
ture at times had this function, while in Sweden such a foreign bogeyman ap-
pears to be completely absent.634
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       Norse Antiquity      Viking Age            High Middle Ages Union Period             Age of Severance

Denmark Norway Sweden

47 %

5 %
15 %

8 %

25 %

9 %

4 %

11 %

37 %

39 %

55 %

13 %

5 %

4 %

23 %

Figure 10.2 - Historical Periods in Historicist Art in Denmark, Norway, and Sweden, 1770-1919 (N=402, 111, 
403)635 



205

These observations on Norwegian exceptionalism are corroborated when wid-
ening the scope of historicism to include literature and the visual arts. Figure 
10.1 shows Norway’s medieval taste in historical fiction, a trend that is even 
stronger in the visual arts (Figure 10.2). In Denmark and Sweden, by contrast, 
the Early Modern Period is with some distance the most popular period for lit-
erary and artistic cultivation, while especially the Viking Age is surprisingly un-
derrepresented.  

Self-silhouetting within the Scandinavian context is thus an element 
characteristic of Norwegian historicism to a much larger degree than in the 
Danish and Swedish cases. After all, Norwegian nationalists had to deal with a 
significant Danish cultural legacy left behind after more than four centuries of 
Danish rule as well as with the political reality of an unequal position within 
the new union with Sweden. For this reason, this part of the dissertation will 
explore how specifically Norwegian cultural producers articulated a nation-
al-historical identity either through challenging competing Scandinavian alter-
natives or through negotiating the nation’s individuality in relation to (percep-
tions of) common Scandinavian culture. It does so in three case studies. 
Chapter 10 turns to Norwegian national-historical theatre and explores how 
this blossoming genre on the one hand challenged the persistent dominance of 
Danish culture and on the other hand addressed contemporary political issues 
related to Swedish rule. The first part of Chapter 11 sees a return to the mythol-
ogy feuds, which with the interference of Norwegian historians finally erupted 
into an inter-Scandinavian conflict involving a challenge to Scandinavism’s 
founding idea of common ancient roots; the second part then deals with the 
Norwegian confrontation with their Danish past, a historical period that need-
ed special effort to work into a specifically national frame. Finally, Chapter 12 
showcases the transnational flexibility of memory sites by returning to the case 
of Peter Tordenskjold, who came to be alternately ingrained in Danish, Norwe-
gian, Danish-Norwegian, and Scandinavian identity discourse depending on 
the social and political needs of the people appropriating him. 
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Chapter 10

Articulating Norwegian Identity With and Against 
Scandinavia

Oehlenschläger travelled to Norway for the first time in the summer of 1833. In 
his memoirs, written over more than a decade later, he admitted that he had 
felt somewhat uncertain whether he would find a warm welcome in Christiania, 
writing that “for a time after Norway’s unification with Sweden there had risen 
a curious mood in that country towards Denmark and everything Danish, to 
such an extent that it would nearly scare you off to undertake such a visit.”636 At 
the same time, Oehlenschläger was well aware that he was exaggerating a little 
– “this contempt that at times bordered on hatred, was only to be found among 
some rebellious youngsters” – and he was, of course, received with the highest 
of regards, meeting everyone of name in Christiania society, including crown 
prince Oscar and many of his former Norwegian colleagues from the University 
of Copenhagen.637 During a festive dinner arranged in his honour, Oehlen-
schläger was once again celebrated for his invaluable contribution to poetry in 
the North. The politician and philologist Georg Sverdrup (1770–1850), who, back 
in 1814, had played a central role in the drafting of the Norwegian constitution, 
underlined in his speech that Oehlenschläger had been the first to “introduce 
us to the great spiritual treasure that our forefathers have left us in heritage, 
opening up a whole new and marvellous world for poetry, science and art to 
explore.”638 

STILL A DANISH PROVINCE

Oehlenschläger’s worries had been unfounded. After 1814 Danish culture had 
remained the main frame of reference for the higher classes in Norwegian so-
ciety. As the Royal Frederik University in Christiania had been established only 
as late as 1811, most educated men of Sverdrup’s generation had received their 
education in Copenhagen and they retained their ties with the host country af-
ter returning home. In their cosmopolitan vision on nationhood, adherence to 
the sophisticated Danish culture was the best way to secure an equal position 
for a modernized Norway among the European nations.639 This vision was 
shared by the so-called Intelligens party, a cultural-political movement that had 
established itself in the 1830s and became leading in the 1840s. Men like Wel-
haven and Munch were important exponents of this movement.640 
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 Nowhere was the persistent dominance of Danish culture more tangi-
ble than in the theatre. While Oehlenschläger was in Christiania he witnessed a 
staging of his own Hakon Jarl at the capital’s main playhouse, the Christiania 
Theatre. He would have had no trouble following along as all the actors associ-
ated to the theatre were Danish; the role of Hakon, moreover, was at this occa-
sion played by Johan Christian Ryge (1780–1842), who had made a name for 
himself with this role at the Royal Theatre in Copenhagen. The other perfor-
mances Oehlenschläger could have visited during his holiday in Norway are il-
lustrative for the repertoire of the Christiania Theatre for decades to come. 
Next to another rendition of Hakon Jarl the bill included Nicolai Søtoft’s Chris-
tian den Fjerdes Dom (The Judgement of Christian IV), several vaudevilles of Jo-
han Ludvig Heiberg and Henrik Hertz, Erasmus Montanus by Holberg, Die Räu-
ber by Schiller, as well as a rich selection of vaudevilles by French authors like 
Scribe and Giraudi. The whole programme for 1833 featured just a single origi-
nal Norwegian piece: Henrik Anker Bjerregaard’s national-history play Magnus 
Barfods Sønner (The Sons of Magnus Barefoot, 1830).641 By 1858 nothing much 
had changed, witness Bjørnson’s observation that the Norwegian theatre was 
during his time founded on three pillars: Danish vaudeville, the comedy in the 
style of Eugène Scribe, and Oehlenschläger’s tragedy.642

 That the Norwegian theatre had remained a Danish province, as Bjørn-
son asserted, was not only a consequence of the high regard for Danish culture 
among an important faction of the Norwegian intelligentsia, but also served the 
political goal of blocking out Swedish influences, as the fear of amalgamation – 
implicit in Karl Johan’s vision of a peninsular Scandinavia – was strong directly 
after 1814.643 When the Christiania Theatre was founded in 1827 by the Swede 
Johan Peter Strömberg (1773–1834), himself a former actor and dancer, his pro-
ceedings were therefore followed with scepticism. Strömberg’s efforts to 
school a first generation of Norwegian actors were highly unsuccessful, some-
thing which could not only be ascribed to unwillingness on behalf of the audi-
ence, but also to Strömberg’s failing instruction techniques and the limited tal-
ents of his pupils. Things came to a head when Strömberg brought his own play 
Fredsfesten (The Celebration of Peace) to the stage in celebration of November 
the 4th – the date on which, in 1814, the union between Norway and Sweden 
had been signed. The performance was interrupted by a whistle concert. Al-
though the motivation of the whistlers is unclear and might as well have been a 
case of juvenile insubordination, the Swedish king took offence and ordered in-
vestigation into the incident, as the disturbances interfered with his plans to 
bring the two nations closer together culturally. From the start Strömberg’s 
theatre was impaired by low turnout, owing to no small degree to Christiania’s 
modest population of just around 11,000 souls; bankruptcy was inevitable and 
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in 1829 Danes took over directorship, ringing in a new era of Danish hegemony 
that would last until the 1850s.644 

 Oehlenschläger, in his memoirs, felt somehow compelled to justify the 
use of topics from Norwegian history, and even Nordic mythology, in his work, 
despite the familiar ambience he must have encountered during his visit to 
Christiania and despite the general praise and acknowledgement he received. 
He writes:

From when I was very young up to 1814, that is to say, from my child-
hood years until deep into my adulthood, I was used to see the Norwe-
gians as my compatriots, and Norway as my semi-fatherland. For this 
reason it never appeared to me, while writing, to question whether I 
should set the story in Denmark or Norway, or whether the hero should 
be Danish or Norwegian. Despite the political separation this feeling 
has never left me, as language and literature, as well as the many family 
ties, will always unite us in spirit.

[…]

Baldur hin Gode and Nordens Guder are as much part of Norwegian lit-
erature as of Danish literature; Hakon Jarl, Axel, Hagbarth, Stærkodder, 
Tordenskjold are Norwegian heroes. It would to my mind be unreason-
able and heartless if one would separate these works from Norwegian 
literature as somehow being foreign to it.645 

Thus, although the constitutional ties had now been cut, Oehlenschläger dis-
cerns an ongoing spiritual and cultural association across the Skagerrak, im-
plying a continued existence of a Dano-Norwegian fælleslitteratur or ‘common 
literature’.646 This, in his eyes, legitimized his continued appropriation of Nor-
wegian-historical subject-matter.

 Oehlenschläger plead a case that did not need pleading: no one in 
Norway would deny him the use of Norwegian topics in his writing and he was 
a much-acclaimed author even after his reputation in Denmark had diminished 
following two long-winded feuds that took issue with his aesthetics. Still, once 
the Danish cultural hegemony came to be seriously challenged, Oehlen-
schläger, as one of the figureheads of Danishness, would inevitably become a 
target. For one thing, his conception of a shared Dano-Norwegian history – 
implicit in his statements on the fælleslitteratur – was to be heavily scrutinized, 
both directly, by historians, and indirectly, by poets and playwrights.  

A key figure in the Norwegian national movement wore both hats: Henrik 
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Wergeland, the ringleader of the “rebellious youngsters” Oehlenschläger was 
on about in his memoirs. It is perhaps no coincidence that Wergeland consid-
ered himself a member of the select group of people in both Norway and Den-
mark that did not admire Oehlenschläger’s work.647 Although Wergeland held 
high esteem for, among others, Hakon Jarl and Nordens Guder, he is merciless 
on the ‘Poet-King’s’ latter work. Oehlenschläger had captivated his holiday in 
Norway in a poem cycle entitled Norgesreisen (My Journey in Norway, 1833) – 
Wergeland completely destroys it in an anonymous review in Morgenbladet, 
writing that “a boundless emptiness suffuses every detail as well as the entire 
structure”, and he concludes that reading such a “shoddy work” of a revered 
author as Oehlenschläger  “in all honesty, hurts us all”. In general, he considers 
Oehlenschläger “a poet who is more famous and more acclaimed than he actu-
ally deserves.”648

 Wergeland’s dislike of Oehlenschläger’s work was based on aesthetical 
arguments and had little if anything to do with the latter’s nationality. Yet, 
Wergeland and his sympathisers – known as the ‘Patriots’ – ventured to break 
the Danish dominance of which Oehlenschläger was such a prominent propo-
nent and instead formulate a Norwegian cultural identity on its own terms, 
based on its own resources. As such, the Patriots were the sworn opponents of 
the Intelligens party around Johan Sebastian Welhaven, who would be Werge-
land’s lifelong nemesis.649 

Historical continuity with Norway’s glorious medieval past – as captured 
in Snorri’s king’s sagas – was for Wergeland the overriding principle. To capture 
his vision on Norwegian history he famously coined the metaphor of the ‘two 
half-rings’, in which the country’s past greatness was connected to the glorious 
post-1814 present through a ‘poor piece of welding’, being the four centuries of 
Danish rule. It was Wergeland’s belief that the noble virtues of the medieval 
forefathers had been under decline in the Danish period; the nation-building 
programme, in his eyes, came down to restoring these praiseworthy traits in 
the here and now, and this could be achieved through history-writing, the for-
mation of an autonomous national literature, and the emancipation of the 
mother tongue.650 

 Wergeland himself worked tirelessly on this three-point agenda 
throughout his life. He championed the formulation of a Norwegian written 
standard that would do away with the Danish still in use; he also attempted to 
bring Norwegian to the theatre stage, but his ventures stranded on the absence 
of Norwegian actors, while the Danish actors he was trying to instruct were 
breaking their tongues on the foreign language.651 During his lifetime this lin-
guistic activism was still marginal, but after Wergeland’s death the search for a 
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Norwegian written standard turned into an epoch-defining cultural-political 
debate, something I will return to towards the end of this chapter.

“LIKE THE EARTH’S FIRST-BORN THOR AND BALDER”

Nationalizing the Norwegian theatre not only required Norwegian actors 
speaking Norwegian, it also depended on the development of an autonomous 
Norwegian repertoire. Original Norwegian plays were few and far between in 
Wergeland’s days. The young poet himself in effect wrote the first Norwegian 
national-history of the nineteenth century. His Sinclars Død (The Death of Sin-
clar) from 1828 would however not be staged until over a century after Werge-
land had passed away at the young age of 37.652 The play is nevertheless deserv-
ing of a closer look here as it both illustrates how Wergeland envisaged 
continuity in Norwegian history and reflects a subtle criticism of Swedish rule. 

Perhaps surprisingly so, Wergeland in this first poetical engagement with 
the national past had not chosen for a medieval setting, but instead opted for a 
subject from the time of Danish rule. The play’s main character is not Norwe-
gian, but George Sinclair (ca. 1580–1612), a Scottish mercenary in Swedish ser-
vice who on his way to Sweden with his battalion of around 300 men passed 
through Gudbrandsdalen, Norway, where they were ambushed by Norwegian 
peasant militia. Almost all the Scots died during the ensuing battle, including 
Sinclar, or they were executed afterwards. After his death, the Scottish earl en-
tered the world of Norwegian folklore and popular song. The most popular of 
such songs was written by the poet Edvard Storm (1749–94) in 1781 and formed 
an important source of inspiration for Wergeland. At the same time, Sinclars 
Død contains notable Gothic and Shakespearean elements, especially in the fi-
nal scene, in which Sinclar’s bereaved sister becomes insane after hearing the 
bad news and starts chewing on a bone brought to her by a messenger – the 
only thing that was left of her brother. 

The play serves as a vehicle for Wergeland’s patriotic message. In the sto-
ry, the peasant girl Ragnhild is faced with the dilemma to choose between her 
love for Sinclar, who answers her love, and the love for her fatherland. Pursuing 
an uncomfortable middle way she offers the Norwegian peasants a plan to de-
feat the Scots on the condition that Sinclar’s life is spared. In an interesting 
variation on the Balder myth – in which Balder is shot by the blind Hother – a 
deaf gunman does not catch this last detail and shoots the Scottish warlord 
nonetheless, just moments after Ragnhild is killed by a Scottish bullet. 

  The relation between romantic love and patriotic love was a common 
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motif for the Patriots. In 1827, fellow-Patriot Henrik Anker Bjerregaard (1792–
1842), for instance, had applied it most sentimentally in his theatre prologue 
Folkefesten den 17de Mai (The National Festival on May the 17th), in which one of 
the male characters, Frithiof, encourages the love of fatherland of his spouse 
with the following words:

 Very well, my dear Thora, share your pretty heart

 Between old Norway’s land and me

 I accept this division without any grief

 It makes me proud and blessed and happy653

The message is clear: the love for Norway is as self-explanatory as the love for 
a lover or spouse. In Sinclars Død this is encapsulated in Ragnhild’s exclama-
tion, addressed to Sinclar: “You are my fatherland!”654 

Ill. 10.1 - Adolph Tidemand and Morten Müller, Sinclairs landing i Romsdal (Landing of the Scottish forces in 

Isfjorden, 1876). Oil on canvas. 178x290cm. National Gallery, Oslo.

The self-evidence of patriotic love is directly linked to a central theme of Sin-
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clars Død and many of the national-history plays that would follow in its wake: 
the rights and freedom of the people as a principle that overrides all other 
principles. In Wergeland’s play, Sinclar unjustly interferes in a conflict that is 
not his and impairs the freedom of freedom-loving Norway; it is a battle that 
he, naturally, is ought to lose. In accordance with the Balder myth, Sinclar’s 
death had been foretold in the opening scene of the play, and like blind Hother 
and his mistletoe arrow in the Balder myth, the deaf gunman serves as an in-
strument of fate who restores the natural order of things, despite the best ef-
forts of Ragnhild (or Frigg in the Edda) to prevent fate from happening. 

Although set in his metaphoric ‘poor piece of welding’, during which, to 
his mind, ‘Norwegianess’ had been at its weakest, Wergeland in Sinclars Død 
highlights the continuity in Norway’s history in a dual way. Firstly, through wil-
fully crafting his story on the Eddic tale of Balder, the mythical imagination of 
the Viking Age is transported on the early seventeenth century, in which the 
action is set, and the here and now of the play’s conception and reception. It 
could additionally be argued that Wergeland’s decision to title the play Sinclars 
Død instead of the initial Luurblæsersken (The (Female) Bugler), thus paralleling 
Ewald’s Balders Død, was intended to underline this continuity. Ragnhild fur-
ther underscores the point when she says that she “will populate [her] father-
land with warriors like the Earth’s first born Thor and Balder.”655 Secondly, 
Wergeland presents the love of freedom as the prime characteristic of the Nor-
wegian people. It is not only reflected in Norway’s sublime natural landscape – 
“the Norwegian mountains, proud of the freedom that is the crown of the peo-
ple”656 – but is also an historical constant. Ragnhild’s words directed at Sinclar, 
again, are illustrative:

Your beauty – for your body is nothing but beauty –
I love like a Norwegian loves Norway
[…] But your soul 
I love like a Norwegian loves freedom
[…]
The devout freedom
Which has its divine face imprinted
– so my father says – in the heart of every Norwegian
And if one dares to forget that it is imprinted there

Then it too stands engraved deep into ancient runes.657  

Wergeland furthermore connects this love of freedom first and foremost to the 
peasants, in his eyes the true bearers of national values, who were the heroes 
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in this particular historical memory, a significant element that in all likelihood 
was what attracted Wergeland in Storm’s Zinklars Vise. In his political activism, 
Wergeland had championed the interests of the peasants and he had employed 
several initiatives that aimed at popular enlightenment. Sinclars Død can be 
read as a critique of any impairment of the national freedom so cherished by 
the common people; after all, it does not end well with the Scots who invaded 
Norwegian soil. It should be recalled that these Scots were there on Swedish 
request and the play as such also contains a stab at Swedish intermingling in 
Norwegian affairs. 

ANOTHER INVERSION OF ENEMY IMAGES,
BUT THEN THE OTHER WAY AROUND

Despite the critique of foreign interference incorporated in the play, Werge-
land had dedicated Sinclars Død to king Karl XIV Johan, whom he, in the intro-
ductory poem, called “the cherub of freedom.”658 Wergeland genuinely held Karl 
Johan in high regard, associating him, in spite of the king’s actual conduct, with 
the ideals of the French Revolution.659 At the same time, the very notion of 
freedom, which was so central to Wergeland’s thought, was politically sensitive 
in the young personal union with the eastern neighbour, as Norway’s for the 
time liberal constitution was under repeated pressure from more conservative 
forces – first and foremost from Karl Johan himself.660 One issue that proved to 
be particularly sensitive concerned the position of governor-general of Nor-
way, who was the head of government in absence of the monarch. The consti-
tution of 1814 stipulated that the governor was to be appointed by the king and 
could be either Swedish or Norwegian. From the Norwegian perspective, the 
law was regarded as an infringement on national sovereignty and the fact that 
in practice – at least until 1829 – the position was held by Swedish noblemen 
clashed with Norway’s egalitarianist self-understanding. The Montesquieuian 
democracy-authoritarianism North-South dichotomy was in this case applied 
to the West-East divide between Norway and Sweden.661 

Another question that gave cause for conflict in the 1820s was the cele-
bration of the anniversary of the Norwegian Constitution on May the 17th. Karl 
Johan was opposed to the institution of this national holiday because he con-
sidered it to be an ode to the Danish prince Christian Frederik, who had been 
involved in the rebellion of 1814 and had been destined to become Norway’s 
head of state had the Kiel Treaty not dictated otherwise. The issue escalated in 
1829 during the infamous Torgslag (Battle of the Square), when the authorities 
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violently struck down the patriotic festivities that had spontaneously erupted 
after the steam vessel with the fitting name Constitutionen had docked the 
Christiania harbour. Wergeland had been in the mix and got his student uni-
form ripped by a swing of a cavalry man’s sabre. Around 30 civilians were in-
jured, albeit none of them seriously. The brutal performance of the military 
caused general outrage and lead to an official inquiry ordered by the govern-
ment. 

In Norwegian historiography, the Battle of the Square has generally been 
understood within a nationalist frame, as a protest against Karl Johan’s ban on 
the 17-May celebrations and an act of political radicalism. Torbjörn Nilsson 
maintains that the events – which were not necessarily of historical import in 
themselves – were mythologized by later generations of nationalists, not in the 
least through highlighting the involvement of Henrik Wergeland, and made into 
an anchor in Norwegian national self-awareness. However, Nilsson argues, the 
public outrage was not so much given in by patriotist fervour, but by the un-
lawful obstruction of the people’s right to move freely in the public space with-
out being harassed by the authorities, the military in particular.662 

Henrik Anker Bjerregaard’s earlier mentioned history drama Magnus Bar-
fods Sønner offers further evidence to Nilsson’s argument. Written shortly after 
the Torgslag, the play can be seen as a literary reaction to the events. Bjerre-
gaard’s involvement in the matter is however highly ambiguous. On the one 
hand, the singing of his patriotic song ‘Sønner av Norge’ (Sons of Norway), the 
country’s unofficial national anthem, was part of the festivities in 1829, and 
Bjerregaard himself – a Patriot it should be remembered – was known for 
bringing toasts to “Sweden’s demise” – behind closed doors that is, for publi-
cally he published laudatory poems for Karl Johan. So, on the other hand, he in 
the capacity of attorney contributed to imposing harsh sentences on some of 
the ‘17-May celebrators’, something which would be held against him by his 
peers.663

In contrast to his juridical actions, in Magnus Barfods Sønner Bjerregaard 
gave a subtle condemnation of royal authority and abuse of power. Protago-
nists in the play are, indeed, the sons of Magnus III Barefoot: Sigurd I Jorsalfar 
and Eystein I, who co-ruled the kingdom in the first decades of the twelfth 
century. Upon returning home from a crusade – the epitaph Jorsalfar literally 
translates to ‘Jerusalem-farer’ – king Sigurd abuses his position to imprison a 
woman he desires and get her husband out of the way (he is under false pre-
tences send to Ireland to collect a tax); the woman’s brother who protests this 
misconduct is in turn accused of theft and brought to trial. Sigurd thus autho-
rizes an unnecessary military campaign, robs a woman of her physical freedom, 
and misuses the law to thwart another man’s freedom of speech – all three ac-



215

tions that had their parallel in one form or another during and after the Battle 
of the Square. Incarceration moreover had a personal connotation for Bjerre-
gaard, who back in 1814 had spent two months in a Swedish prison cell – some-
thing which might also explain his wishful toasting to Sweden’s downfall. 

In the play, it is suggested that Sigurd’s authoritarian conduct is induced 
by his exploits in the Mediterranean. Similar to the logic unfolded in Johannes 
Nordahl Brun’s Einer Tambeskielver (Chapter 1), the supposedly irrational 
southern temperament is presented as contagious; when speaking about the 
king, one of the characters observes that “his honesty has been burnt off by the 
scalding fire beams of the South.”664 The use of the trope might be considered 
an allusion to Karl Johan, who as a born Frenchman from the Norwegian per-
spective qualified as a southerner. This then marks a fundamental difference 
between Bjerregaard and Wergeland, who, as we have seen, associated the 
French king of Sweden with liberté, égalité and fraternité.  

Magnus Barfods Sønner has a happy ending thanks to the interference of 
king Eystein, who represents the law (and who, notably, had stayed at home 
during Sigurd’s absence and is thus not affected by the southern ways), as well 
as the efforts of Sigurd’s stalwart servant Ottar Birting, the personification of 
goodness and kindness – and of the common people. The whole affair is saved 
from escalation; in the end everything is forgiven and king Sigurd returns to his 
old civilized, ‘pre-southern’ ways. The message of the story is that a king should 
always respect the law and should have the interests of the people – and not of 
himself – as the main priority. Only then the nation can stand strong and unit-
ed. Both Sinclars Død and Magnus Barfods Sønner thus not so much form a cri-
tique of the union with Sweden per se, but make a plea for Norway’s autonomy 
within the union and recognition of the liberties secured through the 1814 
Constitution. After all, the union was at the time not solely resented in Norwe-
gian society and a considerable faction within the intelligentsia embraced 
Swedish rule for as long as it did not lead to amalgamation or further intrusion 
on the country’s sovereignty.665 In both historical dramas discussed here, Nor-
way is mainly set apart from Sweden in terms of its political identity, as a coun-
try of peasant freedom. Arguably owing to the sensitivity surrounding issues of 
the law in their day, both Wergeland and Bjerregaard formulated their political 
commentary in the form of a historical parable in which the Scots and Sigurd 
personified Swedish meddling in Norwegian internal affairs, constituting a 
move that resembles Lund’s use of historical Swedish enemies as stand-ins for 
contemporary German ones (Chapter 7) or Etlar’s reversal of enemy images in 
Gøngehøvdingen (Chapter 6), but then in the reverse, as in these two plays, the 
Scottish mercenaries and the Norwegian king are used as literary stand-ins for 
modern-day Swedish officials.  
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THE GOLDEN AGE OF THE NATIONAL-HISTORY PLAY 
IBSEN AND BJØRNSON

Next to articulating political views through their writing, Bjerregaard and 
Wergeland dedicated their literary endeavours to the development of a Norwe-
gian national theatre independent from Danish influences. Their examples re-
flect the dual self-silhouetting central to the Norwegian nation-building pro-
cess: politically, the nation needed to keep Sweden at a distance; culturally, the 
own culture needed to be sharply distinguished from the Danish legacy. Again, 
the distinction between cultural and political is to a degree artificial. Averting 
closer political integration threw up a barrier against the feared cultural amal-
gamation and developing an idiosyncratic national identity formed a crucial le-
gitimation of Norway’s existence as a nation. History, and in particular medieval 
history, was an important element in the search for the distinctly Norwegian. 
As noted earlier, the Middle Ages formed the primary focus of historiographical 
research at the start of the century. National-historical drama likewise inclined 
towards medieval times, with 24 of the 35 plays written between 1820 and 1880 
taking their subject from this period (Fig. 10.1). 

Figure 10.3 - Historical Periods in Norwegian National History Plays, 1770-1919.

Magnus Barfods Sønner would be the first contemporary national-history 
play of Norwegian making to be brought to the stage in the nineteenth century, 
premiering in December 1829. In the next two decades, a couple more original 
Norwegian productions would follow, but real progress in the nationalization 
and professionalization of the theatre would be made in the 1850s. The opening 
night of Det norske Theater (The Norwegian Theatre) in Bergen – an initiative of 
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the world-famous violin virtuoso Ole Bull (1810–80) – took place on the second 
day of that decade with the performance of a play of the great Danish-Norwe-
gian playwright Ludvig Holberg (1684–1754), who at the occasion was pro-
claimed ‘our’ Holberg – with which could be meant either Bergen or Norway, or 
indeed both – in an act of re-appropriating him from Danish claims, a parallel 
to the tug-of-war regarding Tordenskjold that will be discussed in Chapter 
12.666 Bull’s theatre employed and trained a first generation of professional Nor-
wegian actors, an example that was followed in 1852 in the capital with the 
founding of the Kristiania norske Theater, which was partially intended as a 
counterweight to the old powerhouse Christiania Theater, by its critics now 
archly referred to as the ‘Christiania danske Theater’, owing to its persistent 
devotion to the Danish standard for acting and writing. Conversely, the new 
Kristiania norske Theater was looked down upon by the more affluent and cul-
turally educated theatregoers, not least because of the ‘crude and boorish’ dia-
lects spoken on stage.667 Nonetheless, spurred on by the drive towards ‘Norwe-
gianess’ typical for the decade, also the Christiania Theater cautiously took a 
more national course, although not sufficiently so in the eyes of among others 
Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson, who in 1856 organized a whistle concert at the theatre, 
following the board’s decision to employ a Danish actor – and a not very talent-
ed one at that – instead of a Norwegian, as had been promised.668

While the institutional foundations for the national theatre were under 
construction and it became ever more common to hear actors speak Norwe-
gian, it proved to be difficult to sell original Norwegian plays to the theatre-go-
ing audiences, who were accustomed to a diet of French comedy and Danish 
vaudeville. Henrik Ibsen experienced this to his cost during his tenure as artis-
tic director at the theatre in Bergen between 1851 and 1857. In this period he 
brought six of his own plays to the stage, but only his folksong-inspired drama 
Gildet paa Solhaug (The Feast at Solhaug) managed to get the audience cheer-
ing; the other five met with indifference at best.669 Following the theatre’s fi-
nancial struggles, the board was forced to program a popular repertoire that 
secured steady visitor numbers. The price tag of original Norwegian works 
formed an additional obstacle. As living Norwegian authors received a commis-
sion for every staging, their works were considerably more expensive than old-
er plays or foreign plays. The staging of Ibsen’s saga drama Hærmændene paa 
Helgeland (The Vikings of Helgeland, 1858) by the Christiania Theater was ad-
journed to the point of cancellation for this reason.670

 With Bjørnson and Ibsen, two key players in the push for a national 
Norwegian theatre are mentioned, with the former arguably being even more 
instrumental in the process than the latter. Liberation from the Danish influ-
ences was of central importance in their views on language, acting, and reper-
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toire. We recall that Bjørnson had grudgingly observed that the repertoire of 
the Christiania relied almost exclusively on the trinity French comedy–Danish 
vaudeville–Oehlenschlägerian drama. This left the Norwegian spectator with 
little that reminded of their personal experience, as he remarked elsewhere:

 […] on the stage a language is still to be heard which, although perhaps 
not foreign, we are nevertheless unable to acquire as our own, and in 
plays and vaudevilles a life is depicted which, while not alien, is never-

theless not the life experienced in its characteristics and singularities 
by the Norwegian people.671

Thus, according to Ibsen, the establishment of a truly national art was an abso-
lute necessity for a people to become “truly free.”672 Both authors were very 
much aware of the power of the theatre in this respect; in Ibsen’s eyes it was 
the one place were a people could ‘get to know itself’ and historical dramas 
could teach the audience on its past, language and traditions, and as such har-
ness national identity. In Bjørnson’s words, echoing Wergeland, historical dra-
ma was well-suited to spark in his fellow-countrymen “that pride in their an-
cestors which every people fighting for its national identity must have.”673 But 
as much as a history play could tell the spectator something about the past, it 
should also have something to say about the present. Ibsen and Bjørnson were 
both influenced by a German publication from 1850 entitled Das moderne Dra-
ma in which the literary historian Hermann Hettner (1821–82) had stipulated 
that for a historical drama to be successful it should recount of past events that 
reflected current affairs – a requirement that Wergeland and Bjerregaard, as 
we have seen, had intuitively understood.674 

Ibsen’s drama Kongs-Emnerne (The Pretenders) from 1863 provides per-
haps the most flagrant example. Constituting somewhat of a mise en abyme, Ib-
sen’s best national-historical piece thematised the building of national solidari-
ty to which itself formed a contribution. The plot, set in the thirteenth century, 
concentrates on the feud between Håkon Håkonsson and Duke Skule who both 
claim birth right to the Norwegian crown. Skule however constantly doubts his 
own capacities and he both envies and admires Håkon for his ‘kingly thought’, 
which envisions the Norwegian people united in true solidarity, aware of their 
shared identity, elegantly encapsulated in the often-quoted line “Norway was a 
kingdom. It shall become a people.”675 In order to fortify his claims to the throne, 
Skule eventually appropriates Håkon’s thought, but in the end he realizes his 
own inexpedience and Håkon’s kingly character. In a final act of dedication to 
the good cause, Skule sacrifices himself so that Håkon’s kingly thought can be 
preserved.676 
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 For Ibsen and Bjørnson, the development of a Norwegian theatrical 
tradition was not limited to content (folksong, saga, history, contemporary and 
social issues), but it also – crucially – involved poetical innovation. Again in-
spired by Hettner, who in Das moderne Drama had plead for psychological 
depth in characterization, they reacted against the artificiality and superficiali-
ty of Scribean drama and the Romanticist sentimentally that characterized Oe-
hlenschläger’s tragedies. The transition towards a higher degree of realism is 
apparent in Ibsen’s personal development as a playwright. His first nation-
al-historical drama Fru Inger til Østeraad (Lady Inger of Østeraad, 1854), set in 
1528, provides an interesting character study into the mind of the protagonist, 
who is forced to choose between her political duties (resisting Danish domina-
tion) and personal preoccupations (leading the resistance will bring her unlaw-
ful son into peril); at the same time, however, the complex plot of Fru Inger is 
very much inspired by Scribe’s melodramatic intrigue techniques, including 
identity mix-ups, letters that prelude drastic plot twists, and audience-direct-
ed remarks that explain a character’s thoughts. By contrast, Ibsen left all this 
artificial machinery out of his final version of Kongs-Emnerne, which makes the 
drama stand out as a formidable work of great psychological depth and as such 
a meaningful step into the direction of his – and Bjørnson’s –  contemporary 
dramas that would eventually bring Norwegian theatre world fame.677  

 The theatre-going audiences, however, were not yet ready for the in-
troduction of a more realistic style of acting. Bjørnson experienced this to his 
disappointment when he brought a daring rendition of Hakon Jarl to the stage 
at Det norske Theater in 1858. He wanted to do away with the bombast, screams, 
loud declamations and theatrical gestures in which Oehlenschläger’s tragedies 
were usually performed and instead demanded a more natural way of acting in 
which the actors, to name just one thing, addressed each other instead of the 
audience – the audience that, unfortunately, gave the performance the cold 
shoulder. As a consequence Oehlenschläger’s work threatened to fall between 
the cracks during the transition from the one paradigm to the other, as it had 
become under growing scrutiny from literary quarters, who deemed it 
old-fashioned and too sentimental. Bjørnson reacted to both the devaluating 
judgements of Oehlenschläger and the cold reception of his Hakon Jarl in a se-
ries of articles published in Bergensposten in early 1859. He started his argu-
ment with a memory from his childhood in which he illustrated the fundamen-
tal importance of Oehlenschläger for art in Scandinavia:   

Who would dare deny that Oehlenschläger as no other has taught us on 
our ancestors, and that to such a degree that we have ever since craved 
for ever more knowledge on our history? When we were young he edu-
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cated us; I remember when I for the first time came across this small 
excerpt from Hakon Jarl in a school textbook and how I immediately 
started to learn it by heart and read it out loud in class, faint from en-
thusiasm, and I can impossibly express how much this little piece has 
taught me and still means to me.678 

He continues to say that the theatrical way in which Oehlenschläger’s plays 
have commonly been performed have damaged the poet’s reputation. His work 
needs to be updated and adapted to the demands and tastes of the modern 
theatre. Therefore, Bjørnson states that he will not refrain from brining Hakon 
Jarl to the stage. It is of the utmost importance that Oehlenschläger’s legacy is 
secured for generations to come. In an epilogue to his own national-historical 
drama Sigurd Jorsalfar from 1872, he stresses this point once again, stating that 
the modernization of Oehlenschläger’s oeuvre is a matter of national impor-
tance – for Scandinavia as a whole: “Even the best of his dramas require revi-
sion which, when done properly, should suffice to restore their original beauty 
and spirit. It is a matter of national importance for the Scandinavian people 
that this is done sooner rather than later.”679

Bjørnson’s defence of Oehlenschläger is illustrative for the way he and 
Ibsen approached the question of how to deal with the Danish legacy; they 
pursued a middle way between self-estranged cosmopolitism and nationalist 
particularism, and embraced the essential hybridity of their national culture, 
or, as Øyvind Anker has so elegantly phrased it, they were not “anti-Danish, but 
pro-Norwegian.”680 After all, Denmark and Norway had in multiple ways re-
mained a cultural union after the rupture of 1814. In the field of literature, Dan-
ish critics and authors – first and foremost Oehlenschläger and Heiberg – were 
indispensable sources of inspiration for the first generations of Norwegian lite-
rati after the political break-up, while also personally and institutionally the 
ties had remained warm; to illustrate, all great Norwegian authors of the Mod-
ern Breakthrough – including Ibsen and Bjørnson – had their work published at 
the Gyldendal publishing house in Copenhagen.681 Seen in this context – in 
which Norway’s identity needed to be carved out in relation to Denmark by 
finding a balance between convergence and divergence – Oehlenschläger stim-
ulated the Norwegian nation-building process, such as it was undertaken by 
Ibsen and Bjørnson, in a dual way: on the one hand, he had introduced literary 
historicism in Scandinavia, thus sparking national awakening in Scandinavia 
and offering the Norwegians a quintessential tool with which to construct their 
national identity – and his contribution was very much acknowledged; on the 
other hand, as one of the three pillars described by Bjørnson the old Norwegian 
theatre rested upon, he was also a symbol to rebel against, calling for a both 
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more Norwegian-national and more modern-realistic form of theatre.682 

Scandinavism offered another way with which to embed an independent 
Norwegian national culture within a broader Scandinavian context. Both Bjørn-
son and Ibsen had vocally expressed their support for the movement.683 In fact, 
it had been his presence at the Scandinavist student meeting in Uppsala in 1856 
that had brought Bjørnson on the track of the national-historical genre. Swe-
den’s rich historical heritage had made a great impression on him and he start-
ed writing his first historical piece Mellem Slagene (Between the Battles, 1857) 
to provide his fellow-countrymen with a similar historical pride that he had 
encountered among the Swedes.684 In a de-politicized echo of Ploug’s maxim 
that a future political union could only be rooted in the full self-realization of 
its three constitutive parts, both he and Ibsen saw no discrepancy between na-
tionalism and Scandinavism as the articulation of national culture catered for a 
stronger Scandinavia.685

Ibsen abandoned both Scandinavism and national-historical fiction alto-
gether after the disastrous events of 1864 (see Chapter 4). To his mind, the con-
tinuity between the brave and noble Norwegians from the days of Håkon 
Håkonsson and his compatriots who had failed Denmark in their hour of need 
could no longer be upheld. Bjørnon, on the other hand, remained true to his 
Scandinavist convictions. He furthermore did not abandon his belief in conti-
nuity with the past, and he continued to see history as the single most import-
ant national adhesive. In the aforementioned epilogue to Sigurd Jorsalfar he 
wrote that the piece was intended as, what he called, a ‘folk play’:

[…] a play that appeals to all layers of society, to people of every age and 
every education, each in their own way, and in this capacity these plays 
should therefore be able to arouse the joy of solidarity, for however 
brief a moment. The shared history of the people is the best instrument 
to accomplish this, yes, it seems to me that this subject-matter should 
never be used in a different way. The execution should therefore be 
simpler, the emotions should have central stage, in the best case it con-
tains music, the plot should be divided in clearly divided sections, al-

most as in a singspiel.686

However, with his appeal to “arouse the joy of solidarity” Bjørnson also under-
mined his own poetics, marking a step backwards in his development as a poet. 
Sigurd Jorsalfar stands out as an anachronism, not only on account of its na-
tional-historical subject – which had become out of fashion since 1864 – but 
also because of the old-fashioned declamatory style, clumsy plot twists and 
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meagre storyline, which all in all reminded more of the artificial Romanticist 
aesthetics Bjørnson and Ibsen rebelled against. In Sigurd Jorsalfar, Bjørson had 
sacrificed the psychological development of the plays main characters – the 
brother-kings Sigurd and Eystein (as in Bjerregaard’s Magnus Barfods Sønner) – 
for the moralistic message he wanted to convey, which was reflected in the im-
probable reconciliation between the two quarrelling brothers in the play’s final 
scene. That the flawed drama was nevertheless a commercial success owed a 
lot to the lavish decorations and perhaps even more to the musical accompani-
ment composed by Edvard Grieg (1843–1907). Bjørnson had written a sequel, 
Kong Eystein, but he stored it away after finalizing it, and it was only rediscov-
ered in 1932.687 

Sigurd Jorsalfar as such forms a decrepit flag post signalling the end of 
the golden age of the Norwegian national-history play. Nevertheless, Bjørnson 
had, together with Ibsen, brought the genre to a higher level in his previous 
work. In writing their pieces, they had clear nation-building intentions. Know-
ing one’s history was, in their eyes, instrumental for strengthening national 
awareness among the Norwegian people and they intended to contribute to 
expanding this knowledge by using the best possible stage: that of the theatre. 
With the exception of Fru Inger til Østraad, all Ibsen’s and Bjørnson’s nation-
al-history plays are set in medieval times, thus harking back to the period be-
fore Danish rule. Again with the exception of Fru Inger, there is no Scandina-
vian other in these dramas – which would have provided grounds for a storyline 
of either antagonism or reconciliation – and they instead focus on internal 
struggles within the nation and underline the importance of national solidarity 
and cohesion, themes that were meant as a reflection on the ongoing debates 
in Norwegian society on national identity and the sharp divisions these brought 
about between competing visions.688  That plays taking their subject from the 
Age of Severance did thematise inter-Scandinavian relations has been shown in 
the analysis of Sinclars Død in this chapter and Olsen’s Anna Kolbjørnsdatter in 
Chapter 6; Chapter 12 will discuss two further examples related to literary ad-
aptations of Tordenskjold’s life. 

The best national-historical plays of Ibsen and Bjørnson transcended the 
national context owing to their qualities as universal character studies, thus al-
ready pointing ahead to their later contemporary dramas, which would ulti-
mately – and perhaps paradoxically – put Norway firmly on the European map 
as a cultural force of note, in the act stimulating national pride and self-esteem. 
Jørgen Haugan claims that this international respect for Norway’s cultural 
achievements helped influence the international recognition of Norway’s polit-
ical independence in 1905.689 In that sense, it was mission accomplished for Ib-
sen and Bjørnson: they had proven that Norway was a nation with a clearly dis-
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tinguishable cultural profile that at the same time could boast a significant 
international prestige. 

THE LANGUAGE ISSUE AND THE TWO NATIONS THEORY

Closely intertwined with the struggle for an independent national theatre tra-
dition were the long spun-out debates on the Norwegian written standard. 
From the Herderian perspective, in which language was the defining element in 
a nation’s identity, the solution that had been adopted in 1814 – accepting the 
Danish standard already in use and renaming it ‘Norwegian’ – was highly un-
satisfactory. Henrik Wergeland had been the first to stir up debate on the issue 
in the 1830s, but matters would only intensify when viable alternatives were 
brought to the table. The self-taught philologist Ivar Aasen (1813–96), after 
years of intensive study and fieldwork travels across the country, published a 
grammar in 1848 and a dictionary two years later which would lay the founda-
tions for Landsmål (‘the country’s language’, modern-day Nynorsk), constituting 
a unitary standard for written Norwegian based on rural dialects. Aasen be-
lieved that in the daily language of the rural folk the Old-Norse was still very 
much alive, a continuity with medieval times that made Norwegian stand out as 
distinct from Danish influences – as, indeed, a language in its own right.690 A 
second alternative that found wide support sought to prove Norwegian’s status 
as a separate language equal to Danish and Swedish through different means, 
aiming to Norwegianize the existing Danish standard by implementing spelling 
reforms that were to align orthography with spoken practice. The founder of 
what would later be called Bokmål (‘book language’) was Knud Knudsen, who 
published a grammatical handbook in 1856 and produced multiple pamphlets 
pushing his reform programme. Knudsen personifies the close interconnection 
between language and theatre; he cooperated with Ibsen and Bjørnson and in-
structed actors at the Kristiania norske Theater on proper pronunciation.691 

 Parallel to the theatre question, the language conflict would spawn 
three competing camps: a ‘Danish’ one (that wanted to hold on to the existing 
Danish standard), a ‘Norwegian-Norwegian’ one (the Landsmål movement), and 
a ‘Danish-Norwegian’ one (the Bokmål approach). Defining Norway’s position 
vis-à-vis the rest of Scandinavia, and indeed the world, formed a central ele-
ment of this long-winded feud, which would intensify towards the end of the 
century. Bjørnson – who belonged to the third camp – strongly objected to the 
Landsmål movement because he feared that their particularistic brand of na-
tionalism would isolate Norway from the outside world.692 Radical voices within 
the so-designated ‘Norwegianness movement’ (Norskdomsrørsla) – foremost 
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among them the author Arne Garborg – had formulated the language question 
in the strongest possible terms by framing the linguistic divide between Lands-
mål and Bokmål/Danish as one between two separate nations. Although Gar-
borg later conceded that reality was considerably more complex, initially the 
national divide was presented as one between the rural, Landsmål-speaking 
periphery and the urban, ‘Danish’ centre.693 In Garborg’s eyes, the urbanites 
could only call themselves Norwegian in the geographical and political sense, 
but not culturally – and therefore nationally – so; Knudsen’s alternative orthog-
raphy he denounced as “Danish – written in Swedish – and to this end 
equipped with various Norwegianisms.”694 Embracing Landsmål as Norway’s 
sole official language and the removal of all Danish cultural elements were for 
Garborg of vital importance, as only under these conditions would Norway tru-
ly become an independent nation that could claim “the right to exist.”695   

 The Landsmål movement would become increasingly influential to-
wards the closing of the century, prompting a powerful response from Bjørn-
son, who in 1899 coined the name Riksmål (‘language of the realm’) for the Dan-
ish-Norwegian standard and founded various local societies across the country 
to promote its use. Bjørnson’s linguistic activism – which gathered an enthusi-
astic following in the cities – involved a sharp critique of the ethnonationalist 
ideas upheld by Garborg and the Norwegianness movement.696 Bjørnson pro-
pounded a cosmopolitan attitude regarding national culture, which could as-
semble its building-blocks from “whatever suits us, whether it originates from 
France or from Hardanger.”697 This was a nationalism looking outward toward 
Scandinavia and beyond, as opposed to Garborg’s vision, which was in-
ward-looking and, to Bjørnson’s mind, isolationist.698 In Bjørnson’s reasoning, 
adopting Landsmål as the national language would be detrimental for the de-
velopment of a common Scandinavian book market and literary space.699

 Given the fundamentally diverging visions on national identity that 
were attached to Landsmål on the one hand and Bokmål/Riksmål on the other, 
the language question would at times become strongly entrenched and, partic-
ularly from the Landsmål side, crafted upon a social-political opposition be-
tween the rural folk and the urban elite. Some measure of reconciliation was 
found by granting the two language variants co-official status within educa-
tional legislation in 1892, which offered schools the freedom to teach the vari-
ant of their choosing.700 In historical perspective, the fact that Norwegian today 
still knows two official written forms – Bokmål and Nynorsk – finds its origins 
in Norway’s asymmetrical relation vis-à-vis Denmark and Sweden in the nine-
teenth century. The country’s status as new nation in 1814, paired to the lasting 
cultural mark left by the time of Danish domination, amplified the need to ar-
ticulate the distinctly Norwegian in order to legitimize political independence. 
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There could be no political independence without cultural autonomy. On the 
other hand, many nation-builders considered integration into the wider Scan-
dinavian cultural sphere indispensable for securing an equal rank among Eu-
rope’s modern nation-states. Fundamentally, the Norwegian nation-building 
process was defined by finding a proper balance between the distinctly-Nor-
wegian and what you could term the Scandinavian-Norwegian. In the theatre, 
this balance was found in the pro-Norwegian-not-anti-Danish poetics of Ibsen 
and Bjørnson. In language, a compromise was reached by providing both ex-
tremes equal status, a solution that did not manage to silence a debate that in 
many ways has lived on until this day. 

Both Øystein Sørensen and H. Arnold Barton have described the scalar 
logic underpinning Norwegian nationalism with the use of the image of con-
centric circles, in which nationalism fits into Scandinavism and Scandinavism 
in turn into Pan-Germanism or cosmopolitanism.701 This metaphor visually cap-
tures an important aspect of the relation nation–Scandinavia that Sørensen 
and Barton nonetheless do not comment upon: the fact that Scandinavia not 
only overlaps with Norway, it also for a great part falls outside it: put different-
ly, there is a part of Scandinavia that is not Norwegian. This makes Scandinavia 
from the Norwegian perspective part Self, part Other.702 The central tension in 
Norwegian nationalism I described above can thus alternatively be attributed 
to conflicting perceptions of Scandinavia: is it a Self – and compatible to na-
tional identity – or an Other – and a threat to native uniqueness? The multifar-
ious answers formulated in response to this question – Self, Other, and all hues 
in between – not only go a long way to explain why Norwegian nationalism 
generated an especially vigorous antagonism between a nativist and a cosmo-
politan wing within the national movement, but the exact answer given by in-
dividual cultural producers also strongly determined the way in which they 
cultivated Norwegian culture, with a tendency to either challenge or accom-
modate Scandinavian culture in the broader sense. Scandinavism – understood 
as the awareness of a pan-Scandinavian identity – in one way or another, 
helped shape the Norwegian nation-building process: positively by offering 
embedding in a greater, more powerful cultural sphere, and negatively by of-
fering the significant Other against which the own identity is carved out. 
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Chapter 11

Norwegian History for the Norwegians!
Reclaiming Norse Antiquity and the 400-Years’ Night

Alongside the feuds on theatre and language also Norwegian history-writing 
was affected by the tension between highlighting either ‘otherness’ or ‘same-
ness’ vis-à-vis the Scandinavian neighbours.703 According to Ottar Dahl, Nor-
wegian historians in the middle of the nineteenth century set out to “prove our 
national identity in relation to our Nordic neighbours” – again because this 
identity was felt to be weak compared to Denmark and Sweden.704 On the one 
hand, this programme aimed at elevating Norway to the same level as the other 
Scandinavian countries, thus aspiring towards present-day sameness or equal-
ity, yet on the other hand the first generation of romanticist Norwegian histo-
rians, speer-headed by P.A. Munch and his mentor Rudolf Keyser (1803–64), 
engendered to do so by amplifying the Norwegians’ most ancient roots, some-
thing which would come to involve an attack on that central Scandinavist dog-
ma: that of shared Scandinavian origins. Their linguistic historicism at the same 
time included an appropriation – or, in their eyes, a re-appropriation – of the 
saga literature as being a primarily Norwegian heritage. The heated feuds that 
followed from their controversial theories – with Norwegian historians, with 
Danish historians – will be analysed in the first part of this chapter. The second 
part then turns to another conflict-filled subject within national history: the 
Danish period. Historians differed strongly in their interpretation of these four 
centuries within the master narrative of the history of the Norwegian people. 
And also in these discussions Norway’s position within Scandinavia formed the 
underlying spatial framework. 

THE MYTHOLOGY FEUDS IV

“THE OLD-NORSE LITERATURE BELONGS SOLELY TO NORWAY”

P.A. Munch formulated one of the most elaborate critiques of Scandinavism. 
This is not to say that he objected to the ideology in all its facets. Munch sup-
ported closer pan-Scandinavian cooperation within the realms of culture and 
science, and he championed Norwegian and Swedish military aid in the run-up 
to the First Schleswig War. Additionally, as a prominent figure within the Intel-
ligens party, he shared Welhaven’s high esteem for Danish culture; he was for 
one thing a great admirer of Oehlenschläger. In the language feud, he rejected 
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both Landsmål (after initial enthusiasm) and Bokmål in favour of the existing 
Danish. Accordingly, it was first and foremost political Scandinavism that he 
took issue with, seeing it as a threat to Norway’s brittle autonomy. That same 
autonomy was at stake in the realm of history-writing, Munch argued. He ac-
cused Danish historians of appropriating Norway’s historical memories for 
themselves.705 He perceived Scandinavism, in particular its cultural vision of 
shared Scandinavian roots, to be yet another ploy by Danish nationalists to use 
“Nordic and in particular Norwegian history for the glorification of Danish-
ness.” In fact, he argued, “it is well-known how [...] the vague term ‘Nordic’ has 
been employed to keep things in the dark, in order not to recognise as Norwe-
gian what truly is Norwegian and Norwegian only.”706

Munch feared that Scandinavism would ultimately lead to the disappear-
ance of Norway from history altogether. He understood that national identity is 
not only determined by self-confirmation but also, essentially, by external rec-
ognition – and it was exactly this that was on the line for Norway, in Munch’s 
eyes, when confronted with ‘Danish’ Scandinavism. For this reason, Munch 
worked as no other to affirm Norway’s position in European history and cul-
ture, defending it against competing representations. A review of his of a Brit-
ish anthology on Scandinavian literature may serve as an insightful example of 
his anxieties.707 In this review, published in Morgenbladet in 1852, he fumed over 
the almost total absence of Norway in the book. The only Norwegian authors 
passing the review were Wergeland and a certain “Moritz Christian Hansen” – 
meant was the novelist Maurits Christopher Hansen (1794–1842) – while no 
mention was made of their Norwegian nationality. What is worse, in the section 
on folktales, the otherwise so well-received works of Asbjørnsen and Moe were 
completely overlooked. Munch  not solely blamed the authors for these curious 
lacunae, as “our literature is still very young and the autonomy of our nation 
still little known outside Scandinavia”, but he pushed all the more blame on the 
Danish literati from whom the English authors had acquired information, add-
ing that “from the Swedes it cannot be demanded or expected that they follow 
our literary exploits with much interest.”708 From the Danes, on the other hand, 
it was inexcusable, he continued, and even inexplicable given the fact that 
Scandinavism was all the rage in Denmark at the time and should indeed have 
inspired such an act of solidarity. Exactly for this reason “one almost gets the 
suspicion that this was a matter of deliberate disregard.”709 In Munch’s eyes, 
there was, for Norwegians, only one way to right this wrong and that was “to 
write, to write good, to write so good that these false impressions, stimulated 
from certain quarters, will evaporate and we will show that Norway has existed, 
still exists and will continue to exist in the future, despite this loathsome ne-
glect.”710
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And thus Munch wrote – a lot. In his gargantuan scholarly and polemic 
production the Scandinavian perspective was omnipresent. It was his implicit 
agenda to elevate Norway from the Scandinavian map as existing separate from 
Sweden and Denmark by hypothesising that the Norwegians were of a different 
tribal lineage than the Danes and Swedes. Securing exclusive Norwegian rights 
to Old-Norse culture and literature on the basis of this diverging ancestry for 
him formed the foundation of Norway’s national identity. His efforts thus in-
volved a serious challenge to the two core dogmas of Scandinavism: the belief 
in shared tribal roots and the claim on the saga literature as a common Scandi-
navian heritage.

Munch was not alone in this attack on Scandinavism. He collaborated in-
tensively with Rudolf Keyser, a philologist who had schooled Munch in the Old-
Norse. Although the two found themselves on either side of the cultural-politi-
cal divide between Patriots and Intelligens, they saw eye to eye in their 
historiographical research. In a number of publications, Munch expanded upon 
Keyser’s so-called migration theory, first published in 1839, which in turn build 
on the work of the eighteenth-century antiquarian Gerhard Schøning (see 
Chapter 1).711 In broad lines, the migration theory professed that the Norwe-
gians were of the purest Nordic stock as their ancestors – the Norrøn tribe – 
had settled on the Scandinavian peninsula from the north-east, whereas Den-
mark and the south of Sweden had ultimately been populated by tribes of 
mixed south- and north-Germanic origins. Importantly, the Norwegians were 
thus of a different, purer tribal lineage than the Danes and Swedes.712

For Munch, as for Keyser, these diverging trajectories implied that what 
was now commonly called Old-Norse literature was, in fact, Old-Norwegian lit-
erature, as it was in the distinctly Old-Norwegian language that the sagas were 
written. Munch stated his views most bluntly in 1847, in the preface to his re-
vealingly titled Oldnorsk Læsebog med tilhörende Glossarium (Old-Norwegian 
Text Book with Accompanying Glossary), which he had composed together 
with the philologist Carl Richard Unger (1817–97): 

The Old-Norwegian or Norrøn literature […] belongs […] solely to Nor-
way and its [then] colonies, Iceland in particular. Neither Sweden nor 
Denmark, whose languages were only in the most ancient of times and 
partially before the actual conception of this literature to some degree 
in accordance with Norwegian, has but the slightest of parts in it.713 

He perceived the custom to label the literature as Scandinavian or (Old-)Nordic 
to be a device employed by first and foremost Danish scholars to appropriate 
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as part of their culture what was not rightfully theirs. He singled out the fore-
most philological society in the north, Det Kongelige Nordiske Oldskriftselskab 
(The Royal Society for Nordic Antiquaries) as a target of his dissatisfaction. In a 
series of four articles published in Literaturtidende in the spring of 1845 he ad-
dressed the Society’s “illusion to perceive this literature as nationally Danish.”714 
This illusion had a hampering effect on the endeavours of the Society, claimed 
Munch, as it induced inaccurate translations of the Old-Norse texts and fed 
into the misinterpretation of history. This was not necessarily to be attributed 
to the skills of the translators – Munch for example held N.M. Petersen in high 
regard – but to their nationality: they approached their texts from their Danish 
background, while the texts themselves gave expression to Norwegian, and 
Icelandic, experiences – and this discrepancy led to mistakes as well as to the 
magnification of Denmark’s role in history at the expense of Norwegian in-
volvement. A particularly striking example to Munch’s mind concerned the set-
tlement of Iceland, for which Danish historians gave full credit to Danish Vi-
kings, while the sources according to Munch clearly indicated that this had 
been an exclusively Norwegian affair.715 

 In the concluding remarks of his four-piece treatise, Munch called for 
a truly pan-Nordic re-organization of the Oldskriftselskab through the estab-
lishment of separate Norwegian, Swedish and Icelandic divisions, and he even 
made the case for the inclusion of members from the Faroe Islands, the Or-
kneys, and the Shetlands. This would make for a better, more efficient distribu-
tion of tasks, in his eyes, in which the Danish division could dedicate them-
selves to the edition of “medieval ballads, legal documents, chronicles, urbaria 
and so on, while the Icelandic and Norwegian divisions can cooperate on edit-
ing the sagas.”716 Munch furthermore called for closer pan-Scandinavian coop-
eration within the Society’s framework through regular meetings between the 
Society’s members, as such would “stimulate and develop intellectual unity in 
the North.”717 His critique of Danish history-writing and philological practices 
thus involved a ringing endorsement of cultural Scandinavism. Perhaps this is 
the reason why his words, despite their at times acerbic tone, did not fall on 
deaf ears; the Society did indeed re-organize along the lines proposed by 
Munch during the very same year.718 

This did not mean that his attacks remained unanswered from the Danish 
side. Christian Molbech, who otherwise was a good friend of Munch, was vocal 
in his rejection of the migration theory. In his well-willing review of Munch’s 
school textbook on Scandinavian history (from 1838, see Chapter 6), he gave 
Munch a taste of his own medicine by stating that it was his Norwegian col-
league who painted an overtly patriotic and subjective picture of history. He la-
belled the generation of historians to which also Munch and Keyser belonged 
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Den norske historiske Skole (The Norwegian Historical School) and he saw them 
as “saturated with an all-encompassing, unconditionally prevailing one-sided 
nationality” that obstructed an impartial and factual view on history.719 The idea 
of Norwegians as the Nordic Ur-Volk Molbech dismissed as a total phantasy 
that sins against the principles of modern historiography. He places the theory 
in an older tradition that can be traced back to Rudbeck and Dalin in Sweden 
and Saxo and Suhm in Denmark and in which the imagination is used to con-
struct an origin myth for the modern nation from the saga material: “now, in 
order to turn the Norwegians into the oldest people and to let them populate 
the entire rest of the North, who became the most powerful tribe, of which the 
Swedes and Danes were immediate off-shoots.”720 

Also Munch’s claim that the Danes were of mixed Nordic-German de-
scent did not sit well in Denmark where nationalists were desperately trying to 
cleanse Danish identity from everything German, especially in light of the trou-
bles in Schleswig. The archaeologist J.J.A. Worsaae (1821–85), although largely 
concurring with Munch’s analysis of the settlement of Scandinavia, disagreed 
with the alleged German roots of the Danish people and he instead went to 
lengths to prove the Nordic descent of the Danes. The two spent several arti-
cles on their altercation. Worsaae accused Munch of unfair and unreasonable 
argumentation strategies, as he – Munch – would frame any criticism of his 
work, however justified it though may be, as an instance of the Danish disdain 
towards Norway he agitated against. This personal vendetta against Danish 
historians and politicians Worsaae considered to be potentially dangerous, 
pointing out “the petty manner in which Munch generally persists to abuse his 
excellent talents and competences to arouse and nurture the mutual antipa-
thies in Scandinavia which otherwise, the Lord be praised, are steadily dying 
out with every new day.”721 

But Munch held on to his position. For him the partially German origins 
of the Danish people  even added to his dismissal of Scandinavism as being un-
historical and unpractical: if a union would be realized, he prophesized, it 
would make Denmark more Nordic than would be natural and Scandinavia 
more German than would be good for it, and both entities would lose their true 
being in the process.722 In extension to this argument, he fulminated against the 
anti-German nature of ‘Danish Scandinavism’, which to his mind diverted at-
tention from the real danger to the ‘Germanic freedom’: pan-Slavism. Later in 
his life, in 1857, he therefore declared himself a pan-Germanist and he champi-
oned the idea of a pan-Germanic union as a bulwark against the ‘despotic’ 
threat from the east. This reasoning was in line with the migration theory as he 
saw Scandinavians and Germans as originating from a single tribe; he also be-
lieved that Norway’s autonomy would be better preserved within a larger 
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pan-Germanic community, which in the long run could also come to include 
Great Britain and the USA.723  

As Munch had explicitly directed his verbal arrows at his Danish col-
leagues, Swedish historians largely restrained themselves from the debates. 
Yet, also in Sweden there were voices who took issue with the migration theory 
and the thereto related assault on the doctrine of pan-Scandinavian common-
ality. In an essay from 1847, the publicist Jonas Gustaf Wahlström (1814–85) 
warned against native particularism as an obstacle to the objective study of 
Norse antiquaries. Somewhat ironically, he presented Munch as simultaneously 
the most comprehensive critic of Danish particularism and the primary propo-
nent of Norwegian self-aggrandizement, quoting Molbech’s conclusion – in the 
original Danish(!) – that Munch’s and Keyser’s theories “lacked all but the weak-
est historical proof.”724 At the same time, Wahlström extended his criticism of 
particularism to cover Scandinavia as a whole, arguing that a “one-sided Scan-
dinavism” leading to “scholarly unworthy, intentional or blind falsification” was 
equally harmful for unbiased, solid scholarship.725 He therefore propounded to 
keep an eye out for contributions to the field from outside Scandinavia. As 
such, Wahlström interestingly arrived at a different critique of the idea of 
Scandinavian commonality as Munch had done: whereas Munch perceived cul-
tural Scandinavism, if executed improperly, as a threat to the lower spatial 
scale of the (Norwegian) nation, Wahlström placed Scandinavia in a larger in-
ternational framework and warned against exclusivist pan-Scandinavian claims 
on the Old-Norse heritage as detrimental to proper scientific conduct.  

Wahlström’s critique of all instances of national bias ties into Molbech’s 
and Worsaae’s objections to the Norwegian Historical School. Molbech, in his 
review from 1840, had made it explicit that it was not his objective to “come to 
Denmark’s defence against one-sided, partial or unfounded attacks and accu-
sations from Norwegian authors” or “pursue a kind of national feud against a 
befriended people” – it were above all academic principles that were on the line 
for him and these dictated that history-writing should not be corrupted by 
“national intolerance.”726 Molbech acknowledged that love for the fatherland 
could clash with scholarly objectivity. It was up to the professional historian, he 
argued, to not let sincere national feeling slide into “empty national pride.”727 
The disagreement on the ancient roots of the Scandinavians and the ownership 
of the saga literature was thus encapsulated in academic deliberations on what 
constituted correct historiographic practice in the age of nationalism. This 
would still be the case when the conflict circling around the migration theory 
flared up again in the second half of the 1860s.   
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THE MIGRATION THEORY REVISITED

The migration theory would be hegemonic in the middle of the century, do-
mestically only receiving serious opposition from the historian Ludvig Kris-
tensen Daa (1809–77). The influence of Norwegian Historical School would not 
be contained to academia. Significant was the spill-over of their interest and 
insights in ancient and medieval Norwegian history towards literature and po-
etry. Munch and his work were for one thing a great inspiration for Bjørnson, 
who regularly visited Munch during their time in Rome in the early 1860s. 
These conversations found their way into the saga drama Kong Sverre (King 
Sverre, 1861) and the trilogy Sigurd Slembe (Sigurd the Bad, 1862), Bjørnson’s 
finest national-historical piece.728

 Despite the great cultural impact, the migration theory was quickly 
abandoned by a new generation of historians after Munch and Keyser had 
passed away shortly after each other, in 1863 and 1864 respectively. The Nor-
wegian claims on the Old-Norse literature, so closely intertwined with the mi-
gration theory, would nonetheless continue to arouse debate. The culprit in 
opening the old wounds was the Danish folklorist Svend Grundtvig (1824–83), 
the son of N.F.S. Grundtvig. In 1867, the younger Grundtvig published a double 
review on the posthumously collected works of N.M. Petersen and Rudolf Key-
ser in which he scrutinized Keyser’s – and Munch’s – all-Norwegian view on 
Old-Norse literature. Showing once again that the Scandinavist ideals were far 
from discarded after 1864, Grundtvig wrote that “the different peoples of the 
North in ancient times belonged to the same tribe, speaking the same lan-
guage”, which meant that “the literature written in the ancient language of the 
North can in its totality be perceived as the shared product of the ancient cul-
ture of the original Nordic people”, and this common descent and shared heri-
tage should have its bearing in the present: “to rediscover and revive the com-
mon Nordic spirit, to refine it in both daily life, in the arts and sciences – that is 
our great current and future task.”729

Grundtvig’s essay sparked heated reactions from the heirs of the Norwe-
gian Historical School. The lawyer and politician Ludvig Daae (1829–93) – not to 
be confused with the historian of that same name (Chapter 6) – threw himself 
on the breach for Keyser’s good name and called Grundtvig “blinded by his 
thirst for a united North” and driven by a “miss-informed Scandinavism, paired 
with a bruised national pride”, thereby hinting not only at the recent loss of 
Schleswig-Holstein and Lauenburg, but also at the fact that Grundtvig, in his 
eyes, could apparently not deal with the fact that “small little Norway, which in 
ages had lacked an autonomous national consciousness and autonomous na-
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tional life, does no longer want to obediently resign its achievements under 
Denmark’s or Sweden’s banner, but assert its national claims regarding both 
the past and the future.”730 The leading historian Ernst Sars (1835–1917) formu-
lated a similar response and dismissed Grundtvig’s criticism as a “tendentious 
Scandinavian reading without any scientific value.”731 These reactions by Daae, 
Sars and others again gave expression to Norwegian self-assertion against for-
mulations of a shared pan-Scandinavian culture. 

 Grundtvig did not let these comments pass. In his lengthy 1869 essay 
Er Nordens gamle Literatur norsk, eller er den dels islandsk og dels nordisk? (Is 
the Ancient Literature of the North Norwegian or is it part Icelandic and part 
Nordic?), he warned against the harmful effects if the Keyser-Munch doctrine 
would be commonly accepted by the Norwegian people, arguing that this ag-
gravated division between the Scandinavian peoples. He saw the cession of 
Schleswig-Holstein – where successive nationalist policies had strengthened 
the position of the German language at the expense of Danish – as a precedent 
in this respect. He stressed once more that the Eddas belong to a common 
Nordic heritage, which could 

never in its totality be regarded as something specifically Norwegian, 
but as a common-Nordic product; and when we ask ourselves the ques-
tion where this poetry found its strongest and richest expression, then 
we can only answer this question if we first address the related ques-
tion where the ancient Old-Norse culture had its oldest roots and ev-
eryone knows that this was not in Norway, but in Denmark and Sweden. 
[…] The heroic sagas dealt primarily with Danish, Geatish and Swedish 

kings and heroes.732

Grundtvig accordingly did not deny the Norwegians and Icelanders their share 
in the ancient literature, he only wants to demonstrate that the Danes and 
Swedes also played their part and can even claim the lion’s share on account of 
the region surrounding the Sound being the Nordic heartland in ancient times. 
He concluded that the literature in its written form must be perceived as pre-
dominantly Icelandic on the basis of the language used; the medieval Icelandic 
literature was in turn build on an oral tradition that had its roots in a time 
during which the Nordic peoples formed a unified whole.733  

 The Norwegian chagrin over Grundtvig’s criticism was not exclusively 
– and not predominantly – instigated by territorial protectionism concerning 
the sagas, but was first and foremost provoked by Danish claims that Keyser, 
and with him Munch, had pursued a nationalistic agenda and, in doing so, had 
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wilfully and fanatically distorted the historical evidence in their favour. It was 
their professional integrity that was on the line. The historian Gustav Storm 
(1845–1903) – who edited Munch’s collected works – came to the defence of his 
reputed predecessors. In his reaction to Grundtvig, Storm on the one hand dis-
proved several of the major hypotheses of the Norwegian Historical School, ac-
knowledging that the immigration theory could impossibly be upheld in light of 
recent archaeological and linguistic findings, but on the other hand he empha-
sised that these were indeed recent insights and Munch and Keyser did not yet 
have these data at their disposal: 

Recent studies have superseded many of the premises supporting their 
teaching, which for this reason has attracted a growing number of 
sceptics. For some time now it has been thoroughly acknowledged and 
documented that the Danes are as much of real and unblended Nordic 
stock as the other Nordic peoples and that at the start of historical 
times the three Nordic languages were essentially one language with 

three dialects: Old-Norwegian, Old-Swedish and Old-Danish.734 

Concurrently, Storm did not want to let the saga literature slip. To Grundtvig’s 
question whether the ancient literature of the North was either Norwegian or 
part-Icelandic, part-Nordic, he answered that it was part-Icelandic and 
part-Norwegian, because Norway and Iceland had formed a linguistic and liter-
ary unity in the time that this literature was conceived. The sagas had been 
written in the shared Icelandic-Norwegian language Norrønt. Back in the day, 
neither Danes nor Swedes had any involvement in the production and recep-
tion of the sagas, according to Storm, and therefore he considered “Old-Nor-
dic” (Oldnordisk) a deceptive denomination – it should instead be called either 
the “Norrøn” or the “Norwegian-Icelandic” literature.735 But, he added, this 
should not withhold present-day Danes and Swedes from studying the ancient 
literature: 

 After all, like Grundtvig we can just as well believe in the importance 
of the ancient literature for the culture of Scandinavia in its entirety, in 
the present as well as in the future; for it is one thing to accept that this 
literature originated from among that part of the Nordic tribe that we 
call our [the Norwegians’] ancestors, and the ancestors of the Iceland-
ers, and that we want to have it named accordingly, but let this not re-
strain us from believing that this literature, because of the fundamental 
unity between the Nordic peoples and their mutual growth, can develop 
into a powerful resource for the national education of all Scandinavian 

youths and the national empowerment of all Scandinavian peoples.736
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On the one hand Storm thus followed up on Munch’s critique of using the label 
‘Nordic’ for the ancient literature as being an instance of wrongful appropria-
tion on behalf of Denmark and Sweden. On the other hand he, unlike Munch, 
considered the label ‘Old-Norwegian’ to be equally misleading, as it distracted 
from the Icelandic involvement, and thus constituted an unfair appropriation 
on behalf of the Norwegians.737 More importantly, Storm also departed from 
Munch and Keyser by inviting Danes and Swedes to join and share in the riches 
of the Old-Norse (or indeed Norwegian-Icelandic) heritage despite it not di-
rectly being their cultural property – it could lay the foundations for a common 
Scandinavian culture nonetheless. With Storm’s contribution the inter-Scandi-
navian struggles over the question who owned Old-Norse culture – that had 
started three decades earlier with the publication of Munch’s schoolbook – can 
be said to have come to an end. It is not coincidental that these debates were 
waged during the high time of Scandinavism as a potential political alternative 
to nationalism, which was considered a serious threat from the Norwegian 
side. The result of the quarrels was ostensibly a status quo ante bellum: the Old-
Norse literature was a shared Scandinavian cultural treasure. However, as Øys-
tein Sørensen has justly observed, the idea of a nationally-undifferentiated, 
shared-Scandinavian ancient Golden Age had been definitively invalidated by 
both the immigration theory and its counter-theories, and it would never be 
revived in its former glory.738 Similarly, the idea of national unicity within the 
Scandinavian framework had become more markedly expressed, especially in 
Norway, where ancient history was singled out as the prime resource with 
which to distinguish the quintessentially Norwegian from Danish and Swedish. 
This trend towards stronger national self-definition was to a considerable de-
gree instigated of the cultural power exerted by Scandinavism. 

GIVE ME MY 400 YEARS!

Overlapping with the debate on the nationality of the Eddas and sagas was an-
other historical debate on the interpretation of Norway’s Danish past, the four 
centuries that in Henrik Wergeland’s metaphor formed the “poor piece of 
welding” that corruptively separated Norway’s two golden ages.739 Interestingly, 
this dismissive view of ‘the Danish Period’ (Dansketiden) was shared by Werge-
land’s political rivals of the Intelligens party, including his nemesis Welhaven, 
who described the Danish period as a time of ‘slumber.’740 Also P.A. Munch, who 
was the leading historian associated with the Intelligens party, largely adhered 
to Wergeland’s reading of the national past. In his eyes, Denmark had robbed 
Norway of 400 years of its historical memories and this was “almost as evil as 
robbing a country of part of its territory.”741 According to Munch, Norway had 
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every right to say to Denmark: “Give me my 400 years!”742 Henrik Ibsen mocked 
these bleak views on the Danish past in his drama Peer Gynt from 1867, in which 
he coined an appellation that was to catch on: 400-årsnatten (“the 400-years’ 
night”).

 The Danish period presented three interrelated problems to historians 
who, from the 1850s and 1860s onward, started to take an interest in this 
‘in-between era’ that had hitherto been largely neglected by agenda-setting 
historians like Wergeland and Munch. First, a continuity or inner cohesion 
needed to be found that could connect present-day Norway with the indepen-
dent medieval kingdom; the objective was to demonstrate that the Norwegian 
people had preserved their essential national traits throughout the long inter-
vening centuries and thus formed a culturally autonomous nation.743 Second, 
Danish rule was up for reassessment and a more nuanced and thorough analy-
sis. Third, there was, again, the question of ownership over historical memories 
revolving around the questions whether the Danes should be allowed to con-
sider the achievements of Norwegian-born men from this period as a legiti-
mate part of their national story. This third problem is the subject of the next 
chapter. The remainder of the current chapter turns to the first two problems. 

 The debate on the interpretation of the Danish era intensified in the 
years after 1864. The reactionary form of Scandinavism that had asserted itself 
after the Second Schleswig War was complicit in instigating these discussions, 
as were new plans to tighten the political union between Norway and Sweden. 
A number of Scandinavists in Norway and Sweden saw a closer two-nation 
union as a necessary step towards the original three-nation Scandinavism. In 
Norway, the revision plans were met with a nationalist backlash that raised the 
patriotic blood-level on both sides of the border.744 Against this background, 
the Christiania Student Society organized several discussions on “Scandinavism 
and its position regarding Norway’s autonomous national development.”745 In 
these discussions, the assessment of Danish rule played a central role, as be-
comes clear from two contributions to the debate that were bundled and pub-
lished in 1867. These lectures were from the historians Michael Birkeland 
(1830–96) and the earlier mentioned Ernst Sars, who not only represented the 
opposing sides in this particular debate, but in a broader sense also two com-
peting political historical schools, a conservative one (Birkeland) and progres-
sive, national-democratic one (Sars).746 

 Michael Birkeland had in 1864 been one of the founding-members of 
the Scandinavian Society and it therefore comes as no surprise that he was 
positively predisposed towards Scandinavism. What is more, he propounded 
that the political unification of Scandinavia was an absolute necessity, “not only 
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for Denmark but for all three Nordic nations.”747 He understood the general re-
sistance in Norway against the idea, given in by a desire to hold on to the still 
tender national sovereignty, but he simultaneously warned against the dangers 
of an isolationist position. This protectionist stance had, in his eyes, been sup-
ported by an overtly dark picture of the four centuries of Danish rule. Birkeland 
argued that the Wergelandian presentation of this period as one of decline and 
decay ignored the organic nature of history. Historians of Birkeland’s genera-
tion started to develop a more evolutionist understanding of history, in which 
sudden ruptures and abrupt changes – such as ‘1814’ in Wergeland’s metaphor 
of the two half-rings – were seen as secondary to structural, long-term devel-
opments. Coming from this evolutionist viewpoint, Birkeland maintained that 
the seeds for Norway’s national awakening, for the country’s independence and 
democratic development had in fact been sown under Danish suzerainty. The 
Danish administration had prevented the rise of a Norwegian nobility and thus 
guaranteed the freedom of the peasantry. Cultural life in Norway, he added, 
had always profited from its contacts with Denmark and it had done so up to 
the present. Finally, the persistent conflicts with Sweden during the days of 
Danish domination had learned the Norwegians to value and protect their free-
dom – again in cooperation with Denmark. He concluded: “When we rejoice in 
our fortune – a fortune that many nations with a more glorious history are still 
longing for – we take from our past a certain realization that it is in intimate 
cohabitation with our friends we can best protect and preserve that fortune. 
He who sows division, reaps destruction.”748

 In his speech bearing the title ‘Om den nyeste nordiske Heelstatspoli-
tik’ (On the latest Nordic Unitary-State Policy), Sars concurred with Birkeland 
that the Danish era had been portrayed too negatively in the existing historiog-
raphy. He however accused his opponent of carrying too far in the opposite di-
rection and giving too bright a picture of this period. Harking back to Werge-
land and Munch, Sars did not see Danish rule as a force that had stimulated 
Norwegian national consciousness and political emancipation; these four cen-
turies had been a period of repression of the Norwegian national character and 
it had been only thanks to the peasantry that the Old-Norse heritage and the 
true national spirit had persisted into the present. According to Sars, Birkeland, 
and in extension the Scandinavian Society, were politically motivated in their 
positive analysis of the Danish period: it supported their agenda of Scandina-
vian unification, whether that involved two (Norway and Sweden) or three na-
tions. In his choice of words, Sars evoked both the spectre of the past union 
with Denmark – ‘Unitary-State policy’ referred back to the Danish state from 
before 1814 – and the potentially reinforced future union with Sweden by 
speaking of ‘amalgamation’, which reminded of the anti-Swedish rhetoric of the 
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early years of the union. Sars strongly resisted the ideal of Scandinavian unifi-
cation for the same reasons he objected to the plans for reforming the Norwe-
gian-Swedish union, as these measures, according to him, would impede the 
independence of Norway, the smallest and culturally less-developed nation of 
the three. The rights of the Norwegian people would thus not be served by any 
kind of union. Moreover, freedom and democracy were, to his mind, best pre-
served in smaller nations, the Scandinavian countries, in fact, being the best 
cases in point. Although he acknowledged the existence of Scandinavia as a 
cultural community, he stressed that nature and history had progressed to cre-
ate three separate Scandinavian nations, too such an extent that it “would not 
be a strength, but a weakness if we would pursue to mechanically unify what 
organically does not belong together.”749 

 Sars would further develop his theories in the work that would make 
him the leading Norwegian historian of the late nineteenth century, the 
four-volume Udsigt over den norske Historie (Overview of The History of Nor-
way, 1873–91), in which he continuously highlighted the differences between 
Norway and its two closest neighbours in order to underline the nation’s 
unique character. He framed his search for these idiosyncratically Norwegian 
traits in an evolutionist, organicist understanding of history – with this empha-
sis on structural elements not dissimilar to that of Birkeland – in which the 
gradual development of the nation, propelled by these self-same traits, is what 
gave history its deeper meaning. Democratic values and the strive for national 
independence – uphold first and foremost in the traditions and mentality of 
the freeholder peasants – were in Sars’s reading what provided Norwegian his-
tory with continuity from the Viking Age through the High Middle Ages and the 
time of Danish suzerainty up to the present. In contrast to Wergeland and 
Munch, Sars thus reserved a central place for the Danish period in national his-
tory by highlighting the lingering inner strength of these quintessentially Nor-
wegian characteristics through the ages, which would ultimately – and logically 
– result in the seemingly brusque revolution of 1814. The ideological motiva-
tions for the present behind this master narrative Sars did not hide: it was de-
mocracy and full national dependence that Norwegian history was moving to-
wards.750
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THE SCANDINAVIAN DIMENSION OF NATIONAL HISTORY

Sars’s ‘grand story’ for Norwegian history was – as were the views of Wergeland 
and Munch – in many ways antithetical to Scandinavism. His emphasis on the 
Norwegian’s strive for autonomy clashed with plans for political unification, 
while influences from Denmark and Sweden were historically considered in-
fringements on Norway’s autonomous growth; Michael Birkeland, as we have 
seen, was of the opposite opinion and he proposed that Norway’s interests 
were best secured in close unison with Denmark and Sweden. In other re-
spects, Sars visions were more compatible to the Scandinavian master narra-
tive: in both, democratic values and peasant freedom provide identity-defining 
factors. Sars concurrently rejected the isolationism propounded by the Norwe-
gianess movement. He wanted to bridge the gap between the two ‘nations’ – 
the Danish-elite culture and the Norwegian-peasant culture – and create unity 
in Norwegian society, in which the best elements of both groups were pre-
served.

 The examples of Birkeland and Sars show that history-writing was 
shaped by the Scandinavian dimension. For Sars, as for Wergeland and Munch 
before him, it was essential to write a national history that departed from the 
Danish perspective and elevated those elements that distinguished Norwegians 
from the rest of Scandinavia. Munch had aimed to achieve this by highlighting 
medieval history and appropriating the Old-Norse literature for Norway, Sars 
by carving out Norway’s unique historical trajectory. By contrast, Birkeland di-
rected attention towards the inter-Scandinavian entanglements that had 
moved the country forward. These opposing historiographical narratives si-
multaneously entailed diverging views on Norway’s future position within 
Scandinavia, as either part or not part of a pan-national union in one constella-
tion or another.     

 This chapter has shown that Norwegian historians sought to construct 
a national master narrative by finding a proper balance between national idio-
syncrasy and pan-national commonality within the Scandinavian context. In so 
doing, a historian’s personal views on Scandinavism as a rule made the scales 
tip over to either Scandinavia or the nation as the guiding line in their historio-
graphical work. But even when the scales would lean heavily towards the na-
tion, the cultural likeness among the Scandinavian nations was never denied, 
not even by the otherwise radical Wergeland and Munch.      
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Chapter 12

Appropriating Tordenskjold
On the Flexibility of Memory Sites751

The time of Danish-Norway union had left a mnemonic legacy: more than 400 
years of shared memories. One all-important-because-prestigious subset of 
these shared memories involved ‘great men’, in majority historical figures 
whose cradle had stood in Norway but who had pursued their military, aca-
demic, political, literary or artistic career, for obvious reasons, in Denmark, the 
centre of the realm. In Norway, nationalists were of the opinion that Danish 
cultivations of these national heroes, their inclusion in the Danish historical 
canon, amounted to a form of theft. These memory sites did not belong to 
Denmark, they argued, and they should accordingly be returned to the rightful 
owner, to Norway – “gives us back our 400 years” as Munch had phrased it. To 
a great extent, then, the Norwegian cultivation of these same heroes in art, lit-
erature, and academic investigation was a response to Danish cultivations; it 
was an act of reappropriation. In this view, history formed a finite reservoir: a 
memory site could only belong to one cultural community, it could not be 
shared. The question of ‘ownership rights’ of these memory sites became a 
matter of dispute. 

 The case of the poet and historian Ludvig Holberg is well-known in 
this context. The debate on his ‘nationality’ reached its apex in the early twen-
tieth century, involving a longwinded polemic between Norwegian and Danish 
historians.752 Other notable figures in this category include the poets Edvard 
Storm, Christian Tullin (1728–65), and Johan Herman Wessel (1742–85), as well 
as the naval heroes Kjeld Lauridsen Stub (1607–63), Cort Adeler (1622–75), and 
Iver Huitfeldt (1665–1710). Another naval hero, the previously discussed Peter 
Wessel Tordenskjold – who, by the way, was great-uncle to Johan Herman 
Wessel – stands out from this crowd through the sheer scale of his cultivation 
alone. Although all these men have been commemorated through monuments, 
street names, and biographies, Tordenskjold, to a much larger degree than the 
others, also entered the world of fiction, an aspect that greatly bolstered his 
memorability.753 Throughout the nineteenth century – and indeed after – a 
wealth of cultivations hit the market, including novels, poems, plays, paintings, 
biographies, statues, and movies, as well as a great many dedications of public 
spaces, ranging from street names to the naming of sporting clubs, pubs, kin-
dergartens, restaurants, and – notably – Denmark’s most popular brand of 
matches (which invited the user to “once more strike at the Swedes”).754



241

 This chapter will trace the cultivation of Tordenskjold across different 
media to extract the transnational dynamic of cultural remembrance, the in-
trinsic transnational flexibility of memory sites. The uncertainty surrounding 
Tordenskjold’s exact nationality not only gave cause to an ongoing feud be-
tween Danish and Norwegian historians regarding his true fatherland, it also 
offered ammunition for narratives of Danish-Norwegian and even pan-Scandi-
navian rapprochement. The naval hero came to be alternately ingrained in 
Danish, Norwegian, Danish-Norwegian, and Scandinavian frameworks accord-
ing to the ideological and political needs of the individuals and groups appro-
priating him.

A HERO OF PATRIOTIC VIRTUE

First back to 1720. Tordenskjold dies and he immediately becomes the stuff of 
legends, for as far as he had not already acquired that status during his life. The 
popular song Jeg vil sjunge om en Helt (I Want to Sing about a Hero), which was 
written shortly after his death (and which received a modernized, abridged and 
highly popular update in 1858), already contains many of the myths that are 
connected to his life story and that would return in various different forms in 
the cultural production of the succeeding century. The tale of Tordenskjold be-
guiling the Swedes by visually enlarging his army in Marstrand is one of these 
myths (see Chapter 7); another tells of the same siege that Tordenskjold per-
sonally spied on the Swedish troops by going around town dressed as a fisher-
man. Finally, a recurring story is that of the young hero escaping from a Swed-
ish encirclement by jumping into the sea – screaming “not this time!” – and 
swimming back to his frigate, sword between teeth. None of these anecdotes 
had any footing in historical fact, but were nonetheless presented as such. Olav 
Bergersen has suggested that this myth-making was plausibly reinforced by 
government propaganda. The long and expensive war had brought Denmark a 
small acquisition of territory in Schleswig but not a lot more and the glorifica-
tion of Tordenskjold, who was popular among the citizens of Copenhagen, 
could very well have been used as a way to soothe the general disappointment 
over this meagre result. On 1 January 1720, for example, the government circu-
lated a New Year’s greeting in which Tordenskjold was praised as having been 
sent by God. Many more of such leaflets were to follow over the course of that 
year.755

 The historian Casper Peter Rothe (1724–84) uncritically included the 
many popular tales that were told of Tordenskjold in his three-volume biogra-
phy published between 1747 and 1750. Rothe’s biography was in turn an import-
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ant source for Ove Malling in writing his 1777 Store og gode Handlinger (see 
Chapter 1), a school textbook commissioned by the royal court to legitimize the 
absolutist regime and foster the patriotic love for the king’s realm among the 
population of the conglomerate state.756 Thematically structured around virtues 
that were deemed typical of the Danish-Norwegian-Holsteinian character such 
as bravery, generosity, diligence, and that very same love of the fatherland, the 
book illustrated every virtue with a series of historical anecdotes. Of the many 
‘Danes, Norwegians and Holsteinians’ Malling introduces across the pages none 
is mentioned more often than Tordenskjold. Store og gode Handlinger itself 
became a widely spread book that went through several reprints over the 
course of the subsequent century. Crucially, the book came to serve as the 
foundation for many smaller textbooks that were used for history teaching in 
public schools throughout the state.757 Besides exerting great influence on his-
tory education in both Denmark and Norway, Malling’s book furthermore pro-
vided a rich source of inspiration for poets and playwrights. To name the most 
notable example, Johannes Ewald, the great poet of the time, based his 1778 
singspiel Fiskerne (The Fishermen) on Malling’s accounts. The play featured the 
song Kong Christian stod ved højen Mast (King Christian Stood by the Lofty 
Mast) which recounts of the naval heroes Christian IV, Niels Juel and, of course, 
Peter Wessel Tordenskjold. 

 Moving into the nineteenth century, Malling-style state-patriotism 
that demanded loyalty to the king and his realm was steadily side-winged by a 
cultural nationalism that perceived the ethnic nation itself as the primary focus 
of identification. This also implied a shift in the semiotic meaning allocated to 
national heroes such as Tordenskjold, who was no longer primarily a harbinger 
of civic virtue as had been the case in the previous century, but first and fore-
most a specimen of the archetypical Norwegian or Dane. In many ways, in fact, 
Peter Wessel held out the perfect example of the idealized national character, 
something which is reflected in the large cultural production dedicated to him 
across the century. His popularity among both cultural producers and consum-
ers is not hard to understand. However brief his life may have been, the hero’s 
legacy contained a rich collection of mostly fabricated or at best semi-fabricat-
ed stories that followed the attractive narrative of the bold underdog triumph-
ing, against all odds, over an enemy deemed far superior. Because of his 
half-historical, half-mythical character Tordenskjold formed an ideal canvas for 
different ideological currents on which to project their norms, values, and ide-
als, be they absolutist, Danish-nationalist, Norwegian-nationalist, or Scandina-
vist. Additionally, he was both during his life and after presented as a ‘man of 
the people’ – as the prominent philologist Rasmus Nyerup phrased it in his 
short introduction to Jeg vil sjunge om en Helt –  making him a hero almost ev-
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eryone could relate to.758 

In the nation-building context, Tordenskjold was regularly presented as a 
moral example for the common Norwegians and Danes to aspire to. This aspect 
of the cultivation of Tordenskjold came all the more pronounced when Den-
mark-Norway in 1807 entered into war with Sweden and Britain as part of the 
larger Napoleonic conflict that swept the continent. In these dire times, belli-
cose heroes from the glorious past were employed to “strengthen the weak, 
encourage the cunning and inspire the noble.”759 To be sure, the mythological 
and medievalist taste of the time foregrounded legendary saga kings and war-
riors such as Stærkodder, Hrolf Krake, and Ragnar Lódbrok, but Tordenskjold 
and other naval heroes from the Early Modern period also had their role to 
play. In fact, Tordenskjold was presented as a worthy descendant of these saga 
heroes, “a Viking in a naval officer’s dress”, who proved that the present-day 
Danes and Norwegians were still of the same noble stock.760

In addition to his instrumentalization in wartime poetry and plays, 
Tordenskjold also premediated heroes of the ongoing war. A case in point is the 
young lieutenant Peter Willemoes who died in battle with the English in 1808. 
In the introduction to his obituary poem published in the journal Ny dansk Til-
skuer, N.F.S. Grundtvig called him ‘the second Tordenskjold’.761 Knud Lyne Rah-
bek would proceed likewise in an introductory poem to his singspiel Torden-
skjold i Marstrand: 

that son that has always roamed the Danish waves

although he begot a name that time has changed

he who was once called Tordenskjold, now goes by Willemoes.762

Rahbek’s play is deserving of a closer examination here. Premiering at the 
Royal Theatre in Copenhagen on 4 April 1813 – in the midst of the war – the 
tendency of the play is clearly to inspire self-sacrifice in service of the father-
land, with Tordenskjold as the very embodiment of good patriotic conduct. 
Rahbek did his best to get both Danes and Norwegians on board for the current 
struggle as both nations are repeatedly praised for their noble character and 
patriotic fervour. It is thereby not shaded over that Tordenskjold was of Nor-
wegian descent, which is praiseworthy because: “You know how the Norwe-
gians are. [...] For them, king, Norway and Fatherland go above all else.”763

By elevating loyalty to king and country, the piece is still strongly rooted 
in the state-patriotic tradition in the style of Malling. The significance thus at-
tributed to these particular virtues also manifests itself in the positive portray-



244

al of the Swedish characters, who are likewise driven by noble patriotic mo-
tives. This benevolent attitude towards Sweden, even at the height of the war, 
can be explained from Rahbek’s close friendships with Swedish literati; he had 
furthermore, in 1796, been involved in the establishment of the Scandinavian 
Literary Society (Chapter 1).764 The importance of national loyalty is therefore in 
the play not engendered through the vilification of Sweden, but in a different 
way. The main antagonist in Tordenskjold i Marstrand is a major in the Swedish 
army called Stahl – an anachronistic incarnation of the historical officer who 
would be the death of Tordenskjold – who prides himself over the fact that he 
has no fatherland. The explicit message is that he therefore also has no sense 
of honour. When Stahl is tricked into believing that Tordenskjold commands a 
sizeable army in Marstrand, he offers the latter to betray his Swedish superiors 
in order to get the best out of the situation for himself. Tordenskjold, being a 
man of honour, of course declines.

“THE DANISH RAPACITY FOR NORWAY’S FAMOUS MEN”

The dramatic events of 1814 saw Denmark and Norway parting ways after a 
union that had existed for over four centuries (Chapter 1). This now clearly de-
marcated period was to be remembered quite differently on opposite sides of 
the Skagerrak. The war years had left Denmark bankrupt, the larger part of its 
naval fleet had been either captured or destroyed, and the capital lay in ruins 
after the British bombardments of 1801 and 1807. What is more, with the ces-
sion of Norway, the kingdom had lost 35% of its former population and more 
than 80% of its territory.765 In the light of present-day humiliation, remember-
ing the pre-1814 period in both fictional and non-fictional genres provided 
much-needed impulses for national recuperation. To be sure, this moral uplift-
ing was primarily sought in Norse mythology, the Viking Age, and the Valdemar 
Period (1157–1241), as in the literary works of Oehlenschläger, Grundtvig, and 
Ingemann. The perception of the post-medieval period was more ambiguous. 
King Frederik VI disallowed any discussion of the ‘loss of Norwayʼ, which nev-
ertheless came to form a severe national trauma for the generation of 1814 that 
was not simply forgotten.766 In the dominant historiographical tradition, the 
period of Danish-Norwegian union was portrayed as an era of decay during 
which the erstwhile peasant freedom was steadily eroded under successive 
aristocratic regimes. The historian C.F. Allen (1811–71), writing in 1840, de-
nounced European and in particular German influences on Danish society as 
corrupting forces, pointing out the susceptibility of the nobility towards ‘Ger-
manessʼ and other harmful foreign ideas that impeded upon the true national 
character of the Danish people. In Allenʼs perception, this downward trend had 
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been steadily reversed under the aegis of absolutism towards the end of the 
eighteenth century.767 

Despite this uneasy mixture between denial and trauma pertaining to the 
memory of the union with Norway, a certain nostalgia for the greater Denmark 
of yesteryear, when the realm could still claim to be a military power of note, 
persevered. Ingemann, for instance, in his 1816 ode to the Danish flag Vift stolt 
paa Codans Bølge (Sway proud over the waves of the Baltic) invoked the same 
naval heroes as Ewald had done some forty years before him, recruiting Niels 
Juel, Christian IV, and Tordenskjold to convey the message that the present-day 
Danes, though tainted by defeat, were still of the same bold character as these 
brave forefathers and could still wave their flag with pride.     

 In Norway, as discussed in the previous chapter, the dismissal of the 
Danish era as one of slumber or decline was, in the first decades after 1814, al-
most unanimously shared across otherwise sharply divided political factions. 
The Norwegian national character had been at its weakest under Danish suzer-
ainty, so sounded the consensus. Restoring that national character in the pres-
ent required, amongst much more, the reclaiming of what had been lost: a large 
chunk of history, and this in turn involved a growing critique of the Danish ap-
propriation of parts of this history. The historian and archivist Bernt Moe 
(1814–50) was one of the first to give voice to this irritation. In his genealogical 
research into Tordenskjold’s family, published in his own Tidsskrift for den 
norske Personalhistorie in 1843, he agitated against the “irrepressible rapacity” 
of the Danes for “Norway’s famous men” like Tordenskjold, Huitfeldt, Holberg, 
and Wessel. He thereby referred to a recent article by the Danish historian 
Caspar Paludan-Müller in which the latter had bluntly called Tordenskjold “a 
Danish man” without referring to his Norwegian descent. On a superficial read-
ing, this ‘Danification’, of Tordenskjold indeed seems to have been a common 
trait among Danish historians at the time. C.F. Allen had used the etiquette 
‘Danish’ for Tordenskjold, and also Christian Molbech, in his chronological 
overview over Nordic history, simply referred to him as Danish.768 However, 
Moe’s irritation with Danish history-writing might very well have been given in 
by a misinterpretation from his side of the word ‘Danish’, which in historio-
graphical usage was not necessarily of an ethno-nationalistic nature, but in-
stead commonly invoked the eighteenth-century state-patriotic understanding 
of citizenship. In other words, ‘Danish’ might likely in all these instances have 
referred to the Danish conglomerate state and thus included rather than ex-
cluded Norway. This leaves unimpaired  that the vagueness of the label Danish 
in this context opened up for the type of criticism Moe expressed. 

The mist that in this way surrounded Tordenskjoldʼs ascribed nationality 
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was even thicker in fictional cultivations of his life story, of which there were 
many in Denmark in the early nineteenth century. Adam Oehlenschläger for in-
stance had written a drama based on his life in 1833 that would also be per-
formed several times on Christiania’s main stage. In the play’s finale, the 
vice-admiral’s exanimated body is literally draped in the Danish flag: “No, Dan-
nebrog! your blood-red cloth / And your snow-white cross shall cover the he-
ro.”769 

Because of this longstanding tradition of Danish cultivation of Norwe-
gian-born men like Tordenskjold, Moe awaited the publication of a new Dan-
ish-Norwegian historical-biographical lexicon by the Danish History Society 
with utmost suspicion, anticipating that also this publication “will undoubtedly 
contribute to the appropriation of Norway’s great men, supposedly to such an 
extent that all of them – even those born and raised in post-1814 Norway – will 
be entirely draped in Danishness.”770 

Moe expressed his displeasure during the blossoming of student-Scandi-
navism in the early 1840s. When Fredrik Barfod, after all one of the most active 
and vocal Scandinavists, reacted against Moe’s accusations in a letter published 
in the Norwegian daily Den Constitutionelle on 8 April 1844, his response must 
be seen in the light of the Scandinavist enthusiasm of the day. Barfod – writing 
under the acronym O.e.a. – started his letter by objecting to Moe’s implication 
that every single Dane would be complicit to this falsification of history; in fact, 
he assured, that only “a few lonesome marauders” would deny Norway its his-
torical heroes, and he himself would certainly never dare to commit such a 
robbery.771 He attributed the sensitivity in Norway to safeguarding the national 
individuality with such vigour partly to the idea of Scandinavian unity that just 
recently had been put high on the agenda. With himself being a dedicated 
Scandinavist, he assured that “Norwegian independence […] is the best pre-
condition for the future unification of the North,” adding that “only the Norwe-
gian who is completely himself, and neither Swedish nor Danish, but in all eter-
nity nothing else but Norwegian is able to enter into a Scandinavian union of 
which the permanence may be rightfully expected.”772 

Still, for Barfod, the intimate and historically rooted connectedness be-
tween the Scandinavian nations also implied that Norway’s history had always 
been part of the larger Scandinavian narrative, making Tordenskjold not only 
Norwegian but also Scandinavian, such as he expressed in an insightful foot-
note:

[…] as little as I intend to rob Norway of its Adeler, Hvitfeldt and 
Tordenskjold, so little would it occur to me to deny it its Holberg, Wes-
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sel and Storm […]. I would have liked these great men to have been born 
in Denmark […] had they not already been sons of our common mother: 

Scandinavia.773

Barfod did not acknowledge the discrepancy he had provoked, in which Scan-
dinavism – or rather, the Scandinavist outlook on history – led Adeler, Hvitfeldt 
and Tordenskjold back to Denmark through the backdoor. This was exactly 
what P.A. Munch objected to in his many critiques of Scandinavism: in his eyes, 
the new ideology served as a device used by Danish nationalists to appropriate 
Norwegian history for themselves (Chapter 10).774 Even in a very short, sev-
en-page biographical portrait of Tordenskjold – a rare exploit into the 
post-medieval period for the medievalist Munch – Munch set out to right this 
wrong and claim back this particular patch of historical territory, stating that it 
was not necessary to give an extensive account of Tordenskjold’s life “as there 
is hardly a historical character whose deeds are better known and whose name 
is on every Norwegian’s lips.”775 He will therefore instead only address the un-
avoidable highlights and in addition “point out the family relations and other 
circumstances that will vindicate him for Norway as one of its truest sons, thus 
reminding us that he not only by birth but also in conduct was and remained 
Norwegian in heart and soul.”776 

It appears that the Norwegian sensitivities were taken seriously by the 
Danish Scandinavists. On the occasion of the second large-scale student mani-
festation in 1845, the banquet hall in Copenhagen’s Christianborg castle was 
decorated with a series of shields bearing the names of great Danes, Norwe-
gians, and Swedes. The names on the shields explicitly reserved for renowned 
Norwegians included Holberg and Tordenskjold.777  

TWO THEATRICAL TORDENSKJOLDS

In the midst of the historiographical debate on the nationality of Tordenskjold 
and others – to be exact, on 23 May 1844 – a play titled Tordenskjold i Dynekilen 
premiered at the Royal Theatre in Copenhagen. Also this latest Danish cultiva-
tion neatly illustrates the point made by Munch and Moe as Tordenskjold is 
here once again very much framed in a Danish-patriotic narrative. No mention 
is made of his Norwegian birth, and he is presented as the stalwart captain 
fighting for Denmark’s valour. Somewhat uncharacteristic furthermore against 
the background of the Scandinavianist agitation suffusing the capital at the 
time is the rough contrast that is sketched between smart and cunning Danes 
and dumb-witted, foolish Swedes. This crude portrayal of the Swedish charac-
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ters can also be perceived as uncharacteristic of the author, Henrik Hertz, who 
the next year would contribute to the Scandinavianist student meeting in Co-
penhagen with a poem that celebrated Scandinavian brotherhood in general 
and the city of Uppsala in particular.778 Especially the final scene is jubilantly 
patriotic in tone, when Tordenskjold and his men after the successful battle of 
Dynekilen row away from the Swedish harbour. On the well-known tones of 
Kong Christian stod ved højen Mast, the play’s final song is sung, which rubs the 
Swedish their defeat in their face:  

Away from the coast with rapid strokes!

On board! on board!

With joy that comes with victory

With cries of victory on the day of battle

Away from the coast with rapid strokes!

On board! On board!

O Dynekilen! Long shall Denmark’s name

Sound from your harbour!

Yes, long shall one talk of Denmark’s name

From your deep harbour!779

Interestingly, only a day before Hertz’s play premiered in Copenhagen, a sing-
spiel with the apt little title Tordenskjold went through its first rendition at the 
Christiania Theatre in the Norwegian capital. The differences between the 
Danish and the Norwegian play, written by Hans Ørn Blom, are interesting. 
What is particularly striking is that Blom’s Tordenskjold is not necessarily pre-
sented as Norwegian. There are only three direct references to Norway in the 
entire play, and the national tone should instead be sought in the use of popu-
lar Norwegian melodies, such as Johan Nordahl Brun’s For Norge, Kiæmpers 
Fødeland (To Norway, Birthplace of Giants, 1772), as accompaniment for the 
many songs in the play. Aside from the music, the tenor of the play is remark-
ably Scandinavist. This is all the more surprising as Blom, contrary to Hertz, 
had previously given expression to anti-Scandinavist inclinations.780  

The comical plotline conjured up by Blom is completely fictitious and 
centres around a Swedish scheme to assassinate Tordenskjold. The Swedish of-
ficer Stenfeldt, using a false identity, has taken up quarters in a small inn along 
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the Norwegian coast where Tordenskjold usually stops to gather supplies. To 
cut a long story short: the scheme fails and Stenfeldt and his accomplices are 
taken captive, but all is ultimately settled in good manners: Stenfeldt is recon-
ciled and released and he even gets to marry the inn keeper’s charming daugh-
ter. The play’s final words of reconciliation are for Tordenskjold and stand in 
sharp contrast to the triumphalist tone of Hertz’s closing scene:

Gain and loss in this story 

have evened each other out

But one day the time will come 

that the peoples of the North, united in battle 

will progress towards shared victory.781  

Blom thus seamlessly applied Scott’s conflict-reconciliation narrative in his 
imaginative vaudeville. It might be considered insightful that he had to resort 
to a made-up plotline to get his reconciliatory message across. Moulding 
Tordenskjold into the Scandinavist narrative was less straightforward than for 
other great historic figures with one or more Scandinavian wars on their re-
sume, such as Gustav Vasa, Gustaf II Adolf, or Carl XII (see Chapters 6 and 7). 
Unlike his Swedish opponent Carl XII – who had earned much of his fame in 
combat with the Russians – Tordenskjold had throughout his military career 
exclusively engaged in war with the Scandinavian neighbour, and it might be 
for this reason that he scarcely features in Scandinavist poetry and speeches, 
which stands in strong contrast to the enthusiastic remembering of Carl in this 
same corpus. Yet, there are instances in which also Peter Wessel wore the jer-
sey of the proto-Scandinavist and was seen, recalling Barfod’s words, as “a son 
of our common mother: Scandinavia.” Interestingly, in order to make him fit 
this attire, Tordenskjold was often paired to the Swedish king against whom he 
had fought and placed on an equal footing: through their exceptional military 
skill, the two archetypical soldiers had learned Swedes and Norwegians to re-
spect each other, as the Swedish General-Major Carl Björnstjerna (1817–88) ex-
plained during a speech held on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the 
Swedish-Norwegian union on 4 November 1864: “The deeds of Carl XII were 
valued highly on both sides of the mountains, while no one admired Torden-
skjold as much as the average Swedish sailor.”782 In Björnstjerna’s account, the 
bellicose sides of Carl XII and Tordenskjold were neutralized and the two sol-
diers were anachronistically remembered as instigators of Scandinavian broth-
erhood. 
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Twelve years later, a statue was unveiled in Tordenskjold’s birthplace 
Trondheim. The statue was an exact copy of the one that would be erected a 
couple of years later in Copenhagen, just outside the vice-admiral’s last resting 
place in Holmens Church. Instead of seeing the statue in Trondheim as a reap-
propriation of Tordenskjold from Danish claims, the twin statues can accord-
ingly better be perceived as symbolizing the lasting historical bond between 
Norway and Denmark. Additionally, mayor Ole Richter (1829–88), in a speech 
held during this festive event, creatively put Tordenskjold’s war effort in a posi-
tive Scandinavist light, stating that “he greatly contributed to asserting the 
principles of equilibrium and equality between the Nordic states and peoples – 
he rejected a constellation of power in which one of the three countries would 
hold supremacy.”783 Tordenskjold’s famous victory in Dynekilen had in Richter’s 
eyes not only saved Norway from occupation, but also secured the viability of 
the Scandinavist project by forestalling Swedish expansion. It is furthermore 
noteworthy that the unveiling did not arouse protest from the Swedish author-
ities, revealing that the memory of this pugnacious hero had by this time lost 
its divisive edge.

TORDENSKJOLD STREET

Throughout the nineteenth century Tordenskjold lent his name to many 
streets, roads and squares in both Denmark and Norway. In Norway, Trond-
heim in 1842 was the first major city dedicating a street to its famous son. 
Christiania followed suit in 1864 with both a street and a square in the centre of 
town.784 As is the case with the Trondheim statue, these street names in the 
capital cannot simply be described as historical self-appropriations. On the 
contrary, the naming of Tordenskjold street and square occurred in a politically 
sensitive time and needs to be situated against the background of the Second 
Schleswig War and the connected Scandinavist agitation. 

 By 1863 no less than 82 streets required (re)naming in Christiania, ow-
ing to the rapid expansion of the city over the previous decades. A committee 
was formed under the direction of city conductor Christian Heinrich Grosch 
(1801–65) to draft a proposal containing new street names. What is striking in 
both the first (12 October 1864) and final proposal (14 December of that same 
year) is the relatively large portion of streets named after historical figures 
from the Danish period.785 Next to Tordenskjold (who was the only one hon-
oured with two streets) streets were named after fellow-naval heroes Iver 
Huitfeldt and Kjeld Stub, as well as the poets Tullin, Storm, Holberg and Wessel: 
the very same persons who had been the topic of the Moe-Barfod feud twenty 
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years earlier. In addition, three streets were named after the three so-called 
norske graner (Norwegian Spruce) who had served as officers in the Danish 
army during the First Schleswig War: Olav Rye (1791–1849), Hans Helgesen 
(1793–1858), and Frederik Adolph Schleppegrell (1792–1850). Both Rye and 
Schleppegrell had died on the battlefield. 

 The social-geographer Maoz Azaryahu has described how commemo-
rative street names contribute to the cultural production of a shared past. They 
form an instrument with which to project a dominant vision of national history 
upon society. Through street names the past is literally connected to physical 
spaces in the present and as such made part of everyday life – indeed a very 
good example of banal nationalism.786 It would therefore appear logical to place 
the naming round of 1864 within this frame of communicating a vision of the 
past that can incite pride over these heroes and by proxy over the nation at 
large. At the same time, the choice for exactly these figures could be perceived 
as claiming them back from Denmark – where there were also streets and pub-
lic spaces bearing their names – by literally anchoring them in Norway through 
their inscription on the Christiania city map. 

However, the timing of the whole operation complicates this seemingly 
straightforward analysis. The Grosch committee convened for the first time on 
30 June 1864, not long after the Norwegian and Swedish governments had de-
cided not to support Denmark in the war with Prussia and Austria. In his MA 
thesis on the history of street naming in Oslo – an otherwise understudied 
subject – Erlend Tidemann argues that at least the decision to name three 
prominent streets in the central Grünerløkka district after Rye, Helgesen, and 
Schleppegrell can be seen as a protest against the government. The deeds of 
the norske graner were well-known not only in Denmark, but also in Norwegian 
society. Particularly salient in this context was the fact that the triumvirate 
back in 1814 had refused to the enrol in the Swedish army and had instead re-
mained true to Denmark.787 In the same round, naming streets after men like 
Tordenskjold and Stub who had earned their glory in war situations with Swe-
den might likewise be interpreted as a critique of the Swedish decision makers.

Unfortunately there are no extant minutes of the committee meetings 
that corroborate the political protest thesis, but there are additional arguments 
to be made in support of Tidemann’s claim. For one thing, there are indications 
of Scandinavianist sympathies among the committee members, which would 
imply support for the military involvement of Norway and Sweden. Five out of 
six of them took part in the Scandinavian student meetings of 1851 and 1852 in 
Christiania. In addition to this, the magistrate and the mayor involved in the 
decision-making process had also been present at these occasions.788 One 
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committee member, head of Christiania police Carl Johan Michelet (1826–1902), 
had signed an appeal in Morgenbladet soliciting donations in support of Norwe-
gian volunteers who wanted to travel to the Danish front.789 His father, further-
more, was commander of the Norwegian troops encamped at Gardermoen that 
had fruitlessly waited for their deployment. Major general Christian Fredrik 
Michelet (1792–1874) was of the generation of Rye, Helgesen, and Schleppegrell 
and it is well possible that he had served together with them prior to 1814. Fi-
nally, it should be mentioned that several members of the committee enter-
tained close ties with Denmark, either through family relations or study peri-
ods at the university of Copenhagen. Grosch himself had even been born in the 
Danish capital.

Ill. 12.1 – The launch of dreadnought Tordenskjold, 30 September 1880. Illustreret Tidende, 10 October 
1880. Military vessels and steamships present another category that often received historicizing 
names; in all Scandinavian countries the names of Norse gods and naval heroes were – and are – 
among the most popular naming categories.

 Dissatisfaction with the governments’ refusal to act upon the Scandi-
navianist rhetoric might thus have provided a motive for honouring men from 
the Dano-Norwegian period with street names. But a different motive is proba-
bly more likely. The street names were arguably not primarily a message to the 
Norwegian and Swedish governments, but instead first and foremost an act of 
solidarity with Denmark. The names of Tordenskjold, Holberg, and the other 
great Dano-Norwegian men underlined the longstanding historical and cultural 
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bond between Norway and Denmark. Activating the memory of Rye and 
Schleppegrell served as a reminder that Norwegians were willing to die for 
Denmark: they had done so in the recent past and were still prepared to do so 
in the present as was proven, in 1864, by the 105 Norwegian volunteers fighting 
on the Danish side.790   

 Again, as would be the case 12 years later with the unveiling of his stat-
ue in Trondheim, the naming of Tordenskjold street and Tordenskjold square 
was neither an act of reappropriation from Denmark, nor an expression of ani-
mosity against Sweden. On the contrary, the memory of Tordenskjold was in 
this instance employed, first of all, to invoke solidarity with Denmark in their 
hour of need and, more indirectly, to project a message of Scandinavian broth-
erhood in a period during which the ideals of Scandinavianism were put to the 
test. 

THE RETURN OF NORWAY’S SAVIOUR

The period 1843–1845 – not coincidentally the years containing the first two 
Scandinavist student meetings – marks the highpoint of the feud on the exact 
nationality of canonical Danish-Norwegian figures, which included Danish ap-
propriations of Tordenskjold (Hertz, Paludan-Müller), polemic Norwegian re-
sponses to these appropriations (Moe, Munch), as well as alternative Scandina-
vist adaptations (Blom, Barfod). These skirmishes, however, seem to have 
fizzled out rather quickly after 1845. This was partly a consequence of the feud 
being soon overshadowed by that other, and even fiercer, historiographical and 
philological debate between Danish and Norwegian academics concerning the 
ownership of the Old-Norse heritage (Chapter 10). Consequently, new Danish 
appropriations of the Trondheim native were met without any of the previous 
venom; two comedies on Tordenskjold (1862, 1872) by Carit Etlar as well as Hol-
ger Drachmann’s long epic poem Peder Tordenskjold (1880) all received sympa-
thetic reviews in the Norwegian press. 

By the turn of the century, however, the old irritations came to the sur-
face again. In 1901, the celebration of May 17th in Christiania was largely dedi-
cated to Tordenskjold. According to an account of the events in Nordisk Ti-
dende, “the entire capital and numerous visitors” – including the Swedish 
crown prince – witnessed the unveiling of Axel Ender’s statue of the naval hero 
on Tordenskjolds Plass.791 A speech was held by admiral Jacob Børresen (1857–
1943), whose Tordenskjold biography appeared the same year, before the veil 
was lifted under a military salute of thirteen canon shots roaring from Aker-
shus castle and several navy vessels anchored in the fjord. The remarkably 
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Norwegian-chauvinistic article in Nordisk Tidende – a Scandinavian-language 
newspaper serving the Scandinavian diaspora in the United States – did not fail 
to remark that the great naval hero had “now finally been given back to his fa-
therland.”792 The reporter continued along the same lines:

He has in these two centuries only in our memory belonged to Norway, 
while his remains rested in foreign soil, in Denmark – without the con-
sent of the Norwegian people. The Norwegian hero fought for Norway’s 
valour in his day, but he fought for his fatherland under the Danish flag, 
and when he celebrated his greatest victories, he also saved Denmark 
from ruination. In reward, Norway was denied the honour for having 

raised this brave son, which was instead bestowed upon Denmark.793

Those who after the exuberant ceremony still had not had enough of Torden-
skjold and were lucky enough to own a ticket could visit a spectacular staging 
of Jacob Breda Bull’s drama Tordenskjold at the National Theatre later that eve-
ning. The papers were primarily impressed by the abundant stage settings and 
the spectacular theatrical effects, significantly less so by the literary qualities 
of Bull’s adaptation of the vice admiral’s life, which, according to Aftenposten, 
lacked psychological depth and real suspense. This was however of no conse-
quence, according to the review, as the play lacked literary pretensions and in-
stead aimed at something quite different:

The spectators had little or no time to ruminate over the play’s meagre-
ness as a piece of art. Our minds reposed in a pleasant nationalistic 
mood, and it was with the greatest sympathy that we followed the stout 
sailor’s many trials and tribulations, while the canons rumbled and the 

muskets thundered around our heads.794

  Compared to Blom’s proto-Scandinavist and Hertz’s all-Danish hero, 
Bull’s Tordenskjold is with some distance the most Norwegian Tordenskjold of 
the three, being portrayed as an undisturbed optimist who bravely defies Swe-
den’s military prowess and war-mongering. Still, despite numerous expressions 
of patriotic fervour, the play’s tenor is not one-sidedly nationalistic, nor an-
ti-Danish or anti-Swedish. Bull does for example not gloss over Tordenskjold’s 
loyalty to the Danish king and the Danish flag, and he also does not obscure the 
fact that the vice-admiral after the war proposed the Swedish consul in Copen-
hagen to join arms against Russia.795 Also the review in Aftenposten picked up 
on the restrained patriotism: ”The author has the best intentions – he gives ex-
pression to great patriotic feelings; yet, he keeps chauvinism at bay and does 
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not let these sentiments spin out of control. Neither Danes nor Swedes should 
find any reason to feel offended by this piece.”796

 In the sources I could find no clues as to why the year 1901 was picked 
to celebrate Tordenskjold. It was in no way an anniversary year related to his 
life. It is therefore hard to detach the revival of interest in Tordenskjold at this 
time from the growing crisis within the union with Sweden, despite the toned-
down patriotism that characterized the celebrations. In this context of mount-
ing tensions, cultural production was actively employed in Norwegian society 
to raise national consciousness. The Norwegian parliament had for example in 
1899–1900 subsidized a cheap but high-quality edition of the King’s Sagas in 
both Norwegian language variants in order to make what was deemed a nation-
al monument available to every citizen. Odd Einar Haugen argues that the im-
pact of this popular publication should not be underestimated as it contributed 
greatly to the fostering of national feeling in the build-up to the dissolution of 
the union in the autumn of 1905.797

 Illustrative also is a sudden spike in the production of national-histori-
cal drama in the first decade of the twentieth century after a serious drought 
in the preceding decades. After Bjørnson’s grand production Sigurd Jorsalfar 
from 1872, only seven pieces would be published before 1900, and only one of 
these would be brought to the stage. Andreas Munch’s Fangen paa Munkholm 
(The Prisoner of Munkholm) was performed in Frederikstad on 6 September 
1876, but was only meagrely received; a reviewer in the newspaper Bergens Ti-
dende was quite surprised to come across “such an [old-fashioned] product in 
the Oehlenschlägerian tradition”, which according to him showed how much 
Munch’s generation had been steeped in “Danishness.”798 The age of the nation-
al-history drama seemed to be over. Already in 1876 the pastor and ama-
teur-poet Just Gude-Smith (1820–1903) felt inclined to accompany his drama 
Olaf den hellige (Olaf the Holy) with an introduction in which he defended the 
continued value of national-historical drama in “these days of railways, noise 
and speed.”799

 Still, after 1900 national history is on the radar of playwrights again. It 
is not far-fetched to relate the revival of the genre in the years surrounding 
1905 to the rising nationalistic temperatures in Norway. Twelve pieces are pub-
lished in this decade, half of which are also performed in theatre. To be sure, 
the sudden flourish is no return to the heyday of the 1850s and 1860s, when 
national-history dramas formed a third of the total theatrical production: in 
1900–09, the relative share is only eight percent. Compared to the preceding 
(0,01%) and succeeding (0,02%) decades this nevertheless constitutes a very 
sharp peak.800
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 The agitated atmosphere engendered by the union crisis echoes 
through in a number of the plays published during the day. This is perhaps 
most obvious in Bull’s second contribution to the genre, the drama Christian 
Frederik, Norges Konge (Christian Frederik, King of Norway), which premiered 
on 1 October 1905, thus only a few weeks before the divorce papers between 
the two countries were officially signed on October the 26th. Recounting of the 
political events surrounding the drafting of the Constitution and the short war 
with Sweden in 1814, the play repeatedly conveys the Norwegians’ strive for in-
dependence. Main character is the Danish prince Christian Frederik (1786–
1848), who was chosen to be king of the aspired free Norwegian state. His dedi-
cation to the Norwegian cause is portrayed as insincere, primarily inspired by 
personal gain and glory, and is as such contrasted to the combative commit-
ment of the Norwegian characters, perhaps expressed most arduously so by 
Georg Sverdrup in his speech held in Eidsvoll on May 17: “[…] most of us are 
willing to sacrifice our life and blood for our beloved old Norway. After centu-
ries of repression, the time for freedom has now come, and it might never 
come again if we don’t act now.”801 

 The parallel with current affairs could hardly be missed. Bergens Ti-
dende wrote: “There are plenty of lines that can be applied to today’s events, 
and it is not hard to see why the play finds general favour among those who 
think it is time that words are to be replaced by deeds.”802 Indeed, as the final 
national-historical drama to be performed before Norway would finally receive 
the status of independent state, Christian Frederik is quite perfect, as it reflects 
the three alternative projects (Danish, Swedish, Scandinavist) the Norwegian 
independence movement had to battle before emerging victoriously as a sov-
ereign state. The play’s patriotic message fatefully connects the events of 1814 
to those of 1905, while there are also winks at Scandinavism. At one point the 
prince is encouraged to pursue claims to the Swedish throne, so that the entire 
North would ultimately be united under his crown, yet Christian Frederik an-
swers: “It had been my original plan […] Now I consider this idea treasonous. It 
scares me to death. It is independence this people crave – not a union!”803 

 As had been the case with Bull’s Tordenskjold, the press was not im-
pressed by the literary qualities of Christian Frederik, but again this was con-
sidered to be only of secondary importance. Bergens Tidende for example 
thought it more important whether the author managed to appeal to the patri-
otic sentiments of the audience, and the reviewer concluded that “judging from 
the enthusiastic reception of the play in Christiania, it appears Bull has been 
very successful in this respect.”804 Again, these patriotic sentiments do not go at 
the expense of the neighbours. One of the characters remarks that the Norwe-
gian people do not cherish any deeper grudge against either Denmark or Swe-
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den; they are instead driven by “an unstoppable cry for the freedom we by God 
and by law deserve.”805

 Also in other literary products of the time, patriotism and calls for in-
dependence do not necessarily go hand in hand with anti-Swedish sentiments. 
Quite to the contrary, the brotherhood between the two nations is often em-
phasized in order to forewarn against escalation of the conflict, as military 
confrontation was not a completely imaginary scenario.806 Shortly before his 
death, Just Gude-Smith had finalized a piece on the Swedish sieges of Halden 
(then called Frederikshald) in 1716 and 1718, which was published posthumously 
under the title Under Haldens Beleiring (During the Siege of Halden) in 1905. 
The unnaturalness of war between brother nations is repeatedly underlined in 
the course of the play. At the beginning of the play, Peder Kolbjørnsen for in-
stances makes the following remark: “It is even more terrible when war is 
stirred between peoples who truly are brothers; because the Swede does speak 
like our ancestors. They are like us in many ways, and in times of peace they 
engage with us in friendship.”807 What is more, Gude-Smith incorporated a love 
story between a patriotic Norwegian girl and a Swedish officer in the plot in 
order to further underline the loving relationship that should exist between 
Norwegians and Swedes. When the couple announces their wedding, Peder 
Kolbjørnsen gives his blessing and once more articulates the play’s main theme: 

I consider it an annunciation of the pact of love that one day, I am sure 
of it, shall be settled between the two friend-nations, who live on either 
side of the Keel, on the same lovely peninsula; they after all speak the 
same language and largely share the same interests. And that is why it 
is pure madness that these two people continue fighting in the fu-

ture.808

Gude-Smith thus invoked ancestry, language, and geography to demonstrate 
that the natural state of affairs between Norway and Sweden should be one of 
friendship and that friendly relations would serve each other’s best interest.

 Literary incitements for national sovereignty in general could very 
well do without vilification of the Swedes. Yet, the re-emerging interest in 
Tordenskjold – in this context often represented as the ‘saviour of Norway’ and 
scourge of the Swedes – did at times entail a slightly aggressive attitude to-
wards Sweden, who were incited to honour Norway’s demands. Especially the 
events at Dynekilen were employed in literature to symbolize Norwegian resis-
tance against Swedish rule. In this light, it may not be surprising that precisely 
in 1905 Etlar’s comedy Tordenskjold i Dynekilen was taken up again in Norwe-
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gian theatres, 43 years after its first performance. The rendition of the Norske 
Skuespillerselskab (The Norwegian Actors Company) was highly successful, 
selling out theatres throughout the country.809 In its announcement of the play, 
the Grimstad Adressetidende hit the nail on the head when seeking to explain 
the popularity of the play: “The piece […] strikes a particularly national chord, 
and it is exactly in our day, with the events of the last months fresh in the 
memory, that it is of special interest.”810 

 Also Jacob Breda Bull returned to the naval hero in 1905. That year, he 
published a novel based on his play from a few years earlier. He furthermore 
contributed with a poem in the earlier mentioned Scando-American newspa-
per Nordisk Tidende, which was also widely distributed in Scandinavia itself. 
The poem, entitled The Day Tordenskjold saved Norway, appeared on 20 April, 
only a few days after the Norwegian government had rejected a final attempt 
from the Swedish side to save the union. This time, Bull had abandoned the re-
straint informing his theatre piece and the implications of the poem are quite 
evident: like Carl XII abandoned his plans to invade Norway in 1716, the present 
Swedish king should give in and grant Norway its political autonomy. Drama-
tizing the interception of the transport fleet at Dynekilen, one verse reads as 
follows: 

 King Carl awaits his fleet

 But the fleet never comes!

 Sweden’s proud swans are silent 

 Tordenskjold has talked to them

 Wessel’s thunder

 Forced from the North

 The king back home.811

From this inventory of his memorial afterlife, the figure of Tordenskjold ac-
cordingly emerges as a discursive pawn recruited in the political commotions 
leading up to the dissolution of the union between Norway and Sweden on 7 
June 1905. This final incarnation once again bears testimony to his remarkable 
symbolic flexibility. Travelling through the nineteenth century on the tidal 
wave of historical and political change, the ghost of Tordenskjold was present, 
one could say, at every landmark moment, taking on a different persona ac-
cording to the ideological needs of the individuals and groups appropriating 
him for their cause: a modern saga hero inspiring courage in the devastated 
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Copenhagen of 1813, a famous son of Mother Scandinavia in the 1840s, a 
spokesperson for solidarity with defeated Denmark in 1864, a poster boy for 
the Danish military encouraging young men to defend their fatherland in the 
aftermath of this defeat (see Chapter 7), and, finally, a figure of resistance 
against Swedish occupation in 1905. In the process, he was attributed different 
national identities: Danish, Norwegian, Danish-Norwegian, or Scandinavian, 
which either gave cause for strive between competing appropriations or 
worked into reconciliatory and coalescing visions on Scandinavian identity. To 
be sure, these various incarnations of Tordenskjold did not sharply succeed 
each other; in general, different versions of him existed side by side, with the 
dominant perception being susceptive to the political circumstances of the 
moment. 

 The case of Tordenskjold and his role in nineteenth-century Scandina-
vian memory culture reveals the intimate entanglement between the various 
national movements in this part of Northern Europe. This entanglement was in 
part accommodated by the awareness of a larger, pan-national identity tying 
the three countries together, in part by mutual perception and a tug-of-war on 
who ‘owned’ certain memory sites. Sidestepping the dead end that is method-
ological nationalism, the study of memory sites such as Tordenskjold – in-
grained as they are in a dynamic and transnational process of remembrance – 
goes a long way towards showing how national and regional identities take 
shape in continuous interaction with other competing and complementing 
identities.


