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Introduction

In the course of the nineteenth century, the thematic focus of Romantic-Na-
tional art gradually shifted from ‘Past to Peasant’: historical subjects, though 
never completely fading out of sight, steadily lose ground to rustic motifs, 
peasant life, and folk culture.812 The acceleration of modernization processes – 
industrialisation, urbanisation – fed a nostalgia for an authentic rural lifestyle 
that was believed to be on the brink of disappearing. Scandinavia was no ex-
ception to this general European trend. The rural was on the rise in the second 
half of the century in art and literature and found its apex in the opening of the 
open-air museums Skansen in Stockholm (1891) and Folkemuseet in Christiania 
(1894), which exhibited – and still exhibit today – characteristic buildings from 
each part of the country and employed actors who re-enacted the traditional 
way of life on the countryside. In the meantime, the historical novel and the 
grand history painting lost much of their previous prestige. 

 This leaves us with the following question: where did Scandinavism go 
from here, rooted as it was in ideas about common origins, intertwined narra-
tives, and a shared historical destiny? Did it keep up with the times and take a 
rustic turn as well? Or did Scandinavism lose its attraction as a cultural affect 
altogether and disappear from the radar for artists and authors? 

This part of the dissertation starts from the premise that cultural Scandi-
navism did not go anywhere, it stayed exactly where it had been the whole 
time: in history. It was history, on the other hand, that moved to a different 
place. History went popular. Gods, knights, kings and generals broke out of the 
confines of academic painting and came to inhabit pedestals on town squares 
large and small where they could be admired by the people passing by on their 
daily routines. And now that the grand Oehlenschlägerian tragedy had lost its 
attraction, episodes from national history became the stuff of popular light 
reading in the tradition of Etlar and Starbäck. Adventure-packed tales of Vi-
kings, vigilantes, and vice-admirals were enjoyed by a crowd of literally mil-
lions, who could subscribe to serials that ran through hundreds of pages. Alter-
natively, readers looking for exciting stories from the national past were 
accommodated by the newspapers, which regularly included this genre as 
feuilletons on their pages. 

Again, this shift from historicism to rusticism, and from academic/high 
culture to popular/low culture, was not a drastic one, but constituted a more 
gradual transition, a subtle change of focus. Popular historicist literature had 
existed before – think of Olsen or Etlar – but the genre witnessed a spectacular 
boom towards the end of the century, helped by growing literacy rates and the 
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second printing revolution, which was able to satisfy the increasing demand for 
cheap ‘pulp’ reading. Concurrently, the rapid expansion of the cities stimulated 
monument building and the progress of public art, while nation building was 
also performed through the dedication of public places like streets, squares or 
institutions after famous figures from the nation’s history. 

Such cultivations of the past might be classified as instances of ‘banal’ 
nationalism, a term introduced by Michael Billig to describe the countless un-
obtrusive acts and symbols that reproduce the nation on a daily basis. Banal are 
the flags that unceremoniously hang on flagpoles in front of public buildings, 
the maps used in weather forecasts, the language used by news anchors who 
speak of ‘us’ and ‘here’ and ‘our country’, the names given to companies or con-
sumer articles (think for example of Wasa knäckebröd).813 Such familiar and 
homely symbols and turns of phrase make nationhood into a mundane back-
ground of daily life and national identity a close to subconscious part of the 
human experience, or, as Billig phrased it: “National identity is not only some-
thing which is thought to be natural to possess, but also something natural to 
remember.”814 The existence of the own nation – and of nations in general, of a 
world naturally divided into nations – is taken for granted as it is unremittingly 
reaffirmed through this ambient culture. Historical street names and public 
monuments form part of this national ambience that we are unthinkingly im-
mersed in during our daily commutes. 

Billig in his book on banal nationalism primarily focussed on the 
late-twentieth century. We should however not forget that what we now con-
sider to be banal was once, at its incipient stage, an act of conscious, often 
state-initiated propagation of the dominant version of national history. Banal-
izing the past might be seen as the exactly intended effect of such proclama-
tions: national identity – and in particular the official version of said identity – 
was to be perceived as an unquestioned feature of everyday reality, the natural 
order of things. This final part of the dissertation will turn to this stage of 
pan-nationalism: the creation of an ambient Scandinavism by tacitly anchoring 
Scandinavian identity in historical thought as well as in public spaces. This is 
once again meant as a break away from methodological nationalism, a fallacy 
that also Billig not completely manages to escape from, as for him each nation, 
or aspiring nation, is still productive of its own banal nationalism. The coming 
chapters intend to show that banality is also a function of – first and foremost 
– Scandinavism, in addition to other identity frameworks such as that of the 
city or the continent.

The ambient incarnations of Scandinavism will be explored in these final 
chapters by looking at three case studies. First up is literature: does the concil-
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iatory treatment of the war-ridden past we encountered in Chapter 6 also af-
fect the novels and plays of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries? 
How did Scandinavism influence the historical background in these literary 
products? Thereafter, the attention will shift towards the streets, more partic-
ularly the street name signs – so banal that we hardly notice them anymore – 
and ask the question whether there is a Scandinavian dimension to the policy 
of dedicating public spaces to national greats. Thirdly, and finally, we remain on 
the streets, but now have a good look at monument-building and in particular 
to the appearance, at long last, of Norse gods in the public space. How does 
this sudden trend relate to the creation of national and Scandinavian self-im-
ages?     



266

Chapter 13

Still Latent?
Scandinavian History in Literature High and Low

The previous chapters have shown that the artistic adaptation of national his-
tory is regularly affected by a tension between national self-assertion on the 
one hand and Scandinavist sentiment on the other. How to instil national pride 
over past heroism without resorting into triumphalism at the expanse of the 
Scandinavian neighbour? As demonstrated in Chapter 6, in literary fiction au-
thors often employed one or more of three narrative interventions to resolve 
this tension: the unmasking of inter-Scandinavian warfare as an aberration, the 
introduction of an alternative enemy, and/or the introduction of a social strug-
gle that overshadows the national conflict. In Chapter 9, I proposed to consider 
this type of literary historicism a form of ‘latent Scandinavism’, owing to its im-
plicit, subliminal nature and its effect of communicating a reconciliatory vision 
on Scandinavian history that finds its origins in the conflict-reconciliatory log-
ic underpinning the plots of Walter Scott. The memory sites such works of fic-
tion deal with I classified as ‘defused memory sites’: with the help of the narra-
tive devices described above unpleasant memories are soothed away and 
rendered harmless – the fuse has been pulled out.    

The authors discussed in Chapter 6 – Olsen, Etlar, and Starbäck – wrote 
during the glory days of Scandinavism as a potent ideological factor and they 
had, each in their own way, given expression to their sympathy for the move-
ment. This raises the question in how far the latent Scandinavism that infused 
their work survived in the literary products of later generations that had no 
vivid memories of cheerful students marching the over-crowded streets of Up-
psala, Christiania, or Copenhagen. Put differently: how far-reaching was the 
impact of Scandinavism on national-historical literature? Was the Scandina-
vism expressed in the discussed works of Olsen, Etlar, and Starbäck a sign of 
the times or are memory sites still being defused in later decades? In order to 
find an answer to these questions the following contains in-depth analyses of 
four literary works from the fin de siècle: two popular historical-didactical nov-
els that can be considered ‘light reading’ – Rudolf’s Muus’s Svenskerne paa Nor-
derhov (1891) and August Cederborg’s Göingehöfdingen och snapphanarne (1899); 
a play thematising Nordic union – August Strindberg’s Engelbrekt (1901); and a 
now canonical novel – Johannes V. Jensen’s Kongens Fald (1900–01). 

Again, this selection cannot else but be arbitrary considering the vast 
corpus to pick from. Continuity with the case studies in Chapter 6 served as 
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the major guiding line. This means that, like Olsen before him, Muus writes on 
Anna Kolbjørnsdatter, Cederborg like Etlar on Svend Gønge, and Strindberg like 
Starbäck on Engelbrekt Engelbrektsson. Jensen, admittedly, appears to be the 
odd one out coming from this perspective. However, Kongens Fald, concerned 
as it is with the fall of that one particular king – Christian II – connects to a 
memory site discussed in Chapter 7 on visual culture: the Stockholm Blood-
bath, such as it was captured on canvas by Kristian Zahrtmann. The inclusion 
of Jensen furthermore secures all three countries being represented in this 
survey. 

On a final note before delving into the sources, it needs to be remarked 
that popularity, to a lesser extent than in Chapter 6, functioned as a criterion 
in selecting these four works. Whereas Muus and Cederborg were both highly 
popular authors with a very considerable readership, Engelbrekt stands out as 
one of Strindberg’s failures: it received predominantly negative reviews and 
was staged only three times. Kongens Fald, in this sense, is a case on its own. 
Today unquestionably considered a classic,815 it certainly was not one of the in-
stant kind, given the harsh criticism and bad sales figures that befell the book 
after its first publication.816 Strindberg and Jensen are however household 
names in their respective national literatures (and in world literature for that 
matter) and it is relevant and interesting to investigate how they negotiated 
notions of Scandinavian identity in their dealing with a national-historical sub-
ject. More importantly, both works, each in their own way, thematise Scandina-
vian unity, thus offering an opening to an exploration of contemporary visions 
on inter-Scandinavian relations in a time during which these were both tight-
ened under the banner of neo-Scandinavism and put under pressure following 
the mounting crisis within the Swedish-Norwegian union. 

RUDOLF MUUS – SVENSKERNE PAA NORDERHOV (1891)
“THE SWEDES WERE NOT AT ALL DANGEROUS”

Rudolf Muus (1862–1935) was with some distance the most productive and most 
read Norwegian author of his day. He wrote no less than 286 books amounting 
up to a dazzling total of 50,000 pages. The fact that most of his works were ei-
ther published, in general, by small and obscure publishing houses or had oth-
erwise appeared as feuilletons in a variety of newspapers and magazines makes 
it difficult to distil exact numbers, but it is safe to say that he sold more than a 
million copies of his novels alone. The bandwidth of the genres he tried his pen 
on was equally impressive and can be classified under such library labels as 
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‘history’, ‘romance’, ‘crime’, ‘western’, ‘local colour’, and even ‘adult literature’, al-
though his works in this latter category rarely made it past the censor.817 Yet, in 
whatever genre he was working, every single Muus novel answers to the same 
well-tested intrigue circling around typical villains scheming to separate the 
hero and heroine who are driven by their righteous love for each other; the 
plot is pushed on by evil schemes, misperceptions, deceptions, coincidences 
and similar literary ploys borrowed from the melodramatic toolkit.818

 Svenskerne paa Norderhov (The Swedes in Norderhov) is no exception 
to this familiar formula, as shall be uncovered further down. Published in 1891, 
Svenskerne paa Norderhov was one of Muus’s first exploits in the historical 
genre, running through five prints, the last one of which appeared in 1908. As 
the title indicates, the novel deals with Anna Kolbjørnsdatter’s deception of the 
Swedish troops encamped on her premises during the Great Northern War (see 
Chapter 6). Contrary to earlier literary works on this particular episode – such 
as Rahbek (1808) and Olsen (1852) – Muus integrated the events in Norderhov in 
the broader context of the Swedish campaigns in Norway (1716–18), which gave 
him the opportunity to introduce a greater cast of historical characters, in-
cluding king Carl XII, Tordenskjold, and Anna’s half-brothers Peder and Hans 
Colbjørnsen, who played a pivotal role in the defence of Fredrikshald, one of 
the major war sites in this conflict. 

Besides telling a compelling story, Muus was clearly driven by didactic 
motivations in his historical work, aiming to teach his readers a thing or two 
about national history and ignite patriotic pride in the process. This type of di-
dactic-patriotic historical fiction – the origins of which, again, can be traced 
back to Walter Scott – was particularly popular in Norway and the other Scan-
dinavian countries in the decades around 1900. In Norway, other well-read au-
thors in this genre were Jacob Breda Bull (Chapter 12), Karen Sundt (1841–1924), 
and Jon Flatabø (1846–1930); the trend even instigated the reprint of older 
works from the Romantic author Johan Storm Wang (1800–49), who was an im-
portant inspiration for Muus.819 In his didactic intentions, historical accuracy 
appears to have been of special concern for Muus; he stayed close to the 
known historical facts and interlaced the story with informative passages, 
sometimes close paraphrases from the scholarly literature he credited in foot-
notes.820 

The title Svenskerne paa Norderhov reflects that the focus of the novel is 
not so much on Anna Kolbjørnsdatter’s often-told heroic deed, but primarily on 
the implications and consequences of the Swedish presence in Norway. In line 
with the patriotic pretentions of this brand of historical fiction, the Norwegian 
characters are portrayed as bold defenders of the fatherland against the Swed-
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ish aggressors. On a superficial level, then, there is a clear division between 
good Norwegians (because defending their freedom) and bad Swedes (because 
unlawfully invading another country and impeding that same freedom). What is 
more, across the pages there is a noticeable measure of triumphalism over the 
Swedish blood flowing during the Norwegians’ heroic fight for freedom. 

However, there are also a number of elements and tropes in the novel 
that draw it closer to the Scandinavist narrative of history and paint the 
Swedes in a more pleasing light. The primary way in which Muus achieves this 
is by making a recurring theme of the prejudices Norwegians and Swedes have 
of each other. The suggestion is made that the negative stereotypes circulating 
on both sides are largely instigated by a lack of familiarity with the other. It is 
in turn this cocktail of mutual prejudice and ignorance, in combination of 
course with repeated warfare, that has turned neighbours into sworn enemies. 
In Svenskerne paa Norderhov, the latest war has an ambivalent effect on the re-
lations between Norway and Sweden. On the one hand, the invasion and all its 
atrocities logically stirs ill-feeling among the Norwegian population. On the 
other hand, however, the direct contact enforced by the war at times upsets 
rooted prejudices and even engenders some kind of mutual respect. At several 
points in the novel, characters are confronted with their own preconceived 
ideas and, faced by reality, have to recalibrate their image of the other for the 
good. On the Norwegian side, several characters come to the realization that 
the Swedes have perhaps been “painted darker than they are,” as a minor char-
acter puts it.821 Another minor character recounts that “[w]hen the Swedes ad-
vanced towards Christiania, we were overcome with great fear, as we were told 
that our enemies would be evil and cruel, and we all fled to Skedsmo; but after-
wards we heard that the Swedes were not at all dangerous.”822 

Of all the Swedish characters it is first and foremost king Carl XII who is 
described in predominantly positive terms, as a “great man” and a “hero-king”, 
who shows admirable respect for his Norwegian adversaries. At the same time, 
it is also Carl who most clearly has to revise his view of the other. Surprised by 
the staunch resistance of both the Norwegian army and the Norwegian popu-
lation, the Swedish king notably becomes enamoured with his neighbours to 
the west. After the first skirmishes, Carl shares his newfound admiration with 
his officers: “The Norwegians are sure not lacking in bravery and love for their 
fatherland – they have sufficiently proven that today. It is a shame we should 
wage war against this people. They should be with us. We and the Norwegians 
fit together.”823 Thus, already at the start of the novel, the first seeds are sawn 
for the king’s ambitions to unite the two countries. The first time in the novel 
these plans are elaborated upon, we acquire this information not directly from 
the king, but from one of his lieutenants, Klas Adler, who in a private conversa-
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tion with Anna’s niece Kathrine says the following: 

At first, King Carl intended to force peace upon your king. But now he 
wants no less than a union between Norwegians and Swedes, without 
doing the slightest of harm to Norway’s sovereignty. […] our king can-
not praise the Norwegian people enough. He holds them in high regard 
and I have personally heard him say that we and the Norwegians belong 
together and that it pains him to have to wage war against a nation that 
by nature and disposition is created to be our brothers. Both nations 
can look back on a glorious past. That together we are able to achieve 

great things – that is something that is beyond all doubt.824    

However, the seemingly noble intentions of these plans are directly under-
mined by the context in which these words are spoken. Lieutenant Adler has 
his eyes on Kathrine, who he had met two years earlier during a stay in Fredrik-
shald and now meets again at the rectory in Norderhov. But in order to win her 
heart he concocts a false story about her childhood sweetheart who serves in 
the Norwegian forces, telling her that this Ulrik Jonstrup has been unfaithful to 
her. This is vintage Muus: Adler is the classic villain who cruelly tries to drive a 
wedge between two pure-hearted lovers in order to have the girl for himself. 
When considering this storyline as a parable on the relation between Norway 
and Sweden, it can be argued that any lasting bond between the two nations is 
doomed to fail for as long as it is based on deception and false intentions from 
the side of the Swedes. Adler’s scheme ultimately fails and both he and king 
Carl die at the end of the book, while Norway is saved and Kathrine and Ulrik 
are happily married. 

Before meeting his inevitable death in the trenches outside Fredrikshald, 
Carl in a telling scene has exposed his plans for Norway in further detail, this 
time in front of his brother-in-law, prince Fredrik von Hessen. Now it becomes 
clear that he has very little sensitivity for Norway’s sovereignty, contrary to the 
reassuring tone Adler used when revealing the king’s vision to Kathrine. It is 
nothing less than total amalgamation Carl aspires. In the course of his exposé, 
he additionally demonstrates that it is Denmark that has always been his real 
enemy, not Norway. His future plans for Scandinavia do accordingly not include 
Denmark:

Yes – Norway and Sweden shall be melted together and made into a 
single realm – I have fretted a great deal about it. […] Many a sleepless 
night I lay wide awake and pondered on it. It appears to me as if fate it-
self has destined these two countries to belong together and I do not 
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understand what originally separated them. These two peoples share to 
a very high degree the same grand and noble properties. What then has 
Norway to do with the Danish yoke – why should the eaglet be satisfied 
with serving a crow? It appears to me that it at a certain moment would 
grow so big and strong that it yearns for something bigger. I myself 
have reached out my hand to the Norwegians and offered them to 
shake of the chains that bind them to Denmark, but they were unwilling 
– the Danes have learned them to hate us. But this hate shall be over-
come! With force I will have to conquer Norway; but then I shall also do 
what it takes to erase the differences that for years and years divided 
the two realms. For when Norway is ours, then I shall remove all the 
Danes – out of the country with them and with those few Norwegians 
that remain loyal to them. Norway shall be divided into counties ac-
cording to our own laws, Norwegian officials shall be employed in Swe-
den and Swedish officials in Norway. And I have the genuine hope that 
when the two nations first learn to know each other, then the hate will 
disappear, and they will develop into a single, strong people that can 

bolster a powerful independence towards the other states in Europe.825

Throughout the book it are only Swedish characters who back up behind the 
idea of a Swedish-Norwegian union, while the Norwegians without exception 
rally around the ideals of freedom and independence. On both sides there are 
people who unmask the age-old hatred as a fallacy and want to abolish it, but 
Swedes and Norwegians want to achieve this goal through different means. 
Carl’s grand vision of a united peninsular Scandinavia, a monocultural Swed-
ish-Norwegian realm, elicits the spectres of amalgamation and identity loss 
that, as shown in Part III, informed the Norwegian reaction to Scandinavism. It 
is therefore tempting to read in the novel a literary commentary on the con-
temporary political relations between Norway and Sweden and discover, at the 
very least, a call for the emancipation of Norway as an equal party within the 
union.826 After all, in Svenskerne paa Norderhov the Swedish attempts to domi-
nate Norway either through military force or soft-power strategies (Carl’s 
amalgamation plans, Adler courting Kathrine) end in failure and even death. 
However, in the very last paragraph of the epilogue Muus knocks down the po-
litical message seemingly hidden between the lines. He fast-forwards to 1814 
and the actual establishment of the political union between Sweden and Nor-
way, of which he is surprisingly positive. Otherwise so keen on historical accu-
racy, Muus even propounds that the Norwegians voluntarily entered into the 
new state, whereas in reality military force had been required to enforce the 
Kiel Treaty, as he himself also not fails to mention: 
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It might be good to bring to mind that at the beginning of this century 
dark clouds again rolled over our country, and we Norwegians again 
had to take up arms against our closest neighbours. Dark were our 
prospects also back then. But then Norway’s boldest men assembled in 
Eidsvoll and gave the country a liberal constitution. Not long after, the 
Norwegians voluntarily offered their hand to their brother-people in 
peaceful unification, yet in a different manner than envisioned by Carl 

XII in his time.827

In conclusion, Svenskerne paa Norderhov somewhat confusingly conflates the 
main chauvinistic storyline of Norway bravely averting Swedish domination 
during the Great Northern War with an endorsement of Swedish-Norwegian 
fraternization within the present-day political constellation. The narrative de-
vice of misperception likewise works both ways. In Chapter 6 we have seen 
how Olsen and Etlar employed this tactic to expose inter-Scandinavian discord 
as a distortion from the natural state of brotherhood. Muus partially plays the 
same tune by elevating the misleading and damaging effects of prejudice and, 
conversely, the redeeming qualities of actual contact. In other words: the ha-
tred is imagined, the love is real. It is mainly in this sense that the novel shows 
traces of latent Scandinavism, while also the brother motif regularly occurs, as 
in the above quotation. On the other hand, however, misperception is in Sven-
skerne paa Norderhov at crucial moments also instigated by right-out decep-
tion. Lieutenant Adler deceives Kathrine in order to win her heart, while Carl’s 
promises of respecting Norway’s sovereignty – as channelled through Adler – 
are a cover-up for his actual plan to melt the two nations together. In the story, 
deception does not work: Adler does not get Kathrine, Sweden does not con-
quer Norway. This might be interpreted that in Muus’s eyes any lasting alliance 
between Norway and Sweden can only be based on honesty and equality – both 
parties should indeed voluntarily agree to it, as he writes in the very last sen-
tence of his novel. As such, also Muus’s favoured plot mechanism, deception, 
can be interpreted within a Scandinavist framework: as a prescription for how 
not to establish a union between Scandinavian countries. 

AUGUST CEDERBORG – GÖINGEHÖFDINGEN OCH SNAPPHANARNE (1899)

“SIN AND DEATH IN THE IDYLL OF PARADISE”

Carl August Cederborg (1849–1933) started his career as a novelist when he was 
approaching the respectable age of 50. Yet, after this relatively late début, the 
creative floodgates opened and he would in the end produce a total of 36 his-
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torical novels and crime novels that appealed to a readership of millions. Most 
popular were his four novels on the so-called ‘snapcocks’ (snapphanar), the 
Swedish pejorative denomination for the Scanian rebels who sided with Den-
mark in their resistance against Swedish rule in Scania. Himself hailing from 
Scania, Cederborg had grown up with the many folk legends that were told of 
the snapcocks, who formed an active ‘freeshooter’ movement between roughly 
1640 and 1680.828

Cederborg’s interest in local history and folklore already inspired his first 
novel from 1899, Göingehöfdingen och snapphanarne (The Gønge Chieftain and 
the Snapcocks), which, as the title indicates, features Svend Poulsen Gønge, 
who was a snapcock leader, as one of the main characters.829 It is noteworthy 
that Cederborg referred readers interested in Svend’s earlier exploits, by way 
of a footnote, to “Carit Etlar’s well-known novel ‘Göingehöfdingen’”, in so doing 
reflecting the great status of this novel as well as its significant impact on the 
popular image of Svend Gønge.830 In comparison with Etlar’s novels on Svend 
Gønge, Cederborg has transferred the scene of the action from Denmark to the 
Swedish side of the Sound. The historical background is the Scanian War of 
1675–79, which saw a Danish attempt to reclaim the provinces that had been 
lost in the previous war. 

Other than might be expected from the title, Svend Gønge is not the pro-
tagonist of Cederborg’s début. The major plotline is concentrated around the 
kidnapping of two noble Swedish girls by the snapcocks and the mission insti-
gated by their fiancés to rescue them. Consequently, it is the battle against the 
snapcocks that has central stage, while the war with Denmark resides far into 
the background; it is literally only through sporadic military briefings that the 
characters, and with them the readers, learn about developments at the front. 
Already from the very first pages of the book – providing the historical back-
ground before the actual story begins – Cederborg detaches the rebellion of 
the snapcocks completely from the Dano-Swedish war:

Started as a liberation war provoked by Danish interference, funded 
with Danish resources, and in the beginning partly led by Danish com-
manders […] it steadily spiralled into a war of outlaws, during which 
neither the Swedes nor the Danes were safe, and [the snapcocks] were 
moreover an unbearable pest for the peaceful populace of the area in 
which they created havoc.831

In other words, Cederborg in a quite drastic manner introduces an alternative 
enemy that distracts from the historic hostility between Danes and Swedes. He 
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even partially denies the snapcocks a Scandinavian identity by associating 
them with gypsies. There is a considerable amount of xenophobia in Ceder-
borg’s portrayal of the snapcocks; he implies that it was the influence of gypsy 
forces that have led the snapcocks astray from their initially noble cause and 
turned them into a band of criminals that loot, plunder, rape, and murder their 
own people. He presents the ‘gypsy-witch’ Pus-Else as the true leader of the 
movement. Svend describes her as follows: 

Pus-Else is no woman, she is no human being. She is the personified 
evil spirit of today’s snapcock movement, the spirit of self-importance 
and discord, the spirit of robbery and malice, the spirit of degeneration. 
I can fight against people and win, but I cannot defeat the evil passions 
of the people in the guise of a witch. Pus-Else is the evil genius of the 

snapcock army.832

Svend Poulsen is the only snapcock that escapes Cederborg’s harsh judgement. 
Cederborg portrays him as the one rebel acting out of noble motivations, who 
tries to unite the snapcocks for the greater good of the fatherland. But, as one 
of Svend’s old comrades remarks, “today’s freeshooters have little in common 
with the freeshooters who under your command resisted the Swedes in Zea-
land.”833 In this way, Cederborg secures continuity with Etlar’s novels and does 
not question the legitimacy of the snapcock involvement in the wars of 1657–
60. However, in the context of the Scanian War, Svend’s predictions concerning 
Pus-Else turn out to be true: she successfully thwarts Svend’s influence among 
the snapcocks and ultimately even murders him. Here Cederborg goes to 
lengths to make his main point: he is willing to break with historical fact (in re-
ality Svend Poulsen in all likelihood did not die a violent death) in order to 
strike a division between the patriotic Swedish characters, who emerge victo-
riously because they stay true to their ideals and to each other, and the immor-
al snapcocks, who only pursue personal gain through evil deeds and who are 
internally divided, as symbolized by the opposition between Svend and Pus-
Else. 

Lars Fernebring and Mac Robertson relate Cederborg’s authorship to his 
political engagement. Just prior to writing his first novel, Cederborg had shift-
ed his allegiance from the liberals to the conservatives. In his eyes, the liberals 
were too eager to cooperate with the emerging socialist and labour move-
ments, which he saw as disrupting forces and a threat to Swedish national cul-
ture. His historical novels had the explicit goal of stimulating patriotic feeling, 
especially among the youth, and imparting respect for the achievements of the 
ancestors. In this sense, the noble fatherland-loving conduct of his Swedish 
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protagonists was hold up as an inspiration for his readers, a great many of 
whom, ironically, were from the labour milieu. Particularly unity and solidarity 
are presented as essential for Sweden’s well-being; after all, it is their solid co-
operation that sees the Swedish rescue squad win the day in Göingehöfdingen, 
while internal divisions ultimately break the back of the snapcock movement.834 

This is not to say that Cederborg had no sympathy for the emancipatory 
movements in Swedish society whatsoever. Anders Linde-Laursen writes that 
his snapcock novels were infused with a social criticism in accordance with 
that of Etlar. Like his Danish example, Cederborg rejected the favouritism that 
befell the nobility and affluent classes in his own day and he propounded the 
need for social reform that improved the material circumstances of the peo-
ple.835 This critical element becomes more pronounced in the second snapcock 
novel, Den siste snapphanen (The Last Snapcock), published in 1900. Here, Ced-
erborg addresses the political issue through the words of king Carl XI: 

The most dangerous enemy of Sweden is not the Danes, or the duke, or 
the Dutch: with the aid of God, France, and the Swedish military ma-
chine I will be able to handle them and win a tolerable peace. No, its 
most dangerous enemy is the big, oppressing poverty. That is what par-
alyzes every tendon in the body of society, corrodes the marrow, and 
hinders us from using the power invested in us by God. From where 
then stems this huge poverty? Well, from the fact that nearly all the 
lands of Sweden, which are most desirable, are in the hands of a few 

rich families…836

In addition to the introduction of a social divide and the presentation of the 
snapcocks as the main enemy in Göingehöfdingen – and a mutual one for both 
Danes and Swedes no less – this particular novel at various points also hints at 
the unnaturalness of the ongoing Dano-Swedish war. For one thing, Cederborg 
does not fail to mention that the war was concluded with the “peace marriage” 
between the Swedish king Carl XI and the Danish princess Ulrika Eleonora; the 
start of the war four years earlier had initially suspended the occasion, but 
would thus not put a definitive end to it.837 Other characters in the story have 
shifting allegiances to Denmark or Sweden, without this fact damaging their 
moral repute. To name one example, Svend’s former comrade cited earlier, a 
certain Måns Skytte, used to be a dragoon in Svend’s troops, but now serves a 
Swedish master; Svend regrets this, but still retains his respect for the man, 
while also Måns’s new employers hold him in high regard, despite his rebellious 
past. 
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The only subplot that appears to complicate Danish-Swedish relations 
concerns the relationship between Lena Sofia von Putbus – one of the kid-
napped Swedish girls – and the Danish squire Casper Rud. As childhood sweet-
hearts they seem destined to marry each other once reaching the appropriate 
age, but Lena Sofia at a certain point loses her interest in Casper. Her con-
cerned foster mother, Maren Juul, in a conversation with a friend, ascribes this 
to “the unfortunate political situation”: while Lena Sofia is dedicated to the 
Swedish cause, Casper is, in Lady Muul’s words, “fanatically Danish.”838 The is-
sue is complicated by the fact that Casper, through marrying Lena Sofia, would 
inherit Wanås Castle – the stronghold in Scania were Lady Muul now sways the 
sceptre. In this light, his allegiance to Denmark could become problematic. 
However, later in the story Lena Sofia gets to explains her motives to Casper. 
Through her words, Cederborg once again channels his patriotic message: 

Love for the fatherland is a sacred feeling, and for its might everything 
else has to make way. If you had fought against the Swedes in an open 
and honest battle, then this would not have been a cause for division 
between us when peace would eventually come to the land. But with 

the brother-in-arms of bandits I will never marry.839 

In other words, it is not his allegiance to Denmark that is problematic for Lena 
Sofia; quite on the contrary, Casper is not patriotic, not Danish enough in her 
eyes because of his association with the roguish, unpatriotic snapcocks. As we 
have seen multiple times before – think for example of Rahbek’s benevolent 
representations of the Swedes in Tordenskjold i Marstrand – belonging to the 
enemy camp is not considered to be abhorrent as long as one acts out of sin-
cere love for the fatherland – and for as long as this fatherland is a Scandina-
vian country.840 

 Strangely, then, mutual warfare in Göingehöfdingen does not upset the 
essentially harmonious relations between Danes and Swedes. In fact, the un-
naturalness of war between the two peoples is already alluded to in the very 
first scene of the novel. The priest Maglow rides through Scania and admires 
the beautiful landscapes that unfold before his eyes. Then he stops his horse 
and takes some time to ruminate over the political situation:

“Who would think,” he said to himself, “that in the bosom of this peace-
ful nature lay hidden all the demons of human hate and wrath, un-
leashed by the curse of the brother war. Snakes slithering under flow-
erbeds – sin and death in the idyll of paradise.”841
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In this passage, Maglow’s enjoyment of the quintessentially Danish-Swedish 
natural landscape of Scania is corrupted by his preoccupations with the ongo-
ing war, which is here described with the antithesis ‘brother war’ (broderkriget), 
which in itself already indicates an unnaturalness. For him, nature itself is 
tipped off balance by the misguided feud between brother nations. 

In conclusion, Cederborg’s snapcock novels – despite sprouting from 
their author’s nationalistic convictions – witness a combination of all three 
strategies for the defusing of potentially explosive memories. Most notably, the 
Danes are replaced by the snapcocks as the bad guys in the story, while in the 
later novels Russia emerges as the real threat to the Swedish nation.842 Social 
criticism and the emphasis on the unnaturalness of Dano-Swedish animosity 
have the similar function of clouding the historical role of the Danish enemy. 

AUGUST STRINDBERG – ENGELBREKT (1901)
“THE UNION WAS NO UNION… SIMPLY PUT”

Cederborg’s work fits into a broader reactionary trend that swept Swedish cul-
ture in the 1890s and that saw a return to both past and peasant. In literature 
and the arts, images of the idyllic country life and the typical Swedish ‘good 
home’ flooded the market, while also national history became a popular subject 
once again, not only, as noted before, in popular reading, but also in the higher 
echelons of the literary world, with Verner von Heidenstam’s Karolinerna I-II 
(1897–98) as one of the highlights within this new fashion.843  

 Also August Strindberg (1849–1912) – Sweden’s leading figure within 
the Modern Breakthrough – committed to the taste for national history of the 
day. With Shakespeare as the main stylistic inspiration, Strindberg produced no 
less than eight national-history plays between 1899 and 1902. His homework 
reading reveal some well-known names with Afzelius, Odhner, and Starbäck.844 
This is not to say that he slavishly followed the established historiography on 
Sweden’s kings, queens, and knights. Quite to the contrary, Strindberg’s por-
trayals of Sweden’s canonical heroes often – but not exclusively – took on a re-
visionist form.845 Case in point is his piece on Carl XII. Both in the established 
historiographical tradition and in his many literary appearances, the young 
king always used to be the archetypical noble and valiant hero, a military mas-
termind no less, who inspired his countrymen to great deeds and to whom his 
enemies looked up in awe. Muus portrayed him in this way, as we have seen, 
while he in the Scandinavist worldview occupied the role of the scourge of 
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Russia. Strindberg, by contrast, paints a very negative picture of Carl, whom he 
calls “Sweden’s ruin” (Sveriges förstörare), who in his hunger for personal glory 
brings doom over his country and his people. Under his catastrophic rule the 
Swedish Empire collapsed.846 

Strindberg’s Engelbrekt similarly differs greatly from his literary prede-
cessors. In the adaptations of Pehr Henrik Ling (1819), Charlotta and Gustaf 
Fredrik Åkerhielm (1820), August Blanche (1846), and Starbäck (1868), Engelbrekt 
is the typical fearless hero who is always in control and confident of his role in 
history. Strindberg’s Engelbrekt, by contrast, is a doubter, who grows more 
tired and sickly in every new scene. The author has burdened his hero with a 
devilish dilemma: having sworn a sacred oath to always serve the Union and its 
king, Engelbrekt simultaneously realizes that the current state of affairs – the 
power abuse by the nobility, the unequal position of Denmark – requires a 
powerful reaction, a breaking of that same oath. The dilemma is aggravated by 
the fact that Engelbrekt’s wife is Danish, while he made their son make the 
same solemn pledge to defend the Union at all costs. Instigating a rebellion 
against the king would thus also bring his own family into jeopardy. Hesitant to 
make a decision, it are eventually the circumstances that force Engelbrekt into 
action. 

This portrayal of Engelbrekt – whom Strindberg considered ‘one of our 
most beautiful memories’ – as a hero-by-accident rather than a hero-by-con-
viction was one of the main reasons that the play flopped. Strindberg’s Engel-
brekt, quite simply, was not a very convincing rebel leader. As Sven Söderman 
(1866–1930) wrote in his review in Stockholms Dagblad, 4 December 1901: “The 
man’s historical import lies in the fact that he could be completely consumed 
by a great heroic idea. He was a heros.” Alfred Lindkvist (1860–1910), in Stockhol-
ms-Tidningen, painstakingly put the finger on the contrast between this popu-
lar image of the historical Engelbrekt and the Engelbrekt that appeared on the 
Stockholm stage: “Strindberg’s Engelbrekt is a wavering, weak, sometimes even 
sentimental wretch, without a will of his own, an automatic figure who is put 
into motion by external powers, a worrier as well, whose vigour is eaten away 
by a troubled mind.”847 

Gunnar Ollén relates the underwhelming quality of Engelbrekt to the per-
sonally stressful times in which Strindberg wrote the piece. Two weeks into the 
writing process, he was left by his pregnant wife, the young actress Harriet 
Bosse (1879–1961), causing depression and even thoughts of suicide. Bosse was 
a Norwegian citizen with a Danish mother and a German father.848 That Strind-
berg’s own inter-Scandinavian marriage was reflected in Engelbrekt’s marriage 
with the Danish Gertrud – a literary liberty taken by the author – has not been 
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lost on scholars. Ollén suggests that the last words of the play – “Gertrud, be-
loved wife, come! Come quick!” – were as much intended for Bosse as for the 
fictional Gertrud, something which Strindberg himself conceded in a letter to 
his runaway wife, in which he writes about Engelbrekt: “The piece is beautiful – 
it is about us – about our goodbye […] Yet it is too late.”849

Returning to the central concern of this dissertation, this elicits the 
question how this last little sentence relates to the depiction of Scandinavian 
union in Engelbrekt. Gertrud, and with her their children Ingeborg and Karl, in-
deed arrive too late to find Engelbrekt alive, he dies moments before they 
reach him. Can this somehow be read as a critique of failing Scandinavian rec-
onciliation? To be sure, no Strindberg scholar has suggested something in this 
direction, but the thematising of Scandinavian union that is clearly present in 
Engelbrekt has in my opinion so far been underexplored. Concerning his views 
on Scandinavian relations, it has often been observed that Strindberg in his 
younger years had been a fervent supporter of Scandinavism, but that these 
convictions in his later life crumbed somewhat following his personal antago-
nism with Ibsen and Bjørnson and his more general resistance against the ‘Nor-
wegomania’ that suffused Swedish culture after the success of these two au-
thors in Swedish theatres.850 Yet, on the other hand, he was sympathetic 
towards the Norwegian plies for independence, writing for example in 1905 
that “now finally brother has stopped to fight brother – just as we hoped!”851   

Engelbrekt reveals a greater dedication on Strindberg’s behalf to Scandi-
navist visions on history than has been accounted for in the academic litera-
ture. Otherwise so revisionist in his historical dramas, the representation of the 
Kalmar Union in Engelbrekt largely adheres to the historiographical tradition 
described in Chapter 6 and that we find for example in the writings of Starbäck 
and Odhner. What is more, the play harbours all three reconciliatory narrative 
strategies. 

To start the analysis, Strindberg inventively uses the family motif which 
is so central to Scandinavism. I would like to argue that Strindberg captures the 
Scandinavist master narrative of history on the microlevel in the story on En-
gelbrekt and his family. As noted above, Engelbrekt, the Swede, is in the play 
married to a Danish woman; their children identify as both, but with a diverg-
ing emphasis: son Karl serves in the king’s army and has pledged his loyalty to 
the union; daughter Ingeborg at one point states that “I love Denmark, but I am 
Swedish.”852 The harmony within this nuclear Scandinavian family is broken 
when Engelbrekt breaks his oath and decides to lead the resistance. His wife is 
the first to leave him, saying that she “cannot live together with enemies” and 
she cannot bear the verbal abuse (and worse) against her people, as amplified 
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by the hateful songs that are being sung in the background of this scene.853 The 
scene can perhaps be considered a concrete implementation of Starbäck’s 
words cited in Chapter 6 that “the Danes would only become hated as they be-
haved contrary to law and justice.” This moment has now come: the uprising 
incited by the power abuse of the Danish overlords has turned Danes and 
Swedes into enemies. Whereas Gertrud had previously lived in Sweden without 
any trouble, she in the new situation sees no other option than to flee to Den-
mark.

The confrontation between Engelbrekt and Karl is a particularly dramatic 
one. Engelbrekt respects that his son remained true to his oath, stating that 
“you are right […] But I am not wrong,”854 but once it is revealed that Engelbrekt 
and Karl literarily met each other on the battlefield and that Karl, without rec-
ognizing his father, even fired an arrow at him that hit Engelbrekt in the arm, 
the latter sees no other option than to have his own son incarcerated. Ingeborg 
stays at her father’s side the longest. Yet, she also abandons him when she finds 
out that her fiancé has joined the king’s army – it is love that takes precedence 
over family. Insult to injury: this fiancé is the son of Engelbrekt’s rival and even-
tual murderer Måns Bengtsson Natt och Dag.

His dedication to Sweden’s cause thus sees Engelbrekt isolated from his 
family. The severance, the discord is complete. Yet, as we have seen, Gertrud, 
Karl, and Ingeborg return to him in the closing scene of the play. The plotline 
of Engelbrekt accordingly runs parallel to the Hegelian master narrative on 
Scandinavian history, from thesis through antithesis to synthesis, or, more 
concretely, from harmonious family bonds through severance to rapproche-
ment. 

Strindberg’s representation of the Kalmar Union is likewise coherent 
with for example Carl Ploug’s speech from 1843, in which he attributed the fail-
ure of the union to a lack of both horizontal and vertical equality. The direct 
reason for Engelbrekt to come into action is because he experiences this in-
equality from up close. A banquet is arranged at the castle of the Danish bailiff 
Jens Eriksen in celebration of Margaret’s Day – the Day of the Union. Already 
the stage settings shows that the festivities are a farce: on the wall of the 
courtyard hang the coats of arms of the realm: on top the red griffin of Pomer-
ania, beneath it a large shield with the three blue lions of Denmark, and all the 
way at the bottom, “in miniature”, the escutcheons of Sweden and Norway.855 
The bailiff and the arch-bishop – also a Dane – engage in drunken shenanigans, 
dancing on the table and verbally insulting their Swedish guests, thus bringing 
dishonour to Sweden and the union, as one of Engelbrekt’s companions, Erik 
Puke, remarks. 
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In Engelbrekt it is suggested that it were German influences that brought 
the union off kilter. The prominent position of the coat of arms of Pomerania – 
which even stands above Denmark’s – already hints in this direction. Erik Puke, 
again – who functions as the Swedish-nationalistic side of Engelbrekt’s con-
sciousness in the play – argues that the king has betrayed the union, selling it 
out to his possibly German successor and introducing a feudal system that is 
foreign to Scandinavia, where every man owns his own land. “We will all be-
come vassals!” Puke warns. “Liegemen, in the German tradition.”856 In other 
words, defending the union in its current form would lead to the erosion of the 
intrinsically egalitarian character of Scandinavian society. 

That the union means inequality and that independence would better 
serve the interests of the common man is concretised by Strindberg in one of 
the final scenes. During the election for the highest offices in the realm, a 
group of young noblemen enters the stage chanting “death to Engelbrekt!” and 
accusing him of treason. They are however followed by a group of young peas-
ants and burghers, who instead praise Engelbrekt, calling him the liberator of 
the fatherland.857 Interwoven through the play we thus find three reasons for 
the failure of the union: the hegemonic position of Denmark, the interference 
of German elements, and social injustice. These three reasons would Strind-
berg also have encountered in Starbäck’s fictional and historiographical work, 
which he consulted when writing his play. As in Starbäck’s books, the Kalmar 
Union is presented in Engelbrekt as a noble ideal that was however not execut-
ed properly. That the union has failed – in fact never truly existed – is ex-
pressed in the below dialogue between two Swedish noblemen: 

Karl Knutsson: “You mean that the union was in itself a particularly no-
ble ideal, but that its consequences, did, not, turn, out, to, secure, suffi-
ciently, eh!... the general good!”

Kristiern Nilsson: “The union was no union… simply put – what has 
never been, still does not exist. We could very well say that… queen 

Margaret’s alleged great achievement never existed.”858

This conversation also echoes Geijer’s famous dictum on the Kalmar Union, 
which he described as “an event that looks like an idea,” by which he meant that 
the Union was established more or less by accident without any elaborate plan 
behind it.859 With Engelbrekt Strindberg thus stood in a long tradition concern-
ing his thoughts on the Kalmar Union. In fact, this particular historical drama 
follows the recipe for reconciling Scandinavian historical conflict to a tee: it are 
alternative enemies (the Germans) and social divisions (aggravated by these 
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foreign interventions) that lead to the hatred between Danes and Swedes, who 
had previously lived harmoniously together. Strindberg tops this all off by mim-
icking the master narrative for Scandinavian history – such as developed for 
instance in the school textbooks examined in Chapter 6 – in the main plot line 
of his piece. 

JOHANNES V. JENSEN – KONGENS FALD (1900–01)

“THE NORTH BURST INTO THREE”

Strindberg in his take on the great national hero Engelbrekt thematised the 
possibilities and impossibilities of Scandinavian union on every level of the sto-
ry, pertaining not only to the past, but also to his personal life and to the tense 
situation within the Swedish-Norwegian union. Scandinavian identity is like-
wise a recurring theme in the Danish novel Kongens Fald (The Fall of the King) 
by Johannes V. Jensen (1873–1950), albeit in a more subtle, less accentuated 
manner than in Strindberg’s play. This might explain why this aspect has been 
largely unexplored in the otherwise extensive scholarly literature on this ca-
nonical novel. In the following, I want to argue that Jensen’s visions on Scandi-
navian identity are largely congruent with those of Strindberg and that the 
Scandinavistic schemata applied by both authors are in tune with the egalitari-
an formulation of Scandinavian identity already evident in the Scandinavism of 
the mid-century.

 Kongens Fald was originally published as three short novellas bearing 
the titles Foraarets Død (The Death of Spring), Den store Sommer (The Great 
Summer), and Vinteren (The Winter). Each of the three parts is situated around 
different episodes from Danish history: the war with Sweden of 1497 and the 
disastrous Dithmarschen campaign of 1500 in part 1, the Stockholm Bloodbath 
of 1520 in part 2, and the Count’s Feud of 1534–36 in part 3. Protagonist of the 
story is Mikkel Thøgersen, a common soldier at first, whose life becomes inti-
mately entangled with that of king Christian II. The plot of Kongens Fald is in-
credibly rich and complex for a book of just over 200 pages and has been anal-
ysed extensively by literary scholars. I will therefore not discuss the plot into 
detail here, but instead focus on the historical background and the references 
to Scandinavian identity. 

 This means, first, that we have to zoom in on Jensen’s understanding 
of history. Poul Bager has pointed out that C.F. Allen’s De tre nordiske Rigers 
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Historie 1497–1536 (The History of the three Nordic States 1497–1536, 5 vols. 
1864–72) was a key source for Jensen during the writing process. As discussed 
in Chapter 11, the national-liberal Allen saw the period 1497–1536 as a turning 
point in history that ultimately rang in a period of regression. In Allen’s view, 
Christian II had been a “people’s king” (Borgerkonge); after Christian was de-
posed in 1523, the aristocracy tightened their grip on society and the interests 
of the common people were put aside in the new feudal system. In Allen’s read-
ing, a true national rejuvenation could only take place if the peasants were once 
again made the pivot of the nation. Jensen transplanted Allen’s views into his 
novel. He only took them one step further by making his historical fiction a 
critical commentary on the political situation of his own day, during which the 
majority of the people still had no access to power.860 In Jensen’s eyes, the re-
gression that had started in the beginning of the sixteenth century was still 
current in the present. The fall of the king had simultaneously been the fall of 
the people and the people still needed to get back on their feet. 

 In Kongens Fald, the Stockholm Bloodbath forms a turning point within 
a turning point, both on the level of the plot and on the level of Christian II’s 
life and reign – as well as Scandinavian history in general. Jensen partially as-
cribes the tragedy to Christian’s hesitant nature, which paradoxically manifests 
itself at the very same moment the king is at the peak of his power, having just 
united the three Scandinavian states violently under a single crown once again. 
It is the Swedish archbishop Gustav Trolle who has concocted the mass execu-
tions; Christian, however, had the authority to say either yes or no – in the end, 
he waits too long: “[…] he looked as if he was still getting himself together to 
make the decision that had already been executed a long time ago.”861 The con-
sequences are catastrophic, the Scandinavian idea folds: “The North burst into 
three like a stone made brittle by fire.”862 Next to the psychological explanation 
pertaining to Christian’s fickle character, Lars Handesten has discerned a cause 
of a more mystical kind connected to the “biology of the respective peoples.”863 
On the one hand, the Danes and Swedes are like brothers and a union of one 
kind or another only seems reasonable, yet on other hand, the Scandinavians 
cherished “a great aversion against happiness.”864 Jensen further develops the 
family metaphor. On the eve of the bloodbath, it reads:

And the process took its course as it was supposed to on this day that 
two peoples, who were alike and yet incompatible, at long last reached 
divorce. They were destined to each other like two siblings, who cannot 
do without one another and who torture each other well, inflict wounds 
on each other with great dexterity and skill – until they separate, each 

of them with death in their heart.865 
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In the novel, the bloodbath in Stockholm has direct consequences for the mu-
tual perception between Danes and Swedes. When Mikkel’s companion Axel 
rides home from Stockholm back to Denmark, he stops at a tavern along the 
way; at first the present clientele wants to discuss politics with him, but “they 
kept their distance once they found out that he was Danish.”866 The Age of Sev-
erance seems to start here, cautiously with a hostile silence in a small inn 20 
kilometres from Stockholm, the scene of the crime. 

 Three years later, Christian II realizes he made a mistake in Stockholm. 
Following this realization, great plans for a re-united North tumble through the 
king’s head. They include the institution of complete equality between the dif-
ferent stations in society – between nobility, merchants, and peasants. He even 
toys with the idea of a strong and united Scandinavia directing their attention 
westwards, to England – “it had belonged to Denmark before” – and to the New 
World: “The people of the North would come far as long as there were worlds 
to win.”867 So, once again, we see the archetypical ‘Scandinavian’ here in the 
guise of, on the one hand, the ‘conquering Viking’ and, on the other, as the ‘No-
ble Savage’ who with their perceived proto-democratic thought had inspired 
the tribal constitutionalism of the Enlightenment and the liberal ideals of polit-
ical Scandinavism. Yet, these are in Kongens Fald only the delusional daydreams 
of a mind in great confusion. In one of the more famous passages of the novel, 
Christian rows back and forth between Høneborg Castle and Middelfart, be-
tween fighting and fleeing, throughout the night, twenty times in total. In the 
end, it is daybreak – chance – that makes the decision for him: Middelfart it is 
and from there Christian and his company set sail for the Low Countries. Ac-
cording to Handesten, Jensen saw Christian’s indecisiveness as exemplary for 
the Danish mentality in general.868 “Denmark had made him a doubter.”869 

 The fall of the people is completed with the Battle of Aalborg in 1534. 
An estimate of 2,000 rebelling peasants – who supported Christian II’s claim to 
the throne – died while defending the city against the royal troops headed by 
Johan Ranzau. As a consequence of the aristocratic victory in the Feud, which 
would be concluded in 1536, the peasants lost the ownership over their lands 
and were forced to accept a system of tenancy that increased the power of the 
nobility. Jensen once again puts an equation mark between egalitarianism and 
Scandinavia, when he writes that “at this occasion the Danes stopped to be a 
Nordic people.”870 As Poul Bager has observed, for both Allen and Jensen the 
time period 1497–1536 – and especially the crucial events of 1520 and 1534 – not 
only witnessed the folding of the Scandinavian idea – the Kalmar Union that is 
– but also the national idea collapsed, in that the interests of the people were 
made subordinate to class distinctions.871 
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The social inequality that was thusly introduced also affected historical 
memory. With reference to the Stockholm Bloodbath, the novel contains the 
following observation: “These beheadings were debated through the centuries; 
but there was not a lot of lamentation over the two thousand men Johan Ran-
zau crushed in Aalborg.”872 As Jensen seems to suggest, the common man al-
most literally fell through the cracks of history: Stockholm was remembered, 
Aalborg was forgotten. 

EXPLORING SCANDINAVIAN IDENTITY

Jensen’s social criticism that is so intricately interwoven in Kongens Fald is one 
of the many ways in which the four works studied in the present chapter re-
mind of the literary Scandinavism of the 1850s and 1860s. Notably, the continu-
ity between the National-Romantic, Scandinavist generations and the literature 
from the fin de siècle is a very direct one. Cederborg had read Etlar, Strindberg 
used Starbäck and Odhner as his sources, and Jensen relied greatly on Allen. 
Muus stands somewhat outside this general trend, as his sources were remark-
ably old-fashioned, if not outdated (and also, strikingly, non-Norwegian) with 
eighteenth-century names like Rothe and Lagerbring; the only more contem-
porary source he mentions are the popular histories by the Swedish historian 
Anders Fryxell (1795–1881). Nonetheless, a remarkable correspondence with Ol-
sen’s play is the central role given to Anna’s cousin Kathrine as the protagonist 
in a thematically important subplot, yet this might be a coincidence as it is well 
possible that Olsen’s drama – which had been last staged at a major venue in 
1862 – was long forgotten by the 1890s. Muus was also more faithful to the his-
torical facts than Olsen as the historical Kathrine had indeed been married to 
one Ulrik Jonstrup, which might suggest that Muus came up with the inspira-
tion for this subplot – which is so typical of his general style – during genea-
logical investigation into the Colbjørnsen family. And here we do return to the 
Romantic generation as the most extensive of such genealogies had been com-
piled by none other than Bernt Moe (Chapter 12).   

The texts discussed here are thus not only to be understood as media-
tions of the ‘original’ memory site or sites, they can also be considered as re-
workings, or indeed remediations, of earlier cultivations of the same historical 
material.873 One of the reasons that Strindberg’s Engelbrekt flopped is because 
the piece was unsuccessful in overwriting previous mediations, such as the 
widely popular literary adaptations by Blanche and Starbäck; Strindberg failed 
to either connect to or convincingly depart from the established tradition on 
the historical hero. Cederborg did a considerably better job in this sense, as he 
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succeeded in the hazardous act of translation that was his transplanting of 
Svend Poulsen from a Danish perspective to a Swedish-centred narrative with-
out upsetting the powerful representation created by Etlar. In this way, Ceder-
borg’s adaptation could “trade on the memory of the original” as John Ellis has 
put it.874 Through recalling Etlar’s novels, both directly and indirectly, Ceder-
borg could present his novel as a sequel of sorts, in which he had transformed 
the memory of Svend in such a way that it fitted his own interests, even if this 
meant that the hero himself needed to be murdered. 

 In Konges Fald we find an instance of the intermedial entanglement 
that is characteristic of the cultivation of culture. At least, that is what I would 
like to argue. Jensen’s description of the Stockholm Bloodbath reminds in sev-
eral ways of Kristian Zahrtmann’s painting of Christian II (Ill. 7.6), a painting 
Jensen might very well have seen, as he had known Zahrtmann personally and 
was an admirer of the Funen painters, who had all received their training from 
Zahrtmann.875 To be sure, Jensen does not describe the events from the stand-
point of the king; instead, their unfolding is focalized through Axel, who watch-
es on through the window of the inn in which he is staying. The angle of obser-
vation is the same, with the spectator looking down on the executions from a 
short distance, as is the reaction of the spectator: as Zahrtmann’s Christian, 
Jensen’s Axel backs away in horror once he realizes what is happening and he 
drags the girl that is with him away from the window, warning her that this is 
not something she should be seeing. In both painting and novel, the focus is as 
much on the spectator as on the spectated, while what is not seen is as import-
ant as what is seen. In the brief moment during which Axel is away from the 
window to urge the girl back to bed, he has missed the first beheading: “It had 
happened when Axel returned to the window. Archbishop Matthias’s body lay 
on the ground dressed in only his undergarments, his head sitting a little fur-
ther away. His red cloak… no, it was his blood that lay spread out under him.”876 
Like Zahrtmann had done in his painting through dressing Christian in red, 
Jensen thus conflated red-coloured cloth with blood. Finally, the depiction of 
the king is in both mediations subjected to irony. In Zahrtmann’s painting there 
is a tension between Christian’s royal authority and his shocked reaction to the 
consequences thereof; in Kongens fald, the irony is in Axel’s ruminations about 
Christian: “The king must have enormous, never expected power, given that he 
is able to let this happen.”877 The reader by then already knows that the Blood-
bath is a consequence of Christian’s irresolution and not in any way a matter of 
conviction or vigour or, indeed, “enormous, never expected power.” 

 Next to such direct and indirect intertextual connections with 
mid-century Scandinavistic artefacts, what is particularly striking in the liter-
ary works from around 1900 is their continued adherence to the Scandinavist 
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outlook on history. A number of tropes return in all the works under discus-
sion, including the family motif, misperception and misunderstanding, refer-
ences to the cultural and linguistic bonds between the Scandinavian nations, 
the egalitarian nature of Scandinavia’s political identity, and an overall narrative 
of reconciliation. The techniques employed by Muus, Cederborg, Strindberg, 
and Jensen to distract from the vilification of the Scandinavian other are like-
wise similar to those of Etlar, Olsen, and Starbäck: in various variations we have 
seen the introduction of alternative enemies, the attention for social opposi-
tions, and the misguided nature of inter-Scandinavian warfare pass the review 
over the course of the present chapter. It is the use of these tropes and narra-
tive devices that make the pieces of literary fiction discussed here qualify as 
instances of latent Scandinavism: the doctrine of Scandinavist historicism has 
seeped into the very marrow of historical fiction writing. 

 With that being said, there is at times a fine line between latency and 
more manifest expressions of Scandinavism. As commented upon earlier, espe-
cially Strindberg and Jensen used episodes of inter-Scandinavian conflict to 
explore questions of Scandinavian identity. Strindberg examined the tensions 
between Scandinavian union and national sovereignty through the personal 
struggle of his protagonist, and made this repeatedly quite explicit in both text 
and image (think of the coats-of-arms in the stage design for the banquet 
scene). Jensen – and to a lesser extent Cederborg – placed their social criticism 
in a wider Scandinavian perspective by equating Scandinavia to egalitarianism 
and presenting repression as an aristocratic appropriation of (mostly) German 
practices. Even in Muus’s book we find reflections on the proper conditions 
necessary for a sustainable union between Norway and Sweden, and, converse-
ly, the circumstances that would undermine successful rapprochement. In oth-
er words, all four works offer, to varying degrees of explicitness, contempla-
tions on inter-Scandinavian relations as well as on the make-up of a common 
Scandinavian identity. The Scandinavian self-image that emerges from this lit-
erary investigations is one of egalitarian ideals, in which the typically Scandina-
vian peasant freedom is contrasted to the repressive regimes of Germany and 
Russia, as well as the immorality of foreign elements such as the snapcocks. 

All this suggests that Scandinavism should primarily be related to a pro-
gressive and democratic agenda. That Scandinavian culture could on the other 
side also be cultivated for more conservative or reactionary purposes will be-
come clear in the next two chapters. 
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Chapter 14

History in the Streets
Scandinavia on Street Level?

The latter half of the nineteenth century witnessed a drastic expansion of the 
cities, first and foremost the capitals, as a consequence of industrialisation and 
population growth. Between 1850 and 1900 Stockholm’s population more than 
tripled from 93 000 to over 300 000 inhabitants, Copenhagen approached the 
400 000 mark by the turn of the century, while Christiania saw the most dra-
matic increase from 30 000 to 250 000 inhabitants over the period of half a 
century.878 This urbanisation process necessitated the renovation and reorgani-
zation of the old inner cities as well as the construction of new districts, which 
in turn involved the naming of new streets and, occasionally, the renaming of 
old or refurbished streets. As elsewhere in Europe, Scandinavian public spaces 
were often named after famous figures, locations, or events (such as battles) 
from national history. Historicized names of streets and other public places 
form one of the more salient yet subtle ways in which national identity is “con-
tinually being flagged” in daily life, to use Michael Billig’s words.879 Through such 
dedications, national history is literally turned into a physical ambience that 
stabilizes the dominant version of collective identity.880 

Recent publications on street naming, as much as the older literature, 
show a tendency for methodological nationalism. This also holds true for Scan-
dinavia, where onomastics – the study of the etymology, history, and use of 
proper names – has largely concentrated on case studies of individual cities, 
which are subsequently often placed in a national context.881 The present chap-
ter aims to uncover the possible pan-Scandinavian dimension of street naming 
in Danish, Norwegian, and Swedish cities. The three Scandinavian capitals 
serve as the primary case studies, not only because they are with some dis-
tance the largest cities of their respective countries, but also because the sta-
tus of capital has a special bearing on street-naming practices. As remarked in 
an official document of the Christiania city board, the city, as the nation’s capi-
tal, should reflect the entire country’s culture and history in its public appear-
ance.882

The first part of the chapter briefly discusses the urban development of 
the three Scandinavian capitals before turning to the use of Norse mythology 
as a category for public dedication and a possible marker of Scandinavian iden-
tity. The second part addresses street names taken from later parts of history 
with the aim to discover possible connections to a shared Scandinavian history. 
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In other words, this chapter addresses the question in how far the Scandinavist 
historical master narrative, as dissected in Chapter 6, is reflected in the street 
maps of Copenhagen, Christiania, and Stockholm. 

NATIONALIZING EXPANDING CAPITALS

The nationalizing of the public space, of which name-giving practices formed 
an integral part, happened in the context of the large-scale reconstruction, 
modernization, and expansion of Scandinavia’s major cities in the second half 
of the nineteenth century.883 As in most of Europe’s larger cities, the infusion of 
the urban environment with national identity went hand in hand with the am-
bition to flaunt with a more universal – that is, a Western, European – urban 
modernity that architecturally found its expression in the use of neoclassical, 
Gothic, and Renaissance styles.884 Such historicizing styles were not considered 
backward-looking. Simon Gunn argues that such buildings were quite to the 
contrary seen as “fundamentally modern in their design, in their use of materi-
als and the incorporation of the latest technical facilities.”885  Especially neo-
classicism became popular in the Scandinavian capitals, a development which 
toward the end of the century incited a counter-movement that introduced 
more national styles, like the neo-Vasa-style in Sweden (taking, as the name in-
dicates, its inspiration from the Swedish Renaissance), the Viking-style inspired 
dragestil (dragon style) in Norway, and the more broadly Northern-European 
sveitserstil (Swiss chalet style).886 As the below short exploration will show, in all 
three Scandinavian capitals, weaving national history into the city’s fabric was 
tightly interlaced with the boasting of a more cosmopolitan outlook and the 
necessary provision of the facilities and functionalities of the modern city.      

In Copenhagen, the demarcation line of seventeenth-century ramparts 
that had previously restrained the city from expanding were decommissioned 
and partly demolished from the 1850s onward, giving the starting shot for an 
unprecedented boom in construction works, at first especially in the districts 
Nørrebro and Vesterbro, which developed into densely-populated working 
class areas. The old town had already been subjected to serious rebuilding at 
the beginning of the century out of necessity, as the British bombardment of 
1807 had left a great part of the old city in ruins. The neoclassical taste of the 
day would consequently leave a lasting mark on the new Copenhagen that 
arose from the debris.887 

Christiania’s fresh status as capital of a semi-independent nation attract-
ed new and steadily increasing activity after 1814. The necessary and new-
ly-founded national institutions received proper – again, mostly neoclassical – 
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accommodation over the course of a few decades, including the stock exchange 
(1829), Christiania Theater (1837), the royal residence (1849), the university 
(1852), and parliament (1866). The last three of these buildings were situated 
along the city’s new central axis, which in 1852 was named after Karl Johan (Karl 
Johans gate), who had financed the building of the palace. The employment the 
national institutions created propelled further growth, as did the industrial 
mills that emerged along the Akerselva river, leading to a peak in construction 
activities in the final decades of the century. In less than a century, Christiania 
had undergone a spectacular transformation from a provincial backwater into a 
modern European city with all its amenities, opportunities and anxieties.888

The necessity to better regulate public space and to establish the city’s 
European allure in the process was also what drove the elaborate restructuring 
of Stockholm’s historical city centre envisaged in the so-called Lindhagen Plan 
(1866), so named after Albert Lindhagen (1823–87), chairman of the committee 
responsible for drafting the plan. Based on the examples of Berlin and Paris, the 
Lindhagen Plan proposed a redevelopment on the basis of a chessboard design 
with broad boulevards and esplanades that was to improve sanitation, safety, 
accessibility, traffic flow, communication, and surveillance. Although the plan 
was never executed in its entirety, it would have a decisive impact on the ap-
pearance of modern Stockholm. As in Copenhagen and Christiania, industriali-
sation was an important catalyst for further growth, while – again in accor-
dance with the other two cities – a social segregation between typical 
working-class districts and more bourgeois neighbourhoods became ever more 
apparent.889

One particular legacy of the Lindhagen Plan concerns a drastic revision 
of street names that was carried out in the summer of 1885, involving the nam-
ing of 70 new or previously unnamed streets, while 119 older street names were 
either completely eliminated or reascribed to different locations.890 At the oc-
casion, a great number of streets in the inner city received a mythological or 
national-historical name.891 According to Allan Pred, these categories served a 
particular ideological purpose that formed part of the underlying ambitions of 
the authorities to bring order and control to the streets in a time of growing 
social unrest that was another consequence of the accelerating expansion and 
industrialisation of the city. Pred writes:

At least according to the more idealistic, progress-believing and mis-
sionary elements of the bourgeois population […] those beneath could 
be subjected to “an appeal” concerning the existence of “a national 
community transcending class gulfs,” to a campaign promoting national 
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romanticism and solidarity.892 

Aspirations similar to those of the Stockholm City Council might be identified 
in Christiania and in Copenhagen, where growing dissatisfaction among the 
working classes had culminated in violent confrontations with police forces in 
May 1872.893 As in Stockholm, street names taken from the national past or from 
mythology were often on top of the list of city planners. Nationalizing the city 
scape accordingly served as a form of cultural glue that was supposed to hold 
the modern, industrial society together. At this incipient stage, the archetypi-
cally ‘banal’ street-name sign was an active act of propagating national identi-
ty.894

MYTHOLOGY STREETS

In Stockholm, ‘Old-Norse myths and saga’s’ and ‘national-historical names’ are 
the two oldest officially designated categories for the naming of streets.895 A 
considerable number of the street names implemented through the 1885 revi-
sion fell in one of these two categories. Regarding mythological names, Stock-
holm, as well as other Scandinavian towns and cities, followed the example of 
Uppsala. The university town was the first Scandinavian municipality to sys-
tematically interweave the Old-Norse world in the city map. After all, for Up-
psala, Norse Antiquity held both a local, a national, and a pan-national signifi-
cance.896 Gamla Uppsala (‘Old Uppsala’), by the nineteenth century a small 
parish outside the main city, was believed to have been the seat of the legend-
ary Yngling dynasty on the basis of medieval sources such as Snorri’s 
Heimskringla. The area constitutes Sweden’s most prominent archaeological 
site, which includes the three Royal Mounds dating from the fifth and sixth 
centuries. Today, most mythological street names are to be found in the dis-
trict closest to the archaeological remains. 

Owing to its connection to Scandinavia’s most ancient roots and having 
been the location of the first Scandinavian student manifestation, Uppsala like-
wise claimed a central position in the history of Scandinavism. This pan-na-
tional dimension is underlined by the involvement of Carl Säve in the 
name-giving process. To repeat from earlier chapters: Säve was professor of 
Nordic Languages at the local university and had been one of the Swedish trail-
blazers during the early days of the Scandinavist movement.897 In 1860, he had 
published a book on the etymology of the names of the Norse gods, which in-
cluded a standardization of their spelling.898 Two years later, Säve, together 
with the mayor, presented a draft for the naming of 62 scheduled new quarters 
east of the city centre, with names such as Bredablick, Balder, Nanna, Gimle, 
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Oden Ygg, and Frigg.899 In the draft, Säve propounded the use of the Swedish 
spelling instead of Old-Icelandic, preferring for example Bredablick over 
Breiðablik.900 This should not be understood as a form of national appropriation 
– taken that the choice for the original spelling could signal a more Scandina-
vist dedication to the common legacy – but in all likelihood served more prac-
tical purposes, such as readability, recognisability, and easy pronunciation.901 In 
subsequent years, next to quarters, also a great many streets and squares were 
named after the Norse gods and other mythological creatures, especially in 
Gamla Uppsala, but also in more central districts, such as Odensgatan and 
Torsgatan in Luthagen (both named in 1882). 

Thor and Odin (lending his name to both a street and a square) were also 
part of the Lindhagen revision in Stockholm, which furthermore saw streets 
named after the gods Heimdall, Frey, and, somewhat surprisingly, Vanadis (and 
alternative name for Freya, undoubtedly chosen as not to cause confusion with 
Frey). The longest street in the inner city (stretching for more than 3.5 kilome-
tres) was at the occasion baptized Valhallavägen. Later naming rounds saw 
Norse deities appear on street signs in 1900, 1909, and 1927 (see Table 14.1).

In contrast to Stockholm, where most mythological names were used in 
the city centre, in Copenhagen most Old-Norse names are to be found in the 
working-class district Ydre Nørrebro, which was under development to the 
north-west of the city’s centre in order to address the mounting housing prob-
lem. In fact, the mythologically-named streets are clustered to such an extent 
that the area is now popularly called the ‘Mythological District’ (Det mytologiske 
kvarter).902 Unlike the Lindhagen revision with its overnight change of street 
names, the Mythological District was to earn its name over the course of sev-
eral decades. Odinsgade was the first mythological name to appear in February 
1860, possibly on instigation of local residents.903 Thorsgade followed in 1863.904 
Odin and Thor – again being the first godly creatures to appear – in all likeli-
hood inspired the municipal authorities to name new streets in the same fash-
ion once Nørrebro started to expand exponentially from the 1880s onward.905 
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Il. 14.1 - The Mythology District in Copenhagen (Google 2019)

Christiania seems to be the odd one out in this exploration of Scandinavian 
capitals. In Stockholm and Copenhagen, mythology and national history had 
been at the top of the list for city planners from the start. In contrast, the min-
utes of the Christiania city council (12 October 1864) on a first glance appear to 
reveal an alternative approach: 

Concerning the choice of names, the committee has either adopted 
designations already in use, taken inspiration from certain specific fea-
tures of the street in question, or considered denominations of the 
area, buildings, or utilities in the direct vicinity of the street. In cases 
where such conditions were not applicable, the committee has drafted 
either purely random names or named the street after persons who 
have either to a greater extent contributed to the city’s development or 
– explicitly taking into consideration that Christiania is the capital of 

our country – who are publicly known from our country’s history.906   

This seems to suggest that ‘national history’ ranked lowest in the council’s pri-
orities, even below “purely random names.” In reality, many streets in this par-
ticular round of name giving fell in this category, revealing that also in Norway 
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nationalistic motivations played a major role in city planning. None of these 
streets, however, were of a mythological or even medieval denomination, but 
took their name from historical figures from the Danish period (see Chapter 12), 
while names reminiscent of Antiquity or the Middle Ages – such as Frithiof, In-
geborg, Sverre, and Snorre – had been discarded after the first discussions.907

Christiania Copenhagen Stockholm

Ægir - 1899 -

Balder 1896 1876 1909

Brage 1896 1889 1909

Fenrir - 1914 -

Frej - - 1885

Freja - 1901 -

Frigg 1937 - 1909

Heimdall - 1892 1885

Idun - 1901 1900

Loke - 1902–4 -

Nanna - 1904 -

Odin 1896 1860 1885

Thor 1896 1863 1885

Valhalla 1914 1928 1885

Valkyrie 1896 1915 -

Vanadis - - 1885

Völund - 1904 1927

Table 14.1 - Creatures, deities and locations from the Old-Norse literature that have (or had) streets named 

after them in Christiania, Copenhagen, and Stockholm. 

The mythological parts of national history would only be served some three 
decades later, in 1896.908 In fact, mythological names had already been pro-
posed by the committee in question decades earlier, but at the time this prop-
osition could not find the approval of the city representatives.909 Unfortunately 
I could not find documentation that reveal the motivations behind this rejec-
tion; yet, the different positions of committee and council on the matter goes 
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to show that street naming was a potentially contentious process that was sub-
jected to constant renegotiation. Perhaps as a consequence of the constant 
squabbles over suitable names – in 1879, one of the representatives ushered to 
make haste with the matter as “the new city maps awaited their street names” 
– the clustering of thematic names happened less systematically in the Norwe-
gian capital than in Copenhagen or Stockholm, despite the expressed intention 
to implement some kind of “system based on idea association” that could guide 
people’s sense of direction.910 To name just one example, Tors gate indeed runs 
into Balders gate and crosses Odins gate, but someone who wants to go by foot 
from Odins gate to Friggs vei (named in 1937) has a one-and-a-half-hour’s walk 
cut out for them.911   

 In all three Scandinavian capitals, then, streets, squares, and other 
public spaces would be named after Norse gods and heroes in the closing de-
cades of the nineteenth century, thus amounting to a truly pan-Scandinavian 
phenomenon. To be sure, the available documents never mention the Scandi-
navian dimension as a motivation for using this category, whereas, by contrast, 
the need to reflect local or national identity is at various times made explicit, as 
in the above quoted excerpt from the Christiania City Council’s minutes. Nev-
ertheless, there are at least two elements that can place this practice in a wider 
Scandinavian context. The first is the involvement of dedicated Scandinavists in 
the city planning efforts. Carl Säve’s work in Uppsala is the most eye-catching 
example, but also in other cities participants of past student meetings had ac-
quired prominent positions in municipal administrations and arguably brought 
their Scandinavist convictions to the drawing table. As shown in Chapter 12, 
virtually all members of the 1863–64 street naming committee in Christiania 
had participated in the Scandinavia student manifestations of 1851–52. In Co-
penhagen, the National-Liberal politician and lawyer Lars Christian Larsen 
(1813–73) served the municipal administration for the larger part of his profes-
sional life, acting as the city’s mayor from 1863 until his death. Larsen had been 
present during the student festivities there in 1845 and 1862, and had, in 1845, 
acted as attorney to his brother in law, who had been prosecuted for a speech 
held during the student meeting of that year. It was during his tenure as chair-
man of the city council – which was responsible for drafting the naming pro-
posals – that the first streets in the Mythology District received their names. 

 Perhaps more importantly, the spike in the introduction of mythologi-
cal street names towards the end of the century intersects with a new peak in 
the interest for ancient Scandinavian culture that not without reason could be 
called a second Nordic Renaissance. With a more specific focus on Sweden, Bo 
Grandien has coined the term ‘Neo-Gothicism’ to describe the revived preoc-
cupation with the Old-Norse in art, design, architecture, and publishing, as 
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well as pedagogical thought.912 Much in line with Pred’s observations on the 
ideological intentions of the Stockholm city planners, Grandien maintains that 
Neo-Gothicism – although ideologically speaking fundamentally a blank canvas 
that could be appropriated by any section of the political spectrum – from the 
1870s onwards increasingly “came to serve the conservative forces in society. It 
became the objective to try to constrict the struggles of the age in dragon or-
naments (drakslingor).”913 The names of Norse gods gracing street signs formed 
part of a disciplinary programme that, by immersing the public in the shared 
and glorious past, promoted a collective identity that transcended social and 
political differences, and that in that capacity formed an antidote against the 
disruptive effects of modernization and urbanization.914  

ENEMY IN THE STREETS?

Next to Norse Antiquity also the later centuries were part of these efforts to 
imprint the dominant vision of the past on the physical reality of the city scape. 
Interestingly, street-naming practices neatly reflect the general Scandinavist 
historical narrative when inspiration is taken from the Middle Ages and after. 
There are Odin streets and Thor streets everywhere in Scandinavia, but once 
moving beyond legendary antiquity, the three countries indeed branch off into 
three more narrowly national understandings of history. Thus, in Christiania 
we find streets named after Harald Hårfagre (1911), Gyda (1911), Olav Kyrre 
(1896), and Magnus Barfot (1914); in Stockholm after Engelbrekt, Birger Jarl, and 
Saint Erik (all in 1885); and in Copenhagen after Absalon (1859), Valdemar I 
(1859), and Peder Skram (1868), while these names never appear on a street sign 
outside their national context. Conversely, the three branches ‘bend together 
again’ when names are picked from after 1814, with people like Ibsen, Ling, 
Grieg, Branting, Nobel, Finsen, and Andersen receiving streets across Scandi-
navia (and indeed often outside Scandinavia as well due to their international 
reputation – it certainly helps to invent or receive a Nobel Prize). 

Once again, figures from the time of Danish-Norwegian union form a no-
table exception to this general rule, as pointed out in the previous chapter. An-
other exception are streets named after men of science like Carl von Linné or 
Tycho Brahe. In the present chapter, however, I want to focus on another re-
markable phenomenon: the naming of streets after historical enemies from a 
neighbouring country. What does this practice reveal about the possible com-
munication of a Scandinavian identity on the city planning level?

A first notable example was to be found in Christiania, where a relatively 
small street in a poor neighbourhood was named after Carl XII in 1874. The 
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street is not there anymore today; in the 1960s, it had to make way for the Oslo 
metro line.915 Erlend Tiedemann posits that this “somewhat comical honour” 
bestowed upon one of Sweden’s greatest kings could be read as a form of polit-
ical criticism towards Swedish rule. At the same time Tiedemann concedes that 
it was not just a random backward street that had been chosen: it had been on 
this very location that “Tolvte Carl” had taken up quarters during the siege of 
Akershus Castle in 1716. A plaque on the exact address taught passers-by on 
this fact. Tiedemann sees this at poking insult at Sweden by reminding them of 
Carl’s defeat and eventual death on Norwegian soil.916 

I beg to disagree with Tiedemann’s tentative suggestions. To begin with, 
Swedish politicians can hardly be perceived as the audience of both street sign 
and memorial plaque – the intended audience would primarily have been the 
local residents. Therefore, I would like to postulate the hypothesis that Karl den 
XIIs gate not primarily sought to either venerate or deprecate its namesake, but 
instead should be seen as a means to elevate the street, instilling some measure 
of pride on its residents by letting them know they lived on a site of historical 
importance. In this sense, the inhabitants of this particular street were in a 
fairly direct way made part of Norway’s dominant historical narrative. Svend 
Cedergreen Bech, though arguably unintentionally so, seems to hint at this po-
tentially morale-boosting side-effect of commemorative street names when he, 
in the context of the Nørrebro district in Copenhagen, speaks of “pretty names 
[in] bad circumstances.”917 This offers further evidence to the position put for-
ward by Pred and Azaryahu that “the use of official street names [was] an addi-
tional [nation-building] measure to regulate space and to control the residents 
of the city, especially the lower classes, in a period of increasing social tensions 
and political radicalism.”918

Secondly, it should be recalled that the general perception of Carl XII in 
Norwegian historiography was a largely positive one, as has been discussed in 
relation to Rudolf Muus’s portrayal of the king in his novel Svenskerne paa Nor-
derhov (Chapter 13).919 This adherence to the Swedish and Scandinavist tradi-
tions on Carl XII also suggests that the name of the street would likely not have 
inspired strong resistance from Norwegian quarters either, as this decision 
could also be interpreted in direct contrast to Tiedemann’s position: why name 
a street after a historical rival? Does that not stimulate Swedish policies to 
strengthen the union? A short commentary in Aftenposten on the name revi-
sions of 1874 even points at the opposite reaction. The anonymous author 
unironically advices the responsible committee to rename a street Svensk-
estrædet (“The Swedish Alley”) because of its close proximity to Karl den XIIs 
gate.920 Although this is admittedly only circumstantial evidence, it at the very 
least gives us one example that shows that the seemingly contra-intuitive step 
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of naming a street after a famous historical invader could also have the effect 
of tying both parties in the union closer together by stressing common histori-
cal memories. One should also not forget that Christiania’s main street – Karl 
Johans gate – was named (in 1852) after the Swedish king that had initiated the 
union between the two countries. Such street names imprinted Norway’s his-
torical and political connectedness to Sweden in the urban setting, making it 
part of people’s daily routines. 

A more Scandinavian dimension was added in 1878, when the area known 
as Rodeløkka was incorporated into the city and most of the streets received 
names after Swedish and Danish cities.921 Also in this case, the minutes of the 
committee give no ideological motivation and even merely speak of streets 
named after “Norwegian and foreign cities”, although these “foreign cities” 
were exclusively Danish and Swedish.922 Copenhagen would follow this ap-
proach towards the end of the century, when streets around the pre-existing 
Stockholmsgade were classified under the categories ‘Norway’ and ‘Sweden’.923 
Stockholm legged far behind its Scandinavian counterparts in this respect; only 
in the 1970s, the category ‘Nordic topography’ – which next to Denmark and 
Norway included Iceland, Finland, the Faroe Islands, and Greenland – was ap-
plied in newly-constructed suburbs.924 

Also in Copenhagen we find two streets named after Swedish kings that 
had waged war against the neighbours. The monarchs in question are Gustaf II 
Adolf and Carl XIV Johan, who both received the honour around 1903 in the 
district of Østerbro. Bent Jørgensen argues that the streets are indeed formally 
named after these two Swedish greats, but that they should also be seen as a 
kind of self-dedication by the entrepreneur and landowner Johan Frederik 
Adolphsen (1859–1917), who had been greatly involved in the development of 
this part of the city.925 Indeed, another street in the area was briefly called 
Adolphsensgade, after the same landowner, until 1925.926 Bearing this in mind, 
Gustav Adolfs Gade and Carl Johans Gade fit better in the neighbourhood, 
where many of the smaller streets are named after landowners or local resi-
dents of some repute; there are no other historical or Swedish denominations 
in these parts. Nevertheless, the first association would logically be with the 
Swedish kings, and it can be considered insightful that the names did not lead 
to any noteworthy protest. A sign of the times, most likely, as in these years 
Scandinavian fraternization and cooperation reached new heights under the 
banner of Neo-Scandinavism, and in Copenhagen the naming of streets after, 
first, Norwegian and Swedish cities, and later Gustaf Adolf and Carl Johan suit-
ed well with this blossoming of inter-Scandinavian relations. 
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There is a ‘Scandinavia’ on the city level, so much can be gathered from 
the above survey. Christiania, Copenhagen, and Stockholm all went through an 
unprecedented growth in the second half of the nineteenth century, warrant-
ing the need for functional and systematic street-naming policies. In all three 
cities, historicist street names went hand in hand with nation-building inten-
tions, which in turn formed part of regulatory measures designed to relieve so-
cial tensions. A Scandinavian dimension can be discerned in the dedication of 
streets after Norse gods, saga heroes, historical figures from the neighbouring 
countries, and Scandinavian geography, although it has to be said that these 
last two categories are a lot more pronounced in Christiania and Copenhagen 
than in Swedish cities, where the focus is more strictly national; there are no 
Stockholmian equivalents to Karl den XIIs gate or Gustav Adolfs Gade. It is un-
clear in how far street-naming committees took inspiration from other Scandi-
navian cities or even sought cooperation or consultation – the first pan-Scan-
dinavian municipal conference would be arranged in 1923927 – but other major 
European cities definitely served as models. The Christiania committee had for 
example opted to name streets after cities because “one saw this applied ev-
erywhere in Europe.”928 The explicit choice for Danish and Swedish cities in this 
case interweaved Scandinavia in Christiania’s fabric. The typically Scandinavian 
practice of naming streets after the Norse gods would have the same effect. 
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Chapter 15

A Valkyrie in the Park
City Planning, Tourism Marketing, and Old-Norse Sculpture

In 1812, Jens Møller concluded his speech on the artistic usability of Norse my-
thology (Chapter 2) with an appeal to bring artworks to “our public squares and 
walkways” in order to inspire both a sense for art and a love for the fatherland 
among the daily passers-by.929 N.L. Høyen repeated Møller’s advice in his reso-
nating speech from 1844 (Chapter 7), lamenting that “we are still painfully far 
from this endeavour getting proper attention in our country. Look at our 
squares, our public buildings, our walkways, our churchyards – how often is it 
not poverty and emptiness that meets the eye?”930 Unfortunately for Høyen, 
and for Møller, the streets and squares would remain virtually empty for sever-
al more decades. It was only with the accelerating urbanization in the final part 
of the century that mythological creatures in bronze or marble came to inhabit 
street corners, squares, parks, fountains. The rapid expansion of the main 
Scandinavian cities created new challenges to as well as opportunities for ur-
ban planning. Part of the redevelopment of old areas and the construction of 
new districts was the placement of public art, monuments, and memorials that 
helped establish a collective memory. As elsewhere in Europe, statues of mon-
archs, poets, painters, and other celebrated historic figures came to speckle 
central squares and boulevards together with monuments commemorating de-
cisive moments from the nation’s past, such as historic battles won or lost.931 
This monumental refurbishing of the cities served the same purposes as his-
toricist street-naming in communicating a hegemonic vision on national iden-
tity that offered the whole of society a common story that suffused societal 
tensions.932 

Norse-inspired sculpture can be considered a phenomenon more partic-
ular for Scandinavia. Yet, contrary to the wishes of Møller and Høyen, there 
dissemination was not particularly widespread – that is to say, outside the walls 
of museums. When confining ourselves to the capital cities, there are only five 
examples of Old-Norse sculpture prior to 1919. In Copenhagen, we find a statue 
of a ferocious Valkyrie as well as the monumental Gefion Fountain, in Stock-
holm the Molin Fountain, the sculptures of four Norse gods that guard the 
Djurgård Bridge, and another fountain: “Tors Fiske” (Thor’s Fishing). The most 
prominent example of Old-Norse inspired public art in Christiania – by that 
time already renamed Oslo – would appear as late as 1950 and concern the 
woodcuts with scenes from Norse mythology that adorn the outdoor gallery of 
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the City Hall; these works by Dagfin Werenskiold (1892–1977) thus sadly fall 
outside the scope of this study. The five art works from Copenhagen and 
Stockholm will be subjected to closer scrutiny in the present chapter. The 
guiding question is principally the same as in the investigation of the streets 
names: in how far do these sculptures add a particular Scandinavian flavour to 
the physical public sphere? 

COPENHAGEN: A TRINITY OF SCANDINAVIAN SCULPTURE

Next to the national interest attached to Norse mythology, the appearance of 
saga sculpture in Scandinavian cityscapes – however hesitant their installation 
may have been – accentuates the radical change in aesthetic norms and tastes 
that had occurred over the course of a century. Case in point is the Valkyrie 
that was placed in Copenhagen in 1910 in a park close to the Citadel.933 The art-
ist was the Norwegian-born Stephan Sinding (1846–1922), who had acquired 
Danish citizenship in 1890. He portrayed the female warrior naked but for a 
cape or cloak that whirls around her in what must be a powerful wind that also 
blows her hair wildly across her face. She is riding a furious stallion; both horse 
and rider prepare themselves for battle with notable joy, the Valkyrie’s mouth 
opened in a lustful, aggressive scream (Ill. 15.1). In an interview with the Norwe-
gian newspaper Morgenbladet, Sinding explained that a violent thunderstorm 
that once, when he was still  a young man, caught him off guard while hiking in 
the Norwegian mountains inspired him to make this statue of a Valkyrie, which 
for him represented an artistic invocation of the wild, destructive forces of na-
ture.934 In his autobiography, Sinding recounted of the experience in further 
detail, likening the storm to the ancient folk myth of the ‘Wild Hunt’, a parade 
of huntsmen, horses, hounds, and, occasionally, Valkyries in wild pursuit across 
the skies, in the Scandinavian version often headed by either Odin or Thor:

It became as dark as night, and then it started pouring down, the storm 
dashed forward as a raging pack of horsemen in large, black, wavering 
cloaks. Singeing lightning of lances in the sky. Ruffling on shields, burst-
ing thunder strokes, the earth shook, and the rocks above my head 
groaned. 

 It was the ride of the Valkyries. They came from the mountains – 
howling, screaming in the storm right above the place where I sat and 

cowered.935

Back in his day, Torkel Baden would without a doubt have been appalled by a 
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statue of such an impudent disposition (Chapter 3), but by the year 1910 the re-
views were riveting. Morgenbladet even hailed the Valkyrie, not only as Sind-
ing’s “most stunning work”, but also “as one of the most magnificent works in 
modern art in general.”936 One aspect of cultural criticism that had not changed, 
however, was the almost customary comparison between the Classical concept 
of beauty and the more domestic-Nordic notion of the sublime that had ac-
companied the cultivation of Norse mythology since the very start. The Danish 
newspaper Dannebrog cites a correspondent from the Norwegian Aftenposten, 
who struck a comparison between the recently revealed statue and an earlier 
statuette (1904) that Sinding had made of a Valkyrie and that was exhibited in 
the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek: 

The Valkyrie in the Glyptotek […] served as a model for the new statue. 
Both the idea and the pose are about the same – and yet there is a 
world of difference between the two, the new and the old. It is the fe-
rocity, the combativeness that was lacking in the first group that is the 
most prominent feature of the new one. The first Valkyrie is beautiful in 
the classical sense. The profile of her face is Greek, her expression se-

rene, her mouth closed, the look in her eyes steady, she looks straight 
ahead. Her cloth is finely draped over her delicate, slender figure from 
the waist down all the way to her feet. 

The new Valkyrie is the personification of ferocity. There is no trace of 
classical beauty. This is a young barbarian woman, wild and blood-
thirsty, yearning for battle. […] There is a whirling force, a captivating 
intensity, a blood-dripping, unruly ferociousness over this new Valkyrie 
that grabs the spectator on a very elementary level and carries him 
away.937

In the words of this critic, the dichotomy between North and South is once 
again connected to diverging aesthetical paradigms, whereby the sublime in-
tensity of the north notably holds preference, at least in this review, over the 
refined delicacy of the south. Certainly, the attributed national character of the 
sublime aesthetics added to the appraisal for the work. A review in the daily 
København makes this explicit by extolling the “strong and national composi-
tion.”938 At the same time, the Valkyrie, both as a creature hailing from the 
shared mythical mainspring of the Scandinavians and as a symbolistic expres-
sion of the sublime forces of Nordic nature, can be perceived as a marker of the 
intrinsically Scandinavian constitution of Danish cultural identity.    
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Ill. 15.1 - Stephan Sinding, Valkyrie (1910). Personal photo. Note that the sculpture is damaged in this picture, 

with the lower part of the spear being broken off.

The Scandinavian aspect of this type of public art representing mytho-
logical or saga figures becomes amplified when employing an alternative per-
spective, and that perspective is that of tourism. The same modernization pro-
cesses that induced the rapid urbanization of the late nineteenth century also 
created the infrastructure for future mass tourism.939 The emerging tourism 
market gave municipal authorities yet another dimension to take into consid-
eration in their city planning activities. For a city like Copenhagen, monumen-
talisation not only served to underscore its status as the national capital, but 
the installation of new monuments and art works also contributed to the bol-
stering of an, indeed, monumental charisma with which to attract (foreign) visi-
tors.940 Of course, cultivating the idiosyncratically national – amounting to a 
tendency for self-exotification – helped creating a unique and recognizable 
profile towards the outside world, and it is in this context that the Norse dei-
ties were appropriated in order to represent a characteristically ancient-Norse 
side of national identity.941 It is not unimaginable that this was at least partly 
done to cater to the expectations of foreign tourists. The decades around 1900 
saw an unprecedented interest in Viking culture in first and foremost Britain 
and Germany, while Brits and Germans by far formed the largest groups of 
tourists visiting Scandinavia.942

 In Copenhagen, a central player in the cultural proliferation of the city 
was the Ny Carlsbergfondet (New Carlsberg Foundation), founded in 1902 by 
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Carl Jacobsen (1842–1914), heir to the brewery imperium of his father J. C. Ja-
cobsen (1811–87). Stephan Sinding had been one of Jacobsen’s earliest protégés 
and his Valkyrie, as many of his other works, had been financed with Carlsberg 
money.943 The impact of the foundation and its founder on the appearance of 
Copenhagen can hardly be overstated. Next to the extension of his personal art 
collection in the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Carl Jacobsen was arduously dedicat-
ed to the decoration of public space in the Danish capital. The New Carlsberg 
Foundation supported such initiatives financially and earlier, in 1879, Jacobsen 
had founded the Albertina Foundation which was entirely aimed at installing 
sculpture in public parks. Bringing art to the people was an important motiva-
tion for him, also because he, like his father, believed in the popular enlighten-
ment aspect of art. At the occasion of the establishment of the Albertina Foun-
dation the younger Jacobsen wrote:

Art museums do of course have their value, and we cannot do without 
them, but we should not be satisfied with piling everything up in these 
few places, where the art works only now and then can be seen by the 

occasional visitor – they should be everyone’s joy and property.944

Personally, Jacobsen had a preference for classical and contemporary French 
sculpture. The first sculptures acquired by the foundation were in majority 
castings of classical works, which were to give Copenhagen’s parks a more 
southern-European grandeur. But Jacobsen would develop an eye for original 
Danish works as well. One of the more prestigious and anticipated projects he 
would put his weight behind was the Gefion Fountain. 

The goddess Gefion rides her chariot and whips four mighty oxen into 
action. Water splashes around their muscular bodies and down into a basin, 
where snakes and giants hiss and spit water at the toiling animals and their di-
vine master… The myth of Gefjon recounts of the mythical origins of the island 
of Zealand, on which Copenhagen is located. According to the Prose Edda, the 
Swedish king Gylfe gave a goddess with the name of Gefion the right to own 
the land that she could plough within one day. She turned her four giant sons 
into oxen, who ploughed so hard and so deep that the land got uprooted and 
could be dragged into the sea and Gefion named it Zealand. The space that was 
left behind in Sweden became a lake, according to that same myth, and that 
lake was named Lake Mälaren. 



305

Ill. 15.2 - Paul Fischer, Promenade ved Gefionspringvandet (Strole around the Gefion Fountain, date un-
known). Public domain. Paul Fischer (1860–1934) made a whole series of paintings depicting daily life in 
Copenhagen. The series at the same time subtly serves as a pictorial tour across the capital’s touristic 
highlights, including Tivoli, the Gefion Fountain, the Round Tower, and the Royal Theater. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, many of these paintings – including this one – were used for depiction on postcards.

The building of the fountain was from the start haunted by misfortune and 
constant quarrelling between the various parties involved in the process, which 
from drawing table (1897) to actual unveiling (1908) took no less than eleven 
years. The sculptor Anders Bundgaard (1864–1937) had delivered his first sketch 
in reaction to a competition arranged by the Carlsberg Foundation at the occa-
sion of the 50th anniversary of the brewery. Bundgaard’s plans were not deemed 
suitable for the intended location in front of Carlsberg’s new main office, but 
the Foundation agreed – in cooperation with the City Board – to finance the 
project nonetheless and locate the fountain close to the Citadel and at the wa-
terfront, just a short walk away from the place were Sinding’s fiery Valkyrie 
would be installed two years later. A contract between Bundgaard and the fi-
nancers was signed in 1899. However, Bundgaard was for a long time unable to 
find a suitable workshop and when he ultimately found one, it turned out to 
offer little protection against low temperatures: his first attempt cracked in the 
freezing cold and the poor Bundgaard had to begin all over again. Various tech-
nical mishaps were to follow in the years to come and only in the spring of 1904 
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the sculptor could announce that he was in the finalizing phase. But at this 
point there turned out to be a misunderstanding between Bundgaard and the 
financers concerning the terms of the contract: whereas Bundgaard had been 
in the belief that he had worked on commission, the other party was of the 
opinion that they could still pull the plug once they had seen the plaster cast 
erected on location and were dissatisfied with the result. The emotions ran 
high and in the end the issue was even brought to the public meeting of the 
city council. Also the mayor felt forced to make a statement on the matter.945 

The newspapers kept the public up to date with all the latest develop-
ments in the dossier, so that readers could follow the development process at 
almost every step of the way. Because of this great media attention – no doubt 
fuelled by all the drama – it is safe to say that the Gefion Fountain became one 
of the most anticipated art works in Danish history. In their reporting, most 
newspapers sided with Bundgaard, who was repeatedly described as a “true 
Danish artist, who is much loved by the people.”946 The test unveiling with the 
plaster model would take place in September 1905, an event that was again ex-
tensively covered by the media. The general opinion was that the trial had been 
a resounding success for Bundgaard, despite the fact that the work clearly still 
needed some adjustments. Both the people and the art critics showed great 
enthusiasm for his work. Berlingske quipped that if Bundgaard’s opponents had 
instigated this test, “he owned them his gratitude, for he had now had the op-
portunity to judge his own work […] in the proper environment.”947 

 Most of the other newspaper reports on the test unveiling emphasized 
the popular and national character of Bundgaard’s sculpture. Morgenbladet 
Adresse-Avisen deemed the design “as Danish as Bundgaard himself.”948 So-
cial-Demokraten interpreted Gefion as a symbol of the nation: not only had a 
girl from Bundgaard’s native Jutland been the model for the plaster goddess, 
the four oxen and the water that foamed from under their plough represented 
life in Denmark: the earth, the sea, and cattle – the country’s most important 
agricultural sector. “More clearly can it not be expressed in a plastic work: this 
is Denmark!”949 The art critic Erik Schiødte (1849–1909) came to a slightly dif-
ferent reading in Dannebrog; he saw the oxen as a representation of Danish na-
ture and as a symbol of the ancient race that had built the dolmen and tumuli 
that are so characteristic of the national landscape.950 Only the earlier cited ar-
ticle in Berlingske placed the fountain in a broader Scandinavian context, yet 
not so much in connection to its subject, but on account of it being a great ex-
ample of Frilufts-Kunst (“outdoor art”). In an echo of Jacobsen’s agenda, the au-
thor argued that Gefion belonged to the people rather than to the “salon”, a de-
velopment which he considered to be “not only in tune with the times, but also 
of good Nordic stock and highly refreshing (my emphasis).”951 Once again, in this 
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remark, Scandinavia is associated with an egalitarian worldview that gives cen-
tre stage to the interest of the common man.  

In his review, Schiødte welcomed Gefion as a “truly monumental work of 
art, a work of art that will absolutely become a jewel in our monument-lacking 
city,” even going as far as calling it “a slap in the face of the small-mindedness 
that always asserts itself in our country when sculpture wants to remind the 
public of its right of existence.”952 Other commentators drew a direct line be-
tween the monumentality of the fountain and tourism. A year before the un-
veiling, Folkeblad Sydjylland predicted that Gefion would become one of the 
main attractions of Copenhagen, while Aalborg Amtstidende called the fountain 
a true masterpiece that would bring Bundgaard world fame as it “shall be seen 
by every tourist.”953 The international tourist market was indeed immediately 
served by the famed Baedeker Guide, which included the fountain already in its 
edition for 1909, albeit with the incorrect erection date of 1906.954 This was 
corrected in the next edition (1912) and the adjective “pretty” was added before 
“Gefion Fountain, erected by A. Bundgaard.”955

A third monument with strong Scandinavian connotations was inaugu-
rated in 1920, again close to the Citadel, and was also the work of Bundgaard. 
This was the memorial for the 28 Norwegian, Swedish, and Finnish volunteers 
who had died, or had been severely injured, during the two Schleswig Wars (Ill. 
0.1). The monument was initiated on the occasion of the reunion of Southern 
Jutland with Denmark as part of the peace settlements after World War I and 
consists of a burial chamber and an allegorical female figure (Denmark) holding 
the Danish flag; the inscription features the coats of arms of  Norway, Finland, 
and Sweden, and the names of the commemorated soldiers. Whereas both the 
Valkyrie by Sinding and the goddess by Bundgaard evoked a symbolic image of 
Scandinavian mythology and Nordic nature in Copenhagen’s urban landscape, 
the ‘Memorial to Nordic Volunteers and Fallen’, as is the official name, remind-
ed of shared suffering in the recent past, and of the most prominent instance 
of pan-Scandinavian solidarity. The megalithic appearance of the burial cham-
ber could furthermore be interpreted as a reference to the ancient roots of the 
Nordic peoples. As such, the monument captures the shared historical destiny 
of the Scandinavian nations, running from these ancient roots to – what ap-
peared to be – the final settlement of the Schleswig question, which back in the 
day had been the one issue that had propelled Scandinavism into a political 
movement.
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STOCKHOLM: NORDIC FAIRS, NORDIC CULTIVATION, 
AND NORDIC IRRITATION

Of the Scandinavian capitals, Stockholm had been first out with a public monu-
ment inspired by Norse mythology. The plaster cast of a fountain made by Jo-
han Peter Molin (1814–73) had been the centre piece of the Stockholm Exposi-
tion of 1866 (Ill. 15.3). In six separate groups, the fountain features a motif that 
was especially popular in Sweden: the sea god Ægir, his wife Ran, and their nine 
daughters who listen to a river spirit – Näcken – playing the harp. Blommér’s 
painting with then same motif (see Chapter 7) was one of the main sources of 
inspiration for Molin.956 In the sculptor’s vision, the upper bowl symbolized 
Lake Mälaren, while the lower basin represented the Baltic Sea; not coinciden-
tally, the exhibition hall was built on the place where in past times the river 
Näckströmmen(!) connected these two water masses.957 The work as such 
forms an allegory for the meeting between the deities of the sea and those of 
the inland lakes, and in more general terms symbolizes man’s relation with na-
ture and the landscape. In its invocation of the mythical and natural origins of 
the city, as well as its reference to Lake Mälaren, Molin’s fountain can very well 
be perceived as the Stockholmian equivalent of the Gefion Fountain in Copen-
hagen. 

Molin’s fountain reaped such appraisal and admiration during the exposi-
tion that a subscription was organized to have the work cast in a more sustain-
able material and installed permanently in a public place, preferably at the 
same location where the temporary exhibition hall had stood: Kungsträdgården 
Park in the centre of town. The correspondent of Jönköpings Tidning wrote 
that the fountain, if erected, would form a “lasting memory of Sweden’s first 
General Exposition and at the same time a great example of Swedish ingenuity 
as well as of an artistic talent of pure, Nordic originality.”958 The official public 
appeal was published as soon as 30 June and was signed by the crown prince 
and other notables. The announcement called the installation of the fountain a 
matter of national importance and appealed to the public’s sense for “beauty, 
but above all for the national, the purely Nordic, which rarely, if ever, has found 
such a complete expression.”959 The intentions for showcasing this particular 
work on a public place were thus made very explicit: it would grant Stockholm 
a whiff of prestige and at the same time radiate national identity – and that na-
tional identity, here, was of a fundamentally “purely” Nordic nature. 
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Ill. 15.3 – The plaster cast of Molin’s Fountain was the centre piece of the 1866 Great Industrial Exposi-
tion in Stockholm. This photo was taken during the opening ceremony on 15 June. (Johannes Jäger / 
Stockholm Museum).

In November 1866, a concert featuring no less than 1,000 vocalists was 
organized to give a significant impulse to the fundraising campaign. By March 
1867 enough money had been collected for Molin to start casting the mytho-
logical figures in bronze,960 but the work on the larger structure could only be 
commenced in 1871; two years later Molin’s fountain was inaugurated, shortly 
after its maker had died.961

Bo Grandien writes that Molin’s Fountain represents the first time the 
Old-Norse was used as a commercial symbol; it had been the flagship of Scan-
dinavia’s first industrial fair and constituted a lasting souvenir of this event. The 
artwork simultaneously anticipated the use of Old-Norse iconography in in-
dustrial design, which from the late 1860s onwards became the designated way 
to develop a particularly national style in consumer goods.962 The advances 
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made in industrial production, so proudly exhibited during the Exposition, 
were likewise reflected in the large-scale procreativity spawned by the excep-
tional popularity of the fountain. Already in 1866, a booklet containing seven 
photographs of the plaster cast was published in support of the fundraising 
campaign; it very quickly sold out its first print. And once the bronze fountain 
had been unveiled, miniature versions in porcelain were marketed that people 
could buy and put on their mantelpiece. In addition to these popular tokens a 
group of actors under the directorship of Knut Tivander (1842–89) toured the 
country with a series of tableaux vivants representing the various sculpture 
groups of the fountain.963 As a memory site, Molin’s Fountain thus proved to be 
more mobile than its locatedness might suggest, offering a variety of embodied 
experiences with the past, not solely connected to the original landmark – 
serving as a local meeting point, a touristic highlight – but for a few years also 
including the pleasurable experience of a theatre visit as well as the long-last-
ing banality of a small trinket on display in the intimacy of the own home.964 
Rather than an object of nostalgia, however, the fountain through its origin as 
the centrepiece of Scandinavia’s first industrial fair, its modern production pro-
cess, and its mass-produced reproductions symbolized modern, industrialized 
Sweden – a Sweden, moreover, that everyone literally could form part of by 
donating for the fountain’s erection, by buying one of its small-sized or photo-
graphed replicas, or by simply enjoying the material object on its public loca-
tion. As Grandien observes, “the Old-Norse was not all looking back and mel-
ancholy, it also represented optimism, forward thinking, and national 
reinforcement.”965

Like Molin’s Ægir and his wife and daughters before them, the next group 
of Norse gods appearing on the Stockholm streets did so on the occasion of a 
grand Scandinavian event: the General Art and Industrial Exposition of 1897. 
The exhibition site was located on the island of Djurgården and the prepara-
tions for the mass event involved the building of the Djurgård Bridge. On both 
sides of the water, the bridge is flanked by granite columns, with on the top of 
each a Norse god in zinc: Heimdall, Thor, Frigg, and Freya. The sculptures were 
the work of Rolf Adlersparre (1859–1943). Puzzlingly enough, the sculptures are 
not mentioned at all in the extensive official publications dedicated to the fair, 
which in general can be described as a panegyric on Sweden’s industrial and 
economic prowess.966 Also the newspapers – from all three countries – re-
mained silent on their unveiling. Only Svenska Dagbladet spent a single sen-
tence on Adlersparre’s work, writing that the bridge would become “the first 
bridge in Stockholm that, in accordance with what is common abroad, will be 
decorated with symbolic statues,” indicating that the statues, at least according 
to this publication, did have a role to play in affirming Stockholm’s status as a 
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great European capital, but in general no explicit mention was made of Norse 
mythology or Nordic identity in connection to their production and inaugura-
tion.967 

At this point, it might be insightful to briefly interrupt our tour across 
Stockholm’s mythological monuments and direct our attention to the Exposi-
tion of 1897, as its proceedings reveal some interesting aspects of the dynamics 
between Scandinavism and nationalism around the turn of the century. The 
grand event of 1897 formed the fourth, and final, Nordic Exposition in a series 
that had started in the Swedish capital in 1866 and had visited Copenhagen in 
1872 and 1888. These Nordic Fairs were regional-Scandinavian variations on the 
World Fairs that were successful global events ever since the first edition in 
London, 1851. Over the decades, the World Fairs developed into the designated 
stage where nations could display their most ‘authentic’ and alluring identity by 
showcasing, among much more, their characteristic architecture, traditional 
dress, and national cuisine.968 There is a clear connection between these ide-
al-typical national pavilions and the expanding tourism industry, as the partici-
pating countries could in this manner present themselves as attractive tourist 
destinations, offering appetizers of their specific cultures in condensed and 
standardized forms.969 At the same time, the Fairs often created new touristic 
landmarks in the host city, with the Eiffel Tower undoubtedly as the most out-
standing example. In Stockholm, Molin’s fountain and Adlersparre’s bridge 
guardians – though in no way as iconic as the Parisian spiral – proved to be a 
permanent legacy of the temporary events. Owing to their Old-Norse motifs, 
these life-size souvenirs reflect the pan-national consolidation that was, next 
to the focus on national self-promotion, an important function of the exhibi-
tion of 1897. The event, which lasted for more than three months, accommo-
dated no less than fourteen pan-Scandinavian meetings, as well as a Nordic 
music festival and a Nordic chess tournament.970 

Yet, finding the right balance between extolling the national and elevat-
ing the common Scandinavian was a delicate and potentially hazardous affair 
as another instance of historicism on the exhibition terrain of 1897 reveals. 
Based on a World Fair trend starting in 1884, part of Djurgården featured a re-
construction of Stockholm’s Old Town such as it had been in the sixteenth cen-
tury.971 The attentive reader might already have noticed that this was indeed 
the Stockholm of the infamous Bloodbath. A Danish news report on the Exposi-
tion – published in a dozen of Danish newspapers across the country – fea-
tured an extensive description of the festival terrain and was mildly positive 
concerning the historic copy city. However, there appears to have crept a 
touch of irritation in the correspondent’s description, when the guided tour 
takes him to the Great Market,
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where the much discussed Stockholm Bloodbath took place, where the 
Swedes never really recovered from. The visitors are shown the window 
from which Christian II – or “Christian Tyrant” like they always call him 
here – overlooked the killings.972

To be sure, other Danish commentators were unconditionally positive about 
the Old Town and only factually referred to the events of 1520, but this particu-
lar review does reveal that the Stockholm Bloodbath represented a controver-
sial memory site that was not always successfully defused, while Christian II 
was the one king that was seldom celebrated as a shared Scandinavian hero. 
While Johannes V. Jensen had presented Christian as the champion of Scandi-
navian ideals (Chapter 13), this perspective was not necessarily shared from the 
Swedish side, where the focus more commonly was on his repressive policies 
against the Swedish liberation forces.973 

In broader terms, the Danish irritation over evoking particularly this un-
easy historic memory during a pan-Scandinavian event added up to a series of 
skirmishes in the Danish and Swedish press in the course of the 1897 Exposi-
tion. As Ulf Zander has observed, this quarrelling showed that in the end Scan-
dinavism had lost the popularity battle against nationalism by some margin: “It 
was when Scandinavism was presented like an entertaining feature or ideologi-
cal stopgap in a festive context that it received most public attention and en-
dorsement around the turn of the century.”974 In this sense, it might be consid-
ered telling that although the Exposition (held between 15 May and 1 October) 
coincided with the 500th anniversary of the Kalmar Union (17 June), this was a 
fact that was only superficially addressed during the event. In fact, the com-
mentaries in the press underlined that a ‘new Kalmar Union’ was undesired and 
fortunately no longer seriously on the agenda, such as it had been during the 
heyday of political Scandinavism. Instead, a lengthy essay on the Kalmar Union 
that was published in a number of Danish newspapers ended with the conclu-
sion that “Margaret’s grand idea” was presently being fulfilled, not in the politi-
cal realm, but on the practical and cultural level, with each nation retaining its 
own character.975 Scandinavism, in other words, was all fun and games for as 
long as it did not interfere with national sovereignty and individuality. Perhaps 
the mythological monuments under discussion in this chapter can be perceived 
as such “entertaining features”, as harmless, homely instances of an ambient 
Scandinavism that supplemented national identity but did by no means over-
write it.  

The last artwork to described here, quite to the contrary of Adlersparre’s 
statues, did engender great public enthusiasm. The inauguration of the monu-
mental fountain Tors Fiske (Thor’s Fishing) in the centrally located park at Adolf 
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Fredriks torg was, despite the miserable weather conditions, attended by a 
large crowd and attracted great media attention.976 The festivities of this 3rd of 
October 1903 were the culmination of a prize competition that had been 
opened three years earlier. The competition had been initiated by a private 
party, the master builder J.P. Holmberg (1834–1910), who would also cover the 
lion’s share of the costs necessary for the realization of the winning design, 
which was from the hand of Anders Wissler (1869–1941). By rewarding Wissler, 
the jury had made a wilful decision for an Old-Norse motif.977 Centrepiece of 
Wissler’s fountain is a bronze statue of Thor who has just caught the Midgard 
serpent and raises his hammer to deliver the hellish beast a resounding blow. 
The sizeable basin features two other dragon-like beasts who angrily fire water 
at the Asa-god in the middle. Most commonly, the group is understood as rep-
resenting good overcoming evil.978 

Ill. 15.4 – Wissler working on the Midgard serpent, giving a good indication of the monumental scale of 
the fountain in its entirety. Photo taken in 1902/1903 (Public domain).

The reviews in the newspapers were without exception positive. Words like 
“impressive”, “fantastic”, grandiose”, and “original” speckled the columns, while 
Dagens Nyheter called the revealed work “perhaps even better than expect-
ed.”979 The paper continued to say that the statue would most certainly become 
popular among the people and expressed the wish that it would form an exam-
ple for others to follow. The commentator in Hallandsposten deemed Wissler’s 
achievement “one of the most beautiful images from our ancient Nordic reli-
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gion that Swedish art has created” and compared it favourably to Molin’s foun-
tain, calling the former “water art that does its name justice”, while dismissing 
the latter as “the old, dignified bronze family umbrella with its raindrops, from 
which you would think mister Näcken and Ægir’s daughters would hardly have 
to seek shelter.”980 

 Also in aesthetical terms, the two fountains are markedly different 
from each other. Molin’s sculptures had been steeped in the classical tradition. 
Molin had studied Italian Renaissance sculpture as well as Thorvaldsen for in-
spiration and his Näcken figure was modelled after a young Apollo, while the 
water sprite was traditionally presented as an older, bearded man, not dissimi-
lar to Ossian. Wissler’s statue on the other hand did not invite for such in-
ter-mythological comparisons and was repeatedly likened to Winge’s painting 
of Thor fighting the giants (Chapter 7).981 The dragons and basin ornaments 
were furthermore styled in the at the time fashionable Art Nouveau, which had 
broken through in Scandinavia during the Nordic Fair of 1897. In the Scandina-
vian countries, the new style went into a successful merger with the Old-Norse 
revival, no doubt owing greatly to the similarities with the organic iconography 
of Viking art.982 Like Molin, Wissler thus borrowed heavily from the toolkit of a 
wider European art movement, yet he immersed his work in the typical local 
Nordic variant by seeking inspiration in equal measure from Norse decorations, 
in the process giving his fountain both a modern, universal and a local, histori-
cist appearance.  

CONCLUSION: BLENDING IDENTITIES IN THE PUBLIC SPACE

In her impressive book on memory sites in Denmark, Inge Adriansen addresses 
the question which specific imagined communities are represented by the 
erection and use of the many monuments she discusses: is this community lo-
cal, regional, national, or perhaps even European?983 Although the five (groups 
of) sculptures discussed in this chapter do not exactly qualify as monuments, 
in the sense that they do not commemorate a specific historical event or per-
son – they are rather to be located in the realm of public art – the question is 
applicable nonetheless: from which geographic perspective should these Norse 
gods and creatures be seen? Which imagined community is their intended or 
unintended target? The local, the national, or the Scandinavian? 

 The recent transnational turn in cultural memory studies has height-
ened the awareness that various spatial frameworks can intersect in a single 
memory site, thus inviting us to replace the connector or in Adriansen’s ques-
tion with and.984 To illustrate: for one stroller in Stockholm’s streets crossing 
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Kungsträdsgården, Molin’s Fountain is a nostalgic emblem for the neighbour-
hood they grew up in, for another it is a canonical work of Swedish art, and for 
a third it is a symbol of Scandinavia’s most ancient culture. What Michael Roth-
berg says with regard to supposedly competing memory narratives – that 
“memory is not a zero-sum game” – also pertains to the social frameworks rel-
evant for particular acts of remembrance.985 Elsewhere Rothberg has therefore 
proposed to replace Nora’s lieux de mémoire with noeuds the mémoire (knots of 
memory) to accentuate the dynamic nature of mnemonic processes, which 
evades predetermined ‘territorialisation.’986   

Nonetheless, the varying interpretations that are attributed to a memory 
site can in some cases cause friction between different groups, which can often 
be traced back to conflicting readings of the past, or to asymmetrical power 
relations. The Danish-Swedish skirmishes over the Stockholm Bloodbath and 
Christian II provide a good example of the former, the Norwegian outrage over 
Danish appropriations of Tordenskjold an insightful illustration of the latter. In 
these specific cases, cultural memory is indeed seen by the quarrelling parties 
as competitive or uni-interpretable. On the other hand, however, different spa-
tial layers of identity converging in a single act of remembrance also have the 
potential to peacefully coexist or even mutually reinforce each other. For in-
stance, insights from the field of tourism studies learn that the use of the past 
can cater to different ‘spatial scales’ simultaneously. As G.J. Ashworth has sim-
ply put it, a historical landmark can be used to market both a town and a region 
or country as a tourist attraction.987 The Eiffel Tower – to once more return to 
that most clichéd key-chain souvenir – calls to mind France as much as it is the 
well-nigh universal symbol for Paris. Similarly, studies on early mass tourism in 
the late nineteenth century show that national identities are often promoted 
through characteristic regional products, images, traditions, and stereotypes.988 

The dynamism between the national and the pan-national can be under-
stood in a similar terms. Like regional or local identities, the greater geograph-
ical scale of the pan-national community of Scandinavia can function as a 
sounding board against which a distinctive national identity can be rein-
forced.989 In that sense, the Scandinavian forms yet another specific layer in the 
identarian fabric of a city like Copenhagen or Stockholm, to be located some-
where between the national and the cosmopolitan-European, which is repre-
sented for instance by neoclassical architecture and the antique replicas that 
Carl Jacobsen had placed throughout Copenhagen.990 The Gefion Fountain and 
Molin’s Fountain form two excellent examples of this blending of identities. 
Through their references to the natural surroundings of the cities (the origin 
myths of Zealand and Lake Mälaren) they invoke a particularly local flavour, 
while they, like the other three artworks, advance both a national and a Scandi-
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navian identity through the use of the mythological subject-matter. 

Next to the layered nature of place-identities concentrated in these 
sculptures in bronze, zinc, or stone, and the materialization of the common lit-
erary heritage, there are several other aspects that make it possible to qualify 
these statues as instances of ambient Scandinavism. Firstly, there is the aes-
thetical aspect; the invocation of the sublime in Sinding’s raging Valkyrie and 
Bundgaard and Wissler’s waterworks, as well as the use of Viking-age orna-
mentations answered to specifically northern iconographical conceptions. Sec-
ondly, and being a point more particularly for Stockholm, the pan-Scandinavian 
events of the Nordic Fairs formed an important catalyst for the construction 
and erection of Molin’s Fountain and Djurgård Bridge, while the expo of 1897 
was a stylistic inspiration for Wissler in decorating his Thor fountain in Art 
Nouveau. Finally, the press articles on the unveiling of these sculptures reveal 
yet another instance of the egalitarianism that was considered to be so typical 
of Scandinavian identity: time and again it was made clear that these artworks 
were for everyone, for the people. They indeed invited everyone to become 
part of the public sphere – and perhaps in extension the Scandinavian cultural 
sphere.


