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Preface 

Democracy is deeply established here in this country. We respect the fun-
damental principles of human rights. Muddy theories on race have never 
found footholds. We consider ourselves, willingly, as free of prejudice and 
tolerant. But, yet, it is not that simple.1 

Olof Palme, radio speech 1965

The future is certain; it is only the past that is unpredictable.2 

Russian proverb

“One never knows what a book is about until it is too late” asserted 
 cultural theorist W. J. T. Mitchell. 3 Mitchell points at the contradictory 
position writers find themselves in. Not knowing for certain what a book 
is supposed to be about, including the many kinds of responses and the 
different (possible) interpretations that come with the work when com-
pleted. It will certainly be the case with this book. Therefore, the inten-
tions of the dissertation will be thoroughly explained. First, the different 
reasons for the study will be clarified, especially because the intention can, 
and often does, alter during the years of research. I found it quite strange 
that my initial investigation into visual representations of the colonial 
world in Scandinavia, and with Sweden as the primary case study, raised 
several eyebrows. There was always a brief moment of perplexed pause 
when explaining the aim in Sweden. “But why, Sweden was never part 
of the colonial project like Great Britain, France or Germany for that 
 matter!” Visual representations of the colonial world in the last decades 
of the nineteenth century were not to be seen anywhere, people told me. 
Yet, when I looked at studies not only in art history and visual culture 
studies, but also in other disciplines in the humanities, I saw many  different 
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narratives of colonial events.4 This material was often in clusters labelled 
“beyond Europe”, “foreign countries”, “exoticism” or “orientalism.”5 
Texts and descriptions seldom commented on it, besides acknowledging 
the unusual material.6 As opposed to Anglo-American research, these 
 specific colonial discourses have thus been scarcely visible in the Scandi-
navian art history and visual culture studies contexts.7

Discussing the difficulty of examining colonial and racial issues in 
 visual culture, the visual cultural theorist Nicholas Mirzoeff described 
how he felt like an extra in a Hollywood police drama, being waved away 
from the yellow police line. The response was always the same: “There is 
nothing to see here. Move along!” It is of course not true, but when the 
statement comes from an authority we presume that we can have no re-
sponse. Mirzoeff exposed the invisibility of race within visual culture 
studies in 2010. Regarding myself and my interest in visual representa-
tions of the colonial world in Sweden, the conjecture of “there is nothing 
to be found” has followed me, often with a hint that crossing the line 
would be futile.8 It is also interesting that scholars who claimed the non-
existence of visual representations of the colonial world and those (few) 
who believed the quantity to be overwhelming still declared it to be 
harmless.9

The image of Sweden, and to some extent Scandinavia, as tolerant and 
free from “muddy race theories” is strong, as the initial quote by Swedish 
Prime Minister Olof Palme also illuminates. Yet the problem concerning 
colonial and racial issues in the art history and visual culture studies fields 
is far more complex. So is this work an attempt to reclaim these visual 
representations of the colonial world, to say that it is important, however 
small the amount may be? It would be rather simple to contradict the 
notions of non-existence, harmlessness, and unimportance. For example, 
the Swedish illustrated press published numerous articles and images 
containing representations of the colonial world on a monthly basis; 
subjects ranging from illustrated travel accounts by Henry Morton 
Stanley and orientalist art to racial cartoons. The challenge of this study 
is thus not merely to object. Art historian Reina Lewis has described the 
entwined problem with clarity: 
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[A] problem that crosses continents, yet tells us more about one than the 
others; a problem that is embedded in the seemingly distant ‘high’ culture 
of the nineteenth century, yet whose dynamics are active in everyday life 
in the late twentieth century. This problem is the relationship between 
imperialism, women, [men] and [media] culture.10

I have also met another kind of response to my research: that the subject 
investigated has been part of an ethical concern. Researchers in gender 
studies or postcolonial studies have, since the beginning in the 1960s, 
regularly been met with accusations of writing moral history. It both 
discredits the research work as well as minimizes the results. Nevertheless, 
this is not a work that aims to simplify European colonialism, and all that 
is connected with that discourse: exploitation, racism, white supremacy, 
violence, cultural and human genocide et cetera.11 The narratives will not 
be about “good and bad” visual media and representations or “good and 
bad” Swedes and Scandinavians for that matter, or viewing the Indigenous 
populations as voiceless victims. Rather, this survey wishes to investigate 
visual representations of the colonial world in both scientific and popular 
formats. Consequently, I problematize how an imperial gaze was articula-
ted at the end of the nineteenth century. 

The reason for Colonizing fever: Race and media cultures in late nineteenth-
century Sweden is my desire to confront the somewhat awkward silence and 
to see for myself whether “there is nothing to see here”. In other words, 
responding to the claim to “move along” – I prefer not to, but instead 
stick to the many colonial and racial issues in art history and visual  culture 
studies.12 Therefore, one aim of this work is to contribute to a historically 
and culturally informed perspective on contemporary struggles and 
 political events.13 This study explicates Swedish nineteenth century his-
tory and asks: what happens with our narratives of the past when visual 
representations of the colonial world, which have been previously hidden 
by blind spots, once again become visible and estrange our known histo-
ries? History (or histories), as the initial quote highlights, is not a stable 
and fixed entity but in constant flux. All interpretation is historically 
conditioned; my accounts are too. Notable scholars such as Hayden 
White, Paul Ricœur, and Frank Ankersmit have illuminated the historical 
narratives and investigated the knowledge production prompted by the 
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historian. These intellectuals have different viewpoints, but one common 
approach, which I share, unites them. That is the complex and deeply 
intertwined problem of history, narrative and language.14 In gender 
 research, expressing problems or concerns at the very beginning of work 
is not new; in fact it is a research path and a method of working.15 Reflex-
ivity concerns not just the chosen material, the questions asked or results 
achieved. It aims to focus more profoundly on the different strategies that 
are used in written language, methods, and practices. For this reason, 
metacommentaries, as literary theorist Fredric Jameson eloquently dis-
cusses, are critical.

What initially needs explanation is, in other words, not how we go about 
interpreting a text but rather why we should even have to do so. All 
 thinking about interpretation must sink itself in the strangeness, the 
 unnaturalness, of the hermeneutic situation; or to put it in another way, 
every individual interpretation must include an interpretation of its own 
existence, must show its own credentials and justify itself: every commen-
tary must be at the same time a metacommentary as well. 16

I take seriously the notion by historian Michel Foucault, developed in 
L’archéologie du savoir (1969) and L’ordre du discours (1970), that every 
epoch has its discourses, which regulate what is to be questioned and how 
those questions are to be answered.17 Scientific research is performed in a 
particular manner, from the composition (structure, chapter, headlines, 
quotes et cetera) and the choice of images represented and displayed in 
the book, to the tone of the language. Narrative, telling through written 
language, is a common expression of knowledge production within the 
humanities. The difficulties are many. However, you have to accept the 
premise of communicating in language to be able to do, or share, research 
at all. Literary theorist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s notion of the sub-
altern is consequently crucial to my understanding of (im)possible repre-
sentation and the researcher’s position as an active writer of narration and 
knowledge.18 Furthermore, this work is written for scholars, in particular, 
 historians of visual culture, art historians and media historians with an 
interest in the “lives of images”, colonial discourses and media cultures in 
the last decades of the nineteenth century.19
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REVISITING LATE NINETEENTH-CENTURY 

SWEDISH MEDIA CULTURES

In 1889, when the wax cabinet Swedish Panopticon [Svenska Panoptikon] 
opened its door to the public, one of the centrepieces was a wax display 
of the famous American explorer Henry Morton Stanley and the Swedish 
lieutenant Peter Möller. The setting depicted an episode that showed 
Stanley and Möller in a discussion about an expedition in the Congo 
jungle.20 Articles in the press were most delighted with the motif, claiming 
it to be one of the best in the whole Panopticon, since it staged a  colonial 
event in a realistic manner which the Swedish public could relate to. 
 Aftonbladet reported for example that: “the greatest illusions were truly 
made in the Congo scenes.” 21 

The Swedish Panopticon was not unique in displaying visual represen-
tations of the colonial world.22 In Sweden, and in Scandinavia for that 
matter, at the end of the nineteenth century ethnological exhibitions, 
circus performances, wax museums, travel journals, the illustrated press 
and ephemera such as posters, advertisements, postcards and brochures, 
were literally crammed with images from the overseas colonial world.23 In 
the visual arts, the orientalist art was reaching its height in the European 
salons and art market.24 Scandinavian artists such as Anders Zorn, Frans 
Odelmark, Julius Kronberg and Elisabeth Jerichau-Baumann exhibited 
and sold exotic and oriental motifs abroad as well as at home.25 Impor-
tantly, these were often reproduced in the illustrated press, where most 
people saw them.26 Additionally, racial photography and the display of 
Indigenous populations, also called ethnological exhibitions, were as 
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common as in the colonial empires as Great Britain, France and Germa-
ny.27 Remarkably, these various visual representations of the colonial 
world were circulated in an area described as localized outside of  European 
colonial activities.28 How were these representations given meaning in a 
region considered far from the centre stage of colonial politics? 

Colonizing fever investigates visual representations of the colonial world 
and makes the argument that these representations created a mutual 
 vision of the European colonial project and its civilizing mission.29 I claim 
that a mutual vision was reinforced by visual strategies and descriptions 
of how to visualize and understand the European colonial expansion and 
the civilizing mission for a Swedish audience at the end of the nineteenth 
century. Herein I make a reassessment of the concept of colonial com-
plicity, where I wish to describe how the colonial discourse was compre-
hended at the time. Discourse is used to define forms of representation: 
codes, conventions and habits of language that produce particular fields 

Wax display: “Stanley och Löjtnant P. Möller” [Stanley and Lieutenant P. Möller], 
 Vägvisare genom Svenska Panoptikon (Stockholm: Nya Tryckeri-Aktiebolaget, 1889). 
Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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of historically and culturally located meanings.30 Following Michel 
Foucault’s discursive practices, such discursive formations establishes 
 orders of truth by which dominant groups in society constitute the field 
of truth by inflicting specific knowledges, disciplines and principles upon 
subjugated groups.31 Colonial discourse is thus defined as a discourse that 
revolves around the phenomenon of colonialism.32 Moreover, the  colonial 
discourse discloses aspects of colonial relationships between a colonial 
power and those included in the communities that it colonizes. The colo-
nial discourse can hence occur on many levels, for example government 
policy, literary documents or material culture. The term was introduced 
by literary historian Edward W. Said, who saw Focualt’s notion of dis-
course as valuable for describing a system within which ranges of prac-
tices termed “colonial” come into being.33 

Building on Said, postcolonial theorist Homi K. Bhabha has illumi-
nated how certain disabling discrepancies within colonial relationships, 
such as hybridity, ambivalence and mimicry, reveal the intrinsic vulner-
ability of colonial discourse.34 Colonial discourse is accordingly a complex 
of signs and practices that organize social existence and social reproduc-
tion within colonial relations. Additionally it is a system of statements 
that can be made about colonizers and colonial peoples, about colonizing 
powers, about the relationship between the two. Basically, it centres on 
ideas of race that began to emerge at the beginning of European imperial-
ism. Through such differences it comes to represent the colonized as 
“primitive” and the colonizers as “civilized”. 35

Likewise, I argue that an imperial gaze was established, and I suggest 
that a way of looking was formed in two ways. First of all it was an exclud-
ing visual practice. The “othering” of the Indigenous population and its 
categorization in the racial hierarchy was a fundamental way to dis-
tinguish Europeans from non-Europeans. Secondly, it had an inclusive 
visuality that directed viewers to become part of, belong to and thus be 
included within the European colonial project and its civilizing mission. 
A mutual vision for the audience was hence created in which an imperial 
gaze upheld the status quo. For example, the racial photographs from the 
scientific circumnavigation, the Vanadis expedition of 1883–1885, were 
reworked in many ways and circulated as photographs, illustrated travel 
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journals and ephemera. Besides displaying (at the time more or less) 
 scientific race theories at public lectures or in an exhibition context with 
magic lanterns, these images were also intermingled with entertainment, 
leisure practices and urban everyday life cultures, which engaged in colo-
nial events. The othering of the Indigenous population thus conveyed a 
strict racial hierarchy. The Vanadis expedition itself promoted Swedish 
commercial and diplomatic ambitions; to some extent it served as a Swed-
ish colonial substitute making the nation part of the European colonial 
project and the civilizing mission, which was further accentuated through 
the illustrated press, ephemera and the visual arts.

I am interested in the development of “latent colonialism”, to use 
 literary historian Susanne Zantop’s concept, as a general urge for colo-
nial possession, rather than “manifest colonialism” targeted at a specific 
 object.36 Zantop’s study of Germany’s colonial legacy and imagination 
showed how a German national identity was formulated. Through read-
ings of historical, anthropological, literary and popular texts, Zantop has 
explored imaginary colonial encounters of “Germans” with “natives” in 
late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century literature. She has showed 
how these colonial fantasies acted as a groundwork for actual colonial 
ventures in Africa, South America and the Pacific. Zantop’s notion of 
colonial fantasies and colonial imaginations is crucial for this thesis’s 
understanding of a nation’s drive to be part of colonial endeavours with-
out any significant overseas colonies. Sweden sold its colony Saint 
 Barthélemy (in the north-eastern Caribbean) to France in 1878 and had 
no other overseas colonies in the late nineteenth century.37 Zantop ex-
plains how colonial fantasies offered an arena for creating an imaginary 
community and constructing a national identity in opposition to the 
perceived racial, sexual, ethnic or national characteristics of their others 
both outside and inside Germany, Europeans and non-Europeans alike.38 
However, in contrast to German colonial fantasies, which developed into 
a colonial reality, the Swedish overseas colonial fantasies remained 
 imagined. Therefore, the numerous mediated representations of the 
 colonial world, which could be found in the late nineteenth century, are 
intriguing and yield questions about the presence of colonial cultures in 
Sweden. 
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When discussing colonial cultures and practices, one description that 
was used in late nineteenth-century Sweden was that of a colonizing fever 
[koloniseringsfeber]. The catchphrase fever was frequently used to de-
scribe contemporary tendencies which concerned a larger part of the 
public, for example American fever [Amerikafeber], variety fever [varieté-
feber], gold fever [guldfeber], shopping fever [köpfeber] and reading fever 
[läsfeber] to mention a few.39 The cultural meaning of fever had both 
positive and negative connotations at the time; the term was ambivalent.40 

Colonial practices were negotiated and evaluated depending on con-
text. I thereby lay emphasis on the notion of the nineteenth-century 
 colonialist attitudes, which the audiences were negotiating. Foremost, 
colonizing fever as an expression in late nineteenth-century discourse was 
repeatedly used to depict colonial practices. For example, in 1885 Ny 
 Illustrerad Tidning described the British and German powers’ colonizing 
practices in New Guinea as “colonizing fever”.41 The paper explained 
colonizing fever as a condition which the European empires were in-
volved in the expansion of overseas territories. Meanwhile Scandinavia, 
and with Sweden as an example, only had smaller foreign undertakings 
and their colonizing fever was, I maintain, renegotiated and visible in 
other domains. The dissertation title “Colonizing fever” hence wishes to 
emphasize the ambivalence the historical agents spoke of. It could, how-
ever, be considered problematic to reutilize a metaphor which speaks of 
an illness that “invades” society without human interaction. Simply put, 
the metaphor could be viewed as a communication model in which  media, 
audience and recipients are seen as passive carriers. Media scholars Henry 
Jenkins, Sam Ford and Joshua Green have criticised similar notions con-
cerning the idea of “viral media” and illuminate the notion of “passive 
users”: 

There is an implicit and often explicit proposition that the spread of ideas 
and messages can occur without users’ consent and perhaps actively 
against their conscious resistance; people are duped into passing a hidden 
agenda while circulating compelling content. This notion of media as virus 
taps a larger discussion that compares systems of cultural distribution to 
biological systems.42 
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Colonizing fever should thus be seen as an indication of how various 
media were reworked in numerous ways, from country to country, from 
one medium to another. The circulation and spread of these representa-
tions were extensive, and transnational. Even though the primary focus 
of the investigation is Swedish media cultures, visual representations of 
the colonial world were not bound to stay in one place, but could be seen 
in the Nordic region (and globally), as will be shown in several examples. 
Therefore, an important differentiation is made between the empirical 
sources, as the material derives from the Swedish archives, and the object 
of study, which considers Sweden as part of a larger Scandinavian context. 

Aims and Questions 

Visual representations of the colonial world will be the subject of this 
book. The study does not attempt an analysis of colonialism per se. In brief, 
I am concerned with exploring how, in certain and distinct moments, the 
interaction between colonialism and visual representations was played out 
in connection to Swedish media cultures. The dissertation has a threefold 
aim. First of all, it seeks to draw attention to the presence of a colonial 
discourse within a material which has not received enough attention in 
art history and visual culture studies. Secondly, I analyze these visual 
 representations of the colonial world, in an expanding media culture in 
late nineteenth-century Sweden. Thirdly, my analyses (and tentative re-
sults) explore how a mutual vision of the European colonial project and 
its civilizing mission was created via visual strategies and descriptions. My 
research questions can thus be summarized as follows: How were visual 
representations of the colonial world established, circulated and given 
meaning in late nineteenth-century Sweden? How did visual represen-
tations of the colonial world create a mutual vision of the European 
 colonial project and its civilizing mission? Furthermore, how was race 
mediated, understood and given significance? 

These questions are investigated in two different thematically organ-
ized studies that concern: (1) a scientific expedition and (2) contempo-
rary entertainments. The two parts investigate visual representations of 
the colonial world and its relation to the incipient mass culture. It 
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 juxtaposes an accumulation of conspicuously and self-consciously modern 
and widespread urban everyday life cultures, for example science expedi-
tions, the press, ephemera, visual arts, visits to the ethnographical exhibi-
tions, Wild West performances, ethnological exhibitions, wax museums, 
and new consumption and leisure practices. 

The reason for framing the material into these studies is twofold. First 
of all my investigation explores materials from two emerging fields, in 
which the first one differs and takes its point of departure from a science 
context and the second from a mass culture context. However, these 
frameworks are not seen as separate and solid entities. Rather they are 
mutually interconnected and overlapping over time. Secondly, the two 
studies seek to highlight different approaches to understanding,  experiencing 
and looking – which these media practices enabled. The first investigation 
illuminates, for example, how a Swedish scientific journey spread ideas of 
race by displaying ethnographical artefacts in a museum context in which 
the audience needed a booklet to understand their implications. The 
second study highlights, for example, how the Swedish spectators ex-
perienced ideas of race by visiting Wild West performances and within 
the narrative were able to understand their own position in the racial 
hierarchy. The different media cultures hence facilitated different ways of 
comprehending colonial culture by way of a more or less explicitly staged 
imperial gaze. 

Important for my investigation is the fact that these various media are 
understood as working within a nineteenth-century media system. In 
short, I am studying the interchange between different media forms and 
formats, as well as how they concur in an ever-changing constellation. 
Therefore, the investigation has its focus on the relations between different 
media in regard of their technologies, practices and contents. The two 
parts focus on various media cultures and their capability to create a 
 mutual vision of the colonial project. In other words, this is not an inves-
tigation that analyzes what people (the audiences, the readers et cetera) 
really saw, or what they might have been thinking about representations 
of the colonial world. Tracking such empirical evidence is very difficult 
and therefore my focus is on answering questions concerning the way 
colonial representations were established, given meaning (foremost from 
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a production perspective) and circulated in an expanding media culture 
at the end of the nineteenth century in Sweden. 

In addition, the voices of “the Other” will not be the subject of this 
work since the empirical sources investigated do not contain such infor-
mation.43 Another important aspect to make clear is that the investigation 
does not analyze visual representations regarding colonial practices with-
in Sweden, for example of the Sámi culture and population. The reason 
for this delimitation is that the study is concerned with the represen-
tations of the colonial world overseas. There are, however, pioneering 
studies regarding colonial practices and cultures within the Nordic re-
gion.44 Missionary practices, in the overseas colonial world and by Swedes, 
are another delimitation.45

Colonial Modernity

Art historian Jonathan Crary has proclaimed that the problems of vision 
are inseparable from the operation of social power at the end of the nine-
teenth century.46 Crary shows how the observer, beginning in the 1820s, 
became the site of new discourses and practices that situated vision within 
the body as a physiological event. In combination with the arrival of 
 physiological optics, Crary uncovers how theories and models of sub-
jective vision were developed, which gave the observer new autonomy and 
productivity, while concurrently allowing new forms of control and 
 standardization of vision.47 Hence, with an audience creating meanings 
of their own, it was of importance to direct and control not only what the 
public was seeing but also how they understood these images. Notions of 
new ways to understand perception and standardization of vision in the 
nineteenth century will be of importance, since I will claim that the  visual 
representations of the colonial world in Sweden were directed into a 
 mutual vision of the European colonial project and civilizing mission. 
 Scandinavia, in the last decades of the nineteenth century, is regularly 
described as situated far from colonial narratives. In historical surveys, 
Sweden is often depicted as an epoch of crises of all kinds in culture and 
society, in which different groups were on the opposite sides.48 Clusters 
of problems: class struggle, women’s emancipation, issues of education, 
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housing, criminality and prostitution, were brought together and sum-
marized as “the social question”, thereby following the common narra-
tive of Europe at the fin-de-siècle.49 Similarly, the flaneur and his con-
temporary companion the flaneuse, frequently regarded as signs of 
modernity but also symbols of decadence, were assumed to walk the 
 boulevards not only of Paris, but Stockholm, Copenhagen and Christiania 
as well.50 According to Scandinavian historian Mark B. Sandberg, the 
Nordic countries at the end of the nineteenth century experienced a rather 
delayed modernization on the northern margin of Europe.51 The Scandi-
navian press at the time discussed the unique position of being observers 
of both “the old and the new”. For example, two recurrent topics in the 
Swedish illustrated paper Ny Illustrerad Tidning were that of the café 
 cultures in European cities and the changing landscape of Stockholm. 

The claim about different instants of modernization is especially true 

“Ett Paris café (Au Boulevard 
Saint-Michel) efter en teckning av 
Felician von Myrbach” [A café in 
Paris (Au Boulevard Saint-Michel) 
after a drawing by Felician von 
Myrbach], Ny Illustrerad Tidning 28 
February 1885:9. Courtesy of the 
National Library of Sweden, Stock-
holm.
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of Scandinavia’s compressed experience of modernity. Historian Marshall 
Berman speaks of a populace that “can remember what it is like to live, 
materially and spiritually, in worlds that are not modern at all. From this 
inner dichotomy, this sense of living in two worlds simultaneously, the 
ideas of modernization and modernism emerge and unfold.”52 Equally, 
the Nordic region was changing.53 Industrialisation, urbanisation and 
secularisation were gradually detected.54 Regarding improvements in new 
technologies, industries (iron, wood), innovations and products, an 
 increasing optimism was widespread. One vivid example was the many 
universal expositions that were held during the last decades of the nine-
teenth century in the whole of Europe.55 

Besides the narratives of crises, Scandinavia at the end of the nine-
teenth century has also been depicted as a time when leisure and popular 
entertainment activities developed, often in connections with a rising 

“Det gamla Stockholm och det nya. Motiv från Trebackarlånggatan. Teckning af 
H. Feychting” [The old and new Stockholm. View from Trebackarlånggatan. Drawing by 
H. Feychting], Ny Illustrerad Tidning 27 September 1884:39. Courtesy of the National 
Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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urban mass culture in which consumer culture and capitalism could not 
be overemphasized. These observations are well investigated and numer-
ous scholars have contributed new insights into fin-de-siècle history.56 Yet, 
as initially highlighted, one account is remarkably missing from these 
narratives. What about the world outside the Nordic region, and in 
 particular what was the relation between the European colonial expan-
sion that reached its peak at the end of the nineteenth century and its 
impacts in Sweden? As cultural historian Hannu Salmi states, European 
colonialism was long and its significance since the fifteenth century 
 undisputable.57 Nevertheless, it was in the nineteenth century that colo-
nialist politics saw its zenith. Colonialism was then linked with imperial-
ism and during the nineteenth century most of Africa and a considerable 
part of Asia was under European control.58 

The ideals of the Western nation as progressive and democratic were 
during the nineteenth century gradually transformed by the racial and 
evolutionary theories of national differences.59 The evolution theories also 
provided a scientific framework for thinking about sexual differences; 
categorizations such as race, gender, class and sexuality became central in 
understanding “human progress”.60 The emergence of race as a major 
concern in nineteenth-century Europe was demonstrated by the in-
fluences of Joseph Arthur Gobineau’s writings and Social Darwinism, 
which underpinned the European colonial expansion.61 Historians Nico-
las Bancel, Thomas David and Dominic Thomas have asserted that there 
was a deep epistemological transformation that took place in Europe at 
the end of the eighteenth century, creating new scientific representations 
of race and prompting a fundamental change in European visual economy 
connecting to race and its inscription in the body.62 

Importantly, colonialism was not only about political and economic 
power. It should be understood as a cultural phenomenon that included 
ideas and values about race, the production of entertainment, as well as 
new cultural forms like tourism. Colonialist attitudes were detected in the 
humanities, European thought and everyday life styles. As Salmi puts it: 
“colonialism is associated with an economic boom that further acceler-
ated the rise of consumer culture in the west.”63 Similarly, gender scholar 
Anne McClintock has emphasized that “imperialism is not something 
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that  happened elsewhere – a disagreeable fact of history external to West-
ern identity. Rather, imperialism and the invention of race were funda-
mental aspects of Western, industrial modernity.”64 Art historian Patrik 
Steorn further states that urbanisation and industrialisation in Scandina-
via had drained the human race of its spiritual and physical energy. De-
generation was inscribed in the body itself. The white athletic masculine 
body became a symbol for the healthy and “pure Swedish race”.65 

This notion is vital since it is important to consider how the Swedish 
national identity was formulated during the same time as colonial media 
cultures developed in late nineteenth-century Sweden.66 Until now over-
seas colonial significances have rarely been emphasized in histories of 
nine teenth-century Sweden.67 The Nordic region has often been ex-
plained as situated outside the European colonial project, literally on the 
periphery of Europe both geographically and politically – and therefore 
not considered to have a colonial past.68 Nevertheless, current develop-
ments in research about Scandinavian colonialism have scrutinized 
 archives for new material and questions, as well as revisiting previous 
sources.69 These progresses should be seen as part of the so-called impe-
rial turn in the humanities, which has shifted focus to the colonial effects 
within Europe.70 My dissertation adds some further knowledge to this 
emerging research field.

In general, postcolonial studies, visual culture studies and cultural 
 histories of media are the three most important research fields on which 
this study draws in terms of theories and methodologies. These are not 
com plete inventories, but rather research that emphasizes and concerns 
similar aims and questions to those of this investigation. The main  method 
is to historicize the chosen empirical material from a colonial context. 
Colonial studies is dependent on a trans-disciplinary approach and the 
three sections based around previous research will thus highlight studies 
that are important for this investigation. Evidently, it is not the only re-
search this analysis depends on. Previous research on racial photography, 
for example, is directly related to some parts of my analysis. 
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Postcolonial Studies

Postcolonial studies is defined as an inter-disciplinary field of perspectives. 
Postcolonial studies has been gaining importance since the 1970s. Many 
hold the publication of Said’s influential analysis of Western constructions 
of the Orient as the beginning of the research area. Moreover, the growing 
currency within the academy of the term postcolonial was established 
by the arrival in 1989 of The empire writes back: Theory and practice in post-
colonial literatures  by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin. 
 Although there is substantial discussion over the precise limits of the field 
– and the definition of the term “postcolonial”, in a broad sense – post-
colonial studies focus the connections between European nations and the 
societies they colonized in the modern period. As a consequence, post-
colonial history has often been perceived through the lens of the usual 
European colonizers such as Great Britain, France, Portugal and Hol-
land.71 The Nordic region in the context of both colonizer and colonized 
has thus tended to be disregarded in these postcolonial histories.72 
 Historian Anne J. Kershen claims: “In terms of colonial history, the 
Nordic countries manifest all variations of experience, from colonizing 
powers, to colonies themselves.”73 While colonialism was far-reaching, 
this does not make it a complete history. However, it implies a narrative 
with universal consequences. Anthropologist Kristín Loftsdóttir and 
 historian Lars Jensen argue that to abandon the notion of a complete 
universal history involves the acknowledgement of the transnational and 
transcontinental connections that have shaped European history, and 
furthermore how they have been played out in a local context; i.e. not only 
at the cosmopolitan centres nor at the colonial margins overseas.74 Until 
recently, research regarding involvement of the Nordic countries in colo-
nial activities was rare as already stated. Yet, in the past few years it has 
come under increasing scrutiny from anthropologists, archaeologists and 
historians.75 A growing number of publications have begun to dissect the 
nature of Scandinavian colonialism, its expansion and adaptation, and its 
contribution to a Eurocentric worldview and production of racial theory. 
Research has mainly focused on Nordic geopolitical, economical and 
 archaeological history. But European colonial practices also prompted 
other impacts. One such area was the creating and circulation of popular 
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and massproduced visual representations of the colonial world, in a 
 growing media culture at the end of the nineteenth century. 

Still as, archaeologists Magdalena Naum and Jonas M. Nordin assert: 
“A pendulum of awareness of the colonial past swings between gross un-
familiarity with the facet of national history, a denial that Scandinavian 
kingdoms had anything to do with atrocities caused by colonialism, and 
the recognition of the participation in the colonial act driven by  economic 
ambitions and want of profit.”76 To sum up the discussion, the colonial 
ties are usually perceived as weak in the Nordic countries, and their inter-
national relations are regularly positively perceived as categorized by 
development aid, peace building and cooperation – rather than sinister 
colonialism and imperialism. Nevertheless, the participation in the colo-
nial project needs to be set in a broader framework in which the differ-
ences between the great European Empires and the Nordic countries need 
to be discussed. 

I will later describe how for example the British Empire influenced 
Swedish media cultures. However, it is vital to nuance the impact. The 
colonial project and agenda was indeed different; while Great Britain 
dominated and created an imperial vision, Sweden was struggling to keep 
up the pace in establishing itself as a region of at least some importance 
in colonial politics. One example was the different positions at the Berlin 
conference in 1884–1885, when the division of Africa was finalized. The 
union between Sweden and Norway, and Denmark (Iceland, Greenland, 
Faroe Islands) attended as representatives in Berlin; Finland was under 
Russian rule at the time, but without any actual political power to 
 demand colonies.77 The Swedish-Norwegian delegation fully embraced 
the agreement taken at the conference, as historian of technology David 
Nilsson has claimed, and thus aspired to be part of the new colonial poli-
tics being drafted. Hence, the official attitude to the European colonial 
expansion was that of support. 

To complicate this further, it is vital to understand that colonial poli-
tics were framed with ambivalence and anxiety. The struggle for world 
dominance was not a straightforward road for any empire that staked its 
claims. “But colonialism was not only good to think”, states historian 
Nicholas B. Dirk. “The world was full of incentives for accumulation of 
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all kinds, from knowledge to spices, from narratives to military command 
posts. There were compelling reasons to invent systematic beliefs about 
cultural differences, uniting such disparate projects as the precarious for-
mation of national identity and the relentless exploitation of economic 
resources.”78 

Another key issue is that of gender and its connections to colonialism. 
Historian Clare Midgley detects how studies on gender and colonialism 
in Great Britain have developed unconnectedly.79 In gender studies the 
interaction of gender and class has been the focus, often ignoring race and 
ethnicity and “rarely attempting to place the history of men and women 
within the context of Britain’s role as a leading imperial power.”80 Colo-
nial history instead has been mainly written as the exploits of male policy 
makers, explorers and missionaries – with no attempt to evaluate the 
importance of their masculine gender. A similar absence of attention has 
been established to gender metaphors, which are essential to imperial dis-
course. The descriptions of colonial exploration and conquest as the pen-
etration of virgin lands or feminised representations of colonized men use 
gender as “a primary way of signifying relationships of power.”81 As will 
be demonstrated in this study, visual representations of the colonial world 
are entangled with gender. This book highlights how gendered audiences 
consummated such representations and how racial stereotypes were 
 feminized and sexualised. The colonial project was not the only preserve 
of the masculine gender; male dominance in fields of science, military 
power and commerce is also visible in sources, as is evident from recur-
ring male figures in this book: Hjalmar Stolpe (the anthropologist), Peter 
Möller (the military officer) and Max Rhodin (the circus artist).

Postcolonial Studies (again) 
– Colonial Complicity and Imperial Gaze

When The New York Times’ feature “Nineteenth Century” (1899) was 
 giving a summary of the century, it marked Europe as an entity, which 
together brought “light” and “progress” to Asia and Africa. “We step upon 
the threshold of 1900, which leads up to the new century, facing a still 
brighter dawn for human civilization” the reader was informed. 82 The 
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article continued enthusiastically: “Through agitation and conflict Euro-
pean nations are working toward an ultimate harmony of interests and 
purposes, and bringing awakened Asia into the sweeping current of 
 progress. Light has been let into the ‘Dark Continent’ beyond the ancient 
boarders and is rapidly spreading.”83 The Nordic region was seen as 
 belonging to the Western hemisphere and part of this mission, and was 
most willing in helping to “spread the light to the heathen world.”84 
 Accordingly, Scandinavian countries were engaged in colonial practices 
such as missionary, military work, commerce and science.85 

When describing European colonial politics, stability, order and the 
importance of the civilizing mission were recurring themes in the Swed-
ish fin-de-siècle debate. Such issues were not framed as a problem. On the 
contrary, it was the duty and obligation of the greater European empires, 
and voices were almost unanimously encouraging in the Nordic region.86 
For instance, when the Swedish-Norwegian union accepted the invitation 
to the Berlin conference in 1884, it was not to seek advantages in 
 commerce and navigation but to reinforce “une œuvre essentiellement 
civilisatrice.”87 

I argue that within debates about European crises and difficulties co-
lonial expansions thus created a common ground between different groups 
that were on the opposite side in other conflicts. Postcolonial scholars 
Diana Mulinari et. al. claim that “the lure of an enterprise as powerful and 
authoritative as the Western civilising project, attracts even those who 
never belonged to its centre or were its main agents.”88 Concurring with 
the above scholars, one way to describe these practices is that of colonial 
complicity, to highlight the manifold ways the Nordic countries took part. 
Colonial complicity refers to “processes in which (post)colonial practices, 
products and imaginaries are made to be reflected as part of what is 
 understood as ‘national’ and ‘traditional’ culture of the Nordic  country.”89 
Then again I would like to problematize the impact by referring to these 
processes: colonial ideas, practices and products as a mutual vision of the 
European colonial project and the civilizing mission, and in so doing as an 
alter native to colonial complicity. The latter notion has explicitly negative 
connotations, which the empirical sources surveyed do not speak of. 
Quite the reverse; the involvement in the European colonial project was 
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seen as progressive, and its civilizing mission as inevitable.90 The illus-
trated press, for example, regularly applauded the colonial project and the 
civilizing mission with comments such as “the glorious days of colonial-
ism” and published numerous articles highlighting the “benefits” of co-
lonialism.91 Another example are the Scandinavian countries’ willingness 
to participate in the Berlin conference.92 

A mutual vision should be understood as imagined and interconnected 
with the social constructions of national identity. Therefore, the much-
cited historian Benedict Anderson’s notion of the nation as “an imagined 
political community and imagined as both inherently limited and sover-
eign” is important for this investigation, since it elaborates the social 
construction of nations alongside gender, race and class.93 These catego-
ries should be understood in a specific historical context and as highly 
intertwined. By using the term mutual vision of the European colonial 
project and the civilizing mission, the dissertation wishes to underscore 
ideas of the late nineteenth century, which spoke of participating sup-
port.94 

The dissertation elaborates moreover on the term imperial gaze, which 
has been theorized by film historian E. Ann Kaplan.95 Film scholars such 
as Robert Stam and Ella Shohat have also discussed the term colonial 
representation. Following theories by Said and the look to empower the 
colonizer and disempowered, the colonized began to be theorized more 
actively.96 Theorists have been responding to Said’s notion in various 
ways and Kaplan’s concept – the imperial gaze – also illuminates the 
feminist appropriations of the concept.97 “The imperial gaze reflects the 
assumption that the white western subject is central, much as the male 
gaze assumes the centrality of the male subject.”98 Thus, film theorist 
Laura Mulvey’s theories of the male gaze have been crucial for Kaplan’s 
development of the imperial gaze.99 According to Kaplan, the imperial 
gaze is a one-way look.100 It involves oppressors defining how the oppressed are 
to be seen, including how they are perceived themselves. Returning the 
gaze of the oppressors can therefore be seen as confronting subjugation, 
a claim of equality. I use the notion of imperial gaze to describe two in-
terweaving visual practices: inclusion and exclusion. The first construed 
an excluding gaze, which defined “the Other” strictly in a racial hierarchy 
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from the perspective of the white Western subject, and secondly as an 
including gaze, which spoke of a mutual vision of the European colonial 
project and civilizing mission. 

Visual Culture Studies

A second important research field for this dissertation is visual culture 
studies. Regarding the “Nordic imperial turn”, previous research in art 
history and visual culture studies includes a few important benchmarks.101 
Art historian Tomas Björk has disclosed how the orientalist discourse was 
seen early on in Swedish visual culture, negotiating colonial effects in the 
nineteenth century. Several artists were engaged in travelling overseas to 
depict the “Orient”, as well as never leaving the country (the so-called 
“armchair orientalists”) but creating orientalist art anyway, selling both 
to a domestic and international market. Björk asserts that different 
 prejudices and well-known racial stereotypes flourished in Sweden, both 
visually and textually, thereby creating a relationship to the “Orient” and 
the “Other” as well as placing Sweden as part of Europe.102 Art historian 
Jeff Werner has examined how whiteness in nineteenth-century Swedish 
visual culture stood in close relation to the colonial practices and race 
science.103 Artists such as Anders Zorn, Carl Larsson and Jenny Nyström 
contributed to new visions of national identity at the turn of the twentieth 
century, in which Scandinavians were represented as “blond, blue-eyed 
and fair-skinned.”104 Björk and Werner’s contributions will be of signifi-
cance since their analysis of colonialist attitudes in the visual arts also had 
an impact on the popular media cultures surveyed in this study. 

From a Scandinavian perspective, art historian Elisabeth Oxfeldt’s 
 investigation of Nordic orientalism in the visual arts has also shown the 
appropriation of Oriental imagery within Danish and Norwegian nine-
teenth-century nation building.105 Mark B. Sandberg’s investigations of 
wax displays and Scandinavian modernization are additionally crucial.106 
Sandberg asks, for example, why modernity created a cultural fascination 
around the idea of effigy. He shows that the idea was a gateway to under-
standing other aspects of visual entertainment in that period, including 
the widespread interest in illusionistic scenes and tableaux, in the trans-
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portability of sights, spaces and entire settings. Sandberg states that Scan-
dinavian audiences wanted an extraordinary degree of authenticity, a 
cultural liking for naturalism that made its way beyond theatre to popular 
forms of museum display. The Scandinavian wax museums and folk- 
ethnographic spectacles thus helped pre-cinematic viewers and audiences 
to understand and figure out social implications of both voyeuristic and 
immersive display techniques. 

The impacts of European colonial expansion were seen in the Nordic 
region, and thus concerned the national identity as well as the Nordic 
identity. It is evident that visual representations of the colonial world at 
the end of the nineteenth- century not only attracted attention in the 
Nordic countries. Important for this study is that they circulated and 
spread on a far greater level than during previous decades due to develop-
ments in media technologies. If the above-mentioned scholars have been 
contributing to new perspectives in the art history field, my dissertation 
aims to not only broaden the “art category” to an analysis of scientific and 
popular media cultures, but also to investigate how visual representations 
of the colonial world were understood and given meaning within a nine-
teenth-century media system. The investigation involves how various 
media were established, displayed, commented upon and circulated. What 
differentiates this study from previous research concerning visual culture 
and colonial impacts is that it examines a media landscape rather than a 
specific medium (as for example the traditional visual arts) or genre (as 
for example orientalist art). 

Another aspect that distinguishes this survey from earlier research is 
the problematizing of race and colonialism as important parts in under-
standing the late nineteenth-century media cultures in a Swedish context. 
As Benedict Anderson has persuasively claimed in his analysis of a ver-
nacular print culture, visual and literary culture played a critical role in 
the construction of imagined national communities in Europe that 
strengthened imperial ideologies and practices.107 Visual representations 
of the colonial world were not a minor subject, I argue. Instead they were 
a dominant and popular component of the media cultures circulating 
in Sweden – which will be evident in the many illustrations in this book. 
The change in focus and the survey of empirical sources which have 
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 previously been neglected, naturally open up new narratives of Sweden 
and colonial history. “The relationship between the cultures of different 
continents, as mediated by imperialism, is a crucial aspect of modern his-
tory”, imperial historian John M. MacKenzie has stated.108 Yet, so far it 
has “tended to be treated through the lens of individual disciplines and 
primarily in the context of high art.”109

Like MacKenzie, I argue that “imperial culture also needs to be under-
stood through the heterogeneity of its forms and in popular, intra-impe-
rial and centripetal terms.”110 Other historians such as David Ciarlo and 
Anne McClintock have successfully analyzed colonial visual cultures in 
Imperial Germany and Great Britain. “Historians need to take visuality 
seriously as a dense source material in its own right, not merely as an 
 ‘illustration’ – a reflection – of economic power or of political ideolo-
gy.”111 Ciarlo has surveyed the colonial and racial imagination in pre-
World War I Germany, and shows a new landscape of consumer adver-
tising that shaped German attitudes towards imperialism, colonies and 
racial hierarchies. Prior, MacKenzie’s investigation into music, arts and 
literature in the British Empire was ground-breaking since it displayed 
empirical sources that seldom have had an important position in histori-
cal studies of colonialism. His analysis suggests that Western art received 
a genuine inspiration from the East, thereby problematizing the notion 
of Said’s orientalism discourse. 

In addition, McClintock’s work investigates the imperial culture in 
Victorian Britain and specifically draws on diverse cultural forms such 
as advertising, mass commodity, oral history, poetry and spectacles. 
McClintock elaborates on the term “commodity racism” when analyzing 
advertisements, for example Victorian cleaning rituals. McClintock 
 asserts that soap became a symbol of British superiority due to its asso-
ciation with hygiene and its symbolism of progress. “Commodity racism 
became distinct from scientific racism in its capacity to expand beyond 
the literate, propertied elite through the marketing of commodity spec-
tacle”.112 The significance of commodity racism was according to McClin-
tock that “no pre-existing form of organized racism had ever before been 
able to reach so large and so differentiated a mass of the populace”.113 Her 
focus on race, gender and sexuality calls for a nuanced perspective on 
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colonial history, which has often concerned the activities of “prominent 
men”. Furthermore, I agree with Ciarlo that it is important that visual 
material should not be used as illustrations of explanations from textual 
sources: “visual history can also tell us a great deal about non-visual his-
tory.”114 Therefore, art history and visual culture studies’ long practice of 
visual analysis can not only contribute to historical studies of colonialism 
but also problematize the visual sources as independent empirical  material. 

Another theoretical inspiration for this study is the suggested shift 
away from a particular kind of object alignment. “Visual culture directs 
our attention away from structured, formal viewing settings like the cin-
ema and art gallery to the centrality of visual experience in everyday life”, 
to quote Nicholas Mirzoeff.115 Consider for example the drawings from 
Ny Illustrerad Tidning, “Söndagsstudier i Nationalmuseum. Åtta  teck ningar 
af Carl Hedelin” [Sunday studies at Museum of Fine Arts. Eight draw ings 
by Carl Hedelin] (1887) which demonstrated various positions of formal 

“Till affischeringens historia. Sal för ankommande resande i Stockholms centralstation” 
[The history of posters. Arrivals hall for travellers at Stockholm central station], Ny 
Illustrerad Tidning 10 February 1883:6. Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, 
Stockholm.
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viewing in the art galleries. This image could be compared to the illustra-
tion of Stockholm train station a couple of years earlier from the same 
illustrated magazine, “Till affischeringens historia. Sal för ankommande 
resande i Stockholms centralstation” [The history of posters.  Arrivals hall 
for travellers at Stockholm central station] (1883). It displays another 
kind of viewing in the public sphere that grasps Mirzoeff’s phrasing, 
“visual experience in everyday life”. Basically, it displays how new adver-
tisement practices were established in the public sphere. In the contem-
porary debate the observer’s position was seen as something that needed 
to be directed and controlled, regularly demarcated by gender and class. 
As several scholars have claimed, the formal viewing as well as  everyday 
life visual experiences concerned new ways of visual practices. My inves-
tigation takes these concepts into consideration, and is therefore particu-
larly interested in exploring media cultures and visual experience in the 
urban everyday life, naturally with particular concern for visual represen-
tations of the colonial world.

Cultural Histories of Media

Finally, a third important research field for this study is cultural histories 
of media. Research on the cultural history of media is an international and 
multidisciplinary field, which investigates the relationship between media 
forms, media usage, discourses and cultural contexts from a historical 
perspective. Thus, the field has grown from the often-quoted “cultural 
turn”. The field itself is perhaps sometimes difficult to separate from  
other multidisciplinary fields such as visual culture studies, new film stu-
dies and new media studies. As media historians Marie Cronqvist,  Johan 
Jarlbrink and Patrik Lundell assert, the field is characterised by both em-
pirical and theoretical approaches.116 The focus has been both on a wider 
understanding of media, and the interrelated aspects of different media 
forms. A medium has often been discussed as an instrument for storage 
and transmission of information. Definitions have varied, but a medium 
has sometimes been defined as a physical channel (book, photography, 
exhibition) or as a modality (sound, image, moving image, music, 
speech).117 
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Yet media have also been examined in relation to technology for com-
munication, which is seen as interweaved with social and cultural prac-
tices. Regarded as such, technology is not the same thing as a medium. A 
technology becomes a medium through complex cultural, social, eco-
nomical and material elements, which change over time.118 Media history 
should hence not be understood as a collection of single media histories 
which describes different media developments in a straight linear way, but 
rather be comprehended as a field that emphasizes inter- and multimedia 
dimensions.119 Thus, to explore cultural histories of media is to examine 
not only the historical media landscape, but also to illuminate the 
 medium’s particular historicity and the historical mediation it express-
es.120 I am therefore interested in Mitchell’s so-called “mixed media”.121 
“All the so-called visual media turn out, on closer inspection, to involve 
other senses (especially touch and hearing). All media are, from that 
standpoint of sensory modality, ‘mixed media.’”122 Furthermore – and 
importantly – these mixed media are seen as historical artefacts rather than 
aesthetic objects. The thesis thus understands a medium as a tentative 
concept, in which the question of what constitutes a medium is essen-
tially an empirical question. Nonetheless, the awareness that these media 
had different “value” (economic, commercial and, even more so, aspects 
of popularity) is further elaborated upon in the analysis. The majority of 
media surveyed are two-dimensional images (for example posters, art 
works, illustrated press) and texts. However travelling exhibitions, wax 
displays, costumes and ethnographical objects are also of great interest.

Equally, this work does not attempt to set a naïve linear teleological 
understanding of nineteenth-century media cultures, in which different 
media are replaced by another in a progression towards more advanced 
forms of expressions. Therefore, methodically I perceive the artefacts that 
I work with as belonging to a nineteenth-century media system, which I 
will use operatively when analyzing visual representations of the colonial 
world. This means, for example, that I am studying the exchange between 
different media as well as how they overlap in a different constellation. 
Basically, two thematical approaches are used: the media system’s spatial 
and social dimensions. The former is concerned with the connection be-
tween the actual physical places in which media are created and consumed 
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and the imaginary spaces in which media are represented and distributed. 
Secondly, the social dimension is concerned with the tension between 
historical agents; individually or through organizations or institutions, 
that made use of the media system.123 One advantage of studying visual 
representations of the colonial world as part of a nineteenth-century 
 media system, is the possibility of analyzing different impacts other media 
have had. To exclusively analyze the material from a one-medium per-
spective runs the risk of neglecting relations between different media. For 
example, the Wild West acts in Sweden were reported in the press, but 
the press also referred to the posters to look for more information. Hence, 
various media practices contributed to establishing and circulating visual 

Advertisement: “Cirkus Lindberg med kapten 
Hopkins, wild west” [Circus Lindberg with captain 
Hopkins, wild west], Norra Skåne 15 November 
1897. Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, 
Stockholm. 
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representations of the colonial world in a constant state of mix. Therefore, 
the thesis argues that audiences were involved within and negotiated a 
media landscape rather than a specific medium. Moreover, the different 
media and media practices enabled the public to relate and connect on 
various levels, and these representations were enhanced and created new 
meanings within an expanding mass culture. 

Art historian Vanessa R. Schwartz points out that definitions of urban 
mass culture are “notoriously slippery” but should be described following 
two elements: “mass production by industrial techniques and consump-
tion by most of the people, most of the time.”124 Rather than using the 
term popular culture, the above definition of urban mass culture will be 
the emphasis for this work.125 It is important to note that the two con-
cepts were not common in Sweden or in Scandinavia at the fin-de-siècle. 
As media historian Pelle Snickars claims, an overall definition that  covered 
all aspects of entertainments and establishments was unusual in the late 
nineteenth century.126 In addition, popular culture has in itself trans-
formed into a research field and with great concern for the media cultures 
of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The word popular culture has 
also been connected with media cultures that are assumed to belong to 
the “lower classes” and therefore seen as something trivial. However, 
referring to urban mass culture I wish to highlight that the media cultures 
investigated were not yet labelled as belonging to a certain class. For 
 example, the wax museums and wax exhibitions that were established in 
the 1880s were reaching the bourgeoisie as well as the working classes, 
with equal appreciation. Capitalism and mass culture were intertwined 
aspects, with new consumerism strengthening the economic dimensions 
of leisure and the everyday life. It is however also problematic to refer to 
Scandinavia as urban (and modern). Nonetheless, urbanization was dis-
cernible. 

Another important aspect has been that the historical study of mass 
culture has until recently been focused primarily on the United States, for 
example as part of the history of Americanization. However, Scandina-
vian mass culture was not merely an imitator of modern cultural forms. 
Instead it created new meanings and practices. The nineteenth century 
has been described as a time of “explosion of new institutions of visual 
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display”, and with sociologist Tony Bennett’s phrasing, the museum and 
exhibition spaces became “sites for sight”.127 Bennett emphasizes the open 
spaces of exhibition and introduces the notion of the “exhibitionary 
 complex”, which combined the effect of the panopticon with that of the 
panorama. If the panopticon made the individual always visible to the eye 
of the power, Bennett claims that the increasingly large and undifferenti-
ated publics called into being by institutions of exhibition were organized 
around the crowd as viewers. Therefore, the crowd became spectators and 
the institution also made the audience recognizable to itself as a social 
group.128  

The discussion about the audience and the public has suggested that 
there was both passive and active participation. As media scholar Sonia 
M. Livingstone states, it is still common to comprehend the audience and 
the public as equally exclusive. “In both popular and elite discourses, 
audiences are denigrated as trivial, passive, individualized, while publics 
are valued as active, critically engaged and politically significant.”129 This 
study does not separate the crowd as an active or passive participant, and 
the individual observer is always understood as constituted of gender, 
race, class and sexuality. However, the focus is not on what the crowd or 
observer actually saw, but on highlighting how visual representations of 
the colonial world were given meaning for an audience, which at the end 
of the nineteenth century was highly heterogeneous. 

Finally, within the broad research field of cultural histories of media, 
the term everyday life, and its connection to consumption and leisure 
activities, needs to be addressed. Historian Rita Felski has problematized 
the notion of the everyday, a definition central to that of culture studies 
and sociology.130 At first glance the everyday life seems to be everywhere, 
yet nowhere, because it suggests it does not have boundaries. Sociologist 
Henri Lefebvre has claimed that the everyday life is a particularly modern 
phenomena emerging in the nineteenth-century and he further points 
out the impact of capitalism and industrialism on human existence and 
perception.131 But as Felski has also illuminated, the concept is both secu-
lar and democratic.132 This study regards the everyday life as including 
both private and public activities, but also routine forms of work, travel 
and leisure. 
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Representations, Definitions 
and Delimitations

The notion of (visual) representation has a multitude of theories. This 
dissertation will elaborate on the term extensively. Cultural theorists 
 Stuart Hall and W. J. T. Mitchell have problematized the notion of 
 representation in their respectively studies.133 To begin, Hall considers 
representation as the medium or channel through which meaning produc-
tion happens. Hall assumes that objects and people do not have constant, 
true meanings, but rather that meanings are produced by human beings, 
members in a culture, who have the power to make things mean or  signify 
something.134 Indisputably, for Hall, representation includes the under-
standing of how language and systems of knowledge production work 
together to produce and circulate meanings. Representation then becomes 
the process or channel or medium through which these meanings are both 
shaped and reified. 

Mitchell in turn sets up the term representation to be a master-term of 
sorts for the “whole field of representations and representational activi-
ty.”135 For Mitchell, representation is not approached as any single repre-
sentation, but as part of a larger field. Mitchell extends the definition of 
representation by asserting: “representation (in memory, in verbal 
 descriptions, in images) not only ‘mediates’ our knowledge (of slavery 
and of many other things), but obstructs, fragments, and negates that 
knowledge.”136  In other words, representation not only mediates the 
knowledge we consume, it also affects knowledge through fragmentation 
and negation et cetera. Thus, representation constructs knowledge.137 The 
above notions from Hall and Mitchell are crucial to the ways visual repre-
sentations of the colonial world are examined in this thesis. 

When discussing theories of representation, notions of authenticity 
and realism cannot be avoided. The two concepts were discussed in the 
late nineteenth-century visual culture. Authenticity has been discussed in 
relation to the experience of the authentic. It is important to highlight 
the term authenticity, with its notions of truth, reality and originality. I 
will use authenticity when the historical agents speak of it as such. Histo-
rian David Lowenthal argues that authenticity is negotiated and decided 
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in every epoch.138 He asserts that authenticity has changed over time and 
between cultures. For example, Lowenthal shows how the late eighteenth-
century ideal of authentic wholeness yielded to the cult of fragments and 
ruins. One century later, authenticity meant changing flawed original 
remnants with modern understanding of the spirit of antiquity. “The 
diverse authenticities we appraise – substance, form, originality, creativ-
ity, emulation – are seldom compatible.”139 As Lowenthal further claims, 
it is “the criteria of authenticity we choose reflect current views about 
how yesterday should serve and inform today.”140

Realism in the nineteenth century is a complex subject which concerns 
aesthetic programmes and interconnected intellectual and material 
changes.141 It often defines new styles in the visual arts and literature, 
beginning in mid-nineteenth-century France. In 1826, the word was used 
to designate a principle based not upon imitating past artistic achieve-
ments, but truthful and precise representations of the models that nature 
and contemporary life offered the artist.142 The French Realism movement 
agreed in their rejection of the artificiality of Classicism and Romanticism 
at the academies and on the necessity for contemporaneity in an effective 
work of art. Artists wished to portray the lives, appearances, problems, 
customs and mores of the middle and lower classes. Realism was inter-
twined with the intellectual developments such as the anti-Romantic 
movement in Germany, with its emphasis on the common man as the 
artistic subject, August Comte’s positivist philosophy, in which sociolo-
gy’s importance as the scientific study of a society was underlined. The 
rise of professional journalism, with its accurate and dispassionate record-
ing of current events, the development of photography, with its capabil-
ity of mechanically reproducing visual appearances with great accuracy 
– all these developments stimulated interest in recording contemporary 
life and society, which will be of concern for the forthcoming analysis of 
visual representations of the colonial world.

A few limitations of this thesis have already been discussed, for  example 
that this work is not a study of what the audience actually saw. Yet, there 
are also other delimitations such as time frame, geographical boundary 
and material. The time boundary is, for example, concentrated on the 
fin-de-siècle media cultures, roughly between 1880 and 1914.143 In short, 
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world politics changed with the First World War, and transformed colo-
nial politics.144 Regarding Swedish history, an adjustment would be 1880 
to 1905, in which 1905 demarcates the end of the union between Sweden 
and Norway. The reasons for this attuned timeline are basically two. 
 Initially, if one were to consider investigating until 1914, moving images 
would also be of vital importance. Secondly, colonial politics expanded in 
the late nineteenth century, and at the same time the Swedish identity 
was formulated and negotiated. This changed, however, in 1905 when the 
Swedish-Norwegian union came to its end.145

Similarly, the reason for framing visual representations of the colonial 
world in relation to the Scandinavian context is to move away from a 
particular traditional research in art history and visual culture studies that 
still concerns the grand narrative of the nation. Historian Hanna Hodacs 
has described how the European expansion has barely made an impres-
sion on Swedish historiography; instead nineteenth-century Sweden has 
usually been disputed in a restricted national perspective.146 This singular 
perspective, I would argue, neglects the nineteenth-century historical 
sources and tends to emphasize and reproduce twentieth-century  national 
ideas and concepts. Visual representations of the colonial world will 
therefore be understood as collected, circulated and mediated enactments 
in Scandinavia, even though the study itself concentrates on media cul-
tures in Sweden at the fin-de-siècle. For example, both Sandberg and 
Oxfeldt’s studies show a nuanced perspective on how similar notions of 
modernity and national identity were elaborated in all of the  Scandinavian 
countries. Nonetheless, the Nordic countries as a unity are yet a complex 
and problematic discourse. One reason is that the countries’ historical, 
political and cultural backgrounds differ, and in my opinion the colonial 
contexts are in some instances dissimilar, for example regarding the Dan-
ish colonial project.147 

Naturally, the study does not aim to give a complete analysis of all the 
visual representations of the colonial world that were produced between 
1880 and 1905. Instead, it will focus on different themes and media cul-
tures in order to articulate the complex and often contradictory aspects 
of colonial impact. Another important issue is the “absence of reception” 
in the archives.148 Historical sources concerning people’s understanding 
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of media cultures are scarce, but can sometimes be found in the press, 
private letters, diaries et cetera. However, as stated this work does not 
primarily seek to find out what people’s true and authentic experiences 
were.

Materials and Modernities

This book focuses on a variety of empirical sources such as the visual arts, 
ethnographical photographs, press, illustrated press, and ephemera of all 
sorts: leaflets, brochures, cartes de visite, advertisements, posters et  cetera. 
The reason for the diverse material is to show that visual representations 
of the colonial world were circulated in many different ways within a 
nine teenth-century media system. This imagery reached a large audience. 
Referring to this material, the focus has been on two thematic approaches: 
the Vanadis expedition and contemporary entertainments. Most of the 
material surveyed has not received attention within Swedish art history 
and visual culture studies fields, with the exception of the work by Tomas 
Björk, who has examined the illustrated press and its exotic and orienta-
lised motifs.149 The main collections of concern are gleaned from physical 
and digital archives: the National Library of Sweden (Stockholm), the 
Maritime Museum (Stockholm), the Museum of Ethnography (Stock-
holm), Stockholm City Museum (Stockholm) and the University Library 
of Carolina Rediviva (Uppsala).150 There are multiple archives and they 
pose questions about our perception of archive material, since in a Scan-
dinavian context the colonial archives per se do not exist – as in other 
countries as Great Britain, Germany or France. Colonial material is rather 
found in a multitude of places: museums, institutions, organizations, 
 private collections, but importantly never labelled as such. The colonial 
archive, paradoxically, is non-existent – and at the same time it is every-
where. 

The disturbing images of “unknown” men, women and children who 
have been measured, staged and displayed dressed and naked have been 
difficult to select. These men, women and children are long deceased, and 
often connected with disturbing and tragic personal narratives, but their 
family members are most likely here today. I am most ambivalent as to 
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their usage. As a researcher, these images are important empirical sources. 
But I am also sensitive to what contexts they have been created within 
and also what new contexts they are placed in.

Moreover, my investigation uses the term fin-de-siècle (rather than 
Belle Époque), de-emphasizing arguments on whether the phase that 
preceded the First World War was more or less, to paraphrase Schwartz: 
“Belle” or “plagued”.151 “While the phenomena occurring at the end of 
the nineteenth century were viewed pessimistically, the new century was 
expected to bring something better.”152 The fin-de-siècle had already been 
a topic of debate for several decades in the nineteenth century. It signified 
in particular the understanding of the decline and degeneration of 
 Western culture. Discussions of fin-de-siècle frequently referred to deca-
dent literature and visual arts in their own right, as Salmi has stated: ”The 
term decadence originated from a poem by Paul Verlaine and in literature 
came to signify a counter-tendency to realism and naturalism narra-
tion.”153 

Besides, the fin de siècle as a subject of discourse has also drawn atten-
tion and has been analyzed from numerous angles, not least of which is 
modernity.154 Modernity has been established as an interdisciplinary field 
in its own right within the humanities. Modernity is moreover deeply 
intertwined with our understanding of the visual culture of the late nine-
teenth century. Yet, modernity in Sweden and Scandinavia has to be 
problematized since the Nordic countries had a late modernity. Therefore 
it is questionable to describe Sweden as “modern” at the turn of the 
twentieth century. Still, modernity is in many ways linked to new forms 
of visualities, and historian Chris Otter describes how vision was con-
structed in the nineteenth century. Visuality concerns the eye’s physical 
features.155 However, it was not only these physical properties that  created 
possibilities or limited seeing. To be able to see is something that needs 
to be regarded within a historical changing context. For example street 
lights in the night, dimmed lights in the opera salon or blinds that block 
observation. Visuality is thus something that can be historicized. In this 
study, I will analyze how visuality was constructed in a specific context of 
colonial expansion in the late nineteenth century. 

Vanessa R. Schwartz and Jeannene M. Przyblyski have argued that 



45

introduction

 image production in the nineteenth century, including the reproductive 
technologies of lithography and, more importantly, photography gradu-
ally changed our relations with material, experience, and authenticity. 
Visual culture has a specific investment in vision as a historically specific 
experience mediated by new technologies and the individual and social 
formations they facilitate.156 Nineteenth-century modernity is hence an 
especially meaningful term because it leads us to consider  transformations 
of visuality that at once influence how visual culture studies have been 
theorized, and how the history of visual culture has been and will  continue 
to be written. The field of visual culture explicitly refers to a wider scope 
of material than art history. Notably, it targets specific theoretical ap-
proaches to visuality and visual technologies. Mitchell has discussed what 
is at stake, and concludes that visual culture studies offer a path to “pro-
ductive critical space.”157 

My contribution, using the lens of postcolonial studies, visual culture 
studies and cultural histories of media, concerns questions of visuality as 
historically specific experiences, where colonialism, race and Swedish 
 media cultures intersect. In that regard the dissertation has a strong inter-
disciplinary approach. Although John M. MacKenzie warned against the 
scholarly sin of “writing less and less about more and more”, I aim to 
extend the perspective and follow his advice not only to condense and 
synthesize, but also to have “the courage to plunder other disciplines in 
order to make the widest connections.”158 Postcolonial studies have con-
cerned other disciplines in the humanities, for example economic history, 
history, science history, literature, archaeology and anthropology. There-
fore, to examine visual media as the main category might open other 
questions and answers. Crucially, it underscores the fact that the previous 
neglect of certain visual material, are analogous to and displays a similar 
set of questions that have been of importance when writing colonial 
 history. My thesis thus focuses a double neglect.

Swedish art history and visual culture studies fields have not yet fully 
explored the intertwined aspects of nineteenth-century media cultures, 
racial theories and colonialism in the Nordic region. Colonizing fever in-
tends to change its current reluctance. Literary historian Stefan Jonsson 
asks what happens if colonialism is placed at the centre of Scandinavian 
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culture and history. “So let us turn the perspective around. Let us con-
sider colonialism as a central point, right in the middle of the Nordic 
countries, and that this fundamental colonial experience affects the par-
ticipation of the Nordic countries in the big game on the world’s seas.”159 
As this study hopes to show, the intensifying colonial expansion at the 
end of the nineteenth century profoundly changed not only the colonized 
world and its culture, but also countries situated in “peripheral  Europe”.160 
In that way it forces us to reconsider not only Swedish involvement, but 
the way we view colonial cultural histories from the perspective of domi-
nant empires.

Disposition

The dissertation consists of two studies, where the first part differs from 
the second as it begins in a science field context and not in a mass culture 
context. However, these areas were intertwined, and image cultures 
 crossed the boundaries between the sciences and entertainment practices. 
If the first part narrates the Swedish-Norwegian union activities in the 
colonial world and its various receptions, the second part investigates how 
the colonial world was popularised and envisioned at home. 

The objective of “Part One: Race and Scientific Media – The Vanadis 
Expedition 1883–1885” is to analyze how the Vanadis expedition estab-
lished Sweden as important in the colonial world – both for a national 
and an international audience. Moreover it examines how the expedition 
was understood and reinforced in various media. The press, racial photo-
graphy, ephemera, ethnographical exhibitions, marine paintings and 
 illustrated novels all came to situate the Swedish-Norwegian union far 
from the margin of colonial politics, but rather as a nation which per-
ceived itself as important within the colonial project. The sciences – and 
especially race science – became an important feature, which the nation 
could successfully use to make itself significant in relation to the larger 
colonial empires such as Great Britain and France and its counterparts in 
the Nordic region. A racial archive was consequently set up following the 
same procedures as the European empires. The Indigenous population 
was racially classified and described as “uncivilized” and belonging to the 
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“lowest cultures”, which were considered to soon be extinct. The science 
mission of the expedition was in that way also a civilizing mission. Two 
major exhibitions of ethnographical artefacts were displayed in  Stockholm 
and Gothenburg after the voyage, and reinforced the argument to estab-
lish an ethnographical museum comparable to contemporary institutions, 
which displayed the colonial world. 

“Part Two: Race and Popular Media – Shows, Exhibitions and Attrac-
tions” investigates different amusement practices, which specifically in-
volved visual representations of the colonial world: the Wild West, the 
ethnological exhibitions and the wax museums. These entertainment 
practices, I argue, created a mutual vision of the European colonial project 
and the civilizing mission. For example, the ethnological exhibitions con-
strued an imperial gaze in which the exhibited Indigenous populations 
were staged in their supposed everyday life of “hunting, eating and danc-
ing”, in stark contrast to European modern life, leisure and work culture. 
These stagings created both a mutual vision and an excluding visual prac-
tice – in which indigenous populations were displayed in a strict racial 
hierarchy, reinforcing white supremacy. Moreover, there were various 
ways to perceive these spectacles and performances in a mass culture 
context: as entertainment, as moral narrative or as an educating mission. 
These visual representations of the colonial world could thus be seen as 
both nostalgic and modern contemporary stagings of colonial narratives. 
They often intermingled, but what became evident was that the audience 
had various entertainments to choose from. In short, visual  representations 
of the colonial world were popular and appreciated, creating a colonizing 
fever at home. 

The last part of the dissertation, the “Conclusion”, discusses the results 
and propose new subjects of research in which media, race and Scandina-
vian colonialism could be explored. The African-American scholar W. E. 
B. Dubois predicted in 1903 that the twentieth century would be defined 
by “the problem of the color line”.161 By and large this book examines 
how that line was drawn and sustained in Swedish media cultures at the 
end of the nineteenth century. Finally, the “Coda” reflects on contempo-
rary postcolonial contexts, and the ways that racial stereotypes from the 
nineteenth century have re-emerged during the last few years.
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Race and Scientific Media
The Vanadis Expedition 

1883–1885

GIVE TAKATA THE CARPET

The first of my two studies will investigate a scientific and commercial 
voyage, the Vanadis expedition. It was a national enterprise between 1883 
and 1885, with the intention that Sweden would also participate in the 
overseas colonial world.162 One of the aims of the study is to explore how 
the expedition created a mutual vision of the colonial project and  civilizing 
mission for a larger national audience. This I suggest could be seen not 
only in textual sources about the mission but also in visual representations 
resulting from the voyage.163 Evidently, the case study will also show how 
common and widespread visual representations of the colonial world were 
in late nineteenth-century Sweden. It was a time when new forms of 
media were reaching a larger audience. Illustrated press, ephemera of all 
kinds, posters, advertisements, postcards and cartes de visite, all became 
frequent in urban everyday life. In one way, the Vanadis expedition was 
itself a medium; it transported media so to speak and the crew used it in 
various ways. The crew itself were thus creators: reporters, photographers, 
painters, and illustrators. For the first time, the ship carried a professional 
photographer – on board to visually document the Swedish expedition.164 
The photographs were later remediated into art, illustrations and ephe-
mera for a wider public. 

Yet how did the expedition establish a mutual vision of the European 
colonial project and the civilizing mission that Swedes apparently also 

E
Racial photograph, Vanadis expedition 1883–
1885. Photograph by Oscar Birger Ekholm. 
Courtesy of the Museum of Ethnography, 
Stockholm.
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wanted to be part of? In which media, and how were visual  representations 
of the colonial world circulated, understood and given meaning? What 
significance was given to race? To support the argument I will analyze 
various visual representations of the colonial world that surfaced around 
the last decades of the nineteenth century. The Vanadis expedition, or 
circumnavigation, went from Karlskrona, Sweden, on 5 December 1883, 
to England and then roughly to parts of South America, Tahiti, Hawaii, 
Japan, China, Yemen, Eritrea, Egypt, Malta, Gibraltar, and back to Stock-
holm.165 The most frequent imagery from the circumnavigation was of the 
ship, the flag and Indigenous populations.166 The boat and the flag were 
important visual symbols for the successful nation and the narratives 
emphasized the importance of the Swedish enterprise as part of the colo-
nial world. The expedition was also spoken of as a civilizing mission due 
to the extensive research that was made by scientists on board. A racial 
archive was thus established, in which importantly non-Europeans were 
distinguished from Europeans. These archival documentations were later 
distributed in visual representations in different media such as photo-
graphs, travel journals and the illustrated press.

Map of the route taken by the Vanadis expedition 1883–1885. 
Courtesy of the Maritime Museum, Stockholm.
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As is evident, my first case study takes its points of departure from a 
scientific context – detached from, but also associated with, contemporary 
mass culture. There were no strict boundaries, I argue, between the fields 
of science and urban mass culture. In fact, what will be evident through-
out Colonizing fever are the intertwined relations between science, race 
science – and its various forms in: anthropology, ethnography, eugenics, 
physiology and anthropometry – entertainment, education and exhibi-
tion, as well as the connections to consumer culture and capitalism in the 
last decades of the nineteenth century. Furthermore, the study explores 
the activities by the Swedish scientific expedition in the colonial world, 
as well as how the voyage was given meaning through media within the 
nation. At the end of the nineteenth century, science appeared in many 
different public spheres, often intermingled with other attractions.167 
 Science and entertainment were reciprocally constitutive, inextricable 
features  of the world of leisure in the nineteenth century.168 Science his-
torian Solveig Jülich has shown how the early X-ray images around 1900 
were part of both an expanding mass visual culture and a narrower  medical 
context.169 Science utilized various media to demonstrate and establish its 
results.170 In that way it both introduced new knowledge to a broader 
audience and created its very conditions.171 Photography, posters, wax 
displays and magic lanterns were used to inform and popularize the latest 
news from the science world.172 

Science also worked in close relation with imperial endeavours.173 The 
European colonial expansion was interconnected with the establishment 
of the sciences, exploratory expeditions and colonial trading.174 New fields 
of research such as anthropology and ethnography became crucial, besides 
the natural sciences, in mapping the world.175 According to literary  scholar 
Mary Louise Pratt, these scientific travels had been marked by two simul-
taneous, intersecting processes in Northern Europe in the mid-eighteenth 
century, “the emergence of natural history as a structure of knowledge, 
and the momentum toward interior, as opposed to maritime, explora-
tion.”176 Pratt suggests that this can be called a “European planetary con-
sciousness”, a change that occurred with “many others including the 
merging of bourgeois forms of subjectivity and power, the conception 
of a new territorial phase of capitalism impelled by searches for raw 
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 materials, the challenge to expand coastal trade inland, and national im-
peratives to capture foreign territory in order to avert it being seized by 
competing European powers.”177 All European countries were involved in 
scientific and exploratory expeditions around the world.178 The Scandina-
vian countries were no exception.179 

In the first days of February 1905, only a couple of days after the cele-
brated Swedish scientist Hjalmar Stolpe had passed away, subscribers to 
the regional paper Östgötaposten read an eventful anecdote about Stolpe 
from the 1880s.180 It was a small paper but the narrative also circulated in 
national newspapers. This particular story took place during the Vanadis 
expedition. The Vanadis sailed in December 1883 and returned to Stock-
holm in May 1885; the longest leg at sea was 33 days between Lisbon and 
Rio de Janeiro.181 The ethnographer on the ship was Stolpe, and one of his 
tasks was to collect ethnographical material to bring back to Sweden. 
However, Stolpe was not the only one collecting.182 The captain and 
 commander-in-chief, Otto Lagerberg was also keen to increase his own 
private collection. When the Vanadis reached Jaluit atoll (part of the 
Marshall Islands and under Imperial German dominion) in the autumn 
of 1884, it was said that the crew met the local population and their 
leader “his black majesty”, Kabua.183 Kabua was described as a coarse 
man, and it was reported in the press that he was not “a terribly civilized 
man.”184 On one of the occasions both Stolpe and Lagerberg had set their 
eyes on a beautiful carpet, and it was suggested, perhaps by Lagerberg 
himself, that Stolpe would sing to amuse the “locals”.185 At this event, 
Lagerberg saw his chance to speak to Kabua about the rug. But nothing 
came of this, since Stolpe (who was famous for his singing voice among 
the crew) began to sing the Swedish national anthem, but changing the 
lyrics referring to Kabua. Every time Stolpe sang Kabua’s name, he would 
bow in front of him.186 Kabua was said to be very enthralled by this, and 
since he did not understand a word of the song, which according to the 
reporter had been changed in such a way that the leader was ridiculed, 
Kabua said enthusiastically: “Give Takata the carpet.”187 

The above account was picked up both in the Swedish national papers 
such as Aftonbladet and regional paper like Kalmar.188 And several years 
later the story was also retold in Östgötaposten. The news that the Vanadis 
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reached the Marshall Islands was also summarized in the international 
press.189 This narrative was furthermore documented in the popular and 
widespread travel journal Jorden Rundt under svensk örlogsflagg: Ögonblicks-
bilder från fregatten Vanadis verldsomsegling 1883–1885 samlade av Svante Natt 
och Dag och i brefform återgifna af Richard Melander [Around the world with 
the Swedish military flag: Images from the circumnavigation by the  frigate 
Vanadis 1883–1885 collected by Svante Natt och Dag and epistolary 
depcited by Richard Melander] (1887), by the officer cadet Natt och Dag 
and with illustrations by the artist Ottilia Adelborg.190 

The photographs of the meeting with Kabua, by the professional 
photo grapher on board, Oscar Birger Ekholm, were likewise reproduced 
as xylographs and stereopticon cards. The photographs were circulated in 
different public and private settings, at museums or in photo albums.191 
Having a photographer on board was, however, not unusual. In the 1880s, 
there were several enterprises around the world, which brought along 
photographers and artists to record their journeys.192 They produced 
 visual proofs of having crossed the sea, and more importantly images 
were crucial for the narrative of discovery and conquest.193 The above 
anecdote about Kabua was repeated in different media and came to stand 
out as a memorable moment in the expedition’s seventeen-month jour-
ney around the globe and, as seen above, long afterwards. 

The “Takata story” also touches upon the conflict between the captain 
and the ethnographer, since there were basically two different approach-
es to the expedition. Captain Lagerberg regarded the trade mission as the 
main reason for the voyage, and he was not willing to delay the schedule 
for the scientific research conducted by Stolpe.194 In Prince Oscar Carl 
August Bernadotte’s diary from the journey, the prince often complained 
about the hasty and often stressful travels: “The chief [Lagerberg] wants 
to rush past this beautiful scenery and, in so many respects, remarkable 
part of the world. That is one way to do a circumnavigation, I suppose.”195 

Stolpe on the other hand was determined to try to collect as much 
ethnographica as possible, which led to constant conflict with Lagerberg, 
who strictly followed protocol and time frames given by the Swedish-
Norwegian officials.196 In the Daily bulletin in July 1884, the reporter hence 
observed the promptness of Lagerberg: “the Vanadis left yesterday after-



54

1. race and scientific media

noon punctually at four o’clock.”197 Another important aspect was the 
racial photo-documenting mission by Stolpe and Ekholm.  Kabua, for 
example, was portrayed in different photographs and so were the rest of 
the population (often completely undressed). This was done at the Mar-
shall Islands, and more or less extensive research was conducted at other 
destination points as well. Descriptions of the populace as “uncivilized” 
or belonging to the “lower races” were well-established prejudices at the 
time, and both written and visual documentation were built on the wide 
spread racial hierarchy found in the late nineteenth century.198 Social 
 Darwinism, nationalism and race science were in short interconnected 
discourses, stemming from both the science field and political practices. 
In Sweden (and Scandinavia), these developed alongside ideas of a white 
Nordic identity.199 The readers of both the regional and  national papers 
received, for example, the following information about the trip to the 
Marshall Islands: “In a letter to Aftonbladet it says that of all the places 
visited by the Vanadis frigate in the Pacific Ocean, Jaluit, Marshall Islands 
is the least touched by civilization.”200 

METICULOUS NEWS

One important medium – perhaps the most seminal one – for establishing 
and distributing representations of the colonial world for a larger audience 
towards the end of the nineteenth century was the press. Both regional 
and national papers such as Blekingsposten and Dagens Nyheter documented 
the Vanadis journey several times per month, making it impossible for the 
readers to miss the circumnavigation. When the Swedish Royal Navy 
planned the Vanadis expedition, the purpose remained similar to that of 
the earlier Swedish Eugenie expedition of 1851–1853 – to promote Swedish 
commerce and participate in global economical trade.201 

However, as archaeologist Hans Manneby describes, it was also a “pub-
lic relations” event, aimed at endorsing not only Swedish trade, but also 
more importantly, Swedish-Norwegian commerce and industry.202 The 
order to Captain Lagerberg in October 1883 was thus unambiguous: “to 
forcefully protect the Swedish and Norwegian flag of commerce.”203 Yet, 
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the expedition also had a scientific mission and a role in the military edu-
cation of the navy.204 On the occasion of the Vanadis expedition, Prince 
Oscar was made lieutenant and became the official representative; and 
with his participation the expedition indeed anticipated media recogni-
tion and prestige.205 The expedition would monitor the business trade and 
explore how to rationalize and make the consul Harald Ehrenborg’s work 
even more successful.206 

The Royal directives to Captain Lagerberg, from October 1883, instruct-
ed him: “It is your duty to help with everything necessary, to support the 
work of the inspector, and to provide for all reasonable requests.”207 
Lager berg saw this as his actual mission. Stolpe’s collecting assignment 
was of less importance, although the captain and the ethnographer some-
times wanted the same ethnographica on the journey.208 The consular 
matter was a rather sensitive issue at the time.209 At the time of the event 
it was commonly known by economists that the union between Sweden 
and Norway was not exporting as much as it was importing.210 Another 
critical point was the on-going competition between Denmark and 
 Sweden. One major reason for the first Eugenie expedition in the early 
1850s was to accomplish a circumnavigation as successful as the Danish 
Galathea expedition in 1845.211 The participation in trade and scientific 
projects was thus one way for smaller countries to involve themselves in 
colonial practices. As archaeologists Magdalena Naum and Jonas M. 
 Nordin assert, “They [the Swedish-Norwegian union and Denmark] 
 remained, however, active players in the transoceanic trade, engaged in 
extensive exploitation projects at the fringes of their dominions.”212 In 
view of that, the Vanadis expedition, among other Scandinavian expedi-
tions in the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth century, 
should be understood as part of engaging in European colonial politics 
by proxy, that is via scientific and commercial exploration.213 

Historians have often emphasized that the decree from June 1883 was 
the first sign of an ambitious expedition.214 The chief at the main base 
camp (Karlskrona) received instructions on extensive reconstruction 
work. The Vanadis was going to be ready for departure in early December 
and be able to travel for 18 months to foreign waters.215 Scholar Jan Bill-
gren asserts that the news was beginning to circulate amongst the public 
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in September 1883, but there are much earlier sources, which imply that 
the journey was known of previously.216 Already, before the instruction 
from Swedish officials, in March 1883 both Dagens Nyheter and the 
 Swedish-Finnish paper Åbo Underrätelser announced a rumour.217 In The 
New York Times feature “Scientific Gossip” in May 1883, the topic was the 
new impact of the Vanadis expedition: 

Sweden’s activity in science is creditable. Among other very able observers 
the corvette Vanadis, when she starts her trip around the world will carry 
out Dr. Stolpe from whom much interesting information may be expected. 
And the Swedish Academy of Sciences lately offered to reward the vessel 
bringing the first valuable intelligence – authoritative dispatches&co – to 
the party. Wintering at Spitzbergen for making meteorological observa-
tions in Spitzbergen.218 

One could therefore assume that the scientific mission was known, and 
circulated in the press both in the Nordic countries and as shown abroad, 
before it was launched officially through the decrees. During the ex-
pedition major European newspapers such as the British Observer, The 
Guardian and the French Le Figaro had updates about the expedition. The 
news about the Vanadis expedition could be found continuously in the 
European press, but the news was also reaching countries overseas: North 
America, Australia and New Zealand. The scientific and commercial 
 missions by the Swedish-Norwegian union were in other words not  solely 
a European concern. The mentioning of Stolpe showed that he was well 
recognized abroad. Stolpe’s ambition could also be detected in “Scientific 
Miscellany” in the American daily Kirksville Weekly Graphic in June 1884, 
in which the report stated: “The Swedish frigate Vanadis has started on a 
scientific cruise round the world, having among its passengers King 
Oscar’s second son and a government commissionaire [Stolpe] who is to 
collect materials for starting a national museum of ethnography in Stock-
holm.”219 In the Australian The Argus Melbourne similar news was high-
lighted.220 The international press usually only had a few details and they 
were often repeated and reprinted on numerous occasions.221 
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The Nationwide Press

If the international press were repeating the news of the Vanadis expedi-
tion and the Swedish scientific and trade ambitions, the major Swedish 
newspapers such as Aftonbladet, Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet 
 revealed every possible detail that could be found about the seagoing 
 mission to the public. Another significant aspect was how the Swedish 
reports of the Vanadis expedition were recited in the Norwegian and 
 Danish domestic press.222 The reports in the press were meticulous – the 
route itself, the different missions, the food and the wages of each member 
of the crew were noted and discussed. Dagens Nyheter reported for example 
on two separate occasions that the frigate was loaded with ammunition, 
gunpowder and projectiles and that consul Harald Ehrenborg would re-
ceive a salary of 600 Swedish kronor and around five Swedish kronor each 
day for food.223 Aftonbladet informed their readers on a monthly basis when 
and where to send letters. For example a small notice in the late fall of 
1884 stated that all letters must be sent before 24 December, if they were 
going to reach the next stop on the voyage: Colombo, Ceylon [Sri Lan-
ka].224

These small announcements of various detailed information, I claim, 
indicated the importance of the voyage, and the readers would have been 
in no doubt that besides the commerce and science missions, the frigate 
was also emphasized as a military assignment with “ammunitions and 
projectiles” on board.225 It was clear to the readers that the ship repre-
sented Sweden in foreign waters. The different information on ranks and 
the salary of the consul, the captain, the officers and the scientists also 
went towards underpinning the significance of the mission. The latest 
equipment was reported to be on board: electric lights as well as state of 
the art military devices were pointed out to the readers.226 Information 
about the total height, weight and number of cannons was also given. The 
Vanadis became an image of the new modern ship, and Sweden was pro-
moted as a modern European nation.

Interestingly, according to newspapers, the ethnographical collections 
were also said to be of great importance. Extensive documentation and 
science research was to be executed in places where Indigenous  populations 
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were soon to be extinct.227 Therefore, according to the press, the  scientific 
collecting was considered to be part of a wider civilizing mission, for which 
a relatively small country such as Sweden thus also took responsibility. 
These notions had been illuminated at the meetings of Svenska sällskapet 
för antropologi och geografi [Swedish Society for Anthropology and 
 Geography], which in part financed Stolpe’s travel.228 The subscribers to 
the regional papers such as the Swedish daily Blekingsposten, Kalmar, Öst-
götaposten and Stockholmsbladet were also able to get as much detailed in-
formation about the circumnavigation. For example, the readers received 
the following information in the late autumn of 1883: 

The Crown has decided that Amanuensis Hjalmar Stolpe, who is going to 
accompany the ethnographical research team, will receive a salary which 
will equal the salary of an officer with the rank of a captain. This will in-
clude the extra funding to an amount of no more than 2000 Swedish 
kronor.”229 

Before the journey in December 1883, Blekingsposten had weekly news, and 
during the months of October, November and December, there were 
 several notices in the same week.230 The updates were a major concern for 
the national as well as the regional papers, and the subscribers could 
 follow the expedition in their local papers. All of these reports indicated 
the prestige of the scientific and commercial mission of the expedition. 
The country was being represented abroad and the readers were receiving 
monthly information about the business surrounding the voyage.231 The 
summary from Blekingsposten gives an insight into what the subscriber 
obtained on the reports from Hawaii on 29 August 1884. 

Contents: The departure of Vanadis from Honolulu. – The Swedish flag 
honoured. – An Italian corvette and an Italian prince. – Festivities for 
Prince Oscar. – the royal palace in Honolulu. – Works by Swedish authors 
and Swedish craftsmanship in the royal palace. – Salute for the Duke of 
Södermanland. – Swedish military drills on land. – Festivities on the Vana-
dis ship. – Coronation. – Departure.232 



“Från Vanadis verldsom-
segling” [From the circum-
navigation by Vanadis], 
Blekingsposten 29 August 
1884. Courtesy of National 
Library of Sweden, Stock-
holm.
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All the stops from different harbours were reported in the press and there 
were even translations of articles in some of the major local papers. For 
example Aftonbladet translated an article from the Brazilian Jornal do Com-
mercio in March 1884.233 The paper recapitulated the Brazilian account and 
reinforced the fact that the news of the Vanadis was not only a concern 
for the Scandinavian readers. The report highlighted prominent officials 
from Russia, Great Britain and United States, who were attending a ban-
quet held for Prince Oscar.234 The celebrations were described in detail. 
The Great Salon was lavishly decorated with flags, flowers and candles.235 
The report also claimed that over 5,000 people gathered to see the  frigate 
leaving with Prince Oscar, and the final remark was made that the prince 
had spoken in elegant French to the crowd.236 The narrative that wherever 
the expedition went it was always greeted with the greatest enthusiasm 
– large banquets were held, flags were waved and gifts exchanged – could 
be seen at other destination points such as Lisbon, Honolulu and Jaluit.237 
These narratives reinforced the significance of the Swedish-Norwegian 
mission.

In the first half of the nineteenth century the electric telegraph was in 
use, connecting countries and continents. When Vanadis travelled, brief 
news was telegraphed from the ports the Vanadis frigate visited to the 
papers at home in Sweden. Captain Lagerberg often telegraphed short 
notices, for example: “All well. The expected post has arrived.”238 From 
the above accounts I would state that the expedition drew much attention 
right from the start and became a widespread event in the press for a large 
audience. The importance of the voyage was also seen afterwards. Afton-
bladet gave a vivid account from the welcoming ceremony on 8 May 1885, 
and when the Vanadis reached the Stockholm archipelago, Swedish sailing 
boats were said to have followed the frigate back to the capital.239 Ny 
 Illustrerad Tidning depicted the event and the expedition was considered 
most successful, earning the same position as the famous Vega voyage of 
1878–1880. Festivities and ceremonies were held over the following days 
and Aftonbladet reprinted the King’s celebratory speech.240 The King 
praised the voyage and the crew, and especially the fact that the Swedish 
flag had once again been represented all over the world not only in science 
and commerce but also in peaceful activities. The term “peaceful  activities” 
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was also mentioned when the ethnographical collections, from the expe-
dition, were displayed in Gothenburg in 1887 and Göteborgsposten spoke of 
the chance to finally see the “trophies of the peaceful visits”.241

Susanne Zantop has claimed that “peaceful activities” were precisely a 
place in which “latent colonialism” was negotiated.242 In a similar way I 
argue that the many reports from the Vanadis expedition about peaceful 
activities were concerned with placing the Swedish expedition within a 
far more brutal colonial context overseas. Historian Catarina Lundström 
has shown how the Swedish internal mission and colonial politics were 
well underway in late nineteenth century.243 Thus, it is also of significance 
to take into consideration the colonial politics of the northern parts of 
Sweden. The colonial practices within Sweden, in short, legitimized the 
great interest in an outward expansion. By comparing seventeenth-cen-
tury Swedish colonizers’ relations with Delaware River Indians and the 
Sámi population, historian Gunlög Fur has for example revealed how 
these colonial projects resembled each other in formation and implemen-
tation. For administrators, military men and evangelists, Sámis and 
North American Indians each occupied the “savage slot”, demanding 
discipline and civilization to make them fit subjects of the Crown. As Fur 
states: “In this effort, arguments borrowed from encounters with other 
cultures could be used as tools,” with American missionaries for example, 
drawing upon their counterparts’ experiences in Lapland as they preached 
to the Lenape.244 

Stories from the Crew

Previous examples of news have highlighted the establishment and circula-
tion of events and the amount of reports from the Vanadis expedition. 
However, it was travel accounts in the press from the crew, which created 
a deeper knowledge of what actually happened and what the expedition 
encountered on the circumnavigation.245 One of the papers that had ex-
tensive reports from the Vanadis expedition was Blekinge Läns Tidning. The 
vicar Immanuel Kiellman-Göransson, who was on board the Vanadis, 
reported on a regular basis for the newspaper on for example Indigenous 
traditions, history and scientific work conducted by the scientist from the 
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Vanadis. Kiellman-Göransson’s anecdotes were typical of the narratives 
about the colonial world. In his accounts from around the globe, the “low 
status” of the Indigenous people was regularly described. A common idea 
at the time was that the Indigenous population in the colonial world was 
considered soon to be extinct. Therefore it became important to docu-
ment their behaviour, racial features and traditions. Kiellman-Göransson 
described, for example, the excitement of seeing some “real uncivilized 
people” in Jaluit, but found that most of the population was wearing 
European clothes.246 However, one vivid account of a man in traditional 
costume was thoroughly depicted. “Now we met an old man, who was 
dressed after the old tradition of Jaluit. [---]The whole costume was only 
a girdle [---] The old man’s filthy brown skin was covered with tattoos in 
simple patterns. […] His pitch-black hair was tied at the back and his ears 
had large piercings.”247

In similar accounts, people with darker skin were portrayed as “dirty 
and uncivilized”. In Lisbon, the vicar described them, as “small brown 
and black-haired people who walk the streets of Lisbon. Most of them are 
poorly dressed and one would not want to have anything to do with 
them.”248 Wherever Kiellman-Göransson went he described the popula-
tion in a strict racial hierarchy, classifying the different “races” such as the 
“Negros”, “Mulattos” and “Europeans”.249 The fascination with different 
races was a constant narrative and described in detail. For example, the 
people of Hawaii were given a thorough description of facial features and 
body composition. Kiellman-Göransson had opinions on their beauty as 
well. He concluded in his vivid account that he could not find any great 
beauty in these people.250 Moreover, Kiellman-Göransson’s reports of the 
actual mission of the Vanadis were perceived as most important in his 
accounts. The reports of the many meetings with other European diplo-
mats and royalty were detailed and praised the hospitality and civilizing 
manners. 

Another popular account from the expedition was by the officer cadet, 
Natt och Dag. The reports were first printed in the local press, Stock-
holmsbladet, during the journey. By and large, Natt and Dag’s narratives 
were similar to that of Kiellman-Göransson. Dramatic and detailed 
 descriptions of the journey, the Indigenous population and the scientific 
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work were a common thread. Spectacular events relating to Indigenous 
culture and traditions such as the dancing traditions on Nouka Hiva, tea 
ceremonies in Japan and burial practices in Bombay [Mumbai] were high-
lighted. In describing the people of Jaluit, Natt och Dag followed previous 
descriptions. “We have taken a step down the civilization ladder”; and in 
his narrative he further described the “simple” clothing and poor living 
of the Indigenous population.251 The people were characterised in terms 
of their supposed “ugliness” and were also compared to other Indigenous 
populations, with the Tahitian population considered to be “more beau-
tiful”. In addition, Stolpe himself also wrote extensively for Stockholms 
Dagblad, making remarks on the “low civilizations” encountered. “On 
every road you can read the history of a people who have fought a great 
fight against nature, a people who are no less than our ancestors once 
were, but they are not, like our race, going to reach higher in their 
develop ment. Instead they are doomed to extinction by the burning hot 
breath of civilization.”252

The vivid and meticulous descriptions differed from the previous 
shorter updates about the expedition. As Pelle Snickars claims, the press 
was a visualizing medium in the late nineteenth century and one of the 
features was that of highly descriptive reporting (as seen in the above 
examples).253 The reader had the chance to engage with and imagine the 
events around the globe, making it almost possible to be part of the ex-
pedition – yet from a distance. Historians Steven Shapin and Simon 
Schaffer’s concept of “virtual witnessing” has demonstrated the impor-
tance of communicative strategies, narrative tropes, and images to build 
consensus regarding “matters of fact”.254 More importantly, Shapin and 
Schaffer illuminate how scientific writing aimed to create mental images 
for the readers in such a way that they felt they had actually been there.255 
The informative and detailed descriptions of the Vanadis expedition in 
the press, I argue, served as a way to create a colonial mental image for 
the reader similar to the intentions of scientific writing. It is also impor-
tant to see how the reports remediated the qualities of the photograph 
and vice versa. At the end of the nineteenth century, the camera was still 
a relatively new medium, but it was considered to be more precise than 
language itself. Photography could document all details of reality. The 
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meticulously detailed writing in the press, the visualizing reporting, cor-
responded to the great interest in visual details.256 Alongside the visual-
izing reporting of the expedition, the press itself was transformed into a 
visual medium. Headlines, fonts and an abundance of content; the press 
has been described as crucial in creating a sense of modern life. 

To follow these press events of the Vanadis expedition was hence to be 
part of the modern world. When the press claimed the expedition to be 
modern, it juxtaposed its modernity to overseas colonial encounters, 
which were perceived as “primitive”. Juxtaposition was crucial, and as 
Anne McClintock has argued, understanding the political, social and 
cultural dynamics of industrial modernity required an exploration of the 
racialized and gendered dimensions of imperial power.257

Detailed travel accounts from the colonial world were also popular 
themes in the illustrated press. On a regular basis, the Swedish audience 
was able to read articles about foreign places, traditions and cultures, 
which were richly illustrated. The images not only reinforced what the 
articles described, but created a way of visualizing the colonial world, often 
juxtaposed with European urban life. For example “Från Brasiliens urskog” 
[From the Brazilian Forest] in Illustrerad Familj-Journal from early June 1881 

 
“Från Brasiliens urskog” [From the Brazi-
lian forest] Illustrerad Familj-Journal 5 June 
1881:23. Courtesy of the National Library 
of Sweden, Stockholm. 
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had a lengthy article about the Indigenous population from Brazil. The 
article contrasted practices and everyday life to the Europeans’ way of life.

“Några typer från Eldslandet” [Figures from Tierra del Fuego] by J. 
Bungartz, from November 1881, also from the same paper, had an article 
in which the population was described as follows: “These savages are 
depicted in the same manner by everyone who has seen them. They are 

“Några typer från Eldslandet” [People from Tierra del Fuego] drawing by J. Bungartz, 
Illustrerad Familj-Journal 27 November 1881:48. Courtesy of the National Library of 
Sweden, Stockholm.
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disgusting creatures, which are on the lowest level of culture and civiliza-
tion.”258 The article went on to describe the population as “filthy with 
dirty brown copper skin” and “they do not seem to know that water is for 
cleaning.”259 According to the report, they ate raw meat and did not wear 
any clothes.

The people depicted in the magazine were visiting Berlin, and the 
newspaper noted what a remarkable appetite they had. The article con-
cluded that the people were living in a patriarchal society where the men 
were served the food first, and the women and children had to settle for 
the leftovers. The common themes of such travel accounts were that the 
Indigenous people were portrayed as “uncivilized”, of an “inferior race” 
that would soon be extinct due to white supremacy. The accounts from 
the Vanadis were thus only one of many narratives of the colonial world 
the readers had access to. Historian Åke Holmberg asserts that the preju-
diced images of other people were created in places where Europeans met 
the Indigenous people.260 The major empires created an imperial vision 
and the Swedish audience by and large implemented this vision. Holm-
berg describes this phenomenon as epigonic, which meant that the Swed-
ish audience copied and incorporated images and narratives.261

Swedish Boulevard Cultures

As Vanessa R. Schwartz asserts, the newspaper was quintessentially a 
 modern and urban practice.262 One of the treats of modern life was the 
shared participation in a culture in which representations were amplified 
to such an extent that they became almost exchangeable with reality.263 
Therefore, to follow the Vanadis’ whereabouts was to be part of the new 
everyday modern urban culture and the extensive reports created a sort 
of “spectacular reality”.264 Schwartz does not discuss colonial imagery, but 
rather focuses on the European boulevard cultures that flourished at the 
end of the nineteenth century. The press not only described the new life 
on the streets of Paris, for example the re-modelling of Paris and its “Haus-
mannization” in the 1860s – it created it as well.265 In a similar manner I 
argue that the daily press and the illustrated press were essential in crea-
ting colonial conceptions of the Vanadis expedition.
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As for the Scandinavian countries, smaller versions of “boulevard cul-
tures” were to be seen here too.266 There were unique developments in the 
Nordic countries, since literacy was exceptionally high, which boosted 
demand for various papers. Literacy increased steadily from the middle 
of the nineteenth century and with the mechanical printing press entering 
Sweden in the 1830s, output grew to include cheap papers and novels. 
Several papers were established each month, and it was common that a 
small town could have several newspapers to choose from. The fascination 
with the rapidly growing press was often discussed predominantly within 
the press itself. Ny Illustrerad Tidning from 1886 reported enthusiastically 
about their publications and number of readers.267 The newspapers aimed 
to reach a broad and diverse audience and the paper was addressed to an 
imagined universal reader.268 

According to press historians Karl Erik Gustafsson and Per Rydén, the 
press had a central role in the modernization process, which steadily 
opened Sweden to the world.269 As a result, the outward appearance of the 
papers changed. Sweden moved closer to the leading countries such as the 
United States, England, France, Germany and – Denmark. The highly 
competitive American press introduced improvements and the Swedish 
papers were well informed concerning the foreign press.270 Media histo-
rian Johan Jarlbrink has explained how the role of newspaper staff 
changed in the last decades of the nineteenth century. In its second half, 
the Swedish press had often been seen as dishonest. During the interwar 
period, this image, however, was altered. Journalists came to be  considered 
as authentic and essential providers of news – sometimes even as  heroes.271 
However, the reporting of and from the Vanadis expedition had no real 
revealing journalistic ambitions. Instead, the reports came from the crew 
and the anecdotes were copied to both domestic and international press.

There were many factors behind why the press grew. The extensive 
school reforms from the mid nineteenth century had helped to enlarge 
the reading crowd. Political awareness intensified with social groups such 
as the labour association creating a larger readership. The supply of Swed-
ish newspapers was growing each year and the circulation of newspapers 
resulted in lower prices. Some newspapers cost as little as three to four 
Swedish kronor for an annual subscription, something that an industry 
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worker could make in less than two days.272 Newspapers also changed 
themselves. Texts were divided into specific segments and elaborated on 
typefaces. These sections in the press came to be known as följetonger 
[feuilleton, serialized fiction], diverse [miscellane ous], aktualiteter or varje-
handa [current news] and annonsrader [advertisement sections]. They 
were a sign of the popularity of the press and how the culture of everyday 
life was increasing its presence. The Vanadis  stories were featured in 
all the above sections, for example: Immanuel Kiellman-Göransson’s 
 accounts on every stop were found in the feuillton section, the “Kabua 
story” in the miscellaneous segment, the information about “ammunition 
and wages” and Otto Lagerberg’s concise reports on destination points 
in the current news pieces or telegrams and the travel journal by Svante 
Natt och Dag and public lectures about the Vanadis expedition were seen 
afterwards in the advertisement section.

Another important aspect was the establishment of a headline for each 
article, which at the end of the nineteenth century was more of a rule than 
an exception.273 Therefore, headlines such as “Vanadis expedition”, “The 

Typefaces: Fractur and Antiqua in Kalmar  11 
October 1884. Courtesy of the National Library 
of Sweden, Stockholm. 
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frigate Vanadis circumnavigation” or “News from the Vanadis” became 
common sights in the papers, and the reader could easily find the latest 
update from the expedition. According to media historians Johan Jarl-
brink and Patrik Lundell there was a common notion at the time that 
people were reading too much.274 The widespread circulation of the press 
was one important factor and the debate of what was appropriate reading 
was commented on and discussed in the Swedish press. There was, how-
ever, a mutual agreement that the press was generally a positive effect for 
“all classes”.275 Schwartz has eloquently pointed out that a culture that 
became “more literate” also become more visual.276 Therefore, it was not 
only that people were reading too much, they were also seeing too much. 
As regards the Vanadis expedition, images were not only emphasizing its 
importance but creating it as well.

THE FLAG AND THE SHIP

When the officer cadet Natt och Dag from the Vanadis expedition, wrote 
in his diary – published both in the papers and later as a book – about the 
presence of Swedish people around the globe, he touched upon the notion 
that Sweden was really part of the global world: “I start to believe that 
the Swedes are all over the world. They are always there when you least 
expect them to be.”277 There were several events in the late nineteenth 
century that highlighted Swedish resettlement in colonized parts. The 
United States was not the only destination for the wave of emigration – 
emigrants also headed to Australia, the Middle East, South America and 
Africa. The Vanadis expedition, in fact, not only displayed the expedition’s 
mission of science and commerce to readers, it also showed various en-
counters with Swedes, for example in Hawaii, Japan and Brazil. From 
every part of the colonial world, Swedes were to be seen and the press 
reinforced the notion that the country and its citizens were far from the 
periphery. Reports from Hawaii, for example, narrated news about 
 emigrated Swedes who were excited about the expedition.278 

The ship itself was a prominent symbol of the expedition; the Vanadis 
can almost be regarded as a medium per se. Swedish readers were well 
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 familiar with the frigate and knew its previous accomplishments. The 
choice of ship for this prestigious voyage was hence clear from the start.279 
The Vanadis frigate was considered the best equipped and it had made 
several journeys, including the famous Mediterranean expedition of 
1869–1870. Another prominent journey had been the West Indian expedi-
tion to St. Barthélemy of 1877–1878, when the Swedish colony was 
bought back by France.280

The national pride of the new scientific and trading mission was estab-
lished from the start in the various press; for example one of the local 
Swedish newspapers reported zealously: “Not since 1853 has the triple-
tongued blue and yellow flag been waving around the world.”281 The 
 “waving of the flag” or “showing the flag” was consequently often visible 
in the graphic documentation of the journey. The flag fluttering in the 
wind was naturally used at other events of national concern, which is why 
the press frequently referred to this particular imagery. 

Yet the flag had historically been more of a military and royal symbol 

 “Fregatten Vanadis” [The Vanadis frigate 1883–1885]. Photograph by R. Ellis. Courtesy of 
the Maritime Museum, Stockholm 
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than a national one. The first Swedish flags had been carried by the navy, 
in the late sixteenth century, and the design with the cross had been bor-
rowed from Denmark.282 In 1814 the union between Sweden and Norway 
demanded a new flag.283 There were two formal flags, either the military 
flag [örlogsflagg] or the civil flag [handelsflagg]. The first was flown by 
the navy and by fortresses on land and the civil flag was flown by mer-
chant ships. A third flag symbolizing the union was introduced in 1844, 
with the military flag with both the Swedish and Norwegian flag incor-
porated. It was the flag visible on the Vanadis.

As a rule, the flag was intended to be a symbol to be used at sea and not 
on land, with the exception of military fortresses.284 This was as far as flags 
were used at all. Hence, when the flag began to be applied as a civic em-
blem during the latter half of the nineteenth century a lot of complaints 
were made about the apparent lack of interest by the Swedish citizens. In 
1868, a captain asked his crew if they could describe the Swedish flag, only 
five out of 114 succeeded in the survey.285 In 1873, the Swedish flag was 

Jacob Jacques Hägg, Vanadis [The Vanadis], 1885. Courtesy of the Museum of Ethnography, 
Stockholm. Oil on canvas.
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raised over the Royal Palace as a sign that the king was at home. This 
generated discussions at the time, with comments that it was ridiculous 
and that the palace itself had been smeared with the “decoration”.286 
 Ethnologist Orvar Löfgren asserts that waving the flag privately was con-
sidered to be the practice of the élite.287 The flag was changed gradually 
from a military and royal symbol to a national one during the last decades 
of the nineteenth century.288 

There were only a few illustrations in the press during the actual  Vanadis 
expedition, and the majority showed the frigate with the Swedish-Nor-
wegian military flag waving in the sky, often depicted by the officer and 
marine painter on board, Jacob “Jacques” Hägg. Hägg worked on several 
marine paintings and sketches during the journey, which were displayed 
and sold after the expedition, for example Vanadis (1885).289 In the papers 
the flag was often referred to as the triple-tongued blue and yellow flag, 
which emphasized Swedish dominance.

Remediated Imagery

In the 1880s, illustrations in the press were often only seen in the expan-
ding advertisement sections. Illustrations were also to be found in the 
Swedish satirical magazines such as Folkets Röst, Kapten Puff and Söndags-
Nisse or in the illustrated magazines Svensk Familj-Journal, Idun and Ny 
Illustrerad Tidning.290 These xylographs were often advertised in the daily 
papers, ads for Ny Illustrerad Tidning appeared regularly in the press, high-
lighting when new illustrations were to be seen in the forthcoming issue. 
The majority of newspapers in Sweden were, however, lacking images and 
the daily press seldom used pictures.291 Ny Illustrerad Tidning for example 
had only two illustrations during the entire Vanadis expedition. But the 
voyage also received attention afterwards with Stolpe’s ethnographical 
exhibition in Stockholm, which was illustrated. Besides the frigate being 
illustrated in the press, Hägg’s painting Vanadis på Fakarawa [Vanadis in 
Fakarawa] (1884) was also photographed and sold as cabinet cards by 
photographer W. Erenius, in his studio at Hamngatan in Stockholm.292

In short, the Vanadis was reproduced and made collectible for the pub-
lic. The painting depicted the ship passing Fakarawa in the Pacific in 1884. 



Jacob Jacques Hägg, Vanadis 
på Fakarawa [The Vanadis in 
Fakarawa], 1884. Courtesy 
of the Maritime Museum, 
Stockholm. Watercolour.

“Vanadis expedition på 
Fakarawa 1884” [The Vanadis 
expedition at Fakarawa 1884], 
Svante Natt och Dag’s travel 
journal Jorden rundt under 
svensk örlogsflagg: Ögonblicks-
bilder från fregatten Vanadis 
verldsomsegling 1883–1885 
samlade av Svante Natt och 
Dag och i brefform återgifna af 
Richard Melander  [Around 
the world with the Swedish 
military flag: Images from the 
circumnavigation by the 
frigate Vanadis 1883–1885 
collected by Svante Natt och 
Dag and epistolary depicted 
by Richard Melander]  (Stock-
holm: Bonnier, 1887). Cour-
tesy of the Uppsala Univer-
sity Library of Carolina 
Rediviva, Uppsala.

Jacob Jacques Hägg, Vanadis 
expeditionen på Jaluit [The 
Vanadis expedition in Jaluit], 
1888. Wikipedia Commons. 
Private Owner. Watercolour 
27 x 39 cm.
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Hägg himself had used a photograph by Ekholm, and the same picture 
was seen in Natt och Dag’s travel journal, Jorden Rundt under svensk Örlogs-
flagg: Ögonblicksbilder från fregatten Vanadis verldsomsegling 1883–1885 samlade 
av Svante Natt och Dag och i brefform återgifna af Richard Melander.293 Dif-
ferent photographs from the trip by Ekholm were also used. They were 
remediated as paintings, cabinet cards, xylographs, posters and book 
 illustrations. The images of the Vanadis ship in foreign waters, like the 
one in Fakarawa and others in Jaluit and so on, were similar in placing the 
frigate surrounded by smaller boats and an Indigenous population. 

The Swedish-Norwegian military flag can be seen in these paintings. 
The encounters with foreign lands, peoples and cultures were depicted in 
an untouched landscape, with tranquil weather and peaceful surround-
ings. The motif of the frigate at Fakarawa became a visual trope for the 
journey, showing one destination – but denoting the whole expedition. 
In other depictions of the Vanadis, the frigate was not even visible, in-
stead a peaceful seascape of smaller boats could be seen. 

Only a couple of years earlier the press had been crammed with  accounts 
and imagery of the Vega expedition. Ny Illustrerad Tidning highlighted the 
events in 1878. The expedition under the leadership of Adolf Erik Norden-
skiöld was the first Arctic expedition to navigate through the Northeast 
Passage.294 The Vega expedition was perceived to be among the foremost 
achievements in the history of Swedish science and was narrated as such 
during the voyage. Nordenskiöld became synonymous for this enterprise, 
and was made baron and commander of the Order of the North Star. In 
1886, the artist Georg von Rosen depicted the explorer in a monumental 
painting to be viewed at the Museum of Fine Arts, the wax cabinets 
showed the events in life size figures and ephemera of the Vega circulat-
ed.295 

These images and visualized accounts were revisited in the new Vana-
dis expedition. The Vanadis ship was described extensively in the press, as 
seen in the detailed accounts of overall height and weight and the differ-
ent capacities. The audience got to fully comprehend its magnitude in 
these illustrations, which nearly always depicted the vessel surrounded by 
smaller boats or ships. The crew was not shown in these illustrations, in 
contrast to the small figures that can be seen in the smaller boats, for 
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 “Vega expeditionen” [The Vega expedition], Ny 
Illustrerad Tidning 28 February 1888:6. Courtesy of 
the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.

example at Fakarawa. These figures were presumed to represent the In-
digenous population. But even more so, displaying the ship was a com-
mon way to represent the whole country. The Vanadis was described, as 
seen in the press, as modern, powerful and significant, a kind of pars pro 
toto figure, also referring to Sweden. 

Readers would be familiar with these patriotic narratives, both from 
earlier expeditions and from abroad. The use of the vessel metaphor to 
denote the whole country was a very popular theme within nineteenth-
century European visual culture. The larger European empires displayed 
battle ships and cargos in foreign land, always with the flag rising high. 
Marine paintings were sought after and special exhibitions were held in 
London, Paris and Berlin and also in the Scandinavian capitals. More 
significantly, the choosing of the Pacific held a long tradition in the  visual 
arts. Since James Cook’s explorations in the eighteenth century, artists 
had used similar themes. The British artist William Hodges depicted 
dreamy and romantic marine motifs from Cook’s travels, which were 
shipped back to England for immediately viewing.296



William Hodges, View of Island Otaheite (Tahiti) 1773. Watercolour 36,8 × 53,9 cm. 
© The Trustees of the British Museum.

“Vanadis expeditionen 1883–1885” [The Vanadis expedition 1883–1885], Nordisk familje-
bok (Stockholm: Gernandts boktryckeri, 1921). Courtesy of the Uppsala University 
Library of Carolina Rediviva, Uppsala.
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In the nineteenth century the Pacific was still a territory of the un-
known and boosted an image of the Europeans as vanquishers. The 
 Vanadis ship was portrayed in the imagery as the only modern ship sur-
rounded by smaller traditional boats. This was also emphasized in the 
detailed accounts in the press about the capacity of the frigate. The 
 placing of the Vanadis in “uncivilized” places such as Jaluit and Tierra del 
Fuego signified for the readers how, and more specifically where, to 
 position Sweden on the global map. There can be no doubt that an impe-
rial gaze was established in these visual representations of the flag, the boat 
and the Indigenous populations. These narratives elaborated on ideas of 
a mutual vision of the European colonial project and its civilizing  mission. 
To display the Pacific in connection to the Swedish venture was a power-
ful image for the Swedish audience; as a visual trope it was consequently 
repeated in various media. The ship was, for example,  presented in the 
illustrated encyclopedia Nordisk familjebok, in which the Vanadis was dis-
played and described as “the most beautiful ship in the Swedish navy”.297

The frigate dominated the picture frame in Nordisk familjebok. It also 
described the expedition, and the ethnographical collections as most 
 “valued.”298 In the book release for Natt och Dag’s travel journal, the 
poster fronted the Vanadis as the main image. These images were not 
something that was just added, or only served as an illustration. Rather 
when an image was used, it enhanced, emphasized and reinforced a certain 
aspect – a kind of viewpoint for its arguments. A visual rhetoric was 
 directed at the audience, not only deciding what one was going to see 
but rather how the public was going to understand its importance. The 
visual tropes basically consisted of three themes: the boat, the flag and 
the empty land and infinite ocean. The visualized accounts from the press 
also elaborated on these themes when describing the capacity of the frig-
ate, or when mentioning the “flag waving” seen around the world. Since 
illustrations were scarce, they had a great impact when they were shown; 
illustrations were thus important in reaffirming the story. For example in 
Ny Illustrerad Tid ning the Vanadis entering Stockholm was highlighted as 
a very special occasion for the subscribers. 

Historians Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin have 
 pointed out that surveillance of colonial space was a common feature of 



Poster: Svante Natt och Dag’s travel journal Jorden rundt under svensk örlogsflagg: Ögon-
blicksbilder från fregatten Vanadis verldsomsegling 1883–1885 samlade av Svante Natt och 
Dag och i brefform återgifna af Richard Melander  [Around the world with the Swedish 
military flag: Images from the circumnavigation by the frigate Vanadis 1883–1885 col-
lected by Svante Natt och Dag and epistolary depicted by Richard Melander] (1887). 
Courtesy of of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 

 

 “Fregatten Vanadis på Stock-
holms ström. Teckning af Albert 
Berg” [The frigate Vanadis on the 
Stockholm stream. Drawing by 
Albert Berg], Ny Illustrerad Tidning 
23 May 1885:21. Courtesy of the 
National Library of Sweden, 
Stockholm.
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exploration and travel writing. The development of landscape and the 
affiliated desire for a commanding view that could offer wide-ranging 
visual mastery was an important feature of nineteenth-century poetry 
and fiction. This concerned images as well. It became an important 
 approach by which European explorers and travellers could obtain a posi-
tion of panoramic observation, itself a representation of knowledge and 
power over the colonial space.299 

The depictions of foreign land from the expedition by Hägg and 
Ekholm explicitly showed the panoramic observation and in extent a sort 
of surveillance of colonial space. Anne McClintock argues moreover that 
the myth of the colonial discovery of “empty lands” was a male fantasy 
but also represented a crisis in male imperial identity.300 She explores how 
visual representations of colonial discovery were framed by the explorers 
in two ways, as threatened and emboldened by their encounter with other-
ness. On the one hand, they projected male fantasies onto a territory 
considered “virgin”. On the other hand they feared the difference that lay 
ahead and dreaded the prospect of being immersed by a culture that they 
perceived as backward and heathen. McClintock suggests the idea of 
anachronistic space to capture the perception of colonial journeys moving 
forward geographically into a “new” territory, while at the same time 
travelling backwards in historical time.301

According to this trope, colonized people – like women and the working 
class in the metropolis – do not inhabit a history proper but exist in a 
permanently anterior time within the geographic space of the modern 
empire as anachronistic humans, atavistic, irrational, bereft of human 
agency – the living embodiment of the archaic ‘primitive’.302 

Regarding the Vanadis expedition, comments about new land and old 
civilizations were common. Kiellman-Göransson, Natt och Dag and 
 Stolpe all described the colonial world they were entering as “virgin”, but 
also ancient and primitive. Historian Joan W. Scott has highlighted how 
gender metaphors such as descriptions of colonial exploration as pene-
tration of virgin lands used gender as a way of demonstrating relation-
ships of power.303 Stolpe explicitly highlighted the crisis in male imperial 
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identity when, in a talk about the expedition in 1902, he was reported to 
have stated: “We know little about them, because among the first things 
a foreigner does when he goes among them is to lose his head.”304 The 
anachronistic space, to borrow Anne McClintock’s term, thus spread via 
the press. Through statements such as Stople’s, the Swedish audience was 
able to experience the ambivalence of the colonial world. 

Another visualizing of the expedition was the many tables of postal 
routes for the Vanadis. Detailed information on the international packet 
traffic was available at local post offices.305 Appendix A to the Post Office 
circulars contained comprehensive timetables showing departure times of 
mail steamers from ports in Europe to all over the world.306 These tables 
were published at least ten times per annum, and they were also adver-
tised in the Swedish national press, Post- och Inrikes Tidningar, which gave 

Timetable for Vanadis from Post- och Inrikes 
Tidningar 22 December 1883. Courtesy of the  
 National Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 
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all the necessary information for anyone who wanted to send a letter to 
someone on board the ship.307 Even if the reader would not be in the 
 position to send letters, the tables became a powerful image by which the 
subscriber could follow the expedition, and be part of it from a distance. 
The information given in the papers for the different postal services also 
narrated the importance of the Vanadis, and visualized the destinations 
from time to time.

It was also these footholds that Captain Lagerberg followed strictly. 
International and domestic press also published these tables on a regular 
basis. Art historian Lena Johannesson has asserted that there were few 
pictures for the public to possess in the nineteenth century; nonetheless 
there was a multitude of images made accessible to the public.308 How-
ever, contrary to Johannesson, I would claim that a wider audience had 
the possibility of acquiring images and did so, for example, by collecting 
postcards, cartes de visite, ephemera and xylographs from the illustrated 
press. This was explicitly shown in the case of the Vanadis expedition in 
which the crew (from different ranks) collected various sorts of images.

Joyful and Vivid Accounts – Travel Journals

If the press was circulating illustrations of the flag and the ship, it was the 
travel journal Jorden rundt under svensk örlogsflagg: Ögonblicksbilder från 
 fregatten Vanadis verldsomsegling 1883–1885 samlade av Svante Natt och Dag och 
i brefform återgifna af Richard Melander, based on previous accounts in the 
press by Natt och Dag, that visualized the events and encounters with 
non-Europeans for yet another audience.309 The illustrations were by the 
artist Ottilia Adelborg, who reworked Ekholm’s photographs to depict 
the journey.310 The first image the reader encountered was that of the 
Swedish-Norwegian union flag. The mission was established and the 
 frigate was praised for its long history. Most of the images depicted non-
Europeans; the genre “Folktyper” [Ethnic Types] was common and dis-
played Indigenous people’s culture and traditions. Often portraits 
showed “racial features”. Most of the images portrayed the Indigenous 
facial front and profile. This way of depicting non-Europeans was well 
established at the time. But as previously seen, the interest in describing 
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non-Europeans in racial terms was also common in the press. Both  textual 
and visual accounts thus referred to an imperial gaze and Svante Natt och 
Dag’s travel journal became another medium that visualized the colonial 
world. Interestingly no images in the book displayed the crew itself. One 
reason could be that the publishing company sought to attract attention 
with a spectacular colonial narrative that primarily presented images of 
the people encountered on the trip. The illustrations shows a typical ethno-
graphical portrait of an African woman.

The reviews in the press of the travel journal by Natt och Dag were 
positive, and one of the reporters described it as a “joyful and vivid ac-
count.”311 The review also highlighted the illustrations and their tech-
niques: “[these accounts] are a particular delight, easy to read and an 
entertaining story of both the vigorous seaman’s life on board and of 
customs and traditions, people and lands in the foreign harbours in which 

“Arabian Woman”, Svante Natt och Dag’s travel 
journal Jorden rundt under svensk örlogsflagg: 
Ögonblicksbilder från fregatten Vanadis verldsomseg-
ling 1883–1885 samlade av Svante Natt och Dag och 
i brefform återgifna af Richard Melander  [Around 
the world with the Swedish military flag: Images 
from the circumnavigation by the frigate Vanadis 
1883–1885 collected by Svante Natt och Dag and 
epistolary depicted by Richard Melander]  (Stock-
holm: Bonnier, 1887). Courtesy of the Uppsala 
University Library of Carolina Rediviva, Uppsala.
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the Swedish frigate anchored.”312 In short, the success of Natt and Dag’s 
journal was due to it being pedagogical in terms of geography, while ex-
plaining the different events in a simple written Swedish.313 

Then again, Natt och Dag’s account belonged to a long literary tradi-
tion of travel journals by people who had experienced encounters over-
seas. This exotic and often colonial genre was well established. If the 
early eighteenth-century travel writing was unstructured, by the nine-
teenth century a typical pattern had emerged. Proceeding from a base in 
civilization to an unknown region, the traveller often described experi-
ences and observations day by day. This typical pattern of travel narrative 
was also evident in the Swedish press with the contributions of Kiellman-
Göransson and Natt och Dag among others. Historian Roy Bridges claims 
that travel writing in the nineteenth century needs to be seen in the con-
text which “became increasingly identified with the interests and preoc-
cupations of those in European societies who wished to bring the non- 
European world into a position where it could be influenced, exploited 
or, in some cases, directly controlled.”314 Bridges discusses how the in-
crease of a “European technological expertise” required benefits which 
made it simpler to impact or control non-Europeans, and this notion 
came to function as a supposed intellectual superiority. Europeans could 
assert to be able to comprehend and decipher not only the territory they 
entered but the Indigenous populations as well.315 

The Royal Presence 

In the early spring of 1883 the Vanadis expedition was a major public news 
item in Sweden, but it was not exclusively a domestic concern. For ex-
ample when reaching Honolulu, Hawaii, the Vanadis’ whereabouts were 
well documented and detailed in the press on a daily basis over the two 
weeks that the delegation stayed. The Hawaiian The Saturday press and The 
Daily bulletin were the papers that reported most of the different activities 
of the Vanadis. For example on 2 July 1884, The Daily bulletin stated that 
a detachment of sailors, headed by their own band, went to the Makiki 
grounds “for the purpose of a drill” and a large number of spectators went 
out to witness the event.316 
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These happenings could thus also be shared internationally from a 
distance, and the reader could take part in the everyday life of the Vana-
dis. The same holds true for other destinations as well (Peru, Japan, 
 India), different anecdotes of daily life were popular in the international 
press. Wherever the Vanadis went, the foreign and domestic press were 
there, documenting and following the expedition. It became a strategy to 
establish and promote Swedish trade and the scientific mission. Jan Bill-
gren claims that the reason for the press extensive reporting about the 
expedition was probably because of the royal presence on board, notably 
Prince Oscar.317 Billgren is right, but he needn’t be so hesitant. Actually, 
the satirical magazine Söndags-Nisse made fun of the way the expedition 
had been criticized by those who claimed it to be merely “a leisure activ-
ity for Prince Oscar”.318

Literary historian Andreas Nyblom has written about the great interest 
the public had in the royal family in the nineteenth century; detailed 
 accounts of festivities, inaugurations and speeches were given on a daily 
basis in the press.319 The affairs of the royal family were considered of 
interest to the general public and newspapers were always reporting and 
updating the readers on the whereabouts and affairs of the monarchs. 
Such news was popular – and it sold papers. One of the regional papers, 
for example, reported enthusiastically in June 1883: “It is always signifi-
cant to have the triple-tongued blue and yellow flag fluttering around the 
world, but the expedition is drawing even more attention for having a 
young prince on the voyage.”320 Nyblom claims that at the turn of the 
twentieth century the celebrity culture was intensified through various 
media.321 

Another intertwined aspect to take into consideration is that the 
 Vana dis expedition became popular and was narrated in many different 
media as a result of nineteenth-century interests and a fascination for 
“public spectacle.” As Johan Jarlbrink and Patrik Lundell note: “The 
second half of the nineteenth century was a time of great commemora-
tions and a time of public spectacle.”322 The Vanadis expedition in many 
ways served as a spectacle, which one could follow from a distance: as a 
show, as a feuilleton in the press or as a “spectacular reality”. Even the 
New York Times wrote about the Vanadis throughout the journey – due to 
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the royal presence: “Prince Oscar of Sweden, who is on board the  Vana-
dis, has been visiting Callao and Lima, and has met with a good recep-
tion.”323 

The Swedish public had plenty of opportunities to follow the journey 
from start to finish throughout the seventeen-month journey. There were 
many ways that the readers of the various presses could be engaged: 
feuilltons, postal routes, telegrams and correspondence. After the expedi-
tion, the Vanadis was also a popular recurring subject. One of the reasons 
was its immediate achievement, since the expedition was understood as 
“one of the most successful expeditions in Sweden.”324 Billgren claims that 
the commercial success was of great significance because of the many new 
contacts that were established with government officials and monarchs 
and princes, who were usually accompanied by senior officials in govern-
ment departments.325  

Yet, I argue that an important factor was also how the press, which was 
the dominant medium for the expedition, popularized the mission to a 
broader audience. The colonial events retold and visualized in the press 
by reporters, the crew and constant recitation during the two years, made 
the Vanadis expedition a powerful narrative, which occasionally placed 
Sweden at the centre of different colonial endeavours. Orvar Löfgren has 
emphasized the importance of the media and its power to reinforce and 
reproduce a sense of national identity and belonging.326 Moreover 
Magdalena Naum and Jonas M. Nordin assert that by “supporting expan-
sion and exploitation overseas, Scandinavian ruling class identified itself 
with the European imperial subject.”327 These notions were highly visible 
not only in the Swedish press but also overseas. From the beginning the 
official announcements of the Vanadis expedition spoke about the impor-
tance of engaging in the global market. Furthermore, bringing Prince 
Oscar on board demonstrated knowledge of creating good public  relations 
abroad. Overall, the continuous repetitions of the importance of the mis-
sion for Swedish business and sciences were unmistakable to the readers 
of the various newspapers at home and abroad. All together, the weekly 
news of the Vanadis whereabouts, the monthly reports by different mem-
bers of the crew, the telegrams and the few but crucial images, I would 
argue, connected the otherwise “unconnected readers”, who were able 
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to participate in a mutual vision of the European colonial project and 
civilizing mission, thus creating an “imagined community”, to borrow 
Benedict Anderson’s phrasing. However, the Nordic identity was also 
juxtaposed to internal affairs between the Swedish and Danish foreign 
politics. The on-going competition concerning trade and science within 
the Nordic region was always a factor. To understand why the Vanadis 
expedition became so popular and commercially viable one needs to look 
at how the nineteenth-century media system worked. Therefore, it is 
crucial to investigate other media forms as well, and not only what the 
press printed. The return of the Vanadis resulted in illustrated travel 
 journals, lecture series and exhibitions; an important element was the 
wide-ranging photographs taken by Ekholm. 

RACIAL PHOTOGRAPHY

With the invention of photography, a “new” medium was used to re-
discover the colonial world. The use of photography, including the inno-
vations in print media such as xylography, allowed new forms of know-
ledge and reached a wide audience. The first scientific photographs 
depicted bacteria and crystals, followed closely by zoological specimens 
and archaeological sites. 327a However, it was not long until the camera was 
used to depict the human body as part of the effort to racially classify 327b 
and rank people on an evolutionary scale. In 1862, the British Journal of 
 Photography announced, “Photography will furnish an excellent method 
of determining the mean proportions of the skulls of the different races 
of men.”328 Nicholas Mirzoeff notes that the perfect body in Western 
culture has been sustained and made imaginable by the imperfect body 
of the racial Other.329 For two centuries, Western scientists, writers and 
artists implemented this particular notion of a visual classification of race. 
Race could not exist without a visual taxonomy of racial difference. In 
order to provide and classify such difference, entire archives of visual 
 material came to exist in the nineteenth-century and twentieth-century 
museums, private collections and laboratories. 

The Scandinavian countries participated in the documenting mission 
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right from the beginning. The Vanadis saw a professional photographer 
on board a Scandinavian seafaring expedition for the first time. Oscar 
Birger Ekholm, the photographer, produced a photo archive consisting of 
over 700 images from the journey.330 These images became crucial not just 
for science but also reached a wider population when remediated and 
circulated in the illustrated press, travel accounts and magic lantern 
shows. From Ekholm’s depictions a racial image archive was created: the 
photographs underpinned race theories at a time in which the Indigenous 
populations were at the “bottom” of human evolution. Such views were 
supported by accounts in the press. Ekholm’s photographs often juxta-
posed explorers and explored as the above image – mainly the scientist 
Stolpe, but other members of the crew were also engaged in this way of 
self-fashioning. Displaying whiteness, masculinity, power and  civilization, 

Henry Morton Stanley, Genom de svartas 
verldsdel eller Nilens källor; kring de stora 
sjöarne och utför Livingstone-floden till 
Atlantiska havet [Through the dark conti-
nent. On the sources of the Nile and 
around the Great Lakes of equatorial Africa 
and down the Livingstone River to the 
Atlantic Ocean] (Stockholm: Bonnier, 
1878). Courtesy of the Uppsala University 
Library of Carolina Rediviva, Uppsala.

The Vanadis crew, 1884. Photograph by 
Oscar Birger Ekholm. Courtesy of  the 
Museum of Ethnography, Stockholm.
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these images re-enacted the white explorer, a visual trope made famous 
with the Stanley expeditions in 1870s.331

Of the 700 images from the voyage, approximately 600 were developed 
into photographs from dry plates and around 150 were transferred to 
stereopticon cards. The photography collection can be divided into five 
different subject categories regarding content: topographical and archi-
tectural views, ethnographical objects, racial typing, excavations, life on 
the Vanadis and festivities or ceremonial summits. 

The third largest collection was that of racial typing. A few of these 
images were displayed at the two exhibitions in Stockholm (1886) and 
Gothenburg (1887). The contribution was important and the collection 
was valuable for emerging ethnographical research, to which Stolpe and 
other scholars were dedicated. Besides the photographs, Stolpe and Karl 
Rudberg, the medical doctor on board, brought back human remains such 
as craniums and mummies to Sweden for anthropological studies. Some 
of these were on display, others went to Uppsala University for “labora-
tory work”. 

Stolpe’s mission was clearly defined for the readers in the autumn of 
1883: “If the possibility arises, Doctor Stolpe will take photographs and 
make measurements of the inhabitants, who will probably in the near 
future be an extinct indigenous population.”332 Stolpe informed the mem-
bers of Swedish Society of Anthropology and Geography in November 
1883, and it was stated that: “he could not hope to do any significant 
ethnographical collecting on these islands, but he wanted to photograph 
the dying population, execute observations and conduct other anthropo-
logical research.”333 Therefore, the Royal Academy had a set of specific 
instructions for Stolpe. He was to conduct an anthropological mission 
that consisted of collecting information about body constitution and to 
execute anthropometric measurements. Besides these measurements, 
Stolpe’s mission was also to organize plaster casting of craniums, skele-
tons et cetera. The announcement was reported in several newspapers, 
both regional and national, and later published in the Swedish Society for 
Anthropology and Geography’s yearbook Ymer Tidskrift. Other press ac-
counts also informed readers that Pontus Fürstenberg, the prominent art 
dealer and merchant from Gothenburg, would finance the ethnographer 
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Stolpe and the accompanied photographer on board with 10,000 kro-
nor.334 “With scientific guidance, photographs are [important] for our 
knowledge of racial types […] how rich such a field must be for a skillful 
photographer during such a voyage.”335 

Folklore historian Erika Brady has explored how the cylinder phono-
graph in the last decades of the nineteenth century opened up a new world 
for cultural research.336 It became one of the basic tools of anthropology. 
Through the Bureau of American Ethnology, the Smithsonian Institution 
took an active role in preserving Native heritage. Brady’s investigation 
shows how a new medium was important in depicting Indigenous popu-
lations that were presumed “soon to be extinct.” There are no accounts 
of phonography being used on the Vanadis expedition, but the usage of 
photography played a similar role. The aim of using photography on the 
Vanadis was to document Indigenous populations, instigating new scien-
tific research, measuring and collecting data. Photography thus  functioned 
in a comparable preservational way to the cylinder phonograph. 

Lotten von Düben, photograph of Maria Persdotter 
1873. Courtesy of the Nordic Museum, Stockholm.
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Still, photo documentation of races in Sweden was not novel. The 
Swedish couple Gustaf von Düben and Lotten von Düben travelled to the 
northern parts of Sweden as early as 1868 (and a second journey in 1870), 
documenting the Sámi people and created an ethnographical collection.337 
Lotten von Düben was the photographer on the excursions to Sámi land, 
and Gustaf von Düben was a well-recognized medical doctor, anthro-
pologist and race scientist who executed extensive research on the Sámi 
people. When the Vanadis expedition set out, racial research was thus well 
established by the von Dübens, Anders Retzius, Gustaf Retizus and 
Arthur Thesleff. They had all made contributions to the ethnographical 
field particularly regarding ethnographical photograpic surveys, racial 
science and eugenics.338 

In a Swedish context racial biology and anthropology exercised con-
siderable influence in the first decades of the twentieth century.339 I would 
argue that Swedish research on race biology was established earlier, be-
ginning with the early racial photography by von Dübens’.340 It is im-
portant to see how racial theory was adapted both within the country and 
abroad. Historian Mai Palmberg has stated that Sweden was the fore-
runner not only in terms of studying the Nordic countries but of the 
European scientific field as a whole.341 The Swedish race scientists were 
considered to be leaders in their field internationally. 

With regard to this dissertation, it is noteworthy that the Swedish 
Society for Anthropology and Geography held several public lectures on 
eugenics, “the Nordic race” and “races of the indigenous” in the capitals 
of Scandinavia in the late nineteenth century. These were also published 
in the newspapers and in Ymer Tidskrift. These lectures were based on 
various scientific journeys made both in Scandinavia and worldwide, as 
with the Vanadis expedition. According to historian Jon Røyne Kylling-
stad, the most influential individual in the division of Europeans into 
races was Anders Retzius, the Swedish anatomist.342 In 1840, Retzius 
 presented a method of racial classification that separated humans into 
two basic categories: the dolichocephalics (long skulls) and the brachy-
cephalics (short skulls). Retzius combined these categories with other 
theories on anatomic and geographic criteria. The cephalic index, which 
referred to the ratio of the breadth to the length of the skull,  became com-
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monly used for racial classification in the decades that  followed and was 
the method used by Hjalmar Stolpe on the Vanadis expedition.

Photographic Forerunners 

Before looking more closely at the racial photographs that Ekholm took 
during the expedition, one needs to understand the historical context 
within which they came into being. Before the 1850s two different ideas 
of the origin of the “human races” were in play. Scholars of the mono-
genesis tradition such as Carl Linnaeus, Johann Blumenbach and Imma-
nuel Kant, described the origin of all races from a specific creative source, 
which was found in Adam.343 The idea from the Platonic notion of 
 corruption as distance from the primary source, made scientists see how 
different races had fallen unevenly from the ideal Eden form incarnated 
in Adam. The theory of climate being a determiner of the human condi-
tion was seen as the main reason why certain “races” had “deteriorated”. 
However, by the mid 1850s, a second narrative had begun to influence 
scientists such as Charles White and Georg Forster. So-called polygenesis 
theory distinguished itself in that it explained that different races had 
sprung up in various places, and in different centres of creation. Certain 
races in particular places were seen to be original and natural – but also 
degenerate.343a

As is well known, The origin of species (1859) by Charles Darwin height-
ened the debates on evolution theory, and literally cleared away the 
former disputes between monogenists and polygenists. As a result, in the 
last decades of the nineteenth century, the term “race” was used in chang-
ing and unstable ways, sometimes as identical with “species” sometimes 
with “culture”, sometimes with “nation”, sometimes to signify biological 
ethnicity or sub-groups within a national grouping.343b It is important to 
note that the concept of race was fully formulated, but used in a variety 
of ways. Nonetheless, ethnologists and anthropologists specifically 
 referred to race biology and promoted these ideas not only in their work 
but to a broader audience who read exhibition catalogues and press 
 reviews, visited museums and attended open lectures – not just in the 
larger cities but all over the country. Race science hence transformed itself 
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into a kind of mass culture that took various forms, not the least photo-
graphically.

The earliest racial type photographs began to be produced in the 
 second half of the nineteenth century. Louis Agassiz’ daguerreotypes of 
African American slaves in the 1850s were, for example, both scientific 
and political. Another important predecessor was the ethnographical 
 album, Anthropologisch-ethnologisches album in photographien (1873–1876) by 
Carl Dammann. In 1871, he began to photograph a group of people from 
Zanzibar, which was on tour in Berlin. Scientists applauded the result, 
and Dammann reported that he sent copies to learned societies, museums 
and fifteen universities in Germany and Britain. The use of facial front 
and profile was deployed, and although Dammann did not use a measur-
ing stick, the way he framed his images became a model for future racial 
photography.344 The album was translated into English in 1875 with the 
title Ethnological photographic gallery of the various races. 

At the time, the photographic medium was still fairly new, and there 
were no established conventions. Techniques varied: many anthropolo-

Louis Agassiz daguerreotypes of African American slaves 1850s. Courtesy of the 
Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, PM# 35-5-
10/53037 (digital file# 98750072).
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gists relied on the conventions set by artists and sculptors, while others 
relied on the development of methods by anatomists and phrenologists. 
Anthropologists “mixed” these different methods and the results were 
disputed. This “predicament” eventually led to the development in the 
1880s of a clear set of guidelines, which enabled anthropologists to con-
fidently use photographic techniques to make the comparisons required 
to racially classify people on an evolutionary scale. Historian Elizabeth 
Edwards notes how photography as a medium was used relatively late as 
a means to record ethnographic objects, which contrasts with its early use 
for recording antiquities.345 Edwards claims that “while giving the appear-
ance of an umediated reality, those realities are culturally constituted; we 
photograph what we already ‘know’ [---]Likewise, one of the defining 
features of the exotic Other is that it is never at home, always elsewhere, 

Photograph of Indigenous population from South Africa and Madagascar, Anthropo-
logisch-ethnologisches album in photographien 1873–1876 by Carl Dammann. Wikipedia 
Commons.
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a distant object. The temporal and spatial ambiguities of the photograph 
confirm and deny the space of the Other.”346

Art historian David Green points out that by the mid 1870s a specific 
set of photographic principles dominated the photographing of colonized 
and incarcerated people. “In numerous images the pattern is repeated: the 
subject, sometimes naked, is positioned full face and in profile to the 
camera, the body isolated within a shallow space and sharply defined 
against a plain background, the lighting is uniform and clear.”347 The 
visual documentation of the Indigenous population was in other words a 
new way to record data. However the visual language of facial front or 
facial side and back, was not exclusively reserved for the Indigenous 
 populations. It was also implemented in documenting criminals, poor 
people or the mentally ill. “The stylistic similarities of the head-and-
shoulder photographs created by colonial authorities … and the ‘mug 
shot’ – which also had a significant influence on eugenic photography” 
are evident, as historian Anne Maxwell acknowledges. ”By providing an 
accurate visual record of the heads and faces of those who had fallen foul 
of the law, prison photography furnished eugenicists with an invaluable 
resource for identifying those believed to be carrying the genes for 
 delinquency and crime.”348 In the 1860s, Swedish prisoners in Malmö 
prison and Warberg prison were for example documented in a manner 
similar to the colonial photography.349 By and large, photographic fram-
ing techniques developed in tandem. In 1882, the French criminologist 
Alphonse Bertillion applied the anthropology technique of anthropom-
etry to law enforcement, creating an identification system based on phys-
ical measurements. The Bertillion standardized system was implemented 
in 1888.350 

Dressed and Undressed Bodies

On the Vanadis expedition Stolpe and Ekholm followed the direction set 
by previous anthropologists; women, children and men of all ages were 
documented, measured and photographed, both dressed and naked. 
Some times these people posed in groups and other times by themselves. 
Several photographs showed stages from being dressed to undressed – 
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faced front, back and profile. Sometimes the setting was outside, against 
a wall or building. Other photographs were taken inside, against a neutral 
wall, and in some of the cases racial photographs were taken on board the 
Vanadis or at the harbour the expedition was visiting. The depictions were 
clearly staged for the sole purpose of racial photography. Often a cloth 
hanging over a wall was used as a prop to set the stage. Stolpe and Ekholm 
in short used camerawork to visualize scientific ideas on race. They used 
different angled shot against a neutral background to be able to show dif-
ferent “races”, “types” and “attributes”. Racial photography was thus in 
many respects performed, enhanced and deliberately enacted in terms of 
background setting, lighting, focus, angles, perspectives and postures – all 
in order to accentuate contemporary theories about race. 

Anne McClintock has explored the racial typologies which were meant 
to elucidate the evolution and the hierarchy of “the family of man”. 
 Historical progress was represented by a scale – or by a genealogical tree 
– with the European man as the zenith of human evolution. Other races 

Racial photographs, Vanadis expedition 1883–1885. Photographs by Oscar Birger Ekholm. 
Courtesy of the Museum of Ethnography, Stockholm.
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were always below him. The metaphor of racial progress was mostly 
male.351 But in regard to the Vanadis expedition, photographs of women 
were as a matter of fact as common as men. There are a couple of photo-
graphs by Stolpe and Ekholm, which are both concerned with racial 
 theory as well as erotic and sexualized displays. The sexualization of the 
female body was explicitly shown in the photographs as well as in the text 
itself. The specific lighting and focus aimed to depict “beautiful” and “less 
beautiful bodies”, as noted down in the written records. 

The image of an undressed woman was documented as beautiful.  Other 
photographs from the journey staged Indigenous women half-dressed in 
Western clothes in a manner reminiscent of the erotic European studio 
portraits of prostitutes. I argue that a peculiar imperial male gaze was 
 established in these racial photographs, which both organized non-Euro-
peans in a strict racial hierarchy but also operated in a titillating way. 
Exotic women might have belonged to a degenerate race, even so they 
were sometimes (with pleasure, one might assume) depicted as half-
dressed as the images above or even naked. Strict measurements were, 

Carte de visite 1880s. Racial photograph, Vanadis expedition 1883–1885. Photograph by 
Oscar Birger Ekholm. Courtesy of the Maritime Museum, Stockholm. 







however, also always made and thoroughly described in detail in the ac-
counts of Stolpe. Some of these images were reproduced in the illustrated 
press, magic lanterns and illustrated lectures and in scientific journals. 
The scientific purpose was to establish a study on the different races and 
to document dying races. 

Another important means of documentation relating to the Vanadis 
photographs was the written descriptions that accompanied the images. 
The photographs were, however, categorized in many different ways. 
Initially so by Stolpe, although he did not complete the documentation.352 
The various categorizations gave different narratives and views of the trip. 
The artefacts were defined according to their modern use and  whether 
they were part of a religious or domestic application. The scientists made 
notes on racial types, often referring to women in the photographs as 

Page 97–98: Racial photographs, Vanadis expedition 1883–1885. Photographs by Oscar 
Birger Ekholm. Courtesy of Museum of Ethnography, Stockholm.

Above: Racial photographs, Vanadis expedition 1883–1885. Photograph by Oscar Birger 
Ekholm. Courtesy of the Uppsala University Library of Carolina Rediviva, Uppsala.
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Colonial photographs, Vanadis expedition 1883–1885. Photograph by Oscar Birger 
Ekholm. Courtesy of the Uppsala University Library of Carolina Rediviva, Uppsala.
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beautiful. In general, the descriptions of the photographs referred to the 
Indigenous people as “primitive” and having a “low status”.

Elizabeth Edwards’ notion of the colonial photograph is crucial since it 
concerns production, collection and exchange, as well as how the photo-
graphs themselves can be understood as material artefacts, social objects 
at historical junctions and as sites for performance and re-enactment. The 
racial and colonial photographs could thus also be comprehended, as 
Edwards claims, as “raw”, painful and unprocessed, a kind of unrealized 
documents. They are nascent, active and open – and therefore, impossible 
to locate in terms of meaning.353 Furthermore, Edwards points to the 
importance of  photographs as not only speaking with one voice but also 
being able to “spring leaks” and show Indigenous counter-images.354 
Some of the  Vanadis documentation displays different forms of resistance 
in the  re-enactments (gazes, postures, facial expressions). A few of the 
official remarks by the Vanadis crew about the photo  documents of the 

Colonial photograph, Vanadis expedi-
tion 1883–1885. Photograph by Oscar 
Birger Ekholm. Courtesy of the Uppsala 
University Library of Carolina Rediviva, 
Uppsala.
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Indigenous people narrated how they were most reluctant to be photo-
graphed. It seems that most of them had to be persuaded by giving them 
something in return.355 

Many of the racial photographs from the Vanadis expedition were re-
produced. The circulation of these photographs initially occurred among 
the crew. Prince Oscar for example kept a large official album containing 
both reproductions of Ekholm and studio photographs which he had 
bought along the way. Officers had smaller albums; from the Vanadis they 
had various visual documentation: postcards, leaflets, tickets, Ekholm’s 
reproductions. Some of Ekholm’s photographs were later put on display, 
in for example travelling lecture series as well as reproduced in the print 
media. It should be noted that the racial photographs and measurements 
during the Vanadis expedition were only carried out in the Pacific region. 
In Japan other forms of documentation were made. This followed a 
 specific logic at the time – the mission was only to document “lower” 

Photo album: Prince Oscar. Courtesy of the 
Maritime Museum, Stockholm. Photograph by 
Anneli Karlsson. Page 103–104: Racial photo-
graphs, Vanadis expedition 1883–1885. Photo-
graphs by Oscar Birger Ekholm. Courtesy of 
the Maritime Museum, Stockholm.
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indigenous population. The Indigenous population in South America and 
the Pacific were perceived as located at “the bottom of the list” following 
contemporary racial theory. 

A vivid example of the blurring of boundaries between scientific racial 
photography and commercial mass culture is the fact that in India, Stolpe 
bought local studio portraits that showed racial classification. One reason 
is that Stolpe left the ship in India and travelled by himself without 
the photographer. Consequently, there was no staged racial  photography 
documentation, while Ekholm only followed the ship to New Delhi. 
 Another reason was that the measurements were difficult to execute. In 
private letters, Stolpe complained about the hardship of  anthropometric 
work.356 Still, he would not have had a problem finding and acquiring 
racial photographs, since the research and imagistic produc tion of racial 
types, conducted by British officials, had been established early with the 
pioneering work People of India: A series of photographic  illustrations, with 
descriptive letterpress, of races and tribes of India (1868–1875).

These and other staged photographs were reproduced and sold as cab-
inet cards, souvenirs and postcards throughout the British Empire. It is 

Racial photograph, Vanadis expedition 1883–1885. 
Photograph by Oscar Birger Ekholm. Courtesy of 
the Museum of Ethnography, Stockholm.



106

1. race and scientific media

important to note that the compilation People of India was published 
 basically at the same time as Lotten von Düben’s racial photographs of 
the Sámi people. The photographs that Stolpe brought back from India 
came from different British studios in Mumbai and possibly other parts 
of India. Ethnography and photography were thus phenomena of the 
same century; they both came to the public eye around the same time in 
the late 1860s and they were both apart of a late nineteenth-century scien-
tific obsession. It is essentiallly impossible to comprehend ethnography 
without photography, but it is also difficult to imagine nineteenth- century 
photography without the ethnographical uses it initially had. As described 
by historian John Hannavy, ethnographical photography was a tool for 
colonial endeavours, imperialist ambitions, nationalistic identifications 
and national constructions. All parts of the world were engaged in differ-
ent forms of photography missions. The resulting images were, as shown, 
not displaying individuals but rather representing ethnic, regional and 
professional types. The greater, yet unspoken, ambition was to create a 
complete catalogue of all ethnic groups in the world.357 However, artists 
also participated in expeditions – the marine painter Jacob ‘Jacques’ Hägg 
was on board the Vanadis, for example. But as shown, Hägg only docu-
mented the frigate, which in the press came to play a significant role in 
reinforcing the nation. Stolpe and Ekholm, however, did extensive re-
search and Stolpe’s travel journals had several ethnographical drawings. 

Photo album: Fredrik Riben. 
Courtesy of the Maritime 
 Museum, Stockholm. Photo-
graph by Anneli Karlsson.
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Stolpe brought back racial photographs to display in both  public and 
private, and the albums of the officers and Prince Oscar’s album show 
how disparate material from the journey was compiled into one album; 
displaying sights, racial photography by Ekholm and Stolpe and studio 
portraits on different “racial types”.358 These depictions should be seen in 
a larger context of collecting ethnographica, a pastime enjoyed not only 
by Prince Oscar, but also by most of the crew.359 Edwards asserts that it is 
important to consider the whole visual economy on which these representa-
tions were based and functioned as specific sites of consumption, and 
where she emphasizes that photography had a particularly  persuasive 
power. Photographs allowed a restrained domestication that permitted 
consumption and possession while sustaining the important distance 
between self and Other.360

Displaying the World

Stolpe’s main mission on board the Vanadis expedition was to collect 
material, all in order to establish the first museum of ethnographical col-
lections in Sweden. The Danish already had a much-celebrated collection 
of ethnography in Copenhagen. Norway also had “some fine collections” 
in Christiania, at least according to international ethnographers at the 
time. In other words, Sweden could not yet compete with the other Scan-
dinavian countries, an argument often made by Stolpe himself. This was 
an assignment that Stolpe had raosed before the Vanadis expedition, but 
struggled with unsuccessfully.361 In fact, the ethnographical exhibition of 
1878–1879 could have been Stolpe’s major career breakthrough, but as 
science historian Olof Ljungström has shown, it instead became a major 
setback.362 Stolpe was not able to establish the exhibit as a permanent 
feature, and this failure contributed to the delay in his academic advance-
ment.363 However, after the Vanadis expedition, Stolpe mounted two 
 exhibitions of the Vanadis collection in Arvsfurstens palats in Stockholm 
1886 and at the Valand School of Fine Arts in Gothenburg in 1887.364 The 
publication and exhibition of the findings from the expedition were im-
portant to Stolpe’s ambition to establish an ethnographical museum, and 
the photographs were crucial to this project. 
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 Historian Samuel J. M. M. Alberti asserts that the status of a museum 
depended upon a combination of credibility, authority and expertise.365 
Authority was not a given; it was reliant on context. It did not emerge 
exclusively from the expertise of one person, but rested on the credibility 
of all the individuals associated with a specific venue, which in turn de-
pended on the distinct relationship between person, location and object.366 
Credibility then, according to historian Graeme J. N. Gooday, was built 
on trust, perceived character and benefaction within particular localities 
and spaces. The museum as a pinnacle site for production and consump-
tion of natural knowledge basically began in the middle of the nineteenth 
century.367 The museum, however, first needed a distinct feature (respec-
table or otherwise) to differentiate it from the range of other institutions 
to which it was closely linked – what Tony Bennett has tentatively called 
the “exhibitionary complex”.368 

Stolpe’s work is interesting in this case. For example, while British 
imperialism was strongly connected to the status of the museum, the 
Swedish-Norwegian position in the imperial project was far from central. 
Nevertheless, I argue that Stolpe’s vision and anthropological work were 
closely connected with imperial ideas of science, vision and credibility.369 
According to Ljungström, research was built around visual im pressions, 
direct or subsidiary. Ideally the object would be physically transported, 
transferred from its original place to the collection, and a representation 
of the collection site or focus become more complete as pieces were 
 gathered together where they could be studied side by side. In the cabi-
nets or in the exhibition room, the artefacts in different displays repre-
sented an image of the real world. These items were not the only materi-
als in the exhibition area. Other things were added to the original objects, 
such as paintings, drawings, photographs, transcriptions, casts, im-
prints, etc., which provided secondary access to the necessary visual 
knowledge.

I would argue that the work by Stolpe was based on the particular role 
of material culture in the museum, and on the relationship between his 
position as a curator and the collection he organized, exhibited and wrote 
about. Stolpe gradually gained a reputation as a curator with credibility, 
authority and expertise in his exhibition practices. According to ethnolo-
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gist Ulla Wagner, the Vanadis expedition had several missions, but the 
most important was the collection of ethnographical material.370 The col-
lection from the expedition marked the founding of both a new discipline 
– and a new museum tradition. In retrospect the journey’s most successful 
goal was the ethnographic collection. 

Nonetheless, it is interesting to see how Wagner’s account differs from 
contemporary writings. The mission to circumnavigate the world in 
the 1880s was highly economic and political. “Showing the Swedish- 
Norwegian union flag”, was a common remark in the contemporary 
documentation.371 In Stolpe’s exhibition of 1886 in Arvsfurstens palats, 
the collections were set in four different rooms, divided into different 
regions: South America, Japan, India and Pacific Islands. As soon as the 
audience entered the vestibule, which could be found on the first floor in 
the palace, they met a Japanese procession statue Kintoki. The exhibition 
consisted of artefacts displayed in glass cases, on poster walls and shelves. 
Boxes and glass cupboards were filled with ethnographical artefacts, and 
with Stolpe’s guide booklet, Vägvisare genom Vanadisutställningen [A Guide 
through the Vanadis Exhibition] the visitor could follow the Vanadis’ 
journey and its diverse material. 

The material was divided into the different gallery halls, but it was not 
exclusively artefacts gathered from the expeditions. In Abyssinia, for 
 example, Stolpe had received donations from missionaries, which were also 
on display. Hence, the different galleries were not homogenous. Stolpe 
bought contemporary artefacts as well as archaeological ones, others were 
donated (perhaps for religious reasons) and yet others were personally 
collected. However, all were exhibited. Science, commercialism and reli-
gion thus made a rare combination. Around 10,000 objects were to be 
found in the galleries. A few photographs were shown among the objects. 
From May 1886 and over the course of four hours a day, the public were 
able to visit the exhibition. The price of admission was 25 öre. The en-
trance price was kept low so it would be open to all classes, and therefore 
the pedagogical idea was to display the colonial worlds to not just one 
group of people, but the whole of Scandinavia’s “rich and poor” as the 
press proclaimed. 

In a review of the exhibition in the Swedish press, the reporter was 
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truly impressed by the first room: South America. However, “the dark 
and rather gloomy room was not great for the profane gaze.”372 The 
 correspondent wrote that the benefit of the exhibition was the true scien-
tific approach to the material from the expedition. Different artefacts such 
as mummies, craniums, and pots were most impressive. The tone was set 
in the introduction to the booklet by Stolpe, referring to the artefacts 
which were not seen in the first exhibition hall: “Due to space constraints, 
a multitude of tools and remnants from abandoned settlements […], 
which give a rather good conception of the particular low culture status 
these indigenous have, are not exhibited in the galleries.”373 

Stolpe wanted the exhibition to be on a greater scale but not all the 
materials could be displayed at the time. The ambitions were clear from 
the beginning: “May the exhibition contribute to the assertion of a 
 museum of ethnography – which on the continent is widely recognized 
– and its importance for public education, for commerce and industry and 
for the sciences.”374 Bennett asserts that at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, museums came to be linked more to formal education systems and 
were called to function as instruments of popular instruction.375  Bennett 
further states that “the audience had to be appropriately directed by eyes 
that know how to see – rationally ordered collections were to  instruct 
untutored eyes in what was to be seen within the realm of the visible by 
placing a filter of words between sight and its objects.”376 Thus the audi-
ence was in need of a curator who could direct what to see and highlight 
what was of importance. Moreover, the focus on different thematic ap-
proaches followed ideas of evolution. It was important not only to display 
thousands of ethnographical objects, carefully labelled, but also to organ-
ize and construct a visual pedagogy that could explain the aim of the 
 exhibition. Stolpe in fact worked with the same kind of evolutionary 
pedagogy used internationally. For example, at the National Museum of 
Victoria, when exhibiting Aboriginal boomerangs, visitors could read the 
exhibit as a sign of the evolutionary processes through which differentia-
tion and complexity arose out of an undifferentiated and simple origin. 

Stolpe emphasized that only a few of the photographs from the expedi-
tion were on display: “Unfortunately, it has been quite impossible even 
to display more than a few of the 700 photographs which the immensely 
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generous support of Pontus Fürstenberg made it possible to produce on 
the journey.”377 In the Swedish-Finnish paper Finland in June 1886, the 
reporter gave a vivid account of the different galleries: 

In the first room you only find things dug up from graves in Peru [---] The 
second room, however, contains the collections from Japan, and here eve-
rything is new, shining, almost alive. [---] In the middle of the room stands 
a pavilion where you can see Japanese people sitting with their legs folded 
underneath, contemplating and with much deliberateness slurping tea, 
their favourite drink.378

Stolpe wanted to establish a new museum as well as promoting a new field 
of research: ethnology and anthropology. The exhibition also played a part 
in educating the public about the colonial world, and like before the press 
became the dominant medium in spreading the narratives of the Vanadis 
journey. The cost of collecting ethnographical material was however some-
thing that was debated in the press. Subscribers not only knew the total 
amount of Stolpe’s own wages, but also the cost of shipping ethnograp-
hical materials and the expense of processing photographs et cetera.379 In 
Åbo Underrättelser on 18 May 1886, the readers were informed of the work 
that Stolpe began in October 1885 and the total cost. Furthermore, it was 
reported that most objects were from the expedition, but some had been 
donated as well. 12,000 Swedish kronor came from the Swedish govern-
ment and around 5,000–6,000 was from private donors.380 “[F]rom a 
 cultural historical view – this exhibition ought to be the most plentiful 
and fascinating that has been shown in our country.”381 In addition, Ny 
Illustrerad Tidning had two articles explaining the exhibition in a detailed 
way. The first account was from October 1886, and concentrated on the 
second gallery hall: Japan. Stolpe himself wrote the article, and it was 
richly illustrated by Carl Hedelin. The ten illustrations were numbered, 
and explained in the main text. Stolpe began to explain the reason why 
there was a concentration on just one gallery, and the reason that Ny 
 Illustrerad Tidning wanted to show the more popular themes in the  Japanese 
section. Thus the choosing of the subject came from the illustrated journal 
itself. Stolpe began with a vivid description of a tea ceremony in Japan. 
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The  illustrations of the ceremony highlighted different customs and 
 costumes. Stolpe did not merely use images to “illustrate” certain narra-
tives. Instead he focused on illustrations, and from those images explained 
detailed facts that made the reader aware of the artefacts. Through the 
illustrations, one might argue the enactment of a tea ceremony took pla-
ce. Japan was  hence not colonized, but represented as a country that was 
gradually becoming accessible to the Western world. 

Stolpe’s exhibition was in many way a success, or as one reviewer com-
mented: “When you left the exhibition you took away impressions of 

“Från Vanadisutställningen” 
[From the Vanadis exhibi-
tion], Ny Illustrerad Tidning 
23 October 1886:43. Courtesy 
of the National Library of 
Sweden, Stockholm.
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distant countries and people – and all this gives the same feeling as when 
you look up at a clear starry night sky – it is so vast, so varied, so infinite, 
so why do I worry about the small things when I am part of something 
much bigger.”382 In Gothenburg, the Vanadis exhibition was set up differ-
ently, on a smaller scale. Newspapers hinted that a new exhibition was 
going to arrive in early February 1887, however, the exhibition had to be 
put on hold because of the difficulties in putting together the collections. 
The initial problems were reported in the press and Göteborgsposten in-
formed the readers: 

The Vanadis exhibition is meant to open in Valand already this Wednesday, 
but it is not sure that this will be possible. The exhibition will take place 
in the greater galleries on the upper and lower level. From a first glance at 
the collections that have arrived, it is not known if the space will be 
enough. On the lower level the exhibition will show collections from India 
and the Pacific Islands, while the upper level will feature the collections 
from Japan and Siam.383

Moreover, the report stated how successful the exhibition had been in 
Stockholm, both that it attracted so many people and that the collections 
were “magnificent”. The Vanadis exhibition in Gothenburg opened on 12 
February, and the papers advertised the event on several occasions. The 
review from Göteborgsposten praised the event and the exhibition. The re-
porter highlighted how the exhibition was important not only for adults 
but children as well. The huge collections from all different parts of the 
world made it possible to compare objects. Newspaper reports in March, 
however, stated that although the exhibition was ambitious, the public 
had not yet visited the exhibition in such large numbers that Stockholm 
had seen the previous year. One explanation was that no information 
about the expedition was to be found. Hjalmar Stolpe continuously gave 
lectures at the exhibition, but the catalogue Vägvisare genom Vanadis utställ-
ningen [A Guide through the Vanadis exhibition] only arrived a couple of 
weeks into the Gothenburg exhibition. 

Thus, at the beginning the public’s only information about the objects 
came from Stolpe himself (if the audience got the chance to be there at 
the right time when Stolpe was in the galleries). Then again, Göteborgs-
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posten claimed that the exhibition had been most anticipated. The chance 
to finally see the “trophies of the peaceful visits” from Prince Oscar’s 
circumnavigation on the Vanadis was most valuable according to the 
press. The narratives of labelling it as the “Prince’s expedition” reinforced 
the importance of the mission. The ethnographical collections were seen 
as “trophies”, conquered – although in a “peaceful way” – and won. The 
Swedish-Norwegian conquest had brought thousands of artefacts back, 
and the grandness of the collection made it possible to compare it to 
other collections from European powers. 

It remains strange that Stolpe’s booklet was not distributed when the 
Gothenburg exhibition opened. The public naturally required some kind 
of information to access the ethnographical objects, that is, to be able to 
understand them at all. The press was also quick to comment and praised 
the booklet when it finally arrived. Another important aspect of why the 
Gothenburg exhibition was less visited could have been the ticket prices: 
50 öre, double the price in Stockholm. Prices were later reduced to 25 öre 
and a ticket gave admission to one adult and two children. Therefore, if 
the Gothenburg crowd were not at first keen to go, the last couple of 
weeks were well visited and appreciated. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS: MAKING CONNECTIONS

The displayed ethnographical collections from the Vanadis exhibitions 
were eventually incorporated into Riksmuseet. Furthermore, in 1889, at 
the Orientalist Congress in Stockholm, Stolpe exhibited the collection 
from the Vanadis once again to a larger audience – and in 1894 a smaller 
exhibition took place at Stockholm College.

The Vanadis exhibitions were, I would argue, major events that came 
to establish visual representations of the colonial world to a wider audi-
ence. The stories in the press about the ethnographical artefacts, which 
were brought back from the journey, accentuated Sweden’s role in the 
colonial project. The intentions were articulated in the press on several 
occasions. The main points that appeared as a constant refrain were first-
ly that Stolpe was an “eminent” researcher; this was a “one-man” mission 
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that had collected ethnographical materials and brought them back to 
Sweden. Secondly, the importance of photography was emphasized in the 
press and, finally, this particular mission was to explore Indigenous people 
and Sweden’s place in the colonial world.384 

Stolpe’s intentions were thus closely interconnected regarding his mis-
sion as an act of knowledge seeking to position Sweden at the centre of 
Europe. With the establishment of an ethnographical museum Stolpe was 
determined to create a museum of the same magnitude as the Danes. 
After the expedition, Stolpe held many lectures on the “Indigenous 
 Population”. For those unable to attend the public meetings held by the 
Swedish Society for Anthropology and Geography, the lectures were sum-
marized extensively in the press. A popular way to stage the lectures was 
to use a stereopticon, which basically was a projector with magic lantern 
slides. It had two lenses, usually one above the other, and it was used for 
both entertainment and education. Stolpe used this technology on his 
lectures, and was a forerunner in using new technology among Swedish 
ethnographers. Displaying the photographic documentation from the 
Vanadis was to a large extent the sole work of Stolpe, and in November 
1894 a report on Stolpe’s lectures on the Indigenous people of the Philip-
pines was published in the local paper Norra Skåne.

Doctor Stolpe held a lecture on the Negrito people, whom he encountered 
and personally researched during the circumnavigation of the Vanadis. 
Negritos or as they call themselves Aetess, live in the forest on the islands 
of the Philippines: Luzon and Mindanao. They are said to be related to 
the people of Papua. However, many consider them to belong to a race of 
their own. They have dark skin and curly hair, and they are petite, real 
dwarfs. The average height of the male population is only 146 centimetres. 
As regards the shape of their skull, they are distinctly brachycephalic. [...]
They are considered to be of the very lowest culture. However, the reason 
for this lies in their living conditions in the forest.385 

The reader also got to know the religion, language and habits of the 
 “Negritos”. The article ended by stating that Stolpe gave a vivacious 
 description of how he encountered the Indigenous from which he bought 
ethnographical material such as bows, arrows and jewellery. The narra-
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tive illuminated how the articulation of race stemmed from the racial 
theories, in which measurements were of importance.386 A couple of years 
earlier in 1889, during the Orientalist Congress in Stockholm, Stolpe also 
got the chance to speak about the expedition and his findings. The  Vanadis 
expedition was by and large still a noteworthy happening in the late nine-
teenth century, and Stolpe kept on promoting the voyage and especially 
its ethnographical findings. 

Part one of Colonizing fever has explored how the Vanadis expedition’s 
mission of science and commerce aimed to promote the Swedish-Nor-
wegian union in the overseas colonial world. The extensive reports in the 
international and domestic press confirmed the importance of the mis-
sion, as well as placing Sweden closer to the larger European colonial 
empires. The national press, I argue, connected the readers on many  levels 
and a form of visualizing reporting was established, in which an interest 
in vivid, meticulous and extensive reports can be detected. In short, the 
many detailed accounts of the whereabouts of the Vanadis created mental 
images for the reader. A sense of being on the actual site was articulated. 
The expedition was reported on a monthly basis and, given the amount 
of press coverage, it was more or less impossible for readers to miss the 
circumnavigation. 

Still, the accounts from the Vanadis were only one of many narratives 
of the colonial world that readers had access to. Yet, to follow the Vanadis 
expedition was akin to be part of the modern world. The Vanadis  travelled 
to places which were described as uncivilized, and the Swedish national 
identity was juxtaposed with that of the “primitive other”. The expedi-
tion had scientific ambitions, but these were popularized and audiences 
following the journey became part of a spectacular colonial reality. Rela-
tively new media such as photography established Sweden as a modern 
nation, but photography also became the medium used to portray the 
Indigenous population as inferior. Moreover, it was also a preservational 
medium that depicted races that were soon supposed to be extinct. 

One might argue that the Vanadis expedition created a kind of colo-
nial universe of its own, and the Swedish audience inserted themselves 
into it. Different media reinforced the notion of a mutual vision of the 
European colonial project and its civilizing mission. For example, the 
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flag, the boat and the Indigenous population were recurring themes in 
 depicting the journey. Both implicitly (through press mediations) and 
explicitly (through photographic mediations), an imperial gaze was estab-
lished. First of all, visual representations of the colonial world visualized 
non-Europeans in a strict racial hierarchy, in which white male hegemony 
was reinforced. The racial photography and anthropological  measurements 
by Stolpe and Ekholm explicitly elaborated on the notion of race. Second-
ly, an excluding visual practice became imperative in which an imperial 
gaze was construed – where an urge to belong to the European colonial 
project and its civilizing mission became decisive. 

Finally, the exhibitions in Stockholm and Gothenburg aimed to reach 
a wider audience. But to know how to understand the more than ten 
thousand objects on display, a booklet by Hjalmar Stolpe was required. 
Being able to organize, define and compare the ethnographical objects 
was of great importance. Stolpe’s own activities on the expedition nego-
tiated credibility, authority and expertise. At the time, the Vanadis 
 expedition was considered a most fruitful journey in terms of diplomatic 
contacts and scientific research. However, in Swedish history it was soon 
compared to the more successful Eugenie expedition and therefore 
 considered to be of less importance. Nevertheless, the Vanadis expedition 
was during its time considered an important journey foremost in regard 
to diplomatic contacts and scientific research. Still, to modern viewers 
its testimony of racial stereotyping and male imperial gazes read quite 
differently.
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PART TWO

Race and Popular Media 
Shows, Exhibitions and Attractions

A VAST MEDIA LANDSCAPE

Numerous newspapers reported in the early summer of 1897 that rattan 
was out of stock in the shops of Motala, a small town in Sweden, due to 
the boys’ love of playing “Texas Jack” (“cowboys and Indians”).387 The 
canes served as “pipes” for the youngsters and the game included several 
occasions of “smoking the peace pipe”, according to one account. Hence, 
rattan sold out immediately.388 A correspondent in the local Swedish paper 
Kalmar went on to describe how the instant success of “Texas Jack” had 
created a renewed desire: “All roosters in the city have been robbed of 
their most shiny feathers, all aniline dye has been used to paint redskin 
faces, and the boys have appeared with decorated Indian hats, a light cat 
skin thrown over their shoulders; the trousers decorated with feathers and 
tomahawks in their hands.”389 The boys, in short, were painting their faces 
red and using props to create the “real” Wild West. 

The Norwegian born Carl Max Alexander Rhodin was the man behind 
the show “Texas Jack”. He had been touring with his concept in Scandi-
navia since the early 1890s.390 In fact, at almost the same time as the 
originator of the Wild West performance: William Fredrick Cody’s 
 Buffalo Bill’s Wild West.391 The American act was first introduced to an 
European audience in 1887, touring England, France, Italy, Austria, 
 Germany and the Netherlands.392 Cody visited London during the cele-
bration of the golden jubilee of Queen Victoria’s fifty years on the 
throne.393 Cody’s performance became very popular and several different 

E
Poster: Brasil Jack i Örebro [Brasil Jack in 
Örebro], 1899. Courtesy of the National 
Library of Sweden, Stockholm.  
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circus troupes copied the sensational staging of “cowboys and Indians”. 
Rhodin was thus not alone: the German troupe, Circus Busch visited 
Sweden, claiming to have American Indians in their acts, at the same time 
as Cody toured the Continent.394 Authenticity was the word commonly 
used both in the press and in advertisements, when describing the unique-
ness of these variations of Buffalo Bill performances in Sweden. The 
 children’s play in Motala thus had a specific context.395 Authenticity was 
also decisive in Cody’s initial act in the early 1880s, with his famous 
 ability to make the West come alive on stage, with props and hundreds of 
animals and actors.396 

“Part Two: Race and Popular Media – Shows, Exhibitions and Attrac-
tions” investigates how visual representations of the colonial world in 
Swedish contemporary entertainments were established, circulated and 
given meaning.397 It takes its point of departure from a mass culture con-
text, although science – and especially race science – were exceedingly 
intermingled into popular media and entertainment formats. Further-
more, the analysis wishes to explore how a mutual vision of the European 
colonial project and its civilizing mission was created through visual 
 strategies and descriptions within popular culture. Hence, the second part 
of the dissertation will also reveal the presence of a colonial discourse in 
the last decades of the nineteenth century Sweden, and to some extent 
Scandinavia. Moreover, I will show how common and widespread these 
representations were. For example, the Wild West performances did not 
only tour bigger cities such as Stockholm and Gothenburg; they also 
found their way, for example, to Kalmar, Gävle and Sundsvall. 

The appearance of race was a major concern in nineteenth-century 
Europe – not least since it was popularized in various ways. Among them 
were contemporary entertainments and the press.398 I argue that the 
Swedish audience had to negotiate within a vast media landscape rather 
than a specific medium. Wild West performances, for example, had a long 
and entangled media history. Initially, people from all over Scandinavia 
had the possibility of “looking at” American Indians on display in the 
so-called ethnological exhibitions and circus acts.399 In advertisements on 
posters and in the press “authentic and real Indians” were more or less 
constantly on show with other Indigenous population: the Zulus, the 
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Nubians and the Australian Aborigines among others. Predecessors such 
as P. T. Barnum’s “Freak Shows” from the 1840s and Carl Hagenbeck’s 
Völkerschau in Berlin, from the early 1870s, were re-staged and attracted 
large audiences.400 In Copenhagen, the ethnological exhibitions at the 
Tivoli were a well-known attraction and displayed hundreds of Indige-
nous groups beginning in 1878.401 Furthermore, several “former slaves 
and runaways” were performing in townhouses, cafés and other establish-
ments.402 The audiences were promised a glimpse of “Real Authentic 
 Negros” as the advertisements complacently proclaimed.403 

The Wild West performances and ethnological exhibitions can thus be 
perceived as parts of a wider circus discourse in Sweden, which reached 
both bigger cities and smaller towns from north to south.404 Another 
contemporary and popular amusement was the wax museum and touring 
wax exhibitions, which displayed both historical and contemporary 
events. When the Swedish Panopticon was established in 1889 it was said 
that Stockholm was finally a modern city, comparable to Copenhagen 
and even Paris.405 Numerous extraordinary scenes could be viewed, rang-
ing from the royal family having coffee in the Royal Palace, to the Arctic 
expedition and the murderer Deeming, to be found in the basement.406 
The wax museum was both educational, with information leaflets, and 
served as entertainment. Crucial for my argument is that in several wax 
tableaux, depictions of colonial events were staged, for example the afore-
mentioned display of Henry Morton Stanley and lieutenant Peter 
Möller.407 The common denominator for Wild West acts, ethnological 
exhibitions and wax displays was their emphasis on authenticity. A similar 
interest in realism and naturalism could also be seen in the visual arts 
and literature in the last decades of the nineteenth century. To juxtapose 
these entertainments, the Oriental Maze Salons [Orientaliska irrgångs-
salongerna] that emerged basically at the same time, mostly stood out as 
fantasy with glass mirrors and wax figures in exotic costumes.408 

Colonial themes had thus found their way into contemporary enter-
tainment and leisure culture and circulated in various media. For exam-
ple, Oriental topics were seen at the Royal Swedish Opera and in theatre 
plays as well as in the art galleries, displaying “harems and battle scenes” 
and  illustrated novels such as One Thousand and One Nights.409 In addition, 
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 private and public smoking chambers in orientalised style were also in 
fashion and “oriental” influences in Swedish architecture could be seen in 
the last decades of the nineteenth century. For example, the great exhibi-
tion hall in “Moorish style” by Ferdinand Boberg, from the Stockholm 
Exhibition of 1897, became a popular attraction.410 The Swedish audience 
had many attractions to choose from; the public could contemplate the 
Wild West performance in novels, cartes de visite, newspaper, posters – 
besides the actual show. Still, how did these representations create a 
 mutual vision of the European colonial project and its civilizing mission? 
How was race mediated, understood and given meaning? Departing from 
a media culture that was popular and appreciated regardless of class, the 
second part of my study will elaborate on and explore these questions 
further.

ASTONISHING REALITY: 

RE-ENACTMENTS OF BUFFALO BILL’S WILD WEST

The American performance Buffalo Bill’s Wild West received critical 
 acclaim in the last decades of the nineteenth century. In 1889, the show 
was in Paris at the World’s Fair, as part of the American showcase.411 The 
account below from a Swedish local paper claimed that the new show 
could not be avoided. In the whole of Paris, image-based posters of  Buffalo 
Bill’s Wild West were displayed everywhere and the breakthrough was a 
fact: “Buffalo Bill, wherever you turn you will find Buffalo Bill on horse, 
Buffalo Bill chasing buffaloes, Buffalo Bill domesticating ‘mustangs’ or 
fighting with the Indians,” exclaimed the article. It went on to describe 
the appearance of the main protagonist: “Buffalo Bill with his high and 
free forehead, his daring eagle nose, his black hair curling down all the 
way to his knees and with his big wide hat jauntily thrown back on the 
neck.”412 The Wild West performance was even said to compete with the 
Eiffel Tower.

The report discussed the acts at length, giving full accounts of the 
 origins of Buffalo Bill. The reporter not only informed readers, but 
the depiction also helped to convey the magnitude of the performance, 
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reaching a large audience. For example, Cody’s camp contained both a 
large double canvas tent and several “wig-wams” and tents of cowboys 
that were an attraction in themselves.413 The public was free to visit the 
camp before or after the acts. According to the account, the arena was as 
big as half of Humlegården park in Stockholm. Thirty to forty thousand 
spectators were able to see the show and the entrance ticket was as low as 
two francs.414 In short, Buffalo Bill’s Wild West was a performance with 
cowboys and Native Americans that portrayed life on the frontier, the 
West. Next to the title attraction of Buffalo Bill, the most popular stars 
were the American Indians, often called the Show Indians. 415 

The Wild West performance became an immense success as it toured 
around North America and Europe, depicting the peak of the expansion 
and colonization Westward.416 It was described as a “glorious West” 
founded around the adventures of “cowboys and Indians”.417 The use of 
real participants involved in the conquest of the American West was the 
main reasons of fascination.418 Furthermore, it is important to note that 
while the performance was commercial, the managers asserted that one 
of their main objectives was education, and that claim was repeated and 
reinforced by contemporary commentators: “It is not only entertaining 
because of its novelty, but its paramount instructiveness, and no one who 
has read the history of the Western States over the past quarter of a cen-
tury can fail to appreciate the object lessons of the Wild West Show.”419 

Displays of Native Americans did not, however, originate from these 
shows or the Wild West. Instead, as historian L. G. Moses describes, they 
were rather as old as the Europeans’ very first encounter with the Amer-
icas.420 Christopher Columbus, for example, returned to Spain and dis-
played nine American Indians as living proof of his arrival.421 When 
 Europeans travelled later on they would convey Native Americans to 
Europe, sometimes to act as guides for future expeditions – or simply as 
hostages.422 It was also true that some American Indians were taken 
abroad for the only purpose of enriching their commander.423 Moses 
 explains how three centuries after Columbus, “European scientists sur-
veyed Native Americans; painters were commissioned to do portraits; 
royals received them as fellow sovereigns and bestowed gifts.”424 More-
over, philosophers discussed their behaviour and writers wrote about the 
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condition of their human souls. The “strange and exotic creatures” of the 
Americas created an interest for generations of Europeans. Among these 
were the American Indians, who were closely associated with the making 
of the national myth of the Frontier and the West.425 Moses claims that 
America was a place which could: “ignite fantasies of remote explorers. 
Instead of a geographical expression, the West became, in the  imaginations 
of the Americans stranded in the cities and towns of the late nineteenth 
century, a wild region inhabited by even wilder humans, some white and 
brown, but most red.”426 Historian Richard Slotkin states that one of the 
most long-lived and persistent myths has been the “Myth of the Fron-
tier.”427 According to Slotkin, all that was significant in American history 
was represented in the story of expansion and colonization westward into 
the wasteland.428 At the same time a number of Americans were envision-
ing extending this destiny to an overseas empire.429 The frontier became 
important for staging one’s own national identity. 

The Buffalo Bill’s Wild West acts were thus part of celebrating the 
dominion over the West, the last frontier. The performances became one 
imperative feature when establishing the American identity and it de-
picted a new, brash and confident America.430 Historian Sam Maddra has 
argued that the performance worked on a number of levels. The perform-
ers were introduced to the audience as the exotic Other, the savage who 
needed to be controlled, justifying the subjugation of the Other and in so 
doing also “legitimizing American manifest destiny.”431 Historian  Birgitta 
Steen asserts that Scandinavians and other Europeans referred to  America 
both as a topographical area and a political nation.432 In the Nordic mind, 
America existed as both a foreign country and a familiar land. It was 
moreover an emotional and intellectual construction and it served 
both as a country to “discover” and a myth. The German author Johann 
 Wolfgang von Goethe claimed that America was not a continent but a 
mental condition.433 Among other Europeans he held the impression that 
America – the New World – was the future.434 America was consequently 
transformed into a utopian ideal, established during the Enlighten-
ment.435 

The fascination with the Wild West performances should be regarded 
within such a context. These performances reinforced the image of 
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 America and cultivated the dream of independence. Another central 
 concept besides the utopian territory was the belief that the American 
Indians were doomed to extinction by the civilization process.436 It became 
the most romantic of all impressions concomitant with the American 
Indians.437 The image of the predestined and dying race was produced and 
appreciated in ephemera, literature and the visual arts, besides the domi-
nant medium at the time: the press.438 The Swedish audience could for 
example read about the subject in the article “Äro Nord-Amerikas Indi-
aner en af naturlig orsaker bortdöende stam? [Are the American Indians 
of natural causes an extinct tribe?] (1879) in the year book Ymer. Before 
the Wild West performances, George Catlin introduced displays and per-
formance in the mid-nineteenth century.439 Catlin wrote several books 
about Native Americans, with one of the best known, The manners, customs, 
and conditions of the North American Indian (1841), translated into Swedish 
in 1848 and reprinted on several occasions.440 Authenticity was central to 

George Catlin,  Nord-Amerikas indianer och de, under ett åttaårigt vistande bland de 
vildaste af deras stammar, upplefvade äfventyr och öden [The manners, customs, and 
conditions of the North American Indian] (Stockholm: PG Berg, 1848). Courtesy of the 
Uppsala University Library of Carolina Rediviva, Uppsala.
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Catlin’s work, and his displays are often said to be the first Wild West 
acts.441

Prior to these shows, Swedish audiences had encountered narratives of 
the Westward expansion in the illustrated press. For example Svenska 
Familj-Journalen had recurrent pieces, and one of the most popular was 
that of “Uncle Barkman’s stories” in the 1860s about immigrants’ en-
counters with American Indians.442 Another important aspect was the 
circulation of the popular and inexpensive dime novels depicting life out 
on the frontier in the 1870s. 443 The character Buffalo Bill was a well-
known figure for Swedish audiences. The Wild West became, as historian 
Robert F. Berkhofer Jr. claims, “dime novels come alive.”444 Interestingly, 
Cody’s performances were remediated into dime novels by Ned Buntline, 
and these circulations of Wild West performances made them even more 
popular.445 

These novels were introduced to Swedish readers early on; hence West-
ward expansion and colonization were familiar themes when the first acts 
of the Wild West appeared.446 The Swedish reviewers preferred the more 
authentic stories and admired novelists such as the Frenchmen Gabriel 
Ferry and Gustave Aimard, as well as Britain’s Fredrick Marryat and 
Mayne Reid.447 In addition, the most popular books in Sweden about 
American Indians were those by American writers such as James Feni-
more Cooper and Edward S. Ellis, and German author Karl May, which 
had been translated and were dominating the market in the last decades 
of the nineteenth century.448 As literary historian Yvonne Pålsson has 
shown, at the same time Swedish authors were also publishing stories of 
the West, clearly inspired by the American and European authors.449 The 
novels about Native Americans and the Westward expansion grew im-
mensely popular in Scandinavia and when the Wild West act began tour-
ing in Sweden, the crowds came in their multitudes. As Gunlög Fur notes, 
the distribution of European and American publications of literature and 
images did not move exclusively in one direction but should be seen as a 
more complex activity.450 

In general, the Wild West performances were either included in the 
regular circus show or staged as a side act. This was in contrast to Cody’s 
acts, which were never part of a circus troupe; instead Cody was quite 
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determined to distinguish it from other performances.451 Circus troupes 
travelling in the Scandinavian countries such as Circus Madigan, Circus 
Lindberg, Circus London, Circus Busch, Circus Schumann, Circus 
 Orlando and Circus Leonard all included Wild West acts. 

First Impressions – The Posters

Besides the numerous accounts in the press and the dime novels, a  plethora 
of visual representations emerged before the shows. The posters that 
 advertised the Wild West performances were one of the first features the 
audience came across.452As stated, posters of Buffalo Bill were every-
where in Paris during the summer of 1889.453 Jules Chéret’s lithograph 

Richard Melander, I Sitting Bulls land. Skildringar från gränslifvet i Amerikanska Västern 
[In the land of Sitting Bull. Stories of the life on the frontier in the American West]. 
Ill. Fredrick Remington (Stockholm: Bonnier, 1892). Courtesy of the Uppsala University 
Library of Carolina Rediviva, Uppsala.

Karl May, På lif och död eller fångad och befriad [On life or death or captured and freed] 
(Stockholm: Ol. Hansen, 1897). Courtesy of the Uppsala University Library of Carolina 
Rediviva, Uppsala.
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techniques from the 1870s were then established and made it both cheaper 
and faster to produce advertisement posters.454 The colour techniques that 
Chéret introduced were transforming how a poster could look and the 
displays of posters practically changed the urban city.455 Lena Johannesson 
has described how the Trade Marks Act [varumärkeslagen] of 1884 simp-
lified the design of the products.456 The act became one of the main drivers 
of the new visual rhetoric.457 The popularity of posters could also be seen 
in Sweden and the circuses were one major group that made use of it, 
reaching a broader audience. The technology to produce cheaper posters 
with pictures changed the way to promote shows, commodities and  leisure 
activities.458 In the self-conscious fin-de-siècle, the poster’s visual rhetoric 
was accordingly discussed at the time. In February 1883 Ny Illustrerad Tid-
ning published a long article about the effects the posters had in Stock-
holm and around Europe.459 “Most countries, including Sweden, have 
allowed posters at train stations. Now it has been discovered that the 
 arrivals hall is a very good place for posting posters, and Sweden was, with 
the exception of America, the first country to use posters in that way. The 
method is practical, as indicated by its usage in countries such as France, 
Belgium and Germany.”460 The public space was therefore recreated and 
the visual rhetoric became of great significance in attracting crowds. The 
poster could show information with one single image, and functioned on 
several levels.461 For example, the initial Buffalo Bill image-based poster 
displayed who the main attraction was and what the show was about, with 
further depictions of costumes, tents, American Indians and the wilder-
ness in the background creating an “authentic” narrative not to be missed. 
Therefore posters were most effective in highlighting the Wild West per-
formances but also displayed what the audience was expected to experience. 
Cody used posters early on for marketing purposes, along with other 
circus companies such as Barnum and Bailey.462 They saw the advantage 
of promoting the shows before, during and even after the performances. 
In this way, they created a buzz around the performances. 

Similar visual practices were also seen in Sweden. Expressions such as 
“No one should miss the show”, “What everyone ought to see” and “You 
won’t be disappointed” were catch phrases to attract audiences – besides 
implying that Wild West performances were something extraordinary, 
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not to be missed. There was a fierce competition for audiences, who had 
several touring exhibitions and entertainments to go to, and the straight-
forward visual rhetoric was crucial for success. For example, the posters’ 
visual markers such as bold letters and images were important in attract-
ing the public. The posters often played with different visual markers such 
as “ethnic” typefaces. For example, when the Swedish company Österlund 
& Andersson was going to sell clothing containing ramie (natural fibres 
grown in Eastern Asia), they “imitated” characteristics from the Chinese 
written language to make a reference to the country as a whole.

Poster: Äkta Ramie [Authen-
tic ramie], 1901. Courtesy of 
the National Library of 
Sweden, Stockholm  
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With regard to the Wild West shows, a certain aesthetic approach was 
also taken in relation to typefaces. The connotations of authenticity 
 developed into rusty and bold letters. Rustic and clear letters were in 
 favour (over the more sophisticated typefaces) in Wild West posters. 
Exclamation marks on “See the posters!” or the manicule to the headline, 
“Look for more info on the posters”, were small but not insignificant 
marks, as also shown on the poster for the Oriental Maze Salon. 

The symbol functioned as punctuation, called an index, manicule or 
fist. This symbol was in common use between the twelfth and nineteenth 
centuries in the margins of books, and was included in lists of standard 
punctuation marks. Its typical use was as a bullet-like symbol to direct the 
reader’s attention to important text, having roughly the same meaning as 
the word “attention” or “note”. These manicules indicate, I would 
 argue, not only a new place in which to find information, but also 

Poster: Orientaliska-irrgångssalongen 
[Oriental maze salon] 1890. Courtesy of 
the National Library of Sweden, Stock-
holm 
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 introduced a novel visual language. They illuminated how different 
media were dependent on each other: the poster’s manicules could refer 
to the press and vice versa. The manicule, in short, alluded to various 
forms of entangled and interconnected media; it suggested that the 
audience should look at the posters, read the press, or buy the photo-
graphs. As seen in the poster above, manicules were to be found on all 
posters, and were not exclusively for promoting entertainment.

Wild West Performances

There were several differences between the American Wild West per-
formance and the acts performed in Sweden. The American perfor-
mance in Paris consisted of several different acts, spanning three to four 
hours. The theme was mainly life out on the prairie: 

The stage coach arrives, and then a couple of Indians are seen and they 
are crawling in the woods, they trick, and they attack and a wild fight 
begins, but then Buffalo Bill arrives and saves the cowboys. Or an-
other scene with the settlers. The settler comes home after the hunt 
and is greeted by his wife, and he ties his horse next to the house before 
he enters. Then the Indians come. Charging the house, they set it on 
fire and chased the unhappy settlers ahead of them. But the flames that 
rise into the sky are a signal to Buffalo Bill – the avenger– and he frees 
the prisoners. [---]Even the Indians give special performances. They 
show their war dances, their sun dances, their love dances etc. and 
 finally they show a battle between themselves. They are also in reality 
five different tribes: Sioux, Arraphoc, Brules, Ogallalla and Cheyenne 
– and they are difficult to control.463

The above account highlights the repetition of the same story in which 
Buffalo Bill saves the day for the White settlers. But what is perhaps 
more interesting is that there were special performances without the 
settlers, which emphasized American Indians as the main attraction. 
The Swedish public was also informed what the different tribes were 
performing and given news about their current status with remarks such 
as “difficult to control”.464 At the end of the 1880s most of the Westward 
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expansion was well underway.465 Yet a few areas remained and the Ame-
rican Indians were forced to the various reservations.466 

What makes a visit to the Buffalo Bill’s Wild West so interesting is 
partly because everything is so grand. It is really something to see 
3–400 people on horseback in the circus arena, and secondly it gives a 
true and authentic image of the wild life that has been and still con-
tinues out there, the fight between the white and the red – a fight for 
life – which has run for such a long time. And nothing is of the circus 
fashion. The costumes are not made on the spot. The brisk cow-boys 
and Vaquiros [sic.] are not dressed up in theatre costumes – their tiny, 
sturdy costumes, the material, the wagons, everything is real.467

There are basically five aspects which are crucial in understanding the 
success of the performance. The show rested firstly on authenticity 
claims; the reality was depicted as “a fight for life”. Secondly, the grand-
ness of the acts was central, with hundreds of actors contributing to “the 
authenticity”. As L. G. Moses has asserted, authenticity was the key 
issue for the show.468 Thirdly, the visual performance with clothes, ma-
terial, weaponry, horses, actors et cetera was vital for its narrative. As 
the quote above claimed “everything is real”. This “astonishing reality” 
could be seen in the smallest details. The fourth characteristic was the 
narrative of the good and bad life, suggesting that hard work was inter-
linked with independence. In this way, the Wild West came not only to 
visualize an American life and identity, but also to set an example of 
living a moral life. Historian Joy S. Kasson has explained it as crucial 
for the understanding of the success of the Wild West acts.469 The fifth 
aspect concerned the exoticization of the American Indians, who were 
seen as a soon to be extinct human race. It was “the last chance to see 
these people and traditions”. As a Swedish reporter at the 1889 Paris 
World’s Fair declared: “And the redskins! If you doubt them, visit them 
as I did after the show, to see them in their wigwams, at their fires and 
you shall soon see that they are real.”470 

Claims of authenticity and grandness were also the main and initial 
statement in text-based posters. The public was informed that the at-
traction would be for all the senses: fighting, playing and hunting 
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scenes. Even if the narratives of the good and bad life were not  explicitly 
written out, at least some in the audience would know from Swedish 
dime novels that these entertainments were about White settlers and 
their struggles on the frontier among “hostile Indians”. The exoticiza-
tion of the American Indian was emphasized as the main attraction, a 
soon to be extinct group. The Darwinian notion of “the survival of 
the fittest” was explicitly thematized in the performances. The Circus 
Madigan performance, for example, was more directly related to the 
narratives of the good and bad life on the frontier. The show’s features 
were also visualised in image-based posters. A Brazil Jack Wild West 
poster from 1899 – previously known as Texas Jack, whom Motala audi-
ences met in the 1890s – depicted Brazil Jack chasing an American 
 Indian. Attributes such as guns, bullets and a bullet holster, lasso, wild 
horses and a vanitas symbol could be seen. 

It was undoubtedly the Native American performers who were one 
of the main attractions of the Buffalo Bill’s Wild West performances. 

Poster: Cirkus Busch Sioux-Indian-Truppen [The Sioux Indian troupe], 1 February 1887, 
Jönköping. Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 



Advertisement in the press, “Cirkus Brasil Jack” [Circus Brasil Jack], Dalpilen 22 June 
1899. Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm 

Poster: Brasil Jack i Örebro [Brasil Jack in Örebro], 1899. Courtesy of the National 
Library of Sweden, Stockholm.  
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Their prominent leading role was fundamental to the story itself, and 
thus one of the reasons for its success. The American Indians played the 
roles of “the hostiles” that Buffalo Bill encountered and had to over-
come.471 The Native Americans were, as mentioned, perceived to be a 
race in decline and the Wild West performances played on this notion 
by advertising the act as being one of the last chances for the public to 
see a way of life that was soon to disappear.472 Several scholars have 
claimed that the participation of the Show Indians has to be understood 
on many levels. It has mostly been seen as a “demeaning activity”. 473 
Moses has illuminated how the Wild West acts became a platform from 
which the Native Americans could speak out about mistreatment back 
home.474 They travelled around the world and they spoke of their cause 
and received much attention from the international press.475 As a matter 
of fact, the Swedish press often commented on the mistreatment of the 
American Indians.476 

However, the Wild West performances were also reproducing stereo-
types of the “violent American Indian” and the  advertisements mainly 
sustained that image. As in the international posters, the Swedish post-
ers often made the American Indians their main feature. It was also the 
“aggressive Indians” and their different encounters with cowboys that 
were the leading theme in the attractions. The text-based poster by 
Circus Busch promoted the show with the headline “the only authentic 
group that visited Europe”. In the aftermath of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West 
many troupes were formed consisting of Show Indians. Most of the 
circus troupes performed different more or less fictive characters of the 
Wild West, and a few were said to have real participants. In the poster 
from Circus Madigan, for example, the leading parts were played by the 
director and his wife. But in later shows, Circus Madigan advertised 
that authentic participants from North America would be performing. 
Circus Schumann was another company that had Native Americans per-
forming. The preface to Richard Melander’s I Sitting Bulls land:  Skildringar 
från gränslifvet i Amerikanska Västern [In the land of Sitting Bull: Stories 
of the life on the frontier in the American West] from 1892 describes 
how the Schumann circus had a couple of Sioux-Indians who danced 
their warrior dances and showed their skill in riding and shooting.477
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Wild West performances entered Sweden in the same year as Cody 
travelled around Europe 1887 and they became an instant success. It is 
difficult to give precise figures on how many troupes were touring the 
country in the last decades of the nineteenth century. The reasons are that 
the circus troupes often changed their name – or simply dissolved after a 
few performances. No official statistics were kept on the number of  annual 
shows or how large the audience was. However, one point that can be 
made is that several different troupes staged the act throughout summers, 

Poster: Cirkus Busch: Livet i vilda västern eller Sioux-indianernas öfverfall på den 
 texikanska posten [Circus Busch: The life in the wild west or the attack by the Sioux 
Indians on the Texican post], 7 February 1887, Jönköping. Courtesy of the National 
Library of Sweden, Stockholm.

Poster: Cirkus Madigan: Barbaras hämnd eller Sioux indian hövdingen [Circus Madigan: 
The revenge of Barbara or the Sioux Indian chief ], 11 November 1891, Jönköping. Cour-
tesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 
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and returned with the act in the following years. One example is Brazil 
Jack, who toured Scandinavia for more than a decade. The Wild West acts 
remained popular until the 1930s; by then the genre was of course well 
established in moving images. 

Adjusting the American Narrative

Compared to the Buffalo Bills acts, Swedish performance troupes had 
to negotiate on all accounts: authenticity, grandness, visual  performance, 
the narrative of the good and bad life and exoticization. One of the 
reasons behind this was of course a lesser budget. Most of the times the 
troupes were much smaller in scale and costly material and animals 
could not be afforded. If Cody’s troupe consisted of hundreds of people, 
Circus Madigan for example, which was a large and prominent ensem-
ble touring Sweden, consisted of forty actors at most. These  negotiations 
can be seen in the posters below. Another compromise was reducing the 
programme. Cody’s Buffalo Bill was a show which lasted for several 
hours, including special performances by the trick-shooting gun woman 
Annie Oakley and the “Congress of Rough Riders”. 

These performances or versions of them were seldom seen in Scan-
dinavia. Instead the focus lay on certain acts between “cowboys and 
Indians”. Shooting and throwing the lasso were, for example, standing 
features seen in Circus Lindberg, Circus Madigan and Circus Busch.478 
The image-based poster however specifically detailed every act and 
 performance. For example in the poster for Brazil Jack, the acts were 
divided into four parts. The last one would show target shooting, 
 lassoing and shooting with an Indian bow. Besides the picture poster of 
Brazil Jack advertising the Wild West, the third and fourth part were 
also in bold letters. The audience would easily recognize the main 
 attractions; the picture of Brazil Jack and the bold letters made it clear 
what not to miss. However, the poster implied that it was a grand show. 
But on closer inspection it was clear that it was Brazil Jack as a one-man 
show that the audience got to see. Then again, the visualization of 
 “Brazil Jack” was clearly inspired by Buffalo Bill, with his long hair, 
moustache and “authentic” clothing.  



Advertisement in the press: “Telegram!” Den stora amerikanska cirkus Madigan och 
”Texas Jacks” wild west show [Telegram! The great American circus Madigan and Texas 
Jack’s wild west show], Kalmar 10 February 1897. Courtesy of the National Library of 
Sweden, Stockholm. 

Poster: Brasil Jacks Internationella Theatro dell Varieté [Brasil Jack’s International 
 Varieté Theatre], 25 July 1899, Bollnäs. Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, 
Stockholm. 

Poster: Telegram kapten Brasil Jack [Telegram Captain Brasil Jack], 15 February 1903. 
Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 
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If the original performance by Cody elaborated on a moral narrative, 
the Swedish troupes were rather staging “highlights” without a particu-
lar story. Entertainment was thus paramount, not least in comparison 
with contemporary ethnological exhibitions displaying American Indi-
ans. These were also well established in Sweden at the time, and were 
often followed by a lecture about traditions, language and culture. A 
typical event such as the “Authentic Sioux Indians” in Wenersborg 1895 
promised an extraordinary performance. 

Authentic Redskins. No one should decline to go and see the Sioux 
Indians, which are shown in the Nyblomman vestibule, at the shoe 
factory. These rare people are shown during the agriculture meeting 
from 10 am to 10 pm. Tickets are 15 öre for adults, 10 öre for children. 
Note: No one who visits will regret coming.479 

Moreover, the press was the dominant medium for circulating news 
about the Native Americans and their current situation. If some of the 

Guide Booklet: “Buffalo Bill’s wild west” 1889. 
Courtesy of the Buffalo Bill Museum and Grave,  
Golden, Colorado.  
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accounts were detailed about population, languages and culture, other 
notices in the paper narrated different “myths” and stereotypes about 
the American Indian, following the common narrative of “a blood-
thirsty and greedy race”.480 The noble or ignoble savage was already well 
established as two stereotypical images of the American Indian. The 
press described these happenings and the people in the ethnological 
exhibitions as “exhibition objects”. For example, the article “De sista 
Indian höfvdingarna” [The last Indian Chiefs] (1905) discussed how 
the Sioux Indians “Apache Devil”, “Geronimo” and “Wolf Robe” had 
become exhibition objects in the World’s Fair in St. Louis.481 Yet Ame-
rican Indians also received positive reviews when they travelled in circus 
troupes or the Wild West shows in Europe. By and large, contempora-
ry discourse sometimes included criticism toward the colonization of 
Native American land. In 1882, Illustrerad Familj-Journal, for example, 
published a poem by Martin Kok and an illustration of fighting Indians 
“Hän öfver steppen” [Away across the grassland] which condemned the 
“pale men from foreign countries” who had stolen and colonized their 
land. 482 Contemporary popular culture hence included various forms 
of educational traits regarding, for example, ways of looking. When 
 audiences went to see Wild West performances they were familiar not 
only with what they saw, but how they should look. Often the lectures 
with the displays narrated a moral story of the decline of the human race. 

The man behind the “Texas Jack” show described above, Alexander 
Rhodin, was probably the most successful Wild West showman in 
 Scandinavia. Rhodin’s acts became a huge success, and he toured with 
his famous Wild West act for many seasons in Norway, Finland and 
Denmark. However, his and other circus companies changed their 
names, either within the same year or even the same week. London 
Circus, Brazil Jack and Texas Jack were just a couple of name changes 
during the 1890s. Then again, Rhodin was well aware of the way to 
market oneself, and took great inspiration from Cody and the Ameri-
can circuses. He advertised extensively weeks before his shows, and 
when he entered a new town he invited the public to his camp to meet 
the crew. This was also what Cody did at the Paris World’s Fair. In 
 addition, during his “advertisement walk” [reklam promenaden] as 
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Rhodin liked to call it, he handed out cartes de visite to the audience 
before his shows. Fully dressed in a cowboy outfit he marched through 
the streets and greeted people, making headlines wherever he went. 
Similarly to Cody, Rhodin also made extensive use of the press. When 
US President Theodore Roosevelt, fresh from his big journey through 
Africa in 1906, visited the small Swedish town of Katrineholm on his 
way to Berlin, Brazil Jack (i.e. Rhodin) was there to receive him. The 
press followed Rhodin’s account of the event. Brazil Jack was fully 
equipped in a cowboy outfit and had a band playing the “Stars and 
Stripes forever” when Roosevelt arrived. Moreover, flowers were given 
and photographs taken. It was said, according to Rhodin, that Roose-
velt had claimed it to be “the funniest meeting in Europe”. 

The success was instant; people flocked to see the Brazil Jack per-
formance over the following days. Rhodin toured with the Wild West 

Carte de visite: Brasil Jack, 1907. Wikipedia 
Commons. 
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act for more than a decade. Intriguingly, when Rhodin became famous 
for his Wild West act, Cody was not in Europe. He had been forced 
back to New York in 1892 to stand trial for the mistreatment of his 
Show Indians.483 It was going to be another nine years before Cody 
returned to Europe. Meanwhile, several circus troupes in Europe con-
tinued the Wild West act while Cody was gone and copied vividly from 
his repertoire. The success of these enhanced and continued the success 
of Buffalo Bill – and Swedish audiences played their part in creating its 
enduring popularity. The fascination with Native Americans and the 
West in Sweden was sustained, with the interest also stemming from 
the large-scale migration to North America.

Gunlög Fur has analyzed how articles from Svensk-Familj Journalen 
framed the perceptions of America, of American Indians and the forma-
tion of the nation in the mid-nineteenth century.484 Fur argues that 
articles available to the American public filled Swedish immigrants with 
fear and prepared them for aggression in their encounters with Ameri-
can Indians, thereby becoming part of a politics of displacement – and 
sometimes one of ethnic cleansing. Hence, to visit the Wild West act 
was also to be able to see the land which so many Scandinavians had 
migrated to.485 

The Wild West performances were, I would claim, thus both a 
 nostalgic and contemporary staging of colonial events which connected 
the audience on many levels. In a similar way to the different mediated 
endeavours surrounding the scientific Vanadis expedition, these created 
a mutual vision of the European colonial project and its civilizing 
 mission. A kind of imperial gaze was practised in the staging of Wild 
West performances. The audience would easily identify the struggle 
between two “races”, perceived in a strict hierarchy. In essence, portray-
ing American Indians as the Other had the effect of uniting audiences in 
a more or less imagined Swedishness which spanned both class barriers 
and urban and rural areas. The Wild West performances could be seen 
in the bigger cities as well as in the smaller towns all across Scandinavia 
– and although Cody’s act never reached Stockholm, even the royal 
family was reported to have enjoyed the performance at Queen Victo-
ria’s jubilee.486 Yet the Wild West acts were by no means exclusively 
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reserved for the upper classes – the narrative was equally appreciated by 
the working class, and more importantly, it displayed how Swedish 
audiences were up to date with current entertainments and embraced 
new leisure activities. 

INTIMATE STRANGERS 

– ETHNOLOGICAL EXHIBITIONS 

Aftonbladet reported in early May 1886 about the on-going Colonial and 
Indian exhibition in South Kensington, London. 75 people were dis-
played: Three Punjabis, 19 Hindus, 15 Muslims, 6 boys from Bombay 
and Madras, 7 Sinhalese, 6 Malayans, 8 Chinese, “One Kaffir priest with 
wife”, Zulus, “Red Indians”, Australian Aborigines and Egyptians.487 
Furthermore, the article declared that the people were com fortable and 
enjoyed their place in the exhibition, and kept most of their traditions 
such as “slaughtering sheep”. According to the press, the wife of the 
South African priest was “civilized”, and dressed in European clothes. 
The “winner of the ugliest people” was, according to the re porter, 
the Australian Aborigines. The British audience was very fond of the 
 children on the set and the display area was a tranquil place  compared 
to the loud noises made by the British workers who worked at the 
 exhibition. 

The excerpt from Aftonbladet highlights the popularity of the exhibi-
tion as well as the staging of Indigenous “everyday life”. As had been 
the case during the reception of the Vanadis expedition, the racial clas-
sification of the Australian Aborigines as “the lowest level of culture” 
was reinforced in the exhibition, in which different groups of people 
were ranked on the evolutionary scale. The interactions with the 
 audience illuminated the many encounters which problematized the 
staging and human interactions further. These events were, however, 
not “cosmopolitan” or “foreign” events. The news brought to Swedish 
audiences about the London exhibition displayed a common interest 
and entertainment practice spread all around Europe: the ethnological 
exhibition. 
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Displays of the Other have a long history. Empirical sources show 
that in ancient Egypt, “black dwarves” from the Sudanese territories 
were staged.488 In the Roman Empire “barbarians and savages” walked 
the streets in Rome with the purpose of reinforcing Roman superiority 
and hegemony over the world. Beginning in the fifteenth century, 
 explorers brought living or dead human specimens to the courts of 
European sovereigns. 489 The strange, the different and the monstrous 
have thus long been matters of interest. Being connected to diverse 
types of display and areas of knowledge, the ethnological exhibition 
coalesces the functions of exhibition, performance, education and dom-
ination.490 These phenomena were the result of a combining of political, 
social and economical factors during the nineteenth century, which was 
well known for its interests in distant lands. The taste for far off places 
and exoticism is therefore crucial in understanding the different links 
between the ethnological exhibition and earlier visual staging such as 
the chambers of marvels.491 

To Amuse, To Inform and To Educate

The advertisement from Falu Hotel in 1886, found in one of the regio-
nal papers, showed a happening in the small town of Falun, Dalecarlia.492 
What was about to take place was advertised as a rare occasion – the 
forthcoming attraction was to see a “real African man”, who had been 
captured by a French captain and transported to Europe. According to 
the paper Dalpilen, “Uomogogowa” was going to be dressed in his 
 “national costume” and he was going to show his skill in dancing and 
singing. Besides the information on the actual performance, there was 
also a comment on why this was a unique event. This “peculiar human 
race” was “completely wild”, a phenomenon to be found nowhere else 
but in Africa.493 Moreover, Uomogogowa’s religion was not Christia-
nity but a pagan one; he worshipped the sun, the moon and animals.494 
Even before the Swedish audience went to see Uomogogowa the crowd 
had received instructions on how to look, what to feel and experience. 
I argue that an imperial gaze structured these popular events, in which 
the Other was staged in a strict racial hierarchy. Both textual and  visual 
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displays reinforced the notion of where the audience would place them-
selves in the event, as the above example displayed. Art historian Anna-
Maria Hällgren’s analysis of visual representations of social problems is 
an interesting juxtaposition to this study. Hällgren argues that repre-
sentations of social ills such as poverty, prostitution and criminality 
should not only be seen as a presumed negative impact on society; 
these representations were also important in driving the vision to 
 become a valuable resource. Hällgren asserts that representations of 
social problems were part of an instructional looking.495 Similar ideas 
were reflected in contemporary press and guide booklets that claimed 
that a lesson was to be learnt while watching the above performances. 

The “zulukaffern” [Zulu kaffir] as a trope had been established long 
before Uomogogowa was being displayed.496 The fascination with this 
sort of performance, however, increased and flourished in the last dec-
ades of the nineteenth century. Several “Zulukaffers” were on display 
across Sweden at that time. For example, six years earlier an advertise-
ment in one of the regional papers in the southern parts of Sweden 

Advertisement: “Zulukaffern Uomogogawa” [The Zulu Kaffer Uomogogawa], Dalpilen 
9 April 1886:14. Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 

Advertisment: “Zulukaffern” [The Zulu kaffer], Nyare Blekings-Posten 5 March 1880:19. 
Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 
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displayed another man, without a name, describing him as “a real 
 authentic negro”.497 Another example is the nineteen-year old “Soolu-
kafen Hackay” from South Africa, who visited Kalmar. Both the press 
and image-based posters spoke about his capture and enslavement. It 
was claimed that the Indigenous boy was brought to London by a 
 British captain and had been exhibited in England, and then set free, 
according to the circus director. Another performance that drew much 
attention was “Zulukaffern Sam” and his “warrior dances” – he was 
claimed to have followed Stanley for more than a year. 

One of the most popular attractions was “The tour of ‘Bush-Negro 
Women’”. It toured for more than a decade around Europe, and visited 
Sweden from the late 1870s to 1890s. The information on their origins 
was narrated as two different stories. Either the two women, Miss Kitte 
Janson (Cetty Stjordt) and her niece Miss Alice Ruffen (Alice Refen), 
twice her age, were claimed to be born slaves from Alabama and sold 
four times. Other posters advertised that they were from South Africa 

Poster: Zulukaffern Sam [The Zulu kaffer Sam] 1893, Westervik. Courtesy of the National 
Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 

Poster: Zoolukafen Hackay [The Zulu kaffer Hackay] 1879, Jönköping. Courtesy of the 
National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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or South America. The advertisements also stated different spellings of 
their names. The circus director J. Sidoli sometimes advertised without 
his own name, and several posters displayed the two women as a solo 
performance without a connection to a circus company. In several post-
ers it also looked like they were representing themselves without an 
agent.

The poster above did not show a photograph of the two African 
American women; instead an illustration displayed two women with 
identical haircuts, pierced ears and clothing. They were barefoot and 
holding their hands. The eyes, nose and mouth were exaggerated and 
the same black colour of their skin was seen in the big type letters 
 promoting the show. Depictions of Black people were stereotyped and 
they were all portrayed in the same manner, men, women and children. 

Poster: Busk-Negerqvinnor [Bush-Negro women] 1879, Gefle. Courtesy of the National 
Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 

Poster: Tvenne brunskinnade Buske-qvinnor [Two brown skinned Bush-Negro women] 
1876, Jönköping. Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 
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As art historians have pointed out, power relations were displayed by 
positions and postures. Textual framing also emphasized colonial 
 ideas.498 Placing Indigenous people on their knees or far from the cen-
tral focus implied a colonial setting and racial attitudes. 

Different ethnological exhibitions were either connected to circus 
performances or could be displayed in their own right; in club houses, 
hotels, missionary buildings, public schools, libraries, community halls 
or factories. The performances went beyond the capital of Stockholm 
and were also popular in small villages and towns all over Scandinavia. 
For example the above-mentioned touring performances with Miss 
 Janson and Miss Ruffen were staged in small towns such as Ängelholm, 
Kalmar and Falun. These ethnological exhibitions travelled to the 
 bigger cities as well. There were different prices for adults, children and 
servants. The prices were as low as 25 öre for adults and 12 öre for 
 children. 

Shows were thus introduced to a broader population of farmers and 
workers, those who could not afford to go to museums, wax cabinets or 
the panoramas in the cities. Ethnological exhibitions often included 
“performances” of dancing, singing, fighting and eating; often these 
were said to be their special “talents”. For example, the presmumed 
African American women were said to be very good at singing and 
South Africans at performing “hunting skills and specific warrior 
 dances”. Almost all the exhibitions stated that the Indigenous people 
were runaways or former slaves. In addition, the displaying of Native 
women was often sexualized.499 As historians Rikke Andreassen and 
Anne Folke Henningsen claim, sexuality has always been a crucial com-
ponent to understand the display of the Other.500 A dominant view 
connected to racial discourse was that non-Europeans had a different, 
and more explicit sexuality than Europeans. This was sometime empha-
sized in the discussed ethnological exhibitions.

However, the two African-American women described above were 
said to be “decent and dressed” in the posters, which implied that  other 
exhibitions were not. The figure of the “Hottentot Venus” re-emerged 
and became a key element within the ethnological exhibitions display-
ing female bodies.501 This kind of displaying of semi-naked women 
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could also be compared to the ethnographical photographs taken by by 
Oscar Birger Ekholm and Hjalmar Stolpe during the Vanadis expedition, 
as well as other colleagues in anthropology. Together with the posters, 
advertisements were important in producing and constructing enticing 
knowledge about the Other, as well as creating a colonial experience of 
distance.

Sociologist Robert Bogdan states that the ethnological exhibition 
was a staged performance which was researched, choreographed and 
presented in a distinctive pattern.502 As seen from the Swedish posters 
and press, all the shows presented themselves as an extraordinary event. 
Still, the managers wanted to avoid charges of voyeurism and thus prid-
ed themselves on their educational credentials. Moreover, the directors 
of the show usually lied about the identity of the performers. The most 
popular way to promote a show was to use the exotic mode of presenta-
tion. It provided a principle for advertising literature, the staged appear-
ance, the banners and other aspects of the “freak” promotion and dis-
play. “The exotic mode presented the performance to appeal to a large 
audience with ideas of the primitive and bestial,” Bogdan claims.503

The managers told the audience that they came from a strange part 
of the world and the Indigenous people would stage stereotypical and 
presumed manners of the countries represented. The actual narrative 
was going to maximize interest and exaggerating stories were com-
mon504 Thus, the staging of “racial diversity” was constructed around 
three distinct functions: to amuse, to inform and to educate. That 
meant that the same group could pass from an ethnological exhibition 
to music hall, from the science laboratory to a “native” village or circus 
act. As with the output from the Vanadis expedition, boundaries between 
science and popular culture were floating and constantly negotiated. 
 Re garding shows in Sweden, ethnological exhibitions often combined 
a lecture and the actual show. It is important to note that a visit by the 
Swedish crowd was not just a chance to see racial diversity, but more 
importantly to understand one’s own place within the racial  hierarchy.505 

Historian Ingrid Millborn has analyzed posters of ethnological exhi-
bitions.506 Although Millborn considers contexts of colonialism, science 
and entertainment practices, the psychoanalytical approach is central 
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to her analysis, which I argue is problematic. According to Millborn, 
posters of the African American women were for example not a display 
of submission but had a hidden latent message which reclaimed the 
women’s position. Millborn states that the women’s gaze and postures 
were not condescending, but they represented themselves and displayed 
what they thought the audience wanted.507 The argument Millborn 
gives is that the women “returned the gaze”. However, in opposition 
to this I argue that images such as these should be taken more  cautiously 
in regard to their visual rhetoric, and the racial stereotype on display. 
The poster was not a depiction of the women – but a racial stereotype 
made by an unknown artist. Moreover, the posters often depicted the 
Indigenous people as speaking with their own voice. The text and  image 
worked together and were not separated. Instead they reinforced ideas 
of the Other in multiple ways. It is important to historicize how visual-
ity was constructed; these images did not contain an inner meaning, 
but were created and given meaning in a specific context.

The Cunningham Shows and Caravans

For a couple of days now, people from Stockholm have with horror and 
fright sought out the big posters, which are plastered on walls and 
fences, which in a peculiarly naturalistic way visualize how the ship-
wrecked crew is eaten alive by cannibals. In truth, they are a real horror 
to see. Yesterday afternoon a few of these wild beasts in human disguise 
were shown at the Alhambra Concert Hall.508

The Canadian theatrical agent Robert A. Cunningham’s touring exhibi-
tion of Australian Aborigines became one of the most talked about 
colonial events in the 1880s. Cunningham’s tour came to Scandinavia in 
1886 and went on display for several months in Djurgården, Stockholm 
and Copenhagen.509 The press reported vividly about how the Swedish 
audience encountered not only the show but also the posters coating 
the walls. Already in 1882, Cunningham was approached by P. T. 
Barnum’s agent while on the search for a group of Australian Aborigines 
to be exhibited in North America in the show “Ethnological Congress 



Australian Aborigines in R. A. Cunningham’s Touring Company, Düsseldorf, Germany, 
c. 1885. Photographer: Julius Schaar. Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery Canberra. 
Carte de visite photograph. 104 × 64 mm.

Poster: Australian cannibal boomerang throwers, printed in English, Berlin 1884. 
Courtesy of the Historisches Museum Frankfurt am Main, Coloured lithograph poster. 
Photo: Horst Ziegenfusz.
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of Strange and Savage Tribes”.510 Cunningham obliged and found nine 
members of the Australian Aborigines.511 They performed with the 
Zulu, Nubian, Toda and Sioux performers who had been taken from 
other colonial territories.512

As several scholars assert, Cunningham knew nothing of Aboriginal 
culture. Hence, his “actors” must have worked together as a group to 
develop a crowd-pleasing range of dances, songs, boomerang throwing 
and mock fights in stage costumes (as they deeply resented requests to 
be photographed naked).513 Cunningham soon realized the value of 
professional photography, and sales of images became a feature of all 
the touring venues.514 The same tactics were seen at the Wild West en-
actments. In 1884, Cunningham had left Barnum and toured Europe 
with the troupe. When the troupe arrived in Paris in 1885 only four of 
the nine had survived: Toby and Jenny who were married, their child 
little Toby, and another man, named Billy.515 The other five had suc-
cumbed to illness and died along the way.516 While in Paris, the four 
survivors stayed at the Jardin d’Acclimatation, a garden established to 
introduce and acclimatize exotic plants and animals. Eventually, in 
1886, they reached Scandinavia. A brochure was republished in Swedish, 
which described the performance, and it was followed by reprinted 
documents from the Australian government and the international 
press.517 When the show entered Stockholm, only three participants 
were alive and “displayed”.518 The cover illustration of the Swedish edi-
tion was the same as the English and French editions from 1884.519 It 
was not derived from a photograph displaying the nine Australian 
 Aborigines, instead an image of “savages in the nineteenth-century 
Western imagination” was displayed. As historian Roslyn Poignant 
 observes, “whatever their supposed ‘racial’ origins; they were said to be 
characterized by ‘ferocity’ and ‘treachery’; they practiced self-mutila-
tion, lacked language and ate people.”520 The book cover displayed “the 
savages” feasting on the seashore. The Australian Aborigines domi-
nated the picture frame, and a sunken ship could be discerned along 
with White settlers either dead or about to be feasted on. This image 
was also remediated into posters as previously seen, and was to be 
found earlier in Barnum’s advertisements in the United States.521 



153

shows, exhibitions and attractions

The image of “the savage” was a common trope in the visual arts and 
followed the conventions of depicting the others as naked, animal-like 
and wild. This imagery was common in displaying various Indigenous 
populations as “cannibals”, for example the advertisements for the 
“Wild Men of Borneo”, from the troupe Roylance & Co touring in the 
United States, depicted Indigenous people as “killing and feasting on 
shore”. In Stockholms Dagblad, the reader was informed about the event 
and the imagery was described as true and naturalistic in its  depiction.522

If one analyzes the Cunningham booklet in detail, it began by stating 
that the displayed people belonged to an uncivilized human race; their 
traditions and customs had not reached the standard of modern civili-
zation.523 The front cover reinforced such notions, and was also repro-
duced as posters to attract audiences. Cunningham’s own travels were 
described and before the description of the Australian Aborigines, he 
gave a statement on the difficulties in bringing them to Europe.524 
The short brochure consisted of seven sections: “Their characters”, 

Berättelsen om K. A. [sic] Cunningham’s Austral-Invånare 
tatuerade kannibaler, svarta spårfinnare och bumerang-
kastare, bestående av två stammar, män och qvinnor 
 [History of R. A. Cunningham Australian Aborigines 
tattooed cannibal, black trackers, boomerang and 
throwers, consisting of two tribes, male and female], 
1886. Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, 
Stock holm.
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“Peculiar customs”, “Their food”, “A strange weapon”, “The funny 
Australian dance by the cannibals”, “The black trekker” and “Peculiar 
burial traditions”. The edition followed the English and French ver-
sions, and various notices and articles from the international press such 
as the Sydney Morning Herald, The Toronto World and Le cri du peuple were 
to be found.525 The back cover of the book advertised the exhibition as: 

The only troupe of these wild, devious, uncivilized people with red 
tattoos on their body and big rings in the nose and ears. Real blood-
thirsty beasts in daunting human disguise, without intelligence and 
with little ability to speak. They perform peace, war, kangaroo, emu 
and tokato dances and their Midnight-Corroborés. Throwing with 
lance and boomerang. 526

The quote reinforced the notion of the Other as without intelligence 
and language; it also implied that they were “beasts in human disguise”. 
The illustrated press highlighted the event on many occasions; Ny 
 Illustrerad Tidning’s lengthy account “Kannibaler i Stockholm” [Canni-
bals in Stockholm] from 1886 described the event and was illustrated 
by the Swedish artist Ernst Ljungh. “[The show] has now found its way 
all the way up to our ultima Thule, the small tribe of Australian settlers, 
which have received much attention when they have been exhibited on 
the Continent, in London, Cologne, Berlin, Copenhagen, among  other 
cities. […] They are viewed daily by a fascinated crowd.”527 

It was obvious that the booklet by Cunningham had served in Ny 
Illustrerad Tidning as background information. It literally repeated the 
narrative of Cunningham’s captures, and the public who were unable 
to attend the event got a vivid account. Unfortunately, as the reports 
stated, the exhibition space in the garden of the Alhambra was not a 
good place for the performance. But as the report went on, “they have 
been let out into an open space in Djurgården and there they have been 
able to show peculiar tricks.”528 

Furthermore, in Ny Illustrerad Tidning race theories were explained as 
comme il faut for the Swedish audience. According to the article, the 
Australian Aborigine was on the lowest level of the human evolutionary 
scale, and was “inferior” to the African as well as to Europeans, with 
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the same distance between the “Australian Negro” and the African. The 
article concluded that they were of two different types.529 The reader 
also learned that they spoke a few words of English, that they were 
satisfied with the food – but missed the kangaroos. Cunningham, him-
self stated that they were remarkable in eating but they could also 
starve themselves as animals do.530 The report described the throwing 
of a boomerang, which was compared to the hammer of Thor.531 Ny Il-
lustrerad Tidning concluded the article with information that these were 
soon to be an extinct race. 532 In addition, Aftonbladet reported that three 
“Australian-Negros” were shown, the child was not shy at all but the 
Swedish children were quite scared of the “cannibal.”533 “They dance, 
sing, play and the impresario enlightens and displays what they can 
do.”534 Dagens Nyheter also recounted the events from a press conference 
to which Cunningham had invited several Stockholm papers. “Mr. 
People-Eater took the cigar from his mouth and let out a couple of wild 
screams and then began to throw the boomerang.”535 

 “Australnegrerna i Stockholm. Silhuette af Ernst Ljungh” [Australian Negros in 
Stockholm. Silhoutte by Ernst Ljungh], Ny Illustrerad Tidning, 26 June  1886:26. 
Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm 
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A report was seen earlier in Dagens Nyheter, in which it was stated that 
Cunningham described the actors as “truly blood-thirsting beasts.”536 
However, the reporter perceived them as rather kind. They were not, 
according to the report, pretty to look at because of their appearances: 
devious with wigs and piercings in nose and ears.537 The visitor could 
touch them and feel their tattoos. They could actually handle them any 
way they wanted; but as the reporter said “as civilized citizens of Stock-
holm” they were cautious. The group was described as a “black-brown 
company”, which sang, danced and ran around like “wild beasts” in 
the audience.538 In the evening, a boomerang show was staged. A few 
hundred people watched Mr. Benny and Benny Junior throwing. How-
ever, the event was stopped by police officers.539 One should note that 
the excerpts from Dagens Nyheter and Ny Illustrerad Tidning accentuated 
the insensitive use of giving names such as “Mr. People-eater” or “Mr. 
Benny and Benny Junior”. 

Descriptions of Indigenous populations as “cannibals” could also be 
seen in the popular comic strips published in the illustrated press.540 
Racial stereotypes were continuously displayed on the last page of 
 Illustrerad Familj-Journal, a section reserved for games and comic strips. 
The two main themes consisted of either “the Indigenous population 
meeting Europeans” – often referred to in the comic strip as “canni-
bals” – or “everyday life”. Within the first theme, the most common 
feature was the encounter with the white European (often male) that 
began with a threat by the “cannibal”, which lusted for human flesh. 
However, every comic strip ended happily with the Westerner tricking 
the “cannibal”. 

The comic strip “Ett äfventyr på Nya Zeeland” [An adventure in 
New Zealand] elaborated on this narrative. The narrative showed the 
European traveller trapping the Africans with an umbrella, and thereby 
the European could escape being eaten alive. Historian J. H. Burma has 
identified two different cartoons; the anti-black cartoon expressed by 
Whites to reflect their alleged supremacy, and the anti-white cartoon 
in which whites were depicted as being outsmarted by “cunning blacks”. 
In the former, the derogatory Jim Crow stereotype of the nineteenth 
century was employed and transmitted in the urbanized Sambo charac-



Comic Strip “Ett äfventyr på Nya Zeeland” [An adventure in New Zealand], Illustrerad 
Familj-Journal 15 May 1887:20. Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 



Comic Strip “Hans egen skull” 
[For his own sake], Allers Familj-
Journal 20 May 1894. Courtesy of 
the National Library of Sweden, 
Stockholm. 

Comic Strip “ En romans från Fidschieöarna” [A romance from Fiji], Illustrerad Familj-
Journal 5 October 1884:40. Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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ter, who always attempted, unsuccessfully, to imitate white culture with 
humorous consequences.541 Anti-black cartoons were frequently seen in 
the Swedish illustrated press, but the anti-white cartoons were more rare. 
Instead comic strips about “indigenous behaviour” were often printed. 
Black people were caricatured as beasts and violent, as in the image 
below, part of a longer sequence on the brutal ways of the “savages”. 

The depiction of Indigenous people was stereotyped graphically into 
exaggerating the mouth, eyes, ears and nose. The examples on p. 158 
follow the same pattern, and men, women and children were depicted 
in an almost identical way. The themes, which were about “everyday 
life”, were often portrayed as everyday life activities of the “cannibals”, 
 usually about “eating their own people”. The cartoon below showed 
how, after a marriage, the husband feasted on his own wife. In Anglo-
American visual culture negative stereotypical images of Blacks and 
Irish were common, printed in periodicals such as Harper’s Weekly, Puck 
and Judge. These publications mirrored negative views of the Black 
population and other ethnic and religious groups. According to histo-
rian Richard Rice, newspaper cartoons in the late nineteenth century 
reveal the mind-set of the cartoonist, his editor and the reading pub-
lic.542 Visual and material objects of the developing mass production 
industrial society were full of images of black buffoons: “Books and 
short stories contained illustrations by prominent artists; commercial 
packages displayed logos; sheet music featured cover cartoons; wooden 
calendars were shaped into painted figures; knickknacks showed  smiling 
faces on dancing bodies.”543 In Söndags-Nisse several cartoons and anec-
dotes about Indigenous behaviour were printed. The most common 
was the “cannibal theme” and in the comic strip on p. 160 the Indige-
nous people welcome the European into the cooking pot.  

Moreover, in the last page of Illustrerad Familj-Journal different enter-
tainment pieces were seen: crosswords, riddles and hand shadow fig-
ures. In some of the figures the reader could play with racial stereotypes. 
“The Negro” and “the Indian” had an exaggerated nose, mouth and 
head in profile. Besides Cunningham’s exhibition, several solo exhibi-
tions and displays were seen around Sweden. For example, “Australian 
anthropophagi” in 1877 was seen in the southern parts, but also toured 
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the whole country. In the poster for the advertisement, the Indigenous 
person was not given a name, but solely referred to as “the cannibal”. 
He was brought from the Maori Islands of New Zealand and had pre-
viously been shown in all the larger cities: Paris, London, Berlin and 
Vienna. The performance consisted of dances, singing and eating in 
front of the audience. The event took place at one of the salons in 
the City Hall and was advertised as a “real example of a cannibal in 
Europe”. The poster invited the public to examine the “Native’s aston-
ishing hair” and remarked that the show could be seen by both ladies 
and children. The image displayed a crouching man, with large hair, 
semi-nude and placed in the wilderness. It reinforced the message of the 
text, and moreover connected the man’s closeness to animals. Other 
ethnological exhibitions and sideshows included: “Miss Ella, white 
 negro” from Madagascar and her baby called “the mulatto”, 1877 in 

Comic Strip  “Välkommen i det gröna” 
[Welcome into the green], Söndags-Nisse 5 
October 1890. Courtesy of the National 
Library of Sweden, Stockholm.



“Negern” [The Negro], Allers Familj-Journal, 28 April  1901:17. Courtesy of the National 
Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 

“Indianen” [The Indian], Allers Familj-Journal, 26 May 1901:21. Courtesy of the National 
Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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Uppsala, and [Negro-Snake queen Miss Semona],  1895 in Stockholm. 
The show “De äkta Kannibalerna, svarta tatuerade uppspårare från 
Australöarne” [The authentic cannibals: black tattooed trekkers from 
the Australian islands] was staged together with another circus act, 
“Äkta negerkomikern och fäktkonstnären Lucamba” [the authentic 
Negro comedian and fencing artist Lucamba] in Venersborg in 1898 
and the travelling “Afrikan–Neger–Karavan” [African–Negro–Cara-
van], displaying fourteen people from the African West coast according 
to the circus director Albert Urbach, travelled around Sweden in the 
1890s.

The latter was a more elaborate show and to contrast it to the ethno-
logical exhibitions of one or two people, the “caravans” were often set 
up to portray Indigenous village life like the colonial exhibition in 

Poster: Australian anthropophagi [Australian anthropophagi], 1877, Kalmar. Courtesy of 
the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 

Poster: Äkta Kannibaler [Authentic cannibals], 1898, Venersborg. Courtesy of the Natio-
nal Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 
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South Kensington. In Scandinavia several “caravans” were exhibited. 
But the groups from different countries were treated in rather different 
ways. One striking example was the “Sinhalese caravan” from Sri  Lanka 
and the “Dinka caravan” from Sudan.544 The racial taxonomy was elab-
orated in many ways. Both groups were considered to be “uncivilized”, 
but they were also in turn strictly hierarchized with regard to each 
other. In 1890 a “Sinhalese caravan” was touring Sweden and Dagens 
Nyheter gave a vivid and detailed description of the event. It was the 
impresario Carl Hagenbeck who travelled with the group.545 The cara-
van came via Malmö, on a train carrying four elephants and oxen and 
their caretakers. A couple of days later the “main attraction” came by 
train. 546 According to the report, the Sinhalese women were beautiful, 
with unusually beautiful white teeth, intelligent brown eyes and a fine 
appearance.547 The press got a preview of the show, which was staged at 
Stockholm’s Tivoli Djurgården in an enclosure in front of the café. A 
stage was set, in the background a couple of huts and a barrack where 
the group had their kitchen and sleeping places. The programme con-
sisted of twelve features and played for one hour. According to the de-
scription the show featured: drum playing, sacrifice dance, elephants, 

Poster: Afrikansk-Neger Karavan [African–Negro 
caravan], 1895, Stockholm. Courtesy of the National 
Library of Sweden, Stock holm. 
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Uddacce dancers, driving ox-carriage, war elephants, wizards, devil 
dances, the “dwarf lady Verama” – who sang both “God save the 
Queen” and “Du gamla du fria” – dancing with sticks called “Cotton-
Lie”, celebratory dance and a festival procession for Buddha.548 Reviews 
were positive, and accordingly it was quite impossible to know what to 
admire the most: the athletic Sinhalese or the animals. The young 
women attracted much attention from the male audience with their 
appearance. The show was performed five times a day, with after-show 
refreshments served at the café. The reporter concluded that the Sin-
halese crew had a strong impact and ought to be visited.549 

An illustrated booklet was subsequently published in 1890, called 
Singhaleserna: Invånare på ön Ceylon. [The Sinhalese: Inhabitants of 
 Ceylon]. The front cover displayed the Sinhalese performing a dance 
and the back cover illustrated the festival procession for Buddha. If one 
compares it to Cunningham’s booklet, there was no usage of terms such 

Photograph: “Sinhalese caravan”. Courtesy of the Nordic Museum, Stockholm.
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as “brutal”, “savage” or “cannibal” at all. Instead the performers were 
referred to as “Inhabitants of Ceylon”. As with Cunningham’s publica-
tion, the illustrations were not based on photography but a drawing. 
However, photographic cartes de visite of the Sinhalese were sold after the 
shows. The women were fully clothed in traditional sarees and the 
 children also wore clothes, as compared to the Australian Aborigines, 
who performed semi-naked. The booklet described the show and fol-
lowed the previous pattern of claiming it to be one of the most interest-
ing shows around. It described the flora and fauna of Sri Lanka but also 
of its history and religion. The population was thoroughly described: 
“they are of average size, the women are either light or dark brown.” 
Their hair was pitch black and their character was that of “submissive 
but cunning”. Their mental development, according to the booklet, was 
higher than most “Oriental people.” Moreover, they were described as 
being clean and concerned about their cleansing rituals. 

In 1895, a group from Sudan reached Stockholm and Djurgården in 
the early summer. The advertisements were seen in the press and Dagens 
Nyheter reported on the event.550 40 people were to be seen at Stock-
holm’s Tivoli; the summer weather had been tropical and the “caravan” 
seemed to enjoy the climate. The men were dressed in summer  costumes 
and the women in European clothes. However, the account explained 
that the performances were not beautiful to look at. The visualization 
of race was of great concern, both in text and images – the  pigmentation 
was regularly highlighted and emphasized. Descriptions often referred 
to skin colour in moral terms. The men were athletic and the women 
were curvaceous. The programme consisted of dancing and playing: 
warlike and peaceful. After the show, the Sudanese could be visited in 
their camp, where they made pancakes and talked to the  visiting audi-
ence. This feature was also to be seen in the Wild West acts. According 
to the report, it was easy to make friends with the Sudanese. All in all, 
it was “a peculiar performance to watch and it was far cheaper than 
actually going to Africa. There was no danger in watching these  people.”

Both the Sinhalese and the Sudan groups were described and visual-
ized in stereotypes. Yet, some descriptions were ambivalent and ac-
counts also spoke of positive attributes and aspects. Even if it is hard to 
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empirically prove, it seems that racial stereotyping within popular culture 
was thus inscribed in the same kind of hierarchy as within “racial  science”. 
In this case the Sinhalese were perceived as a “purer race” than the Suda-
nese – who in turn were seen as superior to the Australian Aborigines. Still, 
Swedes were situated above them all, even if it was not ex plicitly men-
tioned in press accounts, for example. Popular entertainment culture thus 
elaborated on scientific ideas, and spread the latter to a broad population.

However, it was not only the Indigenous population from the over-
seas colonial world that was staged. In Scandinavia, travelling circuses 
and ethnological exhibitions had several companies which staged Sámi 
people. In Stockholm, the outdoor museum Skansen by Arthur Ha-
zelius displayed Sámi people. “Sámi villages” were also to be seen in the 
European metropolises such as Berlin’s zoological garden, as Illustrerad 
Familj-Journal reported enthusiastically in “Lappar i Berlins zoologiska 
trädgård” [Laplanders in Berlin’s zoological garden] in 1879. Rikke 
Andreassen and Anne Folke Henningsen who have surveyed ethnologi-
cal exhibitions in Denmark around 1900 assert that the ethnological 
exhibitions displaying people from Africa, Asia, Australia or from the 

“Offentliga nöjen: Dinka caravan” [Public entertain-
ment: Dinka Caravan], Dagens Nyheter, 21 June 1895. 
Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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Middle East among others reinforced the Danish national and white 
supremacy.551 They argue moreover that the Danish “white race” was 
percieved as a positive example of how the human race had developed 
in the encounter with the “savage”. In addition, the Danish audience 
was part of a cosomopolitan and international community which 
 engaged in colonial lesiure practices.552 Similar notions can be detected 
in the reception of the ethnological exhibitions in Sweden. The press 
commented on the racial hierarchy as well as creating a narrative of a 
belonging to the European colonial project and its civilizing mission. 
Moreover, it is important to consider that the national identity was not 
only construed in the juxtaposition of the Other. Swedishness, as Jeff 
Werner argues, was connected not only to the body but also the land-

“Lappar i Berlins Zoologiska 
trädgård [Laplanders in Berlin 
Zoological Garden], Illustrerad 
Familj-Journal, 25 May  1879:8. 
Courtesy of the National Library 
of Sweden, Stockholm.
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scape. As Werner asserts that the development which created a white, 
Swedish landscape escalated during the last decades of the nineteenth 
century. Prior to, the thought that Nature was an economic asset had 
dominated.553

The fascination with race was recurrent and explicitly vivid, I would 
argue, in the Swedish illustrated press. For example, the illustration 
“Mestisen” [Mestizo] on the front cover of Ny Illustrerad Tidning (1886) 
by the Spanish artist José Maria Marqués portrayed a young man of 

“Mestisen” [Mestizo] on the front cover of Ny Illustrerad Tidning (1886) by the Spanish 
artist José Maria Marqués. Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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both White and Native American heritage. The text informed of the 
various types which come from “mixing” races. The motif belonged to 
genre painting, the portrait displayed the face in profile, and the torso 
was slightly turned towards the picture frame. In other deptictions the 
focus was also on the male black body and its “relation” to the animals. 

Interest in people from other parts of the world was revisited on a 
regular basis in Ny Illustrerad Tidning. “Darwins felande länk” [Darwin’s 
missing link] (1883) for example displayed a six-year-old girl from 
 Borneo. The girl was named “Krao” and was “peculiar” in that she and 
her family were covered with hair over their whole body, linking them 
to apes. The interesting thing about “Krao” was that she was in be-
tween “human and monkey” – and thereby “Darwin’s missing link”. 
“Krao” was described in the paper as a lively and playful girl, but at the 

”Urskogens fasa” [The horror of the primeval forest] from a drawing by Friedrich 
 Wilhelm Kuhnert, Illustrerad Familj-Journal 1 September 1895:35. Courtesy of the National 
Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 

 “Leopardklädda människor” [People in leopard camouflage] from a painting by 
P. Brockmüller, Illustrerad Familj-Journal 3 January 1897:1. Courtesy of the National 
Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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same time wild and hard to control. Thus, it was not only at the ethno-
logical exhibitions that the audience could observe the “peculiar races”. 
These also exhibited other people and events that shared an interest in 
the Other. In the last decades of the nineteenth century the Norwegian 
explorer and scientist Carl Lumholtz became famous in Scandinavia for 
his lectures about his travels to Australia. People went to see and listen 
to Lumholtz in Christiania, Copenhagen, Stockholm and Gothenburg, 
but also in smaller cities such as Helsingborg. The press followed these 

“Darwins felande länk” [Darwin’s missing link]m Ny Illustrerad Tidning  25 August 
1883:34. Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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illustrated lectures closely. The illustrated press was especially keen to 
document what Lumholtz exhibited in his lectures, from maps and 
artefacts to stereopticon slides. The Australian Aborigines were de-
scribed in an article as people on “the lowest rung of the cultural lad-
der”. Lumholtz had, according to the report, studied them extensively 
and since they were an extinct group it was of great importance to study 
the Australian Aborigines as they were soon to disappear.

The illustrations in the article were reproductions of photographs, 

“Carl Lumholtz och 
hans forskningar i 
Australien” [Carl Lum-
holtz and his Research 
in Australia], Ny Illustre-
rad Tidning 27 Novem-
ber 1886:48. Courtesy 
of the National Library 
of Sweden, Stockholm.
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which differed from the way the Indigenous population was portrayed 
in ethnological exhibitions. Nonetheless, the images portraying the 
Australian Aborigines were in the typical genre of “folk types”. One of 
the images in which two women were dressed in Western clothes con-
trasted with other illustrations, which showed a family in the wilderness 
and an older semi-naked woman smoking a pipe. Lumholtz’ accounts 
basically underscored the same views as Cunningham’s writings – again 
a lucid example of the lack of difference between the science and enter-
tainment discourse on race. 

Furthermore, the reports of Lumholtz travels were important in 
linking the colonial world and Scandinavia. The reports in, for example, 
Tidning för Wenersborg stad och län or Ny Illustrerad Tidning proudly pre-
sented Lumholtz as contributing to the overall civilizing mission, 
which the European empires had made their quest.554 Lumholtz  donated 
large ethnographical objects to the Swedish Society for Anthropology 
and Geography, and received great recognition in Sweden for it.555 The 
Lumholtz narrative followed a theme, which was apparent in the many 
reports linking Scandinavians to a mutual vision of the European colo-
nial project. Scandinavians were also to be seen where the civilizing 
missions took place. The same narrative could thus be found as pre-
viously shown in Stolpe’s accounts from the Vanadis exhibitions.

Racial Stereotypes and Physiognomy

In late nineteenth century, arguments about race were advanced in 
 various media, ranging from detailed illustrations in scientific texts to 
highly exaggerated caricatures and lampoons, from portraits in oriental 
style in travel books to grotesque images on posters and ethnic enter-
tainments. Some vivid examples can be found in the depictions of three 
southern African peoples: The Khoikhoi, the San and the Zulu. As seen 
previously in the ethnological exhibitions they were popularly known 
as “the Hottentot”, “The Bushman” and “the Kaffir”. An effective 
 method of distancing non-Europeans from Europeans was through such 
stereotypical images. Visual culture stereotypes well known from the 
European empires were also visible and common in late nineteenth-
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century Swedish mass culture. These images dominated the illustrated 
press and there were few images that contradicted the stereotype. Seve-
ral images were published to educate the readers of the different races, 
but also to teach them how human races were organized in a racial 
hierarchy. This was done through visualization of a racial taxonomy, 
which rested on scientific theories of race. 

In the early 1880s a recurrent advertisement could be found in the 
illustrated press announcing that the third edition of the Dane Sophus 
Schack’s work Fysionomiska studier [Studies in Physiognomy] (1883) was 
now available. Physiognomy, Schack claimed, “is the science by which 
human characteristics and in particular the form of the facial features 
reveal what moves within the human mind and soul.”556 Schack and his 
contemporaries promised that only a “glance” at a human was needed 
to see the true character of a person.557 Schack explained in detailed 
 accounts the distinct features of the human head, hair, forehead, eye-
brows, eyes, nose, mouth, chin, ears, voice, posture, hands and feet, and 
the four temperaments. 

Sophus Schack, Fysionomiska studier [Studies in Physiognomy] (Stockholm: Looström 
& Kompani, 1883). Courtesy of National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.



“Hottentotterna, deras tro, vidskepliga föreställningar o.s.v.” [The Hottentots, their 
belief, superstition ideas et cetera], Illustrerad Familj-Journal 30 November 1884:48. 
Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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In the second part of the book, Schack discussed various parallels 
with animals. Physiognomy was an ancient system of understanding 
human character.558 Yet, only a trained person could fully and accu-
rately describe human character based on physiognomy. It needed to be 
trained, and physiognomy became increasingly popular in the late nine-
teenth century with new media. Theories of physiognomy were, for 
example, often implicit in the articles about Indigenous populations in 
the illustrated press. In the article “Hottentotterna, deras tro, vidskep-
liga föreställningar o.s.v.” [The Hottentots, their beliefs, superstitions, 
et cetera] from Ny Illustrerad Tidning 1884, for example the author 
claimed that the “Hottentots” were largely extinct.559 The “Hottentots” 
were, according to the report, “the true archetype of all that is ugly.”560 
“We have also learnt this through the depictions and the descriptions 
which have been presented in the ethnological exhibition or at the 
market.”561 The people from South Africa were described as “monkeys 
with a horrible smell.”562 The “pure Hottentot type” in all “its ugliness” 
is beginning to be rare in South Africa because of “race mixing”, was 
one of the conclusions in the account.

In Nordisk familjebok (1887), the word “Negro” was thoroughly ex-
plained and defined.563 Initially the excerpt claimed that “Negros” could 
refer to all black people, which differentiated them from the “White, 
Yellow and the Red races.”564 But if one were to use the proper name it 
would be to refer to “Negros” who were living in Africa. Hence, accord-
ing to Nordisk familjebok, the true and “authentic Negros” were to be 
found in South and Central Africa. The Black population was divided 
into different kinds of negros: “Bantu Negros”, “Sudanese Negros” et 
cetera. It was hence through physical and visual appearances that dif-
ferentiations of various “Negro types” were made.565 The most distinct 
features of a “real Negro” were illuminated in eight different character-
istics in Nordisk familjebok.566 At first, the head or cranium was supposed 
to be huge, which according to the account made black people endure 
more pain. Other features were the black eyes, the wide cheeks and the 
large nose with big nostrils, the big mouth that always showed the in-
side of the lip. The neck was said to be short and thick, the feet were 
flat, with a big toe functioning almost as a gripping tool. Moreover, the 
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account asserted that their black “woolly” hair and dark skin were 
other bodily features. The body composition was of average length but 
tended to be leaning backward because of the composition of the spine. 
The bodily features that were so clearly defined were also then  connected 
to intellectual capacity and human qualities.567 “Regarding mental state, 
the Negro in general could be said to be on the level of a child, with a 
most lively imagination, lack of endurance and energy, and a most 
spontaneous mind, which focuses on gaiety, vanity and loose living.”568 
It was moreover argued that slavery was a natural condition for the 
Black population because of their physiognomy. My general point here 
is that descriptions such as the one in Nordisk familjebok found their way 
in one form or other into popular entertainment and various forms of 
media, thus again underlining the claim that few differences existed be-
tween racial science and colonial popular culture.

The “fascination” with skin colour, for example, received attention 
in the article “Varför är negrer svarta” [Why are Negros black] in 
 Illustrerad Familj-Journal in 1899.569 It discussed the issue of climate, Dar-
win and perceptions of light. The article was illustrated with a detailed 
description of skin layers. The readers of Ny Illustrerad Tidning were thus 
quite well informed about the latest theories on race. Another example 
was, “Om orsakerna till de lägre folkslagens undergång” [On the  causes 
of the extinction of the inferior people] from 1884. The article was a good 
example of the rhetoric around the European colonial project and its 
civilizing mission. Other similar articles displayed the same paradoxical 
narrative: harsh criticism of the injustice of colonial practices, yet also 
praising the same principles. The article provided an explanation of the 
causes of colonialism and why the Indigenous population was soon to 
be extinct. The report simply claimed that the success of civilization 
also caused the annihilation of the Indigenous populations. However, 
this was nothing one could prevent from happening. “The breath of 
culture is mortal for the inferior people”, a statement that echoes the 
utterance of Hjalmar Stolpe during the Vanadis expedition.570 

The article also discussed the situation for the population in North 
America, Australia and the Pacific. It made the argument that these had 
been mistreated but that it was the Indigenous people’s way of life that 



“Om orsakerna till de lägre folkslagens undergång” [On the causes of the extinction 
of the inferior people], Ny Illustrerad Tidning 29 March 1884:13. Courtesy of the National 
Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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contributed to their own extinction. Another article, “Hvad afrikanen 
tänker om europén” from 1885 made fun of how African people per-
ceived Europeans. Several different myths about white people were 
circulating according to Ny Illustrerad Tidning, both positive and nega-
tive: “The African people have a similar hate for the white colour as we 
have for the black colour.”571

It is often argued that Joseph Arthur Gobineau’s race theories had a 
great impact on how racial thinking evolved into racism and ideas of 
white supremacy during the late nineteenth century. 571a In his, Essai sur 
l’inégalité des races humaines (1853–1854), Gobineau explained the rise and 
fall of the great civilizations in terms of miscegenation. The argument 
put forward by Gobineau was that all civilizations consisted of conquer-
ors and subjugated, with the “master race” always being the whitest. 
Furthermore, there was a constant attraction and repulsion between the 
races, which eventually led to miscegenation. Gobineau asserted that 
there were three races: white, yellow and black, and that all civilizations 
were a result of white conquest.571b 

Importantly, Gobineau’s racial spectrum included both a class and 
gender dimension. In short, working classes were accordingly less white; 
the white race mostly masculine – the black the most feminine.571c Such 
ideas could be perceived in the mentioned articles, which spoke of the 
unavoidable extinction of the Indigenous people and why the white 
population should rule. Articles from Illustrerad Familj-Journal, such as 
“Några ord om Sudan och dess folk” [A Few words on Sudan and their 
people] (1881), “Från min resa till Central Afrika” [From my journey 
to Central Africa] (1889), and “Dvergfolken i Afrika” [The dwarfs in 
Africa] (1899), were all concerned with defining and racially categoriz-
ing the Indigenous population as distinct from the Europeans. Physical 
and mental characteristics were debated and given exhaustively detailed 
descriptions, yet the civilization process was unavoidable and should 
hence not be interfered with. 

Numerous accounts of colonial events followed this narrative strict-
ly; the importance of the white man’s burden and civilizing mission was 
reinforced both textually and visually. It was not only crucial for the 
reader to engage in visualizing the racial hierarchy of “the others”, 



“Nackarnas fysionomi” [The Physio-
gnomy of the Necks], Allers Familj- 
Journal, 24 April 1904:17. Courtesy of the 
National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.

“Det talande porträttet” [The Portrait 
that Speaks], Allers Familj-Journal 25 May 
1901:21. Courtesy of the National Library 
of Sweden, Stockholm. 



180

2. race and popular media

 several articles dealt explicitly with the white European man and wom-
an, since it was important to see and distinguish the “European races” 
as well. There was, in short, an obsession with racial and bodily features 
in the illustrated press. It was important to see others and to position 
oneself in this hierarchy. Several articles in the illustrated press ex-
plained how to detect human faces and various races, including “Hur 
man känner igen en förbrytare” [How to identify a criminal] (1896), 
from Illustrerad Familj-Journal, while Ny Illustrerad Tidning published: 
“Det talande porträttet” [The portrait that speaks] (1901), “Nackarnas 
fysionomi” [The physiognomy of the necks] (1904), and “Några blad 
ur frenologins historia av Sven Holmström” [A couple of notes from 
the history of phrenology by Sven Holmström] (1894). 

THE LATEST ENTERTAINMENTS: 

SWEDISH PANOPTICON AND ORIENTAL MAZE SALON

In “Storstadssymptom” [City symptom] (1889) the reporter declared 
proudly that Stockholm would finally have its first permanent wax 
 museum building, which would give the capital its “city flair”.572 From 
its inauguration, several tableaux at the Swedish Panopticon depicted 
colonial events, often in direct relation to Swedish concerns. European 
cities with metropolitan ambitions considered the establishment of a 
wax museum a critical component of a well-rounded urban entertain-
ment selection.573 Madame Tussaud’s establishment in London was the 
first permanent wax museum, founded in 1835, and along with the Cas-
tans’ panopticon in Berlin from 1871 and Musée Grévin in Paris from 
1881, it served as an inspiration for museums around Europe.574 As Mark 
B. Sandberg notes, the 1880s and 1890s were “boom years” for the wax 
museum as a popular bourgeois amusement in Europe.575 Wax museums 
typically claimed to offer the visitors almost everything that might 
 stimulate their interest. Historian Eva Åhrén asserts that the wax 
 museums often displayed exotic people and curious artefacts from cul-
tural and natural history.576

Then again, prior to the opening of Swedish Panopticon in the late 
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1880s smaller venues and wax exhibitions were regularly on display in 
Sweden. These wax museums drew a lot of attention and exotic people 
were often on display and as seen in the image above. Other competing 
media were dioramas and stereopticon slideshows, which often  contained 
exotic and ethnographical stagings. Pelle Snickars has illuminated how 
the Panorama International, a variation on the more famous Kaiserpano-
rama in Berlin, displayed images from the overseas world. The German 
inventor August Fuhrmann claimed that his Kaiserpanoramas were a 
“scientific geographical art institute” which served the knowledge of 
the country, but also promoted religious, historical, patriotic and colo-
nial interests.577 

Many of the Scandinavian wax museums imitated the popular Musée 
Grévin, in Paris. They all did so by incorporating sophisticated décor, 
the naturalistic staging of tableau scenes, and series display.578 Copen-
hagen was first in Scandinavia to establish a wax museum. The Scan-
dinavian Panopticon [Skandinavisk Panoptikon] was founded as early 
as 1885, a mere three years after Musée Grevin.579 However, wax fig -
ures were also displayed in other contexts. In 1897, at the Stockholm 

Poster: N. Nielsens Panoptikon Vaxkabinett och stora 
Anatomiska Museum [N. Nielsen’s Wax Cabinette and 
Great Anatomical Museum] Kalmar 1880. Courtesy of the 
National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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Exposition, dioramas with wax figures were shown in the Biblical 
 Gallery and the Sports Pavilion. Arthur Hazelius had also used wax 
figures already in early 1870s in his Scandinavian ethnographic collec-
tion at Drottninggatan, Stockholm.580 

In 1889, the Swedish Panopticon was established in an adjoined 
building to Kungsträdgården in Stockholm.581 The board included 
 Pontus Bernard Lundström, Richard Wawrinsky, Thor Thorén, Peter 
Möller and Arvid Gumaelius.582 The purpose of establishing the new 
museum was not only to show historical figures and events, but also to 
display contemporary life at the fin-de-siècle.583 This was duly noted in 
various newspapers.584 One of the local papers asserted that the Swedish 
Panopticon was laid on Danish foundations because the director for the 
Swedish wax museum was the Danish entrepreneur, V. Salchow.585 The 
name of the museum was perhaps, as Sandberg also notes, intended to 
win back some of the territory claimed by Olsen, who named the Dan-
ish wax museum the Scandinavian Panopticon. One newspaper assured 
its readers that the Swedish Panopticon was Swedish and was owned by 
a Swedish corporation.586 This was a way to mark a new museum as 
both permanent and national – and to distinguish it from the travelling 
wax displays. 

In general, the wax museums that were established in the 1880s 
aimed to reach a bourgeois market and their lavish interiors and new 
scenes were signs of rising status.587 They wanted to distinguish them-
selves from previous wax exhibitions, especially shows among travelling 
circuses.588 It was not a coincidence that the Swedish Panopticon was 
established at Kungsträdgården – the location had been part of the 
bustling hub of Stockholm for a long time. At the end of the nineteenth 
century, Kungsträdgården had several entertainment options for the 
urban crowd: cafés, restaurants, the variety theatre Sveasalen, the  Royal 
Swedish Opera, Oriental Maze Salon, art galleries and studios sur-
rounded the park.589 The Swedish Panopticon ranged over three levels 
and a basement. In the first year, the exhibition included twelve scenes, 
and many remained unchanged until 1924, when the museum was shut 
down.590 Initially, the wax museum offered 21 tableaux. It grew con-
stantly and in the final years the Swedish Panopticon presented around 
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70 tableaux. A couple of figures and scenes were revised to follow the 
aging and  current fashion of the actual person portrayed.591 

Several prominent artists were hired to create wax figures: Per Has-
selberg, Alfred Nyström and Agnes Kjellberg.592 It was the Danish artist 
E Ch. Christensen who was in charge of the work.593 Most of the time, 
the artists demanded that the people who were portrayed were able to 
model in situ, and the costumes were also of significance.594 Often the 
same tailor was hired as the one who did the actual outfit.595 Authen-
ticity was of great significance in supporting claims to display extra-
ordinary “scenes of the real”, as the Swedish daily press remarked in 
1889.596 The reviews were, however, quite mixed. While the Stockholm 
papers were overwhelmed with enthusiasm for the Swedish Panopticon, 
several regional papers criticized the heavy reliance on portraying 
“Stockholm characters”.597 

Tableaux from Central Africa

Nevertheless, at the Swedish Panopticon, there were several settings 
portraying the colonial world. I argue that, in different ways, these wax 
tableaux also took part in creating a vision of the European the colonial 
project and its civilizing mission. This was ensured with visual strategies 
and descriptions of how to understand the wax tableaux of the colonial 
world. I claim that it is important to see the whole display as working 
together. The visual representations of the colonial world were not a 
dominant feature, but they were placed in such a way that they became 
important. 

The first exhibition room at the Swedish Panopticon displayed the 
Swedish King Gustaf III and his meeting with the famous sculptor 
Tobias Sergel in his studio. Miss Schröderheim, a model of Sergel’s, was 
posing as a Grace. Below her feet, the public could find the musician 
and poet Carl Michael Bellman. Gustaf III was to be found standing in 
his red and black Swedish costume listening to the music. The wax 
display alluded to the painting “Bellman i Sergels atelier” [Bellman in 
Sergel’s studio] (1865) by Johan Fredrik Höckert. These displays were 
next to a large window, which also served as a display window for the 
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Swedish Panopticon, welcoming visitors from the outside. The tableau 
was described as, “A monument from the classical era in Sweden”.598 If 
visitors went down to the basement they would find grave robbers in 
1889 and in 1892 the murderer Deeming leering about. The basement 
was separated from the other events. Sandberg asserts how the wax 
museum had educational aspirations and that the two levels, “the up-
stairs and the downstairs” were dependent on each other.599 “Not for 
weak nerves” as the sign to the Swedish Panopticon stated.600 

In the next exhibition room to the right, the viewer would find Sir 
Henry Morton Stanley discussing an expedition across the river Niadi 
with the Swedish lieutenant Peter Möller. It was a scene from Central 
Africa and Congo. A person of Zanzibar descent was handing a smok-
ing pipe and light to Stanley. An Indigenous person sat in the corner 
behind Stanley and Möller. “A hot sun is illuminating the scene” was 
reported in the guide booklet. Möller, who was actually on the museum 
board, had assisted in the making of the scene and it was consequently 
praised for its realism and authenticity. Peter Möller worked for the 
Free Congo State from 1883–1886 in various positions and founded the 
Matadi station in Stanley Falls. Möller completed several expeditions 
and published Tre år i Kongo [Three years in Congo] in 1888, followed 
by Resa i Afrika genom Angola, Ovampo och Damaraland [A journey in  Africa 
through Angola, Ovampo and Damaraland] in 1899.

The next display was of the Swedish royal family having coffee. The 
“colonial motif” was thus placed in between two famous Swedish nar-
ratives: a nostalgic and contemporary setting with the Swedish King 
Gustaf III. The royal family was always of interest to the public and 
attracted a lot of attention, as seen from the Vanadis expedition. How-
ever, there is also another interesting point to be made: visitors to the 
wax museums depended on the public’s familiarity with the celebrities 
and other figures represented, but through the late nineteenth century 
the audience probably had little prior visual knowledge of the figures 
simulated, aside from what was provided by the press engravings or cartes 
de visite.601 Therefore, as literary historian Michelle E. Bloom asserts: 
“even the simplest verbal identification form of a nametag helped the 
visitors make sense of the wax figures and the catalogues were of crucial 
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importance, which clarified the visual representations.”602 As previously 
seen, the importance of an exhibition catalogue was also noted in the 
newspapers. In the last tableau in the main exhibition, another African 
motif was set – the Arab Tippu Tip, who visited the lieutenants Wester 
and Gleerup at the Congo station, Stanley Falls. The catalogue spoke 
of how the Arab and the “native cannibals” were “most unreliable”.603 
The Arab Tippu Tip, also called Muhammad Bin Hamid, was a famous 
Arab trader in Central and Eastern Africa at the time. His chief interest 
was in ivory and the slave trade – besides his efforts at nation building, 
which brought him into conflict with the Sultan of Zanzibar and the 
Belgian King Leopold II. The Swedish lieutenant Arvid Wester was a 
station chief in Congo when Tippu Tip demanded that the station had 
to be closed down. However, Wester convinced Tippu Tip, after long 
negotiations, that the station need not be closed. These good relations 
encouraged Tippu Tip to endorse another Swedish Congo traveller, 
lieutenant Edvard Gleerup and his journey across Africa from Stanley 

Wax display: “Stanley och Löjtnant P. Möller“ [Stanley and Lieutenant P. Möller], 
Vägvisare genom Svenska Panoptikon (Stockholm: Nya Tryckeri-Aktiebolaget, 1889). 
Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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Falls to Zanzibar in 1885–1886. Gleerup became only the eighth Euro-
pean to have crossed the continent at the time, and hence became fa-
mous. 

The press were most satisfied with the two “African motifs”, as they 
were called. They were in a way both the beginning and the ending of 
the wax exhibition. In the two scenes, the colonial events were set with-
in a Swedish context.604 As several reviews remarked, the wax displays 
were staged in dramatic ways to create an exciting narrative and visual 
connections between the wax figures and the audience. In the catalogue 
the first “African motif” was described as: 

Stanley and lieutenant P. Möller at the Congo River. This is a scene 
from Central Africa – from Congo, which we have in front of us. […] 
To the right the famous explorer Stanley; and his counterpart is lieu-
tenant Möller, who is planning an expedition to the River Niadi […] 

Wax display: “Arab Tippu Tip”, Vägvisare genom Svenska Panoptikon (Stockholm: Nya 
Tryckeri-Aktiebolaget, 1889). Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 
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The figures at the front are from Zanzibar […] in the corner to the 
left there is a native from the Bakongo tribe.605 

The main characters Stanley and Möller were praised for their likeness, 
the clothes were said to be authentic and the natives in the display were 
appreciated for their realism. “A beautiful little group is the meeting at 
the Congo River between the famous American explorer Stanley and 
our Swedish ‘Congo lieutenant’ P. A. Möller, who are being served by 
a couple of natives.”606 The reporter went on to describe the authenti-
city of the characters: “Stanley, Möller and the Negros are all success-
fully depicted. Lieutenant Möller has also supervised the execution of 
the wax displays and helped with its set up.”607 

The emphasis on “our Swedish Congo lieutenant” explicitly demon-
strated that the tableau became inscribed into a nationalistic, colonial 
narrative. As previously seen, Scandinavians placed themselves in im-
portant positions as a way to connect to, relate to and enhance the co-
lonial project. The illustrated paper Idun described the African motifs: 
“Two step in, and we are in the middle of Africa. Stanley to our right 
and Lieutenant Möller to our left. You no doubt noticed that they look 
young, which implies that the African climate is not so unhealthy in 
spite of the heat […] The ugly black natives make a striking impact.”608

The colonial motifs were thus much appreciated. Still, the tableaux 
were changed and the two scenes of Stanley and Tippu Tip were also 
altered on several occasions. In 1893, Stanley was moved to scene eight 
and Tippu Tip to tableau 35. Two years later “the African motifs” were 
brought together into one single scene, called, “A Scene from the State 
of Congo in Central Africa”, basically referring to both tableaux. The 
change was due to reduced interest, but also to other tableaux being 
afforded more space. The Swedish Panopticon was keen on displaying 
contemporary events and Stanley and Tippu Tip were becoming “old 
news”. Another change happened in 1902, when the Boer generals 
Christian de Wet and Louis Botha were introduced. This scene was 
clearly a commentary on political events at the time. The Boer War 
broke out in 1899 and ended in early spring 1902. The Swedish press 
sided almost unanimously with the Boers. The war was seen as a fight 
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between David and Goliath, in which the British Empire was criticized 
for its harsh policies. Later on the Tippu Tip group was also replaced. 
Sven Hedin, the famous Swedish explorer, instead became a new wax 
figure in the museum in 1902. An updated explanatory text about 
Stanley was furthermore inserted in the catalogue of 1904. But the 
 following year, the Stanley scene was taken away completely. 

Wax exhibitions were also found in other towns with “exotic” and 
“foreign events” – also before the opening of the Swedish Panopticon. 
These wax displays were on a smaller scale. However, posters boasted 
of the grandness of the wax figures. Prices were often kept low in order 
to reach a wider public. The fascination with the colonial world was 
thus a well-recognized entertainment in the late nineteenth century 
when the Swedish Panopticon opened its doors. The two posters above 
showed the main attraction, with its wax figures of an Indigenous 
 population. The imagery and the attached text evoked not only what 

Wax display: “Louis Botha Boer”, Vägvisare genom Svenska Panoptikon (Stockholm: 
Centraltryckeriet, 1902). Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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the public could encounter, but also how to understand them in a colo-
nial context.

The Lure of the East

The Oriental Maze Salon was set up in Stockholm and became a success 
in the opening year of 1890. For seven years it was a popular attraction, 
standing in stark contrast to the attraction next door, the Swedish Pan-
opticon. If authenticity and realism was sought in the wax museum, the 
Oriental Maze Salon evoked other senses and bodily experiences. Dagens 
Nyheter reported that the Eden Salon, which was part of the Oriental 
Maze Salon, was the name of a labyrinth decorated in oriental style, 
with a lot of mirrors, which made it easy for the visitor to be confu-
sed.”609 The creator of the Oriental Maze Salon was the Swedish  sculptor 
Richard Sundell.610 The first mirror salon consisted of seventy columns 

Poster: Hartkopffs stora verldsberömda plastiska, mekaniska och optiska konstutställ-
ning [Hartkopff’s world famous plastic, mechanic and optical art exhibition], 1877, 
Wexö. Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 

Poster: Ett Ethnologiskt Konst-Museum [An ethnological art museum], c. 1880. Courtesy 
of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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and forty different mirrors, three metres in height and one metres wide. 
In one article the salon was described as made in “Arabic-Egyptian 
style, and with Persian columns”.611 

In the very same building, Sundell created two other salons in Novem-
ber of that same year: The Eden Salon and New Panopticon, the latter 
clearly as a competitor to the Swedish Panopticon. The opening hours 
were generous and admission cost one krona, presumably to attract a 
middle-class crowd. The main attraction was the labyrinth in which 
visitors made their way through a series of different floor-to-ceiling-
mirrors placed at various angles. The Eden Salon was a combination of 
a mirror hall and a greenhouse. There were over six hundred mirrors, 
plus exotic plants, fountains and lightning, creating a vision of Eden. A 
year later in 1891, Sundell made a tropical garden room and a series of 
wax tableaux depicting harems and allegorical scenes, as “Morgon-
rodnad” [Dawn].612 

The Oriental maze salon mirror labyrinth at Hamngatan 18B, Stockholm, 1890. Courtesy 
of the Stockholm City Museum, Stockholm.
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One of the displays at the Oriental Maze Salon showed a scene from 
the Harem, which was naturally a popular theme in the visual arts. Art 
historian Mary Roberts has stressed that the Victorian audience was 
fascinated by the harem narrative. According to Roberts, the particular 
appeal of the subject was both the exoticism of harem life and the 
 sympathy for the humiliation of the slave position.613 The art salons of 
Europe flourished with orientalist paintings and it was also a popular 
motif for the art market. Artists such as Eugéne Delacroix, Jean Léon 
Gérôme and John Fredrick Lewis became well known when their paint-
ings were reproduced as illustrations and other ephemera. Art historian 
Linda Nochlin has specifically discussed the various absences in de-
fining orientalist painting, which could be useful when analyzing the 
wax displays in the Oriental Maze Salon. Oriental motifs had four dis-
tinguishing features, which could be detected in paintings – all based on 
the figure of absence. First of all, the absence of history, secondly, the 
absence of the Europeans in the paintings, and thirdly, the apparent 

 Wax display: “Morgonrödnad [Dawn] at the 
Oriental Maze Salon in Stockholm, 1892. 
Courtesy of the Stockholm City Museum, 
Stockholm.





Wax display: “Harem”, 1892. Courtesy of the Stockholm City Museum, Stockholm.

Ett österländskt harem“ [An oriental harem] by G. Simoni, Illustrerad Familj-Journal
6 December 1891:49. Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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absence of art.614 The latter, Nochlin claimed, had to do with the artists’ 
approach to realism. “The Orientalist artist tries to conceal his [her] art, 
insisting on a plethora of details which authenticate the total visual 
field as a simple, artless reflection of a supposed Oriental reality.”615 The 
fourth characteristic, which Nochlin points out, is the absence of work 
and industry. 

In the wax tableaux, the Oriental Maze Salon staged several displays 
which portrayed life in the Orient. Semi-nude young women were 
 juxtaposed with older men in turbans and smoking. Absence of history 
is implicit, these stagings were presented as if to depict a timeless event. 
The European presence was of course there, but as with the paintings, 
the viewer stood in front of the display and was hence not visible. The 
wax tableaux aimed to evoke fantasies and were built on detailed and 
extravagant costumes, with the clothing and interiors presumed to be 
authentic, staging an Oriental reality. These tableaux also lacked  images 
of work – instead leisure and idleness were portrayed. The image of the 
Orient as a place of no history, no progress and no modernity was ex-
plicit, juxtaposed as it was with the European identity.

John M. MacKenzie’s work has re-evaluated Edward W. Said’s ap-
proach and suggests that Western art received genuine inspiration from 
the East, and that the Western approach has been more ambiguous and 
interactive than Said or Nochlin have stressed.616 In short, MacKenzie 
asserts that the Orient has proved to be an inspiration to European arts, 
even though it was constructed during an imperial period. This con-
tradicts Nochlin’s analysis of French orientalist painters such as Jean 
Louis Gérôme. MacKenzie has suggested that the images were idealized 
depictions of the Middle East. For example, the decaying building could 
display restoration ambitions.617 MacKenzie also emphasizes that 
 Nochlin’s examination of French orientalist painters concerns a small-
er number of works, and should not be seen as valid for all orientalist 
art work. 

However, in my opinion, it is vital to place these paintings in a 
broader popular context, and as Nochlin stresses, the imperial ideology 
and colonial practices were fundamental aspects when these works were 
produced, reproduced, exhibited and mediated. At the same time the 
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idealization and exoticization were not objective or neutral viewpoints. 
To refer to the “Orient” in nostalgic and idealized terms could also 
imply that it belonged to the past. There were several articles and 
 illustrations depicting, for example, ancient India and Egypt, which was 
admired for its history. But when it came to contemporary events, re-
ports were unanimous, the civilizing mission was inevitable and their 
culture was considered soon to be extinct.618

The male protagonist in the harem wax display at the Oriental Maze 
Salon was seated comfortably, smoking, on a divan while a young 
 female concubine knelt next to him, playing an instrument. The display 
alluded to the painting Ett österländskt harem [An oriental harem] which 
was also remediated in the illustrated press. The tableau focused on 
movement, and the audience could see how the male figure raised his 
hand to touch the young girl’s shoulder. As art historian Tomas Björk 
rightly observes, the Western notion of the harem stands out in the 
construction of the Orient.619 The word itself derives from the Arabian 
word, which means secret or holy. The term harem refers to either the 
women in the harem or the place itself where they were living. During 
the nineteenth century, only a few European male artists had the 
 possibility to visit a harem themselves.620 The harem was closed to every-
one except the sultan and the eunuchs guarding the compound; a few 
female European artists such as the British painter Henriette Brown 
visited a harem and depicted it in the 1840s.621 These images were dif-
ferent from the male artists’ and, as Roberts has suggested, when female 
painters have depicted the harem, it has been portrayed as a place for 
female company rather than a place for men’s erotic fantasies and  sexual 
pleasure.622 Björk notes that the harem could function as a projection in 
which all the wishes and fantasies about the “sinful  Orient” were played 
out, since those fantasies were forbidden in European societies.623 Reina 
Lewis has claimed moreover that the harem  itself could mean two  erotic 
fantasies; in which the first was about  “unveiling” the Muslim woman 
and secondly a fantasy which displayed a man who had an abundance 
of wealth and women. 

In the harem paintings several stereotypes were seen, for example 
there were exotic and expensive artefacts: textiles and furniture, which 
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spoke of an extravagance. Gold, jewellery and prosperity connoted sin-
ful living. The women in the harem paintings were often displayed 
semi-nude. These displays could also be found in the wax tableaux of 
the Oriental Maze Salon. Oriental themes were popular in the visual 
arts and reached a wider audience when paintings were remediated into 
xylographs. For example, Frans Wilhelm Odelmark’s “Från baden i 
Kairo” [From the Baths in Cairo] was reproduced in Svenska Familj-
Journalen 1892. The Scandinavian female painters followed the tradition 
of their male contemporaries. Paintings by Jenny Nyström, Eva Bon-
nier and Elisabeth Jerichau Baumann reproduced the stereotypes of the 
harem. 

Besides the wax displays, visitors to the Oriental Maze Salon would 
find tropical plants, warm winds and coloured light. The Swedish daily 
Dagens Nyheter proclaimed proudly that the attraction was the most 
prominent of all sights.624 Aftonbladet described the Oriental Maze Salon 
with the following remarks:

We come upstairs, we draw the curtains and we step back with an ex-
clamation of amazement. In front of us the radiant light of a true fairy 
palace is seen. We are met with abundant, splendid and slim colon-
nades, richly decorated in the Oriental style, in gold, blue, and red with 
golden Persian sphinxes and the column capitals are equally golden.625

The reports varied as to what the precise Oriental influence was and in 
the Swedish daily Stockholms Dagblad the correspondent claimed that “the 
colonnades are of Indian design with golden sphinxes and splendid ca-
pitals, with gold and lavishly colourized.”626 Several scholars have per-
suasively shown how the imagined “Orient” did not stem from “authen-
tic” milieus. The Oriental style could signify various regions and the 
differences between “Persian” or “Indian” were seldom recognized. 
Hence, the attraction devoted itself almost exclusively to the Orientalist 
fantasy. The Swedish audience was, in short, transported to an exotic 
space, far away from Stockholm. One reporter emphasizes the stark 
contrast of the experience, he found himself whisked away from the cold 
snow into a “paradise”, albeit in the middle of the capital.627 Another 
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reporter underscored the fact that when he left the Oriental Maze Salon, 
on the Stockholm street he returned to the “Western world.”628 

Mark B. Sandberg argues that a domestication of the exotic foreign was 
an essential part of the metropolitan thinking in Scandinavian capi-
tals.629 The displaying of prominent people and celebrities who visited 
the attractions were also important for making new leisure activities 
part of a modern and urban life style. Nya Dagligt Allehanda reported 
vividly that the Swedish royal family had visited the Oriental Maze 
Salon.630 It evoked the lure of the East, in richly decorated rooms. 
 Mirrors and fountains were there to attract and confuse, but also giving 
the ability to see oneself in various angles and from various distances. 
As Aftonbladet reported on the opening day: “The Oriental Maze Salon 
offers most opulent occasions for those who never seem to get tired of 
one’s honourable self, to receive one’s covetousness satisfied. En face, 
half profile, full frontal, back and front to one’s satisfaction.”631 Several 
reports in Svenska Dagbladet, Söndags-Nisse and Idun made remarks about 
the visitors’ experience of seeing reflections of themselves in the mir-
rors.632 The race theories, which have been observed in previous parts of 
this dissertation, were thus also of concern for the Swedish crowd. In 
the Oriental Maze Salon the audience could playfully observe their own 
racial features – in an exotic setting. 

Importantly, Jeff Werner shows how whiteness in nineteenth-centu-
ry Swedish visual culture was related to race science and colonial prac-
tices. 633 These depictions were, as with the imagery analyzed here, also 
remediated into various visual media. Moreover, Said has claimed that 
the Orient served as a mirror to the West self-image. At the Oriental 
Maze Salon that self-image could potentially be represented as a re-
versed Other. 

The Oriental Maze Salon was also to be found in Gothenburg.634 The 
local papers reported that the latest attraction in Gothenburg was the 
Oriental Maze-Salon which Mr Magnus Lind, the prominent mirror 
maker, opened at the Grand Hotel Hagalund.635 Decorated with lavish 
ornaments, gold and mirrors it was said to be even a bit bigger than the 
Stockholm Maze. Rubensson, who during his many travels had seen 
several mazes in bigger cities, reported to the press that the Oriental 
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Maze of Gothenburg was truly the finest. “Finally, Gothenburg has 
become a major city.”636 The success of the Oriental Maze Salon in 
Stockholm led Bernard Olsen to create his own mirror maze at the 
Danish Scandinavian Panopticon. He introduced the Mirror Cabinet 
[Spejlkabinet], the Palm House and the Kaleidoscope.637 Likewise in 
Helsinki, the Oriental Maze Salon attracted a large audience and was 
constantly advertised in the press.638 Orientalist fantasies were also to 
be seen in the Royal Swedish Opera, the variety theatre and the art 
 galleries. In 1886, the Royal Theatre played Paul and Virginie (1876) and 
it was well documented in the press. Ny Illustrerad Tidning recapped the 
story and published illustrations by Victor Andrén.639 The Swedish 
Panopticon also had orientalized motifs in its repertoire, including the 
popular biblical story of the Pharaoh’s daughter. 

Contemporary audiences also encountered orientalist everyday life 
 motifs in other visual media, for example in the magazine När och fjärran, 
which carried several reports from Egypt, Morocco and Algeria. Travel 
journals, novels and non-fiction were often illustrated with orientalist 
motifs. A popular book was Jordens länder, which came in several editions, 
presenting foreign countries in illustrations and text. Exhibitions at the 
Museum of Fine Arts in Stockholm and smaller venues included oriental-
ist art in their repertoire and became even more frequent from the 1880s 
and onwards. For example at Stockholm’s Konstförening, the Swedish 
artist Henric Ankarcrona’s “Karavan i öknen” [Caravan in the desert] was 
on display 1866, and in 1879 Ankarcrona showed “Attack på fyrkant – 
beduiner anfallla suavbataljon” [Attack –Bedouins attacking the Suav bat-
talion]. 1883, the art patron Theodore Blanch opened the art gallery at 
Kungsträdgården and one of the first pieces to be displayed was Julius 
Kronberg’s “Kleopatra” [Cleopatra]. Kronberg’s painting had received 
critical acclaim at the exhibition in Copenhagen the previous year and 
drew much attention in Stockholm as well.640 In 1888, Kronberg exhibited 
another oriental motif “Drottningen av Saba” [Queen of Sheba].

	 	 	 	 										e
Julius Kronberg, Drottningen av Saba [Queen of Sheba], 1888. 
Courtesy of the Tjolöholm Castle, Gothenburg. Oil on canvas.
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Furthermore, the variety theatre Sveasalen in Kungsträdgården was 
designed in Oriental style, which was a growing trend. Orientalized 
public smoking salons, cafés, restaurants and private smoking chambers 
were set up. The artist’s studios were crammed with exotic artefacts, 
furniture and textiles as seen in Jenny Nyström’s painting “The studio” 
(1887). Kronberg displayed the “Queen of Sheba” in 1888 at the 
 Museum of Fine Arts, where a couple of months earlier artefacts from 
the Vanadis expedition had been exhibited. From the early 1880s, the 
National  Museum of Fine Arts had several exhibitions with colonial 
artefacts, motifs and themes on display.

It should also be noted that in the booming consumer culture, colo-
nial and orientalized themes were popular for various products, such as 

Poster: Reflex crême & reflex 
svärta [Reflex crême & reflex 
darkness] 1903. Courtesy of the 
National Library of Sweden, 
Stockholm. 



Poster: J. F. Germundsons patent-
rostade kaffe [J. F. Germundson’s 
certified coffee], 1899. Courtesy of 
the National Library of Sweden, 
Stockholm. 
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shoe polish, cigarettes, soap, coffee and chocolate. The orientalist art 
motifs were often used thus, with “high art” from the salon reproduced 
in ephemera of all kinds. Advertisements, for example, were not only 
seen on posters, but advertised in the regular Swedish press. The same 
imagery could be seen in the greater colonial empires such as Great 
Britain, France and Germany. 

Most of the significant work on race in advertising can be found in 
Anne McClintock’s pivotal research of 1995, in which she considers the 
supplementation of an elitist scientific racism with a popular commod-
ity racism in late-Victorian Britain. McClintock points out how prod-
ucts like teas, tobacco, cocoa and soap promoted fantasies of a colonial 
landscape to consumers.641 The significance of commodity racism was that 
it could reach a larger and more differentiated audience than before. 

Poster: Standard cigarretter [Standard 
cigarettes], 1890. Courtesy of the National 
Library of Sweden, Stockholm. 
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Although colonial ads and imagery in Sweden were not as plentiful, 
advertisements using images and racial stereotypes were present in 
Swedish everyday life. These representations were thus also in a way part 
of the European colonial project and its civilizing mission. As McClin-
tock claims, the black person in commodity imagery was not neces sarily 
a reflection of a black individual, but rather a cipher facilitating a white 
perspective on imperialism to be conveyed.642 Furthermore, Stuart Hall 
asserts that “advertising translated things into a fantasy visual display 
consisting of signs and symbols enabling the popularisation of percep-
tions of superiority that were initially developed in elite discourses.”643 
Therefore, commodity racism changed the narrative of evolutionary 
progress into mass-produced consumer attractions. The concept of race 
spread “in the sciences and humanities, and, at the same time was so-
cially generalized to such an extent that the lower classes were granted 
membership into the ‘master race’ and in this way were definitively 
integrated into the realms of whiteness.”644 

CONCLUDING REMARKS: 

LEISURE AND PLEASURE 

Various stagings of colonial events were showed in Sweden. According 
to Vanessa R. Schwartz, late nineteenth-century cities nurtured a cul-
ture of energetic crowd-pleasing and multi-sensory enjoyments that 
characterized real life as a spectacle.645 Furthermore, she argues that the 
representations of reality as spectacle construed a “common culture and 
a sense of shared experiences through which people might begin to 
imagine themselves as participating in a metropolitan culture because 
they had visual evidence that such a shared world, of which they were a 
part, existed”.646 I would claim that the Wild West acts, ethnological 
exhibitions, going to the wax museum or visiting orientalized milieus 
played a part in establishing a similar colonial reality. Different stagings 
emphasized both nostalgic and contemporary colonial events. 

Part two has shown how various representations of the colonial 
world were established, circulated and given meaning. The Wild West 
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performances had to convert the colonial narrative on many accounts. 
The success of the American show by Cody resulted in many circus 
groups around Scandinavia copying the act, where travelling circuses 
often claimed to have real American Indians on stage. However, on 
closer inspection it was often a Scandinavian crew that re-staged acts of 
the American Indians. 

My analysis has basically highlighted five aspects the Swedish circus 
groups had to negotiate when staging Wild West acts: authenticity, 
grandness, visual performance, the narrative of the good and bad life 
and exoticization of American Indians. But as shown, Swedish audi-
ences were able to familiarize themselves with the narrative about the 
struggles between the “white settlers” and “hostile Indians” before they 
went to see the shows in, for example, ephemera, the illustrated press 
and dime novels. The posters were one of the first impressions the audi-
ence encountered, and image-based and text-based posters elaborated 
on the ideas of the Other, reinforcing the notion, textually and visually, 
of “the hostile Indian”. Furthermore, the rusty and bold letters and 
 illustrations connoted authenticity. The performances aimed to educate 
and entertain the audience and did so with a narrative about the West-
ward expansion and action-based events. In the Swedish programmes, 
however, the focus was put more on events such as riding, shooting or 
throwing the lasso. It is important to note that the narrative of the 
struggle between the White settlers and American Indians was also 
found in other media, and audiences were thus well aware of the story 
prior to visiting performances. 

The ethnological exhibitions displayed a presumed “primitive life” 
and everyday culture of the Indigenous people. These exhibitions trav-
elled to major cities, and also found their way to the smaller towns all 
over Sweden. These narratives were often framed with a lecture on the 
“primitive”. The audience had the possibility of not only hearing but 
“seeing and touching” the Indigenous people. I have argued that an 
imperial gaze was established in these entertainments. It included both 
an excluding visual practice in which Indigenous people were seen in a 
strict racial hierarchy, and an including visual practice which aligned 
 itself with a white race colonial project and civilizing mission. 
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To amuse, to inform and to educate – these were leading words when 
promoting and staging such shows. A distinct pattern was constructed. 
The ethnological exhibitions included “performances” of dancing, sing-
ing, fighting and eating and these events were said to be their special 
“talents”. Almost all exhibitions stated that the Indigenous people were 
runaways or former slaves and the managers of the show exaggerated 
the performance and often lied about the performers’ identity. 

The Swedish Panopticon staged colonial events which concerned a 
Swedish audience and they were placed at the beginning and end of the 
exhibition. In the wax museum, contemporary colonial events which 
related to Scandinavian matters were staged. For example, a scene of 
Stanley and Peter Möller, the Congo lieutenant showed them in a dis-
cussion over an expedition. The audience could connect to the Scan-
dinavian participation in Congo, while at the same time the wax figures 
of Africans in the scene differentiated the Europeans from non-Euro-
peans in a decisive racial hierarchy. 

Finally, the Oriental Maze Salon differed in that it was aimed at 
evoking fantasies of the Orient, whereas the former entertainments 
were specifically concerned with staging authenticity. In the Oriental 
Maze Salon the audience could explore a mysterious and exotic Orient, 
which was compared to European modern life. At the same time, the 
mirror salons enabled the audience to study their own racial features. A 
mutual vision of the European colonial project and its civilizing mis-
sion was thus as much concerned with differentiating the Others as 
constructing ideas of the whiteness which was perceived as belonging 
to a European and a Swedish national identity.
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In late nineteenth-century Sweden, Indigenous people were caricatured 
and made into stereotypes in Wild West performances, ethnological 
 exhibitions and comic strips. Orientalized motifs displayed a presumed 
historical past, contemporary time or fantasy as in the Oriental Maze 
Salons. The scientific Vanadis expedition circulated ideas of the Other in 
the press. In most cases the narratives were straightforward, and left 
 unsettlingly little room for ambivalence. Indigenous populations were 
inserted into a strict racial hierarchy in which the Australian Aboriginal 
was perceived as being on “the lowest level of the human evolutionary 
scale”. Such assumptions were rarely questioned. On the contrary, the 
empirical examples in this dissertation have demonstrated that they re-
inforced notions of the White man as superior. Swedish audiences, in 
short, embraced the European colonial project and its civilizing mission 
through different narratives of colonial events. 

However, one might ask oneself if the European colonial project and 
its civilizing mission was done only for a good cause or, if it was also 
perceived as a suppression of colonized lives. A few articles published in 
the illustrated press raised issues concerning anti-colonialism. In fact, a 
small number of images without text depicted non-European people, in 
this case African Americans, with sympathy and without narratives about 
their supposed “inferiority”. “Den yngsta skall vägas” [The youngest shall 
be measured] from Allers Familj-Journal (1902) showed an African Amer-
ican family in their New York apartment, at the moment when their 
newborn child was measured. The article asserted that it was not uncle 
Tom’s cabin in the cotton fields in the South that the reader was looking 
at. The article told the reader that perhaps these people did not look poor, 

E
“Den yngsta skall vägas” [The youngest 
shall be measured], by Harry Roseland, 
Allers Familj-Journal 28 December 1902:52. 
Courtesy of the National Library of 
 Sweden, Stockholm.
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but the grandfather and his son were factory workers and the women 
were probably in the cleaning industry. The report stated that they were 
well dressed and they had enough food and money to save for the new-
born. The grandfather was described as a decent and hard-working man, 
who in the image carefully took note of the measurements. The joy in 
their faces, continued the article, could be seen while aunt Chloe (a refer-
ence to Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel) was holding the baby. “What can 
be compared to such a pure and happy family event? And these people, 
some have wanted to take away their rights to be human. Indeed, people 
have seriously even claimed that Negros do not have a soul – just because 
their skin is a different colour to ours.”647 

This narrative, resembling the writings of Beecher Stowe, broke with 
previous accounts of the life of African Americans, who were depicted in 
demeaning ways. For example “Negerbröllop” [A Negro  wedding] in 

“Negerbröllop” [A Negro wedding], Allers Familj-Journal 25 November  1900:47. 
Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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Allers Familj-Journal (1900) illuminated that slavery ended in 1865 and 
that the “Negros” were “poor both in their souls and materially”. “The 
ignorance and stupidity” was, according to the article, because the Afri-
can-American wanted to be just like the “white man”.648 The  illustration 
exaggerated physical traits, displayed clothes that were either too small or 
too big. Altogether it aimed to display African Americans as inferior, al-
luding to the stereotype of the Sambo and Jim Crow.

The 1902 article about a family attributed characteristics not based on 
their skin colour. It narrated a story of an everyday event and made no 
reference to negative stereotypes. It also had a direct reference to Beecher 
Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom’s cabin from 1852, quite deliberately I assume. It 
was one of the most famous depictions of African American lives, with a 
strong anti-slavery message. It was translated into Swedish the same year 
as a feuilleton in Aftonbladet. The following year it was published as a 
book, and in 1895 the publishing company Hedlunds from Gothenburg 
published the novel with illustrations by Jenny Nyström.649 

Harriet Beecher Stowe, Onkel Toms 
stuga eller negerlifvet i Nordamerikas 
slafstater [Uncle Tom’s cabin or, life 
among the lowly], republished 1895 
with illustrations by Jenny Nyström. 
© Jenny Nyström/Kalmar läns-
museum/Bildupphovsrätt 2016.
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The front cover of the September issues in 1904 “Bild ur negrernas lif: 
Doktorns besök” [An image of the life of the Negros: A doctor’s visit] 
and “Bild ur negrernas lif: Svart drager och vinner” [An image of the life 
of the Negros: Black makes a chess move and wins] (1904) by Harry 
Roseland, depicted people of African descent in a realistic manner. Rose-
land was famous in his day for specializing in genre painting, and that of 
African American everyday life scenes. These were not followed with an 
explanatory text, as most images were. But the reader familiar with such 
imagery would easily recognize the group of images to which these be-
longed.650 The satirical magazine Söndags-Nisse had a few anti-colonial 

“Bild ur negrernas lif: Doktorns besök” [An image of the life of the Negros: The doctor’s 
visit], by Harry Roseland, Allers Familj-Journal 4 September 1904:37. Courtesy of the 
National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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cartoons such as “Berättigad undran” [Justified question] (1879), which 
showed Great Britain as a mother. The attached text asked why Great 
Britain took so many foreign children when her own children were being 
neglected.651

Thus, there were a few visual representations that were critical of and 
even condemned colonial practices. The colonization of Africa, Asia and 
Australia was much admired in exhibitions, performances, travel journals, 
ethnographical lectures and ephemera. Nonetheless, it is important to 
stress that counter-images to racial stereotypes did exist. However, there 
is also a danger in highlighting imagery such as the above at the end of a 

“Bild ur negrernas lif: Svart drager och vinner” [An image of the life of the Negros: 
Black makes a chess move and wins] by Harry Roseland, Allers Familj-Journal 16 Octo-
ber 1904:42. Courtesy of the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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book. It raises several postcolonial concerns. First of all it can reinforce a 
contemporary notion that colonial cultures were harmless. Especially that 
of colonial cultures in Scandinavia, which in contemporary historiogra-
phy has been perceived as being situated outside the colonial project.652 

As several scholars have stated, Sweden has not considered itself a 
 colonial power, even though the country possessed colonies overseas.653 
Peace and conflict researcher Peter Johansson has claimed that Sweden 
established a self-image as a country without colonies – and therefore is 
still interpreted as a nation without a colonial past.654 Gunlög Fur has 
problematized the Swedish discourse of innocence: “Sweden shares a set 
of discourses with its Nordic neighbours regarding its role in the history 
of European expansion. Engagement with colonialism proper appears 
limited and distant in time, and this ‘indirect’ form of Scandinavian in-
volvement allows room for claims of innocence in confronting colonial 
histories.”655 

“Berättigad undran” [Justified question], 
Söndags-Nisse 2 March 1879. Courtesy of the 
National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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One of the main discoveries in this dissertation has been how resilient 
and re-circulated the racial stereotype was. For example, before the audi-
ence encountered ethnological exhibitions, they already knew and had 
been taught how to look at, feel about and comprehend various stagings 
through other media (ephemera, visual arts, illustrated press) and media 
cultures. The racialized seeing was highly visualized and the few examples 
of anti-colonial imagery were exceptional. Another postcolonial concern 
is the risk of giving a voice to the Other. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak has 
raised the issue of speaking about the Other, claiming to speak with its 
own voice.656 The images by Roseland, for example, thus need to be 
viewed with caution. What the empirical material does display is that 
Swedish audiences had few counter-images to consider in the late nine-
teenth century. Racial theories at the time were well established and 
deeply rooted, not only within the science field but also in an expanding 
mass culture. For example, the Wild West performances and ethnological 
exhibitions popularized ideas on race and visualized a strict racial hierar-
chy and white hegemony. 

Colonizing fever has shown that visual representations of the colonial 
world were articulated in multiple ways, with deceptively contradictory 
understandings of the ‘colonized’: as members of a dying race and ethno-
logical objects (Vanadis expedition), as romantic beings in the form of the 
noble savage (Wild West performances), as savages existing at a primitive 
stage of social development (ethnological exhibitions), as hostile, as 
friendly, as objects of desire or display in spectacles (wax museums), as 
marketable commodities (ephemera) or as relics of antiquity (Oriental 
Maze Salons). Importantly, the study has been about Swedish (and Euro-
pean) ways of seeing, behaviour, practices and attitudes – not of the colo-
nized people. Likewise it has not been a study of social and political 
 history, for which visual representations mainly provide illustrations. The 
concern has been about representations for the Swedish public, but not 
always made by Swedes. My investigation of visual representations of the 
colonial world should not be seen as giving one single accurate interpreta-
tion as the only account constructed from the material, discarding or 
excluding other readings. Images can of course have a variety of mean-
ings. The book does not assume to uncover all there is to know about 
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these particular visual representations of the colonial world. In short my 
text, like the representations, is subject to a historical condition. The inten-
tion has thus not been to produce an uncomplicated study that  excludes 
the possibility of discrepancies, ambiguities, contradictions or of varying 
registers of meaning in representations. 

In previous research visual culture has often been situated on the brink 
of or outside the traditional art history field. However, this narrative is 
no longer valid. Art history as a discipline has expanded, not only regard-
ing a wider field of visual culture, but also pertaining to questions of 
visuality, media and how vision has been constructed historically. The 
issue of race and its connection to visual culture is one such area of con-
cern, and the aim of this dissertation has been threefold. First of all, it 
aimed to draw attention to the presence of a colonial discourse within a 
material which has not received attention in art history and visual culture 
studies. Secondly, I analyzed these visual representations of the colonial 
world, in an expanding media culture in late nineteenth-century Sweden. 
Thirdly, my analyses investigated how a mutual vision of the European 
colonial project and its civilizing mission was created via visual strategies 
and descriptions. Studying visual representations of the colonial world in 
a nineteenth-century media system has been done through a  methodology 
that has aspired to illuminate how various media were presented and 
represented, framed and re-framed, and how various forms of mediated 
circulation reached both public and private spaces. In other words, it has 
been most productive to study the different intermediary relations that 
produced a differentiated amount of narratives about the colonial world. 

“Part One: Race and Scientific Media – The Vanadis Expedition 1883–
1885” and “Part Two: Race and Popular Media – Shows, Exhibitions and 
Attractions”, were separated into two different studies, although the book 
has also emphasized that they are interconnected and overlapping. None-
theless, there are evidently differences between the two studies, with the 
first part focusing on scientific media and the second part exploring pop-
ular media. First of all, the Vanadis expedition was investigated as an 
event with a clear beginning and end. This contrasts with the second 
study, which literally jumps from different occurrences within a time span 
of twenty-five years. Secondly, the expedition highlighted the reception 
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abroad as well as how the journey was perceived in Sweden. In regard to 
Wild West performances, ethnological exhibitions and wax displays – 
they were analyzed solely in terms of a Swedish context. However, the 
study shows how imagery was reworked and elaborated, crossing  national 
boundaries. Finally, a striking difference between the two studies is that 
the Vanadis expedition was mediated in various media but the audience 
experienced it from a distance, while the second part accentuated perform-
ances, attractions and shows that were staged right in front of the audi-
ence. This was not only the case in the capital, Stockholm. The attractions 
could be seen in the northern parts of Sweden: Gävle, Östersund and 
Umeå, as well as in the south: Malmö, Kalmar, Helsingborg and Gothen-
burg. 

The foremost conclusion drawn from the first part is that the Vanadis 
expedition established a mutual vision of the European colonial project 
and its civilizing mission with explicit ambitions in trade, diplomatic rela-
tions and sciences. The expedition was staged and represented in numer-
ous media such as the press, travel journals, photography, illustrated press, 
photo albums, ephemera and visual arts. These media circulated in both 
public and private spaces, reaching a wide audience. The dissertation has 
shown how the press, which was the dominant medium to spread news 
about the expedition, reinforced the Vanadis mission as being important 
for society at large. Detailed, extensive and vivid reports created mental 
images for the reader. They evoked a sense of actually being on the boat. 
It was nearly impossible to miss the news about the journey; different 
narratives were published on a monthly basis. To follow the expedition in 
the press was hence to be part of the modern world and a relatively new 
medium such as photography associated Sweden with modernity, at the 
same time as it was used to depict the Indigenous population as belonging 
to the “lower” races. Importantly, photography functioned as both a 
 preservational and a distributive medium. 

Racial science was also crucial for the expedition; one of the main pur-
poses was that the ethnographer Hjalmar Stolpe would collect ethnograph-
ical material, including human remains such as mummies and craniums. 
The ethnographical survey conducted measurements of the Indigenous 
populations and a racial photo archive was established. Consequently, I 
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argue that an imperial gaze was constructed in different ways in the press, 
illustrated press, visual arts, photographs, ephemera, travel journals, lec-
tures and exhibitions – basically in two ways. First of all, it was concerned 
with an excluding visual practice, in which Indigenous populations were 
strictly categorized in a racial hierarchy that differentiated them from 
Europeans. Secondly, an imperial gaze was established through an includ-
ing visual practice in which Swedes were made to feel connected to the 
European colonial project and its civilizing mission. For example, the 
dominant imagery was that of the boat and the flag. These  representations 
reinforced the notion that Sweden was part of the European colonial 
project and its subsequent civilizing mission. The boat and the flag were 
symbols of progress, modernity and knowledge. These visual representa-
tions were seen in many different media. Moreover, two exhibitions were 
set up after the Vanadis journey and attracted a large audience. My analy-
sis shows, however, that the collected material from the expedition did 
not have the capability to describe itself. Hence, it became important to 
have some sort of information, a guide booklet, to be able to understand 
the artefacts at all. The curator, in this case Hjalmar Stolpe, was also of 
the utmost importance, for it was the anthropologist who could explain 
the objects and their various relations.

The second part of my dissertation highlighted contemporary enter-
tainments, and elaborated on colonial events such as Wild West perform-
ances, ethnological exhibitions, wax museums and Oriental Maze Salons. 
In a similar manner as the Vanadis expedition, these enactments also 
 created a mutual vision of the European colonial project and its civilizing 
mission. For example, in the Wild West performances a narrative of life 
on the ‘last frontier’ were seen as a fight for life between the White settler 
and the American Indian, who was portrayed as brutal and uncivilized. 
In the ethnological exhibitions an equivalent vision was construed in the 
specific performances of the Indigenous people, which displayed a popu-
lation on the ‘lowest rung’ of the civilization ladder. In visual and  textual 
sources arguments of the civilizing mission were regularly illuminated; 
Indigenous populations were considered soon to be extinct and perform-
ances were advertised as “the last chance” to see “uncivilized people”. 
According to racial theory of the time, this was inevitable and reinforced 



217

conclusion

the notions of white supremacy. In the wax museum, contemporary 
 colo nial events relating to Scandinavian matters were also staged. For 
example, a scene of Stanley and Möller, the Congo lieutenant, showed 
them in a discussion over an expedition. The audience could connect to 
the Scandinavian participation in Congo. At the same time the wax fig-
ures of Africans in the scene clearly differentiated the Europeans from 
non-Europeans in a racial hierarchy. The Oriental Maze Salons differed 
from the previous attractions, since they were intended to evoke fantasies 
of the Orient. The former entertainments were specifically concerned 
with staging authenticity. In the Oriental Maze Salon the audience could 
explore a mysterious and exotic Orient, compared to European modern 
life.

As this dissertation has vividly exhibited, visual representations of the 
colonial world circulated in media forms such as the illustrated press, 
ephemera, the visual arts, travel journals as well as wax museums, pano-
ramas and magic lanterns. It is important to note, however, that the Wild 
West performances and the ethnological exhibitions travelled all around 
Scandinavia, while the wax museums and Oriental Maze Salons were 
established in cities such as Stockholm, Copenhagen and Gothenburg. 
Orientalist motifs were also reworked in the visual arts and architecture. 
Consequently, an imperial gaze was staged in many ways and elaborated 
on excluding and including visual practices in the different performances 
and attractions. 

Basically, I would like to highlight five observations – or claims and 
conclusions – that stand out in this study. First of all the dissertation 
has shown that it was almost impossible not to encounter visual repre-
sentations of the colonial world in late nineteenth-century Sweden. The 
two parts of the book have displayed various media cultures and their 
extensive re-circulation of colonial representations within science and 
popular culture. Sweden was not a colonial power – but racial stereotypes 
in  science and popular culture were nevertheless to be found in abun-
dance.

Secondly, taken together these images, attractions and events created 
a colonial discourse that was present, and felt in society at large. From 
posters of “Cunningham’s Cannibals” displayed in public space to racial 
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stereotypes in illustrated family papers, all such imagery created a com-
mon understanding of a racial hierarchy, where Swedes were perceived as 
superior to other, degenerate races. In general, the dissertation has thus 
demonstrated how a colonial discourse did in fact exist in Sweden during 
the late nineteenth century.

Thirdly, the colonial discourse was mediated to Swedish audiences via 
a vast media landscape rather than in a specific medium. For example the 
Wild West performances were to be found in various media formats: 
ephemera, literature, visual arts, photographs – besides the actual shows. 
Thus, if a Swedish colonial discourse benefitted from an abundance of 
racial imagery, it also took advantage of the fact that such representations 
were scattered in a number of different media forms and formats. 

A fourth conclusion is that visual representations of the colonial world 
were a transnational phenomenon and imagery crossed continents in 
numerous ways. The depiction of the Other was built on racial theories 
that promoted ideas about Indigenous people as inferior, visualized as a 
specific set of features that could be seen all around Europe. Again, it was 
the abundance of racial imagery that created a widely mediated colonial 
discourse, yet the specific Swedishness of such depictions has been hard 
to locate empirically. Within popular culture at least, colonial imagery 
and attractions were quite similar, and basically the same type of stereo-
types flourished across Europe.

Finally, a fifth claim pinpoints the resilience of the racial stereotype. 
Before an audience went to see an ethnological exhibition, for example, 
they already knew how to feel about, see and understand the act from 
previous colonial posters, ephemera, press, novels, visual arts and so on. 
Racial theory and ideas about race and white hegemony were deeply 
rooted and popularized. Science legitimized such claims, and by and large 
reinforced the resilience of racial stereotyping. For example when the 
explorer Karl Lumholtz in lectures spoke of Australian Aborigines as 
doomed to inevitable extinction due to the civilizing mission, the audi-
ence would beforehand have encountered such racial theories in the press, 
in an exhibition context, depicted in a comic strip or in a staged per-
formance. The European colonial project and its civilizing mission were 
repeatedly perceived as important and worthy of support. For example 
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the illustrated family magazines had several articles which applauded the 
colonial endeavours.

Race and racial theory have been a leading theme in this book. Racial 
sciences were not isolated to a specific field but were often popularized 
in urban mass culture. As scholars Barbara Lüthi, Francesca Falk and 
Patricia Purtschert assert: “Race has played an influential role in the rise 
of colonialism because of the division of human society or human beings 
in order to establish a dominance of colonialists over subject peoples and 
thereby also legitimized colonial enterprises. It quickly turned into one 
of imperialism’s most supportive ideas.”657 My contribution has aspired 
to present research in art history and visual culture studies in which ques-
tions of visuality as a historically specific experience, colonialism, race and 
Swedish (and Scandinavian) media cultures were of great concern. In that 
regard, the study has had a strong interdisciplinary approach. Questions 
of visuality have been analyzed in various ways, but above all as a specific 
visual practice that enacted visual representations of the colonial world. 
Theories on physiognomy were popularized, for example, and the audi-
ence had many different ways to practise a kind of racialized seeing – for 
example in ethnological exhibitions, lectures, scientific articles in the 
 illustrated press and entertainment practices. 

I started by arguing that the late nineteenth-century colonial context 
could be described in terms of “a mutual vision of the European colonial 
project and the civilizing mission” rather than “colonial complicity”.658 
My argument has been that the empirical sources speak of a willingness 
to participate in the colonial project. Furthermore, the dissertation has 
aimed to situate colonial history in a region which is usually not consid-
ered to have been affected by colonial practices.659 The study has sought 
to show that visual representations of the colonial world were present in 
various media cultures and that the audience negotiated a vast media 
landscape rather than a specific medium. The imagery from Great Britain, 
Germany, France and North America found its way into visual repre-
sentations that were showed in Sweden. Thus, the exchanges were not 
limited to national boundaries. 

One of the contributions of this book, I claim is that it has brought 
new light to visual material that has not received attention within art 
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history and visual culture studies. The analyzed visual media were highly 
visible in the last decades of the nineteenth century. This imagery forces 
us to rethink how nineteenth-century Swedish visual cultural history has 
been written. If one of the conclusions is that it was impossible not to see 
visual representations of the colonial world, it is important to note that 
an imperial gaze could also be detected earlier in the history of European 
colonialism. Nonetheless, it was during the last decades of the nineteenth 
century that representations of colonial events increased and reached a 
wider audience in which an imperial gaze could multiply. 

As a consequence, I have proposed that different expanding media 
cultures, with a specific emphasis on visual representations of the  colonial 
world, became a form of a colonizing fever. Susanne Zantop has claimed 
that Germans preoccupied themselves with an imaginary drive for colo-
nial conquest and possession that eventually grew into a collective obses-
sion. “German colonial fantasies were different even when they imitated 
or rewrote those of other European nations”, she states. By virtue of be-
ing in a sort of pure empire of the imagination, “German fantasies were 
not only differently motivated, but had a different function: to serve not 
so much as ideological smokescreen or cover-up for colonial atrocities or 
transgressive desires, but as Handlungsersatz, as substitute for the real 
thing, as imaginary testing ground for colonial action.”660 

Thus, Zantop illuminates how Germans could create a colonial uni-
verse of their own, and insert themselves into it. This notion has been of 
concern for the material investigated. I claim that the Swedish audience 
engaged in various media cultures full of visual representations of the 
colonial world. From the scientific Vanadis expedition, news about its 
whereabouts in the colonial world was reported on a monthly basis. The 
reader could take part in the exploration from a distance; meticulous and 
vivid reports created mental images of experiencing the expedition in 
situ. Nonetheless, it was not only the expedition that the Swedish audi-
ence could follow. In Sweden, various new attractions which explicitly 
elaborated on colonial narratives, such as Wild West performances, 
 ethnological exhibitions or wax displays, created a “colonial universe” at 
home. At the time, the newspapers spoke of colonizing fever, when 
 explaining the greater empires’ desire for more foreign territory. This 
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phenomenon was negotiated in regard to Sweden. It is important to see 
how the interest in overseas colonial cultures served to legitimize prac-
tices at home. The interest in these representations was one way for 
 Sweden to be part of the European colonial project and its civilizing 
 mission. 

Colonizing fever has not claimed to cover all aspects of visual representa-
tions. Still, the analysis shows that it was not only the greater empires 
that engaged in a colonial culture, but also countries on the periphery 
involved in consummating different cultural productions of colonialism. 
This was shown, for example, when the audiences went to see Wild West 
performances and ethnological exhibitions, read comic strips about 
 “savages and cannibals” or followed a scientific expedition. 

The past and the present are full of concurrences. Events happen simul-
taneously in the same place and in different places and are understood 
contrarily by those who experience them. In the humanities, the  researcher 
confronts them and asks what does this mean? Even more importantly, 
of all the things that do happen – what do we narrate? Who decides what 
events should be important enough to remember? What material are we 
going to use? Initially, I problematized the notion of late nineteenth-
century Sweden as a time of crisis. I argued that there was a concurrent 
event to the crisis narrative, about a mutual vision of the European colo-
nial project and its civilizing mission. This is a postcolonial notion which 
seeks to highlight that European history, and in this case Swedish history, 
needs to be framed around other concurrences that speak of colonial 
 activities and practices. The material investigated has been found in var-
ious of archives, sometimes under difficult circumstances, since there has 
not been a colonial archive to visit. Instead writing colonial history in a 
Swedish context has been about reconstructing findings and revisiting 
material that has not been of interest in contemporary writings but none-
theless played a part in the late nineteenth century. 

When I began my research project, the subject of “Scandinavian colo-
nialism” had just emerged as a field in which a lot of research was still to 
be done. In regard of art history and visual culture studies, I would say 
that there are still archives to be surveyed and revisited. There are  basically 
three areas of research which could be explored, continuing the research 
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set out in this dissertation. First of all, a survey that includes Scandina-
vian sources, secondly a broadening of the time frame to include other 
media, for example moving images, and thirdly an investigation of the 
voices of the Other. These perspectives would all be of great interest. 
Research into colonial cultures in Scandinavian history is only in its early 
days. Another important investigation would be visual representations of 
the colonial world within and outside Sweden, where the Sámi culture 
would be problematized.661 

An important context for this study has been colonialism, and in the 
concluding part it is important to probe questions about differences and 
similarities between colonial formations. Different terms such as classical 
colonies, colonialism without colonies or colonialism at the margins 
 offers a reconsideration of how the colonial map has been theorized. In-
vestigating colonialism without colonies – and with Sweden as the case 
study – broadens our view of colonial history and its postcolonial present. 
The explicit understanding of the concept colonialism without colonies 
has been expressed by historian Jürgen Osterhammel: “Situations in 
which dependencies of the ‘colonialist’ type appear, not between a 
 ‘mother country’ and a geographically remote colony, but between 
 dominant ‘centres’ and dependent ‘peripheries’ within national states or 
regionally integrated land empires. The theoretical construction ‘internal 
colonialism’ was developed to categorize such cases.”662 The so-called clas-
sic colonies have often been homogenized within the field of imperial 
history and new imperial history has focused more on social and cultural 
questions. 

Another emerging field is so-called settler colonialism.663 It displays 
specific characteristics: settlers meant a population moving from the 
 metropolis to occupy a territory and forming a new society in spaces that 
were perceived as empty and free. Another area that has developed is 
scholarship exploring “colonies at the margins” (or colonialism without 
colonies) which involve countries that at first sight are not associated 
with colonial enterprises, such as Iceland, Sweden or Switzerland.664 As 
scholars Barbara Lüthi, Francesca Falk and Patricia Purtschert assert: 
“Such countries mostly fall off the radar when trying to understand colo-
nialism as one of the most significant events structuring the world since 
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the rise of Europe to global dominance since 1500.”665 I argue that it is of 
importance to insert these spaces into an analytical framework by address-
ing their connection to, support for and benefit from colonial activities.

Postcolonial analysis aims to illuminate and criticize power relation-
ships between culture and colonialism. Postcolonial theory has conse-
quently become a tool for questioning Western knowledge and discussing 
its dominance. Despite expressions of concern about the usefulness of the 
term postcolonial, scholars have created new productive research about 
colonialism without colonies. In short, postcolonial theory has allowed 
an expansion of the framework for historical and theoretical understand-
ing in many ways. Challenging the framework points to the persistence 
of colonial structures and power relations in countries that have never 
been regarded as, or understood themselves as, official colonial powers. 
Still, such countries (like Sweden) in reality have entangled histories with 
colonial powers regarding, for example, science or popular culture as this 
dissertation has testified.
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This book has had a troubling subject. It has brought to light the pre-
sence of racial stereotypes, colonial attitudes and racism in late nine-
teenth-century Scandinavia, with Sweden as the main case study. As 
 initially stated, it has been difficult choosing images regarding racial 
 photography from the Vanadis expedition or imagery from the ethnolo-
gical exhibitions that were touring Sweden. I have in my dissertation 
tried to refrain from becoming normative. Still, some images (and perso-
nal narrative connected to them) have been utterly saddening. I have with 
a few exceptions decided to display adults only. The imagery of children 
I came across has been most disturbing. I think it is important to reflect 
on the imagery being re-published, and the risk of reproducing stereotypes 
and colonial narratives. I became aware of it even more when teaching 
about racial and colonial discourses in art history at the universities of 
Uppsala and Stockholm. The students’ awakening to issues of colonial 
heritage in Scandinavia was overwhelming. 

I was also ambivalent about the rich material I came across on racial 
stereotyping and the general racialization from the late nineteenth cen-
tury and onwards. Often people in ethnological exhibitions and racial 
photographs, for example, do not have voices. No documents of their 
thoughts and concerns are kept. No names, no history – which is deeply 
worrying as well. At the same time: what happens if these representations 
remain in the archives never to be displayed? Then they are to some 
 extent silenced again. Similar issues have been raised by historian Esther 
Captain, for example at the conference, “Austere histories: Social exclusion 
and the erasure of colonial memories in European societies”.666 Captain 

E
Poster: Reflex crême & reflex svart [Reflex 
crême & reflex darkness] 1903. Courtesy of 
the National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.
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illuminated, for example, how museum policies in the Netherlands have 
widely discarded colonial material.667

Racism and racial stereotypes have proved persistent; the issues are 
complex and so are the various contexts to consider.668 Nonetheless, this 
work has attempted to trace some of the historical roots of racial stereo-
typing in science and popular culture. Nicholas Mirzoeff’s description: 
“There is nothing to see here. Move along!”, regarding the resistance of 
investigating racial issues in visual culture studies, highlights that there 
are indeed things to see, to discover and to analyze. This dissertation has 
displayed and analyzed the presence of a colonial discourse in Swedish 
media cultures, and moreover how these representations were accessible 
and re-circulated. Naturally, this imagery also sheds light on  contemporary 
contexts. If racial stereotyping, as I have shown, had both a scientific and 
popular media history in Sweden, my study is also implicitly linked to the 
ways that twenty-first-century discourses on racism and racial stereo-
typing have re-emerged during the last years in Nordic mass and social 
media.669 There are many linkages, but I will only refer to two examples 
that to my mind have accentuated the relevance of my thesis topic.

Firstly, within the art and cultural sector a number of works have 
lately thematized national racism. For example in the case of the art work 
of Makode Linde’s Painful cake (part of the performance and art installa-
tion series Afromantics) in 2012, at the Museum of Modern Art (Stock-
holm), or the author Jonas Hassen Khemiri’s article “Kära Beatrice Ask”, 
in the Swedish daily, Dagens Nyheter (2013), later published as “Sweden’s 
closet racists”, in The New York Times (2013). In short, both Linde and 
Khemiri have in their respective fields confronted racial stereotypes and 
colonial heritage.670 Another similar event, in May 2014, was the restaging 
of the 1914 ethnological exhibition, which had exhibited Africans in Nor-
way. “The Congo village” [Kongolandsbyen] in Oslo (former Christiania) 
was part of an art installation and the celebration of the 200th anniver-
sary of Norway’s constitution.671 And exactly while writing these lines, 
Linde’s critically acclaimed retrospective exhibition “Negerkungens 
återkomst” [The return of the Negro king] opened, re-staging issues of 
racism, colonialism and national identity in Sweden.672 All these events 
stirred a heated debate in mass and social media. Thus, the challenging 
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position I found myself in was that these public disputes were “con-
venient” for my work.673 Hence, the significance of my study became easy 
to justify. Nonetheless, it was also a disheartening fact.674

Secondly, another reminder of Sweden’s colonial heritage has been the 
repatriation of human remains and cultural artefacts that has been under 
way since the early 1990s.675 In the Nordic archives, various colonial ma-
terial has been repatriated both outside and within the Nordic countries, 
for example via the repatriation processes between Denmark and Green-
land.676 I am aware that it is a much larger discussion, which my work has 
not dealt with. Still, some material analyzed in this book has been re-
patriated, for example the human remains from Hawaii in 2009 and from 
Nuku Hiva and Tahiti in 2015, collected on the Vanadis expedition.677 

The problem of colonial visual culture heritage is thus also a contem-
porary question (and an academic research problem). Colonial artefacts 
located in the Nordic countries are part of “our” culture heritage. Then 
again, besides the repatriation processes, how should colonial visual cul-
ture heritage in the twenty-first century be understood? More specifi-
cally, how does one write colonial history in a Swedish art history and 
visual culture context? That is a conundrum this book has explicitly 
 challenged. Nonetheless, with this notion comes a huge pitfall – how to 
avoid reproducing existing power relations of today’s postcolonial and 
global world, in which the Western hemisphere – with Sweden as an 
 example – is once again staged as the centre and not in the “periphery”, 
reproducing “Others” as silent voices. Throughout the study, this has 
been a constant battle to tackle. Nevertheless, I hope that the reader will 
see the dissertation’s resistance to giving only one account of late nine-
teenth-century Swedish cultural history. 
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“For a couple of days now, people from Stockholm have with 
horror and fright sought out the big posters, which are plas-
tered on walls and fences, which in a peculiarly naturalistic 
way visualize how the shipwrecked crew is eaten alive by 
cannibals. In truth, they are a real horror to see. Yesterday 
afternoon a few of these wild beasts in human disguise were 
shown at the Alhambra Concert Hall.” 

Stockholms Dagblad 1886

In the late nineteenth century, Swedish media cultures showed 
a remarkably high amount of representations of the colonial 
world. Wild West acts promised authentic American Indian 
performances and a great narrative of the West. The ethnologi-
cal exhibitions displayed a presumed everyday life culture of 
Indigenous populations and the wax museums staged colonial 
events from Congo that the Swedish audience could relate to. 
The orientalized motifs were immensely popular in the art 
salons and private art market, and these themes, along with 
racial comic strips, travel accounts from far off places, race 
science and colonial advertisements, were frequent subjects 
in the illustrated press and ephemera. At the same time, the 
ambitious scientific Vanadis expedition set out to collect 
 ethnographical material to establish an ethnographical 
 museum and to photograph Indigenous populations for 
the purpose of creating a racial archive. 
 Colonizing Fever: Race and Media Cultures in Late Nineteenth-
Century Sweden explores how visual representations of the 
colonial world were established, circulated and given meaning. 
Yet Sweden has been perceived as localized outside overseas 
colonial politics. This study shows that there were other ways 
for the Swedish audience to engage and be part of colonial 
cultures and the European colonial project in the last decades 
of the nineteenth century.
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