
Week 2: Inventing 
Traditions, Imagining 
Communities: Heritage 
and National Identities in 
Sweden



Tensions

UNESCO aspires towards universality, yet is composed of states parties 
that represent individual nations

How compatible is ‘global heritage’ with ideas of nationalism, national 
identity and nationness?



Inventing Traditions, Imagining Communities: 
Heritage and National Identities in Sweden

Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: 
Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism 3rd ed. (London: Verso, 2006 
[1983]), pp. 1–8.

Eric Hobsbawm, ‘Inventing Traditions,’ in The 
Invention of Tradition, ed. by Hobsbawm and 
Terence Ranger (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992 [1983]): 1—14



Readings on Swedish Museums

• Mattias Bäckström, ‘Loading Guns with Patriotic Love: Artur Hazelius’s Attempts 
at Skansen to Remake Swedish Society,’ in National Museums: New Studies from 
around the World ed. by Simon J. Knell (London: Routledge, 2011): 69—87.

• Annika Olsson, ‘The Vasa Museum: Reflections on a Privileged Narrative about 
Empire,’ in Teaching Empires: Gender and Transnational Citizenship in Europe, ed. 
by Mary Clancy and Andrea Pető (Utrecht: ATHENA, 2009): 23—32.

• Wiebke Reinert, ‘Enlivening Exhibitions: Zoos, Open-Air Museums, and the 
History of Living Animals in Human Sceneries of Display,’ Ethnologia
Europaea 49:2 (2019): 15–30.

• Per Widén, ‘National Museums in Sweden: A History of Denied Empire and a 
Neutral State,’ Building National Museums in Europe 1750—2010: Conference 
proceedings from European National Museums: Identity Politics, the Uses of the 
Past and the European Citizen, ed. by Peter Aronsson and Gabriella Elgenius
(Linköping, Sweden: Linköping University, 2011): 881—902



Readings on Swedish Museums

• What key aspects of Swedish national culture are accentuated by 
museums in Sweden?

• What criticisms might be directed at how Swedish national culture is 
represented by museums in Sweden?

• How relevant are the concepts of imagined communities and 
invented traditions to interpreting museums in Sweden?



Inventing Traditions, Imagining Communities: 
Heritage and National Identities in Sweden

• What are invented 
traditions?

• What are imagined 
communities?



Hobsbawm and Ranger, Invented Traditions

'Invented tradition' is taken to mean a set of 
practices, normally governed by overtly or 
tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or 
symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate 
certain values and norms of behaviour by 
repetition, which automatically implies 
continuity  with the past. In fact, where 
possible, they normally attempt to establish 
continuity with a suitable historic past.



Hobsbawm and Ranger, Invented Traditions

The term 'invented tradition' is used in a broad,
but not imprecise sense. It includes both
‘traditions’ actually invented, constructed and
formally instituted and those emerging in a less
easily traceable manner within a brief and.
dateable period and establishing themselves with
great rapidity. The royal Christmas broadcast in
Britain (instituted in 1932) is an example of the
first; the appearance and development of the
practices associated with the Cup Final in British
Association Football, of the second.



Benedict Anderson, 
Imagined Communities

“My point of departure is that 
nationality, or nation-ness, as well as 
nationalism, are cultural artefacts of a 
particular kind. To understand them 
properly we need to consider carefully 
how they have come into historical
being, in what ways their meanings have 
changed over time, and why, today, they 
command such profound emotional 
legitimacy.”



Because “ … the fellow members of
even the smallest nation will never
know most of their fellow members,
meet them, or even hear of them, yet
in the minds of each lives the image
of the communion.”

Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities



Imagined Communities and 
Boundaries

“The nation is imagined as limited
because even the largest of them,
encompassing perhaps a billion living
human beings, has finite, if elastic,
boundaries, beyond which lie other
nations. No [modern] nation
imagines itself coterminous with
mankind.”



How might boundaries be significant
in relation to Swedish museums?



Kalmar Union, 1397—1523



Swedish Empire

• Finnish War in 1809, vast 
majority of the Finnish-speaking 
areas of Sweden were ceded to 
the Russian Empire

• Norway ceded from Denmark , 
1814

• Norwegian independence, 1905



Swedish Empire



Sampi – homeland of Sami



• How have museums in Sweden been part of a history of ‘nation-
building’?

• What are some of the notable features of Sweden’s ‘museumscape’ –
particular the national museums housed in and around the capital, 
Stockholm?



Gripsholm Castle
• Constructed between 1537 and 1545

Gustav Vasa, Gustav I of 
Sweden (reign 1523—1560)



Gripsholm Castle
• Home of National Portrait Gallery, est. 1822

Portraits of Swedish 
Royal Family, Great 
Garbo



Vasa Museum, est. 1990



Swedish 
National 
Museum

Royal museum 
est. 1792

Public museum 
est. 1866



Swedish Museum of Natural History, est. 1819

Predecessor = Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences, est. 1739

Carl Linnaeus (1707—1778)



Swedish History 
Museum, est. 1934



Museum of Scandinavian Ethnography

• Nordic Museum, est. 1873

• Skansen Open-Air Museum, est. 1891



Artur Hazelius (1883—1901)







• What were some of the factors that motivated Hazelius to establish 
Skansen and the Nordic Museum?

• What types of ideas about Sweden and Swedishness were conveyed 
by Skansen and the Nordic Museum?

• How did the museums relate to broader phenomena in 19th-century 
Sweden?



Industrialisation of Stockholm

Panorama of Stockholm, c. 1868



Scandinavianism



Moderna Museet, est. 1958





Moderna Museet

Palle Nielsen, 
Modellen, 
Moderna
Museet, 
installed 1968

Olof Palme, 
Swedish Prime 
Minister 



Museum of World Culture, Gothenburg, est. 2004 



Skansen



There are ennobled public entertainments, which
accordingly have been evoked, and which should be
beneficial and educative, especially for the youth, and
might thereby count as important contributions to the
sound development of the capital. It is here a matter of
creating traditions, which will never be abandoned.
- Hazelius on Skansen festivals, cited by Bäckström, ‘Loading Guns with 

Patriotic Love,’ p. 77



National Day of Sweden
• Celebrates two historical events: 

Gustav Vasa being elected king (6 
June 1523) and adoption of a new 
constitution (6 June 1809)



National Day of Sweden – initiated by 
Hazelius at Skansen, 1893



‘Lapp’ culture 
at Skansen



‘Lapp’ 
culture at 
Skansen and 
the Nordic 
Museum



Sweden at World’s Columbian Exposition, 
Chicago, 1893



Sami in ‘People Shows’ (Human Zoos?)

Poster for a Sami 
Völkerschau organized by 
Carl Hagenbeck



20th-Century Lapp 
Exhibits curated by 
Ernst Manker
(1893–1972)



Wiebke Reinert, ‘Enlivening Exhibitions: Zoos, Open-Air Museums, and 
the History of Living Animals in Human Sceneries of Display,’ Ethnologia
Europaea 49:2 (2019): 15–30.

• What role might animal displays have played in Hazelius’s vision for 
Skansen and the Nordic Museum?

• How might animal displays factor into nationalism, national identity 
and nation-building?





Tivoli Animal Displays

Paul Meyerheim painting of a German menagerie 1894



National Natural History


