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As we began the process for the creation of our second volume 
over the Fall 2014 semester, we as senior editors were more con-
fident in our approach to leading the staff to our ultimate goal of 
publication. This is not to say, however, that this was easy. This 
second run was still challenging, but we learned, grew, and only 
expect to get better with time. Over the course of the semester, 
working with the staff, authors, and graduate students has been 
incredibly rewarding. We understand that this project is ambitious, 
and being able to achieve our goals is not only character building, 
but gratifying. In addition we are incredibly grateful for everyone 
who helped us along the way. This project would be impossible if 
we did not have these people.

We would sincerely like to thank the following people for helping 
to create the second volume of The Cross Section:
Our staff of peer reviewers and editors, for their hard work on 
polishing these pieces.
The authors, for their willingness to share their work and to work 
with the editors.
Brian Wiley, for carrying this project with him to Boise State Uni-
versity and for creating amazing designs for the journal, again.
The graduate student board, who put up with our endless questions 
and requests.
Amber Rose for offering her expertise and experience in editing 
and publishing, and her time and effort in helping us train our staff.
The department of Scandinavian Studies at the University of Wis-
consin–Madison, who gave us support and encouragement, in 
addition to giving us a place on the thirteenth floor, both in an 
office and as a part of their department.
Tom DuBois, for his knowledge and wisdom in guiding us through 
this process.
Marcus Cederström, for his gentle guidance and hard work through 
another journey to publication.
We are incredibly grateful for everyone who was involved and 
helped to make this another amazing publication. As always, we 
hope you enjoy reading it as much as we enjoyed creating it.

The Senior Editors,

Brock McCord · Meghan Radka · Lauren Schwark
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During the Viking Age, the Norsemen traveled from their northern 
dwellings to trade, plunder, and control much of northern Europe. 
While the documentation of the Viking raids in western Europe, 
especially in the British Isles, has been well researched for many 
years, there is still a lack of scholarship about their excursion into 
eastern Europe. The Vikings created one of the largest trading, 
military, and control networks in eastern Europe from 750 until 
1100 AD. This trading network, which existed for over three hundred 
years throughout the rivers of modern-day Russia, Belarus, and 
Ukraine, created a network for trading between northern Europe, 
the Byzantine Empire, and the Abbasid Caliphate. 

The Vikings in eastern Europe were identified by the name “Rus” 
by the Finnish inhabitants of the area, which the Finns coined by 
adapting the Norse word for “rows man” into their own language.01
The Vikings set up trade routes that connected the rivers Volga, 
Oka, Dnieper, Volkhov, and the Lake Ladoga area. The Viking 
Rus left a noticeable impact on the culture, economy, and political 
environment of eastern Europe, as evident in the archaeological 
finds in eastern Europe. They created a unique culture that mixed 
Slavic and Nordic traditions via their establishment of trade set-
tlements at Staraja Ladoga, Riurikovo Gorodishche, Gnezdovo, 
and eventually Kiev. This allowed the Rus to become a major play-
er through the trafficking of fur and coinage between the main 
settlements of the Norse at Birka and Hedeby. As this occurred, 
the Rus developed a military and political complex to control the 
local populace, which allowed them to control the Slavic natives 
and become a viable foreign player in Byzantium politics through 
raiding and mercenary work.

The Viking Age began a period of widespread exploration, and 
the ports of Birka and Hedeby traded with both the west and east; 
however, historians’ documentation of the eastern trade routes is 
limited. This is mainly due to the lack of primary written sources 
in eastern Europe. The two main sources for information were the 
Byzantine Empire and the Abbasid Caliphate, but they had little 
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n concern with the internal conflicts of the Viking Rus or in later 
years the Varangians. They were, however, highly concerned with 
the trade system that the Rus set up.02 The presence of Norse style 
goods and tools discovered from this time demonstrates the exis-
tence of the Rus near the majority of the trade centers of medieval 
Russia, which is also described in many primary sources, such as 
The Russian Primary Chronicle. The type of artifacts discovered in 
the region of the Viking Rus that display Viking origin include arm 
rings, brooches, religious artifacts like amulets displaying Thor’s 
hammer, and etchings of Odin in tools and wares discovered at 
the Russian trading sites.03

A major primary source displaying the Rus Viking origin is Ibn Fad-
lan’s Risala. Fadlan was an Arab traveler on a diplomatic mission to 
the Volga Bulghars in 921–922 AD. In his travels, he witnessed the 
burial of a chief of the Rusiya, which was similar to a Viking burial 
tradition using a ship for the act of cremation.04 A short passage of 
Fadlan’s account explains the burning of the boat for burial, which 
was a common part of Viking burial practices. Fadlan describes how 

“the people came with kindling and other firewood, each having a 
brand burning at the end, and laid this stick in the pile of wood. 
Fire then spread through the wood and spread to the kindling, the 
boat, the man, the maiden, and everything that was in the boat.”05
The similarities of the Rus and the Vikings are unmistakable. 

The first major trading area to be set up by the Rus was Staraja 
Ladoga, which was centered around the Ladoga area, on the Volk-
hov River around 750 AD. This settlement was used by the Rus to 
develop trade with the interior of Russia, specifically for fur but 
also for rare metals, which at the time were extremely valuable in 
Scandinavia.06 Evidence suggests that a Viking settlement in Sta-
raja occurred as early as 750 AD, with the noteworthy findings of 
Scandinavian-Baltic tools used for creating metal in the stratum of 
the 750s. These findings display the importation of Scandinavian 
techniques.07 In addition, we have evidence of two types of hous-
ing in Staraja, with one being more of a Scandinavian design and 
the other being of Slavic design. Fjodor Androshchuk describes 
them: “One of them is represented by large houses with a central 
fireplace and is usually interpreted as Scandinavian. Another Slavic 
tradition is represented by small rectangular wooden houses with 
a fireplace in one of the corners.”08 This early evidence of Scandi-
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navian housing and smithing techniques suggests that the Vikings 
began trading with the east as early as 750 AD. This is earlier than 
the Lindisfarne date of 793 AD, which is considered the beginning 
of the Viking Age. The trade center began to expand rapidly, and 
by the mid-780s, the first Arabic dirhams were deposited in Ladoga. 
At the same time, a smaller hoard was deposited on the island of 
Gotland, demonstrating the connection of Staraja to the Scandina-
vian network as early as 780 AD. In addition to coins being traded, 
the influence of Nordic design on goods and tools became evident. 
A pair of blacksmith tweezers from the early 760s was discovered, 
which had an outline of a man with a horse. Similar designs were 
found decorating other artifacts throughout Scandinavia. These 
tweezers were discovered in Gatebo on Odland in Sweden and in 
three places in Denmark.09 The connection to Sweden and Den-
mark allowed for the early trade of the coinage from Arabia and 
Byzantium to come to Scandinavia. 

As a result, the demand for the coinage began to facilitate the 
expansion of Staraja. In the 830s and 840s the settlement ex-
panded greatly as the increasingly lucrative eastern trade led to 
the establishment of not only the original metalworkers, but also 
Staraja-based antler and amber workers and glass bead makers.10 In 
addition, the settlement of Staraja began to trade with the Slavic 
territory of Great Moravia, as evidenced by the fact that molds for 
production of pendants that bore a unique Slavic design have been 
discovered in the sediment from this period. While the written 
source of Louis the Child dated to 904–906 AD, historians are able 
to agree that the Rus began to frequent the middle Danube around 
Great Moravia sometime during the middle of the ninth century, 
as evidence exists of their trading market, named Ruzaramarcha.11

Staraja continued to be the center of the Rus in northern Russia 
even after a fire destroyed the town in the late 860s, which The 
Russian Primary Chronicle attributes to Prince Rurik. Yet, Duczkvo 
insists, “We have to see the story of Rurik as an extreme simplifi-
cation, in which many elements were invented and others heavily 
distorted.”12 The devastation of Staraja Ladoga in the middle of 
the ninth century is more likely, according to Duczkvo, to be a rival 
Rus group in the Lake Ladoga area or an attack of Vikings coming 
from the Baltic region as the success of Staraja trade would have 
been noticed. The important thing to note is that in 894 AD on 
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n the Zemljanoe Gorodischei site there was constructed a large house 
that was used until 930 AD. According to Androshchuk, wealthy 
Scandinavian traders likely used the house. This is due to the 
artifacts that have been found there, which include fragments of 
oriental cups of glass, gaming pieces, combs, and an iron amulet 
of Thor’s hammer.13

Clearly Staraja did exist into the early eleventh century, because 
control of the city was given as a dowry in 1019 AD to the Swedish 
Jarl Ragnvald, but the trading city played an important role in 
eastern trade and politics much earlier.14 In 860 AD, Constantino-
ple noted an attack by “a fleet of Rhosi, under the leadership of 
two chieftains, by the names of Nestor the Annalist, Askold, and 
Dir which are clearly corruptions of the Norse names Hoskuldr 
and Dyri.”15 This attack signaled to the Byzantine Empire and to 
the citizens of Constantinople that there existed an enemy to the 
north, and led these citizens to seek out and try to recruit the Rus 
as mercenaries. This suggests that because Kiev in the mid-ninth 
century was an insignificant settlement, the Norse raiders would 
have had to organize from a stable trade settlement farther north. 
This trade settlement would most likely have been Staraja, again 
displaying the significance the settlement had on the Rus.16 Staraja 
is distinctly Norse as archaeologists discovered a ring pin, which 
men used for their dress. Its adoption by the Norse is considered 
a symbol of activity of the Hibro-Norse culture. These pins have 
been discovered throughout Scandinavia, in Dublin, and in Stara-
ja, suggesting strong connections between Staraja and the Viking 
trade routes.17

The expansion of the Viking Age in eastern Europe did not end with 
Staraja Lagoda, but continued with the trading center of Riurikovo 
Gorodishche. Riurikovo Gorodishche was situated further down 
the Volkhov River on Lake Ilmen, which protected it from raids 
of the Swedish and Gotlandic Vikings by a series of rapids. This 
trading settlement shows how the Rus began to expand southward, 
as a hoard of Norse-designed farm implements was discovered 
thirteen kilometers north of Gorodishche.18 This settlement, which 
is near the medieval and current city of Novgorod, would rise 
to command much of northern Russia. It was the center of Rus 
strength and culture for approximately the next 150 years of the 
Viking Age, from the late ninth century until the end of the tenth 
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century.19 The evidence for settlement is not just in the artifacts 
discovered there, but also the existence of a fortified building on 
a hill that had a four and a half meter deep ditch built on both the 
north and east sides to protect the hill. This implies that it was a 
residence of the social elite of the settlement and it is likely that 
the Rus lived there.20

The archaeological finds from the site show a presence of Swedish 
Vikings and their integration into the Rus, as the majority of the 
artifacts have analogies in the important Swedish trading center of 
Birka. In addition, the site still had a connection with the eastern 
European trade system as shown by the discovery of two deposits 
of dirhams, which were in Gorodishche sometime after 860 AD, 
including both Oriental and Byzantine coins.21 One of the unique 
pieces found at Gorodishche is “a figure of a small flat, two-sided 
animal head made of lead: the animal has an open mouth with bared 
teeth and curled tongue, the eyes are round and protruding, and 
on the top is a kind of crest.”22 This find is unique to Gorodishche, 
but not in the Viking world. Similar pieces have been found in Lake 
Malar around the trading center of Birka, the Swedish island of 
Gotland, and in the Slinkbacken cemetery near Söderby, not far 
from Uppsala. Uppsala is also the site of Adam of Bremen’s temple, 
where the worship of the Norse gods was prevalent.23

This shows that not only was Gorodishche central to the power and 
control of northern Russia for the Rus, but that it also had a direct 
connection with the royal power of Sweden. The importance of 
Gorodishche prior to the establishment of Novgorod and its rise 
as a political center should not be underestimated, as argued by 
N.A. Makarov, E.N. Nosov, and V.L. Yanin in “The Beginning of 
Rus through the Eyes of Modern Archaeology.” They state that 
Gorodishche “became the ‘strength knot’ of the entire adjacent 
agrarian region, its administrative center, and an original key to 
trade-military routes from the Baltic Sea to the Volga and the Arab 
Orient and to the route ‘from the Varangians to the Greeks.’”24
This trade with the East grew moderately until the large increase 
in Norse settlers around the 940s in both Staraja and Gorodishche. 
Not surprisingly, it also led to the expansion of trade towards the 
south with the new settlement Gnezdovo. The trade also led to the 
establishment of Novgorod as the earliest dated stratum came from 
940 AD. By the late tenth century, it had become the main center 
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n for northern Russia, which was an important player in Russian pol-
itics. Noonan believes that the rise of Novgorod was due to the Rus 
leader Vladimir’s conversion to Christianity and that “Ladoga was 
too vulnerable to be the political centre, while Riurikovo was very 
close to the pagan sanctuary at Peryn.”25 This shift is significant, 
as The Russian Primary Chronicle describes Novgorod as the seat 
of Rus power in the North, specifically the Rurik clan. However, it 
is common in both European Russia and Scandinavia for an early 
trading settlement to be replaced by a more permanent port. For 
example, Sigtuna replaced Birka, Hedeby replaced Schleswig, and 
the next great Viking Rus trading settlement Smolensk replaced 
Gnezdovo.26 Gnezdovo is a large archaeological settlement situated 
on the right bank of the Dnieper River and consists of a central 
settlement with a hill fort called Tsentalnoe on the brook Svinets 
and a large cemetery that surrounds the hill fort. The hill fort has 
a large number of burrows and contains many artifacts linked 
to Scandinavian society.27 Gnezdovo allowed merchants a place 
to trade as they traveled between the Baltic and Black Seas via 
the Volkhov and Dnieper Rivers, and the site was in use from at 
least the second half of the ninth century to the first half of the 
eleventh century.28 Instead of being settled by a Norse majority, 
we see the Rus in Gnezdovo become a part of a larger settlement 
consisting of mainly Slavs, but also multiple Baltic tribes. The 
evidence of the Norse being there is found in the burial mounds, 
which surround the center at Gnezdovo. The earliest aspect of 
Norse culture discovered around Gnezdovo was a Danish Hedeby 
coin from 825 AD. It is important to note that the coin was found 
in a hoard of several hundred dirhams, meaning that the trade of 
coinage through eastern Europe did occur in Gnezdovo and would 
have attracted the Rus from Staraja and Gorodishche.29 Gnezdovo 
has evidence of Norse activity throughout the site, but one of the 
main finds is in a hoard. A cast ornament was discovered at the site, 
which represented a variety of pendants and brooches decorated 
with Norse art. As described by Duczkvo, “among the pendants 
are two pieces, larger than the other pendants that have a motif of 
two antithetic elongated s-shaped animals with turned-down heads 
very similar to the one from a hoard found at Vårby in Sweden.”30
The rise of Gnezdovo can be attributed to the desire by the Rus 
to find another route from the Baltic into the interior of eastern 
Europe, which was successful, as Norse artifacts are prevalent in 
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Gnezdovo. In addition, Gnezdovo has many dirhams from Byzan-
tium and the Islamic world until the late tenth century when the 
power shifted to Smolensk.31 The next stage of Rus expansion 
happened south of Gnezdovo with the establishment of a power-
ful Rus ruler in Kiev and the establishment of a Kievan Rus state, 
which dealt directly with Byzantium. The Rus settlements were 
not just along the Dnieper and Volkhov Rivers, but also along the 
Volga basin, creating another trade route. Yet, why did these trade 
routes become important, and what impact did the Rus’ trading 
have on the Slavic inhabitants?

The rise of trading centers that were designed to control the wa-
terways of eastern Europe was not unique; water has always been 
an important way of transporting goods. The trade itself needs 
to be explored further to understand why the eastern European 
trade was so valuable and so important to the Rus, the Norse, and 
Byzantium. This trade also facilitated the spread of Norse culture 
and created the environment for the rise of Kiev and the use of 
Rus troops in the Byzantine army and navy. It is widely known that 
the Norsemen desired Arabic and Byzantine coinage and would 
trade their raw materials or raid to acquire these coins, and in the 
east, the two principal materials traded were slaves and fur. The 
Rus are described in Islamic literary sources as “merchants and 
warriors, taking advantage of the agrarian Slavs by robbing them of 
foodstuff, and catching them for sale as slaves to customers in the 
Caliphate.”32 The massive presence of Arabic coinage would support 
these passages, and in addition, the Black Sea was notorious for its 
late-medieval slave trade, and Constantinople certainly possessed 
a slave market. According to Michael McCormick in The Origins 
of the European Economy, “by 900 [slaves] were coming from the 
northern arc as well.”33 McCormick mentions this in discussing the 
importation of slavery to both the Byzantine and Carolingian Em-
pires, but also explains that most went on to the Caliphate, with the 
northern arc seeing the transportation of slaves from Scandinavia 
through the eastern waters, as the Black Sea was heavily involved 
in the slave trade into Arab territory.34 The slave trade not only 
brought success for the Rus and the Arabs who wanted more slaves, 
but it also encouraged and facilitated the expansion of the eastern 
European fur trade, even with non-Rus settlements like Minino. 

Minino is situated in one of the major watersheds of eastern Europe 
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n in the Volga and the northern Dvina River systems, and developed 
an important fur trade with Novgorod around the middle of the 
ninth century until the late twelfth century as evidenced by the 
amount of animal bones that existed in Minino. In Minino, there 
existed a large deposit of beads similar to that found in Birka. 
Minino even had coinage from the area of Byzantium. However, 
Minino was not a unique place where the Slavs or Finns had devel-
oped a trading center of their own, which was based on the export 
of cereals or fur to the Rus in exchange for beads, metals, or coins. 
Makarov points this out: “Minino is not the only rural site in the 
northern Rus’ periphery which has produced evidence of a high 
level of prosperity as well as evidence that intensive fur-bearing 
animal trapping and cereal cultivation became important means of 
subsistence in the eleventh to twelfth centuries.”35 The expansion 
of Norse settlements in the Volkhov, Dnieper, and Volga River 
basins allowed for the expansion of the slave trade to the Black Sea 
but also to bring into the European economy the Slavic and Finnish 
fur traders and settlements on the periphery of what is considered 
the Viking Rus territory. The establishment of the lucrative slave 
and metal trades led to the increased expansion southward and 
eventually the establishment of Kiev as the center of the Rus. 

The first mention of the Rus coming to Kiev is in The Russian 
Primary Chronicle when in the entry for the years 880–882 AD, the 
successor to Rurik who ruled Novgorod, Oleg, set forth, “taking 
with him many warriors from among the Varangians, the Chuds, the 
Slavs, the Merians, and all the Krivichians.”36 On this expedition, 
Oleg connected the northern Rus of Novgorod with the sorthern 
Rus of Kiev after he killed the rulers of Kiev, Askold and Dir.37 This 
story is disputed as Novgorod did not see its large expansion until 
940 AD, and the writer of the chronicle did not live in the ninth 
century. Duczkvo notes that much of the “research has shown many 
times that the story of Oleg, his deeds and legendary death, was 
an artificial narrative made up by the compiler in order to give a 
coherent picture of the beginnings of the dynasty of the Rurikids in 
Kiev.”38 The lack of evidence to support the chronicle’s story does 
not mean that Kiev did not exist in the ninth century or that the 
Rus led by a Prince Oleg did not exert pressure on Kiev. It simply 
means that the beginnings of the dynasty of the Rurikids are not 
clear to both the writer of the Chronicle or the society in which he 
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or she lived. However, the power of the Rus on Kiev was different 
from in the north, as it came from the power structure of taking 
tributes from the Slavs in the south, instead of settlement. The Rus 
would have known that the city of Kiev lays on the valuable trade 
route connecting the Rus in the north to the Greeks in the south. 
This trade route also extended from Mainz in the German Empire 
through Bohemia, to Poland, then into Kievan Rus.39

As noted with other trade settlements, the value of Arab and Byzan-
tine metals and coinage in Scandinavia created the need to control 
both the trade routes and settlements. Raffensperger explains 
that “over one-third of the dirhams imported into the Rusian 
territory in the late eighth to early ninth centuries were exported 
to Scandinavia.”40 The Rus controlled Kiev at this time through 
gained wealth, explained by Lyuba Grinberg in “Is this City Mine 
or Yours.” Grinberg writes, “the princes derived their wealth from 
raids, taxation, trade, and perhaps money-lending, rather than from 
landed property that would tie them to a territorial base.”41 We do 
know that the Rus ruled in Kiev, as evidenced by the treaties with 
Byzantium and archaeological evidence in Kiev. The evidence of 
Rus settlement in Kiev and their connection to Scandinavia is again 
related to the presence of Rus culture within Kiev’s graves. One of 
these finds is grave number 105, where “a man was buried with a 
Norse sword and spear, a bow and a quiver with fifty arrows, some 
with Norse-type heads.”42 The burial of a large number of arrows 
is a unique custom not only for contemporary nomads, but also 
in Scandinavia where they appear in the chamber-graves in Birka 
and boat-graves in Valsgarde and Vendel.43

The number of Rus artifacts and graves in Kiev demonstrates less 
variety and wealth than in Gnezdovo and the other Rus settlements, 
meaning that without the large written sources that deal with the 
relationship between the Rus of Kiev and Constantinople, there 
would be little evidence of the Rus political role in Kiev.44 The Byz-
antine Empire was always involved with the area that consisted of 
the Black Sea and the Eurasian Steppe, even prior to the arrival of 
the Rus. It was involved with the nomadic or semi-nomadic people 
who inhabited this area by engaging in defensive imperialisms, and 
they supported certain nomadic powers in the steppe as allies. This 
gave them trade privileges in order to protect their possession in 
the Crimea, and most importantly the Balkans.45
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n The Rus launched an expedition from Staraja Lagoda in 860 AD.
This continued in 907 AD when chroniclers referenced an expedi-
tion by Prince Oleg of Kiev that attacked Constantinople. While 
it was not successful, it did lead to the signing of a trade pact in 
911 AD allowing for residence of the Rus in Constantinople, a key 
factor in allowing the trade of slaves and furs for coinage.46 The 
next attack did not occur until after a large migration southward of 
Rus princes and warriors in 941 AD led by the Prince of Rus, Igor. 
According to Matina Stein-Wilkeshui, the Rus “were frightened by 
Greek fire and supposing that the Greeks had in their possession 
the lightning from heaven, retired. A delegation consisting of fifty 
persons set out for Constantinople and started negotiations with 
the Greek emperors.”47 This treaty’s ratification did not occur until 
944 AD and was agreed to by a much larger group of envoys, which 
confirmed the previous treaty of 911 AD. It also redefined some of 
the customs, the restrictions on purchasing of silk, and the legal 
status of slaves.48 The next treaty in 971 AD, signed with Sviatoslav, 
the son of Igor, who fought Byzantine troops in the Dnieper basin, 
reaffirmed the commitment to peace with the Emperor.49

The next major Rus prince who affected Novgorod, Kiev, and 
Byzantium was Vladimir the Great. Vladimir was the son of Svi-
atoslav, but after Sviatoslav’s death, Vladimir had to flee his seat 
in Novgorod to Scandinavia after his brother Yaropolk killed their 
brother Oleg in 977 AD. Vladimir did not return to Russia until 
980 AD when his Varangian or Viking allies conquered Novgorod, 
Polotsk, and marched on Kiev, defeating Yaropolk. This set up 
Vladimir as a powerful ruler in Kiev who ruled both centers of Rus 
power in the east until his death in 1015 AD. Vladimir soon sent 
his Viking mercenaries on to Constantinople, realizing that they 
would destabilize his reign, which marked a significant change in 
Rus leadership. They viewed themselves as Rus, not Nordic, and 
refused to give in to the demands of the mercenaries.50 In addition 
to these soldiers, he sent six thousand men to help Emperor Ba-
sil II, who was invading Bulgaria during the winter of 686–687, and 
while there is a history of Rus mercenaries before this large force, 
the force made Basil II realize the value of the Vikings. In Sigfús 
Blöndal’s book The Vangians of Byzantium, he notes that in the De 
re militari, “we are told that this unit is sometimes used as infantry, 
and sometimes as cavalry; and where the life-guards attending the 
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Emperor on campaign are listed as the Grand Hetairia, the Scholae, 
the Immortals and ‘the other units’, from which we may deduce 
that these Rhosi formed one of these last-named units.”51 The 
sending of the Viking mercenaries from Kiev to Constantinople by 
Vladimir signaled the end of the Norse migration and control in 
Rus politics, as the Rus now acted independently. Still, however, 
it did not end the involvement of the Norse in Byzantium; in 1034 
AD the Empire was still using Varangian forces and even had King 
Harald II of Norway fight for the Empire.52

The establishment of Vladimir as the ruler of Kiev and Novgorod 
led to the establishment of the Rurikid dynasty’s rule over the Rus 
lands, but also changed the attitude of the Rus. Thomas Noonan 
described this new attitude: “[the Rus] increasingly saw new im-
migrants from Scandinavia as foreigners who potentially posed 
a threat to them.”53 By the end of Vladmir’s reign, the period of 
Viking raids and expansion of the Viking Rus had ended, and the 
trade centers they had helped establish were now under the control 
of the Kievan Rus. This progression signaled the end of the Viking 
Rus in terms of involvement in eastern Europe and led to the end 
of the Viking Age in general. 

The impact of the Viking Rus on eastern Europe is evident with 
the Norse artifacts found in the trading centers of Staraja Lagoda, 
Ruirikovo Gorodishche, and Gnezdovo. This led to the development 
of important trade routes between the Scandinavian trade centers 
of Birka and Hedeby, the Byzantine Empire, and the Abbasid Ca-
liphate. These trade routes facilitated the trade of both fur and 
slaves for the valuable metals and coins desired by Scandinavian 
chieftains, and the control of these routes became incredibly valu-
able. The establishment of Novgorod and the Rus’ political control 
via taxation in Kiev displays the Rus awareness of the value of this 
trade. This desire for control led to the use of Viking mercenaries, 
later utilized by the Byzantine Empire to fight its battles against 
Islam and the emerging Balkan nations. These same mercenaries 
were, by 1015 AD, viewed by the Rus as outsiders and unsavory 
characters, spelling the end of the Viking Age in eastern Europe, 
but the beginning of the Kievan Rus under Slavic rule. While this 
signified the rise of a Slavic state, the history of Viking settlement 
cannot be glossed over and is significant to the formation of early 
eastern Europe and connecting the eastern trade to western Europe.
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"Who peyntede the leon, tel me who?”01,02,* runs Geoff rey Chau-
cer’s famous allusion to Marie de France’s fables in The Canterbury 
Tales. The question refers to the idea that any story is shaped 
dramatically by its author—had a lion painted the picture in the 
fable, the valiant lion would have been defeating a vicious human 
opponent, not the other way around. The same holds true for Stieg 
Larsson’s The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. Each major character—
Mikael Blomkvist, Lisbeth Salander, and Henrik Vanger among 
them—is engaged in a struggle to control the story they are a part 
of. In other words, they are attempting to gain the authority, a 
word whose root is signifi cantly related to the word “author,” to 
shape their own and others’ stories. Likewise, the villains of the 
piece are countering throughout with their own edits, attempting 
hostile takeovers of either the main storyline or a variety of smaller 
storylines through their own individual power channels. Once 
Larsson’s book is viewed within this context of literary power 
struggles, two particular sub-patterns become apparent. The fi rst 
of these is that there are two types of relationships in this story 
war: allies and enemies. The second is that, of all the would-be 
author fi gures in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, Lisbeth Salander 
is the only truly original author; that is, she wants only to write 
her own life story. This paper will follow each individual character 
in their journey through this battlefi eld, focusing particularly on 
what type of player they are in the war, what their relationships 
with other characters are, and what ultimately happens to their 
authority over the stories they take part in.

The fi rst, and most obvious character to focus on is Mikael “Kalle” 
Blomkvist. His relationship with story ownership and authorship 
are necessarily signifi cant because he enters The Girl with the Dragon 
Tattoo as a failed writer, having not mastered what might be called 
authorial gamesmanship. In other words, he has been duped by 
Hans-Erik Wennerström in a thoroughly literary way by losing both 
his credibility as a writer and his control over the Wennerström 
scandal story to Wennerström trump: charges of libel. That he 

*“W
ho painted the lion, tell m

e, w
ho?” Translated from

 M
iddle English by the author.



24

Th
e 

C
ro

ss
 S

ec
tio

n has in fact lost control of his authority itself is apparent in several 
instances, not least of which is that Henrik Vanger is able to push 
him around: with the hook tale of the missing Harriet Vanger, Hen-
rik uses a story to push Blomkvist to ghostwrite his autobiography. 
Vanger is “an excellent storyteller,”03 so why have another writer 
take over the telling? The answer is that Henrik is in the business 
of acquisitions, not writing, as becomes evident when he says to 
Blomkvist, “I want to buy a year of your life,”04 and offers to pay 
for it in both money and a story. The passive nature of ghostwriting, 
too, seems to imply that Blomkvist has no ability to use his authorial 
talent except in the service, and under the name, of another man. 
Incidentally, that other man will acquire one story and, he says, pay 
for it with another. The trajectory of Blomkvist’s journey is then 
set: he must redeem himself somehow, and working for Vanger is 
the first step to learning to successfully take the offensive in his 
story war against Wennerström.

Blomkvist’s next step is amassing his allies, or those who will 
work with him to produce the two stories he is now responsible 
for: the story of Harriet and the Vanger family and the story of 
Wennerström. His most evident allies are Erika Berger and, later, 
Lisbeth Salander, with each woman respectively co-authoring one 
of the two stories (for the most part). This bunkering down and 
readying for a comeback is less a moment in the book than it is the 
entire middle section: time and time again, Blomkvist reiterates 
to Berger the need to “get out of the spotlight.”05 Interestingly, 
at least in the context of authority to write a story, Blomkvist’s 
amassing of allies parallels the time when Larsson unloads the bulk 
of the information about Wennerström, the Vanger family, and 
Salander onto the reader’s plate. In this, Larsson himself parallels 
Henrik Vanger, so that it seems as if Larsson is giving his readers 
a similar relationship to The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo as Vanger 
is giving Blomkvist to Harriet’s story. This positioning is managed 
through the exchange of what might be called authorial currency: 
information. Because of that parallel, Blomkvist’s education in the 
world of story-warfare is the reader’s education, his discoveries are 
the reader’s discoveries, and his eventual triumph is the reader’s 
triumph as well.

It is that triumph that ultimately defines Blomkvist’s role in the 
story wars of Larsson’s book. He is at the core an author, not be-
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cause he started as one, but because he failed and learned and seized 
control of both the Vanger story and the Wennerström story. His 
hyper-speed writing and manipulation of the Wennerström story 
is evident enough: Blomkvist and Berger give the mole Dahlman a 
false story of Millennium’s impending collapse, and after the release 
of the special issue Blomkvist plays the media circuits with a finesse 
he could never have displayed at the beginning of his journey. If 
information were money, which it is to an author, then Blomkvist 
has learned to counterfeit and gamble better than Wennerström. 
Mikael Blomkvist’s seizure of Vanger’s story, on the other hand, 
was messier: he suffered a nearly-fatal blow when Henrik’s lawyer 
Dirch Frode reveals that the payment story that Henrik offered 
him is “worthless;”06 counterfeit currency. Oddly, and somewhat 
troublingly in the warlike climate of Larsson’s book, the story is 
eventually given to him as a gift of friendship by Harriet Vanger 
herself. That particular loose end will be discussed later in this 
paper, but let it suffice here to say that Blomkvist learned enough 
and gained enough authority to become the writer and owner of 
both stories. 

If Kalle Blomkvist is the most prominent author figure in The Girl 
with the Dragon Tattoo, Lisbeth Salander is easily the most inter-
esting. She alone is completely original in her manipulation of her 
world and her story; she allows no other entity to retain control over 
it, and though she manipulates others’ stories with ease, it is her 
own story that is her main interest. Because of her photographic 
memory, her “delinquent child’s take on morals and ethics,”07 and 
her status as “an information junkie,”08 Salander is rich, and af-
fluence always lends power. That is, she holds the key to authorial 
power because she has unlimited access to information. The tidiest 
example of her ability to put a stop to outside manipulation of her 
story, and turn it to an advantage over another’s story is the case 
of her relationship with Advokat Nils Bjurman. Their struggle for 
the power in the relationship is directly related to who has the most 
authority, or as Bjurman points out, “It would be your word against 
mine. Whose word do you think would carry more weight?”09 So, 
fittingly, it is with words that Salander strikes back; words backed 
up by the authority of the information saved on the disc of Bjurman 
raping her. And in the most physical representation of this war of 
words in the book, Salander tattoos Bjurman’s offense across his 
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n belly: “I AM A SADISTIC PIG, A PERVERT, AND A RAPIST.”10 With 
these words Salander recovers control over her own life story and 
puts her signature of control over Bjurman’s story on his body. She 
has quite literally written the story on his flesh herself. To return 
somewhat savagely to the earlier metaphor, she has definitely 
answered the question of who painted the lion—by forcing her 

“painting” to become a permanent part of him.

Erika Berger, the second person who could reasonably be called 
Blomkvist’s ally in a narrative-producing sense, functions mainly 
as Mikael’s sidekick. Her importance lies in her role as an aid to 
Blomkvist’s journey more than anything. As such, it is difficult to 
identify any particularly important control-taking moments that 
can be attributed solely to her. There is, however, one instance in 
which her part as Robin to Blomkvist’s Batman is reversed. The 
moment when she takes control of bringing Millennium into an 
alliance with the Vanger Corporation is Erika Blomkvist’s turn in 
the metaphorical author’s spotlight. It begins with the stripping 
of Blomkvist’s authority—both in the literary (“author”) and busi-
ness meaning of the word—when “signals passed between them 
[Berger and Vanger] that Blomkvist could not interpret.”11 The 
sense of Blomkvist’s authorial impotence and Berger’s rising power 
becomes explicit because “the whole conversation was a discussion 
between Berger, on one side, and Henrik and Martin Vanger on 
the other. No-one asked Blomkvist what he thought,”12 and then 
Berger connects his surrender of editorial power at Millennium
with deserving “to be treated like an idiot.”13 The business world, 
however, is really the only sector in which Berger ever assumes the 
author’s role. And even then she is still helping Blomkvist to win 
a battle in the larger Blomkvist-Wennerström war. 

Of the characters who might be considered the “good guys” of The 
Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, the two remaining author-like figures 
are Henrik and Harriet Vanger. Both present problems to the en-
emy-ally dichotomy in the production and ownership of stories: 
Henrik is a capable writer (as discussed above), but chooses to be 
an acquirer of writers and stories instead. And Harriet, also men-
tioned above, seems to play no Machiavellian power games with 
her story. She simply entrusts it to Blomkvist, and then to Berger. 
As a seemingly savvy player in the business world and in the story 
world (she did, after all, manage to quickly alter the perceptions 
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of her own “murder” story so that she could escape Hedeby), it 
is downright confusing that she should thus relinquish authorial 
control. My only explanation for the strange behavior of these 
apparently benign Vangers, though perhaps hard to support tex-
tually, is that they are simply tired of the game. Henrik is retired, 
and only brought from his retirement to make one last attempt at 
Harriet’s story, and Harriet has had years of purely her own fiction 
to live through. Ever since she left Hedeby, she has lived entirely 
in a world of her own determination: an existence, rather than just 
a nom de plume.

As far as false lives go, the word of the day is fiction with Hans-Erik 
Wennerström and Martin Vanger. In other words; enter, the vil-
lains. As Blomkvist deals in two narrative power struggles, there 
are naturally two main antagonists to match. The first of these, if 
for no other reason than that he appears chronologically first, is 
Hans-Erik Wennerström. Wennerström’s path through The Girl 
with the Dragon Tattoo is the inverse of Blomkvist’s. He begins 
by manipulating stories in the newspapers and in the hands of 
Blomkvist, and ends by being thoroughly undone by Blomkvist’s 
printed matter. The balance of power tips when Salander hands 
off the kind of authorial currency that she, his ally, specializes in: 
information. When Salander breaks into Wennerström’s computer, 
she has effectively stolen his story—she is him more than he is 
when she assumes control of his computer, seeing what he sees 
and more. Blomkvist and Berger then destroy the fiction he created 
for himself through their well-publicized scrutiny of the informa-
tion that Salander gathered. Finally, by stealing Wennerström’s 
money from the Cayman Islands account, Salander has effectively 
stolen his ability to manipulate the world around him. His story is 
therefore written for him by Blomkvist and Salander in the same 
way he attempted to write the story of the failed journalist Mikael 
Blomkvist earlier, except their story is not a building of fiction. It 
is based in reality—a reality, which due to a change in authorship 
quickly spins out of Wennerström’s control.

Martin Vanger follows much the same pattern as Wennerström: 
here is a man accustomed to creating a public fiction for himself 
while maintaining a hobby that is, essentially, the manipulation and 
theft of women’s life stories. As he says, “the excitement comes 
from planning a kidnapping. They’re not done on impulse … I 
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n have to identify with my prey, map out her life, who is she, where 
does she come from …”14 The questions that Martin asks himself 
as he plans the kidnapping of women are strikingly similar to the 
method of an author plotting a story line: identify a plot, fill it with 
a character, give that character a background. His interest in women 
as sexual objects is actually eclipsed by his interest in narrative 
control over them. Martin Vanger is a rogue author, attempting to 
seize control of the stories of real people while keeping his public 
CEO persona (a fiction in its own right) intact. And just as in Wen-
nerström’s case, Martin’s undoing is that he pitted himself against 
a team with more information currency, more authority, than him. 
Salander and Berger, the endless information bank and the pen 
with which to record it, are a wrecking ball to fiction facades. And 
in Martin’s case, the breaking of that illusion of authorial control 
(over others and himself) actually leads to his physical body being 
wrecked as well.15

One interesting general pattern that emerges is that surprisingly 
often an authorial power struggle is mirrored by a similar struggle 
for sexual control. Bjurman and Salander struggle both sexually and 
in a literary sense, Blomkvist has sexual encounters with most of his 
interlocutors (allies and enemies), and Harriet has fought the sexual 
and authorial control over her life exerted by both her brother and 
father. The connection may seem arbitrary at first, but after more 
consideration, what more obvious metaphor for the ultimate power 
over another’s story is there than control over their body itself? 
Chaucer noted the similarity between literary production and sex-
ual activity in several of his Tales, and Stieg Larsson is no different 
except that he deliberately reverses the scenario with the Saland-
er-Bjurman storyline. Usually, the conquered sexual body, identified 
as female in the statistics which accompany the beginning of each 
part of the book, acts as parchment to the dominant sexual body’s 
pen (Freud is not the only one who would imagine phallic imagery 
there). With Salander and Bjurman, the connection is viciously (and 
satisfyingly) turned on its head because Salander takes up another 
writing instrument, a tattoo needle, in order to take both sexual and 
authorial control over the way the Bjurman episode ends. It might 
be said, then, that all authorial power struggles—and particular-
ly those relationships, which portray a definite dominant-passive 
dichotomy—are sexual by the natures of both authorship and sex.
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The fight to control the portrayal of a story, which this paper has 
discussed in terms of authority and authorial power, is one and 
the same as the fight to create one’s own fiction—one’s own utopia. 
Just as the painter in the fable of the lion controls the picture that 
others see, so each would-be “writer” in The Girl with the Dragon 
Tattoo attempts to create for themselves and for others a picture 
that paints them in a good light. Our heroes succeed in writing 
the story of what happened in Hedeby in 1966, and what would 
happen in present day Stockholm and Hedeby; Martin Vanger and 
Wennerström do not, and it cost them their lives. It is therefore 
not insignificant that the proverb goes “History is written by the 
victors:” so is the present and future. He who writes last, writes 
best. Because, as the fable implies, the final perception is ultimately 
more real than the endless flood of information, significant or not, 
which constitutes the unabridged story of real life. 
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A story of adventure and development with sorrows, triumphs, and 
love, along with magical qualities, dire situations, and complex 
characters is perhaps one of the most entertaining types of tales. 

“Inchelina” by Hans Christian Andersen was published in 1835, 
a time in which women did not have the same opportunities as 
women do today. By writing “Inchelina” during this time period, 
Andersen was able to demonstrate the sexism of society, as well 
as give women some empowerment by writing about a female 
who is on a journey to discover who she is and where she belongs. 
Andersen, in addition to being a social critic, was also a Romantic 
writer. He stressed the importance of nature and emotions when 
discovering one's own existence. This is apparent throughout the 
story, but society also plays a critical role in Inchelina’s experience. 

“Inchelina” is a female bildung, a journey to independence, in which 
nature and society teach her to find her existence as a woman of 
the nineteenth century. 

There are a few key differences between a traditional bildung and a 
female bildung. In the traditional context, a bildung is the journey 
of a young man who learns right from wrong through his actions 
with aid from a few wise characters, usually including a good woman. 
In the end the young man marries and is reintroduced into society 
as a mature and sophisticated man.01 Andersen takes an interesting 
spin on the bildung in Inchelina by making it a female bildung. A 
female bildung is a journey of a woman to earn her independence. 
Inchelina’s bildung is finding her own importance and existence in 
her world. The beginnings of the female and male bildungs differ 
in that “while the traditional male hero enjoys from the outset a 
position of relative autonomy, the female protagonist’s initial situa-
tion is generally one of dependency and powerlessness.”02 Inchelina 
is taken advantage of several times during her journey before she 
finds where she belongs. Dr. Siobhan McIlvanney, a professor who 
studies women’s rights and progress, argues that “women must alter 
the denouement of such a plot, since, for them, marriage generally 
entails self-suppression, not self-assertion.”03 The heroine should 
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n not marry in the end, but instead be alone to continue her life as 
she pleases.04 However, for the purposes of this story, and maybe 
many other female bildungs, this view can be refuted. Marriage is 
not always a bad option, but it is understandable how it is given 
a bad connotation in the context of the nineteenth century when 
many women were suppressed by their husbands and given little 
freedom. Most women were unable to work, especially if in the 
higher class, and education for women was limited as well because 
it could have affected their housework.05 

Another big difference between male and female bildungs is that 
the secondary characters in the story are more active in the fe-
male’s journey and development. They are necessary for helping 
the heroine grow and develop.06 Inchelina is greatly influenced by 
many characters in the tale, and without them, her bildung could 
not have progressed. Two characters in particular, the mole and 
the bird, are extremely influential to Inchelina’s bildung. Inchelina 
embarks on her bildung when she is forced from her home, but she 
is first allowed to experience comfort. 

Before the bildung really begins, Inchelina is young and dependent 
on the woman who cares for her, and nature plays a role in making 
her childhood comfortable. At the beginning of Inchelina’s life, she 
is pure and a friend of nature, while she is raised by an unnamed 
woman. The woman has no real importance to the story, but she 
does provide a safe life for Inchelina before she begins her story. 
While at the woman’s house, “the lacquered shell of a walnut be-
came Inchelina’s cradle, the blue petals of violets her mattress, and 
a rose petal her cover.”07 Inchelina is surrounded and protected 
by nature, and it becomes her cradle. “Cradle,” as a noun, is a 
baby’s crib or bed that represents Inchelina’s initial innocence. As 
a verb, cradling is holding, comforting, and protecting someone 
or something; Inchelina felt secure in her walnut shell bed. She 
is also portrayed as a child here, which is exemplified by the word 

“cradle.” Inchelina is a young girl at this point in the story, and this 
portrayal of childhood sets the girl up to begin her bildung. With 
the use of the word “cradle,” nature is described as protective, but 
the wonders of nature are beautifully described at the beginning 
of the tale, and it is apparent here that nature can be everywhere. 
That is, the pure can experience nature’s beauty anywhere,08 and 
it is clear that Inchelina is able to appreciate nature in the home 
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of the woman, which leads to the suggestion that she is a pure and 
innocent child. Just like all children, she is dependent on others 
for safety and livelihood. Inchelina will soon be ready to begin her 
bildung and abandon her childhood.

Puberty is important for a woman’s bildung to proceed, as well 
as curiosity and the willingness to explore the world around her. 
When Inchelina goes through puberty, her innocence is lost. Nature 
seems to turn against Inchelina; it is suddenly troubling and mys-
terious, not like it was when she was a young girl. She is growing 
up, becoming a woman, and she finds some of the changes to be 
quite difficult. When her blanket was mentioned before, it was 
not described with any color. Inchelina was still an innocent girl. 
However, Inchelina now sleeps “under a red rose petal.”09 Red 
is the color of blood and a girl’s passage into womanhood. It is 
often suggested that an unspoken loss of innocence accompanies 
this rite of passage, and the audience is able to learn that sexuality 
is a driving force of human nature. Although Inchelina is not yet 
sexually active, this change in a woman does bring a nuance of 
sexuality. It brings women into what Philip Blair Rice, an expert 
on Existentialism, calls “the principal dimensions of existence.”10 
Growing up physically, as well as mentally, and becoming a sexual 
being is an important facet of living and experiencing what humans 
are supposed to experience. This is exactly what Inchelina’s bildung 
objective is—finding one’s own existence; for her, it is in the con-
text of the nineteenth century and thus may differ from what one 
might imagine for a female bildung today. Because her innocence 
is lost, Inchelina is thrust into the real world, out of the woman’s 
safe home. A mother toad enters through a cracked windowpane 
and kidnaps Inchelina, bringing her to the swamp and states, “Here 
is my son. He is to be your husband; you two will live happily down 
in the mud.”11 The toad takes Inchelina for the sole purpose of 
marriage without any concern for the girl’s opinion. She is far from 
happy, despite what the mother toad wants. This is a great example 
of the overwhelming powers of nature. Nature is a “vast, powerful 
landscape where one could not help feeling insignificant.”12 This 
view from Vanessa Sage’s article on Romanticism and its uses in 
a modern pagan world is helpful in understanding how Inchelina 
felt alone in a large scary world. Nature is often depicted as being 
very powerful and in this story Inchelina is so small compared to 
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n the world around her, literally and figuratively. She is only one inch 
tall and is thrown into the large world in which she does not know 
how to handle the new, scary situations. But this is also important 
for her bildung. Learning to be humble and accepting nature’s 
dominance and gifts is what helps Inchelina become the woman 
that she strives to be. She is sad with her new arrangement and 
feels hopeless and trapped while floating on a lily pad in the middle 
of the pond. When society helps her, a school of fish releases her 
from the pond; she turns to another society for comfort, thinking 
that she may belong there. 

An experience in which one is rejected helps one’s emotions and 
resilience flourish, which are necessary in a bildung. An interest-
ing and powerful way of viewing the world, humanity, and all the 
communities within is by comparing nature and society. Nature 
is often a tool that many Romantics use to challenge their char-
acters to question and discover their place in a community and 
their ultimate goals.13 A bildung requires this kind of thought as 
well as discovering who one is and where one belongs. Inchelina 
finds herself among a society of May bugs. One of the May bugs 
thought that Inchelina was “the loveliest thing he had ever seen, 
even though she didn’t look like a May bug.”14 This May bug put 
Inchelina on a figurative pedestal, not uncommon for some wom-
en in the nineteenth century.15 Inchelina may have felt comfort 
and peace with this being who acted like a friend to her, but she 
would soon learn that this was not the end of her journey and 
that receiving attention only on the basis of appearance is not a 
good way of deducing who are your real friends. When the other 
May bugs come to see Inchelina, they exclaim, “No antennae and 
a thin waist, how disgusting! She looks like a human being; how 
ugly!”16 Obviously appearance means very little, but acceptance is 
something that most beings strive for; it is an important aspect of 
learning about oneself. An individual may believe something to be 
beautiful, and another may have the opposite opinion. After being 
rejected by the May bugs, Inchelina leaves to continue her bildung. 
Inchelina will further grow and learn about her own desires as she 
continues her adventure of experiences.

Gaining knowledge through independently experiencing something 
captures the essence of the female bildung. Nature allows Inchelina 
to explore and learn to survive independently. Many Romantics 
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believe that nature can be used to improve a person’s character. 
They tend to lean away from society and the ways of man, which are 
untrustworthy because humans are manipulative, but find refuge 
in nature because it is always true.17 Inchelina moved into a very 
Romantic setting in which she lived in the forest during the summer 
and autumn. The only reason that she had to find somewhere else 
to live is because winter came and she was too small to be left out, 
as she would have frozen to death. She survived alone on nature’s 
gifts for two seasons: “she wove a hammock out of grass and hung 
it underneath a dock leaf so that it would not rain on her while she 
slept. She ate honey in the flowers and drank the dew that was on 
their leaves every morning.”18 She took initiative and found that 
she could live independently and even comfortably. This is a huge 
step in a bildung, when a person can learn something through 
experience, without needing the help or instruction of others.19 It 
is also great in terms of the female bildung in which the ultimate 
goal of the protagonist is often to live alone and independently.20 
Nature’s importance here is not only in helping her learn skills 
independently, but also by forcing her to seek help when in trou-
ble and to teach her humility. When the cold became too much to 
bear, Inchelina “wrapped herself in a wizened leaf” and “like a 
beggar child, [she] stood outside the door and begged for a single 
grain of barley.”21 Although Inchelina, as a woman, was reliant on 
others for her survival, she now understands that she truly needed 
the help after she learned the skills of taking care of herself in the 
forest. Nature can greatly influence humans and can teach many 
important lessons through its powerful and beautiful existence. 

A female bildung requires the heroine to recognize her own de-
sires. Inchelina’s next challenge arises when she is forced to face a 
situation that is intolerable and she learns of her own desires as a 
woman to be freed from the situation. Probably the most difficult 
situation that Inchelina is put through in the story is the prospect 
of marriage to an eligible bachelor—a mole; but Inchelina does not 
like him at all. Despite the opinion of the field mouse, with whom 
Inchelina is living at this time, that she is “getting an excellent hus-
band; he has a velvet coat so fine that the queen does not have one 
that is better. He has both a larder and kitchen, [Inchelina] ought 
to thank God giving [her] such a good husband.”22 Inchelina only 

“cried and said she did not want to marry the boring old mole.”23 
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finally makes her protests known to someone, the field mouse, who 
had the opinion that marriage is a business proposition to better 
oneself rather than an act of love; a common view of marriage in 
the nineteenth century.24 Like the toad, the field mouse has no 
consideration for Inchelina’s opinion on the matter of the marriage 
proposal. The mole also represents the opposite personality of 
Inchelina and another creature who is soon to become Inchelina’s 
only true friend. 

Because secondary characters are so important to the female bil-
dung,25 the two most important characters in Inchelina’s adventure 
must be highlighted. The mole and the bird represent two opposite 
ideals in Inchelina’s life and journey to maturation. It is important 
that she encountered both characters in order to be able to form her 
own opinion. The bird is the antidote to the mole just as “imagina-
tion provides the antidote to reason, emotions are esteemed, and, 
above all, it is possible to discover goodness.”26 The mole cares 
only about reason and logic in the world; for example, marrying 
Inchelina is logical because she is beautiful and sings well, and he 
can help her climb the social ladder because he is described as a 
good husband. The bird is a good character who believes in the 
importance of emotions and imagination. He loves the beautiful 
outdoors, singing for no reason but for enjoyment and imagination, 
and cares for Inchelina’s feelings. The mole is a dismal creature 
who hates sunlight, flowers, and singing birds, whereas the bird 
rejoices in the sunlight and sings his heart out. When the mole 
sees the bird, who is at death’s door, he “kick[s] the bird with one 
of his short legs and [says], ‘now it has stopped chirping. What 
a misfortune it is to be born a bird,’”27 Inchelina is horrified by 
this and thinks to herself, “[m]aybe that was one of the birds that 
sang so beautifully for me this summer… How much joy you gave 
me, beautiful little bird.”28 Inchelina’s own personality is similar 
to that of the bird, and marriage to the mole would force her to 
sacrifice all the things that she loves in order to live underground. 
These characters display an element of the pathetic fallacy in that 
the mole lives underground and likes darkness and the bird lives 
out in the sun, and in winter he even moves south to where the 
sun always shines. Nature is a means for the characters’ spirits. 
Romantics often use nature to reflect personality.29 The bird is 
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special because of how Inchelina treats him and how he treats 
her in return as well, as the fact that he represents the opposite 
personality of Inchelina’s greatest enemy, the mole.

Arguably the most influential character in Inchelina’s bildung is 
the bird. The bird is the only character in the story that is truly a 
friend to Inchelina. Every other character only interacts with Inche-
lina in order to exploit her or marry her off (besides the woman 
with whom Inchelina first lives, but she is hardly mentioned at 
all). Inchelina nursed the bird back to health after she found him, 
nearly dead, in a tunnel underground and, “the bird stayed all 
winter. Inchelina took good care of him, grew very fond of him.”30 
This is where Inchelina really grew as a character and as a woman, 
when she learned to love and to give selflessly. An important part 
of the human experience, existence, and, thus, a bildung story, is 
being able to value others over yourself as suggested in Burkill’s 
essay “Romanticism, Existentialism and Religion.”31 Loving others 
above yourself can be a religious idea, but also a very Romantic one. 
It is important in finding one’s own existence as well. Inchelina 
is in turn rewarded for her development by gaining a friend and 
returned love from the bird. Unlike every other character that did 
not listen or care for Inchelina’s wishes and overall wellbeing, the 
bird even sacrifices something in the end in order to allow Inchelina 
to complete her bildung. At the end of the tale, the bird lets her 
go to be where she belongs despite his great love for her. The bird 
recognizes Inchelina’s development and knows that she must be 
given the freedom to choose for herself, especially because he knew 
of the situation with the mole and how she was always “subjected 
to continual demands.”32 She is exactly the kind of person who 
needs to have the ability to make her own decisions. The bird’s re-
alization of her needs is particularly important, for it demonstrates 
Inchelina’s own growth and ability to make decisions for herself.

Inchelina takes a step forward in her bildung when she makes a 
decision for her own happiness, and the nature around her reflects 
the significance of her action. Taking actions on one’s desires is 
what drives the female bildung. She decides not to marry the mole, 
but instead to go away with the bird to a nicer place. This was 
Inchelina’s ultimate test that would lead her to her independence 
and happiness. Freedom and real human existence among others 
requires one to “become something definite”33 by being the driv-
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n ing force of one's own life. On the day of her wedding, “[s]he tied 
herself with a ribbon to one of [the bird’s] feathers, and the swallow 
flew high up into the air.”34 It is important that she tied herself; she 
was not forced by the bird or anyone else to leave. Inchelina made 
the decision alone, and the bird was willing to help after she helped 
him in the tunnel underground. It was a wise decision too, as we 
can discern from the natural surroundings while she traveled. The 
bird and Inchelina flew “far away from the ugly mole and his dismal 
house; across the greatest mountains, to the countries where the 
sun shines more beautifully than here and the loveliest flowers grow 
and it is always summer.”35 This adventure can be perceived as a 
metaphor for Inchelina’s bildung. She begins at a very lowly place, 
the mole’s home, for example, and needs to cross great mountains, 
which can be representative of the many hardships and challenges. 
In the end, Inchelina obtains her ultimate goal—she finds the place 
where the nature reflects her own passions and desires. 

Once a woman recognizes her own existence within herself, soci-
ety brings the bildung process to an end when she finds who she 
belongs with. Inchelina’s journey ends when she discovers where 
she belongs. Despite the fact that she is in a place of nature where 

“the loveliest flowers grow and it is always summer,”36 that which 
she needs to complete her bildung is society. All people need human 
interaction to fully develop, as believed by “the French Existen-
tialists, the engagement by which the self discovers itself is above 
all a social process,”37 which suggests the importance of social 
awareness and its effects on knowing one’s self. Social interactions 
and acceptance are necessary for a bildung to progress and succeed 
despite the negative Romantic views on society. Inchelina found a 
place where she fit in among the others who lived there and even 
took a liking to the king who “was no taller than Inchelina.”38 She 
was finally ready to settle down with a man, as was appropriate for 
a woman in the nineteenth century. He was perfect for her, howev-
er, unlike the other potential partners in this story. Inchelina was 
thrilled to be with him, not sad like she had been for the previous 
portion of her life. In fact there were many of these small people 
and “in every one of the flowers there lived such a tiny angel.”39 
Inchelina not only found the man whom she could be with, but also 
an entire community of people to which she could relate. 

In this female bildung, Inchelina does not remain independent 
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and alone, but instead she marries and joins a society. This is 
important because she finds where she belongs in the context of 
a nineteenth century woman, but also because she marries some-
one that she cares for. “Being-for-other”40 is significant for the 
human experience. There is no purpose in life if living with only 
selfish feelings. Existence depends on the perception of yourself 
by other people in addition to living and being the sole person in 
your own decision-making.41 Experiencing love and returned love 
brings value to existence. Inchelina has completed her bildung 
here because she has learned, through many challenges, what it 
means to exist; her life is no longer without meaning. Inchelina 
now lives in a community of people like herself and even found 
love. She learned who she is and where she belongs through a long, 
hard maturation journey. 

Knowing who you are and what drives your life and decisions is how 
humans are able to exist and thrive. Growing up is very important 
and comes with many challenges, but it is important to learn from 
all those experiences and to mature. “Inchelina” is the story of a 
girl who travels through a female bildung to discover who she is and 
where she belongs as a woman of the nineteenth century without 
sacrificing her desires. Nature and society play huge roles in this 
bildung, both as aids and obstacles. Nature is a great vehicle for 
discovering. Being immersed in something bigger than oneself and 
having the ability to connect with it can change people and help 
them to know what is important to them personally.42 But nature 
can also get in the way of the human experience and growth. So-
cial interactions are necessary for development and are a big part 
of existence.43 With the help of the many characters in this story, 
Inchelina is able to find her own desires and eventually live life 
to the fullest. Although some of the situations that she faces are 
difficult and seem impossible to escape, and most of the secondary 
characters are antagonists, it is critical that Inchelina experience 
all of these in order to learn. And she did. The girl completed her 
bildung and became a woman of the nineteenth century. Inchelina 
finally found her importance to herself and to others, and that is 
the greatest outcome of a bildung.
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Societies inherently possess many problems. These problems can 
range from hierarchical issues to problems concerning collective 
action. In many of his tales, Andersen is critical of these very issues. 

“The Year’s Story” is no exception. Written in 1852, “The Year’s 
Story” is a story about the changing of the seasons, and upon fur-
ther examination, it is also so much more than that. To give some 
historical context, Denmark’s elite decided to transition away from 
absolutist rule in 1849 after a wave of democratic uprisings swept 
through western and central Europe the previous year. This tran-
sition was not without issue, and the years immediately following 
left many Danes in a state of uncertainty over what was going to 
happen to their country.01 The stable absolutist government had 
ruled without much incident for decades, and there was trepidation 
about switching to a more populist ruling government. “The Year’s 
Story” reflects this trepidation by emphasizing, through allegorical 
imagery and elements of Romanticism, that the top levels of the 
social hierarchy are the most effective decision-makers.

There are a limited number of circumstances in which allegory is 
particularly useful, and these certain circumstances often revolve 
around a veiled social criticism, which according to Theresa Kelley’s 

“Proteus and Romantic Allegory,” is given almost exclusively in 
narrative form.02 The narrative form is important in “The Year’s 
Story.” Andersen’s skills as a storyteller defined his place in society, 
and so writing an extended political essay would not benefit him. 
He was a fixture of society who was exclusively admired for the art 
he produced; however, this social status was unfair to Andersen and 
limited any direct commentary that he might want to make. If he 
was going to comment on society, he had to be tactful in how he did 
it; therefore, this narrative format of conveying social criticism is 
beneficial and a technique that Andersen could really capitalize on. 

While the narrative form of allegory played to Andersen’s strengths 
as a writer, allegory’s propensity to exist as a mysterious literary 
device and provide plausible deniability to the author is also one 
of its major assets. In “Interpretation, Allegory, and Allegoresis,” 
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sense that the view is murky, the brush is thick, and that smaller 
bushes and other types of vegetation also surround the forest.03 
In this metaphor for allegory, the vegetation on the outside of the 
forest is indicative of the surface level interpretation of the allegory. 
This surface level of the interpretation in “The Year’s Story” would 
be the basic plot—that is, a tale about changing seasons and the 
activities of nature. In contrast, the forest itself represents the 
deeper, more subversive layers of allegory, but just like a thick forest 
that is hard to traverse, these deeper levels of an allegory are more 
difficult to navigate. In effect, this complexity of interpretation adds 
a level of mystique and intrigue to the tale. That which the author 
hopes to convey through the use of allegory is often unclear, and 
though the readers may have ideas about this message, there is no 
way to be certain. Lending this level of uncertainty to Andersen’s 
intended message is one of the major assets of allegorical form. If 
any given allegorical reading of his story offends someone in power, 
Andersen can write it off as a misinterpretation of the message. 

 In “The Year’s Story,” one potential reading indicates an allegory 
about social structure. This allegorical reading suggests that groups 
on the higher end of the social hierarchy are better at making deci-
sions than those at the lower end. Given the inherent controversy 
involved in criticizing society, it would make sense that Andersen 
then would choose to approach this topic with an allegorical flair. In 
Denmark, Andersen existed outside of the class structure. A mem-
ber of the servant class who eventually rose through the ranks to 
become a quasi-member of the bourgeoisie, he exists as a national 
treasure more than anything. He does not belong where his roots 
once lay, and he does not have the independent wealth and social 
acumen required to succeed as a member of the bourgeoisie. Given 
this peculiar social existence, he had to be careful as to how he 
commented on social affairs—speak incorrectly and he could lose 
his funding or his reading audience, and then he would be left with 
no place to turn. Thus, the smoke-and-mirrors tactic employed by 
allegory, that is leaving it up to interpretation, gives Andersen the 
ability to deny any interpretation of the story that might leave him 
worse off in social standing, even if it is an interpretation Andersen 
intended for the reader to see. 

Another tool used in the story that provides Andersen distance is 
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the allegorical use of animals. In comparison to how ambiguity in 
allegory provides generic cover, animals in allegory more specif-
ically provide cover to authors because it is harder for people in 
society to see themselves reflected in nature. While the average 
citizen can pick up on a social criticism in which humans are doing 
something stupid, it is much harder to know beyond doubt that 
an animal that acts stupidly is representing humans and society; 
therefore, using animals gives authors even more plausible de-
niability. Onno Oerlemans explains this tool in his article “The 
Animal In Allegory: From Chaucer to Gray,” stating, “Equally 
obvious, animals give human speakers cover, allowing authors to 
say things that might be otherwise forbidden or unpalatable.”04
By using animal representations to critique society, Andersen can 
further push himself away from the controversial claims he makes 
in this tale. Likewise, the use of nature to critique human affairs 
implies a certain natural order to society. Since these hierarchies 
exist in nature, and human society is an extension of that nature, 
these hierarchies also exist in human culture.

While allegory is an important tool used in the story, the Romantic 
notion of the individual in society or nature as an initiate, a creative 
genius of sorts, also works to display the story’s social criticism 
by providing juxtaposition to the collective group. This sentiment 
is reflected in “The Year’s Story.” Throughout the tale, there are 
numerous examples of either the individual or a small group of 
individuals who alone possess knowledge and wisdom, and are 
able to control the environments around them. Gregory Maertz, 
in his article “Romanticism and the Idealisation of the Artist,” 
describes this artist as a “special vocation” who possesses “special 
powers” in the work in which it is featured.05 This ability to effect 
change separates these individual artists/singular geniuses from 
the rest of society. That is, when there is a problem or someone 
who represents that society is in trouble, it is the artists and the 
geniuses who come to the rescue. The people with the problems 
sit, paralyzed by the problem of collective action, which is the idea 
that there are so many voices and so many different opinions as a 
consequence of having a large group, that it is almost impossible 
to accomplish anything. 

One of the first examples of the Romantic genius is shown with the 
birds. Through the use of the sparrows and the ravens, Andersen 
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comments on the social hierarchy. At the beginning of the story, 
the sparrows collectively ponder as to whom this far-off strange 
figure is, struggling to answer their own question without seeking 
help. The one who provides the answer to that question is a singular 
raven.06 The choice of the raven is interesting in context with An-
dersen’s use of the sparrows. The raven is the voice of knowledge 
in the story and the one the sparrows look to for answers about 
the mysterious figure. The interaction between the two types of 
birds indicates that the raven is considered wise and trustworthy 
by the sparrows. Interesting to note is that throughout the entire 
tale, there is only ever one raven. Unlike the sparrows that exist 
as a massive hoard, the raven acts individually, and unlike the 
sparrows that are seemingly brainless, the raven appears to be very 
knowledgeable. By providing an outside comparison of a chaotic 
unit like the sparrows, Andersen demonstrates the importance of 
individualistic thinking and the power of the individual genius in 
the form of the raven. The sparrows do not work to answer their 
question amongst themselves; instead they look to a wise figure to 
solve their problem for them. The raven represents the top of the 
hierarchy because, unlike the sparrows, there is only one of him, 
and when the sparrows need help they turn to the raven instead of 
solving the problem on their own. This relationship helps demon-
strate the importance of the Romantic genius and enforces the idea 
that those at the top of the social hierarchy are more effective at 
decision making than those at the bottom.

While the raven helps to demonstrate the idea of the Romantic 
genius, the Spring Children demonstrate more powerfully the 
importance of the artist. While there are technically two children, 
they act in concert.07 Prior to the arrival of the Spring Children, 
the natural environment is frigid and desolate, stuck in a state 
of winter. After their arrival, however, the desolation begins to 
change and turn into new life. Andersen writes, “[w]herever the 
two children went, green buds appeared on the bushes and trees. 
The grass in the meadows grew taller and taller…she clapped her 
hands and the boy clapped his, and birds came…”08 Before they 
begin their walk, the sparrows gripe about the frigid cold yet do 
nothing. By comparing the before and after of the state of nature 
with the involvement of the Spring Children, an image emerges 
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of the children as a positive force of change. Like aristocracy in a 
traditional setting, the Spring Children are the ones implementing 
change and moving the state of nature forward. Furthermore, there 
are only two Spring Children. Unlike the sparrows that are massive 
in number, the two Children are effective at implementing change 
and answering the complaints of the sparrows. The frigidity that 
the sparrows hated is now gone, replaced with vibrant spring and 
new life. Much like the aristocracy, they make decisions on behalf 
of the people that benefit the masses. In context of the Romantic 
artist and the idea of the lower half of the hierarchy being paralyzed 
by the problem of collective action, this relationship shows that 
the Spring Children, who are far fewer than the sparrows, are more 
effective at creating progress. 

In addition, the Spring Children are brought down to earth by a 
mystical force. They are not born of this earth like the sparrows and 
other creatures. When the work they do is taken into consideration, 
this relationship shows that the Spring Children are uniquely tasked 
with instigating spring and the subsequent seasons as well. There 
is no indication in the text that they volunteered for this position 
or that it was appointed to them, but every year they complete the 
task. It is as if some force of divine providence wants it to be this 
way. Likewise, this view of class determinism is seen in the form 
of the Danish social hierarchy. Class mobility is almost impossible 
to achieve, and because of this, the socioeconomic situation into 
which a Dane is born determines their life. Because those who are 
born into a lower class are not in position to facilitate decision-mak-
ing but those in the aristocracy are, the text demonstrates that the 
lower classes will be less effective in making decisions.

However, by just examining the Spring Children and the sparrows 
separately, a lot of information is missed. While the general uses 
of allegory are mentioned previously in this paper, the allegoric 
characteristic of symbolic connectedness is a more specific use of 
allegory and is instrumental in defending the idea that the upper 
end of the social hierarchy is better at decision-making. In his 
article “Walter Benjamin’s Theory of Allegory,” Bainard Cowan 
describes this symbolic connectedness: “…[an allegorical world] 
is fragmentary and enigmatic; in it the world ceases to be purely 
physical and becomes an aggregation of signs.”09 This aggregation 
of signs is important for a few reasons, the most important being 
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Rather, it is how those symbols link to one another that creates 
multiple and deeper levels of meaning. Therefore, reading “The 
Year’s Story” in different manners can produce different outcomes, 
but within the story, the more profound and interesting conclusions 
are drawn the farther one gets into the story. 

In “The Year’s Story,” this aggregation of signs is clear. The first 
sign of importance that shows itself in the story is the group of 
birds. One reading of the story indicates that the birds act as a 
symbol of society: “‘When does Spring come?’ asked the spar-
rows. ‘Then we will get a decent government, the last one was no 
good!’”10 In this instance, Andersen uses the birds, and specifically 
his selection of the sparrow, as a method to comment on the state 
of society. Their use speaks towards the general restlessness of the 
people and their tendency to fall victim to the “grass is greener” 
syndrome. These birds erroneously think that the transition from 
Old Man Winter to the youthful spring duo will have an impact 
on the state of affairs in nature, but just like the description of 
winter at the beginning of the story, this winter has come about 
relatively unchanged. Andersen further perpetuates this image of 
sparrows as society by writing, “‘This is all very well,’ said a little 
sparrow that had been peeping all the time without really saying 
anything…”11 While only a singular sparrow is speaking in this 
quote, the important part to illustrate here is the second half of the 
quote, which describes the sparrow as peeping all the time. In all 
this frenzy, it is very hard to extrapolate exactly what the sparrows 
want, and this individual sparrow is simply adding to the noise and 
chatter. This confusion is very similar to what often happens in 
society with masses of people; conversation gets so crowded with 
voices that it becomes less about the ideas and more about who 
can speak the loudest, resulting in a very unclear idea of what the 
public wants. The fact that the sparrows are restless, indecisive, 
and unclear in their desires works to establish them as a symbol of 
society, which is similarly marred by the collective action problem 
which makes it hard to accomplish anything.

Andersen further perpetuates this image with the interactions 
nature has with the Spring Children. In describing one of these 
interactions Andersen writes, “[h]ere the queen bee and her court 
built a castle of wax and filled it with honey. Only Summer and his 
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wife saw it; and truly, it was for their sake that the offering was laid 
on the alter stone…”12 This quote shows the different elements that 
Andersen uses to assert the Spring Children as representatives of 
the aristocracy. By using the relationship between the royalty of 
nature (the queen bee) and the Spring Children, Andersen is able to 
suggest that the Spring Children hold a special place in culture and 
society. Given that hierarchies exist even at the most basic natural 
level, the symbolism of the queen bee, one of nature’s monarchs, 
recognizing herself as subservient to the Spring Children establish-
es further the elevated, aristocratic nature of the Spring Children.

As previously stated in Cowan’s definition, an allegory is not merely 
various symbols, but an aggregation of symbols and how those 
symbols interact with one another. The sparrows act like the au-
tonomous hive mind of society and suffer from the collective action 
problem, in which they cannot achieve anything because there 
are too many of them making coordination difficult. In contrast, 
the Spring Children are productive members of society, bringing 
sweeping changes to the landscape and are recognized by some of 
nature’s own royalty as being important. Comparing the two, and 
taking this dichotomy in relation to historical climate at the time, 
lends credence to the idea that Andersen believes the upper classes 
are more effective at leading. 

In 1849, Denmark transitioned from an absolutist monarchy to a 
more open democratic monarchy. This change in government was 
the result of many violent uprisings across Europe, and instead of 
facing revolt in Denmark, the king decided to begin the transition 
himself; however, the June Constitution that was written in 1849 
was not without problems. In fact, by 1866 it had been amended 
three times.13 Therefore, taking into account the relationship of 
these two symbols could suggest that Andersen feels, if not more 
comfortable with an aristocratic-style government, at least wary of 
the change that is to follow when people have a more direct say in 
how they are ruled. The text exhibits this idea because the Spring 
Children are viewed as more productive members of society in 
the story, as opposed to the sparrows who are very ineffectual and 
suffer from the problems of collective action.

The relationships in “The Year’s Story” hint at Andersen’s concerns 
of transitioning to democracy, but so does the role of nature, its 
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one aspect of Cowan’s argument. Cowan contends that the use of 
nature in allegory almost always points towards decay. As nature 
progresses, and therefore as history constructs itself, it follows 
a downward path of declension.14 Interestingly, Andersen’s use 
of allegory would seem to disagree with this point that Cowan is 
attempting to make. Instead, Andersen’s use suggests that nature 
is a constant—there is no process of attrition, no wearing away. 
This is demonstrated in a few ways throughout the story, but most 
importantly in the sparrow’s interactions with winter at the be-
ginning and the end of the tale. Andersen writes, “Where did this 
voice come from? Were the words spoken by the strange old man 
who was sitting in the middle of the big snowdrift over there? A 
long white beard, he had, and frosty silver hair…”15 As the story 
draws to a close, the sparrows express a similar sentiment, specu-
lating as to who the strange old man with the white hair is.16 The 
relationship between these two examples, at the beginning and the 
end of the tale, acts countercurrent to the sentiments expressed 
by Cowan. In effect, Andersen’s use of this constancy implies a 
manner of equaled constancy with government that is ruled by an 
aristocracy. Though the sparrows chirp and complain throughout 
the tale, the Spring Children act decisively from start to finish 
without incident, and the fact that Old Man Winter is met both 
at the beginning and the end of the tale further shows that this 
constancy will continue to be the case. Old Man Winter can thus 
be considered a representative of the top end of the society in 
much the same way that the Spring Children are considered the 
upper echelon of society. Like an aging monarch, he is now sitting 
watch over the land until the next set of Spring Children arrives. 
The sparrows’ representation as constant whiners throughout the 
stories further suggests that the lower end of the hierarchy does 
not get anything done. 

By using allegory, tenets of Romanticism, and the importance of 
nature in “The Year’s Story,” Andersen suggests that the uppermost 
end of the social hierarchy acts as an effective decision-maker in 
contrast to the lower ends of the hierarchy. This came at a tumultu-
ous time in Danish history, and as a skeptic of change, Andersen’s 
comments make sense. That being said, this relationship between 
the masses and the few elite still plays out today. While Andersen 
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wrote tales in nineteenth century context, tales such as this one 
still have an important place in contemporary society. 
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How does one take qualitative human experience and chart it? 
How does one quantify emotion? After an eight-month course on 
sustainable living in rural Sweden, I returned to my Midwestern 
undergraduate career both illuminated and disenchanted. Inspired 
and actualized through my land-living life in Sweden, I felt disillu-
sioned by the systematic reality I faced here in America. I wanted 
to be back on the land, living intentionally. At the same time, I 
knew that no matter if or when I made it back, nothing would be 
the same; it’s impossible to recreate the past.

To help process my entangled set of emotions, I created this series 
of paintings as a conceptual map several months after returning 
to America. They document exclusively quantitative aspects of my 
life in Sweden. These emotionally distanced, factual artifacts serve 
as a partial guide, a manual, a list of conditions that, if met again, 
might provide the necessary environment for an experience similar 
to mine—not a recreation, but something comparable.

Like memories, each piece is a fragment, a constructed replication 
of the actual experience. And like our constructed memories, they 
contain inaccuracies. I graphed these mental fragments as data and 
hard facts, so I did no research outside of direct experience. If I 
realized my memory was in err, I chose to preserve the reconstruct-
ed quality of the information and present it as fact, regardless of 
its scientific accuracy.

The pieces may be confusing—not in English, sometimes not in 
proper Swedish either.  They stand alone, without explanations 
beyond what the viewer assumes. Their ambiguity reflects, albeit 
minutely, the bewildering relationship between identity, location, 
and language. Perhaps they even manage to convey the melancholic 
nature of nostalgia, the immaculate forgiveness of retrospection, 
and the inaccessibility of the past.

All images watercolor, ink, and toner on paper
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The early sixteenth century heralded transformations to the orga-
nization of Sweden’s state formation, which elevated the poor and 
sparsely populated country to the status of a powerful and influen-
tial Scandinavian empire. Imperial Sweden, a dynamic government, 
proved itself to be an eclectic state of military, centralist, and 
localist influences distinct from many European contemporaries. 
For approximately two hundred years, this identity of a uniquely 
structured empire would operate under a complex formula defined 
by political turbulence, social and ecclesiastical changes, territorial 
expansion and economic proliferation, and perhaps its one true 
constant—war. Deconstructing the most influential variables of this 
formula individually conveys their significance in the greater equa-
tion while simultaneously allowing for a more complete analysis 
necessary to evaluate the rise and eventual fall of Imperial Sweden. 

Kings and Queens: Politics by Personal Preference

By many accounts Imperial Sweden has been classified as a central-
ist government in which the government was structured in a top-
down approach. The monarchy, nobility, and upper social sphere 
shared almost complete power over the lower class, composed 
mostly of burghers and peasants. Laws were influenced predomi-
nantly by the desires of the select few in power and solely reflected 
their ambitions without necessarily paying heed to the needs of 
their subjects—the vast majority of the population.01 While there 
exists controversy amongst scholars about the veracity and ex-
tent of these claims as the definitive political system for Imperial 
Sweden, there can be no doubt that strong evidence exists which 
supports key principles of the theory. Examining the unbridled and 
paradigm shifting capabilities of a few select monarchs throughout 
its history demonstrates how this principle dictated the functions 
and identity of Imperial Sweden.

In the wake of the Nordic Union’s collapse, a union that consolidat-
ed the powers and responsibilities of Denmark, Norway, Sweden, 
and other regions connected to the heart of the Baltic Sea—the 
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in sixteenth century northern Europe—the political atmosphere 
was conducive for a burgeoning empire. Gustaf Vasa (1496–1560) 
realized the advantageousness of these conditions and seized them 
to become the first political leader and eventual king of what can 
be defined as Imperial Sweden. In 1528 he was crowned King of 
Sweden at Uppsala Cathedral after several years of consolidating 
power throughout the country by means of support of the Hansa 
League and discontent with Danish monarch Christian II. Gustaf 
Vasa, one of the most influential and significant kings who reigned 
throughout this period, can also be credited with introducing Prot-
estantism to Sweden, a far-reaching action that would not only 
influence the international politics in the near future of Reforma-
tion-fueled political conflicts, but also Sweden’s long-term status 
as a country dominated by Lutheranism and close ties between 
Church and State. Furthermore, Vasa would introduce the concept 
of a hereditary monarch to Sweden, which would prove paramount 
to solidify the stability of the state by avoiding the uncertain and 
exploitable nature of elections. It is important to demonstrate the 
significance of these actions, which were heavily influenced by the 
personal whims and desires of Gustav Vasa. This is evident in his 
conversion to Lutheranism for practical means of monetary gain 
through seizing previously held Catholic Church assets to pay off 
debts and buy loyalty from aristocrats who could be paid off or win 
loyalty from peasants who were discontent with the status quo 
religion. These examples of tremendously important self-serving 
actions exist as a recurring pattern that defines Imperial Sweden’s 
politics as a system sensitive to the individual desires of each 
respective monarch.02

Queen Christina (1626–1689) asserts herself as another example 
of a monarch whose unconventional or selfish whims would define 
state formation and policy of her country at large during her reign. 
Although less of a power-hungry centralist ruler than the dynastic 
pioneer Gustaf Vasa, her legacy demonstrates itself a relevant fac-
tor of the definitive atmospheric conditions of Imperial Sweden. 
Christina became heir apparent to the throne of Sweden at the age 
of six after her father Gustav Adolf died while abroad fighting in the 
Thirty Years War in the year 1632. At the time of her entrance into 
the monarchy, the nobility’s powers were balanced by the Council 
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of the Realm, whose authority was a rising influential voice in the 
country’s decision and policy making political sphere. In an almost 
unprecedented turn of events, she began a campaign to abdicate 
the throne after ruling for only seven years. Three years later, in 
1654, her intentions came to fruition as she voluntarily stepped 
down from her duties and passed the reins of the hereditary mon-
archy to Karl Gustav, commander-in-chief of the Swedish army 
and one-time marriage prospect. Without his promotion and with 
no true male heir to Gustav Adolf, it would have been logical to 
anticipate the Council to overtake the position of a monarch and 
transform Imperial Sweden into an aristocratic republic. However, 
because of her actions to relinquish her throne and the rights of 
heredity to Karl Gustav and his lineage, Imperial Sweden reversed 
political directions and again faced a landscape defined by almost 
absolute centralist control by the king.03

Peasants, Men, and Women: Do You Hear the People Sing?

In direct contrast to the aforementioned theory of Imperial Swe-
den having qualities that could reasonably classify it as a centralist 
government, there are scholars who purport that large amounts of 
local ambitions influenced the actions of the throne and organi-
zation of the state. Evidence of a localized formation of Imperial 
Sweden suggests that relevant discourse and communication ex-
isted between national and local or urban and rural Sweden. This 
discourse elevated the status of peasants to contributing members 
of society in various degrees, depending on their localities, gender, 
and time period. Over the span of Imperial Sweden’s approximate 
two centuries of prominence, population growth, social progress, 
and industrial evolution would also distort the desires of the peas-
ants and their subsequent influence.04

From the year 1571 to 1718, the population of Sweden more than 
doubled from 639,000 to 1,408,000. The majority, estimated to be 
almost ninety-five percent, were peasants. In the sixteenth century 
the majority of these peasants would be small-scale farmers or 
possibly coastal fishermen, but by the eighteenth century many 
had adapted to advances in manufacturing, which encouraged larger 
scale farms and diminished the importance of guilds and indepen-
dent artisans.05 One of the most important factors of involvement 
in a localized government is the ability for reception of policy to be 
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monarchy can best be exemplified by the Dacke Rebellion. Collecting 
power for his dynastic kingdom, Gustav Vasa imposed a series of es-
calating regulations and taxes aimed to facilitate further expansion of 
his state. Many of these policies, such as seizing of private economics 
for public good, proved too upsetting and controversial and sparked 
a large-scale, long-term rebellion among peasants of Småland in 1542. 
After an extensive military intervention lasting longer than twelve 
months, Vasa calmed the uprising and acquiesced to the demands 
and influence of his subjects. Although dynastic power continued 
to grow under his rule, the rebellion proved the relevance of the 
peasantry as a viable estate of the Diet.06 Displeasure with policy 
was not always demonstrated with such violence, as many docu-
mented legal injunctions exist on record in the form of more petty 
and small-scale acts of defiance. By refusing to operate public duties 
such as maintaining roads, facilitating stage coach rides, or paying 
taxes, peasants were able to voice their discontent in small-scale and 
nonviolent means that would still prove bothersome enough for the 
monarchy to notice.07

Women of Imperial Sweden were heavily stratified in their rights 
and influence by their marital status. Widowed women in particu-
lar proved to be granted special privileges that would normally be 
reserved for men. The petitioning of widows to the government for 
financial aid best exemplifies this principle. Because of the state of 
war that constantly drew Sweden’s men to battle and possible death, 
soldiers’ widows were a relevant proportion of the population—and 
according to the theory of a localized government, Imperial Sweden 
would consider the needs and desires of this interest group of peas-
ants in order to help keep their support and integration. Imperial Swe-
den accomplished this goal by awarding monetary and territorial gains 
to war-time widows, who, through proper procedure, could petition 
the king for inheriting property that belonged to their deceased hus-
bands, receiving wages their husbands were owed before their death, 
or simply getting basic financial support because of the difficulty of 
their economic situation as recent widows. Copious amounts of hard 
physical evidence in forms of these preserved letters for assistance 
demonstrate that Imperial Sweden did value meaningful interac-
tion between its subjects, even that of often marginalized widowed 
women—a key tenant of the localized philosophy of government.08
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The war efforts of Imperial Sweden would have been unfeasible 
without the participation of large amount of peasant men par-
ticipating in the military. Through a process of conscription, the 
military was composed heavily of farmers or fishermen who would 
be uprooted and mobilized at a moment’s notice for military and 
strategic needs. Besides being financially taxing, the conscription 
service also came at a heavy cost of morale and support of the 
subjects of the kingdom. In order to offset the polarizing nature 
of involuntary service, Imperial Sweden implemented systems of 
military rank progression which allowed motivated and loyal peas-
ant soldiers to ascend the ranks of their outfits, creating a system 
for highly desirable financial and social improvement that aimed to 
stimulate effort by militias.09 Beyond their military service, average 
men of Imperial Sweden were defined by their adherence to strict 
societal codes of honor, violence, and masculinity. Maintaining a 
successful and respectable reputation hinged upon being ready to 
defend one’s self against personal slights and perceived trespasses 
through physical dominance of the offenders.10 While the ecclesias-
tical ideal of this extreme masculinity translated to a father’s role in 
family life, transcripts of canonization hearings reflect a differing, 
more realistic approach of compassion, emotional support, and 
proud commitment towards fatherhood.11

War: You Win Some; You Lose Some

A background upon the virtual entirety of Imperial Sweden’s lifes-
pan, the ubiquitous monotony of war was punctuated by two par-
ticularly large conflicts that heavily influenced the rise and fall of 
Sweden. In between, many other wars were fought and won or lost 
for a complex variety of reasons. Territory, resource advantages, 
military value, expansion, and religious conflict are some of the 
suite of catalysts that can be prescribed to the conflicts. Military 
needs motivated changes to technology, resource management, and 
the very structure itself of Imperial Sweden.

The Thirty Years War was one of Europe’s greatest military conflicts 
prior to World War I. Involving a myriad of diverse countries over 
a span of approximately three decades, this war was the definitive 
launching pad for Sweden onto the world stage as a relevant, re-
spectable, and powerful empire. The war began in 1616 and was 
largely a conflict between Catholic and Protestant regions, jostling 
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century Europe. Predominantly within its own borders, it could be 
described as a civil war between a collection of countries whose loy-
alties were split between the Protestant Union of Lutheran Princes 
and the Catholic League. Because of Gustav Vasa’s conversion to 
Lutheranism some one hundred years earlier, Sweden aligned itself 
with the Protestant Union among the likes of Denmark, France, and 
Germany—an alliance that was slow to materialize but ultimately 
successful. Not until 1630 was Sweden led into battle by Gustav 
Adolf, and not until the subsequent defeat of Sweden-allied town 
Magdeburg did they gather enough momentum to garner tangible 
support and even subsidization from their allies. Adolf revenged 
the sacking of Magdeburg by achieving a decisive victory at the 
battle of Breitenfeld, slaying some twenty thousand Catholic troops 
led by feared commander Johann Tserclaes, count of Tilly, who 
was also killed. This battle solidified the brilliance and bravery of 
Adolf, which would prove a valuable tool of inspiration as the war 
waged on. Gustav Adolf would fall in battle just a year later, but 
not before he—the proclaimed Lion of the North—solidified Swe-
den’s position as an influential military body. Although they would 
settle into a slump that would demand assistance from the French, 
ultimately the Thirty Years War ended with great Swedish victory. 
This success abroad expanded the monarchy through recruitment 
of valuable nobles abroad, hoards of loot from victorious battles, 
and success of the economic expansion of Sweden’s iron- and 
copper-based weapon foundries.12

War was capricious and fickle towards Sweden, taking away its 
greatness as easily as it bestowed it. It proves important to reiterate 
that, while these conflicts present themselves as most historical-
ly relevant, various conflicts arose in-between. Notably, almost 
constant skirmishes with long-time rivals Russia, Denmark, and 
Poland were in-between the end of The Thirty Years War, which 
were largely responsible for launching Imperial Sweden into its 
greatest days of prosperity, and the Northern War of 1700. The 
Northern War ended Imperial Sweden’s reign as a Scandinavian 
superpower through a prolonged series of almost constant defeats 
and unsustainable scope. Disgruntled with the constant back-and-
forth of revenge- and territorial-based battles between Imperial 
Sweden, an alliance of Denmark, Russia, and Poland-Sachsen 
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joined forces to attempt to neuter their aggressively meddlesome 
neighbor. Although they led off with a series of victories, Imperial 
Sweden’s fate eventually turned fatally south. In 1718 at the unsuc-
cessful siege of Fredrikshald, King Charles XII died suspiciously, 
under conditions that could be attributed to mutiny from his own 
soldiers who were disgruntled by his continued lack of successful 
leadership. Three years later would mark the official end of the war, 
although it had long since proved itself a lost cause. The longevity 
of the losing battles completely drained Sweden’s resources in an 
economic maneuver that directly opposes the fruits of The Thirty 
Years War. The newly impoverished country, denied of its Baltic 
Sea and Germanic territories that had long propped up military 
and economic success, devoid of a strong king, started to fun-
damentally shift view of a successful government structure. The 
estates of the Diet asserted themselves as more powerful than ever 
before and democratic political parties emerged from the ashes of 
Imperial Sweden.13

Geography: Communication and Trade on the Baltic Sea

The Baltic Sea was the hub of the efficient transportation through-
out Early Modern northern Europe and as such was valuable real 
estate for the countries surrounding its coastal localities, including 
Imperial Sweden. Coastal property along the Baltic Sea allowed 
increased maneuverability of naval forces, enhanced economic 
leverage through taxes and supervision of important international 
trade routes, and strategic access to further territorial expansion. 
Sweden’s geographic position on a peninsula with great access to 
such integral waterways fundamentally affected the mentality of 
its political, economic, and military motives. 

Imperial Sweden utilized the Baltic to transport both trade goods 
and information. Imperial Sweden’s post office, in some circum-
stances, could take advantage of increased speed for delivery via 
waterways to give themselves advantages in communicating im-
portant economic trades, spreading important political messages, 
or securing the network of information for their empire.14 Trade 
in particular benefited from the ease and convenience of large 
scale international transportation through the Baltic Sea and its 
respective waterways. Exporting wood, iron, copper, and military 
supplies was one of the cornerstones of the elevated economic ex-
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of Baltic waters.15 Finally, the Baltic Sea provided valuable military 
value, as it created harbors for valuable naval bases, provided easy 
and reliable access to waterways for further expansion inland, and 
afforded control of exploitable strategic locations such as the sound 
between Denmark and Sweden.16 These highly desirable qualities 
proved worth fighting over, contributing to many of the skirmish-
es between Imperial Sweden and its Danish, Polish, and Russian 
neighbors who also vied for control of the hotbed of naval power 
and economic advantage.

Conclusion

Imperial Sweden operated as a dynamic, powerful, unique system 
of government for almost two hundred years. Hard to concretely 
define in absolute terms of social, military, and political normalities, 
it proves to be a complex government whose constant evolution 
led to fluctuations of prosperity and hardship. Although ultimate-
ly crumbling under the reins of an impotent centralist monarch, 
expensive debts of revenge, and ambitions stretched farther than 
their reach, Imperial Sweden transformed the country from a poor 
and empty land of little relevance to a respected and acknowledged 
player on the Early Modern stage. 
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While in a course on sustainable living, I wandered through the 
Swedish countryside with a group of wonderful, easy-livin’ Swedes. 
Rather than list the numbers, facts, and statistical quotes about 
my time, I want to say that the people I spent my time with sought 
something different, something overlooked. Our patchwork group 
included meat-eaters and vegans, farmhands, butterfly-catching 
birdwatchers, and Stockholm dwellers. We were the alternative set, 
the wanderers, the seekers, the land-folk. Our collective drifting 
was a stark counterexample to the mainstream, and sometimes our 
existence alone seemed to put us out of place.

We sought a connection to the old, to the earth. We sought a good 
life, an independent life, a life founded on the idea that everyone 
can find harmony with the land and make a glädjerik living with 
nature. Everyone wanted to do things themselves: weave clothes, 
whittle spoons. We wanted to experience life through learning, and 
learn about life through experience.

Yet while we dug into these earthly roots, our experiences were 
deeply mindful of the changeability of all things, the acceptance 
of seasons, and growth and dying. When you realize that you’re 
standing on nothing—that there is nothing to stand on in the tran-
sient sea of experience—it’s much easier to take the hands of the 
people around you and stand together. Folks who think like this 
are a niche, to be sure, but it’s a niche that you can find growing all 
over Scandinavia, pushing up slowly through the moss.

These photos seek to share a sense of this lifestyle, with all its 
transience, impermanence, outsiderness, and soulful appreciation 
of time spent in good company, be it earthly or human. Though 
safer than language, these photos still pale in comparison to the 
experiences they mimic. I hold these memories dearer than any-
thing, but somehow they will always remain unapproachable. The 
body simply cannot process their emotional magnitude. As such, 
the experiences lay latent and unexplicated, lest they be marred 
by the damnable inaccuracy of words.
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ndrew

 Jensen

We are sorry to announce that one of our students, Andrew Jensen, 
passed away on March 25th, 2015. Andrew began taking Norwegian 
in Fall 2009 as a high school student through the Youth Options 
program. He returned in 2011 to continue his studies of Norwegian 
and Scandinavian Studies. Andrew was passionate about his studies 
of the language and made it his goal to attend the International 
Summer School in Oslo, Norway. He was able to attend the summer 
program in Oslo two summers—the second year as a recipient of 
a Foreign Language and Area Studies Fellowship. 

Andrew loved to speak Norwegian and he took a leadership role 
in his language classes by insisting on speaking it. In addition to 
his studies in our department, Andrew was an Economics Major. 
He wrote for the Badger Herald, served on the editorial board of 
The Cross Section, and studied several other languages including 
Portuguese. He recently completed an internship in Washington, 
D.C. with the Small Business Development Administration.

Samantha Brown, one of the department’s graduate students, ex-
presses very well how many of us felt about Andrew "I had a couple 
of courses with Andrew and was able to experience his enthusiastic 
and energetic personality that was contagious in both the classroom 
and around the department. His ability to make all of us feel wel-
come will be missed and we were incredibly lucky to have a student 
like Andrew in our program."

Gifts in memory of Andrew Jensen can be made to the Mayo Clinic 
Depression Research Program C/O Mayo Clinic, Department of 
Development, 200 First Street SW, Rochester, MN 55905. The 
department would like to extend our deepest and heartfelt sympa-
thies to Andrew’s family. Andrew will be missed by his teachers 
and friends in the department.












