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Preface 

 

“Takk for matten.” My grandfather sighs comfortably as he settles back into his chair. A hearty 

Norwegian “thank you” meant the end of a good meal, prepared lovingly by my grandmother. 

“Jeg elsker deg” (I love you) they would each whisper as my brother and I were tucked into the 

guest room later the same night. They were two of several Norwegian phrases that were often 

heard around my grandparents’ home. As second-generation immigrants, they both grew up in 

large families on sturdy North Dakota farms and were keenly aware of their Norwegian roots. 

Perhaps the most important trait instilled in me by my grandparents was an insatiable curiosity to 

know and understand the place our family came from. This same curiosity was passed on and 

embraced by my father, who has passed it to me. Viewed from above, Norway’s jagged coastline 

and towering topography give the impression of a spoon shape; long and slender in the north and 

middle before widening at the south. With reference to the Northern Lights, the country has been 

likened to a silver spoon, bright and gleaming in the sky against a backdrop of the Northern 

Lights (d’Aulaire 1932). When I look at Norway on a map, however the spoon I see is not silver. 

Rather, it is a wooden spoon, well worn from years of use, its edges wrinkled and cracked with 

age—the kind of spoon my ancestors would have used. Each of those crags, those mountain 

valleys, is teaming with layer upon layer of history, firmly engrained in the land itself. 

There exists in Norway a cultural drive towards complete immersion in nature. Visitors to 

this small northern European country have the opportunity to experience an environment unlike 

any other on earth. Throughout their history, the varied landscapes of Norway have been 

subjected to processes of constant modification through both human intervention and natural 

occurrence. The current state of Norwegian tourism demonstrates this juxtaposition in a striking 

way. Owing to geographies of both immense proportion and contrast, Norway possesses one of 

the world’s most iconic tourist landscapes. My interest in the country as a subject of study was 

prompted by the Nasjonale turistveger (National Tourist Routes)—a forward thinking approach 

to road design that seeks to reconceptualize the national tourist landscape. While the project has 

been praised for its aesthetic appeal and potential as a model for other nations,1 it also poses 

																																																													
1 Architecture periodicals in both Canada and Scotland have invoked their own nations as being ideal candidates for 
similar landscape-based tourism initiatives. See White 2010, and the Scottish Scenic Routes Initiative: 
http://www.creatingplacesscotland.org/2014-01-24/scottish-scenic-routes-initiative 
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questions about rising tourist traffic and environmental perception that will affect Norway’s 

future as a tourist destination. 

In August of 2014 I visited Norway to get a first-hand look at these new architectural 

features that dot the landscape. I was fortunate to be hosted by my relative Lars Evensen and his 

family. The experience was fresh, new, and unmistakably Norwegian. Over a breakfast of strong 

black coffee, eggs, bread, milk, tomatoes, and the traditional brown cheese, geitost, Lars 

unveiled a fascinating picture of the Norwegian’s relationship to nature. “What you must 

understand,” he began, with a sly grin that came to characterize his utterances, “is that all 

Norwegians are born with skis strapped to their feet.” Days later when Lars and I visited the 

world’s tallest ski jump, north of Drammen, I understood the truth behind these words. As Lars 

and I conversed, my previous conceptions of Norway began to dissolve. I had read much over 

the course of my studies about the apparent growing distance between people and the natural 

landscape. Crucial to my understanding of this idea was William Cronon’s seminal essay “The 

Trouble with Wilderness” (1995), in which he explains wilderness as a deliberate cultural 

construction that is inherently problematic for contemporary environmentalism. As I pondered 

these ideas, my own background gave me pause. Surely my American heritage disqualifies me 

from making any meaningful critique of the Norwegian landscape and its management. This 

challenge caused me to reexamine my own interpretation of nature, particularly how wilderness 

experiences are deliberately constructed around the social practice of travel.  

The human relationship to nature—especially in the current age—is fraught with 

ambivalence. In our contemporary lives, physical contact with our natural environment is 

“increasingly indirect,” and as technological beings, our involvement with nature is more 

“recreational rather than vocational” (Tuan 1974, 94-5). Yet a vocational engagement with 

nature is not out of reach for the highly curious and motivated tourist. Travel is, first and 

foremost, a social ritual, an activity of relationships between different people of different 

geographies. What we search for when we travel is the authentic character of a place, the truth of 

the destination—the real place. But the challenge that tourism presents is inherent in its ability to 

create an otherworldly spectacle out of an otherwise natural destination. Authenticity, therefore, 

becomes staged and is confined to a well-trodden path (MacCannell 1999, 91-107). To achieve a 

clear understanding of a place like Norway and all of its geographical complexity, we may have 

to reconsider the position of the road in shaping how tourism defines our relationship to nature. 
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Introduction 

Making Place a Norwegian Priority 

 

On August 31, 2005, Norway became the first country in Europe to sign National Geographic’s 

Geotourism Charter. The charter, developed by the organization’s Center for Sustainable 

Destinations, aims to provide governments with tools and principles to enhance their presence in 

the emerging field of geotourism. It defines geotourism as “Tourism that sustains or enhances the 

geographical charter of a place—its environment, culture, aesthetics, heritage, and the well-being 

of its residents.”1 Norway’s announcement coincided with two more of its natural resources and 

significant tourist sites being added to UNESCO’s World Heritage Program in 2005—

Geirangerfjorden and Nærøyfjorden. The appearance of Norway’s name at the top of the list of 

countries signing on to develop geotourism as a national strategy points to the government’s 

prioritization of place-based initiatives as crucial components to a healthy tourism industry. 

The signing of the geotourism charter is also one of a number of recent occurrences, 

which suggest that place continues to be a vital priority in Norway’s evolving social and cultural 

identity. Such an idea has important implications for tourism. Over the past several decades, for 

example, reforestation efforts have contributed to a marked change in the physical appearance of 

the landscape along several key tourist routes, leading to concern among stakeholders who 

depend on a more traditionally held view of the Norwegian landscape (Foss 2013). Norway has 

crafted and maintained a distinct identity as a tourist destination over the past several hundred 

years. Norway is Norway because it looks like Norway. It has a character that is all its own 

thanks to large tracts of undisturbed rural areas, which provide ample opportunities for tourism 

development. But the environmental effects of tourism are among the most urgent concerns for 

scholars studying the movement of people through natural environments. Recent research has 

suggested that frequent exposure to nature can promote environmentally sustainable behavior 

(Zelenski et. al. 2015). Sociologists have also linked the growth of mass tourism in the latter 

twentieth century to a broadening in environmental and geographic understanding. John Urry 

suggests, for example, that, “part of the process by which tourism is spreading worldwide is the 

very growth of an environmental consciousness” (Urry 1992, 13). Understanding nature as a 

																																																								
1 Center for Sustainable Destinations, “Norway Becomes First European Country to Sign Geotourism Charter,” 
August 31, 2005, http://travel.nationalgeographic.com/travel/sustainable/pdf/geotourism_release_norway.pdf 
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product, born through a series of sensorial experiences, has come to characterize Scandinavian 

tourism. At the same time, an important question remains that is at the heart of contemporary 

tourism: “how can we deal with the commoditization of nature while at the same time securing 

access and the sustainable use of it?” (Gössling and Hultman 2006, 7). 

This project is concerned with the cultural dimensions of nature-based tourism and 

considers the cultural implications of depicting a national landscape in a very particular way. 

Norwegian landscapes embrace the travel route as a pivotal feature of identity formation. The 

research presented in the following pages will argue that Norway’s National Tourist Routes 

(NTR) are emblematic of the ways in which scenic landscapes are appropriated and patterned on 

a historical model of visual distinction. The contours of this historical model are shaped by local 

and national geographies, which position landscape and mobility at the center of Norwegian 

cultural definition. By privileging scenic vision above other interactions, these travel routes 

profoundly shape our aesthetic responses to the landscape. As geographer J.B. Jackson reminds 

us, “the archetypal road is one which not only serves the daily needs of the small community but 

helps preserve its ethical values” (1994a, 7). To this end, one of the fundamental questions my 

research seeks to answer is: to what extent are ethical values linked to aesthetic values? 

Norway’s success as a tourist destination depends on retaining a very specific image of 

its landscape. The distinct geography of the Norwegian fjords, for example, creates an instant 

identification with the country itself. The NTR are an entry point into the discovery of cultural 

values that create this instant identification. Though these roads hint at a unique wilderness 

experience one can view from the comfort of a car, it remains to be seen whether they in fact 

deliver on their promise. One may in fact need to venture away from the safety and peace of 

mind the road offers in order to truly grasp a sense of the real place. What’s more, one may need 

to reconsider the road as both a symbol of freedom and endless possibility, and yet, also a barrier 

that interrupts the continuity of nature. Norway’s strategy for tourism is especially insular in 

nature. Its success as a tourist destination is a result of it crafting experiences out of the 

landscape that are authentically Norwegian—in other words, a visitor would have to go there to 

have a truly authentic experience. 

The NTR are a key part of the national strategy to market Norway as a distinct, authentic 

destination within the larger framework of geotourism (Strømmen 2006). What my research aims 

to make clear is that for all their hyper-futuristic stylization, the installations of the NTR continue 
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a pattern of scenic depiction with a longstanding historical precedent in Norway. In a desire to 

project what is real and authentic, Norway’s national identity is closely aligned with the visual 

character of its landscape to such a degree that, at the present moment, a distinctly Norwegian 

brand of nature is being packaged and marketed as a commoditized resource for the 

contemporary traveler. What distinguishes the historical pattern on which this brand is based is 

the limits it places on the viewer, keeping nature always at arm’s length, always just out of reach. 

Whether this distancing between viewer and nature is inherently problematic is one of the 

questions this project seeks to answer. The distancing of nature is characteristic of some of the 

earliest known references to tourism. Nineteenth-century travelers in search of picturesque 

scenery were fueled by new revolutions in pictorial technologies. But as a result, the wilderness 

they created in illustrated travelogues was meticulously constructed and broadly manufactured. 

Norwegian nature-based tourism is consistent with the geographic circumstances that 

characterize much of Scandinavia. Nordic geographers frequently make reference to the 

etymology of landscape in Scandinavia and its relationship to a particular place (Olwig 1996). 

Landscapes are a powerful vehicle for the construction of place. Yet ideas about how this occurs 

are shifting (and rightly so) from those explaining what a landscape is to what a landscape does. 

As a word, it should therefore be thought of more as a verb than a noun (Mitchell 2002, 1). The 

conceptualization of landscape as an ingredient in a mobile system of representation aligns well 

with the current preoccupation with mobility as a focus of study. The research presented in this 

thesis is aligned with what has broadly been called the “new mobilities paradigm,” characterized 

in part by a focus on the workings of movement between people and materials, as well as certain 

intangibles such as ideas, fantasies, and social constructions (Sheller and Urry 2006). Within this 

paradigm, tourism is of great interest as a social and cultural activity (Hannam, et al 2014). By 

enlivening the geographical texture of landscape, places are given a distinct political agency. As 

Sheller and Urry observe, “In the new mobilities paradigm, places themselves are seen as 

travelling, slow or fast, greater or shorter distances, within networks of human and nonhuman 

agents. Places are about relationships, about the placing of peoples, materials, images, and the 

systems of difference they perform . . .” (2006, 214). 

One criticism of the new mobilities paradigm is that the research surrounding it is 

concerned largely with contemporary situations. In one way, this might be expected; after all, the 

global and the mobile often go hand in hand. At the same time, an “awareness of the mobilities 
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of the past” has much to offer contemporary research and should not be neglected (Cresswell 

2011). The preoccupation of all things contemporary within tourism research is due in large part 

to a complicated and ever-changing definition of what tourism actually is. Popular associations 

with tourism relate to leisure and recreation, though the United Nations World Tourism 

Organization’s definition incorporates those traveling for business, health, and other reasons 

also. One explanation for the neglect of a historical perspective in mobilities research is the idea 

of history being fixed or static and, therefore, less relevant to contemporary applications. But the 

past is far more mobile than we might think. History is consistently being researched in new and 

important ways, changing how we live and work in present times (Ethington 2007). In charting 

the evolution of tourism routes in Norway—from the rocky mountain paths of centuries past, to 

the architectural revisions of the NTR—this project underscores the relevancy of historical 

analysis in mobilities research. Furthermore, this approach resists the temptation to think of place 

or history as inherently stagnant phenomena. As we have seen, the work of Lippard (1997; 1999) 

and others has shown that place is anything but fixed. And it is precisely for this reason that 

“mobilities need to be examined in their fluid interdependence and not in their separate spheres 

(such as driving, travelling virtually, writing letters, flying, and walking)” (Sheller and Urry 

2006, 212). 

The material in the following chapters is presented in a loose chronology. At first glance, 

the hyper-contemporary architecture of the NTR seems to defy any sense of Norwegian history. 

Closer analysis will reveal, however, that the routes are part of a long, historical tradition of 

depicting the landscape as a one-dimensional picture. Within this chronological focus, the 

chapters also highlight a shift in technological innovation and transportation. Technological 

refinements—from horse-drawn carriage to train to automobile—used to navigate Norway’s 

intense terrain, grew up adjacent to innovations in visual representation, the photograph being 

chief among them (Crary 1990; Crandell 1993; Bell and Lyall 2002; Andrews 2007; della Dora 

2007). In this way, landscape is a product of mechanical reproduction and, as such, is open to a 

range of critiques that call its authenticity into question. 

Norway is a long country—approximately 12,400 miles in total—and its landscapes vary 

greatly from region to region. The following analyses are drawn from cultural examples focused 

on the western part of the country, particularly the fjord districts of Hardanger and Sogn. There 

are several reasons for choosing this part of the country for closer study. The high fjord and 
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mountain districts of western and central Norway are most often associated with what might be 

thought of as the “true” Norway (Sörlin 1999; Arnesen 1998; Austad and Hauge 2008). It was 

these regions that were celebrated by artists, writers, and travelers who—consciously or not—

wrought the idea of the country out of the very landscape it was built on. Because of this, a large 

number of tourist routes have been established in these western coastal regions. In total, the 

following chapters are concerned with what it means to move through a landscape as a tourist. 

They seek to understand tourism as a cultural construct within broader interactions with the 

natural world that we all seek. But just as the project tracks the movements of tourists through 

the Norwegian landscape, it also tracks the movement of that landscape itself, in the form of 

photographs, paintings, postcards, and literature. The mobility of these and other cultural 

products transforms Norway into a place that is shaped by an inseparable connection to its 

geography. By tracking the mobility of these cultural artifacts and the tourist processes they 

represent, this project makes a needed contribution to the study of history as a vehicle for 

mobilizing new understandings of the power of place. 

Norway’s cultivation as a tourist destination is also inseparable from the European 

nationalism that was so pertinent to creative endeavors during the last two centuries. It is also 

important to note that the artistic and technological innovations that came to redefine aesthetic 

practice were taking place in both America and elsewhere in Europe concurrently, if not before, 

they occurred in Norway. For this reason, it would be a mistake to think of the Norwegian case 

as isolated from larger intellectual currents of the time. It was not mere coincidence that a large 

number of Norwegian emigrants settled on the Pacific Northwest coast during the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries. The topographical features of such scenery would have appeared 

familiar to them. Furthermore, the physical grandeur of parts of the American continent and the 

landscape myths created from them share distinct parallels with Norway (Sörlin 1999). The 

landscapes of Yellowstone and Yosemite are familiar to us, and we seek them out as places of 

occasional visitation. For this reason, occasional reference will be made in the following pages to 

the artistic heritage of the American experience. This is the experience that I have lived and it 

forms the lens through which I view the Norwegian landscape. In this way, though this research 

may appear to be grounded in Norway alone, it in fact travels a road that crosses different 

boundaries in the goal of understanding the geographic complexity of place. 
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Chapter 1 

A Landscape of Mobility: Locating Travel and Tourism in Norway 

 

Norway is a land of deep majestic fjords, high mountain peaks, and sun-drenched farm valleys. 

The physical geography of this landscape is an integral part of Norwegian life. If one were to 

condense the entire nation into a ball, it would just slightly eclipse the state of New Mexico in 

total land area. A population of around five million people covers its 124,500 square miles. The 

wealth of coves, inlets, and islands scattered along the fjords of western Norway make it the 

most fractured coastline in all of Europe. If the total length of these landforms were stretched out 

they would measure halfway around the globe. For all its scenic beauty, however, the Norway 

most travelers recognize as a tourist destination is anything but natural. Quite the contrary, it has 

been meticulously crafted over the last two centuries as a world of breathtaking beauty. 

Tourism is perhaps best understood as a relationship between producers and consumers 

of tourism products. For consumers, tourism represents a form of travel that is highly personal, 

and thus, highly subjective. Producers of tourism products are concerned with projecting a 

specific image of a particular place and its defining characteristics while also stimulating local, 

regional, or national economies. What distinguishes tourism from other forms of travel—such as 

employment relocation—is its focus on recreation and leisure. While tourism can refer to 

products or services, such as transportation or lodging, my research extends towards the 

development and promotion of authentic tourist experiences and the extent to which those 

experiences have come to define the idea of tourism (MacCannell 1999). 

I define nature-based tourism as any kind of tourist enterprise that is dependent on active 

engagement with natural landscapes. Within nature-based tourism are several other branches of 

study, such as adventure tourism, geotourism, and ecotourism. Though common nature-based 

tourism experiences are prevalent throughout Scandinavia, local and national approaches differ 

in their interpretations of the role that ecotourism should play in shaping future development. 

There is a commonly held understanding with regard to Norwegian tourism, for example, that 

because of the proximity to seemingly untouched nature, all Norwegian tourism is ecotourism. 

Because of this, there is no need to differentiate between different types of tourism. Further, it is 

precisely out of the native Norwegian’s immersion in conscious and proactive environmental 

traditions that this idea has emerged (Reed & Rothenberg 1993; Viken 2006; Anker 2007). 
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Roads, Landscapes, and the Creation of Norwegian Tourist Culture 

Over the past several decades, researchers in landscape history are forced to come to terms with 

a challenging situation about the way landscape has been conceptualized. There is a tendency to 

talk about landscape without actually talking about land. As a 2006 roundtable discussion on 

landscape theory made clear, “any discussion of landscape cannot ignore questions of space, but 

cannot be confined to them alone because of the irreducible component of the experienced, 

material world that landscape incorporates” (Cosgrove 2006, 95). What is needed, then, is a way 

to keep the materiality of landscape always in sight. The following research will suggest that the 

road is a feature of landscape that allows for this kind of material grounding to occur.  

In their meandering twists and turns, roads and travel routes allude to the theme of search 

and discovery. Tourism, under this thinking, shares many of the same characteristics of the 

heroic journeys of a bygone age: a sense of excitement, fear, danger, or the thrill of the 

unexpected (Laing and Crouch 2011). J. B. Jackson observes that “the true function of the road is 

to serve us by taking us home” and further suggests that roads are meaningless without the 

destinations to which they lead (1989, 189). Tourist mobility is often manifested in images of the 

road—a wildly romantic structure that provides both pleasure and utility. Like landscape, a road 

can also be intensely personal. Gaston Bachelard, in a discussion of roads and their symbolic 

meaning, observes, “What is more beautiful than a road? . . . It is the symbol and the image of an 

active, varied life” (1994, 11). Roads, in this way, provide access to the landscape, but they also 

convey a sense of order, structure, stability, and origins. 

Discussions of mobility, with which roads are implicitly linked, often adhere to a kind of 

intangibility. That is to say, the way mobility is discussed is often divorced from the material 

grounding of place. This is important to keep in mind as the paradigm evolves, especially with 

regard to nature-based tourism. “Mobility is always located and materialised, and occurs through 

mobilisations of locality and rearrangements of the materiality of places” (Sheller and Urry 2006, 

210). In her books, The Lure of the Local (1997) and On the Beaten Track (1999), Lucy Lippard 

introduces an erasure of the tourist itinerary that historically has characterized how landscapes 

are understood. By tearing down the parameters of prescribed landscape, she encourages 

multiple interpretations of what a landscape can be—interpretations that ultimately lead to a 

more rewarding experience of being in place. Tourists follow itineraries that are predetermined 
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by the tourism industry and the images of the landscape it promotes. These itineraries show quite 

clearly how external forces carefully manage the tourist experience. As a result, the landscapes 

we see in tourist areas have the potential to appear static, staged, and inauthentic (MacCannell 

1999; MacCannell 2011). 

Rather than a contained, deep analysis into the workings of specific places, mobilities 

research emphasizes the linkages between those places. Just as roads and routes mark travel 

through a landscape, those landscapes themselves are also in constant flux. An attempt to 

“capture” a landscape—whether through lens of a photographer or by the brush of a landscape 

painter—politicizes it to the degree that it begins to act as a representative device of nature rather 

than an indicator of nature’s true aesthetic qualities (Tuan 1977, 123). In keeping with the 

thinking of expanding mobilities research, the meaning inscribed upon a landscape or travel 

destination is generated as much in place—from a scenic overlook, for example—as it is en route 

to that place. The act of getting somewhere—or the anticipation of the journey—can be just as 

important in shaping the contours of place as the destination itself. 

 Since the early twentieth century, the practice of driving has become integral to how 

tourism has come to be defined as a cultural practice. Perhaps not surprisingly, the concept of 

automobility—expressed most often in the context of individual modes of travel, i.e. the car or 

motorcycle—is of increasing concern in tourism research. As a potent symbol of individualism, 

cars provide tourists with the illusion of a distinct autonomy and simulate a sense of freedom 

within their environment (Hannam et. al., 2014, 175-77). Mobility has a profound effect on the 

workings of the contemporary world. Of special concern to those working within the new 

mobilities paradigm is the challenge of sustainability—especially with regard to tourism. In 

Norway, for example, a marked distinction exists between ideas of sustainable tourism and 

modes of sustainable mobility (Høyer 2000). 

Because landscape can be a tricky subject of study, it is common for discussions of it to 

become bogged down in theory, often failing to acknowledge the physicality of landscape. I 

understand landscape to represent a tension between what we want our world to look like and the 

steps we take to consume and modify natural resources in support of that vision. My 

understanding takes a cue from W.J.T. Mitchell, who identifies landscape as “a medium of 

exchange, a site of visual appropriation, [and] a focus for the formation of identity” (Mitchell 

1994a, 2). Landscapes are not solely visual—they are the products of lived experience. 
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Conceptualizations of landscape gravitate toward one of two opposing poles. The first views 

landscape as a construction built largely around scenic vision. According to this line of thinking, 

a landscape is an object that can properly be seen and experienced visually. The second pole in 

this relationship views landscape as a more organic phenomenon born of lived experience. Under 

this line of thinking, landscape is not so much an object to be viewed, but a physical reality that 

is played out against the backdrop of social relationships. 

Over the last three decades, landscape has become the subject of a fruitful and 

interdisciplinary debate fostered by scholars in several disciplines. Among the most provocative 

explanations of the word was given by geographer Denis Cosgrove, who began his seminal book 

Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape by reducing landscape down to an artistic medium, 

“a painting whose primary subject matter was natural scenery” (1984, 9). Grounded in a 

distinctly Western European art-historical understanding of landscape, Cosgrove’s analysis is 

largely associated with the picturesque—an aesthetic ideal predicated on physical beauty and 

often observed in English gardens during the eighteenth century. A preoccupation with the 

picturesque suggests that natural environments might be aesthetically appreciated just as one 

appreciates a landscape painting (Carlson 2009, 8-9). It is worth remembering, however, that the 

total aesthetic complexity present in natural landscapes is never fully developed in pictures. An 

image of a landscape is limiting in its potential to express the experience of actually being in the 

place it depicts. What such pictures offer, then, is a suggestion of a landscape’s true aesthetic 

potential to inspire, perplex, and influence. Overdependence on the picturesque, however, risks 

clouding the fact that landscape pictures are inherently politicized representations of locality. 

What is needed is a new formulation of landscape—one not exclusively concerned with 

the tangible reality that a landscape picture represents. The aforementioned “new mobilities 

paradigm” has been embraced across a number of disciplines as a way to come to terms with the 

speed at which present-day society operates. Infrastructural development is crucial to the 

construction of landscapes. Without a certain degree of human intervention, landscapes are 

simply land itself. Roads, paths, canals, and railway lines make nature more accessible by 

defining our viewpoint towards it and conditioning our involvement with it (Hvattum et. al. 

2011, 2). In the context of the new mobilities paradigm, landscapes are fluid constructions, 

constantly in motion, just as our perception of them continues to fluctuate. I am interested in 

using the experience of moving through the landscape as a way to conceptualize the Norwegian 
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view of nature. To that end, this project seeks to explore the flexibility of landscape and opposes 

placing it in a rigid category of visual definition. In contrast to the idea that roads are merely 

“dead space” in between locations of more profound meaning, and as a challenge to the new 

mobilities paradigm’s preoccupation with “newness”, Norwegian researchers have argued that, 

“routes are not only a visual orchestration of views and vistas but also a means to participate in 

the landscape, both epistemologically and perceptually” (Hvattum et. al. 2011, 7). This insertion 

of place into discussions of the road and its interactions with the landscape is at the heart of what 

the NTR project is attempting to accomplish. At the same time, these routes highlight a much-

needed awareness of the role that historical mobilities play in shaping current attitudes toward 

landscape. Norway provides an example that illustrates how the road became a locus of identity 

formation during a period of profound modernization. 

In his influential essay, “Recovering the Substantive Nature of Landscape,” geographer 

Kenneth Olwig explains that the Anglo-American definition of landscape is derived from the 

German, Landschaft, which historically carried a double meaning, both as “a restricted piece of 

land” and “the appearance of a land as we perceive it” (Olwig 1996, 630). The latter definition 

took hold in the West and has come to dominate much of the discourse around landscape as a 

subject of study. But the former also features prominently in Nordic understandings of 

geography. This substantive approach was put forth as an alternative to understanding landscape 

as a purely scenic mode of spatial representation. Like many of the new Nordic geographers, 

Olwig seeks to return the conversation to the word’s substantive roots, viewing it “as a place of 

human habitation and environmental interaction” (Olwig 1996, 630-631). The move toward a 

substantive landscape juxtaposes the two extremes of the territorial and the scenic. Under this 

substantive line of thinking, “landscape need not be understood as being either territory or 

scenery; it can also be conceived as a nexus of community, justice, nature, and environmental 

equity, a contested territory” (Olwig 1996, 630-631). At the same time, other geographers have 

observed that the scenic/visual qualities of a landscape cannot be ignored (Benediktsson  2007, 

213-214). Nature, in itself, is by no means a solely visual phenomenon. Quite the contrary, it is 

composed of a range of interrelated processes and dimensions that should be interpreted as a 

multi-sensorial experience. Yet it has been well acknowledged that our primary involvement 

with nature is first and foremost, by way of its physical appearance (Saito 2008a, 154; Bunkše 

2007, 221). 
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Historically, the aesthetic appreciation of nature is characterized by three distinct yet 

interrelated stylistic modes: the beautiful, the sublime, and the picturesque (Carlson 2009, 1-21). 

All three of these modes emerged out of the Romantic tradition of Western Europe which—

through the philosophies of Immanuel Kant, Edmund Burke, and others—sought to attach a 

heightened aesthetic experience to both literature and the visual arts. It follows that the seductive 

satisfaction derived from pictures—especially those depicting nature and landscape—has been 

inherited from a romantic impulse which pervaded the aesthetic traditions of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. While the beautiful, sublime, and picturesque each have defining 

characteristics that distinguish one from the others, they do not operate in isolation. 

 The commodification of natural landscapes as tourist spectacles during the nineteenth 

century coincided with a revolution in optical technologies. Destinations like Norway, with their 

dramatic landscapes, offered much to the traveler in search of the best sights. In a sense, a way of 

seeing the world grew up around tourism as a cultural activity and economic practice. Tourism 

became a way to generate commoditized landscapes that could be bought, sold, and exchanged. 

In the context of tourism then, landscape is thought of as a product for consumption. Though it 

may be tempting to revile this sort of reading, it shouldn’t be automatically discounted. We 

should keep in mind that landscapes are social constructions born from places that are cultivated 

over time. Landscape studies, therefore, work not only to study the product of landscape, but also 

the experience of living with that product. 

 

Detoured Aesthetics: Norway’s National Tourist Routes 

In 1994 the Norwegian government began developing what is perhaps one of the largest design 

projects ever sponsored by a single nation. A campaign was begun on many of the popular 

roadways in the fjord districts of Western Norway. Produced in collaboration between the 

Ministry of Transport and Communications and the Norwegian Public Road Administration, the 

massive project features eighteen nationally designated roadways that wind their way through 

some of Norway’s most picturesque landscapes. To date, NOK 3.5 billion (approximately 407.5 

million US dollars) has been committed to the project. Many of the biggest names in 

Scandinavian and international design were called on to create distinctive, modern rest areas, 

scenic overlooks, restrooms, and parking facilities, essentially redefining the visual signature of 
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the tourist landscape.1 Though the project stretches as far as the North Cape, it is easy to 

understand why some of the earliest routes were installed further south along an intricate 

network of fjords and mountains. The fjord is a geographic feature that forms the basis for what 

has become the popular picture of Norway (Austad & Hauge 2008). 

New projects are being debuted each year with the final installation scheduled for 

completion in 2023. Organizationally the NTR project is shaped by policies established by 

several government departments. The Norwegian Public Roads Administration oversees all 

aspects of the project and coordinates planning efforts with local government agencies along the 

routes. Though present-day tourism development strategies can sometimes favor an integrated or 

collaborative approach in which stakeholders from all levels work towards achievable goals, the 

situation in Norway is far more traditional. Like other forms of public intervention, it reflects a 

top-down process in which decisions are made and implemented under strict mandate from the 

national government office. With respect to road planning, this office is the Norwegian Public 

Roads Administration (Antonson and Jacobsen 2014, 348). 

 Landscapes and the roads that traverse them are subjected to a range of forces that 

ultimately reinforce the idea that they are, in fact, always created. Norwegian landscapes in 

particular, “testify to an aesthetics derived from international conventions as well as local and 

national ideas and sensibilities about what is beautiful, meaningful, and worth seeing” (Elvebakk 

2011, 201). At the same time, the NTR have been characterized by a belief that “design is an 

extension of humanity” (Bengtsson 2008, 64). “Norwegians’ relationship to nature has been a 

pragmatic one, a question not of conquest but of survival—of exploiting one’s turf by modest 

means and providing a means of subsistence” (Larsen 2011, 180). The development of the NTR 

suggests that “the official Norwegian relation to nature is becoming invested with a new 

willingness to display man’s relationship to land” (Larsen 2011, 180). 

The architecturally modern overlooks and rest stops that comprise the tourist routes are 

being placed along eighteen nationally designated roadways throughout Western Norway (see 

Figure 1). The resulting route network recasts the Norwegian landscape as a neo-romantic 

tourism product, which has come to exemplify the country’s image abroad. My research seeks to 

investigate the primordial presence in the Norwegian landscape that has provided a historical and 

																																																								
1 Photographs and descriptions of each of the 18 National Tourist Routes are available by visiting:  
http://www.nasjonaleturistveger.no 



 

	 13 

natural stage on which these routes are being presented. The wilderness these roads traverse is, 

consequently, one that has been profoundly manufactured over the course of several hundred 

years. The NTR simultaneously upholds and interrupts the primordial element in Norwegian 

nature through futuristic architectural transformation, which attempts to align nature with the 

built environment. In doing so, the routes profoundly reconceptualize the expressive influence 

Norwegian scenery has on environmental perception. 

 

Taming the Wilderness for Tourism in Norway 

Norway promises travelers uncompromised views of some of the most dramatic scenery on 

earth. A search for the authentic and the real in nature is at the heart of the Norwegian tourist 

experience. The visual rhetoric present in the country’s current tourism campaign—Norway: 

Powered by Nature—suggests that this is where nature truly exists; here is where you must come 

to feel truly connected to all the wonder the landscape has to offer. This feeling is bolstered by 

the philosophies of the governmental organizations responsible for managing Norway’s natural 

resources. Among these is the Norwegian Environment Agency,2 which publishes promotional 

materials on behalf of Norwegian national parks. 

Much of my interest in environmental issues stems from the idea that “nature” or 

“wilderness” can be governed, controlled, and manipulated in such a way that it affects what we 

perceive as real, true, and authentic. Controlled manipulation of one’s environment can 

transform a landscape into a human possession. As philosopher Gunnar Skirbekk warns, “One 

must learn that nature is not always something that can be conquered. We ourselves are small 

and vulnerable, and we must understand that we do not stand outside of nature as all-powerful 

engineers, but that we belong to nature, as part of the whole” (Reed and Rothenberg 1993, 6). 

Such a statement is particularly suited to Norway where the landscape continues to occupy an 

iconic position of grandeur. I was curious to investigate whether the NTR confirm Skirbekk’s 

assertion that Norwegian architectural practice has begun to engineer a new kind of tourism 

experience, one that claims the wilderness for itself. 

																																																								

2 On July 1, 2013, the Norwegian Directorate for Nature Management merged with the Norwegian Climate and 
Pollution Agency to form the Norwegian Environment Agency. See: http://www.miljodirektoratet.no 
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Figure 1. The locations of Norway’s eighteen National Tourist Routes highlight the degree to which the fjord region 
of Western Norway continues to characterize the country’s scenic tourism strategy. Source: Norwegian Public 
Roads Administration. 
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When initially conceiving of this project I was torn by just how prominent a role the 

wilderness concept played in discussions of landscape and tourism in Norway. My understanding 

of wilderness was likely akin to others’ views. Wilderness was synonymous with Jack London’s 

White Fang and the novels of James Fenimore Cooper. As an American, “wilderness” meant the 

frontier: the boundary between what historian Frederick Jackson Turner called “savagery and 

civilization.” Furthermore, wilderness under this paradigm was empty, isolating, and void of 

human presence. It is nature at its most pure, unadulterated by activity that would otherwise 

compromise its integrity. Yet wilderness is also nothing without us. It is a product of continual 

myth making and always dependent on human intervention. It has also been profoundly shaped 

by the passage of time. As William Conon observes, 
. . . nostalgia for a passing frontier way of life inevitably implied ambivalence, if not downright hostility, 
toward modernity and all that it represented. If one saw the wild lands of the frontier as freer, truer, and 
more natural than other, more modern places, then one was also inclined to see the cities and factories of 
urban-industrial civilization as confining, false, and artificial. (1995, 77)  
 

Since the wilderness idea was pioneered in the nineteenth century as something profoundly 

natural and ancient—the antithesis of the modern—the idea itself began to be coerced into 

national service as a vehicle for recreation as tourists traveled away from the constraining cities 

of the Eastern United States. The basic idea inherent in wilderness is that it is everywhere we are 

not. That is to say, that it is somewhere else, somewhere “out there.” Similarly, landscape is 

inseparable from the wilderness idea. In a sense, wilderness turned landscape into a political 

vehicle. The politicization of landscape continues when we acknowledge that mobility—in the 

context of tourism—implicates natural scenery with consumer capitalism. Why is the idea of the 

wilderness still meaningful and how does it contribute to contemporary attitudes toward place 

and landscape? 

Wilderness and scenes of unadulterated natural beauty were popular subjects for 

nineteenth-century artists. In Casper David Friedrich’s famous painting, Wanderer Above the Sea 

of Fog, the viewer is presented with a scene now all too common in visual art—that of the 

human subject contemplating the unknown mysteries of the natural world. There is a yearning to 

belong, to return to the original habitat. Yet for all his worldly charm, everything about this man 

suggests that he does not belong here. He appears aloof even if posed in quiet contemplation. 

And yet all of the trappings of his manner of dress set him apart from the scene he so desperately 

wishes to commune with. The man’s position above the sea of foggy emptiness also suggests a 
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mastery of all that he surveys. He has conquered the mountaintop and can now gaze with 

complete control over everything below him. At the same time, however, Freidrich’s positioning 

of the figure distances him from the landscape he is viewing. This separateness from nature is 

perhaps the central idea the painting communicates, that for all our desires to return to the 

wilderness, the manner in which we have constructed our relationship to nature prohibits this 

from occurring. 

We can actually see a striking parallel between the kinds of Romantic imagery coming 

out of Europe during the nineteenth century and the mythologizing of the American landscape 

around the same time. Quite a different set of circumstances characterizes another painting 

completed some fifty years after Friedrich’s in a completely different part of the world. In Asher 

B. Durand’s Kindred Spirits we find two well-dressed gentlemen in casual conversation amidst a 

lush forest brimming with old growth trees (see Figure 2). The painting depicts Durand’s mentor, 

Thomas Cole, and poet William Cullen Bryant as they contemplate the wonders of the 

wilderness from atop a rocky precipice. Both paintings portray an encounter with nature, a 

meeting between humans and their natural environment, in spite of the fact that by the time both 

paintings were completed, urban environments had become the dominant place of habitation. For 

Durand, nature is immediately present and all-encompassing. Both paintings represent, in this 

way, a return to nature – untouched nature as a refuge from the hectic and harried pace of urban 

life. Friedrich’s work and that of other Romanticist painters employs a curious reorientation of 

the viewer. Certain pieces by Friedrich—those in which the notion of the scenic is especially 

profound—actually have the potential to place the viewer in as much as the viewer places the 

painting  (Koerner 2009, 9-16). Works of this kind achieve the effect of both presenting nature as 

something in front of the viewer who, at the same time, succumbs to the embrace of the 

surrounding landscape, seeing it as something to experience in terms greater than scenic vision.  

The comparison between these two works establishes the kind of visual qualities that can 

be found in the Norwegian landscape. I juxtapose these two paintings for several reasons. First, 

this comparison establishes the artistic tradition that the NTR seeks to capitalize on. It is 

important to note as well that the kinds of ideas that informed paintings like these did not exist in 

isolation. They were part of a general exchange of knowledge, scientific and cultural, in which 

travel was a principal vehicle for development. The iconographical popularity of “wild nature” 



 

	 17 

was manifested as a recreational pursuit as early as the 1700s.3 Paradoxically, however, this 

occurrence was marked by the idea that “the destruction of nature, or at least the threat of its 

destruction, was a necessary condition for its aesthetic appreciation” (Burke 2001, 42-45). 

Concern for the state of nature is not as tied to the present as we might think. In fact, the idea of 

nature as an Eden under siege has been—and continues to be—essential to the cultural 

construction of wilderness and its relationship to environmental perception (Marx 1964; Cronon 

1995; Merchant 2004; Nash 2014). 

 
Figure 2. Left: Asher B. Durand, Kindred Spirits, 1849, oil on canvas, 117 x 92 cm. Crystal Bridges Museum of 
American Art. Right: A view from the road at Tokagjelet, Hardanger, postcard by Normann, ca. late 1940s. 
 

Norway’s intricate topography provides an astounding example with which to compare 

and contrast the work of Asher B. Durand. A mid-twentieth century postcard shows a tourist 

standing at the edge of a road at Tokagjelet, a scenic viewpoint near Norheimsund in the 

Hardanger region of Western Norway. The visual appeal of this image is similar to that found in 

the romantic motifs of Friedrich and Durand, with the human figure juxtaposed against the 

surrounding scenery. The tourist commands our attention and appears directly in the center of the 

																																																								
3 The term “iconography” refers to the work of German art historian, Erwin Panofsky. See chapter 2 in Burke 2001. 
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scene. What distinguishes the image from its predecessors, however, is the presence of the 

automobile, possibly parked or rounding the curve of the road ahead. Visualizing means of 

transport was a common occurrence in Norwegian paintings and photographs, from the horse-

drawn carioles of the nineteenth century, to the motorized cars of the twentieth. In this way the 

image heightens the degree to which the Norwegian landscape is experienced through 

mechanical means. 

The story of Norwegian tourism, like that of an expanding American tourism, is one that 

pushes civilization into the domain of a previously untouched wilderness. By the 1890s, a 

growing industry of hotels and rail lines had all but claimed the Norwegian landscape. Road 

networks became more intricate and offered access to more remote parts of the vast landscape. 

At the same time, however, the myth of Norway as a place of remarkably pure and untouched 

beauty continued to be the dominant image exported to would-be tourists. In 1893, a holiday 

correspondent for the British medical journal, The Lancet, extolled the virtues of the Norwegian 

landscape by specifically suggesting that exposure to pristine landscapes like those found in 

Norway was a necessary prerequisite for health. Early Norwegian ecologists often argued that a 

close proximity to untouched nature was tied to a basic human need to thrive, and the cultural 

tradition of friluftsliv (open air life) is fundamental to Norwegian culture (Anker 2009, 456-457; 

Henderson and Vikander 2007). A country like Norway, with its mild climate, provided world-

weary tourists with needed sanctuary while traveling. 

In 1906, the Reverend N.W. Stroup of Cleveland, Ohio, published a memento of his time 

spent in Norway, entitled Norway: The New Switzerland. In describing Norwegian terrain, 

Stroup’s narrative abounds with colorful comparisons to Switzerland: “. . . there is no country in 

Europe where road-touring is more unique and enjoyable than through this ultra-Swiss country, 

over smooth mountain roads which wind up, around and over these ever-interesting Alpine-like 

mountain ranges” (Stroup 1906, 49-51). To a contemporary reader, and in light of the expanding 

tourist industry that had grown up around landscapes like those in Norway, Stroup’s lavish text, 

saturated with appreciation, reads with an almost boosterish urgency. The threat of Switzerland 

as a competing tourist destination was already on the minds of the Norwegian Tourist 

Association in the 1880s as they argued for increased infrastructure to accommodate an influx of 

tourist activity (Larsen 2011, 180-81). Norway came of age as the first international tourist 

destination in Scandinavia in the 1830s, around the same time similar developments were 
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occurring in Switzerland. The “mountain fever” of the European Enlightenment brought travelers 

from the far corners of Europe (Löfgren 1999, 33-40). In subsequent decades, mountains began 

to symbolize all that was quintessentially Norwegian about Scandinavia. 

For all of its natural beauty, however, Norway is a prime example of an environment that 

we continue to view through an overly Romantic lens that, as we have seen, can be problematic 

in light of changing ecologies and attitudes relating to environmental management. The 

“Aesthetics of Engagement” is an approach to landscape appreciation that has been put forward 

in opposition to the historical tradition of disinterestedness and its manifestations in the beautiful, 

sublime, and picturesque scenery of previous centuries (Berleant 1997). The engagement 

approach posits that “disinterested appreciation—with its isolating, distancing, and objectifying 

gaze—is out of place in the aesthetic experience of nature, for it wrongly abstracts both natural 

objects and appreciations from the environments in which they properly belong and in which 

appropriate appreciation is achieved” (Carlson 2009, 13). The engagement approach is very 

much in line with the Norwegian traditions of deep ecology established in the 1970s (Reed and 

Rothenberg 1993). Objects found within natural environments are given aesthetic value by their 

association with those native environments. 

In spite of all of this, however, I would argue that it is possible for certain noncognitive 

approaches to fall too far from truly advancing environmental aesthetic perception. The so-called 

“mystery model” for example—which adheres to a position that appropriate appreciation for 

nature comes from separating ourselves from it and embracing the mystery of the landscape—

essentially reverts back to a reliance on a sublime vision of nature common to the eighteenth 

century. While such ideas certainly have their place in aesthetically appreciating representations 

of nature such as paintings, they prove problematic to the ecological concerns of today. 

Separation from nature may in fact result in our misreading of how its processes continually 

inform our lives. 

Norwegians live in close proximity to nature. After only a twenty-minute drive outside 

Oslo, one begins to feel as if one were in the middle of a Canadian forest. This close geographic 

proximity is markedly different from the experience of urbanized America, in which wilderness 

is a destination, sometimes reached only after several hours of driving. What is inherently 

problematic about the idea of wilderness we as Americans have come to understand is that it 

places the human in a separate sphere from the natural. Under this line of thinking, landscapes 
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that have been coopted for tourism development are suddenly seen as being abused and maligned 

for not adhering to the common human understanding of what wilderness is and should continue 

to be. The experience of being a tourist in Norway falls prey to the idea that in nature is 

essentially beautiful, and thus, all of nature should be regarded as positive.  

But a positive aesthetics of nature also complicates larger narratives of landscape 

representation. Environmental aestheticians have observed that many of the contemporary 

representational devices used for framing nature owe a large debt to the historical tradition of the 

picturesque. The problem with this pictorial approach to nature is a problem of representation; 

nature is not a series of pictures (as the pictorial approach presents it). As such, it should not be 

appreciated in the same way we might appreciate a book of photographs. For societies that have 

become accustomed to getting their daily dose of nature through a television screen or the page 

of a magazine, however, the challenge to appreciate nature “on its own terms” is becoming 

increasingly difficult. Scenic appreciation can suffice for certain purposes, but it cannot hope to 

provide a model from which we might appreciate the whole of nature. Embracing an aesthetics 

of nature built around multisensorial appreciation may in fact be a way to challenge the 

problematic legacy introduced by the picturesque. Doing so has the potential to awaken a visual 

aesthetic of active engagement and participation rather than one of passive consumption. 
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Chapter 2 

Norwegian National Romanticism and the Origins of Scenic Tourism 

 

The goal of this chapter is to explore the role that travel played in shaping Norwegian national 

romanticism. Understanding this historical precedent makes it possible to see how the NTR 

recasts this history along the roads that traverse the varied Norwegian landscape. At first glance, 

the aesthetic statement made by the NTR is concerned with creating and maintaining a hyper-

contemporary sense of architectural style along the travel routes. It achieves this phenomenon by 

placing the installations against Norway’s quintessential national scenery. The political 

maneuvering that is taking place along these roads, however, is deeply rooted to Norway’s 

national romantic past. The idea of a landscape conjures up a picture of natural scenery. In many 

cases, this picture is an idealized or romanticized vision of nature. But this understanding of 

landscape as a pictorial device is only one half of the equation. The experiential dimension of 

what it means to actually inhabit a particular place must also come into focus as we consider how 

best to interpret and use landscapes for tourism purposes. 

Within the aesthetic interpretations of nature that came of age during the Romantic era, 

the picturesque is perhaps the most challenging. In art historical terms, the picturesque is located 

between the two extremes of the beautiful and the sublime. Bound up within this interpretation is 

the notion that each of these aesthetic categories is given substance through their capacity to 

incite desire (Mitchell 2005, 121). The conflict that ensues from the relationship between these 

categories is what gives Romantic aesthetics its enduring cultural significance. Furthermore, the 

material culture of travel is plagued by this tension between the push and pull of the beautiful 

and the sublime. Pictures and postcards of Norwegian scenery are immediate reminders of the 

sublime quality of Norway’s wilderness, reminders that we can take with us long after we return, 

or reminders that engage our longing to visit such landscapes again. There exists in Norway, a 

paradoxical relationship between its size—both in square miles and population—and the 

immense grandeur of its landscape. How can such a small country have made such an immense 

contribution to the aesthetic imagination? The enduring legacy of picturesque representation may 

provide an answer, albeit a problematic one. According to geographer Ronald Rees, “The 

picturesque simply confirmed our anthropocentrism by suggesting that nature exists to please as 

well as to serve us. Our ethics . . . have lagged behind our aesthetics. It is an unfortunate lapse 
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which allows us to abuse our local environments and venerate the Alps and the Rockies” (Rees 

1975, 312). The spectacular and sublime in nature thus overshadows a taste for the kinds of more 

subtle landscapes we are likely to encounter on a day-to-day basis. Our preference for visual 

splendor, especially with regard to mountain scenery, has indeed been cultivated over several 

generations (cf. Rees 1975; Crandell 1993, Nicolson 1999). 

Norway’s ongoing tourist routes initiative makes implicit reference to these previous 

histories of scenic interpretation. In their juxtaposition of hyper-contemporary architecture with 

the kind of scenery travelers would expect to see in Norway, the routes fashion a neo-Romantic 

landscape of sublime persuasion. It remains to be seen how the cumulative effect—economic and 

otherwise—of the NTR will impact the tourism industry at large. Even more uncertain is how the 

project will affect larger cultural narratives that impact how the Norwegian landscape is 

understood from abroad. The Norwegian tourism industry’s relationship to the national 

landscape is marked by decades of human intervention. In many cases, this intervention was a 

necessary prerequisite to the creation of a distinct national identity. As a result, some of the 

earliest examples in which we can identify these national narratives taking shape can be found in 

the visual art and folklore of Norway’s Romantic past. 

 

Landscape Painting and National Identity in Nineteenth-Century Norway 

Human consumption of landscape images is informed largely by the experience of the viewer. A 

landscape painting evokes a certain phenomenological connection; at times we seem to know the 

site of the painting without the advantage of ever having been there in person. More specifically, 

the painting conveys a sense of place and instills in the viewer a sense of familiarity. This is 

particularly evident in iconic national landscapes with distinctive physical geographies. Yi-Fu 

Tuan explains this phenomenon by suggesting that, “under the influence of landscape pictures, 

painted or captured by the camera, we learn to organize visual elements into a dramatic spatio-

temporal structure” (Tuan 1977, 123). Thus, space and time converge in a single moment 

captured by the artist’s hand. Under this spatio-temporal structure, landscape art can be 

understood as a mode of environmental organization and geographic order—one that adheres to 

an experiential strategy by ordering the land it portrays into a coherent picture or simulation. 

Once a picture is formed, it can be captured as a material possession. But even as we possess 

landscapes, we also remain distinctly separate from them: “. . . a painting, no matter how 
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wonderful, is an object in itself, separate from the place it depicts. It frames and distances 

through the eyes of the artist, which is what it’s supposed to do. Like tourism, painting 

formalizes place into landscape” (Lippard 1997, 19-20). While the proximity to place is indeed 

distanced through the eyes of the artist, it is also distanced through the eyes of the viewer—the 

place of such paintings appearing just out of our reach. 

It is impossible to talk about the Norwegian experience of landscape and the political 

realities that shaped it without also considering similar movements throughout the rest of 

nineteenth-century Scandinavia (Facos 1998). What makes Norway’s case unique is the diversity 

of its geography and the way in which Norwegian artists appropriated natural features of the 

landscape into powerful political symbols. Landscape painting was integral to bringing visual 

form to Norwegian political developments during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

which “culminated in what may seem to be opposing movements in Scandinavia: (1) a desire for 

a Pan-Scandinavian union, (2) the rise of ‘nationalism,’ and (3) a self-conscious preoccupation 

with regionalism” (Alexis 1997, 237). Over the course of much of the nineteenth century, the 

Scandinavian nations became defined both regionally and nationally through the contributions of 

visual art and literature. For Norway in particular, geography was at the heart of nationalist 

pursuits. This political climate was “fueled by and served to fuel a burning desire to rediscover 

native culture” (Alexis 1997, 237). Individual elements in a landscape, such as roads, mountains, 

or trees, were brought to the forefront of a Romantic iconography that swept through the Nordic 

countries during the nineteenth century (cf. Gunnarsson 1998). Trees in particular carried 

particular significance as visual markers along the road to Norwegian nationalism. 

At the top of the stairs in Oslo’s National Gallery hangs a small painting by Johan 

Christian Dahl (1788-1857), the father of Norwegian national romanticist landscape painting. 

Entitled Bjerk i Storm, the scene shows a birch tree clinging to a rocky mountain ledge in the 

midst of a raging windstorm (see Figure 3). In the 1849 painting, Dahl portrays a natural motif in 

order to comment on the tense political climate of mid-nineteenth-century Norway—which had 

been in a fractious union with Sweden since 1814. Though Norway would not become an 

independent monarchy until 1905, the image of a birch tree clinging by its roots to a mountain 

ledge was charged with political symbolism. Art historians have noted, for example, that 

“[Dahl’s] use of individuated landscape elements as symbols of national survival, such as his 

brutalized yet eternally renewing birch trees, were predefined emblems by the turn of the 
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century; these paintings were signs for 

the nation itself” (Berman 1997, 229). 

Dahl’s claiming of the birch tree for 

nineteenth-century Norwegian 

nationalism was furthermore a political 

act with a particular historical precedent. 

Tuan has called landscape painting “an 

arrangement of natural and man-made 

features in rough perspective; it 

organizes natural elements so that they 

provide an appropriate setting for human 

activity” (Tuan 1974, 122). In a sense 

this definition is counterintuitive to the 

idea of “uncontrollable nature.” With 

paintings like Bjerk i storm, Dahl and 

other Scandinavian artists of the 

nineteenth century were able to capture 

the essence of the Nordic landscape, 

while at the same time, providing a valuable social commentary. Depictions of landscape in 

Scandinavia often “[i]nvited the viewer to respond emotionally to the landscape or other non-

human subject” (Kent 1987, 9). In this way, the Nordic conception of the land adheres to a 

romanticized motif that was becoming commonplace among European art of this period. But 

there were also scientific advantages to the surrounding geography, in that “atmospheric 

conditions in the Nordic countries and their geographical position in very high latitudes produce 

unique effects of light” (Kent 1987, 9). Tourism promoters began capitalizing on these luminous 

qualities by labeling Norway “The Land of the Midnight Sun” during the 1880s. 

Dahl’s lone birch tree occupies a prominent place in the history of Norwegian landscape. 

From J.C. Dahl’s famous painting, a pattern was established that placed the tree at the center of 

Norwegian tourist life. Anders Beer Wilse’s 1907 photograph of a single pine tree standing 

amidst a scene of endless fog recalls the sublime complexity of Casper David Friedrich’s lone 

traveler. The tree becomes a substitute for the human viewer, looking out over the landscape and 

Figure 3. Johan Christian Dahl, Bjerk i storm, 1849, oil on 
canvas, 92 x 72 cm. Bergen Art Museum. 



 

 25 

contemplating its overwhelming grandeur. Wilse and fellow photographers Axel Lindahl and 

Knud Knudsen were among Norway’s first professional photographers and their work was 

among that which united the picturesque scenery of rural Norway with photographic 

technologies of the late nineteenth century. 

 Credited with introducing the dramatic and varied geographic features of Scandinavia to 

the rest of Europe, Dahl wished to reproduce the natural world as accurately as possible. 

Consequently, his paintings appear crisp and focused, yet not without losing the natural and 

untamed character of his subject matter. But what make Dahl’s landscapes of special note are the 

circumstances under which many of them were constructed. Though he is thought of primarily as 

a Norwegian artist, he spent much of his professional career in Dresden, Germany, which had 

become a flourishing art community by the middle of the nineteenth century. Accompanied by 

other artists of the time, Dahl travelled in Norway during the summer months in 1826, 1834, 

1839, 1844, and 1850. The strenuous journey over rough terrain did not permit him to make 

painted studies while en route, and so Dahl worked from memory, consulting the numerous 

sketches he accumulated during his travels (Bang 1987, 85). This physical displacement from the 

subject is unlike the plein-air landscape tradition of the Hudson River School occurring 

concurrently in America (Andrews 2000). Travel, in this way, was crucial to gaining a proper 

understanding of the kinds of scenery these artists were depicting. Their art was likewise an 

enduring vehicle for the visual formation of Norwegian nature at a time when the national 

geography was only beginning to be communicated to a broader public. 

For Norwegian artists, the cultural identity of the nation was both inspired and defined by 

a keen sensitivity to the specifics of place (Alexis 1997, 248). This notion further confirms the 

position of Nordic geographers who identify landscape as place-based rather than solely scenic 

(Olwig 2007). In a large respect, such notions characterize a fundamental trait of Nordic 

landscape art. There exists in works by artists like Dahl a sense of intimacy in even their most 

dramatic compositions. Take, for example, his 1827 painting Vinter ved Sognefjorden (Winter on 

the Sognefjord). The fjord region of western Norway is an area often depicted in Dahl’s work. 

But there are several political elements inherent in this landscape. As a distinctly Norwegian set 

of physical features, “the fjord landscape was ‘original and true.’ Among the inhabitants here, 

one could find the traditions that had survived through hundreds of years of foreign dominance” 

(Austad and Hauge 2008, 392). In this way, the fjords both embrace this national 
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characterization and exist as symbols of landscape history. Seen in the light of Dahl’s nineteenth-

century nation building, however, the ancient rock, which stands overlooking the fjord, comes to 

represent the unmovable determination of the Norwegian people, further solidifying the political 

realities Norwegian paintings sought to clarify during this period. 

 

Mirroring Nature: Norwegian Artists on Mountain Roads 

Containing some of the highest points west of the Alps, Norway’s mountains became icons of 

sublimity during the nineteenth century. But mountain landscapes were not always celebrated by 

artists and writers. During the Middle Ages, mountains harbored the fears and anxieties of an 

unknown world (Rees 1975, Nicolson 1999). The cultural evolution of mountains from fearful 

domain to proud national symbol is a component in a larger wilderness narrative, which had been 

constructed throughout the nineteenth century, especially in the American West (Cronon 1995). 

As the previous chapter explained, European art produced a robust tradition of faithfully 

depicting national landscapes in countries like Switzerland throughout the 1800s. Yet while it is 

one thing to celebrate the mountains from a distance, the reality of traveling through these 

dramatic ranges was played out quite differently for early artists. The rise in landscape painting 

in Norway coincided with the rise of “picturesque tourism,” which had been exported to 

countries like Norway from Britain and Ireland. But in discovering the mountains themselves, 

these artists also gave early visual form to the roads that traversed this landscape. 

Though Dahl captured the clarity of Norwegian wilderness during the nineteenth century 

to an unprecedented degree, few painters made more of a contribution to the visualization of 

travel in Norway than his contemporary, Johannes Flintoe (1787–1870). Though Danish by birth, 

he spent most of his career in Norway and, like Dahl, was a prolific traveler in the mountain 

regions of Western Norway. His notebooks and sketches, now carefully preserved by the 

National Gallery in Oslo, reveal him to be a meticulous recorder of scientific detail. In 1839, a 

Swedish magazine published a drawing by Flintoe depicting the artist sketching with a fellow 

traveler within a cave overlooking the Aurland Valley. Flintoe, his back turned to us the viewers, 

is seated on a rock, feverishly scribbling to capture the scene before him. His companion stands 

to his left, and casually observes the working artist. The image likely dates from one of Flintoe’s 

first journeys to the region of Inner Sogn in 1819 (Lystad 2015, 75). Flintoe’s intentions were 

realized in full color a year later. In Bjønnestigvarden, Aurland six dapper travelers have stopped 
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to rest overlooking the steep valley (see Figure 4). One of the figures points toward outward far 

into the distance and directs the eye of his companion over the landscape. The other four figures 

appear lost in conversation over a map, perhaps trying to determine their future course. From the 

manner of the pointing figure’s dress, one might infer that he is a peasant from a nearby village 

who has been enlisted under the local conveyance system to escort the five travelers to the next 

town (Rogan 2007, 248-9). 

In a similar work, Fra Jotunheimen, 

Hurrungene (1837), climbers brace 

themselves against the harsh Norwegian 

wind atop one of the country’s highest 

peaks. Twenty-nine of Norway’s tallest 

mountains are found in the Jotunheimen 

region of central Norway. The painting is 

far more panoramic in its presentation 

than Flintoe’s view at Aurland, which by 

comparison, seems rather constrained. 

Fra Jotunheimen, Hurrungene depicts 

the iconic mountain range with 

unmatched precision, further exemplifying the kind of artistic accuracy common to the period. 

The belief that “the natural world existed as a system of inter-related, observable phenomena” 

came to characterize travel writing of the eighteenth century (Smethurst 2012, 7). As this 

discourse evolved, however, and writers attempted to visually describe such phenomena, ‘nature’ 

was reproduced as “an abstract space, disconnected from the observer” (Smethurst 2012, 7). 

Norwegian artists’ preoccupation with scientific particularity and accurate depiction of natural 

features may, therefore, be understood as a current, which ran counter to the prevailing discourse 

of the previous century. 

In their quest for objective clarity in their depictions, Norwegian artists sought to hold a 

mirror up to nature. They did not support the notion of German Romanticism, that mountain 

landscapes were symbolic of a divine power. Rather, artists like Dahl and Flintoe proceeded 

without distinct philosophical goals intended in their work, and “were not inclined to a 

programmatic approach. What interested them was not primarily ideas – ‘the general concept of 

Figure 4. Johannes Flintoe, Bjønnestigvarden, Aurland, 1820, 
gouache on paper, 40 x 50 cm. National Gallery of Norway. 
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the mountains’ – but the mountain as it appeared to the eye there and then, ‘seen from the north’ 

or ‘seen from the valley, backwards’” (Messel 2008, 104). In 1833, Hans Linstow and Johannes 

Flintoe, expressed contempt for the abstract in art, viewing it as a perversion of Nature’s 

materiality. “Nature gives all its creations concrete form,” they wrote, “abstract representations 

in art are monstrosities” (Quoted in Messel 2008, 104). This concern with the physicality of the 

Norwegian environment was among the motivations to travel the mountain ranges. Objective 

depiction of the landscape further speaks to the origins of scientific inquiry in Norway being a 

pursuit made real through recreation, rather than vocation. This is particularly true with regard to 

ecology. Recent scholarship has argued that “ecological sciences in Norway grew out of a 

culture in which nature was understood not as a place of work but in terms of outdoor 

vacationing” (Anker 2007, 455). The kind of visual immediacy apparent in the work of Flintoe, 

Dahl, and others—the act of depicting a scene as it appeared to the eye in a single moment—

further supports notions from environmental aesthetics, which suggest that the proper aesthetic 

appreciation of the environment can be achieved if one has some scientific knowledge of that 

environment (Carlson 2009). 

 Dahl emerged as the first artist to bring this kind of natural objectivity to Norwegian 

landscape painting. At the same time, a Romantic sensibility pervades his paintings. For Dahl, 

“the study of nature was of crucial importance as was the basis for all artistic activity. Just as 

important, however, was that realism should never become an end in itself; it had to remain 

subordinate to the mood and overall impression of the work” (Gunnarsson 1998, 94). The 

alluring mixture of romantic and realist is especially apparent in his 1851 painting, Stugunøset på 

Filefjell (see Figure 5). Against a sky of patchy clouds, an impressive rocky mountain is lit softly 

from above. Native vegetation covers the ground and the rocks appear lush and mossy, as though 

a rainstorm has just passed. Three reindeer make their way down the mountain in the foreground. 

Barely visible in the distance, high atop the mountain peak, the rest of the massive reindeer herd 

scurries about. The detail with which these animals are painted speaks to the artist’s precision 

and the degree to which he was able to capture the immense scale of the scene and the distance 

between foreground and background.  

 In Dahl’s depiction of the wild reindeer, Stugunøset på Filefjell introduced urban 

nineteenth-century audiences to a natural resource that became a symbol of the Norwegian 

wilderness. Furthermore, the painting has been said to be the first known depiction of Filefjell, a 
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mountain range located between Laerdal and Valdres. Lying due east of the Sognefjord, the 

region has historically been associated with the main transport route between eastern and western 

Norway. Dahl’s painting reinforces the common cultural assumption surrounding Norwegian 

nationalism of the nineteenth century, that, “the ‘real Norway’ was found in these untouched 

landscapes, and also in the climate, in the past and old history, and with the peasants. To find the 

‘real Norway’, one had to look outside of the cities and go back in time (Iversen 2011, 128). In 

this way, Stugunøset på Filefjell became a marker of Norwegian nationalism through an 

enmeshing of physical scenery with the historic past. 

 Like the moose of Canada, reindeer serve as iconic symbols of Norwegian wilderness and 

continue to provide visitors to Norway with opportunities for exploration. Due east of the 

Geiranger-Trollstigen tourist route along the E6 highway stands a small, unobtrusive rectangular 

structure. In 2009 the Norwegian Wild Reindeer Foundation enlisted Snøhetta, one of Norway’s 

leading architectural firms, to design a public education pavilion just outside Dovrefjell-

Sunndalsfjella National Park. Tverrfjellhytta, the Norwegian Wild Reindeer Pavilion, was 

completed in 2011 and provides a space for public educational events and a rest stop for 

travelers. Like many of Snøhetta’s designs—and in keeping with Nordic architectural 

principles—the structural elements present in the design take their cue from the surrounding 

environment. “The building design is based on a contrast between ideas—a rigid outer shell and 

a soft, organic inner core. The wooden core is shaped like rock or ice that has been eroded by 

natural forces like wind and running water, and is placed within a rectangular frame of raw steel 

and glass.”1 The wooden viewing area achieves a delicate sculptural quality as it flows across the 

interior of the building. A suspended fireplace adds warmth to a landscape that might otherwise 

be noticeably chilly. From inside the pavilion visitors can gaze out across a sweeping panorama 

overlooking the Dovrefjell Mountains. Though not constructed as an official part of the NTR, 

Tverrfjellhytta exemplifies the kind of Nordic architecture that actively responds to its landscape 

and further illustrates the degree to which the routes provide access to significant points of 

interest in the Norwegian landscape. 

                                                
1 Snøhetta, Tverrfjellhytta, Norwegian Wild Reindeer Pavilion. http://snohetta.com/project/2-tverrfjellhytta-
norwegian-wild-reindeer-pavilion 
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Figure 5. Top: Johan Christian Dahl, Stugunøset på Filefjell, 1851, oil on canvas, 67 x 89 cm. 
National Gallery of Norway. Bottom: Johan Christian Dahl, Fra Stalheim, 1842, oil on canvas, 
190 x 246 cm. National Gallery of Norway. 
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 Dahl’s depiction of Filefjell and its importance to the visualization of rural Norway 

supports theories of Nordic geographers that, historically speaking, landscape is conceived as a 

specific place. Individual mountains in Norway similarly have particular significance within this 

tradition. In the central Norwegian county of Telemark lies the highest peak in Southern Norway, 

Gaustatoppen. My great grandfather was born in a small village called Tuddal at the foot of the 

mountain. Landscape painter Peder Balke (1804-1887) is one of several artists who have 

captured Gaustatoppen’s distinctive slope and plateau-like summit. But as visually stimulating as 

the mountain is, painted representations of it rarely give an indication of what nineteenth-century 

daily life would have looked like in similar settings. As the mountain looms in the distance, any 

human presence is removed from the scene and the viewer is consequently distanced from the 

natural setting being depicted. But if one observation can be made about Norwegian Romantic 

paintings of the nineteenth century, it is that although grand landscapes came to define the 

collective spirit of the nation, so too did the picturesque representations of daily life among the 

people of rural Norway. In paintings by Adolph Tidemand, peasant families are seen hoisting 

sheaves of grain to the tops of farm storehouses as an offering for the Winter Solstice (A 

Christmas Custom), or a grandmother telling old folk tales to her grandchildren amidst the soft 

glow of a fire (The Story Teller). These daily occurrences captured the heart and soul of rural 

Norway and the people who lived there. As quaint and satisfying as these paintings may be, 

however, they tend to ignore the challenge of mobility imposed on rural Norwegian 

communities, particularly those dependent on farming for subsistence. 

Agriculture in the fjord country of Western Norway was not practiced without difficulty. 

The region’s rocky terrain and poor transportation networks imposed strict limitations on the 

degree to which rural farm communities could thrive. Tourism brought needed income to the 

region beginning largely in the mid-nineteenth century. Boarding stations sprang up along the 

existing postal roads and were eventually replaced by grand hotels. The Stalheim Hotel 

overlooking the Nærøydalen Valley is one of the most famous. Artists were among the early 

guests at Stalheim, and the hotel’s unique location provided inspiration from some of the 

region’s most iconic imagery. Johan Christian Dahl traveled through Stalheim in 1826 and his 

painting, Fra Stalheim (see Figure 5), has been called his most complete statement of national 

romantic sentiment (Smith 2013, 105). The scene in the painting is reminiscent of pastoral 

imagery common in Norway during the nineteenth century. Sheep graze in the foreground while 
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a weary traveler can be seen on the Gudvangen road at the left. Smoke wisps from the chimneys 

on the farm buildings in the valley below. Overhead, a rainbow neatly frames the entire scene. 

The pastoral sensibilities present in Fra Stalheim bear resemblance to an Arcadian iconology that 

was present in American art of the same period. Specifically the painting captures the 

picturesque quality of a wilderness that had, up until the mid-1850s, been portrayed with sublime 

and foreboding visual characteristics (Neset 2009, 58).2 Dahl’s inclusion of the farm on the road 

below recalls Norway’s agrarian past that was being rediscovered with renewed interest by 

nationalist writers and artists. 

Johannes Flintoe made numerous studies of roads during his travels throughout Norway, 

though they almost always appear as contributing elements to the larger scene. But the road takes 

center stage in an 1869 painting by Johan Christian Dahl’s son, Siegwald Dahl (1827-1902). 

Entitled Overfartsscene fra Telemark, the painting depicts a flurry of activity as Norwegian men 

and women in typical dress 

converse by the roadside (see 

Figure 6). Horses stand by as a 

cow is floated across the river 

on a boat. Animals graze on the 

banks across the river while 

goats and ponies occupy the 

foreground. In total, the scene 

is quintessentially Norwegian 

and captures the landscape of 

Telemark particularly well, as 

an agricultural landscape thrust 

into a mountainous region of 

central Norway. Overfartsscene fra Telemark further anticipates a renewed interest in Norway’s 

Romantic past that would become evident in magazines like Travel and National Geographic 

during the coming decades. The pastoral imagery of ‘Old Norway’ had a distinct nostalgia factor 

that promotional agencies were eager to capitalize on. Like the works of his father, Dahl captures 

                                                
2 The mobile dimension of this iconology permitted it to traverse geographic boundaries throughout the nineteenth 
century while continually building on previous generations of artistic influence. See Neset 2009. 

Figure 6. Siegwald Dahl, Overfartsscene fra Telemark (Crossing in 
Telemark), 1869, oil on canvas, 90 x 120 cm. National Gallery of Norway.  
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the union of nature and culture along the road with remarkable clarity and attention to detail, 

from the depiction of livestock to the accuracy of the villagers’ native costumes. This celebration 

of rural Norwegian life served as a kind of visual rediscovery of the country’s native culture that 

was first realized in folktales first collected during the early years of the nineteenth century. 

 

Folklore, Travel, and Regionalism in the Norwegian Countryside 

Romantic landscape painting visualized Norwegian scenery for wealthy urban elites of the 

period. But it is important to note that the wonders of Norwegian nature extolled by nineteenth-

century artists and travelers were seen quite differently by those actually living in the landscape. 

The rugged and varied terrain of the countryside resulted in fragmented regional cultures, 

literally separated from one another by the mountains themselves. The reality of traveling in such 

a landscape is related in a common expression heard in Norway, “the sea unites us, the land 

divides us” (quoted in Reed and Rothenberg 1993, 6). During the nineteenth century, immense 

tracts of open land in rural Norway created enclaves that were separated into almost “tribal 

entities.” One result of the country’s fragmented geography was a varied folk culture, in which 

stories told or artworks made differed from one valley to the next (Hult 2003, 57-86). Inherent in 

the folklore of this diverse landscape is a concern of both class and regional geography. These 

tales were distinctly rural in setting and reflected the cultural values and superstitions of peasants 

and farmers. German philosophy of the mid-nineteenth century had “solidified the concept of 

folkness as it was beginning to emerge in contrast to the modern and the industrial. In folkness 

resided a romantic notion of authenticity, which was rural, ancient, original, [and] natural . . .” 

(Kaplan 2003, 492). Few others made as important a contribution to this authentic Norwegian 

character than Asbjørnsen and Moe. 

Peter Christen Asbjørnsen and Jørgen Moe might be called the Grimm Brothers of 

Scandinavian folklore. The tales they collected throughout Norway during the 1830s have 

achieved a timeless status and are still read today. From their very first publication, the tales of 

Asbjørnsen and Moe lent themselves well to illustration. Erik Werenskiold (1855-1938) and 

Theodor Kittelsen (1857-1914) are among the Norway’s most beloved visual interpreters of folk 

life so common to the mountains and valleys of western and central Norway. Together they 

illustrated the first collection of national folklore, Norske folkeeventyr, brought to print by 

Asbjørnsen and Moe in 1842-43. Their work established a standard that was reinterpreted for 



 

 34 

generations to come. Kay Nielsen, for example, a Danish illustrator working in the first decades 

of the twentieth century, crafted what many consider to be the finest example of art-deco folktale 

illustration in his East of the Sun and West of the Moon: Old Tales from the North.  

 Roads have historically played a prominent role in shaping the contours of folk belief in 

Norway. According to a legend collected in Hedmark, “When the Black Death ravaged Aamot, 

an old hag went ahead with a rake and a broom. Wherever she used the rake, some people 

survived. But if she used a broom and swept the farm clean, everyone died there” (Christiansen 

1964, 8). The scene was chillingly depicted in an illustration by Theodor Kittelsen, in which the 

hunched over figure glares as she clutches her rake. A black trail of death follows her as she 

makes her way from one farm to the next. Kittelsen’s depiction is remarkably accurate given the 

state of Norway during the years of the plague when roads became overgrown and farms were 

deserted (Statens vegvesen 2014, 17). This view of the road preys on fears of uncertainty and 

distrust, as it brings strange visitors from the outside: “the road is a very powerful space; and 

unless it is handled very carefully and constantly watched, it can undermine and destroy the 

existing order” (Jackson 1994a, 6). 

Norwegian folktales are part of a folkloric tradition that grew out of a keen understanding 

of nature. What makes the tales distinctive is that in their appropriation of regional geography 

into folk narrative, they illustrate both commonly shared national values as well as specific 

beliefs that would vary from village to village. One need only look at the countless grotesque 

troll figurines sold a tourist rest stops and hotel gift shops throughout Norway to understand the 

role the national folklore plays in furthering tourism. By the end of the nineteenth century, 

Norway’s folklore had been securely documented in numerous printings of Asbjørnsen and 

Moe’s Norske folkeeventyr. The commercialization of this folk culture, however intentional, 

proved inevitable as more and more tourists flocked to the small towns at the ends of the fjords. 

Artists in particular were in great demand as this new popularization of Norwegian folk culture 

began sweeping the pages of travelogues and illustrated periodicals. Nils Bergslien (1853–1928) 

is one notable artist who capitalized on these new possibilities for native folk life. 

 Born in the resort town of Voss, Bergslien is not well known outside Norway. He is 

commonly associated with the Eidfjord area at the end of the Hardangerfjord. A small art gallery 

housing several of his paintings is attached to the Quality Resort Hotel Eidfjord and has become 

a tourist attraction in its own right. Bergslien is the nephew of Knud Bergslien, the famous 
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nationalist painter. Like many artists of his generation, he studied at a German academy in 

Munich. Bergslien’s place in the history of Norwegian art occurs at an interesting moment in 

Norwegian history, as the western fjord districts were becoming more and more established as 

legitimate tourist destinations, especially in the artist’s hometown of Eidfjord. What we see in 

Bergslien, however, is an artist deeply enmeshed in the commercial possibilities of an expanding 

tourist industry. He completed original decorations for dining rooms and communal spaces of 

several area hotels and his paintings of gnomes and farm scenes adorned Christmas and New 

Year’s postcards of the early twentieth century. 

With regard to subject matter, Bergslien’s paintings celebrate the last vestiges of 

Norway’s Romantic past. His art is consistently bold and accurate in its depiction, always 

retaining a kind of commercial flair. Art historians have speculated that Bergslien’s style failed 

to evolve because of the high demand for his paintings. His work sold so fast during his lifetime 

that it was rarely exhibited (Warberg 2008, 130). One known exhibition occurred at Oxford 

University in 1902, where several of Bergslien’s common artistic motifs, including peasants, 

monks, trolls, and tourists, were represented. Materials surviving from the exhibition clearly 

distinguish between the types magical folk creatures that inhabit the national folklore. “The 

Nisse are good-tempered little folk who haunt the houses. The Dverg or dwarfs are always in the 

mountains. The Huldre are young females of attractive appearance but uncertain character who 

haunt waterfalls, and sing and play and lure young men to their destruction” (Boyd 1902, 7). The 

frivolity of tourism is unapologetically present in Bergslien’s watercolors showing well-dressed 

tourists attempting to navigate the glacier ice of Hardanger.3 Glaciers held a particular 

fascination for early Norwegian artists. Thomas Fearnley (1802-1842) depicted them often in his 

work. The positioning of the traveler in Bergslien’s painting simply titled Grotte (Cave) echoes a 

familiar trope in Romantic visual culture. In total, Bergslien’s work reflects a growing interest in 

rediscovering native Norwegian culture at the beginning of the twentieth century. This re-

appropriation of rural Norwegian folk life would become a characteristic used to market the 

landscape in the coming decades. 

                                                
3 Warberg 2008, 80. The original watercolors are held at Galleri Nils Bergslien, Eidfjord. See also, Fottur på 
Hardanger Jøkulen / Hiking at the Hardanger Ice Fields, ca. 1900, O. Væring: 
http://ovaering.no/image/10067/fottur-pa-hardanger-jokulen-hiking-at-the-hardanger-jokulen 
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Chapter 3 

On Beaten Tracks: Tourism in a Changing Norwegian Landscape 

 

By the beginning of the twentieth century the image of Norway as a “Northern Playground” had 

been secured by more than one hundred years of cultural representation. As the previous chapter 

has shown, this was due, in part, to the efforts of nationalist writers and artists who drew 

frequently on the country’s wild, untamed landscapes for inspiration. During the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries, however, this romanticized image of Norway began to migrate and 

take on new significance, particularly elsewhere in Europe and in the United States. Tourists in 

search of picturesque scenery may not have been overtly concerned with propping up the 

national image of the countries they were visiting. Quite the contrary, scholarship on European 

travel writing suggests that the traveler’s own national loyalties are supported by the ways in 

which descriptions of destinations are written and illustrated (Buzard 1993; Andrews 1989). Yet 

over time it became clear that the efforts of foreign European and American tourists did in fact 

support the romantic idea of Norway as a wilderness refuge and an escape from the confines of a 

rapidly industrializing society. 

By the early twentieth century the image of the Norwegian wilderness was becoming 

popular thanks to several pictorial features in prominent periodicals such as National Geographic 

and Travel magazine.1 Since the so-called “discovery” of Norway some one hundred years 

earlier, the country became known as a wild, untamed paradise where fishing and big game 

hunting were plentiful. Travelers from Britain had been exploring the Norwegian countryside for 

decades and published their sporting exploits in lavishly illustrated volumes written for an 

English-speaking audience. From these volumes, a very specific picture of Norway began to 

emerge as the sublime drama of the country’s towering mountains was tempered by gentle 

scenes of rural tranquility. Day-to-day life, itself perhaps somewhat mundane, was played out 

against a backdrop of monumental fjords and mountain valleys. This idyllic image was further 

solidified throughout the early twentieth century as mass tourism continued to define what the 

true Norway looked like. With the arrival of transatlantic cruise travel in the 1890s, came new 

                                                
1 Almost the entirety of the February 1923 issue of Travel magazine is devoted to Norway. See also Dennis, Alfred 
Pearce. “Norway, a land of stern reality: Where descendants of the sea kings of old triumphed over nature and 
wrought a nation of arts and crafts” National Geographic, (July 1930) and Abbie L. Bosworth, “Life in a Norway 
Valley” National Geographic (May 1935). 
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opportunities to market Norway’s physical beauty to crowds of foreign visitors in search of that 

true Norway. 

 

Framing the View: Norway and the Traveling Landscape 

The May 2012 issue of National Geographic Traveler magazine features a two-page 

advertisement for www.visitnorway.us. Featured prominently in block letters are the words 

“THIS IS ONE OF THE MOST BEAUTIFUL COUNTRIES ON EARTH.” The statement 

hovers gently above a majestic scene of a cruise ship making its way up a towering fjord. 

“Explore Norway,” the ad proclaims, “and you’ll return to nature with breathtaking scenery, 

dramatic waterfalls, and the freshest of mountain air.” The statement is informative, persuasive, 

and one of many such features that grace the pages of websites and magazines under the 

umbrella of the country’s national tourism campaign, “Norway: Powered by Nature.”2 As the 

case of Norway makes clear, breathtaking natural scenery has become inseparable from the idea 

of tourism in many parts of the world. There is, however, an unfortunate burden borne by those 

researching the historical influence of this phenomenon. Almost any discussion of the subject 

tends to be relegated to the time and place in which it was developed, namely, eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century Western Europe. Relegating the picturesque to the annals of history risks 

stifling any future engagement with the ideas it stands for. The goal, therefore, should be to 

disrupt traditional understandings of picturesque aesthetics by examining the role mobility plays 

in scenic tourism. The literature and material culture of Norwegian travel history provide an 

entry point. 

Postcards, for example, came to signify a new mobile way of seeing the world and 

brought faraway destinations within the frame of view conveniently delivered to one’s mailbox. 

They became synonymous with travel and bridged the gap between near and far, bringing the 

world closer. Perhaps more than any other medium, postcards framed landscapes as portable 

property that could be bought and sold at will. Related to their status as mobile markers of exotic 

travel destinations, they are also a material component of what has been called an “accelerated 

sublime” (Bell and Lyall 2002). Postcards became synonymous with the acceleration of society, 

but they also reference the automation of processes by which we mediate images of the 
                                                
2 Norway’s tourism brand is carefully managed by a state-owned corporation called Innovation Norway, which both 
develops and promotes Norwegian enterprise at home and abroad. See http://www.innovasjonnorge.no/en/start-
page/our-services/brand-norway/ 
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landscape. Norwegian postcards from the 1920s, for example, frequently depicted carloads of 

tourists descending the steep mountain roads of the western fjords (see Figure 7). The visibility 

of the automobile was crucial to how the photographic message was communicated to 

prospective tourists. Some thirty years earlier, however, this scene would have appeared quite 

out of place with the pace of Norwegian life. As one holiday traveler reported,  
Norway is still fresh and virginal. She has not yet been vulgarized by the relentless march of civilisation. 
She has thousands of square miles where the shriek of the steam engine is unheard, she has pathless forests 
where the bear, the wolf and the elk still roam undisturbed, she has grand lakes and imposing waterfalls 
absolutely unknown to fame, she still invites investigation and exploration. . . . How long she will preserve 
her primitive virtues whilst the tourist stream flows over her we need not inquire. (“In Northern Lands” 
1893, 659-61) 
 

For this tourist, the fantasy of pre-industrialized Norway was the real motivation for travel. The 

landscape is presented here as a blank canvas, a land of endless recreational opportunities for 

prospective pleasure hunters. Remarkably the writer is unconcerned with the extent to which the 

landscape would remain in a pristine and seemingly untouched state. The purity of the scene, 

however manufactured, takes precedence over reality. This heightened sense of “paradise found” 

came to characterize much of Norwegian travel writing throughout the nineteenth century. By 

the 1890s, rapid development of the country’s transportation networks marked an important 

moment in the development of Norwegian tourism, as the picturesque purity sought by early 

tourists gave way to mass mediation of the landscape. 
 

 
Figure 7. Tourists navigate the winding road at Merok near Geiranger, ca. 1920s. 
Author’s collection. 
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Tourists, the Picturesque, and the Illustrated Travelogue 

Though seemingly counterintuitive, a characteristic of the picturesque in Norway is its 

dependence on mobility; the national landscape is built around a keen awareness of how to move 

through it. But how does the scenic conceptualization of landscape operate within the context of 

tourism? Malcolm Andrews opens his 1989 book, The Search for the Picturesque, with the 

following observation:  
At the heart of Picturesque tourism is a set of paradoxes. . . . Firstly, the tourist wants to discover Nature 
untouched by man; and yet, when he finds it, he cannot resist the impulse, if only in the imagination, to 
‘improve’ it. Secondly, the tourist travelling through the Lakes or North Wales will loudly acclaim the 
native beauties of British landscape by invoking idealized foreign models . . . (1989, 3) 

 
Improvement is introduced to the picturesque by framing the scene in a particular way and 

allowing for the arrangement of natural features most pleasing to the eye. In the process of 

arranging a landscape in this way, however, the scene becomes a device that defines culture. In 

the case of British picturesque tourism, social and cultural life in Britain during mid-eighteenth 

century was characterized by a shift in the cultural authority of Greek and Roman literature. 

Andrews concludes that during this time, “Picturesque tourism self-consciously functioned as the 

continuation of this process of cultural self-definition” (Andrews 1989, 4). 

Many of the early Norwegian travelogues were illustrated. A selection of line drawings or 

etchings helped bring visual form to the kinds of scenery described in the text. Boydell’s 

Picturesque Scenery of Norway, for example, was published in 1820 and captured the country’s 

landscape in a series of contained scenic views.3 But of all the illustrated travelogues of Norway 

produced during the nineteenth century, few were more elaborate than Richard Lovett’s 

Norwegian Pictures Drawn with Pen and Pencil, a fanciful portfolio of Norwegian scenery 

published by London’s Religious Tract Society in 1885. The total picture of Norway that Lovett 

offers readers is admittedly broad-ranging. His goal is to offer a glimpse of the country’s scenery 

along the more accessible travel routes, which he calls “magnificent specimens of constructive 

skill” that are “kept in order by constant care” (1885, 24). 

The kinds of social activities associated with what we call tourism came to Norway 

during the late eighteenth and throughout the nineteenth centuries when travelers descended 

upon the northern nation in droves. The majority of these early tourists were primarily male 

                                                
3 A readable copy of Boydell’s Picturesque Scenery of Norway is available at the National Library of Norway: 
http://www.nb.no/nbsok/nb/19b178f67eea2fdf8108846cc034f84e#9 
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English travelers who were drawn to Norway’s rugged, untamed wilderness. The travel 

narratives of these early explorers were written in the sweeping, Romantic style common to the 

era. Many were lured to Norway in pursuit of larger game than their native Britain could offer. 

Abel Chapman’s 1897 book, Wild Norway, is one of the later accounts left by the early tourists. 

In his introductory chapter he pontificates on the overwhelming virtues of Norwegian nature: 

“Norway must attract those who appreciate what is grand and wild. There is a boldness and a 

sense of desolation in her metamorphic mountains with their robe of clinging birch and 

prehensile pines . . .” (1897, 1). The desolate cry of Romanticism is very much in evidence In 

Chapman’s lyrical descriptions of the Norwegian countryside. “Norwegian scenery,” he 

continues, “may be said to begin where that of other lands leaves off. Nature here arrays herself 

on [a] giant scale. There is nothing small . . .” (1897, 2). For Chapman, it was necessary that the 

size of his scenic depiction matched the size of the prey he sought to hunt—often in the form of 

bear and reindeer. The conception of the sublime is here extended beyond the philosophies of 

Burke and Kant, who envisioned sublimity as astonishment and the incomprehensible, 

respectively, towards a heroic sublime as travelers like Chapman assumed pioneering identities 

in their quest to seek out and conquer all that “wild” nature had to offer. For Chapman, 

Norwegian nature was innately knowable and, because it was knowable, it was also conquerable. 

It is important to recognize that for tourists like Chapman, the appeal of Norway as a 

picturesque vacation destination stemmed as much from its grand scenic landscapes as it did 

from being imagined as a land of unrivaled potential for the ardent sportsman (Sillanpää 2002). 

While the travelogues of the early tourists were often littered with sweeping generalizations 

about the magnificent scenery they beheld, many of them were deliberate in making careful, 

almost scientific observations about the sights their authors encountered. The perils of the road 

were also a focal point of early travel writings at a time when poor road conditions made 

overland travel a particularly arduous task. The first chapter of a 1905 book by the artist Nico 

Jungman, for example, is entitled “Precarious Travel” and is filled with detailed descriptions of 

the various conveyances used to navigate the Norwegian mountains. Roads in particular were 

frequently described in terms of their efficient utility: “For it cannot be denied, that while Nature 

left to herself is picturesque enough, her beauties lose nothing from the effects produced by a 

well-placed road. The painter is always grateful for it, and, it need be said, so is the traveller” 

(Goodman 1896, 31). 
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Within picturesque aesthetics lies an ethical dilemma that continues to challenge the ways 

in which we see the world and our place in it. Aesthetic conceptualizations of landscape and 

place continue to be fixated on formal properties established by picturesque scenery. Our taste 

for natural scenery, therefore, is first and foremost of our own creation and not, however natural 

it may seem, a reflection of nature’s true aesthetic qualities. Valuing natural beauty on human 

terms has, for this reason, been called superficial, narcissistic, and trivial (Callicott 2008, 108-

109). America, too, provides examples of the pervasiveness the picturesque had on nineteenth 

century travelers. In 1894, the naturalist writer and essayist John Muir famously described a visit 

to the Sierra Mountains of California: “Pursuing my lonely way down the valley, I turned again 

and again to gaze on the glorious picture, throwing up my arms to enclose it as in a frame. After 

long ages of growth in the darkness beneath the glaciers, through sunshine and storms, it seemed 

now to be ready and waiting for the elected artist . . .” (2008, 65). Muir’s human presence is here 

seen as a civilizing force in the wilderness, and a vital tool in the creation of a new kind of 

picturesque art that had been popularized by a number of new visual technologies over the 

course of the nineteenth century. 

 

Trains, Tourists, and the Mechanization of Norwegian Scenery 

The first automobile rolled onto Norwegian soil in August of 1901. Its driver was Peter 

Scheltema Beduin, a Dutch tourist and adventurer who had previously undertaken long car 

journeys through the Alps (Kjolberg 2016). After the arrival of Beduin, automobiles became the 

preferred mode of transportation, especially with regard to tourism. To be sure, one of the 

primary attractions of the NTR is to get travelers off the buses and into independent automobiles. 

But with this newfound freedom to traverse scenic landscapes on one’s own come certain 

limitations in which the natural features of the landscape become fused with the mechanical 

apparatus used to navigate them. Landscapes are inseparable from those who create them. What 

makes landscapes profoundly human, therefore, is their utility. With this in mind, this section 

will address some of the ways scenic perception was altered through a process of mechanized 

control. At first glance the idea of mechanization may seem out of place in describing landscape 

– a construct with a seemingly organic connection to nature. Yet we should remember that 

landscapes are in themselves dependent on mechanical adaptability. When linear perspective 

revolutionized painting in the sixteenth century, for example, it imposed a mechanical structure 
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on scenic pictures. When we think about scenic landscape, then, we should recall that its origins 

were built around the idea of pictorial control, and that such control extended beyond the frame 

of the picture and into the real world. 

In 1865 Carl Abraham Pihl became Norway’s first railway director, a position he held 

until his death in 1897. During these years, the railway industry in Norway grew considerably, as 

did the number of tourists who flocked to the tiny northern European nation to witness firsthand 

its distinctive brand of nature. Pihl left behind a remarkable archive of photographs, which 

document every stage of the railroad construction. He would clamber up the rocky ledges, his 

heavy tripod in hand, and strategically position his camera so as to achieve a harmonious balance 

of natural features and mechanical apparatus. The resulting photographs “presented not so much 

an awesome spectacle as the dream of a new harmony between technology and nature . . .” 

(Hvattum 2011, 120). Even more explicitly, though, the images speak to the conflicting 

relationship between nature and technology and demonstrate how this relationship materializes 

in the landscape. For Pihl, technology and the mechanical adaptability of the railroad represented 

less an interruption of a natural landscape, as an enhancement of a wilderness waiting to be 

improved (Hvattum 2011, 120). Such an idea recalls one of the central characteristics associated 

with early tourists, that the scenes they were viewing could in some way be improved through 

the use of optical technologies (Andrews 1989). 

Railroads represent, in almost the purest sense, a disruption in a pastoral ideal that had 

been, for so long, the defining characteristic of what the Norwegian Romantic painters sought to 

capture. In this way they also represent something that has been interpreted as quintessentially 

American. Readers of Leo Marx, for example, will recall that in an age of rapid technological 

change, no landscape, not even Thoreau’s Walden Pond, can ever again exist as a refuge from 

the shriek of the locomotive (1964, 249-255). In Norway, the railroad was not altogether 

welcomed by locals or tourists. British writer E. J. Goodman makes a brief, if somewhat vague 

reference to the clamber of steel rails in his 1892 book, The Best Tour in Norway. “I had reached, 

in fact, the region of what I may call the ‘switchback’ road, if I may apply to it the term so 

familiarly associated with an engine of amusement and suffering that has lately become popular 

in connection with some of our exhibitions” (1892, 166). Goodman is not outright contemptuous 

of railways, though he does express concern over their impact on Norway’s majestic terrain, 

writing that, “railways would, in a certain sense, be the ruin of Norway . . .” (1892, 126). 
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Promotional efforts of the day produced by the Norwegian State Railways worked to ensure that 

the sentiments behind Goodman’s apprehension would never be realized. 

In many ways it is fitting that the motive power of the railroad would be harnessed for 

tourism in Norway since both were products of a society eager to explore the economic potential 

of the wilderness. During the nineteenth century, both time and space became mechanized and in 

that mechanization they became more and more accurate depictions of what we perceive to be 

reality (Schivelbusch 1986). Critics of this idea might point out, however, that in their capacity 

for mechanization, contemporary modes of mobility like automobiles actually weaken our 

capacity to experience a landscape in more complex ways. Landscape is, in effect, lost to the 

hum of the rail car. With increased velocity comes decreased perception (Andrews 2007, 277-

278). Yet in its disruption of a pastoral ideal, Pihl’s rapidly expanding railroad enterprise also 

served to reframe what the landscape would become to a new industrialized Norway. Giving 

scenery prioritization was an early strategy of the Norwegian state railway service, as evidenced 

from their tagline used on promotional materials during the 1920s and 30s, “All Norwegian 

Railways are Scenic Railways.” 

By the early twentieth century, however, automobiles had largely replaced horse-drawn 

carriages on nearly every Norwegian road as the preferred mode of transportation. As we have 

seen, recreational driving in Norway can be traced back to the nineteenth century. Motoring had 

become popular among British tourists in their native homeland and came to Norway during the 

1920s and 30s. Automobile clubs sprang up in Oslo and began producing road maps for holiday 

travelers. A 1935 road map produced by the Norsk Vacuum Oil Company features a car heading 

northwards over a geographic illustration of the Norwegian nation (see Figure 8). A bottle of 

motor oil hovers above the car as the oil, spilling out from the canister, forms the roadway 

below. It is a striking and colorful example of the kinds of illustrated maps being issued for 

tourists during the 1930s. Apart from playing to motor tourists’ ambitions for conquering the 

road by car, the map also forecasts Norway’s energy dependence on the oil that would be 

discovered off its western cost some thirty years later.4 

                                                
4 Norwegians owe a large part of their quality of life to this domestic oil production. Incentives are offered to drivers 
who purchase fuel-efficient, hybrid vehicles. Gasoline is also heavily taxed. When I filled up my 11-gallon tank 
during the summer of 2014, I spent nearly $100 US dollars. 
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Figure 8. Norwegian Roads, Real and Imagined. Left: Tourist booklet published by 
the National Travel Association of Norway, 1939. Right: Oslo Øst Automobilkart 
(Oslo East Road Map), Norsk Vacuum Oil Company, 1938, Author’s Collection. 

 

Exhibits at the Norwegian Road Museum in Lillehammer point out that the postwar 

boom in American car manufacturing following the Second World War led to a sharp increase in 

individual drivers in Norway (Statens Vegvesen 2014, 36-39). This demographic change was 

also reflected in postwar Norwegian travel literature. During the late 1940s, a British tourist 

named Joan Carme Steen published a series of letters written to a friend during several motor 

holidays with her husband. Entitled By Car in Norway, the book preserves a picture of Norway 

following the German occupation of 1940-45. “My dear Anne. At last we are able to use the 

car!” the first letter begins (1949, 5). What follows is a view of Norway as seen from several 

significant stretches of road. Though never intended for publication, Steen’s letters provide an 

intriguing glimpse into the postwar travel conditions in Norway. Most notable are Steen’s 

descriptions of the roads in the Hardanger region, which zig-zag in countless hairpin turns as 

they make their way up and down the mountains. The author’s comments reassert those of 
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travelers in the previous century whose descriptive remarks were centered on the road as a 

marvel of mechanical ingenuity.  

 

Emigrant Visions of Norwegian Life and Landscape 

The previous section of this chapter examined the movement of early travelers through the 

Norwegian landscape as well as the mobility of written and pictorial representations of that 

landscape. It explored how, due to the popularity of mass-produced imagery, Norwegian nature 

began to move about both in Norway and across national borders. What is remarkable about 

these transformations is that they coincided with a mass exodus of hundreds of thousands of 

people who left Norway for new opportunities in the United States. Yet their keen sensitivity and 

fondness for Norwegian landscapes traveled with them. This mobile dimension of culture further 

exemplifies the degree to which Norwegian scenery had become a marketable commodity, for “if 

cultures travel they cannot be closed-off from other cultures. The admixture of elements and the 

unintended production of new cultural values are an inevitable consequence of movement” 

(Rojek and Urry 1997, 11). 

 It is necessary to note here that the contribution to the visualization of Norwegian nature 

made by emigrant artists is, admittedly, a topic broad enough to encompass several volumes of 

literature. Indeed, several works have been published on the subject.5 What’s more, such a topic 

might seem out of place in a presentation that has, up until this point, been devoted to discussing 

examples of Norwegian culture created within the national boundary. My reasoning for including 

the contributions of emigrant artists in this project, however, is twofold. First, the following 

examples will consider the ways in which emigrants realized the Norwegian landscape as a 

device that maintained a cultural connection between emigrants and their former homeland. A 

second reason for including this section is a personal one. Some of my first introductions to 

Norway and its natural beauty were from paintings, books, and travel ephemera shared with me 

by my father. This is particularly true with regard to the folk arts of Telemark, a county in central 

Norway where my great-grandfather’s family came from. 

                                                
5 See, for example, Nelson, Marion John, ed. 1994. Material Culture and People’s Art Among the Norwegians in 
America. Northfield, MN: Norwegian-American Historical Association; and Nelson, Marion John. 2000.  Painting 
by Minnesotans of Norwegian Background, 1870-1970. Northfield, MN: Norwegian-American Historical 
Association. 
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 The complex workings of trans-national identity have been explored in the writings of 

several Norwegian emigrants returned to Norway as tourists between 1900 and 1930. Though 

these writers had the luxury of traveling to their homelands again, “their sense of what it meant 

‘to be home’ as recorded in their accounts became a complicated term, essentially because they 

were not only going back to a place but to a past they wanted to formulate into their present 

lives. The trip back was also a project to find out if their past in a different country was 

irretrievably lost” Gulliksen 1991, 103). The act of writing while traveling, in this way, was a 

way to preserve one’s historical identity. Old Norway, for these emigrants, existed as much in 

time as it did in space. 

 
Figure 9. Andreas Pedersen, Untitled, 1898, oil on canvas, 11 x 17 ¾ in. Collection of Richard Tvedten. 
 

Landscape painting also provided a way in which Norwegian-American artists could 

retain a connection to the homeland they left behind. An untitled painting from 1898 by 

immigrant artist Andreas Pederson, for example, depicts a modest farm building along a dirt road 

(see Figure 9). The exact location of the scene is not known, though it bears a resemblance to the 

rolling landscapes of Telemark and its rustic peasant traditions. While some focused exclusively 

on American subjects, many artists, like Pederson, could not escape the captivating hold the 

Norwegian landscape had inscribed on them. Related to this ethereal hold on the imagination 

was a concern with common history. Landscape painting provided one of the means by which 
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the Norwegian-American community would define themselves in the United States (Merritt 

2006). These examples also illustrate the flexibility of landscape as a category of representation 

and identity formation, no longer confined by the specific geography of Norway itself. 

 

On the Road with Ingri and Edgar Parin d’Aulaire 

Beginning in the 1920s and 30s, Norwegian scenery found new life in American children’s 

literature. Numerous picture books and novels for young readers began using Norway as a 

setting, interpreting the country’s customs and folklore for curious children. An examination of 

this material further reveals that during the twentieth century, children’s literature offered a new 

method for conveying the Norwegian landscape to American children—further strengthening the 

bond between the two countries, which had been established in the wake of the great migration.  

Among the many award-winning authors and illustrators during this time, the husband 

and wife team of Ingri and Edgar Parin d’Aulaire are unique in the world of children’s picture 

books. The d’Aulaires met during the 1920s while studying under abstract expressionist Hans 

Hoffman at his Munich school. After marrying in Ingri’s native Norway, the couple moved to 

New York City where they began writing and illustrating children’s books at the suggestion of 

New York Public Library children’s librarian, Anne Carroll Moore. Their second book, Ola was 

published in 1932 and propelled them into the burgeoning world of children’s illustration. The 

story of a young boy and his travels around Norway enchanted readers and critics alike. The 

d’Aulaires’ opening text is a poetic celebration of Nordic geography: 
Far up in the north, the sun is afraid to show his pale face in winter. But the moon and the stars love the 
sparkling frost. They gleam fairylike through the long night and the arctic lights leap across the sky in cold, 
silent flames. They glitter on the snow and the ice of a long, mountainous country down below. In their 
magic light the country looks like a huge silver spoon, thousands of miles long. This is Norway. And it is 
the strangest country in the world. It is so crowded with mountains, forests, huge trolls, redcapped gnomes, 
and alluring Hulder-maidens, that only a few human people have room to live there. (d’Aulaire 1932) 

 
Here Norway is framed as a country that is foreign and unfamiliar, yet simultaneously appealing. 

Such language reinforces the sublime character of the Norwegian landscape. Following the 

d’Aulaires’ lyrical introduction, the reader is introduced to Ola, a blond-haired, intrepid young 

traveler who sets out on a pair of skis in the hope of catching a hare. After their beautiful 

introduction set against the backdrop of the northern lights, the viewer descends upon Norway to 

a small cabin hidden away in the forest. The d’Aulaires’ use of perspective in Ola is unusual. By 

placing the reader directly behind Ola as he whistles down the mountainside, we too share in his 
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journey. “Run on, my seven-league boots,” he calls to his skis (see Figure 10). By the end of the 

book he has toured his entire native country, complete with a visit to a traditional wedding, cod 

fisheries, and northern reindeer herders. Ola’s travels reinforce the exploratory spirit that came to 

characterize the travelogues of the first tourists to Norway. In total, Ola is filled with folkloric 

references to Ingri d’Aulaire’s Norwegian heritage. The authors’ reference to “seven-league 

boots” pays homage to the folk tale, “Soria Moria Castle,” collected in the nineteenth century by 

Asbjørnsen and Moe (see Chapter 2).6 

 
Figure 10. “Run on, my seven-league boots!” Ola sets out on his adventures and chases after a hare in the classic 
picture book written and illustrated by Ingri and Edgar Parin d’Aulaire. 

 

In the years since its initial publication, Ola has become a classic children’s picture 

book—a Norwegian folktale in its own right. Folklore remained a key element in the 

d’Aulaires’s books, as exemplified in East of the Sun and West of the Moon, their 1938 retelling 

of the classic tales of Asbjørnsen and Moe. In the first notable collection of Norwegian folklore 

since Kay Nielsen’s 1914 art nouveau illustrations, the d’Aulaires abandoned their trademark 

stone lithography in favor of labor-intensive copper plate etchings and wash drawings. It has 

                                                
6 It should be noted that the trope of the “seven league boots” was not unique to Norwegian folklore. Variations of 
the idea can also be found in other national folk traditions. Publication of the d’Aulaires’ Ola preceded the last book 
by explorer Richard Haliburton, Seven League Boots, by three years. 
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been said that the d’Aulaires’ distinctive style rejected much of the artistic convention in picture 

book making during the early 1930s. Instead they chose to appropriate their work on “the 

decorative, often dramatic stylization of folk art, and the willful, often expressive distortion of 

modernist art” (Bader 1976, 42). It should be noted that the geographic focus of the d’Aulaires’ 

books mirrored a trend in picture book making in America during the 1930s. Scandinavia, and 

Norway in particular, were popular topics for children’s writers (Rees 2011). 

 

Ben Blessum and the Modern Day Viking Tourist 

Ben Blessum led a double life as an artist. On the one hand he became a prominent member of 

the fine arts community among the Norwegian immigrants in the United States during the early 

twentieth century. Additionally, he contributed perhaps more than any other artist, to the 

popularization of Norway as a tourist destination during this same time. Born in Marstein, 

Romsdalen in 1877—about halfway between Bergen and Trondheim—Blessum and his parents 

were among the many families who left Norway for America during the late nineteenth century, 

settling in Menominee and nearby Eau Claire, Wisconsin. In his early years, Blessum made his 

living with manual labor and administrative work. His first visit to Europe occurred in 1903 and 

it was during this time that he rediscovered his native homeland. In the early 1920s, Blessum was 

associated with a number of other painters who, collectively, made up the second generation of 

Norwegian immigrant artists in Chicago (Nelson 1993, 170). These artists were united in their 

rejection of abstraction, a characteristic that distinguished their work in relation to other 

mainstream American art of the period. Blessum’s paintings in particular represented a 

continuation of the pastoral folk tradition so common to the farm valleys of Western Norway. 

Blessum’s travels to Norway increased during the First World War after he was 

appointed to the Committee on Public Information for the War Department of the United States. 

His associations with the Norwegian government eventually led to his appointment as the 

manager of the travel bureau for the Norwegian State Railway service in New York, a position 

he held for thirteen years beginning in 1923 (Bjørset 2003, 315). During these years Blessum 

lectured frequently and incorporated his artistic talents into the bureau’s promotional materials, 

including brochures, posters, and advertising. The fjord districts of Blessum’s homeland were an 

important part of this work. In November of 1924 he delivered a lecture “illustrated by moving 
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pictures” entitled “Glimpses of Norway’s Fjords” at the Detroit Institute of Arts.7 Setesdal and 

the faming valleys of Romsdalen had left a captivating impression on Blessum and he recalled in 

1920, “I found that the people of Setesdal still knew where the elves danced on a summer 

evening” (quoted in Erickson 1988, 408). 

An early poster by Blessum depicts a beautifully illustrated fjord scene as a cruise ship 

floats gently at a nearby port. Cruise travel had been present in Scandinavia since the 1890s and 

the Norwegian America Line had been running transatlantic service between New York and 

Norway since its founding in 1910. The giant floating palaces became familiar sights on 

postcards and other imagery designed to attract tourists to Norway. Blessum’s poster is a fine 

example of a well-executed composition. A scene of more drama appears in a 1930s poster by 

Blessum, which proclaims, “See the Land of the Vikings!” as a Norse longboat crashes over the 

waves toward the viewer. Appearing below it, we see a map that illustrates the trek of the vessel, 

from America (back) to Scandinavia. In this colorful depiction of Norwegian heritage, Blessum 

places the viewer on the boat as a willing adventurer. Norway’s Viking past fascinated Blessum 

and ancient Norse visual motifs were often featured as decorative elements on the brochures he 

designed for the Norwegian State Railways, including “Vikingland Vacations” (1931) and “The 

Norway Beyond the Fjords” (1935). During the late 1920s, one of Blessum’s paintings appeared 

on the cover of Nature’s Wonderland, a booklet published for British travelers by the Norwegian 

State Railways. Its cover depicts a sunny mountain scene behind a flourishing tree that neatly 

frames a fleet of medieval Viking ships. The ever-renewing symbol of the lone tree recalls the 

nationalist sentiments of Johan Christina Dahl. “Norwegian scenery,” the guide explains, “has 

the refreshing charm that only great contrasts and surprising variations can afford.” 

One of Blessum’s most interesting contributions to the literature on Norwegian tourism, 

which united his interest in scenic landscape and ancient Norse iconography, occurred in a 32-

page booklet first issued by the Travel Bureau of the Norwegian Government Railways in 1930 

(see Figure 11). Entitled What You Can See From the Train in Norway, the booklet’s cover 

features a black and white image of a locomotive passing through a tunnel beside one of the 

country’s iconic fjord landscapes. The scene is neatly framed by a yellow border of carved 

Viking motifs below the bold title in type reminiscent of runic script. 

 

                                                
7 See Bulletin of the Detroit Institute of Arts, November 17-December 1, p. 20. 
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Blessum designed both the cover and interior 

layout of the booklet and also wrote the text, 

which “tells of scenes not remote but 

immediately adjacent to the railway lines, 

scenes that actually can be seen from the 

train windows” (Blessum 1930, 1). In this 

way, the booklet serves as a conduit to the 

surrounding landscape as mediated by the 

mechanism of the railroad. Comprising a 

descriptive journey along three of the 

country’s most popular tourist routes, 

Blessum’s text and accompanying 

illustration also glorify the railway as a 

wonder of mechanical adaptability as it 

rumbles over high bridges, hugs the side of 

mountain cliffs, and darts in and out of 

tunnels that have been carved straight 

through the mountainside. Apart from its 

contributions to Art Deco-era travel design, 

Blessum’s work during his years as chief of 

the Norwegian State Railway travel bureau 

appealed to a new kind of fascination with visually experiencing iconic tourist landscapes. In 

Blessum we also begin to see the commercial possibilities of Old Norse heritage becoming more 

and more visible in an elaborate display of tourist myth making, a phenomenon that continues to 

have real world implications for tourism research.8 In his role at the Norwegian Tourist Bureau, 

Blessum was trusted with ensuring that his promotional messages would appeal to as broad a 

customer base as possible. To achieve this, he crafted materials that played on popular 

conceptualizations of Norway common in the early twentieth century. In this way, he paved 

much of the groundwork for the National Tourist Routes of the coming decades. 

                                                
8 The contemporary tourist applications of Viking heritage are explored in Halewood, Chris and Kevin Hannam, 
2001. “Viking Heritage Tourism: Authenticity and Commodification,” Annals of Tourism Research 28(3): 565-580. 

Figure 11. What You Can See From the Train in Norway, 
text and design by Ben Blessum, Norwegian Government 
Railways Travel Bureau, 1930. Author’s collection. 
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Chapter 4 

Scenic Transformation Along Norway’s National Tourist Routes 

 

On the surface, Norway’s National Tourist Routes have a simple goal: to provide tourists with a 

world-class driving experience through the use of innovative architecture and design. They 

achieve this by supposedly returning a sense of place to the road itself. Roads became placeless 

largely in response to the acceleration of daily life via train and auto transport during the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Scenic tourist routes accomplish both transporting 

tourists between destinations and providing space for recreation as a way to play to larger 

national tourism goals. But the architectural installations along the roads also have been said to 

facilitate a new kind of interaction with the landscape, to offer a place for reflection and 

contemplation amidst an otherwise bustling tourist infrastructure. What is challenging about this 

idea is that these roads are considered to be “off the beaten path”. The tourist routes lead drivers 

deep into some of the most rural areas of Norway before spilling them back out into various 

towns and urban centers. 

As the previous two chapters have shown, the visual qualities of the Norwegian 

landscape have been well known for the past several hundred years, thanks to creative efforts in 

photography, landscape painting, and literature. By the end of the twentieth century the image of 

Norway had been firmly established. The aesthetic of the NTR appears on the surface to be 

hyper-modern and not at all in keeping with previous versions of Norwegian scenery. Gone are 

the carefree peasants that adorned the national romantic paintings. In their place stand mile after 

mile of meticulous architectural construction. This has created a new kind of wilderness 

experience, one that is carefully mediated by the road and the amenities it affords the traveler. It 

has also created a new way of seeing in which natural features and architectural intervention are 

combined in a new kind of scenic landscape experience. Norwegian history has shown that road 

building was inherently connected to the burgeoning nationalism of the nineteenth century as 

government officials worked to connect the previously scattered settlements of rural Norway. 

New railway lines and the country’s early road networks enabled improvements in 

communications during this time. The delivery of mail was helped to a great degree by the 

establishment of a national railway network and the gradual improvements of road conditions 

throughout the 1800s (Hompland 2004). In Norway, road building continues to be synonymous 
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with nation building. Roads provided the means by which transportation connections were 

mapped and enacted in the landscape for the purposes of work and play. Roads became a 

mechanism by which the Norwegian nation achieved cultural definition and unity between 1814 

and 1905. It has been said that, “the underlying driving force behind the evolution of Norwegian 

society since its national rebirth in 1814 has been to unite all that was once dispersed. The 

underlying fear, one hundred years after national independence in 1905, is that everything that 

has been united will once more be dispersed” (Hompland 2004, 355). The uncertainty inherent in 

this fear is that “the local will not grow into the regional as part of the national, but will 

disappear in the private and contourless global” (Hompland 2004, 378). I view the NTR as an 

effort to preserve the local character of rural Norwegian communities within a larger framework 

of regional and national development. What is striking about the project, however, is how 

dependent it is on the idea of “private” and “global” interests. We can see this in the international 

exhibition, DETOUR, which traveled the globe touting the sublime virtues of Norway’s 

expanding tourist transportation networks. The enmeshing of the local within a larger 

geopolitical realm can also be felt in the presence of a host of internationally renowned private 

architecture firms that have been called upon to give the project its distinctive edge. 

 Part of the appeal of the NTR is the project’s ability to promote an experience free from 

the constraints of conventional tourism. One is no longer cooped up in a bus or train with loads 

of other tourists. The automobile, by comparison, simulates a kind of liberation even though the 

car’s mechanical apparatus may in fact limit the degree to which a tourist can fully experience a 

landscape. The car window authenticates the landscape by providing a suitable frame for viewing 

(Andrews 1999, 113). Recent research has shown that “independent tourists who used personal 

vehicles frequently argued that satisfaction and experience levels were considerably enhanced 

due to the feelings of liberty personal transportation afforded them” (Butler & Hannam 2012, 

297). It is feasible that the use of independent automotive transportation may also lessen one’s 

feeling like a tourist and the negative associations that are related to it. This idea of tourists 

wanting to distinguish themselves so as to create a distance between them and the superficial 

enterprise of tourism has historical roots in the nineteenth century, during which time “the 

traveler exhibits boldness and gritty endurance under all conditions (being true to the etymology 

of ‘travel’ in the word ‘travail’); the tourist is the cautious, pampered unit of a leisure industry” 

(Buzard 1993, 2). The superficiality of tourism, as opposed to the more serious activity of travel, 
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can be traced back to the early twentieth century establishment of the package tour when 

enterprising firms like Thomas Cook’s of London began running tours throughout Europe and 

the Mediterranean (Löfgren 1999, 155-209; Zuelow 2016, 60-75). Package tours were dependent 

on a highly established tourist infrastructure of hotels and transportations networks. In Norway in 

particular the rocky southern coastline near Sørlandet became a popular resort destination in the 

years following the First World War (Hundstad 2011). 

Yet it is the uncertainty of travel that may in fact cause people to seek out heavily 

trafficked tourist destinations. As Lucy Lippard observes, “if the beaten track is created for the 

tourist, the tourist herself creates an “off the beaten track” to reassert her own autonomy and 

independence” (1999, 10). The idea of alternate itineraries being a way to reassert a tourist’s 

autonomy is aligned with the very American idea of the wilderness serving as a vehicle to 

strengthen the national character (Nash 2014). Going off the beaten track or rejecting the careful 

advice of a tourist guidebook involves a certain amount of risk. It is, therefore, in the best interest 

of a cautious tourist to adhere to a predetermined itinerary. Sticking to one of Norway’s eighteen 

National Tourist Routes ensures that travelers are carried along in safety and security within the 

confines of the country’s tourism strategy, a strategy built largely on innovative approaches to 

environmental, social, and economic sustainability.1 
The project was supposed to create activity in rural areas for local building contractors, and to create jobs in 
maintenance, management and support. It was also seen as a comprehensive initiative to develop the tourist 
industries at a local level. The historic character of the roads was to be cultivated and much effort put into 
raising the quality of the supporting infrastructure to make them more attractive. (Ellefsen 2015, 67) 
 

Though urban areas in Norway offer much for tourists in search of authentic Norwegian 

experiences, the country’s vast stretches of open, minimally cultivated land still remain one of its 

most vital tourism assets (Daugstad 2007). Norway’s tourism industry has been built around 

sustaining a view of a pristine and untouched landscape. But the tourist routes should not be 

thought of as merely a sprucing up of the country’s existing tourist roads. As examples in the 

previous chapters have shown, travel routes are implicated in a range of processes that have 

come to establish the dominant way Western Norway has been crafted as a tourist destination. It 

is too early to measure the cumulative effect the tourist routes project will have on the industry at 

large or the regional communities most directly affected by its implementation. But the routes 

have prompted important questions about Norway’s future as a tourist destination. For example, 
																																								 																					
1 See Norwegian Ministry of Trade and Industry. Destination Norway: National Strategy for the Tourism Industry, 
2012. Available at: https://www.regjeringen.no/ 
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are these roads fully integrated into the rural communities through which they pass; or do they sit 

atop the landscape as an ornamental device to mediate tourists’ perception?  

Much of the recent scholarship on Nordic architecture—of which the NTR are often 

singled out—takes identity within the landscape as its focus (Hvattum 2012; Jørgensen and 

Stabel 2010). The idea is that good architecture both cultivates and strengthens collective and 

individual identities, and that a clear and well-defined identity is necessary for societies and 

cultures to thrive. What is compellingly counterintuitive about the National Tourists Routes 

within this context is their status as tourist attractions. Part of what makes tourism a meaningful 

experience is a feeling of constantly feeling out of place regardless of what environmental factors 

are at play. What is striking about the interplay between the architectural installations and the 

landscapes in which they sit is the balancing act between strange and familiar that they perform: 

alien in their visual aesthetic, yet familiar in their placement within a quintessentially Norwegian 

setting. Yet by privileging the scenic in nature above more complex, multi-dimensional 

interactions, these travel routes control visual responses to the landscape and, in so doing, 

underscore a cultural limitation of nature-based tourism. 

 

Visual Spectacle on Contemporary Norwegian Roads 

How does one begin to approach the spectacle created by the National Tourist Routes? As I 

began to research available information about the project, I realized that it is often described in 

fairly generic terms. Architectural historians, for example, point out that a number of the designs 

“have managed to highlight and focus on existing natural environments and landscape attributes 

in a way that responds to the modern tourist’s desire to experience something more—a kind of 

‘added value’ to the travel experience” (Jørgensen and Stabel 2010, 66). What is the “added 

value” that is referenced here? One possibility is that it is a response to the current over-

saturation of the tourism market with constructed realities and a move towards the need for more 

authentic, true- to- life destinations. I question, though, whether giving tourists a sleek, modern- 

looking overlook from which to view the surrounding fjords will actually accomplish this. The 

NTR seek to provide access to remote areas of the Norwegian wilderness that travelers might not 

otherwise visit. Here lies the true value of the routes. But at what cost? A 2011 article in The 

Atlantic, for example, suggests the NTR is concerned with sustainable design. Nowhere in the 

text, however, is this topic discussed. Aesthetic appeal overshadows many complicated questions 
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that remain to be answered about just what effect this project will have on Norway’s 

environment. The article states: 
The architectural gestures . . . bravely fight concerns that, due to the pragmatic present-day nature of state-
level decision making in Norway, nature-going has lost the previous charm of Nordic tourism. They imbue 
the landscapes with points of view and call attention to the cultural and historical heritage of spaces, 
contributing to what we perceive as the spirit of a place—that thing that makes us remember it, love it, and 
go back to it. (OpenBuildings 2011) 
 

This passage fails to acknowledge the intense governmental intervention that went into creating 

the NTR, and further suggests that the “charm” of Nordic tourism will only remain intact if 

enough dollars are generated to sustain them. As we have seen, tourist travel in Norway was 

anything but glamorous in the years when these roads were first built. Furthermore, the gradual 

installation of the NTR has been coinciding with more organic changes in the Norwegian 

landscape, where natural reforestation is claiming previously open spaces. This alteration of the 

landscape’s “visual signature” has the potential to diminish its importance as an asset for 

Norwegian tourism and could affect consequences for an understanding of place (Foss 2013; 

Daugstad 2007). If we alter the land itself, we almost inevitably also alter the meaning of the 

place it informs. 

I was struck by the ways in which the tourist routes were designed to perpetuate 

generations of historical landscape interpretation. Landscape historian Janike Jampevold Larsen, 

for example, views the installations along the routes “as a curatorial practice patterned largely on 

a 19th-century aesthetic, in which potent visual experience is privileged above more complex, 

sensual interactions with the landscape” (Hvattum et. al. 2011, 7). While this interpretation is by 

all means a valid one, the participatory experience of tourism is not necessarily dependent on 

direct guidance from a curatorial authority. Of course landscapes need to be interpreted and 

projects like the NTR certainly have a responsibility to provide access to nature, but how far 

should the project’s branding of nature reach? When does curatorial authority bleed into 

obstruction of the landscape? Larsen’s curatorial take on the NTR suggests that there exists in 

Norway a preoccupation with perpetuating the Romantic images of Norwegian nature common 

to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The aesthetic qualities of contemporary Norway—

especially with regard to tourism—are thus informed largely by a historical tradition of depicting 

the landscape in a way that is grand, overwhelming, and indicative of the strength of the nation. 

While there is no doubt about the visual appeal of the NTR, it has been argued that the 

aesthetics that the project strives for invite a kind of urbanization of the landscape. Critics have 
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pointed out that such practice could result in an increasingly inauthentic environment in which 

viewers pay more attention to the buildings themselves and less to the landscapes in which they 

sit. In this way, the clean lines and sleek surfaces of structures found along the route have the 

potential to do just the opposite of what the project intends (Jørgensen and Stabel 2012).  How 

much of an intrusion does the NTR make on our impression of the landscape? John Dixon Hunt 

has argued that the installations function as a way of “ ‘staging’ landscape history without 

unnecessarily intruding upon it other than by inserting places for viewing and contemplation” 

(2014, 95). But in “staging” landscape history, the installations also focus, control, and in some 

cases manipulate a viewer’s perception. When seen in this way, the landscape becomes a piece 

of theater while the viewing platform or other architectural apparatus becomes the proscenium 

that acts as a frame around the view. In doing so, the proscenium reasserts the authority of the 

viewer rather than asserting the authority of nature. This changing role of the viewer from 

passive spectator to active participant has been reflected in the careful placement of the NTR in 

the public dialogue. 

From their beginning, the exhibitions of the architectural installations on the tourist 

routes project highlight optical vision as a focal point. The year 2007 saw the establishment of an 

international exhibition called DETOUR: Architecture and Design along 18 National Tourist 

Routes in Norway, which traveled to London, Paris, Berlin, Stockholm, Brussels, Bologna, 

Bratislava, Caen, the National Building Museum in Washington, DC, Parsons School of Design 

in New York, and the Center for Architecture in Philadelphia. The cover of the exhibition’s 

catalog features an image of a 

Kaiserpanorama, a form of 

stereoscopic entertainment 

invented by August Fuhrmann in 

1890, consisting of several viewing 

stations situated around a central 

rotating mechanism, which 

displayed stereoscopic scenes 

against a rear-illuminated glass 

plate (see Figure 12). A similar 

device accompanied the traveling 

Figure 12. The Kaiserpanorama, a form of stereoscopic entertainment 
from the late nineteenth century. 
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exhibition and highlighted each route’s accessibility by showing footage from various 

installations (Larsen 2011, 181-82). The inclusion of the kaiserpanorama in the DETOUR 

exhibition provides an example of the role that the history of scenic vision plays in constructing 

the tourist experience in Norway. As a predecessor to film, the kaiserpanorama further highlights 

the degree to which motion plays a role in the interpretation of landscape images. This is 

especially important in the context of scenic tourism. During the later nineteenth century, 

stereoscopic vision became a more international kind of optical entertainment (Crary 1990; della 

Dora 2007). Part of this internationalism was materialized in a series of picturesque stereoscopic 

“tours” produced by the firm of Underwood and Underwood in the early twentieth century. In 

spite of the rapid transformation in scenic vision during this time, however, no optical device 

could fully replicate the experience of viewing a landscape in real time. To achieve this, a tourist 

would need to take to the road. 

 

Scenic Overlooks and the Privilege of the View 

The premise of the scenic overlook is to give supreme optical power to the tourist viewer. Atop a 

scenic overlook, our view can be transfixed anywhere we like. But the word “overlook” also 

suggests that something is lost, missing, or unnoticed (Lippard 1999). In their quest to locate and 

highlight a distinct Norwegian identity along the tourist routes, the architectural goals of the 

project adhere to similar aims put forward by National Geographic’s Center for Sustainable 

Destinations. What is problematic about this kind of geotourism initiative is that it proceeds from 

the belief that a sense of the authentic is automatically inherent in a sense of place. Tourist 

discourse has made clear, however, that even the most carefully curated and seemingly organic 

destinations are, by their very nature as tourist sites, uniquely crafted for a specific purpose. 

There authenticity, in this regard, is staged for the tourist consumer (MacCannell 1976). 

Landscape historians have observed that the project “is about actual, not simulated travel, yet the 

project’s highly mediated nature reflects and manipulates display strategies that are associated 

with the panorama, maintaining the panorama’s distance to nature” (Larsen 2011, 182). 

The NTR also emphasize what might be called the privilege of the view—the idea that 

nature objectified is put forth as an offering for human consumption chiefly through the tourist 

gaze (Urry and Larsen 2011). In this way the routes support the economic goals of tourism. One 

way the various installations along the routes achieve this privileging of the view is by 
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embracing the varied topography of the Norwegian landscape. Height and the scenic possibilities 

it offers provide a potent currency in the exchange that takes place between tourist and scenery. 

When seen in this light, the spectacle becomes what is real, true, and authentic about Norway as 

a destination. Tourists visit the country because of the chance to see and travel amidst 

geographical features unique to this part of the world. During my visit, the experience felt 

authentic because I was there, living it, in real time. Yet my own interpretation was also 

profoundly manufactured and conditioned by the tourist armature that has become inseparable 

from the routes themselves. 

While driving these roads, I could not help but relate the experience to my own travels in 

the United States, especially in the American West where this kind of sight-seeing by car is all 

too common in national and state parks. Lucy Lippard relates that a typical day at Grand Canyon 

National Park during the tourist high season would see some 6,000 cars competing for fewer than 

2,000 parking spaces along thirty miles of road: “At first people couldn’t get to the national 

parklands without cars. Today it’s hard to get into them with cars” (1999, 135-36). In a similar 

way, the network of eighteen nationally designated roadways that make up the National Tourist 

Routes could be understood as a giant automotive park—a landscape of vast expanse that is most 

effectively traversed by car. Such landscapes are especially common in the western United 

States, which lured early motorists with large stretches of unexplored road. The visual signature 

of these landscapes came to be defined by their interplay of road and nature. In Yellowstone 

National Park, for example, the extent to which the park was viewed as a success depended in 

large measure on broad public identification of the park with a range of transportation 

infrastructure such as gateways and stagecoaches. These road-related scenes appeared just as 

much at home in the wilderness as the bears and bison that roamed through the parklands (Davis 

2013, 46). The visibility of the transportation design and all the elements that comprised it was 

crucial to the definition of the landscape as a tourist spectacle. 

 Norwegian roads offer numerous examples of this kind of approach to landscape 

interpretation. Designating the road as an attraction in itself has been a key strategy of the 

country’s official tourism marketing abroad. When I visited Norway in 2014, the phrase “Where 

the roads are attractions in themselves” was used to describe the National Tourist Routes in 

promotional literature. An often-photographed scenic overlook at Trollstigen is the architectural 

installation that has come to signify many of the goals of the National Tourist Routes (see Figure 
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13). Trollstigen, which translates to “the troll’s ladder,” is one of the most iconic roads in 

Norway. Because of its eleven steep hairpin bends, the road is closed to traffic during late 

autumn and through the winter months. Completed in 1936, it is also among the later tourist 

roads to be built in the region. The facility, designed by Reiulf Ramstad, is composed of several 

elements, including a lookout platform accessible by a long staircase. From the overlook, 

sightseers can gaze out into the surrounding valley with unmatched clarity.  

 

 
Figure 13. Scenic overlook at Trollstigen, Geiranger-Trollstigen National Tourist Route, 
designed by Reiulf Ramstad, 2012. Photo: Norwegian Public Roads Administration. 

 
What is extraordinary about this place, however, is that it positions the viewer above the 

road from which he or she has just traveled. The tourist’s eye becomes transfixed on the 

infrastructure that made it possible to reach such previously unimaginable heights. In this way, 

Trollstigen is as much about celebrating the mechanical world as it is about communing with the 

natural world. The installation directs and commands the tourist’s attention, thereby crafting 

what is and isn’t quintessentially Norwegian about the landscape on view (Ellefsen 2015, 71). 

But an important distinction should be made in the way this architecture informs the practice of 

sightseeing. The scenic overlooks and the other infrastructure placed along the tourist routes can 

indeed tell a tourist what to see. They cannot, however, tell the tourist how to see it. Subjective 

appreciation will always be part of the tourism experience. With that in mind, the next part of 

this chapter draws on my own trek along several of Western Norway’s historic roads.  
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Contemplating the Road: A Personal Reflection 

During mid-August of 2014, I spent one week traveling Norway’s National Tourist Routes. In 

addition to Oslo, my travels took me to six other counties in western and central Norway: Sogn 

og Fjordane, Hordaland, Møre og Romsdal, Buskerud, Oppland, and Telemark. My goal for this 

trip was to immerse myself in the landscape while traveling on five of these historically 

significant roads. Apart from renting a car in advance, I made few preparations along the way, 

choosing instead to embrace all the perils and pitfalls of the journey. My goal was to mimic the 

experience of early travelers but to also allow myself to follow the lead of the National Tourist 

Routes. This was particularly true with regard to time. I drove the roads, recorded the sights, and 

wrote feverishly along the way. When the sun began to drop, I headed for the nearest hotel. 

My first stop was the rest area at Steinsdalsfossen. As the road winds its way down into 

the Hardanger region, the scenery is quite dramatic. Fruit trees line the roadways and occasional 

orchards are set up along the roadside to attract passing tourists. The restroom facilities and 

tourist shelter at Steinsdalsfossen are constructed of angular concrete slabs that achieve a kind of 

sculptural finesse, even as they appear somewhat out of place amidst the adjacent farm buildings. 

From the parking lot, visitors are encouraged to frequent the tourist shops selling trinkets and 

postcards before ascending a long concrete walkway towards the Steinsdal waterfall. The tourist 

route installation allows sightseers to walk behind the flowing water and end up at a viewing 

platform where they can look back down towards the valley below. The Steinsdalsfossen 

attraction, designed by architects Jarmund/Vigsnæs AS, was opened in June 2014, two months 

prior to my visit.  

Further down the road on the Hardanger tourist route, architect Tordis Hoem designed a 

wayside rest area with parking and picnic facilities at Steinstøberget. In contrast to 

Steinsdalsfossen, the site makes use of materials that blend in with the surrounding landscape; 

natural stone fences line the shore and provide access to a rock platform near the water’s edge. A 

local orchard nearby, Steinstø Fruktgard (Fruit Farm), offers tourists a chance to taste the apples, 

plums, and cherries that have made the Hardanger region a favorite among travelers. Hoem’s use 

of natural stone in the fence work pays homage to the roadside barriers placed high along the 

adjacent cliffs to keep passing cars on the road. The roads of Hardanger hug the fjord banks and 

are characterized by a gradual incline as drivers make their way further into the mountains.  
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The region’s picturesque majesty of gently rolling mountains and clear blue water was expertly 

captured in 1848 by artists Hans Gude and Adolph Tidemand in Brudeferden i Hardanger, their 

painting of a bridal party making its way up the fjord by boat. 

As I made my way further north and my car wove its way up and down one steep 

mountain pass after another, the landscape seemed to close in on me. At times the sun was 

completely hidden from view behind the impressive height of the scene set out before me. I had 

arrived in the county of Sogn og Fjordane, a region of Western Norway that, like Hardanger, is 

known for its agricultural contributions. The Aurlandsfjellet Tourist Route consists of a 47-km 

drive along Road 243 between the municipalities of Aurland and Lærdal. Perhaps the most 

spectacular view along the Aurlandsfjellet Tourist Route is from a sculptural cantilevered 

platform at Stegastein (see Figure 14). Designed in 2006 by Todd Saunders and Tommie 

Wilhelmsen, Stegastein embraces the panorama by catapulting the viewer out into the landscape 

onto a 33-meter walkway. The main viewing platform is constructed of laminated wood and steel 

and extends toward a diagonal glass plate at the far end where the viewer’s gaze follows the 

curve of the platform as it descends the cliff. A startling fear gripped me as I stood over the glass 

plate. Stegastein plays with the viewer’s sense of vertigo and anticipation and further reinforces 

the capability of the tourist routes to become a kind of scenic entertainment (Larsen 2011). 

 
Figure 14. Scenic overlook at Stegastein, Aurlandsfjellet National Tourist Route, designed by 
Todd Saunders and Tommie Wilhelmsen, 2006. Photo: Norwegian Public Roads Administration. 
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I approached Stegastein from the town of Aurland below. 

The road to the lookout point winds its way up a zig-zag 

pattern out of town. At times the path is so narrow that 

only one car-width can pass. Waysides are provided so 

that one may pull off to let larger vehicles pass. As my 

car ascended the road, views of the surrounding fjords 

became more and more spectacular. In total, the 

experience was reminiscent of the kind of visual spectacle 

featured on the cover of brochure published around 1935 

by the Tourist Traffic Committee for Bergen, Hordaland, 

Sogn and Fjordane, entitled Motoring round Bergen (see 

Figure 15). The viewer is placed above a car as it winds 

its way up a mountain road in Norway. The illustration 

demonstrates the extent to which height and depth played 

a vital role in the marketing of the Norwegian landscape 

during the early twentieth century. As I stood at the edge 

of the platform and my gaze extended out over the fjords 

below, I could not help but be reminded of that iconic 

scene of mountain exploration by Johannes Flintoe, 

Bjønnestigvarden, Aurland (1820). In that instance the 

platform became an extension of the road above Aurland. 

 

The Transformation of the Norwegian Scenic Hotel 

Not surprisingly, a goal of the National Tourist Routes is to provide access to historically 

important tourist sites. But as part of this process, the routes also provide opportunities for 

individual tourism operators to profit from increased traffic. Historic hotels can be found 

throughout Norway and many dot the landscape along several of the National Tourist Routes. 

Lodging had come a long way since the early days of automotive transportation, when car 

camping was a major draw along Norwegian travel routes. Tensions between tourists and 

farmers actually resulted in the establishment of campsites that would discourage the practice of 

simply pitching one’s tent by the side of the road, also known as “wild camping” (Zuelow 2016, 

Figure 15. Motoring round Bergen, 1935. 
Author’s collection. 
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126). But for more discerning travelers, the Norwegian fjords offer luxurious hotel 

accommodations, many of which date back over one hundred years.2 In order to further examine 

the impact the National Tourist Routes have had on tourist hotels in Norway, I want to contrast 

the aesthetic presentation of one of its most iconic examples, the Stalheim Hotel overlooking the 

Nærøydalen Valley, with a daring new kind of lodging experience, the Juvet Landscape Hotel 

along the Geiranger-Trollstigen tourist route. Both hotels take full advantage of their 

surroundings but differ in the way they present the landscape to visitors. 

Perched high atop a cliff the Stalheim Hotel commands one of the most impressive views 

in Western Norway.3 It would be fair to call the hotel a Phoenix of Norwegian hospitality. Dating 

back to 1750, the first lodgings at Stalheim were a modest 10-room boarding house built to 

accommodate travelers along the Norwegian postal routes. Norway’s expanding road network 

stretching west from Christiania (Oslo) to Bergen brought with it the construction of the first 

hotel in 1885, which served tourists for fifteen years until it was lost to a fire on February 20, 

1900. Two years later in November the recently rebuilt hotel burned to the ground a second time. 

Meinhardt’s Hotel in the nearby resort town of Voss was purchased in 1906 and moved to 

Stalheim before being expanded and moved closer to the cliff edge. Amazingly, in 1959, the 

building succumbed to a third fire, resulting in the structure that currently occupies the site. 

From its earliest iteration, Stalheim became synonymous with tourism in the Norwegian 

mountains (see Figure 16). The iconic scene from the impeccably manicured terrace at the edge 

of the cliff is one of the most instantly recognizable views of the region. Coupled with this 

impressive spectacle, the hotel building itself also became an important part of Norwegian tourist 

iconography, often appearing on early postcards from a variety of angles. The message these 

images convey, however, is not one of a structure melding into its surroundings with the kind of 

sustainable quiet one has come to expect from Norwegian architecture. The hotel building and 

the winding Stalheimskleiva road leading travelers to it dominate the landscape as fetes of 

engineering, almost as if to call out into the Nærøydalen Valley below.  

 

																																								 																					
2 Many of these hotels have been restored and are promoted by the membership organization, De Historiske hotel & 
spisesteder. See http://www.dehistoriske.com. 
3	Visit: http://www.en.stalheim.com	
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Quite a different style of accommodation can be found some two hundred miles north of 

Stalheim at the Juvet Landscape Hotel.4 Completed in 2010 by the firm of Jensen & Skodvin, 

Juvet has done away with the monolithic hotel complex, which dominates the skyline from the 

tops of waterfalls. The hotel is actually a series of nine detached rooms situated at different 

points in the landscape near Gudbrandsjuvet (see Figure 16). Through careful site orientation, 

none of the rooms directly face one another, offering visitors as much privacy as possible 

(Slessor 2009, 79). As a whole, the hotel achieves what has been called “a synthesis of raw 

Norwegian nature, cultural history and modern architecture.”5 Like other sites along the National 

Tourist Routes, Juvet achieves this distinctive expression by heightening the juxtaposition 

between deliberate construction and the natural spontaneity inherent in the landscape. The 

project also confirms a common presentation of Nordic architecture, “as the realization of a 

northern genius loci—a pristine and natural response to the rough wilderness of the far north” 

(Hvattum 2012, 113). 
 

Figure 16. Left: Stalheim Hotel, ca. 1890-1900, National Library of Norway. Right: Juvet Landscape Hotel, 2010, 
Norwegian Public Roads Administration. 
 

Several building components make Juvet a remarkable project, not least of which is the 

hotel’s emphasis on providing guests with solitude, a luxury that can often be hit or miss when 

traveling. The cabin-like hotel rooms form a kind of landscape park in which the surrounding 

waterfalls and natural pools have been carefully curated by Jensen & Skodvin through a series of 

fenced walkways, bridges, and platforms. Yet for all its apparent isolation, Gudbrandsjuvet is 

one of the most heavily trafficked tourist sites in northwestern Norway, receiving 250,000 

																																								 																					
4 Visit: http://www.juvet.com/en 
5 http://www.juvet.com/the-juvet-hotel/the-hotel 
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visitors each summer (Almaas 2010, 111). Part of the site’s appeal is also the way in which Juvet 

has refused to relegate the area’s cultural history to a back burner. The story of Burtigarden farm 

at Alstad, one of the largest farms in Norddal, is told through the careful preservation of the 

historic buildings that dot the property, which also provide a remarkable contrast to the clean 

lines of the new hotel. Each of the boxy cabins is clad in strips of Norwegian larch and contain 

two walls made entirely of glass. Because the hotel is intended only for summer use, none of the 

structures are insulated. But it is how the architects achieved a minimum impact design in such a 

historically overworked agricultural region of Norway that has received well-deserved attention. 

The cabins rest on platforms supported by steel foundation rods that have been drilled into the 

rock below, a technique that resists blasting or leveling the ground in any way and, consequently, 

provides minimal disruption to the surrounding topography and vegetation (Slessor 2009, 79). 

 

Natural History and the Shifting Ground of Authenticity 

Principles of geotourism suggest that attending to and nurturing the geographical character of a 

place requires that attention be paid to the environmental and cultural heritage of tourist 

destinations. In spite of this, tension between heritage preservation and revitalization is one of 

several dilemmas facing contemporary practicing architects in Norway. This is particularly true 

with regard to those working with nature (Jørgensen and Stabel 2010, 266). Part of what makes 

the National Tourist Routes unique is the place they occupy within Norwegian natural history, as 

the same roads that visitors to Norway have been traveling for centuries. Though modernized for 

contemporary vehicles, many of the routes have not been widened or altered since they were first 

built, and several are closed during the winter months when weather prohibits easy traveling. 

While traveling the National Tourist Routes, one begins to see how natural history is 

being negotiated across time and space. This shifting reality changes what we consider to be 

authentic about the landscape. What is authentic at one time does not appear to be so in another 

(Benjamin 1936). As we have seen, the routes encompass a range of attractions and activities 

designed to engage sightseers, including public facilities and historically important scenic 

viewpoints. At the same time, close adherence to the visual promotional materials has been 

deemed essential to the success of the tourist routes. According to the project’s 2014-2015 

annual report issued by the Norwegian Public Roads Administration, “the reality must match the 

pictures. If not, the National Tourist Routes will diminish in value as a major attraction for 
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Norway as a holiday destination” (Statens Vegvesen 2015, 12). This statement gets at the key 

idea behind the tourist routes, that they have created a new image for Norway based on 

historically established traditions. The success of Norway as a tourist destination is thus 

dependent on retaining this idea of “Norway as a picture” that is deeply engrained in our visual 

consciousness. 
The attraction and focus of landscape tourism along Norway’s west coast has always been the romantic 
notion of conquering the steep hostile mountain slopes and, on reaching the top, taking in the breathtaking 
panorama of the fjord. The landscape has been ritually monumentalised in certain chosen and adapted sites, 
and this romantic view persists along the contemporary National Tourist Routes, exhibited in iconic and 
expressive architectural interventions. (Ellefsen 2015 73) 

 
The tourist routes project represents just what a slippery concept “authenticity” is to begin with. 

It is the thing tourists search out the most and it is most elusive in highly trafficked areas. The 

tourist routes have become the new normal in Norway. For tourists, they have become the new 

establishment. In this way, authenticity is flexed or recreated into something strange yet familiar. 

Strange in that the architectural installations are hyper-idealized versions of basic touristic 

amenities one would expect to find on a scenic tourism route. Familiar in that they are placed in 

a landscape that has been and will likely always be an iconic one. 

 When I began researching the NTR, I expected to confine my analysis almost exclusively 

to the project’s architectural installations. What I had not counted on was the presence of art 

being an integral part of how these roads were being represented to twenty-first century tourists. 

At Vedahaugane, outside the small village of Laerdal, drivers along the Aurlandsfjellet tourist 

route have had an opportunity to visit a bear that has been hibernating for the last four years. 

Moving up out of the Erdalen Valley, the road twists and turns in a series of sharp bends before 

breaking through heavy tree coverage to reveal a breathtaking panorama of mountains and 

granite plateaus. Admittedly, the views were so impressive that I almost missed the turnoff into 

the modest wayside designed by Lars Berge of Bergen’s LJB Architects. A long, graceful bench 

and concrete walkway hug the side of the mountain and lead visitors to a small opening about 

five hundred feet from the road. Once inside, visitors can sit on a concrete slab and transfix their 

gaze at a brown bear sleeping on top of a pile of refuse. DEN, an art installation by Mark Dion, is 

one of several artworks commissioned by the Norwegian Public Roads Administration for 

permanent exhibition along the National Tourist Routes (see Figure 17). 
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Figure 17. Mark Dion, DEN, 2012, Aurlandsfjellet National Tourist Route. Photo: Norwegian Public Roads 
Administration. 
 

In 2011 Dion traveled from New York to Norway to begin studying Norwegian brown 

bears. During the course of his research he retraced much of a similar journey made by Johan 

Christian Dahl in 1825. His projects frequently draw inspiration from historical methods of 

displaying nature, such as museum exhibitions and cabinets of curiosity (Lange-Berndt 2012, 

50). But travel and its role in shaping natural history also plays a role in how these methods have 

evolved.6 One of the questions Dion’s art attempts to answer is by what process does scientific 

and cultural knowledge relating to the natural world develop? The human relationship with bears 

has long been considered one of both respect and fear. As symbolic of a wild and untamed 

landscape, bears are representative of human conflict with the natural world (Brunner 2007). Nils 

Bergslien, for example, symbolized this struggle in a large panoramic painting from entitled A 

Bear Fight. Norway’s current bear population is alarmingly low. According to a report released 

by the Norwegian Institute for Agricultural and Environmental Research, only 137 bears were 

																																								 																					
6 Consider Dion’s engagement of the work of American naturalist, William Bartram. See Mark Dion, Travels of 
William Bartram Reconsidered, John Bartram Association, 2010. 
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registered throughout the country in 2012, a decrease that continued a declining trend from the 

previous two years (Solholm 2013). Historically, the brown bear’s demise is also a product of the 

influx of tourism. During the nineteenth century, bear populations in Norway were nearly 

decimated by overhunting. The fragile state of the species and its distribution throughout Norway 

provides artists like Dion with an opportunity to provoke a meaningful dialogue through the use 

of site-specific art. Visitors to Dion’s installation have made their way over the same terrain as 

those early sportsmen and tourists of over a century ago. In this way the installation comprises a 

response to the local history of the road and the landscape through which it passes. 

In light of the ideas presented within the small cave, DEN attempts to provide an answer 

to the question, “is there a place for bears and humans to coexist?” Furthermore, to what extent 

and by what management principles might this coexistence be achieved? DEN is, at its core, a 

compelling suggestion of the kind of anthropocentric reality that contemporary artists are forcing 

their publics to confront. Because of this, the natural history of bears is also inextricably linked 

to the natural history of the human societies so responsible for their demise. Seen in this way, 

DEN epitomizes what has been called an “ecologically motivated memorial” (Lange-Berndt 

2012, 50). Dion’s sleeping bear was unveiled in September 2012 and has since become a top 

destination in itself along the Aurlandsfjellet Tourist Route. Perhaps unintentionally, the 

installation also bears witness to a commercial repositioning of site-specific art. 

Less and less, landscapes are being viewed not with an organic connection to identity, but 

as site-specific resources of use value that reinforce the growing demands of capitalism. Related 

to a postmodern notion of site-specificity is the idea that the environment has emerged as a 

contested geopolitical arena in which the struggles for territory are continually played out. 

Norway’s NTR project achieves this melding of environmental concern and cultural geography. 

Within a postmodern context, site specificity has been called “the cultural mediation of broader 

social, economic, and political processes that organize urban life and urban space” (Kwon 2002, 

3). In the decades following the 1960s, site left the ground and began taking on new meanings 

that were noticeably informed by the experience of urban life. The case of Norway presents a 

very similar kind of spectacle, but at a national level as social, economic, and political processes 

are continually played out and reinforced along each of the eighteen tourist routes. Dion’s 

sleeping bear challenges viewers to confront the idea that urbanized materiality has encroached 
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on its natural habitat to such a degree that it has begun to coopt these materials for its own use 

and survival. 

Historical accuracy also comes into question when considering a modern tourism 

initiative like the National Tourist Routes. For example, does the Norwegian landscape retain the 

historical character we have come to expect after generations of cultural interpretation? 

Sociologist John Urry explains that some environments can become “visually contaminated” 

through the introduction of foreign matter that could be construed as “inappropriate” (1992, 18-

19). In the case of Norway, an example might be the presence of a large hydroelectric dam on 

one of the country’s many rivers. Through our continued reliance on what have been called 

“brute force technologies,” the natural world has been transformed “into something increasingly 

orderly, rational, and machine-like—in a word, industrial” (Josephson 2002, 4). Even more 

relevant to the National Tourist Routes and their staging of Norwegian natural history is the idea 

of the routes and their hyper-stylization being seen as “historically inappropriate” in the context 

of how this landscape has been interpreted for the past two hundred years. Traditionally, 

environments and tourist landscapes are appreciated if they appear “visually consistent with that 

time” (Urry 1992, 21). An argument, therefore, could be made that the National Tourist Routes 

constitute less a dynamic interplay between past and present, as an erasure of the natural heritage 

that has imbued the landscape with such cultural significance. Projects like Mark Dion’s DEN 

installation call attention to this erasure by provoking a sight both familiar and alien. 

What we search for when we travel is the authentic character of a place. We want to get 

to the truth of the destination—the real place. Authenticity has arguably never left the natural 

landscape. Recently, the focus has shifted from conservation and interpretation to outright 

marketability, in which efforts at corporatized nature struggle to present their audiences with an 

authentic experience while at the same time promoting a marketable idea of nature (Rutherford 

2011; Beardsley 2008). The images of nature these new phenomena invoke are artificial, as is the 

appreciation we feel for them. Artificiality becomes the new authenticity and has begun to 

provide a way of engaging discussion over environmental issues. Landscape architect, Robert L. 

Thayer, for example, observes the possibility that what is lost in the process of environmental 

commodification may be more threatening than what is gained. “If we build convincing fakes,” 

Thayer asks, “will we continue to value the original? . . . The deliberately themed construction of 

‘natural’ environments lulls us into the illusion of being able to consume while we ‘conserve’” 
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(Thayer 2008, x). Conserving while consuming has become the dominant philosophy behind 

ecotourism practices, especially in the Scandinavian countries where access to predominantly 

undisturbed natural environments is not difficult. The marriage of conservation and 

consumption, however, is a challenging idea that could have important consequences for any 

culture of sustainability that we wish to cultivate for future generations. 

These sentiments undoubtedly echo those of Walter Benjamin, who famously dissected 

the role of the authentic in his 1936 essay, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction.” For Benjamin, an artwork was inseparable from its copies or reproductions. One 

could not exist without the other. The “aura” with which we imbue landscapes like those in 

Norway is crucial to why we seek out these kinds of destinations in the first place. If we peel 

back the veneer of architectural spectacle that has been introduced in the landscape and see 

Norway for what it is—a destination carefully crafted over hundreds of years through scenic 

vision—we might also begin to understand why this country has provided such a dynamic canvas 

on which tourism has been developed. The National Tourist Routes represent a key turning point 

in how the Norwegian government is positioning the country in the twenty-first century. Though 

the idea of primordial nature connotes images of pristine, untouched wilderness, we know that 

this in itself is a fallacy—the state of untouched nature prior to the period of human history can 

only be speculated upon (Berleant 1997, 59-62). Still, the idea of untouched wilderness and 

human interaction within it begs the question: if something is “used” can it ever become “new” 

again? Conservationists engaged in rewilding practices seek an answer to this question as they 

work to return the ecological integrity of natural habitats and revive dwindling species 

populations. Projects like Mark Dion’s DEN installation engage this situation head on. In the 

case of Norway, the primordial character of its landscape is being continually rediscovered 

through the writings and visual representations of generations of travelers. It remains to be seen 

whether this very particular vision of nature in Norway, which has evolved in a tradition of 

expeditionary travel, is sustainable for the future. 

By engaging landscapes as active participants rather than consumers of scenic views, this 

kind of engagement speaks to a system of exchange—an ecology—between people and their 

environment. It is no longer sufficient to observe the world as a passerby. Participating in an 

ecology recognizes the interdependent relationships inherent in a landscape. Tourism, as the 

business of travel, has a responsibility for encouraging responsible and sustainable development 
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of destinations. Travel speaks to what has been called “the collective dimension of social 

experience” (Bishop 2006, 10). At the forefront of this participatory impulse is an undeniable 

concern for individual and collective development. As we have seen, modern tourism’s 

engagement with nature is built almost exclusively around a preoccupation with scenic vision. 

What can be observed in Norway’s NTR project is an architectural recasting of the historical 

tradition of Romanticism helped to establish. The idea of a “scenic” Norway has been well 

documented in literature and visual art, and it is certainly nothing new to the twenty-first century. 

At the same time, there has to be a middle ground for interpreting natural landscapes like those 

found in Norway. As long as national tourism campaigns continue to harness the visual potential 

of images to persuade just as they inform, our appreciation of natural scenery will remain, at 

best, a surface appreciation. 
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Conclusion 

A Landscape of Layered Histories 

 

It took something as seemingly simple as a road to make clear the reality of just how alive and 

radiant with history the Norwegian landscape really is, teeming with physical height and 

historical depth. At its core, this project has sought to investigate a place in the fullest sense. 

Place is, however ironically, a seemingly unstable concept to stay grounded to. Lucy Lippard, 

one of the most astute observers of the exchanges that occur within human and natural 

environments, understands place as “a layered location replete with human histories and 

memories, place has width as well as depth. It is about connections, what surrounds it, what 

formed it, what happened there, what will happen there” (Lippard 1997, 7). What is productive 

about this understanding is its complexity; a place can be many things at once. My intention with 

this project has been, like Lippard’s own explorations into place, to investigate the cultural forces 

that have shaped Norway as a tourist destination. We have seen what happened there, and the 

NTR have shown us a glimpse of what possibly will happen there. But along with this glimpse 

come questions about how long such a view is sustainable and to what extent its influence 

contains deep-rooted historical legacies. 

Throughout the duration of researching and writing this project, I frequently fell victim to 

a feeling that the most obvious answers to the questions I was seeking were right in front of me. 

Isn’t it true, for example, that a project like the NTR would naturally draw on historically 

grounded ideas of landscape and vision in order to attract new visitors? My goal has been to 

question why this truth is important in shaping our continually evolving understanding of 

landscape. This project has attempted to travel the various roads that comprise the landscape of 

Western Norway. As we have seen, these routes are multi-dimensional and are not limited by 

geographic boundaries. The visual and literary culture of Norway projects a distinct geographical 

awareness that has come to shape the workings of identity. By harnessing the scenic potential of 

the wild, untamed northern landscape—and the country’s varied geographies—artists and writers 

fashioned a distinctive identity for Norway which was, at its core, a domestic one, held together 

by a strong connection to the rural landscape. Over time this identity was claimed for its tourist 

potential, shed its domestic roots, and became a product of the international marketplace. 
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Tourism is, in many ways, a pursuit of individualism. It attempts to forge new ground by 

bringing culture into contact with nature, and people into contact with landscape. Tourism 

functions, in this way, as a measure of personal expression. Yet as we have seen, tourism is also 

a highly visual activity that, historically, has profoundly conditioned how we come to understand 

the natural world and our place in it. As this project has endeavored to show, tourist routes have 

much to tell us about landscape, how it is conceived, manipulated, and understood. Interest in the 

history of the Norwegian landscape in particular, and how it has been modified by human use 

over time, continues to spur new projects of inquiry. For example, Tilbakeblikk, which translates 

to “retrospect” or “looking back,” is a joint photography project between the Norwegian Forest 

and Landscape Institute and Norsk Folkemuseum.1 It preserves a fascinating picture of old 

Norway juxtaposed with contemporary views taken more than one hundred years later. 

According to the project website, its aim is to increase awareness about the changes that have 

occurred throughout Norway, particularly in agricultural landscape. Tourism and agriculture are 

inherently linked in Norway. Some of the earliest tourist roads passed through established 

agricultural landscapes of the fjord region. By examining the continual transformation of these 

roads, we can begin to understand more subtle changes in the landscape that have resulted from 

generations of use by tourists and locals alike. 

Consider an example from Tilbakeblikk, which pairs an 1887 photograph by Axel 

Lindahl taken at Seljestadjuvet in Odda with a 2004 view by Oskar Puschmann taken in the exact 

same location (see Figure 18). On the surface the land itself has not changed, and the first 

noticeable difference between the images is the evolution from horse-drawn carriage to car. But 

this seemingly simple juxtaposition highlights the importance of distinguishing between what 

researchers have called “traditional” (rural) and “new” (urban) landscapes (Antrop 2005). A 

fundamental problem exists in the relationship between these two types. As part of their mutual 

development, new landscapes have been superimposed onto traditional ones rather than 

integrated organically. When this occurs, “a visible break in the continuity with the past is 

created” (Antrop 2005, 25). The superimposition of one landscape on top of another is, in fact, 

crucial to how Tilbakeblikk operates as a tool of scenic interpretation. The use of “Compare 

Zoom” and “Overlay” features of the web application allows users to peel back different layered 

histories in each photograph and expose the dynamic change in the landscape. 

																																																								
1 See http://www.tilbakeblikk.no 
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Figure 18. The road at Seljestadjuvet, Odda kommune, Hordaland. Top: photo by Axel Lindahl, 1887. 
Bottom: photo by Oskar Puschmann, 2004. Source: http://www.tilbakeblikk.no 
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Achieving a break in historical continuity is a defining characteristic of the visual 

aesthetic promoted by the Norwegian Public Roads Administration. In light of the spectacle 

promoted by the NTR, it would seem reasonable to explain these roads as new landscapes 

superimposed over traditional ones. But the project is far more complex than its surface aesthetic 

would lead one to believe. The value in the tourist routes lies in their ability to capture the 

relationship between the traditionally rural landscapes of Western Norway and new landscapes 

introduced by architectural intervention. As recent research has shown, the main difference 

between these two types of landscape “resides in their dynamics, both in speed, and scale, as 

well as the changing perceptions, values and behavior of their users” (Antrop 2005, 25). 

Understanding the dynamics of past landscapes and their modes of operation is necessary to 

create culturally productive and sustainable landscapes in the future. 

This project has been concerned with the transformation of scenic vision in Western 

Norway during a broad but very specific range in time. I have considered the degree to which a 

national tourism initiative is capable of harnessing the scenic power of a landscape by appealing 

to visual cues that are culturally specific to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. As the 

previous chapters have demonstrated, the visual impact of the Norwegian landscape is often 

communicated in the context of traveling through it. I have sought to explore the possibilities, 

but also the limits, of scenic vision and its relationship to travel. A landscape picture’s inherent 

ability to distance us from nature is coupled with its position as a gateway to more complex 

environmental interactions. This idea has roots in the American Transcendentalist thinking of 

Ralph Waldo Emerson. Poet Mary Oliver observes that, for Emerson, “all the world is taken in 

through the eye, to reach the soul, where it becomes more, representative of a realm deeper than 

appearances: a realm ideal and sublime . . .” (2004, 48). This engagement of landscape as a 

soulful participatory exercise, which proceeds inward from the eye, is at the heart of the 

exploratory spirit of which tourism is so much a part. When we feel less like a spectator and 

more a participant, when landscape is less something to look at and more something to be a part 

of, then we may make important strides in cultivating the kinds of tourist landscapes that are 

environmentally just and culturally responsive. 
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