
Edited by 
Åsa Bharathi Larsson   
& Sam Holmqvist 

Abolition 
and the 
Nordic 
Transatlantic slavery   
and the traces of resistance 



Södertörn Academic Studies 

This series consists mainly of monographs 
and anthologies that present the final 
results, in English and Swedish, from re-
search projects at Södertörn University. 
The series is open to all research fields 
and disciplines, but much of the research 
deals with the Baltic Sea region and the 
publications to a large extent deal with 
the social, political, economic and cul-
tural development of countries around 
the Baltic Sea. 

99.   Anders Burman, Joakim Landahl & Anna Larsson 
(eds), Pedagogikens politik. Utbildningsforskning 
och utbildnings-politik under efterkrigstiden, 2024. 

100. Rolf Fabricius Warming (ed.), Violence and Warfare 
in Social Context: Archaeological and Historical 
Studies, 2025. 

101. Christina Florin, Ulla Manns & Kirsti Niskanen (eds), 
Kvinnors rösträtt i Sverige: kulturhistoriska och 
minnes-politiska essäer, 2026. 

102. Maria Mårsell & Charlott Neuhauser (eds), Anti-
fascistisk kritik: motstånd, tolkning och dialog i 
litteratur, dramatik och konst från Östersjöregionen, 
2026. 

103. Marta Edling (ed.), Doing Art History – Scholarly 
Practice in Sweden 1900–1970, 2026. 

104. Christopher Collstedt & Andreas Åkerlund (eds), I 
dialog med det förflutna: Historia som minne, bruk 

och orienteringi föränderliga tider, 2026. 

105. Åsa Bharathi Larsson & Sam Holmqvist (eds), Abolition 
and the Nordic: Transatlantic slavery and the traces 
of resistance, 2026. 



Abolition 
and the 
Nordic 
Transatlantic slavery 
and the traces of resistance 

Edited by 
Åsa Bharathi Larsson 
& Sam Holmqvist 

Södertörns högskola 



Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 Internationell (CC BY 4.0) 

Images may be subject to individual copyright 

Södertörns högskola 
(Södertörn University) 

Biblioteket 
SE-141 89 Huddinge 

www.sh.se/publications 

© The Authors 

Cover: Jonathan Robson  
Layout: Per Lindblom & Jonathan Robson 

Printed by E-Print, Stockholm 2026 

Södertörn Academic Studies 105 
ISSN 1650-433X 

ISBN 978-91-89962-78-1 (print) 
ISBN 978-91-89962-79-8 (digital) 



Contents 

Introduction 
Åsa Bharathi Larsson & Sam Holmqvist 

7 

Abolitionism and the Swedish slave trade  after Gustav III 
Victor Wilson 

23 

The Horrors of Slavery  and Transgressed Gender 
Sam Holmqvist 

63 

Visualising Enslavement 
Åsa Bharathi Larsson 

81 

Hans Christian Andersen’s Mulatten 
Troy Wellington Smith 

109 

What You Miss While Looking at Miss Daisy 
Sólveig Ásta Sigurðardóttir 

137 

Hearing Spirituals – Hearing Slavery? 
Marika Kivinen 

159 





7 

Introduction 

Åsa Bharathi Larsson & Sam Holmqvist 

During the late 20th century, while renovating a building in 
Karlshamn, Sweden, a tapestry dating from the early 19th cen-
tury was discovered. As was typical for the period, the inhabi-
tants of the house had adorned the walls with painted decora-
tions and cut-out images. Initially visible only as a vague blur, 
through meticulous restoration the image was revealed to be a 
Swedish rendition of the famous anti-slavery medallion 
designed by Josiah Wedgwood. Wedgwood’s design was based 
on a seal commissioned by the Committee for the Abolition of 
the Slave Trade in 1787. It depicts a kneeling Black man in 
chains, accompanied by the question ‘Am I not a man and a 
brother?’1 The motif and its corresponding slogan were widely 
reproduced in prints, textiles, and ceramics throughout the late 
18th and 19th centuries. The Swedish version of the image 
similarly portrays a kneeling man in chains, and a Swedish 
translation of the slogan.  

The image is small, framed by painted borders to give the 
illusion of a painting, and the tapestry was integrated into the 
overall design of the room. While the residents of the house, 
who were engaged in maritime work, had connections in Great 
Britain and would have been aware of ongoing abolitionist 
debates, the Swedish translation of the slogan suggests that the 
image also circulated within Sweden.2 It seems to have been 
derived from a pamphlet and could possibly have been part of 

— 
1 Marcus Wood, Blind Memory: Representations of Slavery in England and America 
1780–1865 (Manchester University Press, 2000), 22. 
2 Ivar Wenster, ‘Karlshamn och slavhandeln genom ett märkligt tapetfynd’, Carls-
hamniana 27 (2012): 173–76. 
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the work of abolitionist organisations or groups involved in the 
distribution of religious literature. It was evidently created, and 
likely disseminated for a Swedish audience. 

Nevertheless, the exact origins of the image remain specu-
lative; an uncertainty that highlights the lack of knowledge on 
the circulation of abolitionist ideas in the Nordic region. While 
abolitionist arguments and reports on political debates from, 
e.g., Great Britain circulated within the Nordic region through 
daily newspapers, we still have limited knowledge about the 
specific channels through which these ideas spread, the indi-
viduals or groups involved, and the extent of their reach. In 
some instances, abolitionist ideas may have circulated widely, 
while in others, they may have remained confined to local 
networks. The tapestry in Karlshamn represents a visible yet 
largely unexplored example of abolitionist practices in the 
Nordic context. 

As a symbol of anti-slavery propaganda, the Wedgwood 
medallion also reflects a contradictory history. The medallion 
has long been regarded as an exemplary piece of anti-slavery 
propaganda, and its slogan a unifying motto for white aboli-
tionists in the 19th century.3 This narrative has often been the 
dominant framework through which abolitionism is under-
stood; as a movement led by white abolitionists ‘liberating’ 
enslaved Black people. However, the imagery underlying the 
medallion reflects a more complex and contradictory 19th 
century perspective: it advocates for equality while depicting 
the enslaved man as subordinate, shackled, and passive. In 
doing so, it reinforces and perpetuates racial stereotypes. This 
is an ambiguity often observable in the Nordic context, some-
thing this volume seeks to address. 

*** 

— 
3 Wood, 2000, 22. 
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The term ‘abolition’ first emerged in the 16th century, but its 
widespread usage in the anti-slavery discourse of both the 
United States and Britain began in earnest around 1791.4 While 
an ‘abolitionist’ is commonly defined as ‘a person who advo-
cates the abolition of the slave trade and the emancipation of 
African slaves’,5 this does not necessarily entail a belief in the 
equality between enslaved people and white individuals. 
Rather, abolition must be understood within a historical con-
text in which racial ideologies played a dominant role in 
shaping societal perceptions of human value. In The Slave’s 
Cause: A History of Abolition (2016), historian Manisha Sinha 
offers a broader and more inclusive definition of abolition than 
has traditionally been recognised.6 She emphasises the diverse 
range of abolitionist practices, spanning from the resistance of 
the enslaved persons on slave ships to the legislative efforts of 
19th century white abolitionists. Abolitionism, as a movement, 
should not be viewed as a monolithic entity with a fixed set of 
ideas and agendas. Rather, it should be understood as a hete-
rogeneous movement, encompassing a variety of ideas, goals, 
and political positions.  

Many of the abolitionist practices represented in this vol-
ume would be difficult to frame as ‘anti-racist’ by contem-
porary standards. In fact, many strands of abolitionist move-
ments built upon racialised hierarchies of human value – i.e., 
similar to those that were used to justify the atrocities of the 
transatlantic slave trade. It is therefore crucial to examine 
abolitionism from multiple perspectives, and this volume is an 
attempt to begin a conversation on the specificities of aboli-
tionism within a Nordic context. The articles within this col-

— 
4 Seymour Drescher, Abolition: A History of Slavery and Antislavery (Cambridge 
University Press, 2009), 132. 
5 Oxford English Dictionary, ‘Abolition, n.’ (Oxford University Press, December 
2024), Oxford English Dictionary, https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/7241631470. 
6 Manisha Sinha, The Slave’s Cause: A History of Abolition (Yale University Press, 
2016), 5. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/7241631470
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lection approach abolitionism from a variety of perspectives, 
and as editors, we believe these variations are essential for 
initiating a dialogue on the nature and scope of Nordic aboli-
tionist practices. 

By invoking the term ‘abolitionism,’ this volume seeks to 
highlight various forms of resistance that align with Sinha’s 
broader definition, and which we argue provides a fruitful lens 
for understanding the Nordic context. Abolitionism is often 
associated with legal reforms, such as laws and petitions. 
However, by framing abolitionist practices as a starting point, 
we can explore its different forms across a variety of areas.7 Just 
as the impact of colonialism cannot be understood as only an 
economic and political system, so must the transatlantic slave 
trade and its abolition be understood within cultural frame-
works. As several articles in this volume demonstrate, discus-
sions of abolitionism are often embedded in the details, the 
minutiae of larger works, that have historically been over-
looked. The volume thus adds to research such as the special 
issue Journal of Art History: The Art of Nordic Colonialism 
(2023), where art historians examine how visual representa-
tions of colonialism were used to justify and perpetuate Nordic 
imperial ventures; exploring how art and material culture in 
the Nordic countries were employed to create and reinforce 
colonial narratives.8 

The nations represented in this volume possess distinct and 
multifaceted histories of colonialism and participation in the 
transatlantic slave trade, and their paths toward abolition were 
shaped by both internal and external pressures, in line with 
broader European developments but also distinct in their local 
contexts. Though on a smaller scale compared to the major 
— 
7 Sinha, 9–33. 
8 Mathias Danbolt and Bart Pushaw, eds., ‘The Art of Nordic Colonialism: Special 
Issue’, Journal of Art History 92, no. 2 (2023): 67–83, https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
00233609.2023.2213677. See also, e.g., Åsa Bharathi Larsson, Colonizing Fever: Race 
and Media Cultures in Late Nineteenth-Century Sweden (Mediehistoriskt arkiv, 
2016). 

https://doi.org/10.1080


INTRODUCTION 

11 

European colonial powers, Nordic nations established colonies 
and trading outposts in the Americas, Africa, Asia and the 
Arctic. Denmark was the most significant Scandinavian parti-
cipant in the transatlantic slave trade, with the Danish West 
India Company overseeing Denmark’s colonial ventures in the 
Caribbean, particularly in the Danish West Indies (modern-
day U.S. Virgin Islands). Denmark was also the first Scandi-
navian nation to take significant legal action against slavery, 
passing a law to end transatlantic slave trade in 1792 and 
enforcing it in 1803. Despite this relatively early legal gesture, 
slavery was not fully abolished in Denmark’s Caribbean 
colonies until 1848.9 This process is largely mirrored in the 
Swedish case, where the slave trade was banned on several 
occasions while still being withheld in the colony Saint 
Barthélemy, and the emancipation of persons subjected to 
slavery was not finalised until 1847.10 

Of particular significance within the Nordic region is the 
fact that the borders of Nordic countries have undergone signi-
ficant transformations throughout the modern era. For exam-
ple, Norway’s role stemmed from its political union with 
Denmark until 1814 (followed by a union with Sweden until 
1905), and Norwegian merchants were involved in the Danish 
colonial economy. In Eastern Scandinavia, Finland has his-
— 
9 This chapter does not aim to give a complete overview of previous research, but on 
Danish colonial history and the abolition of slavery, see, e.g., Lars Jensen, Postcolonial 
Denmark: Nation Narration in a Crisis Ridden Europe (Routledge Taylor & Francis 
Group, 2018); Erik Gøbel, The Danish Slave Trade and Its Abolition (Brill, 2016); Frits 
Andersen and Jakob Ladegaard, Kampen om de danske slaver: Aktuelle perspektiver 
på kolonihistorien (Aarhus Universitetsforlag, 2017). 
10 On Swedish involvement in transatlantic slave trade, see, e.g., Victor Wilson, Com-
merce in Disguise: War and Trade in the Caribbean Free Port of Gustavia, 1793–1815 
(Åbo Akademi University Press, 2015); Holger Weiss, Slavhandel och slaveri under 
svensk flagg: Koloniala drömmar och verklighet i Afrika och Karibien 1770–1847 
(Atlantis, 2016); Ale Pålsson, Our Side of the Water: Political Culture in the Swedish 
Colony of St Barthélemy 1800–1825 (Department of History, Stockholm University, 
2016); Fredrik Thomasson, ‘Tryckort Gustavia – nya svenska karibiska tidningar och 
slaveri 1804–1828’, Biblis, no. 81 (2018): 3–25; Fredrik Thomasson, Svarta S:t 
Barthélemy: Människoöden i en svensk koloni 1785–1847 (Natur & Kultur, 2022). 
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torically been under the imperial control of Sweden as well as 
Russia, not gaining independence until 1917. Recent research 
on Finnish colonial entanglements have however explored 
Finnish complicity in broader imperial and colonial systems, 
particularly in its involvement in the exploitation of Arctic 
indigenous peoples and its role in European colonial trade 
networks.11 Not only Finland and Norway but also Iceland has, 
at various junctures, been integrated into other political enti-
ties, a process that continues to affect territories such as Green-
land and the Faroe Islands. Furthermore, to this day, Sápmi – 
the ancestral homeland of the Sámi people – remains frag-
mented by the national borders of Finland, Norway, and 
Sweden.  

Colonial history remains an important part of the Nordic 
legacy that has long been ignored. These legacies become more 
striking in times of growing neo fascism and extreme right 
politics, causing many to be more acutely aware of the 
importance of reckoning with histories of racism. During the 
last decades, this research field has grown considerably. One of 
the foundational works in this revaluation was Complying with 
Colonialism (2009), which examines how Nordic societies were 
complicit in the global colonial system.12 This study argues 
that, despite the often-asserted moral superiority of Scandi-
navian nations, they were deeply entangled in colonial exploit-
tation, benefiting economically from the subjugation of 
enslaved populations and indigenous peoples. This conclusion 
has since been confirmed by other notable research examining, 

— 
11 E.g. Raita Merivirta, Leila Koivunen, and Timo Särkkä, eds., Finnish Colonial 
Encounters: From Anti-Imperialism to Cultural Colonialism and Complicity, 
Cambridge Imperial and Post-Colonial Studies (Springer International Publishing, 
2021), https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-80610-1; Suvi Keskinen, ‘Intra-Nordic 
Differences, Colonial/Racial Histories and National Narratives: Rewriting Finnish 
History’, Scandinavian Studies 91, no. 1–2 (2019): 163–81, https://doi.org/10. 
5406/scanstud.91.1-2.0163. 
12 Suvi Keskinen et al., Complying with Colonialism: Gender, Race and Ethnicity in 
the Nordic Region (Ashgate, 2009). 

https://doi.org/10
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-80610-1
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e.g., colonialism’s role in the rise of Nordic modernity and 
national self-conceptions, as well as the contribution to global 
shifts in political and economic power through its so-called 
‘soft’ nature, characterised by mercantile ventures rather than 
territorial conquest.13 

Colonial projects can be understood as processes of nation-
building, and the concept Nordic exceptionalism has proven 
instrumental in understanding abolitionist practices in the 
Nordic context. This concept describes a self-image charac-
terized by the notion that the Nordic nations, owing to their 
geographical distance from the epicentres of European colo-
nialism and their perceived moral purity, were largely insu-
lated from the racial hierarchies and colonial structures that 
defined much of European imperial history.14 Several contri-
butions in this volume engage with this concept, deconstruct-
ing the idea that Nordic countries were somehow detached 
from racialised systems of colonial exploitation. While Nordic 
nations have long projected themselves as morally superior 

— 
13 Magdalena Naum and Jonas M. Nordin, Scandinavian Colonialism and the Rise of 
Modernity: Small Time Agents in a Global Arena (Springer, 2013); Johan Höglund 
and Linda Andersson Burnett, ‘Nordic Colonialisms: Special Issue’, Scandinavian 
Studies 91, no. 1–2 (2019); John Hennessey and Janne Lahti, eds., ‘Nordics in Motion: 
Transimperial Mobilities and Global Experiences of Nordic Colonialism’, The 
Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 51, no. 3 (2023): 409–20, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03086534.2023.2205699; Holger Weiss, ed., Ports of Globali-
sation, Places of Creolisation: Nordic Possessions in the Atlantic World during the Era 
of the Slave Trade (Brill, 2015); Holger Weiss, ‘The Cultural Heritage of Slavery in the 
Nordic Countries’, in Cultural Heritage and Slavery, ed. Stephan Conermann et al. 
(De Gruyter, 2024). For a more substantial overview of Nordic colonialism, see, e.g., 
Höglund and Burnett’s introduction in ‘Nordic Colonialisms’.   
14 Kristín Loftsdóttir and Lars Jensen, eds., Whiteness and Postcolonialism in the 
Nordic Region: Exceptionalism, Migrant Others and National Identities (Ashgate, 
2012); Keskinen, Complying with Colonialism; Catrin Lundström and Tobias 
Hübinette, Vit melankoli: En analys av en nation i kris (Makadam, 2020); Tobias 
Hübinette and Catrin Lundström, ‘Three Phases of Hegemonic Whiteness: Under-
standing Racial Temporalities in Sweden’, Social Identities 20, no. 6 (2014): 423–37, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504630.2015.1004827; Erika Alm et al, eds. Pluralistic 
Struggles in Gender, Sexuality and Coloniality: Challenging Swedish Exceptionalism 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2021). 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13504630.2015.1004827
https://doi.org/10.1080/03086534.2023.2205699
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and anti-racist, the articles in this volume collectively reveal 
that these countries were, in fact, complicit in the broader 
colonial and racial systems of the time. In its entirety, this 
anthology argues against a recurring tendency to downplay or 
obscure the Nordic involvement in the transatlantic slave 
trade, relegating the issue of slavery to a distant past, despite its 
foundational role in shaping the region’s economic, social, and 
cultural development. 

*** 

The volume brings together researchers within a range of 
disciplines and from different countries, e.g. Denmark, Fin-
land, Iceland, Sweden, and the U.S. The contributions draw on 
a variety of empirical material, from newspaper clippings, offi-
cial documents, songs, illustrations, and novels, spanning from 
the late 18th century to the early 20th century. 

Some, such as Victor Wilson’s ‘Abolitionism and the 
Swedish slave trade after Gustav III: The case for institutional 
over ideological conflicts’ delves into the historical circum-
stances of abolitionism, offering an analysis of how the 
Swedish slave trade was contested and (eventually) abolished. 
While earlier research has often framed Swedish policies on the 
slave trade through the lens of British debates, interpreting 
Swedish discussions as primarily driven by foreign policy 
concerns or as an attempt to shield Crown Prince Gustav IV 
Adolf from abolitionist criticism, Wilson provides a more 
complex perspective. He reexamines the political climate and 
policy shifts in Sweden following the assassination of King 
Gustav III, framing them within the context of the Reuterholm 
regime and the dismantling of Gustav III’s colonial ambitions. 
Additionally, Wilson analyses the circumstances surrounding 
several Swedish slave trade expeditions, revealing a more 
nuanced understanding of Swedish policy – one shaped by 
both pragmatic and ideological considerations. 
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Several of the other contributions engage instead with cul-
tural material. For example, Troy Wellington Smith’s article 
examines Danish Hans Christian Andersen’s 1840 drama 
Mulatten, set in pre-abolitionist Martinique. Despite Ander-
sen’s fame for fantastical fairy tales, Mulatten tackles the timely 
and complex issue of slavery, shedding light on Denmark’s 
historical involvement in the transatlantic slave trade. While 
the play is positioned as a potential key text in postcolonial 
studies due to its connection to Danish colonialism, Smith 
argues that it does not adhere to the tenets of abolitionist dis-
course. While the play features a cruel slaveowner, it also pre-
sents a seemingly benevolent master who has no intention of 
emancipating his slaves. The play’s portrayal of enslavement is 
ambivalent, suggesting that slavery can oscillate between bru-
tality and benevolence, depending on the nature of the master. 
Smith raises the possibility that this ethical ambiguity may 
have been a reflection of Andersen's own colonial entangle-
ments. Influenced by the Copenhagen bourgeoisie who had 
financial stakes in West Indian sugar production, Andersen 
would likely have been reluctant to challenge the status quo or 
engage in direct political conflict.  

Sam Holmqvist’s article also engages fiction to better 
understand mainstream abolitionist argumentation, demon-
strating how Swedish Emilie Flygare-Carlén’s novel Jungfru-
tornet (1848) uses the transatlantic slave trade as a symbol of 
immorality. While the novel explicitly advocates for the recog-
nition of human equality, it simultaneously reflects the racial 
hierarchies typical of the Nordic context of the time, in which 
whiteness was equated with civilisation. Although the novel is 
distinctive for its depiction of a Swedish slave ship, it pays little 
attention to the specifics of this depiction. The ship remains a 
peripheral symbol of evil, its significance downplayed and 
quickly shunted to the background. In this way, the novel 
embodies the concept of Nordic exceptionalism, and reduces 
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Swedish citizens’ involvement in the transatlantic slave trade 
to little more than an arbitrary historical connection. 

One of the central questions in the study of transatlantic 
slavery in the Nordic region is how, and to what extent, the 
general public in Nordic countries was exposed to debates sur-
rounding slavery and the slave trade. In the present anthology, 
this question is explored, for example, in Marika Kivinen’s 
article, which discusses the 20th century legacies of U.S. slavery 
within a Finnish context by examining the reception of a series 
of performances by African American classical singer Marian 
Anderson in Finland during the early 1930s. While the Finnish 
press expressed considerable interest in Anderson’s perfor-
mances, this curiosity was often infused with a sense of exo-
ticism. Despite Anderson’s deeply emotional renditions, the 
reviews tended to focus more on her beauty and less on the 
profound historical realities of slavery. As Kivinen’s study 
reveals, notions of blackness and African Americanness in 
early 1930s Finland were intricately bound up with stereotypes 
of slavery, shaping the public’s perception of Anderson and her 
music. 

While this anthology is ostensibly focused on the trans-
atlantic slave trade, it is not an exploration of the experiences 
of those subjected to slavery. Rather, it is a critical examination 
of how societies and individuals who were not direct victims of 
slavery – specifically white people and white-majority nations 
– engage with and conceptualise the history of the transatlantic 
slave trade. In predominantly white societies, the ways in 
which these groups engage with, interpret, and consume dis-
courses surrounding slavery are of profound significance. 
However, it is crucial to acknowledge that, in many respects, 
contemporary engagements with slavery remain distant from 
the lived realities of enslavement, and even further removed 
from the voices of those who experienced it directly. This is 
reflected in the composition of the contributing scholars in this 
volume, who are predominantly of European descent. This 
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demographic imbalance underscores a broader tendency 
within academic discourse on slavery and abolitionism, where-
in whiteness continues to occupy a dominant, often unques-
tioned, position. It may also be noted that both agents, authors, 
and characters of the early source materials of this volume are 
overwhelmingly white. It is only in the contributions investi-
gating more recent material, as is the case with Kivinen, that 
individuals of African descent – whose identities are inextri– 
cably linked to the legacies of transatlantic slavery – begin to 
emerge in the discourse. This is also true of Solveig Sigurðar– 
dóttir’s examination of two 1926 texts by Langston Hughes: the 
essay ‘The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain’ and the short 
story ‘The Young Glory of Him’. By bringing together these 
works, she explores the representations of the ‘Nordic’ in 
Hughes’s writing, illustrating how Hughes’s engagement with 
Nordic imagery can serve as a framework for analysing struc-
tural colonialism. By discussing symbolic repetitions of motifs 
such as ‘Nordic’ hair, Sigurðardóttir highlights how these sym-
bols are echoed across Hughes’ short story and essay, blending 
fiction, fact, and reflection. As she demonstrates, Hughes 
employs both symbolic imagery and geographical references to 
shed light on the profound influence of Nordic ideals on U.S. 
culture – particularly in shaping racial discourse and hier-
archies within the context of the racial mountain, a metaphor 
for the enduring legacy of transatlantic slavery.  

Like Kivinen and Sigurðardóttir, Åsa Bharathi Larsson 
delves into the complex relations between the Nordic region 
and the U.S. Her article examines the parallel publication 
histories of the anti-slavery novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin: Life 
Among the Lowly (1852) by Harriet Beecher Stowe in Sweden 
and United States, emphasising that while the Swedish context 
was on a smaller scale, the adaptation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in 
the 1850s was notably rapid. It underscores a transnational 
flow of editions, theatrical performances, music scores, and 
both pro- and anti-Tom literature, all of which were promi-
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nently featured in Swedish newspapers. Additionally, Bharathi 
Larsson explores the transnational circulation of anti-slavery 
imagery, focusing on the visual representations of African 
Americans. The Swedish artist Jenny Nyström, a key figure in 
this context, reinterpreted racial imagery in both individu-
alised and stereotypical manners, drawing influence from a 
range of artists, including Hammat Billings, George Cruik-
shank, and E.W. Kemble. The article argues for a more nu-
anced understanding of the global dissemination of racialised 
imagery and its role in shaping perceptions of race, anti-slavery 
sentiments and race relations at the close of the 18th century. 

*** 

The scope of this volume is intentionally broad, in terms of 
source materials and subject matter as well as starting points 
and scope. This is also reflected in terminology, and each 
author has chosen how to use terms in a way that befits their 
specific empirical sources. Terms such as enslavement, slavery, 
enslaved and slave are contested, and remain the subject of 
ongoing debate.15 As editors, we have taken the approach that 
terms are not stable entities, and depending on historical 
context, usage can vary. 

This anthology seeks to understand both the local and 
transnational aspects of abolitionism, considering how Nordic 
countries engaged with the global movement and how abol-
itionist discourse was shaped within different national con-
texts. Historically, scholarship on abolitionism has been pri-
marily situated within an Anglo-American context. This vol-
ume seeks to broaden this scope, offering new insights into 
how Nordic countries interacted with the global abolitionist 

— 
15 See for example the overview and discussion in James Robert Burns, ‘“Slaves” and 
“Slave Owners” or “Enslaved People” and “Enslavers”?’, Transactions of the Royal 
Historical Society 2 (december 2024): 371–88, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0080 
440123000282. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0080
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movement and reconsidering their historical and contem-
porary legacies of colonialism, racism, and slavery. There is no 
established field of research on abolitionism in the Nordic 
countries, and this anthology is an effort to spark a conver-
sation about this lack. Specifically, we are interested in examin-
ing how abolitionist discourses and practices were articulated, 
interpreted, and enacted in the Nordic countries. What social, 
political, and economic factors have shaped the understanding 
and responses to transatlantic slavery in this region? How have 
these legacies manifested in Nordic societies, both in the past 
and in contemporary debates? 

The wallpaper in Karlshamn was first exposed during reno-
vations, as layers upon layers from more recent times were 
gently removed. In a similar way, the legacy of the transatlantic 
slave trade has gradually re-surfaced in recent years. Through 
both scholarly research and the tireless efforts of activist 
groups and individuals, more aspects of the colonial legacy 
have emerged in contemporary culture and society. This vol-
ume represents an effort to uncover yet another layer. While 
the full picture remains elusive, we can at least begin to 
approach a deeper and more nuanced understanding of how 
this chapter of Europe’s colonial past was perceived and under-
stood in the Nordic region. 
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Abolitionism and the Swedish Slave Trade  
After Gustav III 

Victor Wilson 

Research on Swedish abolitionist practices of the late 18th 
century has taken individual actors as a point of departure, 
mainly focusing on the involvement of travelling Swedish 
writers such as Carl Bernhard Wadström in the early British 
abolitionist movement.1 Sweden acquired the small Caribbean 
Island of Saint-Barthélemy in 1784, when abolitionist politics 
started gaining traction in the British parliament. However, 
activities such as Wadström’s had little impact, if any, on 
Swedish colonial politics. The slave trade was also, at least from 
a metropolitan perspective in the Baltic, a fairly non-existent 
part of overall Swedish overseas trade. Ingegerd Hildebrand’s 
study of the Swedish West India Company, still an indispens-
able source of Swedish colonial history in the Caribbean, holds 
that Sweden, like Denmark,2 was primarily influenced by 
emerging abolitionist opinion among the British public. 
According to this view, the Swedish government wanted to 
protect the crown prince in the political situation after the 
— 
1 See, e.g., Klas Rönnbäck, ‘Enlightenment, Scientific Exploration, and Abolitionism: 
Anders Sparrman’s and Carl Bernhard Wadström’s Colonial Encounters in Senegal, 
1787–88, and the British Abolitionist Movement’ in The Moment Is Now. Carl 
Bernhard Wadström’s Revolutionary Voice on Human Trafficking and the Abolition 
of the African Slave Trade, ed. Anders Hallengren (Pennsylvania: Swedenborg 
Foundation, 2019), 63–86; For a more detailed understanding of Wadström and 
Swedenborgian thinking about colonialism, see Deirdre Coleman, Romantic 
Colonization and British Anti-Slavery (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2004), 63–105. 
2 Pernille Røge, ‘Why the Danes Got There First – A Trans-Imperial Study of the 
Abolition of the Danish Slave Trade in 1792’, Slavery & Abolition 35, no. 4 (2014): 
577, 587–588. 
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assassination of king Gustav III. After his father’s death, the 
adolescent heir Gustav IV Adolf became the largest share-
holder in the Swedish West India Company. According to this 
interpretation, Swedish involvement in the slave trade could 
have potential repercussions for Swedish foreign policy vis-à-
vis Great Britain.3 

This dubious interpretation is grounded in selected diplo-
matic correspondence and a key decision made by the Swedish 
Board of Commerce and the Stockholm merchant guild in 
1793–1794. The decision was to deny a passport for a Swedish 
slave ship, the Zombie, that had sailed from Saint-Barthélemy 
to West Africa during the previous year. If one focuses on the 
expressed abolitionist sensibilities in the written decisions, it 
would seem as if the intellectual and moral climate in Sweden 
had grown hostile towards the slave trade. Crucially, both 
institutions had intimate ties with the Swedish West India 
Company.  

Despite some evidence of moral reservations against the 
slave trade, there is more than meets the eye in the Swedish 
colonial politics of the late 18th century. What I will attempt 
here is a more comprehensive historical explanation of why 
Swedish engagement in the slave trade, in particular as a 
branch of Baltic shipping, ultimately was so limited. When 
closely scrutinised, the archival record does not support the 
notion that the slave trade was becoming a contentious area of 
Swedish foreign policy. What transpired in the case of the 
Zombie can more accurately be described as a commercial 
dispute over trading rights and privileges. The role of the 
Reuterholm regime (1792–1796) in upending the late king 
Gustav III’s foreign policies and colonial designs has also been 
neglected in the context of the slave trade.4 By reconsidering 

— 
3 Ingegerd Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin S:t Barthélemy och Västindiska kom-
paniet fram till 1796 (PhD-dissertation, Lund University, 1951), 220–227, 320, 322. 
4 See discussions on the effects of the Reuterholm regime on the West Indian trade 
in Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 253, 270, 285. 



ABOLITIONISM AND THE SWEDISH SLAVE TRADE  AFTER GUSTAV III  

25 

the policy shifts after Gustav III’s assassination as well as a 
close reading of the circumstances surrounding a few of the 
known instances of Swedish slave trade expeditions organised 
from the Baltic in the 1790s, a more nuanced picture emerges, 
one which takes both practical and ideological considerations 
into account when explaining the interrupted Swedish foray 
into the slave trade.  

Mercantile and Royal Ambitions  
in the Face of Abolition 

The period during and after the American Revolutionary War 
was the high-water mark of Swedish colonial ambitions. The 
only tangible result, Saint-Barthélemy, often obscures how 
much the king and his closest advisors explored different pos-
sibilities to exploit commercial opportunities in Africa, the 
West and the East Indies. This was a pressing matter of patri-
otic and financial concern, since the Swedish state finances had 
been running a deficit since Gustav III’s accession to the 
throne in 1771. Sweden, weakened after the wars with Russia 
in the early 18th century, had no regular economic or maritime 
contacts with the Americas. Long-distance trade was focused 
towards the Mediterranean and Asiatic trade, the latter 
through the expeditions of the Swedish East India Company. 
Despite this, Gustav III pursued overt campaigns for colonial 
conquest or acquisition. Propositions and schemes by foreign 
merchants to establish trading posts and colonies also have a 
record of being indulged by the court.5 

Before the French Revolution, Gustav III was keen on sty-
ling himself as an enlightened monarch, employing known 
writers and publicists to establish his reputation. Besides legi-
timising his rule and situating in him as a positive force in 
— 
5 C. T. Odhner, Sveriges politiska historia under Konung Gustaf III:s regering, II 
(Stockholm: Norstedts, 1896), 492–495; Åke W. Essén, ‘Willhelm Bolts und die 
schwedischen Kolonisierungspläne in Asien’, Bijdragen voor Vaderlandsche 
Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde 7, no. 5 (1935): 83–101. 
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Swedish history, Gustav III’s propaganda included the treatises 
espousing transatlantic colonies.6 Gustav III also worked 
closely with his secretaries of finance and trade, Johan Liljen-
crantz (1773–1786) and Eric Ruuth (1786–1792), on colonial 
matters. The Swedish colonial interest, broadly put, was 
dictated by traditional notions of mercantile thought. 
Colonies, primarily in Africa, were considered worthwhile 
since they were considered as potential markets for Swedish 
merchandise and the schools of future navies. In the personal 
archive of Eric Ruuth, there is a significant collection of 
colonial plans and proposals from the 18th century, which 
betray how the practical obstacles and problems surrounding 
colonisation were severely underestimated, at least at an initial 
stage.7 

In the social and professional circles entertained by Swedish 
royalty in the late 18th century, however, persons wedded their 
colonial ambitions with an intense personal interest in religion 
and philanthropy. For the engineer and Swedenborgian Carl 
Bernhard Wadström, Africa was a site for spiritual salvation 
(for Europeans) and a potential for future civilisation (for 
Africans). With the king’s political and financial help, Wad-
ström and two companions, the naturalist Anders Sparrman 
and the geologist and chemist Carl-Axel Arrhenius, travelled 
to Senegal from October 1787 to January 1788.8 Officially, it 
was a purely scientific expedition, but Wadström conceded 
that the king had future colonial ambitions in mind, something 

— 
6 Ulrik Nordenskiöld’s treatise was published anonymously and was titled Ahfand-
ling om nyttan för Sverige af handel och nybyggen i Indierna och på Africa (Stockholm: 
Peter Hesselberg, 1776); Johan Henric Kellgren, ‘Förslag til Nybyggens anläggande i 
Indien, och på Africanske Kusten’, Nya Handelsbibliotheket 1 (Stockholm: Nord-
ström, 1784): 65–80. 
7 Harald Elovsson, ‘Kolonialintresset i Sverige under 1700-talet. Några drag’, Sam-
laren 9 (1928): 208–210; Sten Davidsson, ‘Det gudomliga samhället: Swedenborgskt 
Afrikaproject och religiös utopi’ (Unpublished bachelor’s thesis: Uppsala, 1975), 17– 
18; Handlingar rörande utrikeshandel och kolonisationsplaner, E 5223, Ruuthska 
samlingen, Swedish National Archives (SNA). 
8 Coleman, Romantic Colonization, 91–97; 100–101. 
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to which Wadström himself was privy and a willing collabo-
rator.9 In his Essay on Colonisation, additionally, Wadström 
illustrated the motivation behind the king’s largesse: 

It may be here mentioned, that Gustavus III, in granting the 
Charter before mentioned, obeyed a kind of warm and gene-
rous impulse which indeed seemed congenial to his character, 
and often operated instantaneously and visibly on his conduct. 
But without any disrespect to His Majesty’s memory, I may 
venture to add, that when he came to consider the proposition 
coolly, he allowed some private interest to blend itself with his 
generosity; for it was very apparent that one of his views, in 
giving his consent to, and encouraging, this expedition, was the 
discovery of gold, which, it is well known, His Majesty 
esteemed above all the curiosities in the three kingdoms of 
nature.10 

The later abolitionist accolades of Sparrman and Wadström 
came by way of chance, as they fell in with Thomas Clarkson 
on their return journey to Sweden, travelling through London. 
Sparrman was already known through his earlier travel 
accounts from the Cape of Good Hope. Because of their 
imagined vast knowledge of Africa, Clarkson managed to get 
them, in their capacity as scholars, to testify before the com-
mittee hearings on abolition in the House of Commons.11 

Sparrman contributed to the abolitionist cause in 1790 by 
relaying a plea from Granville Sharpe and the Committee for 
the Abolition of the Slave Trade to Gustav III himself. 
Addressing him as the ‘first citizen’ of his kingdom, they peti-
tioned the Swedish monarch to forbid his subjects from taking 
— 
9 His own willingness is betrayed in letters to Ruuth in Sweden. His ostensible anti-
slavery views were of a later date. C. B. Wadström to E. Ruuth, 20 November 1787, 
‘C. B. Wadströms resa ifrån Stockholm genom Danmark, Tyskland och Frankrike till 
Senegal-länderna i Afrika, åren 1787 och 1788’, Archive för nyare resor V, nr. 1 
(Stockholm, 1811): 70–74; See also Davidsson, ‘Det gudomliga samhället’, 68–72. 
10 Carl Bernhard Wadström, Essay on Colonization, part II (London: Darton & 
Harvey, 1795), 187. 
11 Klas Rönnbäck, ‘Enlightenment, Scientific Exploration and Abolitionism’, 65–66. 
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part in the transatlantic slave trade.12 Sharpe’s letter was part of 
the recent outward-oriented campaign to start appealing to the 
lesser colonial powers. Gustav III’s answer was never recorded 
but was likely mediated by Sparrman back to Sharpe. 
According to Sharpe, the Swedish king was obliged to: 

[…] confess he was the sovereign of an island [Saint-
Barthélemy] which had been principally peopled by African 
slaves, but that he had been frequently mindful of their hard 
case. With respect to the Slave-trade, he never heard of an 
instance, in which the merchants of his own native realm had 
embarked in it; and as they had hitherto preserved their charac-
ter pure in this respect, he would do all he could, that it should 
not be sullied in the eyes of the generous English nation, by 
taking up, in the case which had been pointed out to him, such 
an odious concern.13 

If Gustav III was sincere when he claimed he had never heard 
of an instance where his subjects had taken part in the trade, it 
was only because his stewardship of the small Caribbean 
colony of Saint-Barthélemy and its economic affairs was en-
trusted to his right-hand man in such matters, Eric Ruuth. 
Ruuth was one of the directors of the Swedish West India 
Company and represented the king’s interest as the single 
largest shareholder in the company. As late as December 1787, 
the company had prepared for its only known attempt at 
organising a slaving expedition from Stockholm. The company 
directors had drawn up a contract with the Danish captain 
Søren Møller who, by his signature on the 13th of December 
1787, acknowledged that he had accepted the contract terms. 
A partial cargo consisting of rifles had been purchased, and 

— 
12 Granville Sharpe’s letter is not dated, but should have been delivered in 1790 by 
Sparrman. A copy of the letter is kept in F 420, Gustavianska samlingen, Uppsala 
University Library; See also Thomas Clarkson, The History of the Abolition of the 
Slave Trade I (London: Taylor, 1808), 564–566; Davidson, ‘Det gudomliga samhället,’ 
106–107.  
13 Clarkson, The History of the Abolition of the Slave Trade I, 566. 
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other preparations were ostensibly underway. However, this 
plan was cut short by the outbreak of the Russo-Swedish War 
(1788–90), a foreign adventure of Gustav III’s design. The war 
threw the company into disarray, since the company’s only 
ship at the time, Enigheten, was seized by Russian privateers in 
the Baltic. The rifles, meant for trade on the coast, were later 
dispatched to the Caribbean colony, since the directors could 
not hope for any better prospects in this branch of trade any 
time soon.14 

If one tries to relate the king’s answer to the British aboli-
tionists in a broader context, it is obvious that he was more 
than a little misleading. Since acquiring Saint-Barthélemy in 
1784, a small island with about 800 inhabitants, it was clear that 
if Sweden was to derive any financial benefits from it, estab-
lishing a regular slave trade was a foregone conclusion. Early 
drafts and projects between the king and his advisors, par-
ticularly Liljencrantz, testify as much. This idea was later codi-
fied into ordinances for the island administration, signed by 
Gustav III on the 12th of March 1790, the same year that the 
exchange between Sparrman and the king allegedly occurred. 
The very first paragraph declared that: 

[…] we graciously permit, against payment of the clearance fee, 
for import, trade and export of black slaves or so called New 
Negroes from Africa, as well as the freedom for all resident in 
or arriving to St. Bartholomews, to arm and rig vessels and 
cargoes destined for Africa, to their trade in Slaves in the local-
ities where so permitted for all Nations, so that a new branch of 
Swedish trade may arise in Africa and on the Coast of Guinea.15 

— 
14 SWIC directors to Röhl & Hansen, 15 October 1791, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 158, 
SNA. 
15 ‘[…] tillåta wi i nåder emot erläggandet af den wid utgåendet utsatta afgift fri 
införsel handel och utförsel af swarta slafwar eller så kallade nya Negrer från Afrika 
samt frihet för alla å Barthelemy boende och ankommande at armera och utreda 
fartyg och laddningar till Africa, för at uphandla slafwar på de ställen sådant är för 
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The initial plans for the slave trade to be an integral part of 
Swedish colonial planning in the Caribbean had therefore not 
changed, and it is safe to conclude that while the Swedish king 
had exchanged diplomatic pleasantries with Clarkson and the 
abolitionists in Britain, his message, ultimately, was a bold-
faced lie. As for late 18th-century Swedish society, there is con-
siderable evidence of increasingly negative views towards the 
transatlantic slave trade.16 Intellectuals in the upper classes 
were knowledgeable about colonial affairs and slavery, as well 
as Swedish colonial ambitions in general. Harald Elovsson has 
studied publishing on these topics in Gustavian Sweden and 
beyond,17 and Fredrik Thomasson’s survey of the Stockholm 
theatre scene during the turn of the 19th century shows a 
marked interest in exotic, colonial and outright abolitionist 
themes. This is also significant since the audiences in Stock-
holm theatres were comparatively broad and not an exclusive 
space for high society.18 

Despite the prominence of abolitionist and anti-slavery 
themes in Swedish cultural life, direct criticism of conditions 
in the Swedish colony was comparatively rare.19 This state of 
affairs can be compared with Denmark at the advent of its 
decision to abolish the slave trade in 1793. Danish writers 
— 
alla nationer frigifwit, hälst derigenom en ny gren bör kunna upkomma för swenska 
handeln på Africa och kusten af Guinea’. Reglemente för ön S:t Barthélemy, 12 mars 
1790. Fonds Suédois de Saint-Barthélemy (FSB), vol. 256, Archive Nationales 
d’Outre-Mer (ANOM); Scattered parts of the whole ordinance, in the form of royal 
letters of the same date, are also found in Handel och sjöfart, vol. 160 and in S:t 
Barthélemy-samlingen, vol. 23, RA. All translations in the text are my own. 
16 Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 142–143. 
17 Harald Elovsson, Amerika i svensk litteratur 1750–1820: en studie i komparativ 
litteraturhistoria (Lund: Gleerups, 1930), 123–124; Harald Elovsson, ‘Raynal och 
Sverige’, Samlaren (1928): 64–65. 
18 Fredrik Thomasson, ‘Moors in the Caribbean, Sámi in the Seraglio: Swedish 
Theatre and Slavery Around 1800,’ Modern Languages Open 1, no. 2 (2020): 8–12. 
19 A notable exception is the explicit depictions of slavery in Saint-Barthélemy in the 
travelogue by Bengt Anders Euphrasén, Beskrifning öfver svenska vestindiska ön St. 
Barthelemi i Westindien, samt öarne St. Eustache och St. Christopher (Stockholm: 
Anders Zetterberg, 1795), 22–23. 
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would indeed celebrate abolition in poems and plays, but only 
after it was a fait accompli, carried out by order of the Danish 
king. As pointed out in earlier Danish colonial historiography, 
the Danish public, living in an absolute monarchy, could not 
yet form an independent public voice on such questions in the 
public sphere. The emancipation of the enslaved did not 
become a subject of opinion for a broader public in Denmark 
until the 1830s and 1840s.20 

Sweden’s public sphere was markedly different from Den-
mark’s, at least for a time during the early, more liberal rule of 
Gustav III. A limited freedom of the press gave rise to a grow-
ing public sphere, which catered to an interest in matters of 
democracy and freedom, going naturally hand-in-hand with 
questions of slavery and the rights of man. Raynal’s writings, 
which were influential in Sweden, are a typical example of this. 
Raynal’s Histoire des deux Indes carried decidedly anti-slavery 
arguments, which were not without impact among Swedish 
readers. But Raynal was read in Sweden first and foremost 
because of his radical theories of political rights, about the 
relationship between the rulers and the ruled.21 The instigators 
of public debate were often part of a politically disenchanted 
and alienated middle or upper class who borrowed heavily 
from international discourse for various ends. While a part of 
the appeal of Raynal’s writings came from a genuine opposi-
tion to human bondage, it is far from certain that such senti-
ments should have had an impact on commercial decisions on 
Swedish participation in the slave trade. As Seymour Drescher 
observed when analysing the rhetoric of the British slave trade 
debate, the predominant position of all but the most com-
mitted abolitionists was ambivalence, at least until they were 

— 
20 Røge, ‘Why the Danes Got There First’, 587; Jens Vibaek, Dansk Vestindien 1755– 
1848: Vestindiens storhedstid (København: Fremad, 1966), 166; Neville Hall, Slave 
society in the Danish West Indies (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), 
53–54. 
21 Elovsson, Amerika i svensk litteratur, 123; Elovsson, ‘Raynal och Sverige’, 73–74. 
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obliged to declare their views in public. Faced with the human-
itarian priorities in British public opinion, most politicians 
became abolitionists in a practical sense when the matter was 
discussed in parliament.22 Since the slave trade under the 
Swedish flag never became a conspicuous subject in Swedish 
public discourse, there was no need but to pay lip service to 
emerging humanitarian trends. Apart from the abolitionist 
question, however, the matter of anti-Gustavian politics and 
economics in 1792–1796 must also be considered in order to 
make sense of changing opinion about all issues of colonialism 
and colonial trade. 

Frugal Winds of Change, Colonial Designs Challenged 
On the 16th of March 1792, two significant events took place 
that had, in their different ways, a decisive effect on the Nordic 
colonial regimes. First, Denmark formally abolished the slave 
trade. The Danish abolition of this trade was implemented by 
way of a transition period of ten years. Judging only by the 
slight attention it received in newspapers, the Swedish public 
did not pay much attention to the decision.23 This was under-
standable, since the other significant event was that Gustav III 
was shot at the Stockholm opera the same day. He died nearly 
two weeks later. Gustav III’s death ushered in a brief but con-
sequential interim regime. The caretaker regime of Gustaf 
Adolf Reuterholm lasted four years, from the death of Gustav 
III until the heir, Gustav IV Adolf, came of age. Reuterholm 
carried out his interim stewardship of Sweden at the behest of 
the late king’s brother, Duke Karl, who was a close friend and 
fellow freemason. Additionally, they shared many antipathies 
against the rule of Gustav III, even though Reuterholm realised 

— 
22 Seymour Drescher, ‘People and Parliament: The Rhetoric of the British Slave 
Trade,’ The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 20, no. 4 (1990): 579–580. 
23 The Stockholm paper Stockholms Posten, however, included this piece of news a 
month later, even if it is clear that the item was written in March. ‘Köpenhamn, d. 20 
Mars’, Stockholms Posten, 7 April 1792. 
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his rule through the same autocratic measures as the deceased 
king.24 

Reuterholm’s family was of Finnish nobility, and his politics 
were anti-Gustavian on an intensely personal level.25 During 
his travels abroad, he had been deeply affected by the French 
revolution and was often suspected of latent Jacobinism, which 
was not far off the mark. However, his anticolonial politics 
does not seem to have been a consequence of any enlightened 
qualms about the rights of man. Spiritual enslavement, freema-
sonic and mystic conceptions of the human condition, seemed 
to exercise Reuterholm more than human bondage in the 
tropics.26 He certainly objected to the more intrepid sides of 
Gustavian foreign policy and the spendthrift culture of Gustav 
III’s administration more generally. Because of anti-Gustavian 
politics, the Swedish West India Company suffered the loss of 
its royal representative, Eric Ruuth. This happened already in 
1792, when Ruuth was appointed as the governor general of 
Swedish Pomerania. As state secretary, Ruuth was central to 
colonial planning and management. Reuterholm dispatched 
most of the late king’s closest circle of advisors through similar 
intrigues.  

Ruuth, who  since 1786 had been tasked with the unpleasant 
task of financing Gustav III’s war against Russia, also had to 
answer to the deficits after his late financial administration, 
which underlines another strain of Reuterholm’s domestic 
policy: the reckoning with what he saw as the wasteful eco-
nomics of Gustav III. Saint-Barthélemy was questioned in this 
context. Already in October 1793, there were ominous signs of 

— 
24 Kari Tarkiainen, ‘Gustaf Adolf Reuterholm’ in Svenskt biografiskt lexikon 30, ed. 
Carl Henrik Carlsson et al. (Stockholm: Bonniers, 2000), 44. 
25 Tarkiainen, ‘Gustaf Adolf Reuterholm’, 45. 
26 The focal point of Swedish colonial issues during the Reuterholm regime was part 
of a more general problem of neutral trade and foreign policy, especially with respect 
to England. See, e.g., Lydia Wahlström, Sverige och England under revolutionskrigens 
början: Bidrag till den Reuterholmska regeringens historia (Stockholm: Norstedt, 
1917), 217–243. 
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this, as evidenced by a sudden reappraisal of the colony by the 
Board of Commerce. The Board of Commerce, which acted in 
an advisory and regulatory capacity for Swedish overseas trade, 
had clearly received signals from the royal court on how to 
assess the company: 

[…] since this colony has cost the Kingdom until last year ap-
proximately 274 240 R[ix]d[ollars] and ought forever to remain 
a burden for state finances, if another direction for the same 
cannot be brought about, his Majesty’s Board [of Commerce] 
has been charged [by the King] with evaluating not only this 
matter, but what advantages the Kingdom derives from and 
through the West India Trade[…].27 

The letter from the Board of Commerce, addressed to the 
directors of the company, included a request for their recom-
mended corrective actions. The matter was seemingly laid to 
rest, but on the first of January 1794, Reuterholm enacted his 
decree against luxury and opulence (Förordning mot yppighet 
och överflöd), which prohibited the sale and use of different 
silks. The prohibition was supplemented on August 1 with 
coffee, wines and liqueurs. Coffee was the main import staple 
for the Swedish West India Company, which is why this speci-
fic prohibition caused consternation among the company di-
rectors and its shareholders. The decree was deeply unpopular 
among the Swedish people and was more or less openly defied. 
Reuterholm’s gambit became the last anti-consumption 
measure in a long Swedish debate about luxury’s relative value 
and harm. Moralistic objections to the trade in coffee were 
more connected to the view of coffee drinking as a vice rather 
than the unfree labour producing it. It was a commonly held 
— 
27 ‘[…] emedan denna Besittning kostat Riket till sistledit års slut en constant utgift 
af 274,240 Rdr och torde för altid blifwa Statswerket til last, om annan författning 
med densamma icke kan widtagas; anbefalldes Kongl Collegium, at så wäl härom, 
som om hwad motswarande förmon Riket för och genom dess Westindiska Handel 
häraf drager […]’. Board of Commerce to the SWIC board of directors, 14 October 
1793, Handel och sjöfart vol. 190B, SNA. 
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view that coffee merchants were unpatriotic, self-serving peo-
ple who made slaves of consumers, not African workers. 
Following the same reasoning, they supposedly did nothing to 
further domestic manufactures and exports abroad.28 As repre-
sentatives of royal capital and acting under institutional pro-
tection, the company had no choice but to follow the royal 
decree. The company directed its main imports elsewhere, 
mainly to St. Petersburg, with poorer prospects. The prohibi-
tion was in force until 1796 when Reuterholm was ousted from 
power. 

In 1794, the company was facing a breaking point. Internal 
memoranda betray an exasperated atmosphere among the 
directors. Aside from the adverse political climate, the com-
pany’s progress since its first charter in 1786 left much to be 
desired. Its trade had stalled as a combined result of several 
misadventures. The first three company representatives in 
Saint-Barthélemy had all died from disease, the auctioning of 
West Indian imports in Stockholm was slow, and the first two 
ships had been lost to maritime accidents: one ship was seized 
and sold by Russian privateers, the other had run aground in 
the Caribbean with an almost total loss of its cargo as a result. 
Internally, the directors made no secret that three years of war 
with the Russian Empire had been no small source of ‘derange-
ment’, and no profitable business could be conducted under 
such conditions. They were mindful that all new colonial pos-
sessions had steep initial costs. Still, the company’s recent los-
ses, combined with the recent prohibition of coffee, made it 
necessary to take immediate measures. The company sug-

— 
28 Leif Runefelt, Dygden som välståndets grund. Dygd, nytta och egennytta i frihets-
tidens ekonomiska tänkande (Stockholm: Stockholm Studies in Economic History 43, 
2005), 88; Leif Runefelt, ‘Från yppighets nytta till dygdens försvar – den frihetstida 
debatten om lyx’, Historisk tidskrift 2 (2004): 203–224; The prohibition of coffee also 
became a flashpoint in diplomatic relations between Sweden and Great Britain, as 
well as other powers. Diplomats with a taste for coffee saw the challenge to their own 
consumption as a violation of their diplomatic immunity. Wahlström, Sverige och 
England under revolutionskrigens början, 138–151. 
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gested that the crown buy all extant shares in the company, as 
had been the case with the dissolved Danish West India 
Company in 1785.29 The other alternative was some royal com-
pensation, either dispensation with the coffee imports or tax 
exemptions. The crown could not liquidate the whole capital 
mass of the company shares, and the company would instead 
receive the suggested exemptions instead.30 

The Reuterholm regime’s effects on lingering Swedish 
ambitions in the slave trade have not been properly acknow-
ledged. Supposedly, a governmental volte-face on the matter of 
the slave trade is supported by a letter written by SWIC 
directors to their agents Jacob Röhl and Adolf Hansen in the 
Caribbean in July 1791. This letter does not, however, mention 
any political considerations; it merely states that there were no 
current prospects for a branch of trade deemed inherently 
risky.31 The government’s shift in this question came before the 
death of Gustav III, lending little credence to the theory that 
Ruuth wished to protect the future heir from international 
scrutiny.32 William Wilberforce had introduced the first Parlia-
mentary Bill for the abolition of the slave trade, which was 
defeated by 163 votes to 88 in April 1791. The event was not 
insignificant for attitudes in the Nordic countries. The Danish 
decision to abolish the trade came less than a year afterwards. 
Such an acute Swedish receptivity to British opinion is, how-
ever, not supported by the sources. 

— 
29 Ole Feldbaek, ‘The Danish Trading Companies of the Seventeenth and Eighteenth 
Century’, Scandinavian Economic History Review 34, no. 3 (1986): 204–218. 
30 Undated memorandum titled ‘Reflections’, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 190B; Letter 
from the SWIC board of directors to Gustav IV Adolf, 17 May 1794, Handel och 
sjöfart, vol. 160; Letter from Duke Karl to the SWIC board of directors, 4 December 
1794, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 190A, SNA; See also Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 
291–293. It appears Hildebrand never uncovered the undated memorial in question. 
31 Letter from the SWIC board of directors to Röhl & Hansen, 15 October 1791, 
Handel och sjöfart, vol. 158, SNA; Cf. Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 285. 
32 Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 220–222. 
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The issue is more complicated than an impending turn in 
British opinion guiding heads of state in the North. Even on 
this question, there were forces and counterforces at play. After 
the first significant push for abolition in the House of Com-
mons, most reformist movements lost momentum for a con-
siderable period. England entered the war in 1793, and the 
French revolution had branded progressive ideas about free-
dom and abolition with the mark of Jacobinism. Finally, the 
revolt of enslaved persons in French Saint-Domingue in 1791– 
1804 came as a bloody warning for all administrators of colo-
nial rule. To contemporary observers, the abolitionist move-
ment became intimately associated with the democratic forces 
unleashed by the French revolution.33 Anti-abolitionist senti-
ment grew in the 1790s as a response to the abolitionist threat 
and was an equally conspicuous fixture in Swedish newspapers 
and opinion as its antagonists. 

Anti-abolitionist arguments were commonly economistic, 
stating that colonial productions and markets were an essential 
boon to domestic economies, and that the colonies simply 
could not exist without slavery. Other refrains carried civilising 
arguments against the terrors of the dark continent. Stock-
holms Post-Tidningar published one such piece as early as 
1788, noting that ‘our [English] plantations on the West Indies 
could not have been maintained without Negro slaves; and that 
the condition of the Negroes in the West Indies is in fact hap-
pier than in their native land, Africa’.34 This striking and 
bizarre argument was, in fact, of a piece with both abolitionist 
and anti-abolitionist rhetoric of the time. The Swedish naval 
officer Gustaf Lewin, who had participated in a French slaving 
expedition to Gabon in 1786, reflected on the slave trade in the 

— 
33 Gregory M. Collins, ‘Edmund Burke on Slavery and the Slave Trade,’ Slavery & 
Abolition 41 (2019): 494–521; Daniel I. O’Neill, ‘Edmund Burke on slavery and the 
slave trade: a response to Gregory M. Collins,’ Slavery & Abolition 41, no. 4 (2020): 
816–827. 
34 ‘London, den 13 Maji’, Stockholms Post-Tidningar 16 June 1788. 
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same way. In his memoirs – which were kept private until one 
of his descendants published them in 1916 – he condemned 
contemporary European aspirations for profit and refinement 
as a driver behind the human suffering of the slave trade. 
Nevertheless, he explained – but took care to point out that he 
did not defend – the slave trade as a means for the Africans to 
arrive in a better world than the one in which they were 
brought up.35 To summarise, there was no unified and coherent 
opinion against the slave trade at this time, neither in Sweden 
nor in Great Britain. The issue gathered political and diplo-
matic momentum only after the British abolition in 1807, and 
after the peace of Vienna in 1815, when signatories were 
encouraged to follow the British lead. 

The view that Swedish foreign policy took a negative posi-
tion against the slave trade during Gustav IV Adolf’s adoles-
cence is supported in the literature through the Lord High 
Chancellor Fredrik Sparre’s letter to the Swedish diplomat in 
Madrid, Carl August Ehrensvärd, on the 2 April 1793.36 The 
direct order contained in the letter was to terminate any 
remaining talks with the kingdom of Spain about acquiring a 
Spanish colony. During the American War of Independence, 
Sweden had also negotiated with Spain about the prospect of a 
Caribbean island. Puerto Rico was for a long time the object of 
Swedish aspirations. But the letter contains nothing explicit 
about the slave trade. Instead, it is a straightforward call for 
Swedish neutrality in European power politics.37 The Spanish 
negotiators had proposed, inter alia, an anti-French alliance in 
the Caribbean in exchange for a piece of Spanish territory in 
the region. This was completely out of the question, as Sweden 
continued to pursue a generally pro-French foreign policy, and 

— 
35 Eva Lewin, En gustaviansk sjöofficer (Geber: Stockholm, 1916), 79–115. 
36 Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 223. 
37 Fredrik Sparre to Carl August Ehrensvärd, 2 April 1793, B1, B:142, vol. 3, Kabi-
nettet för utrikes brevväxlingen, SNA. 
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French trade was a prerequisite for the relative prosperity of its 
only colony, Saint-Barthélemy. 

Sweden had practically written off any Spanish colonial 
propositions many years earlier, as evidenced by a memo-
randum from Eric Ruuth to Gustav III in January 1788. Ruuth 
stated that when it came to Swedish ‘trade with the West Indies 
and the Americas, the kingdom has enough from Saint-
Barthélemy as an entrepôt, and in wartime, a front for the most 
extensive and profitable trade of all kinds.’38 The memorandum 
was a direct response to Spanish offers of the small island of 
Vieques, east of Puerto Rico. The matter may have been con– 
fused or combined with earlier diplomatic intelligence from 
Ehrensvärd in Madrid, which did contain discussions of the 
slave trade. During the last years of the 18th century, the 
Spanish empire pursued a free trade policy. This included 
opening a couple of harbour towns in Cuba to foreign vessels, 
as well as in Hispaniola and Puerto Rico. Ehrensvärd had men-
tioned, in 1789, the opening of Hispaniola to foreign imports 
of enslaved persons as an opportunity for Swedish colonial 
trade.39 Overall, there is not much evidence supporting an anti-
slave trade position in Swedish foreign policy. The Swedish 
slave trade, as a part of Swedish colonial efforts more broadly, 
indeed suffered an adverse climate during the mid-1790s, but 
this fact had less to do with being receptive to British opinion 
than the general trend against the former regime of Gustav III. 
In this context, we can finally turn our attention to two 
Swedish slaving expeditions, the ships Zombie and Fädernes-
landet, to evaluate Swedish attitudes towards the trade. 

— 
38 Ruuth’s memorandum to Gustav III, 19 January 1788, Ruuthska samlingen, E5213, 
vol. 2, SNA. 
39 Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 162. 
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The Zombie’s Passport Appeal Rejected:  
A Real Reflection of Abolitionist Opinion? 

The Swedish West India Company, the Board of Commerce 
and the Stockholm merchant guild all ostensibly took a stand 
against the slave trade during the course of 1793, owing to the 
fact that they rejected a sea-pass application for a Swedish slave 
vessel, the Zombie. The application was submitted by the 
Swedish West India Company agent in Saint-Barthélemy, 
Jacob Eliasson Röhl and his business partner, Adolf Fredrik 
Hansen. The company had resorted to the services of the 
merchant house Röhl & Hansen in 1790,40 since their intended 
company managers had perished after only a short time on the 
Caribbean island. Additionally, Röhl had been granted the 
status of Swedish commercial agent in Saint-Barthélemy, that 
is, he was given diplomatic duties to assist Swedish shipping in 
the Caribbean.41 In contrast to earlier company servants, they 
were not paid a fixed salary but were employed on commis-
sion. According to their contract with the company, they were 
allowed to continue their own independent business but had 
to split their profits with the company in such cases. As will be 
shown, this independent freedom conflicted with Röhl’s con-
sular duties. Röhl & Hansen had been among the first Swedish 
settlers on the island. By establishing a local trading house 
while remaining in good health, they became indispensable for 
company business, even if local administrators had misgivings 
and suggested other candidates.42 

— 
40 Contract between SWIC and Röhl & Hansen, 17 February 1790; Certificate of 
employment for the agent Jacob E. Röhl, 12 March 1790; Handel och sjöfart, vol. 160; 
SWIC:s instruction for Röhl & Hansen, 7 april 1790, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 191A, 
SNA. 
41 Consular letter of appointment, March 1790, Serie II: supplement R II A, Bio-
graphica, SNA; Letter from Gustav III to the SWIC board of directors, Handel och 
sjöfart, vol. 160, SNA. 
42 Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 189–191; Letter from Röhl & Hansen to the 
SWIC board of directors, 7 June 1790, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 168, SNA. 
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The French revolution in the Caribbean made Röhl & 
Hansen hopeful about the prospects of Swedish trade in the 
region. In March and February of 1791, they wrote of the 
devastation of Martinique and Saint-Domingue that claimed 
thousands of lives, as well as the newly enacted freedoms of 
exports to the Spanish colonies. They saw an increasingly 
lucrative market in enslaved persons, as they foresaw the need 
to replenish the enslaved populations of destroyed or aban-
doned plantations. They recommended employing a com-
petent English captain and crew and urged the company 
directors to inquire about firms in Bristol, Liverpool or Lan-
caster to get going.43 Judging by the correspondence, the com-
pany director did not respond to their suggestions. Trans-
atlantic communication between the colony and Stockholm 
was slow, and Röhl & Hansen did not waste their time waiting 
for a positive reply. Additionally, in June of 1791, the company 
ship Wälkomsten went aground in St. Croix, and the company 
suffered exorbitant losses from the whole affair. This accident 
dominated the correspondence between the directors and their 
local agent, and the latter got his share of the blame for it.44 

Not to be discouraged, Röhl & Hansen had begun preparing 
for a slave expedition of their own in 1792. They bought a ship 
from the nearby Dutch island of St. Eustatius and enlisted a 
captain and crew for the voyage. They wrote detailed letters 
about the voyage to the board of directors and detailed projec-
tions of future profits for the enterprise.45 They also included 
the Swedish passport, issued at Saint-Barthélemy, as well as the 

— 
43 Letter from Röhl & Hansen to the SWIC board of directors, 18 February, 14 March 
1791, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 168, SNA. 
44 Undated letter from the SWIC board of directors to Röhl & Hansen, October 1791; 
Undated letter from the SWIC board of directors to J. P. Brahelén 1791; Letter from 
the SWIC board of directors to Röhl & Hansen, 18 september 1792, Handel och 
sjöfart, vol. 191A, SNA. 
45 Letter from Röhl  & Hansen to the SWIC board of  directors, 23 July; 26 July;  5  
August; 11 August 1792, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 168, SNA. 
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ship’s muster roll.46 A colonial passport such as this was suf-
ficient for their needs, but a Swedish passport proper carried 
additional benefits such as better legal protection on the high 
seas, something they hoped to obtain.47 They entreated the 
company to share in the expedition’s expenses and profits, but 
at any rate they hoped that the directors would recommend 
their application for a Swedish sea-pass proper and tax exemp-
tions (fribrev). The ship set sail on 26 July 1792 and accom-
panied the company ship L’Amerique for a part of the journey 
across the Atlantic. It had already dropped anchor at the 
mouth of the Sierra Leone River in November, almost a month 
before their application for a Swedish sea-pass reached 
Sweden.48 

The fate of the application and the voyage itself was cata– 
strophic. The Zombie was damaged in a storm, the crew muti-
nied, and the persons they had managed to take captive at one 
point tried to seize the ship. The Zombie ended its voyage 
outside Cape Coast Castle, where it ran aground and was 
looted by the British. Röhl & Hansen blamed the captain in 
their protest, apparently receiving some compensation for 
their insured voyage.49 They went on to  become successful  
slave traders, but by all accounts, limited their ship-owning 

— 
46 Sea-pass for the ship Zombie, 25 July 1792; Muster roll for the ship Zombie, 25 July 
1792, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 186C. 
47 For an explanation of the respective benefits of the so-called Algerian sea-passes 
and fribrev, see Jan Kilborn, ‘Den svenska utrikeshandelsflottan 1795–1820. En pilot-
studie i Kommerskollegiums fribrevsdiarier,’ Forum Navale 63 (2007): 38–43; Leos 
Müller, Consuls, Corsairs and Commerce: The Swedish consular service and long-
distance shipping, 1720–1815 (Uppsala: Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, 2004), 144– 
154. 
48 Sea-protest for the ship Zombie, 2 July 1795, 2L: Actes notariels 1795 (Saint-
Barthélemy), vol. 198, Archives Departementales de la Guadeloupe (ADG); Röhl & 
Hansen’s undated application for the Zombie, Letter from the Board of Commerce 
to Gustav IV Adolph, 19 November 1793, Kommerskollegii skrivelser till Kongl Majt 
vol. 9:253, SNA. 
49 Sea-protest for the ship Zombie, 2 July 1795, 2L: vol. 198, ADG. 
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business in that branch to the Caribbean island.50 The process 
involved in responding to Röhl & Hansen’s application lasted 
well over a year, and ended with a royal rejection on the 1st of 
May 1794,51 a decision based on a round of referrals to the 
Board of Commerce, the Stockholm merchant guild and the 
Swedish West India Company. All these institutions recom-
mended against granting the application. The Stockholm mer-
chant guild included the most unambiguous rejection groun-
ded in abolitionist rhetoric, as well as references to the recent 
debate in the House of Commons: 

That the Petitioners have in mind that establishing the navi-
gation on the southern coasts of Africa should simply be a 
much more attractive enterprise, since, according to them, this 
trade has not been met with success by Swedish ship-owners. 
But since the trade on these coasts consists of nothing more 
than the purchase, transportation and sale of the indigenous 
peoples or Negroes to the American colonists and as this 
inhuman trade has not been befitting Swedish ship-owners, a 
trade which, in latter days, the more enlightened part of the 
English nation has considered utterly repugnant and ques-
tioned its future continuation in parliament, then Swedish 
merchants cannot be persuaded to seek benefit in a branch, 
which, to the more refined, one is loath to say Christian, cannot 
be reconciled with their responsibilities to their fellow men. We 
therefore have difficulties believing the Petitioners want to 

— 
50 Incidentally Jacob Röhl travelled to Sweden with the SWIC ship L’Amerique in July 
1795 and remained there permanently. He registered, in partnership with other 
Stockholm merchants, several ships that were destined to the Caribbean between 
1795–1800. From available registers and muster-rolls it does not seem that they were 
slaving expeditions. His partnership with Adolf Hansen never ceased and Hansen 
continued to use the merchant firm’s name of Röhl & Hansen. See, e.g., ‘Förteckning 
på de private Skepp som haft destination till St Barthelemy ifrån och med 1785,’ 
Letter from the Board of Commerce to Gustav IV Adolf, 9 April 1805, Kommers-
kollegi skrivelser till Kongl Majt, vol. 301, SNA. 
51 Government minutes on domestic internal affairs, 1 May 1794, SNA. 
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involve themselves with an industry which at present, more 
than before, is deemed unworthy.52 

There are several points of interest in this statement. The 
Stockholm merchant guild referenced the ambitions of Röhl & 
Hansen’s application, which, in a gratifying way, alluded to the 
Swedish colonial past on the African West Coast, though with-
out mentioning Cabo Corso outright. It is as if their statement 
of fact – that this trade had never been met with Swedish suc-
cess – was taken as an affront. This, I will argue, is not insigni-
ficant. Then the argument veers back to the present, where cur-
rent opinion among the ‘more enlightened’ English are taken 
as a benchmark of morality in the matter. But the assessment 
of, as well as the position of these supposedly impartial English 
observers, is somewhat unclear. ‘Refined’ here probably refers 
to the upper classes of polite society (the Swedish word used is 
polerad), but adds an ambiguous comment on Christianity, 
possibly a reference to Quakers and evangelical movements 
such as the Clapham sect, which figured heavily in the abo-
litionist movement. At any rate, the Stockholm merchant 
guild, representing the whole Swedish mercantile society, 
seemingly identified with ‘refined’ attitudes insofar as the slave 
trade was concerned. The Board of Commerce and the 

— 
52 ‘At sökanderne hafwer i afsigt at uprätta sjöfarten på Africas södra Kuster, torde 
wara blott ett förebärande som will synas så mycket behageligare, som efter deras 
utsago skall denna handel icke welat lyckas för swenska Rederierna, men som 
handelen på dessa kuster wil icke annat säga än de inföddas eller Negrernas 
upköpande, transporterande och försäljande til Americanske Colonisterne och 
denna handel har såsom omenskelig icke welat anstå swenska Rederierna, för 
hwilcken handel i sednare tider den uplystare delen af Engelska Nationen fattat 
yttersta afsky och låtit dess widare fortsättande ställas hos ängelska Parlamentet i 
fråga, så hafwer de swenska handlande icke kiunnat öfwertala sig, at söka fördel i en 
handelsgren, som med polerade, man wil ej säga Christna människjors skyldighet 
emot medmenniskjor icke kan förenas, hafwa således swårt at tro det sökanderne 
skola wilja befalla sig med en rörelse, som nu, mera än i förra tiden anses för owärdig’. 
Memorandum of the Stockholm merchant guild, 29 July 1793, part of a Board of 
Commerce application, 19 november 1793, Kommerskollegi skrivelser till Kongl 
Majt, vol. 253, SNA. 



ABOLITIONISM AND THE SWEDISH SLAVE TRADE  AFTER GUSTAV III  

45 

Swedish West India Company seemingly concurred, by and 
large, with the statement of the Stockholm merchant guild, 
which was the first to be issued in the process.53 

To assess the abolitionist subject matter in this corres-
pondence, one should look at the arguments as a whole, as well 
as the overlap between the Stockholm merchant guild and the 
Swedish West India Company. Among the signatories for the 
guild were the director of the company (Carl Arfwedson) and 
prominent shareholders and trading partners (J. Wennerqvist, 
F. Morsing, J. Kantzow). Seemingly, representatives of a com-
mercial body – the SWIC – committed to the goal of colonial 
trade (which included the slave trade) had now had a change 
of heart and subscribed – at least to some extent – to aboli-
tionist ideas. Granted, Röhl & Hansen had invited the directors 
to partake in a slaving expedition many years before without 
visibly kindling any interest in the idea. In a letter written in 
April 1793 by Röhl & Hansen to the directors, they acknow-
ledge that the company has turned down their offer.54 This 
lends some credence to the notion that at least some company 
directors were not wholly supportive of slave trading at that 
moment. Nonetheless, it does not rule out other reasons 
besides moral considerations. Of its chartered right to the slave 
trade, the company merely stated that ‘it had not yet made use 
of this right, and has found several misgivings for it to make 
use of it at present’.55 These misgivings could also have 
included adverse risk assessments, which are understandable 

— 
53 The dates in order: The letter of the Board of Commerce to Gustav IV Adolf, 10 
November 1793 (starting the round of referrals); Memorial of the Stockholm 
merchant guild, 29 July 1793, Letter from the SWIC board of directors to the Board 
of Commerce, 1 November 1793; Letter from the Board of Commerce to Gustav IV 
Adolph, 19 November 1793, Kommerskollegii skrivelser till Kongl Majt vol. 253, 
SNA. The SWIC letter is in Handel och sjöfart, vol. 86, SNA. 
54 Letter from Röhl & Hansen to the SWIC board of directors, 10 April 1793, Handel 
och sjöfart, vol. 168, SNA. 
55 Letter from the SWIC board of directors to the Board of Commerce, 1 November 
1793, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 86, SNA. 



ABOLITION AND THE NORDIC  

46 

given the company’s recent misfortunes. The Board of Com-
merce, for their part, added no independent thoughts but 
merely followed suit and forwarded the recommendation to 
reject the application. 

The next aspect to consider is the tenuous relation between 
the company and its agent, Jacob Röhl. He was not quite a 
subordinate, but rather a partner-by-contract, ideally adhering 
to the company’s set of instructions. This included the pos-
sibility of independent business, but as a Swedish agent with 
consular duties, he was not supposed to own and deal in 
Swedish ships. There were two principal objections against 
consular ship-ownership. Firstly, it had long been regarded as 
an unwanted source of competition among Swedish mer-
chants. Secondly, the possibility of concealing foreign owner-
ship, an undeniable threat in a Swedish colony which had the 
power to grant its own sea-passes.56 Both of these objections 
feature prominently in the rejection by the Stockholm mer-
chant guild. The case is so conspicuous in this regard that the 
maritime historian Hjalmar Börjeson included it as an example 
of when the Swedish mercantile class objected to foreign 
registration of Swedish vessels.57 

Swedish merchants were generally suspicious of foreign 
naturalisations of ships and their owners. During international 
conflicts in which Sweden was neutral, there was a surge of for-
eign naturalisations. The mercantile argument against foreign 
merchants procuring flags of convenience was that they rarely 
stayed in the kingdom with their ships and wealth once peace 
was restored. Such protests by the assertive Stockholm mer-

— 
56 There was a long tradition of antagonism between Swedish consuls posted in 
foreign countries and domestic Swedish merchants. Disputes between them were 
commonplace. See J. A. Almqvist, Kommerskollegiums och riksens ständers manufak-
turkontor samt konsulsstaten. Administrativa och biografiska anteckningar 
(Stockholm: Norstedts, 1912), 113–144. 
57 Hjalmar Börjeson, Stockholms segelsjöfart: minnesskrift 1732–1932 (Stockholm: 
Victor Petterson, 1932), 266–267. Despite referencing Börjeson several times, Hilde-
brand omits that he interprets Zombie in this context. 
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chant guild figured prominently in the commercial climate of 
the 1770s and 1780s. There were contested cases of Swedish 
naturalisations, particularly in Gothenburg, during the Ameri-
can War of Independence. Incidentally, Gothenburg is where 
the Swedish–Dutch merchant house of Fåhraeus & Laurin 
relocated from Amsterdam in 1795 and naturalised with 
burgher rights. In Amsterdam, they had dealings with the 
Dutch West India Company’s trade to Surinam. While active 
in Sweden, they were responsible for expediting one of two 
known Swedish slaving expeditions from the Baltic, with the 
ship Sweriges Wapen, 1796–1797.58 

To summarise, Röhl & Hansen’s application did not simply 
represent an offer allegedly injurious to (Swedish) merchant 
morality, but also represented a potential threat to patriotic 
commerce and unwanted competition with Swedish overseas 
trade in general. Though potentially lucrative, certain types of 
overseas trade were considered harmful to the kingdom. A too 
liberal acceptance of the Swedish flag of convenience tested the 
acceptable limits of neutrality in wartime. The passports for 
ships in Saint-Barthélemy were limited to smaller vessels 
trading in the western hemisphere and Africa, while Europe 
was out of bounds. Even after the abrogation of the SWIC 
charter in 1805, this distinction was kept in place, which 
showed that it was not merely a matter of company privilege. 
The passports sought by Röhl & Hansen were strictly intended 
for Swedish ships with Swedish crews. Any deviation from this 
rule was considered treason and subject to heavy fines.59 Even 
though abolitionist sentiments could arguably have been in 

— 
58 Anne Agardh, Brink: den svenske slavkaptenen (Stockholm: Atlantis, 2012). 146– 
148. Fåhraeus & Laurin’s gambit to neutralise their colonial trade to Surinam under 
Swedish colours did not pay off, at least in the case of Sweriges Wapen, which was 
seized by British privateers off the coast of Surinam in January 1797 and was later 
condemned as a ‘good prize’ in Grenada. 
59 Leos Müller, ‘Under svensk flagg i Medelhavet. Algeriska sjöpass 1770–1800’, in 
Från Afrikakompaniet till Tokyo. En vänbok till György Nováky, ed. Marie Lenner-
sand & Leos Müller (Stockholm: Exkurs, 2017), 42–43. 
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play, it was possible to repeal the passport independent of such 
considerations. The company informed Röhl & Hansen and 
the officials of Saint-Barthélemy that they would not renew 
their contract with the intrepid merchant house in November 
1794. The termination of their partnership should not be inter-
preted as a response to the Zombie process either. At this point, 
the partnership was fraught with personal acrimony and eco-
nomic conflicts, and the company deemed it best to let them 
go in favour of paid subordinates. Still, there was at least one 
lone voice of dissent against the decision on the Zombie. Even 
if the identity of the dissenter cannot be established with cer-
tainty, it probably belonged to Lars Rejmers Petterson, one of 
the directors of the SWIC. Support for such a view can be made 
based on Rejmers’ subsequent actions after the rejection of the 
Zombie’s passport application.  

The Fäderneslandet’s ‘Clandestine’ Voyage 1793–1795 
An innocuous memorandum, both unsigned and undated, 
attached to the royal court proceedings that rejected the 
Zombie’s application in May 1794, had heaped scorn on the 
assertions of the Stockholm merchant guild. When it came to 
the ‘unworthiness’ of the slave trade, it simply referred to the 
late king’s decision of 12 March 1790, which had explicitly 
given the inhabitants of Saint-Barthélemy the right to trade in 
enslaved persons. This edict was still in effect, and nothing 
ought to have changed this fact. Moreover, it claimed that there 
was no reason to suppose that Röhl & Hansen would be any  
more likely to abuse their privileges than any Swedish mer-
chant within the Swedish kingdom proper. It was an explicit 
critique of the company for having restricted the livelihoods of 
its closest partners, referring to particularities in their con-
tract.60 

— 
60 ‘Underdånig Påminnelse’, Appendix to letter from the Board of Commerce to 
Gustav IV Adolph, 19 November 1793, Kommerskollegii skrivelser till Kongl Majt 
vol. 253, SNA. 
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It is not possible to establish who held the pen behind this 
anonymous denunciation, but it is not unlikely that it came 
from within the company itself. Lars Rejmers Petterson, who 
commonly went under the name Lars Rejmers, can be con-
sidered the chief executive of the SWIC. His house at Järn-
torget, in the quarter Trivia, held the SWIC office as well as 
part of its warehousing. He was in charge of most of the com-
pany’s foreign and domestic correspondence, and handled a 
great deal of its practical matters, e.g. sales, auctions and other 
business needs. The person who wrote the anonymous memo-
randum was at least a person who had intimate knowledge of 
the conditions faced by Röhl & Hansen and had pragmatic 
views on the slave trade. What likely ties Rejmers to the memo-
randum is that he and his brother Anders Rejmers had dis-
patched their own slave ship to Africa in October 1793. By way 
of an administrative conflict in Saint-Barthélemy in 1795, the 
Swedish colonial judge had let slip that the colonial council had 
granted illegal ship’s passports to sell ‘Rejmers’ slaves’ to neigh-
bouring islands. They were illegal since colonial passports were 
limited to a specific ship’s tonnage. Complaints about ‘over-
sized’ passports had been filed by Gustaf Wernberg, who had 
taken over Röhl & Hansen’s duties as company assistant in the 
colony. Wernberg had not, however, objected to the oversized 
passports needed to transport the enslaved persons from Saint-
Barthélemy to buyers in Havana, Cuba.61 

This episode in the strained history of Swedish colonial bu-
reaucracy is the reason why director Rejmer’s personal in-
volvement in the slave trade has been known for a long time. 

— 
61 Letter from Johan Norderling to the SWIC board of directors, 13 July 1795, Handel 
och sjöfart, vol. 169, SNA; Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 226–227; The ship was 
probably the Stokolmo, recorded to have arrived in Havanna in July  1795  with 45  
slaves. For an overview of the Swedish and Danish slave trade to Cuba, see Herbert 
S. Klein, ‘The Cuban Slave Trade in a Period of Transition, 1790–1843’, Revue 
française d’histoire d’outre-mer 62 (1975): 73, 87; Herbert S. Klein, ‘North American 
Competition and the Characteristics of the African Slave Trade to Cuba, 1790–1794’, 
William & Mary Quarterly 28, no. 1 (1971): 86, 88. 
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Arguably, it also highlights the peculiar silence surrounding 
this expedition. The ship in question was the Fäderneslandet, 
owned by the Rejmers brothers and captained by Petter 
Fahlgren. We can catch a glimpse of the ship in Wernberg’s 
reports to the company in Stockholm in late June of 1795, 
writing about the impending homeward journey of the 
company ship L’Amerique. The situation was dire, Wernberg 
reported, since an epidemic of spotted fever was ravaging the 
colony. Several of the company’s ship crew had already died, 
but the assistant nevertheless reassured his employers that the 
ship should be fully equipped and laden with colonial goods.62 

Wernberg also informed the company directors about the 
imminent departure of the Swedish ship Fäderneslandet to 
Stockholm, helmed by its captain Johan Sommar. Wernberg 
did not mention the fact that the ship had arrived from Gabon 
with over 200 human captives. The illness might in fact have 
been brought to Saint-Barthélemy by this ship. The letter also 
contained no mention of its captain, Petter Fahlgren, dying 
from a fever, or that the sale of the enslaved persons had been 
mediated by Röhl, Hansen and Wernberg, or even that the ship 
partly belonged to company director Rejmers. However, there 
was no need to mention the last fact, as it would already have 
been a well-known fact in Stockholm. The details of the voyage 
have only recently been unearthed through the discovery of the 
estate documents of the deceased captain Fahlgren,63 which 
included bills of sale for the enslaved persons, inventory lists, 
correspondence, a charter-party translated from Portuguese to 

— 
62 Letter from Gustaf Wernberg to the SWIC board of directors, 29 June 1795, Handel 
och sjöfart, vol. 169, SNA. 
63 For the history of this archive and its current preservation, see Anne Lebel, ‘Saint-
Barthélemy et ses archives: une connaissance historique éclatée,’ Bulletin de la Société 
d’histoire de la Guadeloupe 159 (2011): 91–102; Fredrik Thomasson, ‘Den karibiska 
skorpionen: Om digitaliseringen av det Svenska Saint-Barthélemy-arkivet i Aix-en-
Provence,’ Historisk tidskrift 138, nr. 1 (2018): 78–90. 
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Swedish and a damaged, fragmentary sea-protest.64 The sea 
protest was recorded by the colonial judge in Saint-Barthé-
lemy, as a witness statement to the ship-owners, charterers and 
insurers. The voyage had been an arduous one, despite success-
fully transporting hundreds of enslaved persons over the 
Atlantic. It nearly ended in disaster. The ship had set out from 
Stockholm in October 1793, sailing southwards around the 
African west coast after a long stop in Lisbon. In Portugal, the 
ship had been chartered by a Portuguese merchant for a cargo 
of enslaved persons to be transported from Africa to one of the 
Spanish colonies in South America or the Caribbean. The ship 
was loaded and equipped for the slave trade here as well. 
Swedish ship records only logged its voyage towards Lisbon.65 

The charter-party was mediated by the Swedish consul in 
Lisbon, Johan Albert Kantzow, son of his namesake in Stock-
holm, Swedish West India company shareholder and member 
of the Stockholm merchant guild who had signed the rejection 
argument against the Zombie. 66 

The voyage was an attempt at exploiting Swedish wartime 
neutrality, as evidenced by details in the charter-party, essenti-
ally a contract between Fahlgren and the ship’s charterer. If the 
ship were to be seized at sea as a result of Sweden entering the 
war, the captain and his consignees would not receive the same 
pay. Portugal had been a part of the anti-French coalition since 
1792. This gambit did not quite pay off. The ship was harassed 
by both British privateers and was seized by a French squadron 
in the Bight of Benin, resulting in a loss of part of the ship’s 
human cargo. All told, at least ten crew members died during 
the voyage, resulting in a mortality of its African-bound crew 

— 
64 Fahlgren’s sea protest, 6 May 1795, 40r–40v, 46r–52v, Fonds suédois de Saint-
Barthélemy (FSB), vol. 301, Archives Nationales d’Outre-Mer (ANOM). 
65 Sjöpassdiarium 1793, C II b; Fribrevsdiarium 1793, C II c, Kommerskollegium, 
SNA. 
66 Charter-party signed 5 February 1794, FSB vol. 301, 44r–45v, 54r–55v, FSB, vol. 
301, ANOM. 
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of around 40%. Six men of the original Swedish crew of 15 
survived and returned to Stockholm.67 The fate of the enslaved 
persons on board is not mentioned in any of the sources except 
for the bill of sales. The ship arrived at Saint-Barthélemy in 
poor condition, barely controlling its rudder. The contractual 
obligation to transport the enslaved persons to Spanish 
colonies was therefore solved by using smaller vessels. The ship 
was not used in the slave trade again. During its next journey 
from the Baltic, it was seized by French privateers in 1797 and 
was brought into Alicante, where it was condemned and sold.68 

Fahlgren’s estate records uncover much of what has been 
unknown about this particular voyage, but they also leave 
many questions unanswered. Why had the voyage been con-
ducted with such discretion? Did it have anything to do with 
negative sentiments towards the slave trade, as the rejection of 
the Zombie application ostensibly had shown? Was it because 
Rejmers was alone in his favourable opinion among the 
company directors? Why did the company or its directors 
seemingly never trade in enslaved persons again? While these 
questions only bear speculation at the moment, one thing 
should be clear: despite any signals to the contrary, there was 
enough diversity of opinion on the matter to put limits on the 
slave trade ambitions of enterprising mercantile elites. As an 
example of how this view was propagated and justified, we can 
indeed even turn to the lower rungs of company assistants. 
Here is company assistant Herman Broberg, describing his 
recently acquired insight after arriving in Saint-Barthélemy in 
1797: 

I must sincerely confess that I now harbour completely dif-
ferent thoughts about the Slave trade, Negroes and their treat-
ment, than I did in my native country – It is true, that every-

— 
67 Ship #311, D I a, Mönstringsrullor 1793, Stockholms sjömanshus. 
68 Letter from the Swedish legation in Madrid to Reutz, 16 June 1797, Beskicknings-
arkiv Madrid, AII:1, SNA. I am indebted to Martin Almbjär for this information. 



ABOLITIONISM AND THE SWEDISH SLAVE TRADE  AFTER GUSTAV III  

53 

where the benefits of the world are abused, but abuse never 
taints the founder of a good institution69 – a good institution (If 
I here should mention) since it [the slave trade] lends itself to 
the livelihoods of several millions even though it has disturbed 
the peace for the blacks, but perhaps more often promoted 
peace, since what would feed so many millions, employ so 
many if this slave trade would cease, and consequently the com-
plete withering of the trade in Sugar, Coffee and Cotton. [- - -] 
I can therefore not find particular grounds for the conclusions 
and sentiments about the Slave Trade commonly held in 
Europe, that surely must be based more on the high contem-
plations of historical narrators than real experience in the mat-
ter. You can scarcely find one example of a Negro longing to 
return to his native home once he’s been in the West Indies for 
a few Years. On the contrary, he considers the threat of such a 
prospect a severe punishment, which as principal evidence 
should completely ruin the so-called human reflections against 
the Slave trade.70 

Broberg’s central defence of the slave trade was the old proverb 
of Roman emperor Vespasian, i.e. ‘money does not stink’, one 

— 
69 The Swedish word used is god inrättning, which could equally well translate into 
‘good business’. 
70 ‘Jag måste uprigtigt ärkjänna at jag nu hyser helt andra tankar om Slafhandel negrer 
ock dess handtering, än jag hyste i mitt fädernesland – Det är sant, at man öfver alt 
ofta missbrukar de fördelar verlden bjuder, men missbruket misskläder aldrig 
uphofsmannen af en god inrättning – en god inrättning (om jag så bör nämna) ty 
den är ländande till flere millioner menniskors soutienne ock äfven de svartas väl et 
ännu til månget fredsbrott, men kanske oftare bidragande till Lugn, ty hvarmed 
skulle väl så många millioner menniskor föda sig, sysselsättas om denna slafhandel 
uphörde, ock följackteligen dessa Såcker, Caffe och Bomulls grenar totaliter för-
visnade [- - -] Jag kan således icke finna särdeles skäl till de slutsatzer och omdömen 
man gemenligen i Europa hyser om Slafhandelen, som säkerligen måste grunda sig 
mera på Histori Dictares höga behjertande än wärkelig. ärfarenhet i förhållandet. 
Man har knappast exempel på någon Negers åstundan at återkomma till sin 
fosterbygd, sen han varit i Westindien några År, utan anser det som et svårt straff at 
dermed hotas, hvilket huvudsakela. bevis lärer helt ock hållit kullstörta det så kallade 
Männskliga behjertande mot Slafhandelen’. Herman Broberg to the SWIC board of 
directors, 18 July 1797, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 169, SNA. 
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that had been in regular use during debates on the matter.71 

Furthermore, the negatives of the ‘good institution’ were argu-
ably outweighed by its immense contribution to the livelihoods 
of millions in the world economy. Broberg’s defence is littered 
with many time-worn tropes; it stands out as if borrowed from 
the British economist Malachy Postlethwayt’s famous pam-
phlet.72 A telltale sign is the justification of the slave trade by 
means of bringing the Africans out of a life of savagery in the 
dark continent, as if living a life in bondage among Christians 
was to be preferred. Broberg’s arguments are undoubtedly 
different from the usual fare of Swedish mercantile discourse 
since they feature no patriotic justifications. It never expounds 
on a vision of Swedish participation in the trade. Instead, the 
untapped wealth of the trade is only hinted at. Broberg’s letter 
is more a mockery of abolitionists and ‘historical narrators’ 
than anything else. It is interesting also because it means he 
must have been exposed to these kinds of discussions before 
leaving Stockholm for the colony. Additionally, this under-
scores the observation made in the Danish case, namely that 
opinions on the matter tended to diverge significantly between 
colony and metropole.73 

Broberg was Rejmer’s hand-picked man, having been as-
signed to company assistant on his recommendation.74 He died 
of illness shortly after he wrote this letter. The company as-
sistant Wernberg, who had taken over from Röhl & Hansen, 
was let go by the company in 1796 after only a year of service. 
Wernberg was dissatisfied with his conditions and pay and 

— 
71 ‘Pecunia non olet’, often assumed to have been coined by Vespasian as a response 
to criticism of Rome’s urine tax. For its use in Danish debates, see C. A. Trier, ‘Det 
dansk-vestindiske Negerindførselforbud af 1792’, Historisk tidskrift 7, nr. 5 (1904): 
414. 
72 Malachy Postlethwayt, The African Trade, the Great Pillar and Support of the 
British Plantation (London: J. Robinson, 1745). 
73 Røge, ‘Why the Danes Got There First’, 588–589. 
74 Minutes of the SWIC, 1 August 1796, Instruction for the company assistant Carl 
Dreyer, 10 October 1796, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 186C, SNA. 
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demanded the same contract that Röhl & Hansen had agreed 
with the company. Other company officials insinuated that 
Wernberg had, in fact, already entered into a partnership with 
Röhl & Hansen. After his employment with the company had 
ended, Wernberg became an independent merchant, one of 
the handful of Swedes known to have traded in enslaved per-
sons.75 His career was cut short, however, by an undisclosed 
illness. He died in Dover in 1799 during a voyage back ‘to 
Europe’.76 As far as we can tell from the historical record, 
neither the brothers Rejmers nor the Swedish West India 
Company attempted another slaving voyage. Röhl & Hansen, 
however, continued to be one of the most active and successful 
Swedish merchant houses in the transatlantic and intra-
Caribbean slave trade, despite their initial bid for recognition 
and protection of their enterprise having been rejected.77 

Between Idealistic and Practical Political Economy 
It should be pointed out that the voyage of the ship Fädernes-
landet marked the end of the Swedish slave trade from the 
Baltic. We know of no other slaving expeditions either from 
Sweden or Gothenburg after that. In Saint-Barthélemy, how-
ever, the slave trade was a strong part of the island’s intra-
Caribbean transit trade even long after the trade itself had been 
outlawed internationally in the 19th century. More in-depth 
work on this participation in the illegal slave trade is war-
ranted. When discussing Swedish mercantile involvement in 
the trade from the metropole, all serious efforts ceased in 1805 
at the latest, the year when the Swedish West India Company 
was dissolved. 

— 
75 Ship manifest for the brig Stockholm, 3 November 1798, 2L, vol. 206, Actes 
notariels, ADG. 
76 ‘Döde i Landsorterne’, Inrikes Tidningar, 5 November 1799. 
77 The testimonials and sources for their activity are many, but an ignominious epi-
taph of Hansen is provided in Axel Theodor Goës, ‘Minnen från vår förra besittning 
S:t Barthélemy’, Ymer (1882): 156–157. 
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By scrutinising earlier historical explanations and compar-
ing them with the accounts given in the sources, some points 
can be made. Abolitionism and its sentiments were a feature of 
Swedish political, moral and cultural discussions at the close of 
the 18th century. This impact cannot be discounted either 
when considering the Swedish West India Company’s (rela-
tive) non-involvement or the case of the Zombie passport 
rejection. But discourses of enlightenment, abolitionism or the 
rights of man in these conversations should not be viewed 
exclusively of other active factors. These include the delicate 
relationships between private merchants, merchant represen-
tatives and privileged, chartered companies. These parties had 
many disagreements over the organisation of Swedish overseas 
trade, which conspired against independent efforts in the slave 
trade. 

Moreover, the Swedish colonial project laboured under 
great difficulty after the death of its highest patron, Gustav III. 
This is more than evidenced by the complaints of company 
directors following the ban on coffee imports in 1794. The 
Reuterholm regime, while never expressing explicit anticolo-
nial arguments, nevertheless cared little about the late king’s 
expensive forays into foreign investments, such as colonies and 
the slave trade. The company’s misfortunes and the small 
colony yielded no value or returns on investment that would 
vindicate a more active engagement in this trade. Even the 
company directors had concluded it to be unsafe. It is likely 
that the limitations inherent in Swedish overseas trade, as well 
as practical difficulties faced by neutrals trading in war, were 
ultimately more significant than abolitionist opinion as an 
explanation of Swedish non-involvement. 

Still, individual efforts by Rejmers and Swedish merchants 
in Saint-Barthélemy showed that there were those willing to 
take great risks in the slave trade. Only those in the colony 
would ultimately succeed. It also shows that the abolitionist 
movement is not the only context that mattered in Swedish 
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discourses on the slave trade. Where opportunity arose, so did 
the need to justify. Arguments had been made for decades, if 
not centuries, for the relative economic merits of the slave 
trade versus its impact on human suffering. Statements such as 
Broberg’s, prove that they had not been shelved on account of 
new popular movements. It is perhaps only because of 
Sweden’s relatively modest involvement in the context of 
European colonialism that the Swedish abolitionist voices 
tended to speak louder than the slave trade’s few and dwin-
dling defenders.  
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The Horrors of Slavery  
and Transgressed Gender 

Slave Trade as Symbol  
in Emilie Flygare-Carlén’s Jungfrutornet 

Sam Holmqvist 

It’s not exactly her finest work. As a matter of fact, the 1848 
Swedish novel Jungfrutornet (The Maiden Tower) is the best-
selling author Emilie Flygare-Carlén at her absolute worst; a 
haphazard story written for money, quickly and without 
finesse.1 The narrative is all over the place, the characters are 
clichés, the ending is melodramatic, and the scenery boring.2 

All in all, it comes as no surprise that Jungfrutornet is Flygare-
Carlén’s forgotten novel. 

All the same, Jungfrutornet is quite spectacular. As far as I 
have been able to gather, it is the first novel to depict a Swedish 
slave ship. The main character spends some time on the ship, 
befriends people who work there and learns the basics of how 
the transatlantic slave trade worked. Jungfrutornet is a long 
novel, and the episode on the slave ship is short (all in all 24 
pages, of 1204). But although brief, the episode makes Jungfru-
tornet a novel without comparison in Swedish literary history. 

— 
1 Emilie Flygare-Carlén, Jungfrutornet: Sjöroman (N.H. Thomson, 1848). Jungfru-
tornet has been translated into several languages but not English, and all translations 
in the text are my own. A note on terminology: The novel obviously uses 19th century 
terminology throughout, and in my own text I have rephrased racist expressions. 
However, I have retained certain such terms in quotations when necessary to under-
stand the context. 
2 According to Lauritzen simply because it was written collectively, not only by 
Flygare-Carlén herself but also her husband and brother: Monica Lauritzén, En 
kvinnas röst: Emilie Flygare-Carléns liv och dikt (Albert Bonniers förlag, 2007), 324– 
334. 



ABOLITION AND THE NORDIC  

64 

Jungfrutornet is a maritime adventure novel, and within a 
European context that would make the depiction of trans-
atlantic slave trade much more common than in Sweden. 
Christopher Miller has pointed out how the French ban on 
slave trade in 1818 made it a perfect subject for fiction.3 During 
the 1820s and 1830s, the French slave trade was illegal and was 
run by pirates and thereby observable from a reasonably sus-
penseful distance. This made it, Miller writes, perfect for the 
adventure novel.4 Arguably, this European trend inspired 
Flygare-Carlén as well. However, when the transatlantic slave 
trade was at all mentioned in Swedish fiction during the 19th 
century, it was usually in the background.5 In Swedish novelist 
Fredrika Bremer’s The Neighbours (original Grannarne pub-
lished in 1831), one of the main characters has a history of kid-
napping, enslaving and trafficking people in Africa, but in the 
novel’s present he has left that part of his life well behind.6 In 
Sophie von Knorring’s Vännerna (‘The friends’), published a 
few years before The Neighbours, neither enslavement nor the 
slave trade is ever mentioned, though it is implied, in the back-

— 
3 Christopher L. Miller, The French Atlantic Triangle: Literature and Culture of the 
Slave Trade (Duke University Press, 2008). 
4 Ibid., 200. 
5 This changes during the 20th and 21st century. For example, Ale Pålsson has 
discussed how Saint Barthélemy is portrayed in four Swedish novels from 1945, 1982, 
1991, and 2017: ‘Lingonröd sol: Sexualitet, alienation och svenskhet i svenska kolo-
nialromaner’, Historisk tidskrift 140, no. 3 (2020): 498–528. Apart from Pålsson’s 
article, as well as my own on Bremer’s The Neighbours mentioned below, previous 
research has rather investigated colonial traces in Swedish culture more broadly, , 
e.g., Åsa Bharathi Larsson, Colonizing Fever: Race and Media Cultures in Late 19th-
Century Sweden (Mediehistoriskt arkiv, 2016); Tomas Björk, Bilden av ‘Orienten’: 
Exotism i 1800-talets svenska visuella kultur (Atlantis, 2011); Dan Landmark, ‘Vi, 
civilisationens ljusbärare’: Orientalistiska mönster i det sena 1800-talets svenska 
litteratur och kultur (Örebro universitet, 2003); Therese Svensson, Vithetens 
koagulerade hjärta: Om avkoloniserande läsningars möjlighet (Institutionen för 
litteratur, idéhistoria och religion, 2020). 
6 Fredrika Bremer, The Neighbours: A Story of Every-Day Life. Volume I, trans. Mary 
Howitt (Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1842), digital version https:// 
catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/100654652. 

https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/100654652
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ground of a French, Black servant.7 Jungfrutornet, then, is 
something altogether different. Unlike the other two novels, 
the issue is neither implicit nor distant. With regards to both 
time and nation, the transatlantic slave trade takes place right 
here, right now – right in ‘our’ midst. 

At the centre of my analysis in this chapter are the scenes 
on the slave ship and the protagonist’s meetings with two of its 
crew members: the cross-dressing Jewish Swedish slave trader 
‘mummy First mate’ and their mixed-race son Achilles.8 If 
other Swedish novels of the time depicted the transatlantic 
slave trade as far from ‘home’ – then what happens when the 
main character sets foot on a Swedish slave ship? 

A Swedish Slave Ship 
The plot of Jungfrutornet is intricate – as in most adventure 
novels of its time –but revolves around young Albin finding 
his way in life and falling in love with the daughter of his 
father’s murderer. At the beginning of the novel, he is 13 years 
old and on his way from France where he has spent his child-
hood, to his home country Sweden. On the way, his father is 
murdered, his brother is kidnapped and presumed dead, and 
Albin himself is lost at sea. There, drifting helplessly in a small 
rowing boat, he is saved by the ship The Flying Fish  (Flyg-
fisken). When spotting the ship at a distance, Albin shouts for 
help ‘as hard as his thirteen-year-old lungs could’, and finally 
sees ‘a black-crusted head’ on the ship’s rail.9 A boy of his own 
age – Achilles, as we will learn later on – swings himself over 
the railing ‘with the agility of a cat’, replies to Albin ‘in a mixed 

— 
7 Sophie von Knorring, Vännerna (Hæggström, 1835). 
8 This character changes names, gender, and pronouns throughout the novel. I will 
be following the novel’s choice of pronouns when referencing any particular episode, 
otherwise I shall use the singular they (they/them) as a gender-neutral pronoun.   
9 ‘Så hårdt hans trettonåriga lungor förmådde’; ‘ett svartkrusigt hufvud’. Flygare-
Carlén, Jungfrutornet, 108.  
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gibberish of Swedish and English’ and sends him a rope with 
which to climb onto the ship.10 

At first, Albin is only told that the cargo is ‘colonial goods’.11 

He notices that both the crew and number of canons appear 
disproportionately large, but he does not reflect on why. It is 
only later, after an explanation of the ship’s precise route, that 
the reader realises what the many crew members and canons 
are needed for. The cargo now consists of colonial goods in 
little need of protection – but that is only during one of its trips 
along the triangular trade route. Now on its way to Sweden, the 
ship has previously been in the West Indies and before that, on 
the African coast.  

The origin of the ship, however, is something Albin soon 
realises he should not be talking about. It is no secret that they 
are on their way to the Swedish coastal city Gothenburg, but 
no one wants to answer where the ship actually belongs. 
‘You’re just avoiding me’, Albin complains to one of the crew 
members after he has refused to answer where the ship is 
originally from: ‘Surely the ship is from some particular 
place?’12 But there is no home port, according to the crew. The 
ship is from nowhere, Albin is told, unless ‘the sea would 
decide to be a place of its own!’13 

That assertion, however, may certainly be disputed. Defin-
ing what would be a ‘Swedish’ ship is not without complica-
tions.14 The Flying Fish does not carry the Swedish flag – as a 
matter of fact, no flag at all – and the crew is described as ‘col-

— 
10 ‘med en katts vighet’; ‘på en blandad rotvälska av svenska och engelska’. Flygare-
Carlén, 108.  
11 ‘kolonialvaror’. Flygare-Carlén, 110. 
12 ‘Du bara undviker mig – nog är väl fartyget från någon viss plats?’. Flygare-Carlén, 
120.  
13 ‘såvidt hafvet skulle hitta på att vara en plats för sig!’ Flygare-Carlén, 120.   
14 For an attempt to do so, see Holger Weiss, Slavhandel och slaveri under svensk flagg: 
Koloniala drömmar och verklighet i Afrika och Karibien 1770–1847 (Atlantis, 2016), 
115–118. 
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lected from several nations’, ‘even two Malaysians’.15 But at 
least one of the deckhands is Swedish, and more importantly, 
so is the captain/owner and his wife the first mate. They both 
grew up in Sweden but haven’t been back since they were 
married. Now, having made a fortune in the slave trade, they 
are about to settle down. After selling off their cargo in 
Gothenburg, they intend to make one more trip and then move 
back to Sweden. That movement mirrors the way in which 
nations in general and Swedishness in particular are described 
in the novel. Just as the protagonist Albin has been raised in 
France but is on his way home, so are most of the characters 
moving between different countries in order to return to their 
native Sweden.  

The ship is, then, only the first small step on Albin’s way 
home – where he will eventually grow up, find new and old 
family, make a fortune on honest work, and marry his beloved. 
Throughout his journey, The Flying Fish will remain as a dark 
shadow of the past, a threatening remembrance of horrors. 
Albeit a minor part of the novel, Albin’s time on the slave ship 
is thus significant for the narrative. After he has left the ship, it 
is still used as a point of reference in the novel. 

The First Mate 
While the ship remains a cautionary tale throughout the novel, 
the reason for its immorality is not only its trade. While Albin 
certainly expresses his disgust for the slave trade, he seems to 
connect it only to the first mate. Of all the strange and upset-
ting things that Albin finds on the ship, the first mate seems to 
be the worst, and they remain one of his major obstacles 
throughout the novel, trying to either seduce or kill him. As a 
matter of fact, the first mate seems just as – or perhaps even 
more – immoral as the slave trade itself. 

— 
15 ‘hopsamlad af flera nationer’, ‘tillochmed tvenne malayer’. Flygare-Carlén, Jung-
frutornet, 110f. 
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The first mate is first described simply as a man. In a way 
that is typical of transing narratives of the time, the novel puts 
quite some effort into describing the first mate as passing as a 
man, but not quite, simultaneously concealing and empha-
sising sex beneath gender.16 On the one hand, the first mate 
passes completely, and no one outside the ship seems to ques-
tion his masculinity. On the other hand, sex sets clear limits to 
his gendered abilities: ‘Chin and cheeks were beardless and 
seemed to belong to a woman; but this was contradicted by the 
male voice and posture’.17 The first mate boasts about his 
strength, but even to the naïve Albin it is obvious that the crew 
members are pretending that he is stronger than he actually is, 
playing along to humour him. When the ship’s official secret is 
revealed – that the first mate is a woman – things fall into place. 
Again in a way that is typical of transing narratives, the reve-
lation of the ‘true’ sex beneath gender serves as an explanation 
of non-normative gender.18 

The first mate’s background is complex. Their story is told 
– as are, as I will soon return to, all the secrets of The Flying 
Fish – by their son Achilles. He is the one who gives them the 
nickname ‘mummy First mate’, used also by Albin and the 
narrator. Later on however, the first mate is also called by their 
given name Susanne, married last name Ennes, and taken 
name John. ‘Mummy First mate’ grew up as a Jewish girl in 
Sweden, living on the streets until discovered by the captain of 
The Flying Fish. Achilles says his mother was a ‘little beautiful 
Jewchild’ and explains that the captain has had an ‘always 

— 
16 Sam Holmqvist, Transformationer: 1800-talets svenska translitteratur genom Lasse-
Maja, C.J.L. Almqvist och Aurora Ljungstedt (Makadam, 2017); Sam Holmqvist, 
‘Reading a History of Trans* Literature: Narratives of Transing in Sarah Grand’s 
“The Tenor and the Boy”’, 19th Century Gender Studies 16, no. 1 (2020). 
17 ‘Haka och kinder voro skägglösa och tycktes tillhöra en kvinna; men detta mot-
sades af den manliga rösten och hållningen’. Flygare-Carlén, Jungfrutornet, 110. 
18 Holmqvist, Transformationer; Holmqvist, ‘Reading a History of Trans* Literature’. 
On the cisnormative ‘reveal’, see Danielle M. Seid, ‘Reveal’, TSQ: Transgender Studies 
Quarterly 1, no. 1–2 (2014): 176–77. 
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tender heart’ – for anyone but people of African descent.19 

Hence, the captain took care of the child, dressed her as a boy 
and raised her on board his ship. Later, he took her as his wife, 
‘when little child be fifteen years old, but captain very old’.20 

Not only is the captain the legal guardian of his wife; he has 
literally picked her up from the street and raised her to his 
liking. But while marrying a fifteen-year-old foster child may 
seem a bit steep, it is not a complete deviation from 19th 
century idealisations of marriage dynamics.21 All the same, the 
standard 19th century hierarchy of husband and wife goes 
beyond the usual framework here. Two things make this mar-
riage into something other than a standard love story of its 
time. Firstly, that the future wife is (for unspoken, but arguably 
practical, reasons) dressed in boys’ clothing by the future hus-
band – while this is not an uncommon literary motif, it obvi-
ously defies normative expectations.22 Secondly, and more 
importantly, the hierarchy of father and child, husband and 
wife, man and woman, are overthrown and are rather turned 
into a perversion of classic heterosexual dynamics. Albin soon 
learns that the captain is captain in name only. In effect, the 
ship is run by the first mate, who has taken command of the 
ship after marrying the captain. While the captain in theory is 
both owner and ruler of the ship, in practice those duties are 
instead performed by his wife.  

Some of the complexities here are illustrated by Achilles’ 
parentage. He is the son of the first mate, but not the captain’s. 
His father instead was one of the victims of the ship, a man who 
his mother and her husband held captive. He was, Achilles 
says, ‘young, beautiful,’ and was bought by the captain and 
enslaved on the ship for several years. While there was cer-

— 
19 ‘liten vacker judebarn’; ‘alltid ömt hjerta’. Flygare-Carlén, Jungfrutornet, 129, 130.  
20 ‘då lilla barn vara femton år, men kapten mycket gammal’. Flygare-Carlén, 130. 
21 The novel’s hero Albin also marries a woman he has met when she was a child, and 
her (low) age and childishness is a constant object of desire in the novel. 
22 For other examples in Swedish fiction see Holmqvist, Transformationer, 167–171. 
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tainly nothing unusual about slave owners raping people in 
their captivity, traditional gender roles are here inverted. 
Instead of the common rape of enslaved women by their male 
enslavers, here it is the female owner that conceives a child 
with one of their captives.23 As Fay Yarbrough writes, although 
the sexual standard of the time ‘failed to recognize white 
women as sexual aggressors’, testimonies by enslaved persons 
confirm such relations.24 Sexual assaults by white women on 
Black men were much less commented on in abolitionist argu-
mentation, but did receive particular attention as evidence of 
non-normative femininity.25 The first mate in Jungfrutornet 
does not only fail to live up to expectations on women, but 
overturns them completely by becoming a man, and then over-
turns masculinity as well by becoming a mother. ‘Mummy 
First mate’ is not a nickname like any other, but rather an arti-
culation of the inversion of gender that the first mate repre-
sents. They are the captain and the captain’s wife, the rapist of 
the lover, and the mother of their property. 

Things, however, become more complicated. Achilles 
explains to Albin that after he was born – or rather, after the 
captain discovered that his wife was pregnant with one of the 
enslaved men on the ship – Achilles’ father was either killed or 
sold. Achilles doesn’t know what happened to him, but only 
that his mother grieved, and that upon remembering the event, 

— 
23 It is complicated to determine how to describe the relationship between Achilles’ 
father and the first mate – ‘rape’ is a term that meant something altogether different 
in the context of the novel. While there is no doubt in my mind that Flygare-Carlén 
would rather have described this as the first mate taking on a lover, I am for obvious 
reasons reluctant to describe it in that way. 
24 Fay A. Yarbrough, ‘Power, Perception, and Interracial Sex: Former Slaves Recall a 
Multiracial South’, Journal of Southern History 71, no. 3 (August 2005): 572. 
25 Martha Hodes, ‘Wartime Dialogues on Illicit Sex: White Women and Black Men’, 
in Divided Houses: Gender and the Civil War, ed. Catherine Clinton and Nina Silber 
(Oxford University Press, 1992), 230–44, https://doi.org/10.1093/ 
oso/9780195074079.003.0013. 

https://doi.org/10.1093
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‘go wild like tiger, whip the old captain’.26 There are in other 
words several power dynamics at play here. On the one hand, 
the captain has gotten rid of the man that his wife raped/slept 
with – killing or selling him, as one would do with property – 
apparently without his wife’s consent. As his wife, she is juridi-
cally and socially under his control and has nothing to say on 
the matter. On the other hand, she reacts by whipping him. 
While officially subordinated (as woman, wife, and first mate 
to the captain) she also has the upper hand in the marriage. 
The captain is not the captain of the ship, the first mate is. The 
husband is not the husband, the wife is.  

The consolidation of binary sex was fundamental in 19th 
century conceptions of both race and gender – and by exten-
sion humanity. Gender difference was constructed through 
counter images of gender transgressions and so-called herma-
phroditism, which was in turn linked to several understand-
ings of ‘defective’ bodies and practices – in turn related very 
much to understandings of race. This intersecting construc-
tion of race and gender has been discussed in a wide array of 
earlier research.27 While Swedish research on the topic is more 
sparse, previous scholarship has demonstrated similar under-
standings here, pointing out the understandings of non-nor-
mative sex and gender in relation to race.28 

— 
26 ‘blifva vild som tigerkatta, piska upp gamla kapten’. Flygare-Carlén, Jungfrutornet, 
129.  
27 E.g.: Londa Schiebinger, Nature’s Body: Gender in the Making of Modern Science 
(Beacon, 1993); Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in 
the Colonial Contest (Routledge, 1995); Ann Laura Stoler, Race and the Education of 
Desire: Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the Colonial Order of Things (Duke 
University Press, 1995); Siobhan Somerville, Queering the Color Line: Race and the 
Invention of Homosexuality in American Culture (Duke University Press, 2000); 
Valerie Rohy, Anachronism and Its Others: Sexuality, Race, Temporality (SUNY 
Press, 2009). 
28 Pia Laskar, Ett bidrag till heterosexualitetens historia: Kön, sexualitet och njutnings-
normer i sexhandböcker 1800–1920 (Modernista, 2005); Maja Bondestam, Tvåkönad: 
Studier i den svenska hermafroditens historia (Nya Doxa, 2010). 
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These contexts of non-normative, intersecting race and 
gender are vital for understanding the first mate of The Flying 
Fish. Not only have they turned marriage and heterosexuality 
upside down, but also nation, ethnicity, and religion. They 
refer to Sweden as ‘the country that at once gave birth to me 
and rejected me’, in a bitterness quite typical of 19th century 
antisemitic depictions of Jews.29 As a Jew in Sweden, the first 
mate is Swedish but not Swedish – analogous to how they are 
and are not a man. Unsurprisingly, the only contemporary 
review of Jungfrutornet to take up the character of the first 
mate, described them as ‘completely un-Swedish’.30 Not quite 
woman, not quite captain, not quite Swedish. 

The instability of the first mate’s identity is typical of a par-
ticular kind of transing narrative, in which cross-dressing is 
used to signal unreliability.31 More specifically, such a narrative 
conflates perceptions of destabilised gender with destabilised 
race, usually in terms of Swedish minority groups, e.g. Jews and 
Romani as well as southern Europeans. Such fictional cha-
racters can be described in terms of a cluster of (in)stability, 
which labels certain intersections of race and gender as lacking 
stability as well as trustworthiness.32 It is this cluster of insta-
bility that explains why the first mate is at the centre of Albin’s 
contempt for The Flying Fish. Albin shows no interest in the 
captain and is likewise uninterested in the crew. He does not 

— 
29 ‘det land, som på en gång födde och försköt mig’. Flygare-Carlén, Jungfrutornet, 
131.  
30‘helt och hållet osvensk’. –h-, “Litteratur. Jungfrutornet Af Emilie Carlén.’, Post- och 
Inrikes Tidningar, 21 July 1848. The only other review that I have been able to find is 
I, ‘Litteratur. Nya Svenska Parnassen. Jungfrutornet Af Emelie Carlén.’, Dagligt 
Allehanda, 17 June 1848; also mentioned in Lauritzen, En kvinnas röst, 328. There, 
the first mate is mentioned only in the last sentence as an example of the novel’s 
exaggerations. Although both reviews write extensively on the novel’s ethics, and the 
first one mentions the ship The Flying Fish, neither indicates that the novel depicts 
enslavement or the transatlantic slave trade.   
31 Holmqvist, Transformationer, 154–198. 
32 Sam Holmqvist, ‘Stabilitetsklustret: Ellen Craft, flyktberättelsen och rasifieringen 
av kön’, Astra, no. 3 (2020). 
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seem to hold them accountable for participating in the slave 
trade, and even befriends a Swedish member of the crew and 
continues that friendship throughout the novel. Later on, that 
man explains that he only worked on the ship for a short time, 
and even if he hadn’t, he would surely never have managed to 
‘steal as much as half’ a person.33 But while the transatlantic 
slave trade is framed as a symbol of immorality, that immo-
rality seems above all to be concentrated within one individual: 
the first mate. ‘With that woman,’ Albin says, ‘I do not want to 
travel, nor eat her bread for even a minute after we have 
reached harbour’.34 

The Witness 
While the first mate is ephemeral, unstable, and filled with 
complexities, their son is something altogether different. 
Achilles is kind, caring, and befriends Albin immediately. Even 
though he is certainly complicit in it, he takes a firm stance 
against the slave trade. And also unlike his mother, he knows 
his place. 

When Albin first understands what The Flying Fish is 
trading in, he assumes that Achilles is enslaved. His new friend 
is of African descent and lives on a slave ship – the conclusion 
appears, for Albin, obvious. But instead, Achilles’ place on the 
ship is unclear. Is he part of the crew? He works there, and he 
does not have any other home. While everyone on the ship 
knows that Achilles is the first mate’s son, he is not officially 
acknowledged as such. As the colour of his skin also makes 
clear that he is not the son of her husband, he has no economic 
rights, and his social position remains uncertain. 

Achilles mirrors Albin, functioning as a point of reference 
for the idealisation of the protagonist. The boys are of the same 
age, and after Achilles has rescued Albin from the water, they 
— 
33 ‘stjäla så mycket som en half’. Flygare-Carlén, Jungfrutornet, 204.  
34 ‘Med den qvinnan – blif icke ledsen för det – vill jag icke resa och ej heller äta 
hennes bröd en minut sedan vi kommit i hamn’. Flygare-Carlén, 130. 
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immediately become friends. Achilles both feels sorry for and 
recognises himself in Albin, saying that he must be ‘very un-
happy’ after losing his loved ones, and that Achilles himself has 
‘also no father, never had brother, not being happy always’.35 

At the same time, the distinction between the boys is also 
made abundantly clear. While Achilles is born and raised on 
the ship, he has learned Swedish – presumably from his mother 
and other Swedish crew members. But as previously men-
tioned, his language is described as ‘a mixed gibberish of 
Swedish and English’.36 In practice, Achilles’ lines in the dia-
logue are usually a grammatically simplified Swedish. Achilles’ 
language thus marks him as different, while at the same time 
establishing a hierarchy between him and Albin. This dis-
tinction between the boys is underlined through reminders of 
racial difference. Achilles is consistently referred to in terms of 
colour, as a ‘mulatto boy,’ or ‘mulatto’.37 He embraces the same 
distinction by calling Albin ‘white boy’ – or actually, the gram-
matically incorrect ‘hvita pojke’.38 It is in other words the 
mixed-race Achilles that insists on racial fixity. He also calls 
himself a ‘nigger’, but then Albin disagrees. The new friend is 
not Black, says Albin, ‘you’re brown!’39 

In general, Albin is the voice of reason in the boys’ dia-
logues. This is unsurprising, since throughout the novel Albin 
is portrayed as intelligent, reasonable, and all in all a model of 
humanity. But in the context of abolitionism and the trans-
atlantic slave trade, it is particularly interesting to note that he 
also expresses an anti-racist stance in front of Achilles. In one 
of their first conversations, Achilles expresses his fear of the 
racism to which he believes Albin will subject him. He ques-

— 
35 ‘mycket olycklig’; ‘också ingen far, aldrig hafva haft bror, icke vara glad alltid’. 
Flygare-Carlén, 120.   
36 ‘en blandad rotvälska av svenska och engelska’. Flygare-Carlén, 108. 
37 ‘mulattgosse’; ‘mulatten’. Flygare-Carlén, , e.g., 108; 111; 119; 120; 123; 130. 
38 Flygare-Carlén, 108, 109, 120, 129; also 194, 203. 
39 ‘nigger’; ‘du är brun!’ Flygare-Carlén, 128. 
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tions whether ‘white boy can be true friend of brown boy’ 
because, as he says, being brown ‘is being despised, being 
dog!’40 But Albin reassures him: ‘Colour doesn’t matter, if you 
love a person’.41 Instead, he is hurt that Achilles would think so 
badly of him. 

Albin’s ingenuity may seem obvious to a contemporary 
reader, but it is not without complexities. Albin is depicted as 
the voice of reason and the more intelligent, but he is also 
portrayed as more than a little naïve. When entering The Flying 
Fish, Albin does not understand its trade at all. He does not 
understand what all the crew members or weapons are for, nor 
does he worry himself about it. Instead, it is Achilles that 
explains that the ship occasionally sails ‘home to my country’.42 

As Achilles is born on the ship, his ‘country’ would rather 
mean the origin of his father, arguably somewhere along the 
African coast. There, Achilles explains, the ship’s crew ‘buy 
[…] and attack themselves in the night, and steal’ people. 
These persons are then taken ‘away to yellow men’ who will 
whip them to death if they do not work hard enough.43 Achilles’ 
explanation is brief, but it paints a relatively clear picture of the 
basics of the triangular trade. Just as in reality, The Flying Fish 
sails to Africa where they buy and kidnap people, onward to 
America to sell them, then to Europe with colonial goods such 
as sugar and coffee. And as Achilles explains to Albin, so is it 
explained to the reader of the novel.  

Achilles continues, throughout his time on The Flying Fish, 
to witness the realities and atrocities of the slave trade. Far 
from trying to hide his own complicity, he questions Albin’s 
friendship not only because of racial difference, but also 

— 
40 ‘hvita pojke kan vara riktig vän med bruna pojke’; ‘vara föraktad, vara hund!’ 
Flygare-Carlén, 127.   
41 ‘Färgen gör ingenting, om man har någon menniska kär’. Flygare-Carlén, 127.   
42 ‘hem till mitt land’. Flygare-Carlén, 128. 
43 ‘köpa […] och öfverfalla sjelfva om natten, och stjäla’; ‘bort till gula männer’; ‘i 
stora fält med långt gräs’. Flygare-Carlén, 128. 
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because he is so ashamed, and fears Albin has not really under-
stood what he has been complicit in. Albin doesn’t know, 
Achilles says: ‘White boy doesn’t know Achilles’ purses of 
gold’, gold that has cost Black people’s blood.44 Achilles is torn 
between loyalties – he does not want to leave his ageing 
mother, but neither does he want to ‘drink father’s blood’.45 

There is in other words some level of openness here. The 
novel constantly vacillates between allowing Achilles to wit-
ness the atrocities of the slave trade, while at the same time 
taking for granted Albin’s disinterest in the matter. When 
Albin decides to leave the ship, Achilles also suggests that he 
could instead join the ship’s crew. They could make one last 
trip together with The Flying Fish and then settle down. Albin 
refuses but interestingly does not state the trafficking of 
humans as a reason. He does not mention slavery, nor the ship, 
nor the implicit understanding that the fortune they will gather 
from a final trip Africa–America–Europe will come from the 
slave trade. Albin only insists that his refusal to stay on the ship 
has nothing to do with Achilles – only with his mother.  

By making Achilles witness to the trade, the depiction of the 
bloodiness and horrors of it are given over to a firsthand 
witness. At the same time, this allows the protagonist Albin to 
act as the naïve bystander. He does not understand what the 
ship trades in until Achilles tells him so, and upon finding out, 
he is horrified. Equally, he is horrified when Achilles presumes 
Albin will treat him badly because of his brown skin. Although 
firmly against the slave trade, no one could accuse Albin of a 
white saviour syndrome. He is after all not interested in saving 
neither former nor future victims of The Flying Fish. After 
leaving the ship, he remembers its first mate in horror – think-
ing that they were a ‘beast’, ‘stealing’ people and ‘engaging in 

— 
44 ‘Hvita gosse icke känna Achilles’; ‘påsar med gull’. Flygare-Carlén, 131. 
45 ‘dricka faders blod’. Flygare-Carlén, 131. 
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so much evil’.46 But he turns his back, continues with his life, 
and that is all. 

Concluding Remarks 
A reading of Jungfrutornet as engaged in abolitionist argumen-
tation is not motivated by thinking that Jungfrutornet is a per-
fect exemplar – quite the opposite. In terms of the depiction of 
actual slavery and the persons subjected to it, Jungfrutornet is 
a terrible source. What Flygare-Carlén knew about the slave 
trade was arguably what she had read in the papers; argumen-
tation against slavery and the slave trade appeared in the 
Swedish press from the late 18th century and onwards.47 There 
is little reason to believe that Flygare-Carlén had ever met 
anyone that had themselves been forced into enslavement, and 
nor does Jungfrutornet demonstrate any particular interest in 
the question of the transatlantic slave trade. Its function as a 
symbol of immorality is just that – a symbol.  

But these are precisely the reasons why this novel is inte-
resting. Previous research on the depiction of transatlantic 
slave trade in the novel The Neighbours has indicated that it 
functioned as a symbol of un-Swedishness, and as a demons-
tration of Swedish exceptionalism.48 This is further underlined 
by studies showing that abolitionist argumentation in the 
Swedish press generally took for granted that Sweden had little 
or nothing to do with the matter.49 Jungfrutornet treats the 

— 
46 ‘vidunder’; ‘stal’; ‘förlovade så mycket ondt’. Flygare-Carlén, 140. 
47 Weiss, Slavhandel och slaveri under svensk flagg, 201. The scope of this article does 
not allow for any real investigation into Flygare-Carlén’s experiences or sentiments, 
but it is possible she learned more about it from her brother, who worked at sea. In a 
later edition, the author added a footnote saying that her brother’s memories had 
inspired some of the protagonist’s adventures: Lauritzen, En kvinnas röst, 327. 
48 Sam Holmqvist, ‘Två gräl: Slavhandel, kvinnokamp och moraliskt gnissel i 
Fredrika Bremers Grannarne’, Tidskrift för genusvetenskap 42, no. 2–3 (2021): 48–67; 
Sam Holmqvist, ‘Hagar and the Symbols of Slavery: Reading Fredrika Bremer’s The 
Neighbours through Jane Eyre’, NORA: Nordic Journal of Women’s Studies, 2021. 
49 Weiss, Slavhandel och slaveri under svensk flagg, 203. 
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transatlantic slave trade much like most Swedish culture seem 
to have done during this period. On the one hand, an absolute 
symbol of immorality, on the other hand relativised.  

And while the slave ship The Flying Fish connects the novel 
to the transatlantic slave trade, its victims are conspicuous by 
their absence. The people who Mummy First Mate and her 
crew have enslaved have already been killed or sold, left at 
another halt of the triangular passing. The only person of 
African descent left on the ship is Achilles, who is descended 
from enslavement and enslaving alike. And Achilles too, some-
how, appears almost ghostlike. On board the ship, he functions 
as a witness and truth teller of the trade. But while the other 
characters with whom Albin is acquainted on the ship reappear 
later in the novel, Achilles disappears. After Albin has left the 
ship, he only resurfaces in memories; in Albin’s thoughts, and 
eventually in memories of the first mate grieving their then 
deceased son. This too enables the slave ship of the novel to 
become something almost unreal. It may have happened, but 
it was far away. And it appears to have absolutely nothing to 
do with our lives, not even if it is happening right here, right 
now.  
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Visualising Enslavement 
Jenny Nyström’s Illustrations to Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

Åsa Bharathi Larsson 

It is most praiseworthy for the Swedish artist [Jenny Nyström] 
and the Swedish publishing company [Torsten Hedlunds bok-
förlag], that the Americans themselves are taking [her] illus-
trations to one of their most remarkable and well-read books of 
all.1 

The quote highlights how important the illustrations were 
when visualising enslavement and race by the audience. It was 
the Swedish artist Jenny Nyström who in 1895 illustrated the 
republication of the well-known anti-slavery novel Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin, or Life Among the Lowly (1852).2 Moreover, 
visual representations of African Americans, often presumed 
to have been formed in the United States, is something that I 
will argue has also been shaped in Sweden, circulating in the 
Nordic region and back to the Swedish American communities 
in the United States.3 In early August 1896, the readers of 

— 
1 ‘Onkel Toms stuga’, Svenska folkets tidning 12/8 1896. It also appears in the 
newspaper Vestkusten 13/8 1896. Original quote in Swedish (translated by the 
author): ‘Det är ju hedrande för den svenska artisten och det svenska förlaget, att 
sjelfva amerikanerna här hämta illustrationerna till en af Amerikas allra märkligaste 
och mest lästa böcker’. The Swedish language newspaper Svenska folkets tidning 
began publishing in Minneapolis, Minnesota on October 5, 1881. 
2 For further discussion on the definition of race see: Ellis Cashmore ed., Dictionary 
of Race and Ethnic Relations (Routledge, 2002), 354–355. I will use the terminology 
(which is sometimes overlapping) from American history writing when referring to 
events in the United States: pre civil war (1820–1860), civil war (1860-1865), recon-
struction (18110f 65–1877) and the gilded age (1870s–1900).  
3 For further discussion on different definitions on minorities as African American 
see Lori Kido Lopez (ed.), Race and Media: Critical Approaches (NYU PRESS, 2020), 
xi. For the discussion on Swedish-American identity see Erica K. Jackson, Scandi-
navian’s in Chicago: The Origins of White Privilege in Modern America (University of 
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Svenska folkets tidning, a Minneapolis based Swedish Ameri-
can newspaper, received information, as the quote above 
displays, about the republication of a Swedish and American 
audience.4 It was written by the American anti-slavery writer 
Harriet Beecher Stowe.5 The Swedish American readers were 
informed that it was truly remarkable that a Swedish illustrator 
had the opportunity to be involved in one of the most widely 
read books of all time. Interestingly, the illustrations made by 
Jenny Nyström seem to differ from the imagery made by 
earlier American and British artists such as Hammat Billings, 

— 
Illinois Press, 2018), 1–6, Dag Blanck & Adam Hjorthén, ‘Conceptualising Swedish-
American Borderlands’, Swedish American Borderlands: New Histories of 
Transatlantic Relations, eds. Dag Blanck & Adam Hjorthén, (University of 
Minnesota Press, 2021), 1–42. The Nordic region consists of Denmark, Norway, 
Sweden, Finland, and Iceland, as well as the Faroe Islands, Greenland, and Åland, see 
the discussion in: Kristin Loftsdottir and Lars Jensen, ‘Introduction: Nordic 
Exceptionalism and the Nordic ‘Others’’, Whiteness and Postcolonialism in the 
Nordic Region, Exceptionalism, Migrant Others and National Identities, eds. Kristin 
Loftsdottir and Lars Jensen (Routledge, 2016), 3–5. Sápmi is the Sámi people's own 
name for their traditional territory. The Sámi people are the Indigenous people of the 
northern part of the Scandinavian Peninsula and large parts of the Kola Peninsula, 
and they live in Sweden, Norway, Finland and Russia. 
4 A remark on the usage of title Uncle Tom’s Cabin. It has been the same main title in 
English and Swedish throughout the nineteenth century. The sub-title has changed 
both in English and Swedish at various times during the nineteenth century. The 
novel is known for its main title, and I will use the shortened title throughout the 
article from now. But when referencing the novel in footnotes, I will give (when first 
time mentioned) the full titles in Swedish or English to show which of the editions is 
used. It is important to also remind the reader that this chapter quotes racist 
terms/words/phrasing which are for example in the titles of books, newspapers etc, 
published in the nineteenth century. Moreover, some of the imagery shown is racist 
and very problematic, and I understand that it can provoke and be painful to readers. 
I am aware of the thin line of analysing racist imagery and the risk of reproducing 
racial stereotypes. Hopefully, my aim to problematise these themes are displayed 
throughout the article. 
5 In 1896, Harriet Beecher Stowe passed away, many different news reports and 
articles were published in the Swedish and Swedish American press. For further 
reading about the author Harriet Beecher Stowe and the context to Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin see: Joan D. Hedrick, Harriet Beecher Stowe: A Life (Oxford University Press, 
1994), 202–218 See also: Sarah Robbins, The Cambridge Introduction to Harriet 
Beecher Stowe (Cambridge University Press, 2007), 2–14. 
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George Cruikshank, and E.W. Kemble.6 The crude racial 
stereotypes they depicted were, I argue, treated more ambi-
valently by Jenny Nyström. The aim of this chapter is to 
analyse the illustrations by Jenny Nyström and show how they 
differed from previous American and British artists. Inter-
estingly, Jenny Nyström’s illustrations circulated widely. Not 
only were they also known in the other Nordic countries, such 
as Denmark, Norway, and Finland, but they spread in Great 
Britain and Germany. Her impact, then, went far beyond the 
scope of the analysis that will be provided here.7 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin tells the story of how two enslaved 
African Americans, Tom, and Eliza, are sold into bondage in 
the South. Eliza manages to escape and flees to the North with 
her son Harry. Tom lives a cruel life as enslaved but keeps his 
Christian faith until his violent death by the vicious enslaver 
Simon Legree.8 The novel achieved great recognition by 
dramatising experiences of enslavement.9 What was also 
remarkable about this first publication from 1852 was that it 
had illustrations. The illustrations were made by Hammat 
Billings. As art historian Jo Ann Morgan observes ‘illustrations 
were usually not found in antebellum fiction, especially that of 
a first-time novelist’.10 During a time of intense debate about  
transatlantic slavery and race relations on both sides of the 
Atlantic the novel drew on and helped give rise to a broad 

— 
6 There were other artists who illustrated the novel throughout the nineteenth 
century, but Cruikshank was one of the most prominent artists who reached a large 
audience. See Jo Ann Morgan, Uncle Tom’ Cabin as Visual Culture (University of 
Missouri Press, 2007), 3. 
7 My research project initiated in 2017, has yielded a forthcoming monograph with 
the preliminary title The Black Question in Sweden and Swedish American Border-
lands. The book explores the transnational impact of Nystöm in the Nordic region as 
well as Europe and the United States. 
8 Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Or Life Among the Lowly (Penguin 
Classic, 2020). 
9 Eric J. Sundquist, ‘Introduction’, New Essays on Uncle Tom's Cabin, (ed. Eric J. 
Sundquist), (Cambridge University Press, 1993), 1.   
10 Morgan, (2007), 2.   
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visual media culture that included Sweden and Swedish-
American communities. 

The focus on a Swedish artist such as Jenny Nyström, 
widely recognised in Sweden but unknown in the United 
States, allows this article to problematise the dualisms of 
high/low cultures and centre/periphery on various levels.11 For 
example, Jenny Nyström’s illustrations of scenes from the 
novel were not always seen in the high art context due to its 
connections to the market and the more direct visual rhetoric 
of advertisement. Art historian Marcus Wood notes in Blind 
Memory: Visual Representations of Slavery in England and 
America 1780–1865 (2000) how imagery of transatlantic 
slavery has often been neglected by art historians because 
much of it has been produced for a larger audience and not 
within an art context.12 This could also be said for the way 
Jenny Nyström’s work in the book market has been over-
looked. Jenny Nyström is most known for her depictions of 
Christmas and Easter motifs, and her representations of 
children. There has however been little attention on her mass-
produced book illustrations of enslavement. Jenny Nyström’s 
earlier work in the orientalist painting tradition is of impor-
tance and connects the imagery to the higher arts. Jenny 
Nyström has a unique position, belonging to the art salon as a 
recognised artist as well as a pioneer for illustrations produced 
for the expanding popular transnational book market.  

Moreover, often the focus on artists such as Jenny Nyström 
has been on their relationship towards the male dominated art 
— 
11 For further reading on the life and artistic profession of Jenny Nyström see: 
Elisabeth Welander-Berggren, Marie Rehnberg, Barbro Johnsson eds., Jenny 
Nyström: Illustratör och pionjär (Votum förlag, 2018). 
Gunnel Forsberg Warringer, Jenny Nyström: livet och konsten (Ordalaget, Bromma, 
2008), 13–52. Margareta Gynning,’ Jenny Nyströms liv och tidiga måleri’, Jenny 
Nyström: Målaren och illustratören, ed. Margareta Gynning (Nationalmuseum, 
1996), 18–24. Eva-Lena Bengtsson & Eva Lena Karlsson, Kvinna och konstnär i 1800-
talets Sverige (Signum, 2004), 77–79. 
12 Marcus Wood, Blind Memory: Visual Representations of Slavery in England and 
America 1780–1865 (Manchester University Press, 2000), 8–10. 
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academy and their norm breaking motifs and private life.13 The 
time in which Scandinavian female artists first entered higher 
art education was also a time when modernity and colonial 
expansion transformed society at large.14 However, the parallel 
narrative on the relation between female artists practices and 
colonial entanglements, transatlantic slavery, abolition, and 
race relations have not been fully explored. Jenny Nyström’s 
illustrations of these themes are particularly interesting 
because they were widespread and popular, reaching large 
audiences on both sides of the Atlantic.15 Besides Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin, Jenny Nyström illustrated Dred: en berättelse från det 
stora olycksträsket (Dred, A Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp) 
in 1899-1900, which was another anti-slavery novel by Harriett 
Beecher Stowe initially published in 1856. The article will 
briefly describe the arrival of the novel in Sweden, and then 
move on to analyse Jenny Nyström’s illustrations of enslave-
ment. However, owing to the scope of my chapter, I will be 
unable to provide here a comprehensive analysis of all Jenny 
Nyström’s illustrations by Jenny Nyström, which amount to 
over one hundred illustrations for the 1895 edition.  

The Arrival of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in Sweden 1852 
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel was first published as an instal-
ment in the abolitionist paper The National Era in June 1851. 
The following year it was published as a book with seven 
illustrations by Hammatt Billings. Morgan notes that the novel 
was both an international as well as a national success.16 It was 
translated into thirty-seven languages. It was copied without 
authorisation within the same year of publication and accord-

— 
13 Forsberg Warringer, 13–15. 
14 Åsa Bharathi Larsson, Colonizing Fever: Race and Media Cultures in Late Nine-
teenth Century Sweden (diss: Mediehistoriskt arkiv, 2016), 20–25. 
15 Claire Parfait, The Publishing History of Uncle Tom's Cabin, 1852–2002 (Ashgate, 
2007), 131. 
16 Morgan, 3. 
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ing to Morgan, ‘without any copyright protection to begin 
with, publishers too were free to amend, abridge and bowd-
lerize Stowe’s text’.17 What Morgan underlines is the profound 
impact the novel came to have when the narrative could be 
both published and performed in various media formats such 
as theatre plays, minstrel shows, attracting different audiences. 
There was also a growing pro-Tom and anti-Tom literature on 
the book market.  

The story found its way to Sweden in a similar manner. It 
was published in 1852, the same year as in the United States. 
Again, it originally appeared as instalments in the Swedish 
liberal newspaper Aftonbladet and then as a book published by 
Albert Bonnier Publishing Company.18 Aftonbladet claims to 
their readers that their serialisation is an exclusive, with S.J. 
Callerholm’s translation coming directly from the US English 
version.19 According to the editor, of primary concern was to 
engage readers in anti-slavery sentiments and to support the 
African American people who have been forced into enslave-
ment. It is interesting to read the preface to the first instalment 
because it tends to both describe the cruelty of White Ameri-
can enslavers as well as to discuss how they are ‘forced’ to take 
a stance on the question of slavery. The preface talks extra-
ordinarily little about the African American themselves.20 

When the last episode was published in Aftonbladet in late 
December, the new instalment about anti-slavery is advertised 

— 
17 Morgan, 3. 
18 Åsa Bharathi Larsson, ‘Onkel Toms stuga i Sverige. Jenny Nyströms illustrationer 
till upplagan från 1895’, Bilder av ras i svensk visuell kultur, (ed. Åsa Bharathi 
Larsson), (Kungl. Vitterhets Historie och Antikvitets Akademien, KVHAA 
Konferenser 107, 2022), 14–15. 
19 ‘Uncle Toms Cabin samtidens märkligaste roman’, Aftonbladet 23/10 1852. 
20 ‘Onkel Toms stuga’, Aftonbladet 31/12 1852. 
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as ‘The White Slave’ by the American author Richard Hild-
reth.21 

When Uncle Tom’s Cabin arrived in Sweden, the Swedish 
audience also had the possibility to discover the story in other 
media cultures. Theatre performances, music scores and pro-
Tom literature were advertised in the mass press.22 Throughout 
the 1850s and up to the 1860s the novel was sporadically 
published for a Swedish audience. This was similar to what 
happened in the United States. Book historian Claire Parfait 
notes how between 1853–1860s very few editions were pub-
lished.23 It was at the end of the nineteenth century that the 
story about Tom and Eliza regained new interest and a new 
audience. Historian Barbara Hochman explains that the novel 
gained new relevance in the debate on slavery in the United 
States.24 There had been an optimism during the reconstruc-
tion, but by the 1880-1890s the debate changed into a more 
pessimistic view on the future for the integration of African 
Americans. According to Hochman, one example of how 
important the novel became was how Uncle Tom’s Cabin was 
at the centre of the1893 World Exhibition in Chicago.25 1893 
was also the year when the copyright expired, and the pub-
lishing company Houghton & Mifflin published the book ‘[to] 
— 
21 It was published first in the United States in 1834, then in an enlarged edition in 
1836 and illustrated for the 1852 edition. ‘The White Slave’ came the following year 
to Swedish readers. Aftonbladet published it as instalments and Albert Bonnier 
Publishing Company released it as book. Richard Hildreth,‘Den hvita slafven: ännu 
en tafvla av negerlifvet i Amerika: sidostycke till Onkel Toms stuga’, Aftonbladet, 
1853. See also Richard Hildreth, Den hvita slafven: ännu en tafla af negerlifvet i 
Amerika. Sidostycke till Onkel Toms stuga (Albert Bonniers förlag, 1853). 
22 See newspapers eg. ‘Teater Hos os[s]! eller en motbild till Onkel Toms stuga’, 
Blekings-Posten 12/4 1853,  
‘Teater’, Norrköpings Tidningar 5/11 1853 and ‘Nyss inkomna musikalier: Till 
Harriet Beecher Stowe Onkel Tom sympathi-vals för piano…’, Tidning för 
Wenersborgs stad 21/12 1852. 
23 Parfait, 2007, 100, 103 and 118–119. 
24 Barbara Hochman,‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin at the Worlds Columbian Exposition’, 
Libraries & Culture, vol. 41, no. 1. 2006, 82. 
25 Hochman, 82. 
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fill as many market niches as possible’.26 In Sweden and in the 
Swedish American communities, the novel became relevant 
when migration to the United States again rose in a third 
wave.27 In the Swedish American press, advertisements and 
news about the edition of 1895 were circulated as seen from the 
first quote. 

In early April 1895 the publishing company Torsten Hed-
lund, based in Gothenburg announced in the national and 
local newspapers that a much-awaited new edition with illus-
trations by Jenny Nyström would be published.28 The same 
advertisements were seen in the bigger papers such as Afton-
bladet and in the smaller countryside newspapers such as 
Norrbottenposten. In the papers the readers received informa-
tion that the famous artist would illustrate the novel, inspired 
by the American original version with illustrations by Ham-
matt Billings.29 Torsten Hedlund Publishing Company asserts 
that it would be far more elaborate regarding the illustrations 
and text. In the preface to the edition of 1895 there was a long 
introduction to the publication history of the book, its signi-
ficance and letter correspondence between the author and pro-
minent writers and artists such as George Sand, Charles 
Dickens, and Jenny Lind.30 The illustrations were highlighted 

— 
26 Hochman, 84. 
27 Mass migration from Sweden to the United States, with the first wave of 15,000 
Swedes arriving through the 1840s and 1850s. (Emigration out of Sweden was illegal 
until 1840). Many of those who were part of this wave were farmers. This pattern was 
mirrored in the second wave which arrived between 1868 and 1873, when an 
estimated 100,000 Swedes emigrated to the United States. A majority went into the 
upper Midwest and the Great Plains to buy land. The third and largest wave arrived 
between 1879 and 1893, with 493,000 Swedes arriving in the United States. Migration 
continued in the fourth wave, which arrived between 1900 and 1914 with an added 
293,000 Swedes arriving.  
28 ‘Onkel Toms stuga af Harriet Beecher Stowe’, Aftonbladet 26/4 1895; ‘Onkel Toms 
stuga’, Jönköpingsposten 26/4 1895. 
29 ‘20 häften till en kostnad av 25 öre, ett häfte var fjortonde dag med trettiotvå sidiga 
stora oktavformat’: ‘Nytt i bokhandeln’, Norrbottenposten 16/5 1895. 
30 Harriet Beecher Stowe, Onkel Toms stuga: eller lifvet bland negrerna i Nord-
amerikas slafstater (Torsten Hedlunds förlag, 1895), i–xvi. 
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throughout the advertisements, emphasising Jenny Nyström’s 
skills and ability to visualise the narrative. The 1895 edition 
with illustrations by Jenny Nyström was published in Ger-
many, Great Britain, and the United States. It was published in 
both Swedish and English for the American audience. Torsten 
Hedlund Publishing Company stated in almost all advertise-
ments that this dreadful history of slavery should be known to 
everyone, and for those already familiar with the story it would 
be great to return to the fascinating lives of Tom and the 
others.31 

To summarise, the novel gained popularity in the United 
States almost at once and was republished sporadically 
throughout the nineteenth century, regaining new interest at 
the end of the nineteenth century. Besides the publications, 
theatre acts, music scores and ephemera were produced, 
adding to the spread of the novel’s popularity. On the other 
side of the Atlantic, the Swedish audience had some knowledge 
of Uncle Tom’s Cabin since its first publication. In both the 
major and smaller newspapers, information about the novel’s 
relevance circulated. The press often used information that 
was dictated by the publishing companies. Sometimes it was 
published as an advertisement, in other instances the same 
information could be seen in news coverage. If one compares 
how the novel was marketed in 1852 and 1895 respectively. It 
is noteworthy that Torsten Hedlund Publishing Company em-
phasised that the new readers would learn what slavery meant, 
while the older readers would revisit the powerful story and 
characters. Similar differences have been detected in an Ameri-
can context. Hochman states that the novel was seen as a slice 
of ‘history’ as well as a masterpiece at the end of the nineteenth 
century.32 

American and British Illustrators  
— 
31 See also ‘Onkel Toms stuga af Harriet Beecher-Stowe’, Aftonbladet 26/4 1895. 
32 Hochman, 85. 
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of Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

Image 1. Wikimedia Commons. Full-page illustration by Hammatt 
Billings for Uncle Tom's Cabin [First Edition: Boston: John P. Jewett and 
Company, 1852]. 

In the image above [Image 1] a Black man and a woman are 
seen, coming out from what seems to be a small house to meet 
a young woman with her child, and a dog. The Black man is 
depicted as tall and strong, holding a candlelight. This illus-
tration was made by the artist Hammatt Billings for the first 
edition. The image follows the narrative of how the enslaved 
Tom and his wife Chloe finds out, in the middle of the night, 
that Eliza, her child Harry, and Tom have been sold by their 
master Mr. Shelby. It is only Tom who has a firm steady gaze 
and calm composure, while both Eliza and Chloe are depicted 
with worried faces. Most illustrations in the American and 
British editions were stereotypical portrayals but Hammatt 
Billings’ initial illustration is one attempt to depict enslaved 
people differently. Billings’ image is supported by Harriet 
Beecher Stowe’s text. which describes the protagonist Tom as 
a young, athletic, strong and deeply devoted man. 
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As an example of the more common racial stereotype, the 
image below [Image 2] is from George Cruikshank, a British 
artist, caricaturist, and illustrator, most famous for illustrating 
Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist (1838). He illustrated the 1853 
British edition of Uncle Tom’s Cabin (published by John Cassel 
in London). 

Image 2. Wikimedia Commons. George Cruik-
shank, Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1853), published by 
John Cassel in London. 

In the image, Tom is represented in stereotypical manner: big 
eyes, mouth, and head. The whole family is represented as 
animal-like and dark. Their light-coloured clothes contrast 
their Black bodies. There is no distinction between depicting 
gender or age. All of them look the same and have no distinct 
or individualised features. One of the children is shown in pro-
file and the head, nose and mouth are exaggerated, with fea-
tures of an ape. The visual representation of Tom changes even 
more in the late nineteenth century. In the image below [Image 
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3] Tom is instead depicted as a very old man with grey hair or 
no hair, seated, and wearing glasses (in other cases he was 
depicted leaning on a stick). In this image, he is well-dressed 
which implies that the status of a slave was ‘good’, and he sits 
in what seems to be the comfortable home of Eva. 

Image 3. Full-page colour illustration for Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin. (New York: Hurst, c.1900). 
Courtesy the Harriet Beecher Stowe Center, 
Hartford CT. 

Scholars such as Morgan and Hochman emphasise the en– 
durance of the representations of Tom. Morgan states that 
visually Tom changed the most during the nineteenth century: 
‘[t]he descent of Tom from noble hero into an Uncle Tom is a 
complex interweaving of fictions, fabricated decade by decade 
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to fit social and political strategies’.33 Furthermore, Hochman 
discusses the impact of the civil war and the novel’s new 
relevance. Uncle Tom’s Cabin became a story of moral and 
social progress in American society: ‘New editions of Stowe’s 
radical abolitionist text in this period subtly outlined a pro-
gram for continued subordination as the proper place for 
African Americans’.34 What Hochman describes is how the 
novel transforms into a plantation novel, the illustrations were 
vital to this change since the story itself did not change much.35 

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s textual description of Tom would stay 
the same. He was characterised as a strong, young, intelligent, 
and brave man in the narrative. However, as Morgan alluded 
to in the above quote, the imagery had changed considerably. 
From being depicted as a young and athletic man he was 
transformed visually to an old, crippled man with no hair and 
sometimes a walking stick to lean on.36 However, the image of 
an aging Tom is complex since it connotes not just weakness 
and fragility but also can be understood as a form of respected 
masculinity and a father figure. According to Hochman, dur-
ing the 1890s, the racial stereotypes of African Americans had 
been cemented firmly in the visual culture.37 Representations 
of Black people have had a long history in European visual pro-
duction. In the aftermath of the transatlantic slave trade and 
colonial expansion in the fifteenth century and onwards, Black 
people were (often) represented in crude ways by illustrators 
— 
33 Morgan, 2. 
34 Hochman, 82. 
35 Plantation novel/anti-Tom literature refers to literature by White authors from the 
U.S. who wrote about ‘idyllic slave plantations’ before the civil war. Unlike slave 
narratives, they envisioned a world where enslavement is in complete harmony and 
supports White supremacy. The text of Uncle Tom’s Cabin did not change that much 
throughout the nineteenth century. Harriet Beecher Stowe revised dialogues in later 
editions but nothing that changed the storyline.   
36 See also the discussion in Parfait, 83. Parfait observes how the ‘old Uncle Tom’ was 
circulated in the 1850s and how French adaptions influenced the editions in the 
United States. 
37 Hochman, 82. 
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and artists who were assigned to document the colonial 
activities.38 In the eighteenth century, ideas of race, which sup-
ported colonial expansion, was circulating in Europe. Racial 
science developed throughout the centuries. In the end of the 
nineteenth century, photography created and supported visu-
ally the ideas of White supremacy.39 Morgan states that 
‘[f]ollowing emancipation, pictures of figures once read as 
sympathetic were redefined into an alternative propaganda, to 
reinforce White supremacy and to put limits on African 
American access to the rewards of citizenship’.40 The illus-
trations to Uncle Tom’s Cabin were according to Morgan 
important in reconstructing ideas of African Americans to a 
White audience.  

The Two Editions of 1892 and 1895:  
Illustrations by Jenny Nyström 

In the Swedish edition of 1892, illustrated by Jenny Nyström, 
Tom dominates the twelve pictures. Jenny Nyström has 
worked on a small scale in portraying key scenes from the story 
–such as the first meeting between Tom and Eva, Tom and 
Simon Legree and Tom with his family. In the image below 
[Image 4] Jenny Nyström re-uses the previous image conven-
tion of depicting Black people.  

— 
38Jan Nederveen Pieterse, White on Black: Images of Africa and Blacks in Western 
Popular Culture (Yale University Press 1992). See also McElroy C. Guy, Facing His-
tory: The Black Image in American Art 1710-1940 (Chronicle Books,1991). Albert 
Boime, The Art of Exclusion: Representing Blacks in the Nineteenth Century 
(Smithsonian Institution Press, 1990), 86–94. 
39 See Bharathi Larsson, 86–94. See also: Amos Morris-Reich, Race and Photography: 
Racial Photography as Scientific Evidence, 1876–1980 (Chicago University Press, 
2016). 
40 Morgan, 18. 
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Image 4. Illustrated by Jenny Nyström in Onkel 
Toms stuga, (Söderström & Co: Stockholm, 
1892). Courtesy of Gothenburg University 
Library and Litteraturbanken. 

These are crude racial stereotypes of African Americans, 
depicted with big eyes, protruding lips and animal-like facial 
features. As previously seen, there were no clear distinguishing 
marks between representations of men, women, or children. 
Jenny Nyström has been influenced by Cruikshank and 
Billings, both in the stereotypical figures (Cruikshank) as 
repeating previous motifs e.g., Tom with his family (Billings). 

The publishing company Söderström & Co was the first to 
republish Uncle Tom’s Cabin with illustrations by Jenny 
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Nyström.41 In the afterword to the 1892 edition of Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin, the editor emphasises Jenny Nyström’s illustrations, 
stating also that the edition would be circulated and sold in 
both Sweden and Finland.42 The Swedish readers were 
informed about the novel with Söderström & Co own adver-
tisements, which circulated in the major newspapers. Often the 
very same advertisement could be seen in various papers 
around Sweden, for example Gotlands Allehanda, Helsingen 
and Motalaposten. 43 The readers of Evangelisten were informed 
that all subscribers could receive the novel without extra cost 
on renewal of their subscription. According to the Söderström 
& Co, the novel was praised by contemporary writers, poli– 
ticians, and philanthropists. The publishing company also em-
phasised that the illustrations were exceptional and that the 
novel itself was part of emancipating enslaved African 
Americans.44 

In the edition of 1895, Jenny Nyström had created over one 
hundred illustrations, making it possible to create a whole 
image world to depict enslavement. The edition of 1895 differs 
in that it is working more closely to the characterisations in the 
actual text of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Tom described as strong, 
athletic, brave, intelligent Black man in his early forties. Jenny 
Nyström keeps his individuality throughout the illustrations. 
Tom is staged as a caring father, sensible, intelligent, and 
strong. By comparing the two editions of 1892 and 1895, one 
sees that the depictions of African Americans change sub-
stantially. Jenny Nyström chooses to work in line with the text 
and depicts Tom as a young and strong man. This is in stark 

— 
41 Harriet Beecher Stowe, Onkel Toms stuga: Skildringar. från negerslafvarnes lif i 
Amerikas Förenta Stater (Söderström & Co,1892). The company had been founded 
in 1891 in Helsinki by Werner Söderström who published both in Swedish and 
Finnish. Beecher Stowe, 1892, 528. 
42 Beecher Stowe, 1892, 528. 
43 ‘Onkel Toms stuga – gratis’ i Motalaposten 5/12 1892, Helsingen 8/12 1892 and 
Gotlands Allehanda 9/12 1892. 
44 ‘Onkel Toms stuga – gratis’ i Motalaposten 5/12 1892. 
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contrast to contemporary depictions of Tom. Jenny Nyström 
creates individualised portraits of Tom that dominate the 
imagery of the edition of 1895, such as Tom and Eva, Tom 
listening to music, or Tom with his child. [Images 5–8]  

Images 5–8 Illustrations by Jenny Nyström in Onkel Toms stuga (Hed-
lund: Göteborg, 1895). Courtesy of Kalmar länsmuseum. 
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The images show also how Jenny Nyström works with both 
stereotypical representations of African Americans as well as 
images that seek to better individuate the characters. Indeed, 
in Jenny Nyström’s depictions there is an oscillation between 
representing African Americans as individual humans and as 
racial stereotypes. Often it is the main characters such as Tom, 
Eliza and George who keeps their individual features while the 
majority of African Americans are depicted in stereotypical 
ways. Literary scholar Adam Sonstegard notes how the 
American artist E.W. Kemble elaborates in the edition of 1891 
with both stereotypical and individualised representations of 
African Americans.45 Often, they are depicted within the same 
illustration [Image 9]. This can also be seen in Jenny Nyström’s 
illustrations where Kemble is most likely to have had some 
influence. Jenny Nyström utilises this way of representing 
African Americans in several images.  

Kemble was not the egregiously racist exception of his time, 
but a reliable rule for the mainstream American publishing 
establishment; he typified Gilded Age readers who enjoyed the 
privileges of purchasing, reading, and illustrating literary 
representations of marginalised subjects whom clearly did not 
enjoy the same social privileges.46 

Sonstegard argues that Kemble personifies the White 
readership. This could also be said of Jenny Nyström. Her  
audience was intended for a White reader, and she was known 
in Sweden to please the audience with her ability to visualise 
narratives. Many scholars have noted Jenny Nyström’s way of 
reusing imagery, mixing different genres, and adapting to the 
popular transnational book market.47 

— 
45 Adam Sonstegard, Artistic Liberties: American Literary Realism and Graphic 
Illustration, 1880–1905 (University of Alabama Press, 2014). 
46 Adam Sonstegard, ‘Artistic Liberty and Slave Imagery: “Mark Twain's Illustrator,” 
E. W. Kemble, Turns to Harriet Beecher Stowe.’ Nineteenth-Century Literature, 2009, 
vol. 63, no. 4, 504. 
47 Barbro Werkmäster, ‘Jenny Nyström och illustrationen’, Jenny Nyström. Målaren 
och illustratören, ed. Margareta Gynning (Nationalmuseum, 1996), 33. 
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Another image motif, the relationship between Tom and 
Eva, was also reworked by Jenny Nyström and contrasted with 
earlier depictions.48 If previous imagery portrayed the prota-
gonists as old and passive, Jenny Nyström illustrates an inti-
mate relationship. It depicts not only a physical closeness; 
many of the images depict conversations and friendship. [See 
Image 10 and 5]  

Image 9. Illustration by Jenny Nyström in 
Onkel Toms stuga (Hedlund: Göteborg, 
1895). Courtesy of Kalmar länsmuseum. 

— 
48 Tom meets Eva on his way to his new enslaver. During the ferry trip on Mississippi, 
he encounters Eva, the daughter of a wealthy enslaver from the South, August St. 
Claire. Eva falls into the water by accident and Tom rescues her. St. Claire buys Tom 
from the slave trader and Tom lives for a time at the St. Claire plantation and becomes 
friends with Eva.  
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Depicting friendly relations between Black and White in the 
United States was controversial. According to James F. 
O’Gorman, one of the most important pictures from Billings’ 
illustrations of Uncle Tom’s Cabin was the picture of Tom and 
Eva. Earlier abolitionist visual culture had already images of 
the kneeling slave, slave auctions or the runaway slave family. 
For example, Josiah Wedgwood’s anti-slavery medallion ‘Am 
I not a man and a brother’ from 1787 depicted a Black man in 
chains, kneeling and lifting his hands to the sky. The principal 
difference with the Tom and Eva image is that it portrays a 
Black man in conversation with a young White girl. There were 
no earlier image conventions for this kind of representation. In 
the early editions of the novel, the relationship between Tom 
and Eva was depicted as intimate and there is a closeness 
between them. Often, they are depicted as sitting together, 
sometimes touching each other’s arms. The imagery of Tom 
and Eva were the most reproduced pictures from the novel. It 
inspired music scores, paintings, ephemera, and souvenirs. At 
the end of the nineteenth century, the pictures of Tom and Eva 
showed more distance between them, with Tom as a much 
older man, weak and unable to move freely. Jenny Nyström’s 
pictures of Tom and Eva break with this image tradition, 
portraying a young Tom and a relationship that is once more 
intimate and close. Jenny Nyström provoked ideas on the 
former enslaved in a time when Jim Crow laws were imple-
mented.49 

The Slave Auction 
The slave auction has a long image tradition. In earlier aboli-
tionist art, the motif was set up in a similar manner by depict-
ing enslaved people being sold, with the auctioneer holding a 
gavel, and white enslavers inspecting the enslaved, with groups 
— 
49 Jim Crow Laws were laws that enforced racial segregation in the South between the 
end of Reconstruction, 1877, and the beginning of the Civil Rights Movement in the 
1950s.  
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of naked or half naked people near or on the auction stage. 
When Jenny Nyström approaches this same subject matter in 
1895, she does so with a completely different setting. The slave 
auction is not represented at all, instead she has illustrated a 
portrait with a mother and her child, waiting to be sold. [Image 
11] 

Image 10. Illustration by Jenny Nyström in Onkel 
Toms stuga (Hedlund: Göteborg, 1895). Courtesy 
of Kalmar länsmuseum. 

The portrait is an intimate depiction and Jenny Nyström illus-
trates fear and sadness in the enslaved people’s faces. This is a 
clear break from previous as well as contemporary depictions 
of slave auctions at that time. For example, in the art salon, 
Gérome’s orientalist paintings were popular, visualising naked 
female enslaved in the presumed Middle East. While Nyström 
also depicts the slave auction in a more conventional manner 
[Image 12], these are not among the first illustrations the 
reader encounters, among which is a scene that focuses on two 
women being visually trapped between White men, pleading 
for their freedom in vain. All three enslaved women in 
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Nyström’s illustrations keeps their respectability and breaks 
with earlier image conventions. 

Image 11. Illustration by Jenny Nyström in 
Onkel Toms stuga (Hedlund: Göteborg, 1895). 
Courtesy of Kalmar länsmuseum. 

In conclusion, the edition of 1895 illustrated by Jenny Nyström 
changed the depiction of Tom who throughout the novel keeps 
his individuality. This contrasted with earlier and contempo-
rary illustrators e.g., Cruikshank. Nonetheless, and as the edi-
tion of 1892 shows, representations of African American cha-
racters are still sometimes represented in stereotypical ways by 
Nyström. In this, Jenny Nyström works in the long tradition of 
stereotypical representations of Black people. Here, I would 
emphasise that Jenny Nyström remained greatly influenced by 
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contemporary artists such as E.W. Kemble and his pictures 
from the US edition of 1891 and George Cruikshank’s from 
1853. Jenny Nyström’s depictions of the slave auction were 
different from previous representations, and her empathic 
portraits of the enslaved in the auction are close to the text, 
focusing on rendering feelings, emotions, and physical re-
sponses, rather than giving the voice to the White enslavers. 
Lauren Berlant, in The Female Complaint: The Unfinished 
Business of Sentimentality in American Culture (2008), exa-
mines Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the character Eliza as central to 
the rise of a mass-cultural intimate public and a women’s cul-
ture rooted in shared emotional experience. I would contend 
that a comparable dynamic appears in Jenny Nyström’s depic-
tions of motherhood and loss, where she similarly invites the 
viewer to feel and participate in the emotional world she 
portrays.50 

Concluding Remarks 
‘The most profound effect Uncle Tom’s Cabin has had on 
American culture may be the way the Black characters have 
become familiar stereotypes’.51 Morgan discusses the impact of 
the novel. I would agree that it is impossible to discuss racial 
stereotypes in an American context without considering the 
influence of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. More besides: these various 
narratives and stage plays were part of constructing new 
stereotypes as well as reinforcing earlier racialised ones. But I 
would also claim that these illustrations were important in a 
Swedish context and were significant in the spread and 
popularity of racial stereotypes in Swedish media culture at the 
end of the nineteenth century. They were part of a trans-
national colonial visual culture, including for example orien-
talist motifs in the art salon, Wild West performances, ethno-
— 
50 Lauren Berlant, Female Complaint: The Unfinished Business of Sentimentality in 
American Culture (Duke University Press, 2008). 
51 Morgan, 5. 
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logical exhibitions of non-European people and exotic adver-
tisements in the press.52 All these different media circulated in 
different spheres and reached large audiences. 

This chapter has examined the initial publication of Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin in the United States and Sweden. The paper has 
shown that the publication history was similar in both coun-
tries, although on a much smaller scale in Sweden. What is 
remarkable is how fast the edition and various adaptations 
were seen in the 1850s Swedish media landscape. There is a 
transnational exchange between different editions of the book. 
Moreover, several different theatre performances, music 
scores and pro- and anti-Tom literature were sold and adver-
tised in the papers. This transnational flow of different media 
cultures touches also on the visual representations of race and 
race relations. There was a transnational imagery usage and 
Jenny Nyström re-creates image conventions in which African 
Americans are depicted in both individual and stereotypical 
manners. Jenny Nyström was indeed aware of different repre-
sentations of enslavement and was influenced by several 
artists. Most advertisements spoke of the inspiration coming 
from Billings, however both Cruikshank and Kemble were a 
strong influence too. Through comparison, I argue for a wider 
understanding of how transnational circulation of imagery of 
race and race relations took place at the end of the nineteenth 
century. The example of Jenny Nyström shows that her illus-
trations circulated on both sides of the Atlantic and, one can 
presume, that her representations of enslavement did not only 
have an impact on the Swedish audience in Sweden and the 
Swedish American communities but also to the English-speak-
ing readers in the United States. 

— 
52 Bharathi Larsson, 2016, 119–122. 
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Hans Christian Andersen’s Mulatten 
Theatrical Success, Abolitionist Failure 

Troy Wellington Smith 

Set on the French West Indian island of Martinique prior to 
the abolition of slavery, Hans Christian Andersen’s drama 
Mulatten (1840) would seem poised to become a central text in 
postcolonial studies, not least because its author’s fairy tales are 
among the most widely translated literary works in all of world 
history. Accustomed to only the more fantastical of these tales, 
readers outside of Scandinavia may be surprised by the choice 
of so timely a topic as chattel slavery, especially if they are 
unaware of the historical entanglement of the Danish Crown 
in the triangular trade between the Gold Coast of Africa, the 
sugar colonies in the Caribbean, and Europe.  

Its content notwithstanding, Mulatten is not a ‘problem 
play’ avant la lettre. It may contain a cruel enslaver of African 
people, but the hero of the piece is a reportedly benevolent 
enslaver with no intentions of emancipating his enslaved 
workers. Abolitionist discourse may not always challenge the 
racist ideology undergirding chattel slavery (e.g. Harriet 
Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin), but, by definition, it 
should delegitimise even the most paternalistic manifestations 
of ‘the peculiar institution’. An abolitionist, as defined by the 
American historian James M. McPherson, is someone who 
‘agitated for the immediate, unconditional, and universal 
abolition of slavery’.1 There is, then, a vital distinction between 
an abolitionist and a different sort of activist who sought to 
check the growth of slavery or to gradually phase it out. By this 
measure, Mulatten fails to rise to the level of abolitionist 

— 
1 James M. McPherson, The Struggle for Equality: Abolitionists and the Negro in the 
Civil War and Reconstruction (Princeton University Press, 1992), 3. 
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discourse. More precisely, we might say that the play lacks an 
abolitionist poetics, since its handling of plot and character 
neither explicitly nor implicitly calls for an ‘immediate, 
unconditional, and universal’ end to enslavement. Indeed, it is 
an open question as to whether Mulatten can be described as 
anti-slavery, even if this term is reduced to a vague, depoli-
ticised sentiment. 

On 3 February 1840, Mulatten premiered at the Royal 
Theatre in Copenhagen. Two days later, C.A. Reitzel’s shop 
offered the book for purchase. Performed 21 times during the 
lifetime of its author, Mulatten would net Andersen a princely 
sum of 800 to 1,000 rixdollars.2 Quickly translated into 
Swedish, Mulatten was staged at the Royal Theatre in Stock-
holm, and the poet Ridderstad honoured Andersen by penning 
a sequel to his play. Troupes of travelling dramatists performed 
Mulatten in Danish and in Swedish in Malmö and the smaller 
towns, and the students of Lund fêted the playwright.3 In 
subsequent decades, Mulatten appeared on the stage of the 
Casino Theatre in Copenhagen, and there were even perfor-
mances in Andersen’s hometown of Odense.4 

Although Mulatten’s subtitle, Originalt romantisk Drama i 
fem Akter, insists on the play’s uniqueness, Andersen had in 
fact adapted it from Fanny Reybaud’s novella Les épaves, 5 

which had appeared in the Revue de Paris in 1838. The verse of 
Andersen’s drama may be innovative, but the plot closely fol-
lows the source text, an unoriginality that an anonymous 
— 
2 Johan de Mylius, H. C. Andersens liv. Dag for dag (Aschehoug, 1998), 77. 
3 H. C. Andersen, Mit Livs Eventyr, ed. H. Topsøe-Jensen (Gyldendal, 1996), 223–24. 
4 Frank Hugus, ‘Further Thoughts on the Dramas’, in Two Dramas: ‘The Mulatto’ 
and ‘The Moorish Girl’, by Hans Christian Andersen (Agarita Press, 2021), 196. 
5 ‘Épaves: (fransk) herreløst gods eller herrløse personer: her om omstrejfende herre-
løse, men ufri […] som guvernementet har ret til at beslaglægge og gøre til sin ejen-
dom’. (Épaves: [French] masterless estates or masterless persons; here in reference to 
wandering but unfree masterless persons […] whom the government has the right to 
seize and make its possession.) Doris Ottesen and Carsten Bach-Nielsen, Vestindiske 
spor. Dansk Vestindien i den koloniale og efterkoloniale litteraturhistorie (Syddansk 
Universitetsforlag, 2020), 49n. All translations are my own. 
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reviewer in Fædrelandet was quick to point out.6 And while 
Andersen credited Reybaud in his fair copy, the compositor 
left out this all-important note!7 Rather than moving the action 
to St. Croix, St. Thomas, or St. John (which were then Danish 
colonial possessions in the Caribbean), Andersen retains the 
French setting of Martinique. As both the novella and the play 
feature a vicious enslaver and a climactic interracial marriage, 
Andersen adhered to the location less out of laziness, and more 
out of caution. Denmark had been the first European power to 
abolish its trade in enslaved African people, but chattel slavery 
would persist in the Danish West Indies up until July 1848, 
when an uprising led by the Black freeman Moses Gottlieb 
(popularly known as General Buddhoe) caused Governor-
General Peter von Scholten to declare to a crowd of enslaved 
people gathered outside of his residence in Frederiksted, ‘Now 
you are free!’ That September, King Frederik VII would sign 
this proclamation into law.8 In 1840, however, an unflattering 
depiction of the Danish plantation economy could easily have 
been interpreted as a protest against the rule of the absolute 
monarchy. Furthermore, by the idealist standards of the 
period, such realism would have been in bad taste. According 
to Elisabeth Oxfeldt, if Mulatten had been given a Danish back-
drop, it ‘could be reckoned as unesthetic, as well as unlawful’, 
since the political was not supposed to mix with the artistic, 
and censorship was the order of the day.9 

In her dissertation, Sine Jensen Smed challenges Oxfeldt’s 
assertion, noting that Henrik Hertz’s novella De Frifarvede, 

— 
6 Anonymous, review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem Akter by H. C. 
Andersen, Fædrelandet, 16 February 1840, columns 436–40. For a scholarly analysis 
of Andersen’s borrowings from Reybaud, see Bo Grønbech, ‘Om “Mulatten” og dens 
franske forlæg’, Anderseniana (1978–1979): 43–59. 
7 Hugus, ‘Further Thoughts’, 196. 
8 Knud Eyvin Bugge, Grundtvig og slavesagen (Aarhus Universitetsforlag, 2003), 179.   
9 ‘kunne regnes som uæstetisk såvel som ulovlig’. Elisabeth Oxfeldt, ‘“Han er jo 
næsten hvid.” Race, identitet og iscenesættelse i H. C. Andersens Mulatten’, Spring. 
Tidsskrift for moderne dansk litteratur 22 (2004): 44.  
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which is set in the Danish West Indies, had been published in 
1836 without causing offense. Furthermore, Smed continues, 
the novelist Carsten Hauch had written Andersen a letter to 
the effect that his play would enjoy additional interest on the 
late Frederik VI’s behalf once the theatres reopened after the 
prescribed period of mourning for him; as crown prince, 
Frederik had been credited with Denmark’s unprecedented 
abolition of its trade in enslaved people, which was proclaimed 
by King Christian VII in 1792 and went into effect in 1803. On 
Hauch’s understanding, Frederik would have smiled upon a 
drama that appeared to criticise the cruel treatment of enslaved 
people in general and – by extension – the treatment of the 
enslaved people in the Danish West Indies in particular.10 

Although De Frifarvede is broadly anti-racist, it is not abo-
litionist.11 Furthermore, as a novella, it is less public than a play 
and would not have been subjected to the same level of cen-
sorship and scrutiny. That may have been why Hertz had no 
problem setting it in the Danish West Indies. Mulatten is not 
abolitionist either, but it does draw on stock characters from 
the contemporary European literature set in the Caribbean,12 

such as ‘the decadent, idle planter’s wife who lacks empathy for 

— 
10 Sine Jensen Smed, ‘Imellem verdener – om mulatfiguren i 1830’erne og 1840’ernes 
danske litteratur om Vestindien’ (PhD diss., Aarhus University, 2019), 221. I would 
like to thank one of the anonymous peer reviewers for introducing me to this 
scholar’s work, which aligns with many of my interpretations in the present article.  
11 In De Frifarvede, at the Huqueville plantation on St. Croix, ‘ingen Mislyd sporedes, 
og […] dette især var tydeligt ved det smukke Forhold mellem Herskabet og dets 
Tydende og Slaver’ (no dissonance was detected, and […] this was particularly 
evident by the beautiful relations between the mistresses and their servants and 
slaves) (144). While Hertz’s narrator revels in the anti-abolitionist myth of a benign 
slavery, it is apparent that slavery is not always beneficent in the world of this novella. 
After setting foot on the friendly Huqueville plantation, George Graves is quick to 
realise ‘at den Aand, der herskede her, var meget forskjellig fra den i hans Moders 
Huus’ (that the spirit which reigned here was very different from that in his mother’s 
house) (143). Henrik Hertz, De Frifarvede, in Kjærligheds Veie. Nytaarsgave for 1836 
(Reitzel). See also Smed, ‘Imellem verdener’, 191.  
12 Smed, ‘Imellem verdener’, 192. 
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the enslaved Africans’.13 Perhaps hesitant to expose the cruelty 
of Danish colonialism in a public spectacle, Andersen retained 
the French setting of his source text in what could be construed 
as an act of passive self-censorship. In any case, he was not 
writing as an abolitionist, for his cruel enslaver has as a coun-
terweight an ostensibly caring one. Nor was Crown Prince 
Frederik an abolitionist, according to the definition quoted 
above. At best, he was a gradualist, but it is more likely that he 
merely sought to ameliorate the living and working conditions 
of the enslaved. If he had been an abolitionist, he would have 
manumitted the enslaved people of the Danish West Indies 
upon assuming the throne as Frederik VI. The edict abolishing 
the slave trade credited to Crown Prince Frederik but signed 
by King Christian VII was by no means abolitionist;14 the ten-
year window between its proclamation and enactment was 
intended to give Danish West Indian enslavers the opportunity 
to import enough enslaved people to achieve a self-sustaining 
population. The rationale for this change, the edict insisted, 
was to make sugar cultivation both more humane and more 
profitable.15 Unstated but implicit was the hope that this indus-
try might be powered by enslaved labourers indefinitely. 
Hauch may have been right that Frederik VI would have 
approved of Mulatten, but that is precisely because the play is 
not abolitionist. Like the paternalistic absolute monarch, 
Andersen implicitly tolerates the so-called ‘necessary’ cruelties 

— 
13 Sine Jensen Smed, ‘O Pity the Black Man, He Is Slave in Foreign Country’: Danish 
Performances of Colonialism and Slavery, 1793–1848’, in Staging Slavery: 
Performances of Colonial Slavery and Race from International Perspectives, 1770– 
1850, ed. Sarah J. Adams, Jenna M. Gibbs, and Wendy Sutherland (Routledge, 2023), 
194. 
14 Nonetheless, from the nineteenth century to the twenty-first, it has sometimes been 
mischaracterised as an injunction against chattel slavery, which would have been the 
first of its kind in modern Europe. This edict has also been murkily confused with 
the 1788 abolition of serfdom in Denmark. Smed, ‘Danish Performances of 
Colonialism’, 190. 
15 [Christian VII], ‘The Abolition Edict, 16 March 1792’, in Erik Gøbel, The Danish 
Slave Trade and Its Abolition (Brill, 2016), 284–85. 
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of colonialism but has an enlightened disdain for gratuitous 
sadism.  

Despite the setting on Martinique, some still insisted that 
Mulatten might be applied to the Danish colonial project. As 
the playwright recalled in Mit Livs Eventyr,  

In Frederik VI’s antechamber, one of our higher officials from 
the West Indies spoke out against the piece, the content of 
which he had heard about, that it was not one of those that 
ought to be given at a royal theatre, since it would be a harmful 
influence on the Black people on our West Indian Islands. But 
it won’t be performed on the West Indian Islands! one an-
swered him.16 

While most laughed off the possibility that Mulatten could lead 
to an uprising of the enslaved people in the Danish West 
Indies, certain critics nevertheless gleaned an anti-slavery 
message from the play. In Kjøbenhavnsposten, a reviewer 
wrote: ‘The main idea throughout the piece, which takes place 
on Martinique, is partly to describe the woeful relations and 
complications the Europeans’ treatment of the coloured peo-
ple so often gives occasion to in the colonies.’17 In a review in 
Berlingske Tidende, the critic Peder Ludvig Møller likewise 
found in Mulatten ‘a noble indignation over the treatment the 
coloured population in the West Indies must suffer’.18 Sim-

— 
16 ‘I Frederik den Sjettes Forgemak udtalte en af vore høiere Embedsmænd fra 
Vestindien sig mod Stykket, hvis Indhold han havde hørt om, at det var ikke af dem, 
man burde give paa et kongeligt Theater, da det vilde være af skadelig Indflydelse paa 
de Sorte paa vore vestindiske Øer; "men det skal heller ikke opføres paa de vestindiske 
Øer!" svarede man ham.’ Andersen, Mit Livs Eventyr, 220. 
17 ‘Hovedideen gjennem Stykket, der spiller paa Martinique, er deels at beskrive de 
sørgelige Forhold og Forviklinger, Europæernes Behandling af de Couleurte saa ofte 
giver Anledning til i Colonierne.’ Anonymous, review of Mulatten. Originalt 
romantisk Drama i fem Akter, by H. C. Andersen, Kjøbenhavnsposten, 4 February 
1840, 135. 
18 ‘en ædel Indignation over den Behandling, den farvede Befolkning i Vestindien 
maa lide’. P. L. Møller, review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem Akter 
by H. C. Andersen, in Kritiske Skizzer fra Aarene 1840–47 (Philipsen, 1847), 1:170. 
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ilarly, an anonymised reviewer in Kjöbenhavns Morgenblad 
praised Mulatten’s ‘material, which is contained in the age’s 
great task: the emancipation question’.19 

I would argue that these reviewers identified Mulatten with 
abolition less from close reading and more from a certain 
family resemblance between the play and authentic abolitionist 
discourse. As mentioned above, Andersen adopted certain 
character types from literature set in the Caribbean, and such 
characters could conceivably have constituted an abolitionist 
poetics in other contexts. Recent events in Copenhagen would 
also have made some reviewers more attentive to ‘the eman-
cipation question’. The visit of the Quaker George William 
Alexander, a representative of the British and Foreign Anti-
Slavery Society, had led to the founding of a Danish anti-
slavery committee consisting of the polymath pastor N. F. S. 
Grundtvig, the economics professor C. N. David, and the 
French Reformed priest Jean-Antoine Raffard.20 This com-
mittee and its activities are characteristic of the continental 
model of anti-slavery, as described by the American historian 
Seymour Drescher. While anglophone anti-slavery was broad-
based and inspired by religious zeal, its European equivalent 
was, as a rule, driven by members of the political or cultural 
establishment. Denmark, notes Svend Green-Pedersen, is a 
clear-cut case of the continental model, since ´there occurred 
no religious debate on the question in Denmark. The Danish 
movement, like its counterpart in France, was more secular 
and pragmatic.’ The closest it came to a protest was a letter 

— 
19 ‘Stof, der er indeholdt i Tidens stor Opgave: Emancipationsspørgsmaalet’. W, 
review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem Akter, by H. C. Andersen, in 
Kjöbenhavns Morgenblad, 9 February 1840, 24. 
20 Bugge, Grundtvig og slavesagen, 57ff. For an English summary of the Danish anti-
slavery committee’s activities, see K. E. Bugge, ‘Grundtvig and the Abolition of 
Slavery’, Grundtvig-Studier 56, no. 1 (2005): 160–191, https://doi.org/10.7146/grs. 
v56i1.16475. 

https://doi.org/10.7146/grs
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drafted by Grundtvig in 1839, which called for a public anti-
slavery meeting.21 

Given the low profile of anti-slavery in Denmark and its 
tenuous connection to Mulatten, it is unsurprising that some 
did not associate the play with this movement at all. Johanne 
Luise Heiberg, who acted the part of Cecilie in the premiere, 
alludes vaguely to the piece’s ‘human interest [menneskelig 
Interesse]’ in her memoir Et Liv gjenoplevet i Erindringen,22 but 
she spends much more time enumerating the piece’s aesthetic 
drawbacks. She even boasts of how she played her role 
ironically, to the outward acclaim of the unwitting public and 
to her own inward amusement.23 An anonymous reviewer in 
Portefeuillen also overlooked Mulatten’s anti-slavery, declar-
ing, ‘The fundamental idea that goes through the whole piece’ 
is ‘the triumph of enlightenment over material life’.24 The 
reviewer quotes a speech by Cecilie in support of this inter-
pretation,25 but his phrasing clings more closely to the pre-
fatory verse dedicated to the newly crowned King Christian 
VIII (as we shall see below). This idealist tendency eclipses 
whatever political significance the play might have had, at least 
in the pages of Portefeuillen. Analogously, the aforementioned 

— 
21 Svend Green-Pedersen, ‘Danish Historians and Emancipation: The Peter von 
Scholten Myth’, in Negotiating Enslavement: Perspectives on Slavery in the Danish 
West Indies, ed. Arnold R. Highfield and George F. Tyson (Antilles, 2009), 169. 
22 Johanne Luise Heiberg, Et Liv gjenoplevet i Erindringen, ed. Aage Friis, with Elisa-
beth Hude, Robert Neiiendam, and Just Rahbek, 4th revised edition (Gyldendal, 
1944), 1:244. 
23 Heiberg, Et Liv, 238–39, 243–44. 
24 ‘‘Den Grundidee som gaaer igjennem hele Stykket’; ‘Oplysningens Seir over det 
materielle Liv’. Anonymous, review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem 
Akter, by H. C. Andersen, Portefeuillen 1, no. 6 (1840): column 162. 
25 ‘Den bliver aldrig Træl, / Hvis Sjæl har Adel! Aands-udvikling seier, / Den sjæleløse 
Form som Fnug henveirer!’ (The one whose soul has nobility / Never remains a 
thrall! The development of spirit triumphs, / The soulless form blows away like a 
speck of dust!) Andersen, Mulatten, 112, quoted, with slight spelling differences, in 
review of Mulatten, Portefeuillen, column 162. 
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article in Fædrelandet is so focused on tracing Mulatten back 
to Les épaves that the colonial context goes unquestioned.26 

The derivativeness of Mulatten was also a stumbling block 
for Christian Molbech, who reviewed Andersen’s manuscript 
in his capacity as censor for the Royal Theatre: 

It is clear as day that the author has fetched his whole subject 
or at least its main themes from one or the other French novel 
of the notorious modern school, where situations of this sort, 
without any regard to chastity, decency or morality, but only 
calculated for a strong, raw, and crass effect, are varied in a 
hundred ways, probably not rarely with far more talent than 
that which is put here into the dramatic treatment.27 

What Molbech objected to was ‘that two ladies of rank fell in 
love with one such mulatto’.28 He found this plot twist to be 
‘probably not just quite salacious or indecent, but also sincerely 
embarrassing and not a very piquant situation’.29 In Imperial 
Eyes, Mary Louise Pratt notes that ‘transracial love stories’ are 
‘universally read as abolitionist’.30 Not so with Molbech, and 
yet this is not an oversight on his part. Although the love of one 

— 
26 Danish readers could see the unoriginality of Andersen’s Mulatten for themselves 
after the editors of Portefeuillen published a translation of Les épaves under the title 
Mulatten. Mdme Charles Reybaud [H. Arnaud], Mulatten, Portefeuillen 2, nos. 21– 
24 (1840). 
27 ‘Det ligger nemlig klart for Dagen, at Forfatteren har hentet sit hele Sujet eller 
idetmindste dets Hovedmotiver fra en eller anden fransk Roman af den berygtede 
nyere Skole, hvor dette Slages Situationer, uden alt Hensyn til Sædelighed, Decents 
og Moralitet, men kun ved Beregning af en stærk raa og cras Effect, paa hundrede 
Maader varieres, vistnok ikke sjeldent med langt mere Talent, end her er lagt i den 
dramatiske Behandling.’ [Christian] Molbech, review of Mulatten. Originalt 
romantisk Drama i fem Akter, by H. C. Andersen, in H. C. Andersen og det Collinske 
Huus, by E. Collin (Reitzel, 1882), 306. 
28 ‘at to Damer af Rang blive forelskede i en saadan Mulat’. Molbech, review of 
Mulatten, 307.  
29 ‘vel ikke just meget slibrig eller indecent, men ogsaa hjertelig flau og lidet piqvant 
Situation’. Molbech, review of Mulatten, 307. 
30 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (Routledge, 
1992), 100.   



ABOLITION AND THE NORDIC  

118 

of these ‘ladies of rank’ will emancipate Horatio, the titular 
hero, his liberation has nothing to do with abolition and 
everything to do with his exceptional status, as shall become 
clear further below. 

Years later, an anonymous reviewer in the German-lan-
guage Literaturblatt was equally flummoxed upon reading 
Cecilie’s decision to transgress the strict racial codes of the 
colonial New World:  

Yet the event is too improbable. In all of the slave states of the 
Americas, the superiority of the White race is recognised to the 
extent that White men can actually lower themselves to Black 
women, as they simply help themselves to their property; but 
vice versa, the lowering of a White woman to a Black man is 
denounced as the most extreme infamy, and that is why it is 
completely unheard of because she would thereby become his 
property, if not also in a civil sense, then only according to the 
laws.31 

Far from objecting to the relationship between Cecilie and 
Horatio, P. L. Møller wishes only that it had been  handled  
more naturalistically: ‘Nor does Cecilie seem to us carefully 
drawn; it does not seem to us properly motivated in the charac-
ter’s earlier direction that she – somewhat superficially – has 
“Christian love” and “religion” on her lips. We believe that 
what moves her and what ought to move her here is neither 
more nor less than that feeling we at least know from Sibbern: 

— 
31 ‘Doch ist der Vorgang zu unwahrscheinlich. In allen Sklavenstaaten Amerikas ist 
die Superiorität der weißen Race in dem Grade anerkannt, daß sich zwar weiße 
Männer zu schwarzen Weibern herablassen können, indem sie sich deren einfach als 
ihres Eigenthums bedienen; umgekehrt aber die Herablassung eines weißen Weibes 
zu einem schwarzen Manne, weil sie dadurch wenn auch nicht im bürgerlichen 
Sinne, doch nach Gesetzen der Natur in sein Besitzthum übergehen würde, als die 
äußerste Infamie gebrandmarkt, daher auch ganz unerhört ist.’ Review of Horatio, 
der Mulatte. Romantisches Drama in 5 Aufzügen, by Hans Christian Andersen, 
Literaturblatt, 19 September 1845, quoted in Ivy York Möller-Christensen, Den 
gyldne trekant. H. C. Andersens gennembrud i Tyskland 1831–1850 (Odense 
Universitetsforlag, 1992), 167. 
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erotic love or love between a man and a woman.’32 That a White 
woman could love a Black man strained the credulity of 
Molbech and the German reviewer; Møller, on the other hand, 
finds this occurrence to be perfectly plausible, at least in the 
case of Cecilie and Horatio. It is rather the unearthliness of 
their love that arouses Møller’s scepticism. But even if Black-
White romance plots can be encoded abolitionist tracts, 
Mulatten loses its teeth in the sublimation of its interracial 
relationship. While White couples are often portrayed in this 
same anaemic fashion in the literature of the Danish Golden 
Age,33 Andersen must have known that he was walking a very 
thin line. After all, a marriage proposal from a White woman 
to a Black man not only broaches the period’s taboo against 
miscegenation; this deus ex machina could be construed as a 
threat to the ‘institution’ of slavery itself, since Horatio wins 
his freedom upon agreeing to marry Cecilie. And yet that is 
precisely why Andersen goes to such great lengths to assure us 
that Horatio is a special case and that only his bondage is to be 
annulled.  

Here it is instructive to contrast Mulatten with the canoni-
cal American abolitionist novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet 
Beecher Stowe. In Mulatten, the outrage over chattel slavery is 
directed towards the bloodthirsty La Rebelliere, who would 
whip to death the handsome, cultivated, and – it must be said 
– ‘nearly White [næsten hvid]’34 Horatio. Uncle Tom, on the 
other hand, is neither refined nor light-skinned, and it is 
— 
32 ‘Heller ikke Cecilie synes os grundig tegnet; det synes os ikke ret motiveret i 
Charakterens tidligere Retning, at hun – noget overfladisk – fører “Christenkjær-
lighed” og “Religion” i Munden. Vi troe, at hvad der bevæger og her bør bevæge 
hende, er hverken meer eller mindre, end den os idetmindste fra Sibbern bekjendte 
Følelse: Elskov eller Kjærlighed mellem Mand og Kvinde.’ Møller, review of 
Mulatten, 1:169–70. 
33 Blanca, a tragedy written by Andersen’s friend, Bernhard Severin Ingemann, is a 
classic example of this lukewarm Platonism. B. S. Ingemann, Blanca. Et Sørgespil 
(Brünnich, 1815).  
34 This is how Cecilie describes Horatio after their first meeting. H. C. Andersen, 
Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem Akter (Reitzel, 1840), 7.   
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precisely as an enslaved everyman that he makes an integral 
contribution to Stowe’s abolitionist poetics. In his universality, 
Uncle Tom did more than turn readers against his fictional 
enslavers; his sufferings inspired a loathing for slavery as such.   

Even if slavery was up for debate in 1840, Johanne Luise 
Heiberg, Molbech, and the anonymous reviewers in Portefeuil-
len, Fædrelandet, and Dagen35 all passed over this issue in their 
readings of Mulatten.36 Rather than being indicative of a mere 
oversight on their part, their silence on enslavement shows that 
Andersen himself was unable – or unwilling – to develop a full-
throated abolitionist poetics, one that would put ‘the emanci-
pation question’ front and centre. Could he otherwise have 
dared to read Mulatten to Crown Prince Christian and his con-
sort in 1839?37 In a prefatory verse to the printed play, Ander-
sen gushes to the now King Christian VIII: 

With gentleness you listened to this song, 
Sounding loudly of the spirit’s struggle and triumph; 
You honour spirit, as originating in God, 
And therefore, King, I bring you the song!38 

Not only is Andersen Dus with King Christian; by insisting 
that the play is about ‘the spirit’s struggle and triumph’, and 
not about chattel slavery, he forecloses an interpretation that 
might upset the absolute monarch. After all, Christian VIII 
never would come to emancipate the enslaved workers in the 

— 
35 This review merits no further comment, other than that it is strongly favorable to 
Andersen and his piece. Anonymous, review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk 
Drama i fem Akter, by H. C. Andersen, Dagen, 4 February 1840, n.p. 
36 But perhaps they are not to blame. Smed rightly asserts that ‘Emancipation af de 
slavegjorte er da heller ikke en løsning, som Mulatten overvejer’ (Emancipation of 
the enslaved is then neither a solution that Mulatten considers). Smed, ‘Imellem 
verdener’, 210. 
37 Andersen, Mit Livs Eventyr, 222. 
38 ‘Med Mildhed lytted Du til denne Sang, / Om Aandens Kamp og Seier høit den 
klinger; / Du hylder Aanden, som fra Gud udsprang, / Og derfor, Konge, Dig jeg 
Sangen bringer!’ Andersen, Mulatten, n.p. 
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Danish West Indies during his reign, which ended with his 
death in 1848. Shifting attention away from the colonial con-
text, Andersen redirects our focus to the inward strivings of the 
elite title character.39 This shift – and the blind spots it gene-
rates – is typical of Mulatten, as the following analysis will 
demonstrate. 

When the curtain goes up on the first scene, Eleonore, the 
wife of La Rebelliere, is seeking shelter from a storm with 
Cecilie, her ward. Horatio courteously receives them into his 
elegant home and then tactfully withdraws, leaving them to 
learn his name and situation from Femi, their enslaved Black 
woman. Eleonore observes that ‘[h]e probably has many Black 
people, I can believe’. ‘Only eight, nine!’ replies Femi. ‘They 
praise him so much / That their talk really moves one!’40 

Andersen has thus introduced the fable that some enslavers 
and some forms of chattel slavery were fundamentally benign. 
In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Stowe introduces this same fiction only 
to deconstruct it. The quasi-idyll of the Shelby Plantation in 
Kentucky proves false as soon as Mr. Shelby sells Tom down 
the Mississippi River to Mr. Haley.41 Andersen also opens with 
a paternalistic depiction of enslavement, but Horatio – who 
has enslaved ‘only’ eight or nine people – remains a saintly 
patriarch, and the ‘peculiar institution’ goes unquestioned to 
the end.42 When Eleonore asks Femi as to ‘[w]hat would the 
slaves say about the house’s owner’, Femi replies, ‘Well, only 

— 
39 Smed alerts her reader to ‘hvordan Andersens åndsaristokrati ikke bryder med en 
hierarkiseret samfundsstruktur’ (how Andersen’s spiritual aristocracy does not break 
with a hierarchical societal structure). Smed, ‘Imellem verdener’, 208. 
40 ‘Han har vel mange Sorte, kan jeg troe.’ ‘Kun otte, ni!’ ‘De rose ham saa meget, / At 
deres Tale ret gjør En bevæget!’ Andersen, Mulatten, 9. 
41 Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, ed. Elizabeth Ammons, 3rd ed. 
(Norton, 2018), 38ff. 
42 ‘Horatio er en patriark, der kærligt tager sig af sine “børn”, slaverne.’ (Horatio is a 
patriarch, who lovingly cares for his ‘children’, the slaves.) Jakob Ladegaard and Sine 
Jensen Smed, ‘Oplyst slaveri?’ in Kampen om de danske slaver. Aktuelle perspektiver 
på kolonihistorien, ed. Frits Andersen and Jakob Ladegaard (Aarhus Universitets-
forlag, 2017), 122. 
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around him does all the talk revolve, / They all hold him dear, 
like a father; / He is so gentle!’43 

Not only is the hero of Mulatten an enslaver, but one of his 
two antagonists – the other being the irredeemable La 
Rebelliere – is a biracial maroon named Paléme, and he is the 
only character onstage working to overthrow the plantation 
system on Martinique.44 With him, enslavement operates in 
both a literal and – as an inversion of the leitmotif Andersen 
announced to King Christian VIII – in a figurative sense.45 Like 
La Rebelliere, Paléme is what the English would call ‘a slave of 
the passions’.46 Conversely, Horatio’s namesake in Shake-
speare’s Hamlet is described by the title character as ‘that man 
/ That is not passion’s slave’.47 Paléme ‘comes to […] embody 
all of the age’s racial prejudices’,48 to the same extent that 
Horatio serves as a foil for them. Characterised by Oxfeldt as 
Horatio’s ‘Romantic doppelganger [romantiske dobbelt-
— 
43 ‘Hvad sige Slaverne om Husets Eier? / Ja, kun om ham sig hele Talen dreier; / De 
har ham Alle, som en Fader, kjær; / Han er saa mild – !’ Andersen, Mulatten, 9. 
44 In ‘Imellem verdener’, Smed claims that ‘Horatio og Paléme bliver udtryk for to 
forskellige emancipationsstrategier. Paléme står for den voldelige konfrontation og 
en omvending af den koloniale orden. Horatios strategi er derimod assimilation’ 
(Horatio and Paléme are expressions of two different emancipation strategies. 
Paléme stands for violent confrontation and an inversion of the colonial order. 
Horatio’s strategy is, on the other hand, assimilation) (207). Yet to call Horatio a 
gradualist would be to give him too much credit, since he is the only character on 
stage for whom assimilation is an option. Instead, I would argue that Horatio aligns 
with the play’s ‘reaktionære slutning, der hylder ideen om en “human” form for 
slaveri’ (reactionary ending, which praises the idea of a ‘humane’ form of slavery) 
(214) and insidiously calls into question the need for emancipation in the first place. 
45 This phenomenon is not unique to Andersen. ‘In romantic discourses,’ writes 
Smed, ‘bondages and slavery are disconnected from the social realities of the 
plantation colonies, and the word becomes a metaphor for the uncivilized mind. 
“Freedom” is not opposed to enslavement but turned into a metaphor for Romantic 
“Bildung”, which will emancipate the human being.’ Smed, ‘Danish Performances of 
Colonialism’, 201. 
46 Smed, ‘Imellem verdener’, 191, 206. 
47 Smed, ‘Danish Performances of Colonialism’, 197–98. Shakespeare, Hamlet, 
3.2.76–77. 
48 ‘kommer […] til at lægge krop til alle tidens racefordomme’. Smed, ‘Imellem 
verdener’, 197. 
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gænger]’,49 Paléme is introduced in act 2, scene 1 drinking from 
a rum-filled coconut in the rainforest.50 According to Werner 
Sollors, ‘His uncontrolled sexual wishes make Paléme a more 
sharply drawn negative contrast figure for the virtuous 
Horatio.’51 Indeed, in his intoxicated reverie, Paléme imagines 
that ‘every palm was a beautiful Creole woman’ and that a poi-
sonous tree is his enslaver.52 After hacking away one of its 
branches in a fit of anger, he decides on a more exacting 
punishment for La Rebelliere: 

I would want that the tree should thrive magnificently 
And the power of sight itself sit in the smallest leaf, 
In every fibre feeling would be reported. 
On the moss here I would stretch my limbs, 
With my head laid on his wife’s shoulder, 
My hot lips would kiss her mouth, her breast, 
While around the slender waist I would twine my arm. 
Oh, what a kiss!53 

Paléme is not just fantasising but also plotting, as soon 
becomes clear. He tells Horatio about a band of maroons 
known as ‘the avengers [Hævnerne]’, who met the night before 
in a rift within a cliff-face, ‘where they cooked the poison […] 
and composed the witch-song’.54 Far from being a passive 
witness to this conspiracy, Paléme positions himself as its John 
the Baptist: ‘I preached the gospel of freedom, / Like the bird, 
— 
49 Indeed, in Sweden the title went from the definitive singular to the definitive plural: 
‘Mulatten i 1841 blev oversat til svensk som Mulatterne.’ (In 1841, Mulatten was 
translated into Swedish as Mulatterne.) Oxfeldt, ‘Race, identitet og iscenesættelse’, 35. 
50 Andersen, Mulatten, 26. 
51 Werner Sollors, Neither Black nor White yet Both: Thematic Explorations of Inter-
racial Literature (Harvard University Press, 1997), 177. 
52 ‘hver Palme var en smuk Creolerinde’. Andersen, Mulatten, 26–27. 
53 ‘Jeg vilde, Træet skulde herligt trives, / Og Seekraft sidde selv i mindste Blad, / I alle 
Traade Følelse gjengives. / Paa Mosset her jeg mine Lemmer strakte, / Mit Hoved til 
hans Kones Skuldre lagde, / Min hede Læbe kyssed’ Munden, Barmen, / Mens om 
det smækre Liv jeg slynged’ Armen. / O, hvilket Kys!’ Andersen, Mulatten, 27–28. 
54 ‘hvor de kogte Giften […]og qvæded Hexe-Sangen’. Andersen, Mulatten, 29. 
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before the rifle cracks, / And the trees of the forest, before the 
axe stroke falls.’55 After describing the mission of ‘the avengers’, 
Paléme confesses what he himself has planned for La 
Rebelliere:  

In my master’s breast I shall turn the knife, 
But first, I will desecrate what is holy to him, 
If not, may God damn me and everything! 
Our cry of freedom will reach the countries of Europe!56 

The implication of the soliloquy seems to be that Paléme will 
rape Eleonore before the eyes of her husband. Needless to say, 
this speech is at cross-purposes with an abolitionist agenda. 
Not only is violent resistance to the injustice of slavery care-
lessly linked to sexual assault against White women; the White 
women in the audience of the Royal Theatre are made to shud-
der at ‘the avengers’ and their ilk, as Paléme prophesises that 
Europe will one day face their wrath. 

As threatening as he may appear, Paléme is not a villain to 
the same degree as La Rebelliere. Indeed, the reviewer in 
Morgenblad enthused that ‘with Paléme we see the noble, 
powerful nature that is overcome by overwhelming pressure’.57 

Possessing a strong sense of honour, he twice repays Horatio 
for caring for him when he had been recovering from the 
wounds inflicted by La Rebelliere: first by retreating from 
Eleonore and Cecilie at Horatio’s command (in the scene 
quoted below) and later by attempting to free an unwilling 
Horatio from prison.58 Perhaps it was this dramaturgical echo 
of Goethe’s Faust, in which the title character and Mephisto 
— 
55 ‘Jeg præd’ked’ Friheds Evangelium, / Som Fuglen har den, førend Bøssen knalder, 
/ Og Skovens Træ’r, før Øxeslaget falder.’ Andersen, Mulatten, 29.   
56 ‘Jeg i min Herres Bryst skal Kniven vende, / Men først, hvad ham er helligt, vil jeg 
skjænde, / Hvis ikke, Gud, mig selv og Alt forbande! / Vort Friheds-Raab naaer til 
Europas Lande!’ Andersen, Mulatten, 30.  
57 ‘hos Paléme see vi den ædle, kraftige Natur, der bukker under for det overvældende 
Tryk’. W, review of Mulatten, 24. 
58 Andersen, Mulatten, 42, 88–91. 
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strive to extricate the reluctant Margarete from her cell,59 that 
led the anonymous reviewer in Fædrelandet to note ‘the […] 
Mephistophelean flourish Mr. Andersen has given’ Paléme.60 

Frank Hugus, who recently published an English translation of 
Mulatten, points out that Andersen provided Paléme with a 
more expansive role than the character had enjoyed in 
Reybaud’s Les épaves,61 but Møller opines that Paléme still 
‘merited a hint about his future fate’.62 Indeed, nothing is heard 
of him after the penultimate act. 

Coming across Paléme beside a path in act 2, scene 4, 
Cecilie’s first instinct is to offer him succour, but Eleonore 
urges her to move along: 

ELEONORE seizes Cecilie’s hand. Come with me now! 
PALÉME placing himself in the way. No! You’re staying here! 
CECILIE terrified. What do you want with us? 
ELEONORE Will you kill us? 
PALÉME No, kiss your fresh, rosy lips, 
And show that I know my Christianity, 
I reward hate and mockery with—love. 
CECILIE AND ELEONORE Oh, God!63 

Now, the stage directions do not instruct Paléme to grab 
Cecilie and Eleonore, but when Horatio heroically appears on 
the rocks above, bearing his rifle, he issues a command: 

HORATIO […] Palème, let go! If not, I’ll shoot! 

— 
59 Goethe’s Faust (Anchor Books, 1990), lines 4479–4612. 
60 ‘det […] mephistopheliske Sving, Hr. Andersen har givet’. Anonymous, review of 
Mulatten, Fædrelandet, column 438. 
61 Hugus, ‘Further Thoughts’, 194. 
62 ‘fortjente, at man fik et Vink om hans Fremtidsskæbne’. Møller, review of Mulat-
ten, 170. 
63 ‘ELEONORE griber Cecilies Haand. Kom følg nu med mig! / PALÉME stiller sig iveien. 
Nei! I bliver her! / CECILIE forfærdet. Hvad vil Du os? / ELEONORE Du vil os dræbe? / 
PALÉME Nei, kysse Eders friske Rosenlæbe, / Og vise, at min Christendom jeg veed, / 
Jeg lønner Had og Spot med – Kjærlighed. / CECILIE OG ELEONORE O Gud!’ 
Andersen, Mulatten, 41. 
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PALÉME lets them go. 64 

Trafficking in the crude stereotype of the rapist runaway slave, 
Andersen severely undercuts an abolitionist reading of his 
play. That White women would be continually menaced by 
formerly enslaved Black men was a repeated refrain of the anti-
abolitionists, and in the scene above Andersen taps this canard 
for every bit of its dramatic potential. One must note that it is 
Horatio – the enslaver – who restores order by the threat of 
force, thwarting the designs Paléme had on Cecilie and 
Eleonore. Such a portrayal of enslaver and enslaved would 
suggest that slavery is not actually up for debate in Mulatten. 
Instead, the play’s leitmotif is ‘the spirit’s struggle and 
triumph’, as Andersen himself suggests in the prefatory poem 
to King Christian VIII. Despite being an enslaver, Horatio is 
admirable – at least in Andersen’s eyes – because he devotes 
himself to intellectual pursuits, whereas the sadistic La 
Rebelliere and Paléme hanker after money and sex, respec-
tively. It is telling that Horatio’s two antagonists stand on op-
posite sides of ‘the emancipation question’. Indeed, the play 
attempts to mediate between the enslavers and those who 
would violently overthrow them, with Horatio serving as the 
synthesis or dialectical third term. By instituting a ‘gentle’, 
paternalistic form of bondage, Horatio resolves chattel 
slavery’s tensions and conflicts through compromise.65 

Although he once comforted Paléme after the latter had suf-
fered terribly at the hands of La Rebelliere,66 Horatio never 
exhibits an inclination to free his own enslaved people, 
probably because their enforced labour provides him with the 
leisure to lead a life of the mind. (And, if Femi is to be believed, 

— 
64 ‘HORATIO […] Palème, giv slip! hvis ei jeg skyder! / PALÉME slipper dem.’Andersen, 
Mulatten, 41. 
65 Bracketing the term in scare quotes, Smed characterises this trope as ‘benign 
slavery’. Smed, ‘Danish Performances of Colonialism’, 185. 
66 Andersen, Mulatten, 42, 90. 
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it is doubtful that they would want to leave him anyway). In 
other words, the non-abolitionist poetics of Mulatten avoid a 
stark either/or on chattel slavery; instead, the issue is mediated 
by a both-and: a form of enslavement that is experienced by all 
parties concerned as a sort of familial love. 

In his first onstage encounter with Paléme, Horatio bal– 
ances between the radical abolitionists and the enslavers. 
Attempting to dissuade the maroon from slaying all of the 
White people on Martinique, Horatio asks, ‘Who will be the 
thrall if there are no White people?’67 Here the Paris-educated 
son of a plantation overlord68 is supposed to have out-reasoned 
the fanciful maroon, but what goes unquestioned is the 
assumption that someone must be the ‘thrall’ if Caribbean 
society is to function in the first place. La Rebelliere’s position, 
like Paléme’s, must undergo a dialectical movement. As 
Eleonore tells her husband, 

You are hated! The Black person’s evening prayer 
Is this: that you might die! His dream is beautiful, 
If you bite your lip in despair; 
His morning prayer is to be able to kill you! 
Do not plant the upas tree around our dwelling, 
It is each slave, and by you! by you! 
Be gentler! – composes herself. I am worried for you.69 

Not coincidentally, Eleonore urges her husband to be ‘gentler 
[mere mild]’. In response to Eleonore’s earlier question about 

— 
67 ‘Hvo bliver Træl, naar der er ingen Hvide?’ Andersen, Mulatten, 30. 
68 For more on Horatio’s background, see Andersen, Mulatten, 15. 
69 ‘Du er forhadt! den Sortes Aftenbøn / Er den: at Du maa døe! Hans Drøm er skjøn, 
/ Naar Du fortvivlet bider i Din Læbe; / Hans Morgenbøn er, Dig kunne dræbe! / 
Plant ikke Upas-Træet om vor Bolig, / Det er hver Slave, og ved Dig! ved Dig! / Vær 
mere mild! – fatter sig. For Dig er jeg urolig.’ Andersen, Mulatten, 99. 
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Horatio, Femi had used this same adjective to describe his 
treatment of his enslaved labourers.70 

Loath to practice the paternalism modelled by Horatio, La 
Rebelliere has brought down the fury of Paléme on his and 
wife’s heads. When in act 4, scene 8 Horatio refuses to escape 
from jail, Paléme asserts that the prisoner ‘will be tortured 
[pines]’ by La Rebelliere, but that 

[…] I know my revenge. 
I will throw a lit shaving on the field 
Where the sugarcane grows, and the fan of the wind 
Shall lift the flame. I have powerful poison, 
I will mix it in the water that they drink, 
Then his wife, his family, his entire house will die!71 

Paléme does not merely want to avenge himself on La 
Rebelliere; he will also murder Eleonore and Cecilie, who have 
benefitted from his enslavement but have otherwise not mis-
treated him. From an abolitionist perspective, Paléme’s speech 
is problematic; his indiscriminate fantasies of revenge mingle 
with images of revolutionary revolt against the enslaver class 
as a whole. Brushing aside the protests of Horatio, Paléme 
continues his harangue: ‘The rich splendour shall fall into 
rubble! / What I have foretold will soon happen, / The Black 
people will plant the flag of rebellion!’72 It bears repeating that 
Paléme is the only onstage character working to overturn the 
‘institution’ of chattel slavery. However, his plot against 
Eleonore and Cecilie compromises the justice of his cause; 

— 
70 Recall also that King Christian VIII, who permitted slavery to endure in the 
colonies throughout his reign, was praised for his ‘gentleness [Mildhed]’ in the 
dedicatory verse prefacing the printed play. Andersen, Mulatten, n.p.   
71 ‘[…] min Hævn jeg veed. / En antændt Spaan jeg vil paa Marken kaste, / Hvor 
Sukkerrøret groer, og Vindens Vift / Skal løfte Flammen. Jeg har kraftig Gift, / Den 
blander jeg i Vandet, som de drikke, / Saa døer hans Viv, hans Slægt, hans hele Huus!’ 
Andersen, Mulatten, 90–91. 
72 ‘Den rige Pragt skal styrte ned i Gruus! / Hvad jeg har forudsagt, det snart vil 
hænde, / De Sorte Oprørsfanen plante vil!’ Andersen, Mulatten, 91. 
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emancipation could hardly be put in a less chivalrous light. 
Alluding to the ‘socially critical standpoint’ for which the 
Odense shoemaker’s son is famous, Hugus reasons a priori that 
Andersen’s Mulatten ‘advocates forcefully against slavery’;73 

and yet it is difficult to imagine what could be less forceful – or 
more ambiguous – than a poetics in which the hero is a ‘gentle’ 
enslaver and his ‘Mephistophelean’ foe is a revolutionary 
abolitionist. 

After arresting Horatio for marronage, La Rebelliere hears 
Eleonore talking in her sleep and discovers that she is in love 
with the captive. Wracked with jealousy, La Rebelliere resolves 
to purchase Horatio at auction and to whip him to death.74 The 
subsequent slave market scene was integral to Mulatten’s 
acceptance at the Royal Theatre. Rather than serving as the 
moral linchpin of an abolitionist poetics, this scene was, for at 
least one of the Royal Theatre’s reviewers, a novel set piece.75 

The reviewer had asked Andersen what his latest work could 
offer audiences. Andersen describes this occasion in Mit Livs 
Eventyr: 

I sought to enter into the man’s demands and ideas, and replied, 
‘There is a ball!’ 

‘Yes, that is very good, but we have that in  Bruden  [fra Lam-
mermoor]. Is there anything completely new?’ 

‘There is a slave market!’ I said. 

‘A slave market, that we certainly do not have! Yes, that is 
something. I will be honest with you. That slave market appeals 
to me!’ 

— 
73 Hugus, introduction to Two Dramas, vi. The only evidence of this advocacy that 
Hugus provides is the text’s racist language, but that of course can cut both ways. 
74 Andersen, Mulatten, 98–101. 
75 Frederick J. Marker identifies this man as Frederik von Holstein, manager of the 
Royal Theatre. Frederick J. Marker, Hans Christian Andersen and the Romantic 
Theatre: A Study of Stage Practices in the Prenaturalistic Scandinavian Theatre 
(University of Toronto Press, 1971), 103. 
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And I believe that this slave market added the last necessary yes 
to Mulatten’s acceptance.76 

Andersen implies that he condescended to this reviewer by 
emphasising the play’s more spectacular elements. Yet the 
reviewer’s sadistic titillation at the thought of the buying and 
selling of human beings would probably have been shared by 
some audience members, and Mulatten does little to chasten 
this prurient interest.77 At the slave market, Horatio is the only 
character on stage whose freedom is in the balance, and he is 
an enslaver himself, not to mention one who can nearly pass as 
White. In other words, this scene can hardly pass for aboli-
tionist discourse, as the dramatic interest is invested in the 
liberation of Horatio and not in overturning the system of 
chattel slavery itself. 

Unlike her master, Femi never entertains hopes of liberty, 
and it is a foregone conclusion that the supernumerary sold at 
auction in the opening of act 5, scene 8 ‘remains a slave’.78 

Pernille Ipsen remarks that ‘one of the appealing elements of 
the play was exactly that it first confronted the Copenhagen 
audience with the moral dilemma and challenge of their colo-
nial involvement and then resolved it right in front of their 
eyes. It let them witness the horrors of slavery, and then libe-
rated them from responsibility.’79 Indeed, Mulatten lends itself 
— 
76 ‘Jeg søgte at gaa ind i Mandens Fordringer og Ideer, og svarede, “der er et Bal!” “Ja, 
det er meget godt, men det har vi i Bruden [fra Lammermoor], er der noget ganske 
Nyt?” – “Der er et Slave-Marked!” sagde jeg, “Slave-Marked, det har vi nok ikke! ja 
det er Noget! jeg skal være retfærdig mod Dem. Det Slave-Marked tiltaler mig!” – og 
jeg troer, at dette Slave-Marked lagde det sidste nødvendige Ja til Mulattens 
Antagelse.’ Andersen, Mit Livs Eventyr, 221. 
77 Smed likewise concludes that ‘i den […] anekdote fremstår slavemarkedet mere 
som en eksotisk feature end et prekært social og politisk problem’ (in the […] 
anecdote the slave market appears more as an exotic feature than a precarious social 
and political problem). Smed, ‘Imellem Verdener’, 189. 
78 Sollors, Neither Black nor White, 180. 
79 Pernille Ipsen, ‘“Plant ikke Upas-Træet om vor Bolig”: Colonial Haunting, Race, 
and Interracial Marriage in Hans Christian Andersen’s Mulatten (1840)’, Scandi-
navian Studies 88, no. 2 (2016): 151. 
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to just this sort of selective viewing, as slavery’s outrages seem 
to be all but forgotten the moment Horatio is emancipated. No 
wonder we get not one word from Paléme. 

Rather than pitting the maroon and his ‘avengers’ against 
La Rebelliere in a clash to decide the political future of 
Martinique, the closing scenes of Mulatten focus exclusively on 
the plan to liberate Horatio. Handing over her jewels to a 
woman pedlar named Pelagi, Cecilie orders her to convert 
them into cash and to bid on the captive.80 Although La 
Rebelliere is determined to own Horatio, Cecilie comes to the 
rescue by furnishing proofs that Horatio was born on her estate 
Ratél, thus making him her legal property. La Rebelliere then 
counters by claiming that Horatio, as an enslaved person, must 
suffer death for having insulted him, a White man. The auc-
tioneer concurs with this interpretation of the law, and all hope 
is lost.81 But in a final gambit, Cecilie cites a clause that grants 
an enslaved person manumission if he or she marries a master 
or mistress.82 She then declares Horatio to be her husband, 
thereby freeing him. Almost as an afterthought, she then asks 
Horatio, ‘Say, will you be free?’ All he can utter is ‘Cecilie!’83 

The onlookers take this as a word of assent and ‘jubilantly 
throw their hats in the air’ in honour of those they call ‘the 

— 
80 Andersen, Mulatten, 102–3. 
81 Andersen, Mulatten, 109–11. 
82 As Ipsen points out, Les épaves takes place in the 1720s. This timing would render 
the deus ex machina anachronistic, as it was not until 1839 that the ordinance in 
question was passed by the French colonial administration. When Reybaud was 
writing Les épaves in 1838, she may have come across discussions of this bill before it 
was passed and decided to include it in her novella. According to Hugus, Andersen 
set his adaptation in the late eighteenth century. Ipsen, ‘Colonial Haunting, Race’, 
140; Hugus, ‘Further Thoughts’, 195. 
83 ‘Siig! vil Du være fri?’ Andersen, Mulatten, 112. Undistracted by the interracial 
courtship and inversion of gender norms, Smed correctly reads this scene as a rein-
forcement of ‘det koloniale racehierarki’, since Horatio’s freedom, according to the 
law, depends on the feelings of Cecilie, a White woman. Smed, ‘Imellem Verdener’, 
213. 
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young master and mistress of Ratél’.84 With stage directions in 
celebration of the plantation caste system,85 Mulatten slams the 
door on what its colonial setting and ‘socially critical’ author 
seemed to promise: an abolitionist poetics. 

In summary, Mulatten never rises to the level of abolitionist 
discourse, for enslavement and enslavers are presented far too 
equivocally throughout the play. Whereas abolitionist dis-
course ought to undermine chattel slavery tout court, the poe-
tics of Mulatten insinuate that this ‘institution’ can be either 
brutal or beneficent, depending on whether the enslaver is a La 
Rebelliere or a Horatio. Furthermore, the figure of Paléme 
casts abolitionism in a terribly dubious light. This ambivalence 
leads Smed to rightfully conclude that ‘Andersen’s project is 
not political as such’.86 It may be tempting to attribute this apo-
liticism to the author’s own colonial entanglements. Indeed, a 
couple of years before the writing of Mulatten, Andersen began 
to receive a sizeable annual grant from the Danish Crown,87 

which, to repeat, was deeply implicated in the triangular trade 
in sugar, guns, and enslaved African people. Andersen was 
even more beholden to the Copenhagen haute bourgeoisie, and 
they, as a class, had invested heavily in West Indian sugar.88 It 
must be recalled, however, that quietism  vis-à-vis chattel 
slavery was not endemic to authors with connections as advan-
tageous – or as problematic – as Andersen’s.89 One cannot then 
be certain that the author of Mulatten stifled his conscience in 
this particular case, but it seems probable that he would have 

— 
84 ‘kaster jublende Hattene iveiret’; ‘det unge Herskab af Ratél’. Andersen, Mulatten, 
112. 
85 Smed makes the less forceful but apposite point that ‘bryder den nye orden ikke 
med den samfundsmæssige hierarkisering og med slaveriet’ (the new order does not 
break with societal hierarchisation or with slavery). Smed, ‘Imellem Verdener’, 191. 
86 ‘Andersens projekt er ikke som sådan politisk’. Smed, ‘Imellem verdener’, 223. 
87 Jackie Wullschlager, Hans Christian Andersen: The Life of a Storyteller (Knopf, 
2001), 185. 
88 Ipsen, ‘Colonial Haunting, Race’, 131. 
89 I would like to thank one of the anonymous reviewers of this article for this insight. 
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put his hard-won patronage at risk had he engaged in genuine 
abolitionist discourse. 
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What You Miss While Looking at Miss Daisy 
Langston Hughes and Nordic Colonial Imaginaries  

Sólveig Ásta Sigurðardóttir 

From anchored alien ships— 
You do not know the fog 
We so strange so-civilized ones 
Sail in always. 
Langston Hughes, ‘African Fog’ 

[T]he abolition I speak of somehow, perhaps magically, resists 
division from class 
struggle and also refuses all other kinds of power difference 
combinations 
that when fatally coupled, spark new drives for abolition. 
Abolition is a totality and it is ontological. 
Ruth Wilson Gilmore, ‘What is to be Done?’ 

In 1926, poet, playwright, and central thinker of the New 
Negro Renaissance, Langston Hughes published two impor-
tant texts on Nordic imaginaries and colonial legacies, with 
specific reference to colonialism in and through the Nordic 
region. His groundbreaking essay, ‘The Negro Artist and the 
Racial Mountain’, was published in The Nation where Hughes 
visualises for the reader how the figure, Nordic, serves as a refe-
rence point for whiteness which rearticulates colonial violence 
as normative in U.S. culture.1 To communicate the structure 
and effect of whiteness and its temporal representation 
through Nordic imaginaries, Hughes turns to a metaphor of 
whiteness as a mountain – a significant, visible, physical pre-
sence. Explaining the constitutive elements of the mountain to 
his readers, he identifies how whiteness has come to be equated 

— 
1 See figure 1.1. 
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with neutrality in the United States and used, in turn, to for-
mulate distinctions between what is and is not part of the 
norm. Of this, he writes, 

In the North they go to white theatres and movies. And in the 
South they have at least two cars and house ‘like white folks.’ 
Nordic manners, Nordic faces, Nordic hair, Nordic art (if any), 
and an Episcopal heaven. A very high mountain indeed for the 
would-be racial artist to climb in order to discover himself and 
his people.2 

Hughes urges the reader to contemplate the physical presence 
of whiteness and neutrality as ‘a very high mountain indeed’. 
In so doing, the reader identifies the physical labour needed to 
climb mountains and the strength demanded for every step. 
All this effort – physical, mental, and visionary force – is 
required of the ‘would-be racial artists’ seeking a place for self-
discovery and hoping to find ‘his people’ within a world whose 
socio-cultural topography is marred by the equation whiteness 
and neutrality. Hughes’ re-envisioning of whiteness as a refe-
rent to/for a ‘Nordic’ culture whose character resembles a 
mountain takes to task the logic of invisibility that underwrites 
whiteness, its nature, and its perception as a slippery force.  

Published in the same year in the journal The Messenger is 
the short story ‘The Young Glory of Him’, which depicts vio-
lent labour conditions aboard the oil tanker West Illana, a ship 
delivering goods and missionaries from New York to the 
Caribbean and West Africa.3 Onboard, the protagonist, a 

— 
2 Langston Hughes, ‘The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain,’ The Portable 
Harlem Renaissance Reader, edited David Levering Lewis, (Penguin Group, 1995), 
92. 
3 Christian Scandinavian missionary societies have a long historical network of 
movements from Scandinavia to various African countries often via the United 
States. The Norwegian Missionary Society is believed to have sent over a thousand 
missionaries to various African countries over a 150-year period. The Church of 
Sweden sent missionaries to the Congo, Eritrea, Southern Africa. Lennart Wohl-
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young butler, watches as the white woman, Daisy, falls for the 
Danish sailor, Eric Gynt, resulting in her heartbreak and sui-
cide. The story culminates in the protagonist destroying evi-
dence of Daisy’s affair with Gynt to protect her image and 
innocence. In the short story Hughes’s deployment of the term 
Nordic moves beyond racial structures in the United States 
and encapsulates a Danish sailor, Daisy and her parents, a 
missionary couple.  

In both texts, ‘Nordic’ becomes a marker of a rearticulated 
whiteness. It is an imaginary that encompasses both ethnic 
origins, as in the case of the sailor Eric, and a racial marker that 
materialises in socio-legal structures as whiteness in the United 
States through the New England missionary family that 
Hughes later described as Nordic. In his autobiography, Big 
Sea, Hughes revisits these accounts and describes the mission-
ary as a central agent of the colonial and capitalist enterprise, 
and how the only passengers aboard the ship, aside from the 
crew, were Nordic.4 The short story focuses on the young, 
Nordic, Daisy, whose death is caused by the Danish sailor, Eric 
Gynt, exemplifying the gendered and racial violence enacted 
on board freight ships crossing the Atlantic.5 But read together 
with Hughes’s analysis of whiteness, we encounter a rich study 
of how cultural symbols and narrative are conditioned by 
colonial structures and how Nordic imaginaries offer valence 
to the attachment between whiteness and citizenship in the 
United States. The mountain of whiteness Hughes described in 
his article, made up of ‘Nordic manners, Nordic faces, Nordic 
hair, Nordic art (if any),’ is symbolised in the short story 

— 
gemuth, Nordic Countries and Africa – Old and New Relations, (Nordic Africa 
Institute, 2002), 34–35. 
4 Langston Hughes, Big Sea: An Autobiography by Langston Hughes, 102. 
5 The narrator’s emphasis on caring for Daisy echoes how the literary scholar Nicole 
Waligora-Davis describes depictions of white women’s bodies as ‘a metonym for 
America. Caring for Daisy is embedded in the national project of the United States.’ 
Nicole Waligora-Davis, ‘Riotous Discontent: Ralph Ellison’s ‘Birth of a Nation,’ 
Modern Fiction Studies 50 (Summer 2004): 398. 
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through Nordic characters participating in contemporary 
colonial extraction.  

The narrative cartography that Hughes offers in these texts 
documents the continuation of colonialism through national 
border legislation and transatlantic economic exploitation. 
These two texts were published only two years after the passing 
of the Immigration Act of 1924, the culmination of the work 
of a host of international actors, scientists, and policy makers, 
who deployed narratives of Nordic imaginaries to rearticulate 
citizenship in the United States.6 The legislative privileging of 
individuals from the Nordic region to the United States coin-
cided with an introduction of surveillance technologies, such 
as bureaucratic documentation to limit immigration from 
regions outside northern Europe.7 I situate Hughes’s writing of 
Nordic characters and symbols within these historical develop-
ments of U.S. citizenship. Furthermore, I approach whiteness 
as both a legislative and symbolic marker of property, and 
white supremacy as the continuing investment in that struc-
ture. Following Cheryl I Harris’s analysis of ‘whiteness as pro-
perty’ I read for the shifting articulations of whiteness through 
Nordic imaginaries: 

— 
6 The Immigration Act of 1924 issued a ban against anyone from the ‘Asiatic Barred 
Zone’ and privileged Northern European subjects. Immigration’, Congressional 
Record-Senate, 68–1, June 5th, 11170, 1924, accessed July 30th, 2022. (Text from 
Congressional Record Permanent Digital Collection). 
7 Recent years have seen an increase in studies on the history of Nordic colonialism 
and on the afterlives of the transatlantic slave trade in the region. This shift has been 
made possible by Sámi, Indigenous, Black and feminist scholars in the region who 
have documented the historical thread of resistance against Nordic colonialism in the 
Nordic region and globally. Eva Maria Fjellheim, ‘Through our stories we resist: 
decolonial perspective on south Saami history, indigeneity and rights’, Indigenous 
Knowledges and the Sustainable Development Agenda, (Routledge, 2020), 
McEachrane, Michael, Afro-Nordic Landscapes: Equality and Race in Northern 
Europe, (Routledge Press, 2014). Oda-Kange Midtvåge Diallo, Bontu Lucie Guschke, 
Elizabeth Löwe Hunter, Iram Khawaja, Jin Hui Li, Lene Myong, Mira C. Skadegård 
and Ferruh Yilmaz, ‘Research and education on racism in Denmark: The state of the 
field – and where to from there?’ Kvinder, Køn & Forskning 2, (2023) 
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Even though the law is neither uniform nor explicit in all 
instances, in protecting settled expectations based on white 
privilege, American law has recognized a property interest in 
whiteness that, although unacknowledged, now forms the 
background against which legal disputes are framed, argued, 
and adjudicated.8 

Harris details the legal investments in securing the rights of the 
white population as both symbolic and material property, 
which, through colonialism, continued with transatlantic rela-
tions. White supremacy is a social structure, predicated on eco-
nomic hegemony expressed through and grounded in property 
rights, and ‘a right to exclude’.9 Securing white supremacy 
requires constant rearticulations of whiteness and its exclu-
sionary tactics. At the beginning of the twentieth century the 
authors of the New Negro Renaissance documented and 
analysed the political impact of eugenicists on legal, social, and 
cultural spheres, and critiqued their deployment of Nordic 
imaginaries as a new articulation of whiteness. 

While scholars have analysed Hughes’s writing on the cri-
tiques of globalisation and anticolonial solidarity, his analysis 
of Nordic colonialism and the impact of Nordic imaginaries on 
U.S. culture have received less attention. I bring Hughes’s two 
texts from 1926 together to show his approaches to educate 
readers to recognise the legacies of transatlantic colonialism 
from the Nordic region to the United States. His writing 
modelled what Ruth Wilson Gilmore describes as the work of 
sparking the abolitionist drive to resist categorical division of 
struggle, through location or history.10 While in his 1926 article 

— 
8 Cheryl I. Harris, ‘Whiteness as Property’, Harvard Law Review 106, no. 8 (1993): 
1714. 
9 Cheryl I. Harris, ‘Whiteness as Property’, Harvard Law Review 106, no. 8 (1993): 
1714 
10 While the term abolition is often associated with anti-slavery movements of the 
19th century Atlantic world, abolitionism in its current usage in political movements 
of the 21st century refers to a transnational movement against the legacy of the 
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he utilised the symbol of the racial mountain to describe how 
whiteness is articulated as that which is neutral or objective. 
Through his short story he extrapolates the transatlantic 
impact of the term ‘Nordic’ by situating the story in the on-
going history of colonialism, on board a freight ship travelling 
between Denmark, the U.S., the Caribbean, and West Africa, a 
movement that places the history of colonialism through the 
Nordic region at the centre of U.S. legacies of transatlantic 
slavery. Hughes deploys the symbol of the innocent Nordic 
woman to analyse the attachment between whiteness and citi-
zenship.  

Resisting Fragmentation: Transatlantic Legacies  
of Nordic Colonialism 

From his poetry, critical essays, short stories and novels 
Hughes documented and analysed white supremacist logics of 
citizenship, European colonial extraction settler colonial for-
mulations of property in the United States.11 The development 
of global capitalism in the late 19th and early 20th century wit-
nessed new legal frameworks for old practices, what Saidiya 
Hartman describes as ‘the afterlives of slavery’, the continual 
impact of the ranking of human life brought forth by the 
transatlantic slave trade, materialising in ‘skewed life chances, 
limited access to health and education, premature death, 
incarceration, impoverishment’ of Black people in the modern 

— 
transatlantic slave trade to this day which extends far beyond legal and nation-state 
frameworks of abolition, representing the far-reaching structural effects of the system 
of slavery to this day. See Manisha Sinha, The Slave’s Cause: A History of Abolition, 
(Yale University Press, 2017). 
11 Arnold Rampersad, David Roessel and Christa Frantoro, Selected Letters of 
Langston Hughes, (Alfred A. Knopf, 2015). See for example Isabel Soto’s discussion 
of how Hughes’s writing deciphers the relationship between northern European 
powers and Spanish and Portuguese ‘colonial and racial practices’. Isabel Soto, ‘Black 
Atlantic (Dis)Entanglements: Langston Hughes, Richard Wright, and Spain,’ 
Zeitschrift fur Anglistik und Amerikanistik 65, no. 2, (2017): 203–217. 
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world.12 The literary theorist Babacar M’Baye situates Hughes 
alongside W.E.B. Du Bois and other Black authors whose work 
hosts a rich analysis of the expansive impact of European colo-
nialism and a ‘cosmopolitan’ solidarity with Black people. 
Hughes’s travel narratives are part of his anticolonial critique 
as they detail the economic and sexual abuse that colonial 
empires enacted in West Africa and the Caribbean. Of 
Hughes’s anticolonial Black cosmopolitanism, M’Baye writes: 

Hughes’s travel writings […] reflect the trifocal nature of his 
black cosmopolitanism. These narratives are a discourse 
against colonialism in Africa, an eyewitness account of life in 
early colonial port-towns in West Africa, and a treatise on the 
parallel racial bigotry that colonialism and slavery brought on 
the lives of Africans. These accounts reflect Hughes’ use of 
literature as a means to denounce European merchants and 
colonials who contradicted cosmopolitanism by denying 
human rights, justice, and equality to Africans.13 

As M’Baye identifies, Hughes’s body of work entails different 
attempts to bear witness to the afterlives of slavery in the vio-
lence Hughes himself witnessed when working on steamships 
and how he deployed fiction as a site to build transnational 
solidarity.14 

Here, reading together the two 1926 texts is key. In his essay 
on the ‘The Negro Artist and the Racial mountain’, Hughes 
draws the reader’s attention to ‘Nordic’ as a specific element in 

— 
12 Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007), 6. 
13 Babacar M’Baye, ‘Cosmopolitan Critiques of Colonial Abuse in Langston Hughes’s 
African Travel Writings’, South Atlantic Review 83, no. 1, (2018), 17. 
14 Nordic references and either celebration or critique of the attachment between 
whiteness and Nordic imaginaries were prevalent in the works of influential U.S. 
authors such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nella Larsen, Willa Cather and others. The 
feminist critic Annette Kolodny has analysed the early twentieth century United 
States as a period of obsession with the Nordic region and the potential to rebrand 
whiteness and citizenship through Nordic references. See Annette Kolodny, In 
Search of First Contact: The Vikings of Vinland, the Peoples of the Dawnland, and the 
Anglo-American Anxiety of Discovery. (Duke University Press, 2012.) 
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this coupling of whiteness with neutrality to describe a com-
plex system of racialisation that centralises whiteness, not only 
in legal and political spaces, but also in art and cultural spheres.   

However, in the short story the reader encounters the 
power of the normative through literary symbols, most impor-
tantly the innocent ‘Daisy’ with a reference to Fitzgerald’s 
influential character, Daisy Buchanan in in The Great Gatsby 
(1925), who is incidentally described as Nordic in the novel by 
her eugenicist enthusiast husband Tom Buchanan.15 Hughes 
deepens his transatlantic literary analysis by adding a reference 
to the 19th century Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen’s Peer 
Gynt (1867). This is an allusion that juxtaposes two travel nar-
ratives with influential male characters, Ibsen’s Peer Gynt 
departing from the Norwegian mountains to North Africa and 
Hughes’s Eric Gynt from Copenhagen to Dakar in ‘The Young 
Glory of Him’.16 Through reference to Ibsen’s work, Eric Gynt 
comes to embody a celebrated trope of European travel lite-
rature, a recognisable, and satirised, figure whose masculinity 
is embedded in his ability to conquer challenges, e.g. enemies, 
lovers or environments presented as exotic or a desirable 
‘other’.17 The narrator of the short story describes how Eric 
Gynt’s actions while crossing the Atlantic have earned him the 
nickname ‘Lady Killer’ among his fellow workers on board. 

— 
15 F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 1925. See also, Sinéad Moynihan, ‘Beautiful 
White Girlhood?: Daisy Buchanan in Nella Larsen’s Passing,’ African American 
Review (47) No. 1, 2014: 37-49. 
16 In Hughes’s autobiography he describes seeing Ibsen’s work at the theatre shortly 
after arriving back in New York from his tour on the freight ship. He writes: ‘It was 
Ibsen’s Lady from the Sea, in Italian. (I Kept wishing it was a real Italian play instead 
of a Scandinavian drama performed in Italian before an American crowd)’. Langston 
Hughes, Big Sea: An Autobiography by Langston Hughes, (Hill and Wang, 1940), 131. 
17 In Dangerous Creole Liaisons, Jacqueline Couti describes white middle-class 
American readers’ constant consumption of travel narratives from the Global South 
and how writers were sent to the Caribbean ‘to satisfy the hunger for exoticism 
among middle-class Americans’. Jacqueline Couti, Dangerous Creole Liaisons, 
Sexuality and Nationalism in French Caribbean Discourses from 1806 to 1897, 
(Liverpool University Press, 2016), 128. 
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While sailing towards Dakar, Eric Gynt shares tales of his 
collection of ‘souvenirs’ from across the Atlantic: 

‘I got a box of souvenirs, and letters, and pictures from damn 
near every girl I ever knew anywhere.’ He took up a long card-
board box and opened it. ‘See this little jeweled dagger. I took it 
away from a girl in San Isidiro Street in Havana.’ Roars of 
laughter. Score of vulgar jibes. ‘And see this red silk stocking. A 
burlesque dame in New York found it missing when I left one 
morning.’ Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha! Some lover the boy was! ‘My first 
girl in Copenhagen gave me this bit of hair. I was sixteen then. 
Just started to sea.’ And he held up a bunch of flaxen curls tied 
with a blue ribbon.18 

The young butler recites the Lady Killer’s account and situates 
the reader within the collective listening to the story of women 
souvenirs. Each story connects claim of women with the 
conquest of land. From Copenhagen to New York, Havana to 
Dakar, Hughes draws up the path of Eric Gynt’s collection that 
connects the Middle Passage with a route between the United 
States and the Nordic Region, while the narrator’s account of 
Eric’s storytelling implicates the reader in the response of 
laughter to descriptions of cruelty and conquest.19 

‘Nordic’ and Bureaucratic Surveillance 
Hughes’s transnational, transregional writing of critique and 
solidarity speak to Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s abolitionist organis-
ing as the ‘movement to end systemic violence, including the 

— 
18 Langston Hughes, ‘The Young Glory of Him’, Short Stories: Langston Hughes, ed. 
Akiba Sullivan Harper, (Hill and Wang, 1996), 10–16. 
19 Middle Passage refers to the route taken by European enslavers who transported 
10–12 million captured people from West Africa across the Atlantic, little less than a 
third of whom were children. During the 2–3 month long torturous journey scholars 
estimate that around 2 million people were killed by abhorrent conditions, diseases 
and  cruelty  on board the ships. David Eltis, ‘The Middle Passage’.  Slave Voyages 
Database. Accessed Nov 23, 2023, https://www.slavevoyages.org/voyage/essays 
#interpretation/overview-trans-atlantic-slave-trade/the-middle-passage/6/en/. 

https://www.slavevoyages.org/voyage/essays
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interpersonal vulnerabilities and displacements that keep the 
system going’.20 Hughes wrote ‘Young Glory of Him’ only a few 
years after the United States took over the colonisation of the 
Virgin Islands, following Denmark’s colonial reign on the 
islands and in a moment of significant U.S. imperial expan-
sion.21 His engagement with Nordic imaginaries at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century extends from literary symbols to 
the circulation of eugenicist rhetoric in bureaucratic docu-
ments.  

In 1923, Hughes was a crew member on West Hesseltine, a 
freight ship en-route to Caribbean and West African ports 
from New York City. In his 1940 biography The Big Sea, he 
writes about how the international crew’s employment was 
precarious. Shipping port documents show how meticulously 
their background information was documented upon depar-
ture and arrival in the United States. Crewmembers and pas-
sengers were listed with varying information regarding posi-
tion, race, nationality, literacy, height, and weight, all informa-
tion he deployed in his fictional writing. The level of detailed 
information about each passenger is part of the surveillance of 
citizenship and how freight ships were an essential site for 
documenting data on the U.S. labour force at the beginning of 
the twentieth century.22 Langston Hughes’ own experience as a 
labourer on the freight ship West Hesseltine allowed him to 

— 
20 Ruth  Wilson Gilmore, ‘Foreword’ to Dan  Berger,  The struggle within: Prisons, 
Political Prisoners and Mass Movements in the United States (Kersplebedeb Publish-
ing, 2014): vii– xi. 
21 The United States’ purchase of the Danish Virgin Islands epitomises a central 
moment in the development of U.S. imperialism; the United States deemed the 
islands an essential fuel site for U.S. steamships en route to West Africa. The purchase 
of the Virgin Islands strengthened the diplomatic relationship between Denmark and 
the United States as both countries supported the border expansion of the other, the 
United States’ towards the Caribbean and Denmark’s expansion over Greenland. 
Charles Callan Tansill, The Purchase of the Danish West Indies, (Greenwood Press. 
1968), 164. 
22 John P. Jackson and Nadine M. Weidman, ‘The Origins of Scientific Racism,’ The 
Journal of Blacks in Higher Education 50 (2005): 76. 
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encounter the bureaucratic documentation of ‘Nordic’ indi-
viduals he depicts in the short story, and the circulation of 
labourers, missionaries, and natural resources through freight 
ships travelling from West Africa to Europe and the United 
States.23 

Narrative Pedagogy and Witnessing Violence 

In the short story, ‘Young Glory of Him’, Hughes utilises 
numerous voices on board to express hierarchies of impor-
tance. Hughes narrates the short story from the perspective of 
a butler aboard the West Illana who has access to numerous 
private spaces on board and off the ship. Most significant is the 
narrator’s position as a witness and his struggle with respond-
ing to the violence he encounters on board: in the sailors’ 
description of sexual violence; in the missionaries’ discussion 
of the need for civilising projects in Africa, and on land when 
the sailors go out and exploit women and girls.24 The butler 
never intervenes, objects or resists the violence he encounters 
except in the final scenes when he destroys Daisy’s journal and 
with it the evidence of the Ladykiller’s treatment of her. This 
narrator moves between the crewmembers’ intimate social 
spaces where Eric Gynt tells stories of having a ‘box of sou-
venirs’ of women; to the passenger space where the captain tells 
the missionaries on board that they are doing the Lord’s work; 
and to Daisy’s private journal, which the butler shares with the 

— 
23 Documents from Hughes’s employment on freight ships reveal how crew members 
were registered according to nationality, race, literacy and other factors in which 
Nordic and Scandinavian were listed. The freight ships in Hughes’s autobiography 
he refers to the ship as S.S. Malone and in ‘The Young Glory of Him’ he calls the ship 
West Illana. Throughout the essay I will refer to the ship in accordance with Hughes’s 
deployment in each text. See figure 1.2 and 1.3 for detailed documentation of crew 
on the freight ship that Hughes worked on in 1923. 
24 In his autobiography he describes identical scenes as in the short story. There he 
reflects on the horror of witnessing the sexual violence that the men working on the 
freight ships enacted against children in West Africa, and the shame of not being able 
to stop it from happening. Langston Hughes, Big Sea: An Autobiography by Langston 
Hughes, 108. 
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reader. Eric Gynt’s collection of women souvenirs exposes the 
story’s representation of racial and gendered hierarchies 
through the special mention of a blond lock of hair and the 
reader’s access to only Daisy’s inner thoughts. At the beginning 
of the narrative Hughes utilises the moment of laughter to 
implicate both the butler and the reader into celebrating vio-
lence, but throughout the text the reader follows the butler’s 
increasing distress over what he bears witness to on the ship.  

Finding Daisy’s diary, the narrator realises that the shy, 
unattractive Daisy has fallen in love with the immoral sailor on 
board – the Danish ‘lady-killer’, Eric Gynt. ‘I always dreamed 
of being loved by a sailor. And he is truly wonderful. His hair 
is all golden and curly and he says he never loved any girl 
before’, the narrator reads in Daisy’s diary, a discovery that im-
mediately transforms into concern for the reserved teenager.25 

The narrator’s account of Daisy’s fascination with Eric Gynt’s 
hair marks Hughes’s second mention of hair in relation to a 
character described as Nordic, and read together with his 
article published in the same year we encounter a third men-
tioning. Read against his essay of the same year, where he 
identifies how the mountain of white supremacy is made up of 
manners, faces, hair, and art, we can see how Hughes identified 
hair as having an intrinsic value within the economy of white 
supremacy at the beginning of the twentieth century. Through 
Eric’s box of souvenirs Hughes emphasises the value of hair, 
how it represents the biological features of whiteness, which 
were granted value under colonialism. The blond lock of hair 
represents economic value, property, and access to citizenship 
in the United States but also across the Atlantic. 

The narrator quickly outlines for the reader the radical 
discrepancy between Daisy’s fantasies of Eric and the beha-
viours that the sailors aboard the West Illana conduct both at 
sea and on land. Hughes’s plot unfolds within this dialectic – 

— 
25 Langston Hughes, ‘The Young Glory of Him’, 10–16. 
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Daisy’s vulnerable innocence and Eric’s unquenchable exploit-
tative impulses – while the freight ship company’s practiced 
exploitation of people and land serves as the environmental 
backdrop. Deploying the form of Daisy’s diary and the con-
fessional writing style of the narrator, Hughes privileges the 
interiority of the narrator, who is himself implicated in pro-
tecting the inner thoughts and desires of a shy and vulnerable 
Daisy. The narrator bridges the gap between the personal 
expressions Daisy details in her diary and the conversations 
among sailors, whose private remarks are accessible to the 
reader precisely because of the narrator’s access to their com-
munity. Quoting sailors, ship captains, missionaries, and 
Daisy, Hughes shows the West Illana as an operative agent of 
U.S. imperialism, facilitating its expansion and increasing the 
resources of the nation-state via economic exploitation of West 
African countries.26 

Laughter and the ‘Dissolution of the Self’ 
In the short story Hughes uses laughter to produce discomfort 
and dissolution in two distinct moments. While his essay 
deployed the mountain to describe the metaphor of whiteness 
as neutral, his short story exemplifies a different rhetorical 
strategy. There, he pairs laughter and romantic depictions of 
the environment with descriptions of violence, like the nar-
rator’s response to Eric Gynt’s description of souvenirs of 
women, ‘Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha! Some lover the boy was’. Read with 
insight from Jacqueline Couti’s analysis of authorial use of 
laughter in depictions of sexual violence, Hughes’s repeated 
use of laughter in the story emerges as a strategy to evoke a 
horrific response in the reader, shocking her into action. As 

— 
26 On this he would later reflect in his autobiography, ‘We paid very little for the 
labour. We paid but little more for the things we took away. The white man domi-
nates Africa. He takes produce, and lives, very much as he chooses. The yield of earth 
for Europe and America. The yield of men for Europe’s colonial armies.’ Langston 
Hughes, Big Sea: An Autobiography by Langston Hughes, 102. 
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Jacqueline Couti describes, authors use laughter as a strategy 
to provoke ‘dissolution of self’.27 The reader is made to witness 
horror; brutal racial and gendered violence, and the pairing of 
horror and beauty is meant to have a transformative effect of 
dissolution on the reader. Hughes heightens the sense of shock 
by making the narrator, the reader’s guide through the social 
spheres of the ship, morally unreliable. The narrator is a repre-
sentative of the racialized structures that dictate whose death 
the reader is to grieve. 

In the text’s second moment of laughter the reader wit-
nesses the sailors on the port. There, Hughes merges descript-
tions of the environment with depictions of music rising to the 
stars with laughter and seamen enjoying themselves, while 
women are subjected to violence, resulting in a collective har-
monious sound that rises to the stars: 

‘Bravo!’ yelled the French girls. ‘Hee! Hee! Hee!’ cried the little 
African Ladies. ‘Horray!’ shouted the drunken seamen. And the 
noise of falling glasses, laughter, applause, women’s voices, 
ironic music rose to the stars.28 

Hughes’s repeated use of laughter throughout the text – from 
the crew’s responses to Eric Gynt’s stories of his women sou-
venirs to the women of Dakar, whom the narrator describes as 
continually laughing at the sailors’ behaviour – is a narrative 
device that implicates the reader in the depiction of horrific 
pleasure appearing in the text. What is the sound of laughter 
rising to the stars? What is the role of laughter in the pleasure 
economy of which the Port of Dakar is a vital part? Holding a 
mirror up to the reader, Hughes makes her witness the brutal 
legacies of colonialism.  

Hughes places the reader alongside the narrator in place of 
witness and implicates her in the narrator’s anxieties regarding 
— 
27 Jacqueline Couti, Sex, Sea, and Self: Sexuality and Nationalism in French Caribbean 
Discourses 1924–1948 (Liverpool University Press: 2021), 313. 
28 Ibid, 16. 
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the normalisation of violence, both on and off the ship. The 
reader is implicated in the normative structures of white supre-
macy, and they must become disillusioned with the normalisa-
tion of colonial structures. One key example of that is how 
despite witnessing sexual violence against West African girls 
and women in ports along the way, when Eric Gynt describes 
his box of souvenirs and when the sailors leave the ship to seek 
young girls, Hughes’s butler seems to remain fixated on only 
one specific moment of violence – the loss of Daisy and her 
innocence – and the grieving of her passing. The strategy that 
underlies Hughes’s writing entails the following: to present a 
dull and timid Nordic woman and exemplify how the narrator 
and all those aboard the ship are committed to her protection, 
to describe how sailors on board brutally use West African 
women and girls as fuel, and finally to leave the reader with a 
narrator who is most concerned about protecting Daisy’s 
image and keeping the Nordic missionary parents’ worldview 
intact. Hughes’s storytelling strategy is a risky one. The reader 
might read the narrator’s nod at the reader as an invitation to 
celebrate Eric Gynt’s actions, ‘Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha! Some l 

over the boy was,’ and glance over a description of serene 
music and sailor enjoyment. 

In ‘The Young Glory of Him’, the reader follows a narrator 
committed to Daisy’s innocence even as violence against 
unnamed West African women and girls occurs around him. 
Hughes pushes for a transatlantic frame of empire that extends 
from the Nordic region to the U.S. and structures all power 
relations, gender, race, ability and even the reader’s capacity to 
grieve lives lost to violence. The narrator’s focus on Daisy 
represents the hierarchies of life under the legacies of colo-
nialism. Grieving Daisy is to be attuned to the attachment 
between whiteness and citizenship while the life of women and 
girls boarding the freight ship from the harbour in Dakar are 
passed over without pause, comment, or attention. Instead 
they constitute the background noise through which the pas-
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sengers sit as they contemplate their assumed civilising bene-
volence: 

The captain said, ‘Well you’re doing a good work.’ The trader 
agreed. Then the missionaries and the trader began a conversa-
tion concerning the necessity for more Christian Protestant 
mission along the Congo in order to combat the spread of 
Catholicism. I passed the bread pudding. The West Illana, the 
ship in which we all lived, pushed slowly and solemnly through 
the night.29 

Hughes’s portrayal of gendered violence on board the ship and 
on land spells out the power relations between those with 
access to money, the sailors, and the people on land whom the 
sailors do exploit. As M’Baye has argued, Hughes’s writing 
draws attention to how the brutality of global capitalism sus-
taining colonisation and dire poverty in the Global South 
provided the platform for European men to enact continuous 
sexual abuse in African countries.30 But as Hughes elucidates, 
gender breaks under the transatlantic slave trade. Only white 
females, and here Nordic specifically, have the luxury of being 
first girls, and then women, and having access to protection 
afforded by both categories; the West African girls of which 
Hughes writes, are putatively transformed into property as 
soon as European men gaze upon them. Through fiction, 
autobiography and critical analysis, Hughes illuminates the 
technologies of European colonialism in which Daisy’s life is 
the only one that the narrative warrants as being worthy of 
grieving over. 

Hughes would continue to describe how Anglo-American 
companies continued the work of European colonialism 
through international legal treaties, the exploitation of the 
environment, labour, ‘produce and lives’, and the work of mis-

— 
29 Langston Hughes, ‘The Young Glory of Him’, 10–16. 
30 Babacar M’Baye, ‘Cosmopolitan Critiques of Colonial Abuse in Langston Hughes’s 
African Travel Writings’, 8. 
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sionaries in his later work. By forcing the reader to pay atten-
tion to the act of witnessing violence he offers a map of how 
the legacies of colonialism materialise in a period after the 
abolition of slavery. Indeed, the missionaries represented in 
the short story receive a deeper analysis in his 1940 autobio-
graphy. There, Hughes describes the missionary as a central 
agent of the colonial and capitalist enterprise: ‘The mission-
aries carried Bibles and hymnbooks. The captain carried 
invoices and papers having to do with trade. We sailors carried 
nothing but ourselves’.31 While the short story depicts the 
events by pairing horror with laughter to reinforce that the 
narrator is solely invested in protecting the white miss Daisy, 
Hughes revisits these events in his autobiography and writes 
directly about the horrors he witnessed: 

We came to the docks where the great ships from the white 
man’s land rested – an American boat, a Belgian tramp, an 
English steamer. Tall, black sinister ships, high above water. 
‘Their men’, say the natives, ‘their white strong men come to 
take our palm oil and ivory, our ebony and mahogany, to buy 
our women and bribe our chiefs […] For a long time I could 
not sleep.32 

Ships, boats, tramps, steamers, palm oil and ivory, ebony and 
mahogany, women and chiefs are the foundational resources 
of global capitalism, a modern iteration of European colo-
nialism and the transatlantic slave trade at the dawn of the 20th 
century. 

Concluding Remarks 
Langston Hughes’s deployment of the imaginary ‘Nordic’ 
reveals the expansive reach of authors who wrote about the 
influence of Nordic colonialism in the early twentieth century. 

— 
31 Langston Hughes, Big Sea: An Autobiography by Langston Hughes, 8 and 11. 
32 Langston Hughes, Big Sea: An Autobiography by Langston Hughes, 8 and 11. 
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Hughes’s work, his poetry, fiction, autobiographical texts, and 
analysis specifically offer us key insight for the study of the 
legacies of Nordic colonialism and transatlantic solidarity for 
abolition. It offers a blueprint for how to analyse the structure 
of colonialism that goes beyond region, nation-state, or collec-
tives. His work is a testament to how Black U.S. based authors 
analysed and mediated the historical impact of colonialism in 
and through the region at the beginning of the century and 
rejected the circulation of Nordic imagery as part of a 
rebranding of whiteness. 

In Hughes’s diverse writing we see a commitment not only 
to document the reiteration of historical colonial structures 
but to show how meaning about them materialises. His crea-
tive writing explores how literature and cultural institutions 
are part of making justifications of structures of white supre-
macy palatable. He urges the reader to think of quotidian cul-
tural examples in transatlantic contexts and consider for exam-
ple how Nordic hair becomes embedded with value across the 
Atlantic or how narrative focus instructs the reader to only find 
Daisy’s life worth grieving, deepening what Judith Butler 
identifies as the hierarchies of ‘grievable’ life which are dictated 
by the ambitions of ‘political presents’ that need to be con-
tinuously abolished.33 The freight ship that Hughes worked on, 
and his characterisation of it based on that experience are a 
materialisation of such political presents, a modern Middle 
Passage, the handmaiden of the Global North’s economic sys-
tem, destroying everything and everyone it touches. 

In his travel writing – both autobiography and fiction – he 
uses different narrative approaches to mediate his critique of 
the ongoing violence involved in European trade and com-
merce as a continuum of colonialism. In the autobiography, he 
describes the heartbreak and horror of witnessing violence, 
especially by freight ship workers against women in African 
— 
33 Judith Butler, The Force of Nonviolence: An Ethico-Political Bind, (Verso, 2021), 24 
and 64. 
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ports. However, in the short story he deploys distance and 
irony to shock the reader. Reading these narrative strategies 
together demonstrates the immense task of mediating the cru-
elty and quotidian violence of colonialism while simultane-
ously igniting the drive for abolition.  

Hughes’s work offers a detailed critique of how global capi-
talism and the circulation between the United States and the 
Nordic region of labourers, oil, natural resources, and 
women’s bodies simultaneously dictated hierarchies of white-
ness and citizenship. Each element in Hughes’s short story, 
‘The Young Glory of Him’, plays a vital part in making tangible 
the veritable ‘Racial mountain’ in his essay, that is the legacy of 
slavery, at a central moment in the development of United 
States imperialism through the purchase of the Virgin Islands 
and the passing of the Immigration Act of 1924, which merged 
U.S. citizenship with Nordic imaginaries. The obsession with 
Nordic hair represented in both texts speaks to the expansive 
influence of eugenics on cultural and legal spheres as well as 
bureaucratic documentation at the beginning of the twentieth 
century. He places the Nordic region within the triangular 
trade and situates the reader in specific locations from Copen-
hagen to New York, Havana, Dakar, and Congo. His writing 
offers significant insight into the long arc of abolitionist prac-
tice against colonialism and transatlantic slavery across seem-
ingly distant histories and regions. 
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Hearing Spirituals – Hearing Slavery? 
Marian Anderson’s Concerts in Finland 1930–1934 
and Interpretations of African American Spirituals  

in the Finnish Press1 

Marika Kivinen 

In this chapter I will discuss the implications of the African 
American classical singer Marian Anderson’s performances of 
African American spirituals2 in her concerts in Finland 
between 1930 and 1934. I will particularly focus on the fol-
lowing questions: How were the spirituals perceived in the 
press – especially in relation to images of slavery? Is it possible 
to see traces of abolitionism in the reception of Anderson’s 
performances?  

Marian Anderson (1897–1993) was an American contralto, 
who in the 1920s had become an established concert singer in 
the United States. In 1930 she travelled to Germany to launch 
her career, and to study German lieder.3 The Norwegian agent 
Rule Rasmussen and the Finnish pianist Kosti Vehanen heard 
her sing in Berlin, and shortly afterwards she was booked for a 
concert tour in the Nordic countries. She was to give concerts 
in Oslo, Stockholm, and Helsinki.4 The Swedish agent Helmer 
Enwall had expressed his vision that a singer who ‘did not look 

— 
1 This article is written as part of the project ‘Untold Stories’, which is funded by The 
Kone Foundation. 
2 At the time the songs were called ‘negro spirituals’, but today the terms spirituals, 
Black spirituals and African American spirituals are preferred. 
3 Allan Keiler, Marian Anderson: A Singer’s Journey (University of Illinois Press, 
2002), 50–114. 
4 Marian Anderson, My Lord, What a Morning: An autobiography (University of 
Illinois Press, 2002), 130–137 and 141. Anderson gave concerts in Stavanger and 
Bergen before her debut in Oslo. Marian Anderson is one of the African American 
artists that Erlend Hegdal studies in his seminal work on African American artists in 
Norway. Erlend Hegdal, Charleston i Grukkedalen (Nasjonal biblioteket, 2009). 
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in the least like a Scandinavian’ should be able to make a career 
in the Nordic countries.5 Anderson’s concerts with Vehanen 
consisted of classical music from different periods, including 
spirituals. The duo performed spirituals in all concerts and 
usually each concert ended with a section of three or four 
spirituals. The pieces were arrangements of traditional African 
American songs by Anderson’s contemporaries (and friends 
and colleagues), such as Harry T. Burleigh, Edward Boatner, 
Lawrence Brown, and Roland Hayes.6 

Anderson’s choice to perform spirituals can be seen as part 
of an African American cultural movement and as resistance 
to racism. The history of the spirituals and their reception by 
white audiences is closely connected to the American aboli-
tionist movement. In an American context the spirituals were 
understood to be directly linked to slavery and the spirituals 
were an important part of an African American struggle for 
recognition and citizenship. The music has direct links with 
plantation slavery in the United States and is an important part 
of the musical legacy of enslaved Black Americans.7 In the 
1870s, after the abolition of slavery, arrangements of these 
songs were performed and made widely known by vocal 
groups such as the Fisk Jubilee Singers (FJS). FJS and similar 
groups performed arrangements for usually a four-part choir, 
adjusting and rearranging the music for white audiences.8 

— 
5 Anderson, My Lord, 142. 
6 See appendix for a list of the spirituals performed by Anderson in Finland. 
7 Paul Allen Anderson, Deep River: Music and Memory in Harlem Renaissance 
Thought (Duke University Press, 2001). See also Sandra Jean Graham, Spirituals and 
the Birth of a Black Entertainment Industry (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 
2018); Kathleen A. Abromeit, Spirituals: A Multidisciplinary Bibliography for 
Research and Performance (Co-published by Music Library Association and A-R 
Editions, 2015). 
8 The classic in the field is J. B. T. Marsh, The Story of the Jubilee Singers with their 
Songs (Hodder and Staughton, 1875). More recent is Andrew Ward, Dark Midnight 
When I Rise: The Story of the Jubilee Singers Who Introduced the World to the Music 
of Black America (Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2000). The changes and adjustments 



HEARING SPIRITUALS – HEARING  SLAVERY?  

161 

Around the turn of the century African American com-
posers of classical music arranged spirituals for a solo singer 
and pianist, reshaping the traditional call-and-response form 
of the songs. Although the music was religious in nature, many 
vocal groups, vocal soloists, and composers, shaped the spiri– 
tuals to fit a classical musical tradition. Devotional songs and 
work songs were formed into concert music, and they became 
part of an African American cultural movement for recogni-
tion and justice.9 

In focus in this article is the reception of Anderson’s per-
formances of spirituals in Finland. The reception of Marian 
Anderson and her concerts can be seen as part of a historical 
continuity of Blackness and anti-Blackness in the reception of 
African American singers and performers, including Fisk 
Jubilee Singers, in Finland from the 1870s.10 Generally, Ander-
son’s concerts were well-received, however, both marketing 
material and interviews and reviews focused on race and 
— 
are discussed, among others, by Ronald Radano, ‘Denoting Difference: The Writing 
of the Slave Spirituals’, Critical Inquiry, 22: 3 (Spring 1996): 506–544; Gabriel Milner, 
‘The Tenor of Belonging: The Fisk Jubilee Singers and the Popular Cultures of 
Postbellum Citizenship’, The Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era, 15:4 
(2016): 399–417; and, Kelly Jakes, ‘‘Natural’ virtuosos: Paradoxical polysemy and the 
rhetoric of the Fisk Jubilee Singers’, Quarterly Journal of Speech, 108:3 (2022): 271– 
291. 
9 Anderson, Deep River, 59–111; Alain Locke, ‘The Negro Spirituals,’ 199–224 in The 
New Negro. An Interpretation. ed. Alain Locke (Albert and Charles Boni, 1925); 
W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, (Bedford Books, 1987, orig. 1903), 185–194; 
Samuel A. Floyd, Jr. (ed.), Black Music in the Harlem Renaissance. A collection of 
essays (The University of Tennessee Press, 1990), especially the articles by Floyd (p. 
1–28), Paul Burgett (p. 29–40), Rawn Spearman (p. 41–54). Also James Weldon 
Johnson, ‘Preface’, The Book of American Negro Spirituals (arr. J. Rosamond 
Johnson) (Da Capo Press, 1985, orig. 1925 and 1926), 11–50. 
10 See Marika Kivinen & Maren Joansson ‘Ambulerande svarta sångare i Finland 
circa 1880–1940’, Genus, arbete och landsbygd, eds. Anders Ahlbäck et al. (Svenska 
Litteratursällskapet 2025), 225–255; Maren Jonasson, ‘Exhibiting the Extraordinary 
Body’ in Encounters and Practices of Petty Trade in Northern Europe, 1820–1960, eds. 
Jutta Ahlbeck, Ann-Catrin Östman & Eija Stark (Palgrave Macmillan 2022), 171– 
197; Maren Jonasson, ‘Föreställningar, platser och rum. Två afroamerikanska 
marknadsartisters vistelse i Finland 1881–1883’ in Att mötas kring varor eds. Johanna 
Wassholm & Ann-Catrin Östman (Svenska Litteratursällskapet 2021), 181–208. 
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Blackness.11 The material in this chapter consists of newspaper 
articles, reviews, marketing material, and advertisements pub-
lished in both Finnish and Swedish language newspapers in 
Finland between 1930 and 1934. Among all the texts analysed 
in this chapter, around one hundred different items deal 
directly with Marian Anderson’s concert performances. Based 
on newspaper material, I have compiled a list of Anderson’s  
concerts and the spirituals that Anderson performed in 
Finland (see appendix). 

I approach music as a social practice that involves both per-
former and audience, as well as agents and marketing.12 Music 
is also seen as thought, as carrying affect and ideas or ideo-
logies.13 Theoretical understandings of race and racialisation in 
and through music are central to my understanding; although 
I will not be discussing understandings and interpretations of 
voice in relation to Marian Anderson in depth, the analysis is 
inspired by the idea that voice is malleable and unstable, and 
that racialising happens through voice and listening.14 

— 
11 Kivinen & Jonasson, ‘Ambulerande’, 225–228; 234–237; 242–245. Vehanen was a 
well-established pianist, who had an international reputation. The concerts in 
Finland were organised and promoted by Fazer’s concert bureau, the most influential 
agency in Finland. 
12 On music and social practices see for instance Christopher Small, Musicking: The 
Meanings of Performing and Listening (Wesleyan U.P, 1998) and Lawrence Kramer, 
Music as Cultural Practice, 1800–1900 (University of California Press, 1990). 
13 Sara Ahmed, ‘Happy Objects’ in The Affect Theory Reader, eds. Melissa Gregg & 
Gregory J. Seigworth (Duke University Press, 2010), 29–51 and Sara Ahmed, ‘The 
performativity of disgust’ in Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion 
(Routledge, 2004;) and Sara Ahmed, ‘Affective Economies’, Social Text 22/2, 2004, 
117–139. 
14 Nina Sun Eidsheim, The Race of Sound: Listening, Timbre and Vocality in African 
American Music (Duke University Press, 2019); Jennifer Lynn Stoever, The Sonic 
Color Line: Race and the Cultural Politics of Listening (New York University Press, 
2016). 
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Abolitionist Arguments and the  
Cultural Politics of Spirituals 

In his autobiography published in 1845 Frederick Douglass 
asked readers to pause and listen to the songs of enslaved 
persons. They were a ‘tale of woe’ and a ‘testimony against 
slavery’.15 He wrote that contrary to common belief the songs 
were not evidence of the happiness of enslaved persons, but 
that ‘[s]laves sing most when they are most unhappy’. He 
continued: ‘The songs of the slave represent the sorrows of his 
heart; and he is relieved by them, only as an aching heart is 
relieved by its tears. At least, such is my experience’.16 

According to Jon Cruz, Black religious song making 
became a part of the abolitionist movement, sparking interest 
in collecting, transcribing, and publishing spirituals, thus 
transforming Black oral culture into written text. Cruz argues 
that Douglass called for an ‘interpretive ethos of pathos’, 
requiring a new mode of hearing.17 It required an ‘attentive and 
refined sensibility’. This new interest allowed slaves to be seen 
as ‘culturally expressive subjects’. According to Cruz, it was 
during the Civil War that the ‘Negro Spiritual’ became a ‘dis-
tinct, observable, and knowable element of black culture’, even 
the preferred form of Black cultural expression.18 

This form of interpreting and listening to spirituals very 
quickly became an international phenomenon. Kira Thurman, 
in her study of the reception of spirituals in Germany and 
Austria between the 1870s and 1930s, states that ‘listeners 
came to believe that African American spirituals – more than 

— 
15 Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave 
(First Avenue Editions, 2014, orig. 1845), 25 and Jon Cruz, Culture on the Margins: 
The Black Spiritual and the Rise of American Cultural Interpretation (Princeton 
University Press, 1999), 3. 
16 Douglass, Narrative, 26. 
17 Cruz, Culture on the Margins, 3. 
18 Cruz, Culture on the Margins, 4. 
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any other form of ‘Black music’ or ‘Negro music’ – were capa-
ble of entering the realm of high art music’.19 

Spirituals had been in focus within African American dis-
cussions on African American cultural expression since the 
1870s. Fisk Jubilee Singers, and later other similar vocal 
groups, had promoted the transformation of the Black folk tra-
dition into performances for the (predominantly white) con-
cert stage and had increased the knowledge of this tradition 
world-wide. FJS began touring to fundraise for Fisk University. 
Between 1871 and 1878 the ensemble had performed in the 
United States, Great Britain, Germany, Holland, and Switzer-
land.20 In the 1890s they toured in the Nordic countries, 
including Finland in 1895.21 

Performances by Black singers of spirituals were always 
interpreted in relation to stereotypical assumptions of Black 
persons in general and Black performers in particular.22 Thus, 
the performers were by necessity always involved in different 
types of cultural resistance to racist assumptions. Kira Thur-
man writes on the reception of spirituals in Austria and Ger-
many from the 1870s to the 1930s that by ‘performing in cus-
tom gowns and tuxedos on some of Europe’s most famous 
concert stages, they strove to elevate African American culture 
specifically and the Black Diaspora more generally in the eyes 

— 
19 Thurman, Kira, ‘“Africa in European Evening Attire”: Defining African Ameri-
can Spirituals and Western Art Music in Central Europe, 1870s–1930s’ in Rethinking 
Black German Studies: Approaches, Interventions, and Histories, edited by Tiffany 
Florvil & Vanessa Plumly (Peter Lang: 2018), 200. 
20 Jakes, ‘‘Natural’ virtuosos’, 272. 
21 Kivinen & Jonasson, ‘Ambulerande’, 225–229; 231–234 and 239–242. 
22 On historical representations of Blackness in Sweden and Finland see Åsa Bharathi 
Larsson, Colonizing Fever: Race and Media Cultures in Late Nineteenth-century 
Sweden (Lund University, 2016); Leena-Maija Rossi, ‘Licorice boys and female coffee 
beans: representations of colonial complicity in Finnish visual culture’ in Complying 
with Colonialism, eds. Suvi Keskinen et al. (Ashgate, 2009), 189–204; and Marika 
Kivinen, ‘Bröllopsresa i Kongo – ras, kön och makt i en finländsk reseskildring’, 
Naistutkimus-Kvinnoforskning 2003:4, 31–44.  
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and ears of the white societies in which they participated’.23 

Thurman asserts that Black musicians and singers performed 
respectability both on and off stage, appealing to their audi-
ences. She writes: 

Much like the Fisk Jubilee Singers, African American perfor-
mers of spirituals sought out European high art spaces in which 
to perform, thus legitimizing spirituals as art music. […] Audi-
ences arrived to the concert hall already expecting or assuming 
that they would be hearing cultivated, serious music. By the  
nature of their performance spaces alone, these musicians were 
able to differentiate themselves from jazz performers in cabaret 
clubs or Black entertainers in dance halls.24 

Spirituals can be seen to have become a nexus for cultural 
struggles around understandings of the musical traditions of 
enslaved persons. White cultural understandings of spirituals 
were intertwined with stereotypes of formerly enslaved and/or 
Black persons as singers and performers. Since spirituals are 
songs with a religious content, they had the potential to raise 
sympathy for abolitionism, and performances of them could 
be seen as a specific kind of soul-making, or rehumanising, ser-
ving as a post-abolitionist argument for citizenship for Black 
persons. On the other hand, spirituals formed an important 
part of Black self-expression and were a vehicle for resistance 
to slavery and the dehumanising and devaluing of Black 
persons and Black music. 

Since the late 19th century, African American composers 
had made musical arrangements of spirituals that were similar 
to classical art-songs and resembled folk song arrangements. 
The international music publisher Ricordi had in 1917 pub-
lished a collection of spirituals arranged by the baritone, com-

— 
23 Thurman, ‘‘Africa in European’’, 203. 
24 Thurman, ‘‘Africa in European’’, 214. 
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poser, and music editor Harry T. Burleigh.25 These were per-
formed and promoted by many singers. 

In the 1920s the tenor Roland Hayes had performed these 
songs in concerts in Germany and Austria. In a similar fashion, 
Marian Anderson ended all her concerts of classical art songs 
with a section of spirituals in arrangements by her contem-
poraries Burleigh, Edward Boatner, Roland Hayes, J. Rosa-
mond Johnson, and others.26 In addition to Hayes and Ander-
son, Kira Thurman also cites Abbie Mitchell, Paul Robeson, 
Aubrey Pankey, and Lilian Evanti as singers who travelled to 
Germany and Austria in the 1920s and 1930s. They came to 
study classical music, but also offered song recitals, including 
spirituals.27 

Spirituals had since the late 19th century been a central part 
of African-American debates and discussions on Black music 
and aesthetics.28 For Douglass, writing in 1845, the spirituals 
were ‘songs of sorrow’, and for W.E.B. Du Bois in his The Souls 
of Black Folk from 1903 the spirituals were ‘sorrow songs’ – a 
part of the folk legacy that would ‘provide a passage into the 
“kingdom of culture” where distinctly Black expressive content 
might find sympathetic expression in idealist cosmopolitan 
forms’.29 In the Harlem Renaissance (sometimes also called the 
Negro Renaissance – the flourishing of Black culture in the 
1920s and 1930s) music was central for thought and action. 
Spirituals were one of the most important forms of music for 
this movement, which is exemplified by the fact that Alain 
Locke in 1925 dedicated a whole chapter in the anthology The 
New Negro to the spirituals.30 

— 
25 Harry T. Burleigh, The celebrated Negro Spirituals arranged for solo voice (Ricordi, 
1917). 
26 See Keiler, Marian Anderson, 350–351 for a complete list of spirituals that Ander-
son performed during her career. 
27 Thurman, ‘‘Africa in European’’, 211. 
28 Floyd, ‘Music in the Harlem Renaissance’, 12–16. 
29 Anderson, Deep River, 16. 
30 Locke, ‘The Negro Spirituals’, 199–224. 
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In an article focusing on the slightly later writing of Locke, 
Paul Burgess argues that Locke’s view of spirituals can be seen 
as a part of a form of vindication of Black music, a way of chal-
lenging the dehumanising views of post-abolition racism in the 
United States.31 Not all agreed that spirituals should primarily 
become a vehicle to social and cultural advancement. Zora 
Neale Hurston was one of the vocal critics of a view on art that 
was founded on Black folk traditions, but which rejected ver-
nacular forms of expression.32 

Finnish Audiences and Cultural Interpretations of 
Spirituals in the Early 1930s 

The popularity of the spirituals rendered possible the distribu-
tion of Black American music tradition towards a large audi-
ence on several continents. As the spirituals were directly 
derived from the musical culture of Black persons enslaved on 
plantations and often dealt – directly or indirectly – with suf-
fering and redemption from suffering, they also shaped the 
way in which plantation slavery was understood outside the 
United States. This can be seen from the reception of Marian 
Anderson’s concerts in Finland. 

Marian Anderson and Kosti Vehanen held their first 
concert in Finland on November 24th 1930, in the University 
Hall of Helsinki University. The concert was sold out, and 
quickly a second concert was announced for the 26th. Both 
concerts ended with a section of spirituals and the audience 
heard arrangements of ‘Go Down Moses’, ‘I Don’t Feel Noways 
Tired’, ‘Oh Wasn’t Dat a Wide Ribber’, ‘Deep River’ and ‘Oh 

— 
31 Burgess, Paul, ‘Vindication as a Thematic Principle in the Writings of Alain Locke 
on the Music of Black Americans’, in Floyd, Black Music in the Harlem Renaissance, 
29–41.  
32 Zora Neale Hurston, ‘Spirituals and Neo-Spirituals (1934)’ in The New Negro: 
Readings on Race, Representation, and African American Culture, 1892–1938, edited 
by Henry Louis Gates and Gene Andrew Jarrett (Princeton University Press, 2008), 
473–476. 
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Peter Go Ring-a dem Bells’ by Harry T. Burleigh as well as 
‘Wade in de Water’ by Edward Boatner.33 

In an interview published in the major newspaper Helsingin 
Sanomat, Marian Anderson is quoted as saying: ‘The religious 
negro songs, spirituals, are in my opinion very interesting and 
special. In them the negroes’ inner pain and anguish from the 
time that they were persecuted is voiced in an expressive way’.34 

She went on to say that all her concerts include four such songs. 
In the reviews and commentaries of these first concerts, 

some reviewers called the spirituals ‘religious negro songs, 
spirituals’,35 ‘spiritual negro songs’36 or ‘negro spirituals’,37 but 
more often the songs were identified solely as ‘negro songs’ or 
‘negro tunes’.38 In many of the texts the connection to planta-
tion slavery was implied, although not explicitly expressed. An 
exception to this was Svenska Pressen, where the reviewer 
called the spirituals ‘plantation songs’.39 The spirituals were 
often connected to understandings of race, nationhood or 
people through expressions such as ‘the original natural tunes 
of her people’,40 ‘the genuine songs of her own people’41 or 
‘anglonegroid tones’.42 This shows that while the spirituals 
were seen as part of the musical tradition of enslaved persons 
on plantations, they were also identified in terms of race, or in 

— 
33 Hufvudstadsbladet (HBL) 20.11.1930, 7 and Helsingin Sanomat (HS) 25.11.1930, 
7. 
34 ‘Uskonnolliset neekerilaulut, spirituals, ovat mielestäni hyvin mielenkiintoisia ja 
erikoisia. Niissä kuvastuu vaikuttavasti neekerien sisäinen tuska ja ahdistus niiltä 
ajoilta, jolloin heitä vainottiin’, HS 24.11.1930, 3. 
35 ‘Uskonnolliset neekerilaulut, spirituals,’ HS 24.11.1930, 3. 
36 ‘andliga negersångerna,’ Svenska Pressen 25.11.1930, 4. 
37 ‘negro spirituals,’ Allas Krönika 29.11.1930, 30. 
38 ‘neekerilaulut’, Ajan Sana [newspaper published by the far-right movement IKL] 
25.11.1930, 4; HS 25.11.1930, 7; HS 27.11.1930, 7; Suomenmaa 25.11.1930, 6; Suomen 
Sosialidemokraatti 1.12.1930, 5. 
39 ‘plantagesånger’, Svenska Pressen 25.11.1930, 4. 
40 ‘alkuperäisiä heimonsa luonnonsäveliä’, HS 25.11.1930, 7. 
41 ‘sitt eget folks genuina sånger’, Studentbladet 1.12.1930, 8. 
42 ‘anglonegrisiä säveleitä’, Uusi Suomi 25.11.1930, 6. 
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terms of a specific people. For example, the composer Selim 
Palmgren wrote in his review that ‘the interest in music, 
especially vocal music and choir singing, is typical for the 
race’.43 He wrote that different choirs of varied quality  had  
given concerts in Finland and that their ‘peculiar, but expres-
sive spiritual songs’ should have made a memorable impres-
sion.44 For the most part the spirituals were connected to the 
history of the United States, but often the idea of the spirituals 
seems to imply a connection to Africa, either through an 
understanding of the music of enslaved persons as an African 
diasporic music, or through an understanding of Blackness as 
connected to Africanness. 

At the time of the first concerts in 1930 the general audience 
in Finland was not assumed to automatically know what the 
spirituals were, and English was not a commonly spoken lan-
guage during this period. In the press material from the Fazer 
Concert Bureau published before the concerts, Burleigh and 
Boatner were mentioned by name as composers, whereas the 
term ‘negro spirituals’ was not actively used in the press. 
However, there is a clear change in the terminology from 1931 
onwards. Once the press material had established this term, it 
was used consistently by reviewers and commentators. 
However, even when the term ‘negro spirituals’ was used, the 
same kinds of descriptions or qualifiers were repeatedly used 
during the time-period. The spirituals were seen as religious, 
pious, or spiritual ‘negro songs’ and described as ‘the religious-
mystical songs of her race’45 or ‘songs of childhood, religious-
sorrowful melodies of the people’.46 They were often seen as 
specifically African American folk songs.47 

— 
43‘är intresset för tonkonst, speciellt vokalmusik och icke minst körsång, utmärkande 
för rasen’, Hufvudstadsbladet (HBL) 25.11.1930, 7. 
44 ‘egendomliga, men uttrycksfulla andliga sånger’, ibid. 
45 ‘rotunsa uskonnollis-mystillisiä lauluja’, Uusi Suomi 22.11.1931, 24. 
46 ‘lapsuuden laulut, heimon uskonnollis-surumieliset sävelmät’, HS 13.11.1931, 7. 
47 Helsingfors-Journalen 7.1.1933, 8; HS 13.2.1933, 3; HS 21.3.1933, 4; Ylioppilaslehti 
14.10.1933, 11; Vaasa 10.11.1933, 2 and others. 
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A few commentators connected the songs explicitly to the 
history of slavery, such as the composer and poet Elmer 
Diktonius, who called the spirituals ‘child-like pious melodies 
from the banks of the Mississippi’,48 and the composer Sulho 
Ranta, who made a reference to the ‘times of Uncle Tom’s 
cabin’.49 The connection was made even clearer in a longer 
report in Helsingfors-Journalen in 1933: 

Negro spirituals are an expression of their religion. They were 
created out in the plantation fields, under a heavy workload, 
during lonely walks. Through all these songs hope and a trust 
in a final justice and brotherhood is brought forth. Sorrow and 
joy change quickly, because the message always gives a promise 
of redemption from all hindrances and strain.50 

In light of this material, it seems clear that ideas of slavery and 
the music of enslaved persons were created and rearticulated 
in the reception of Marian Anderson’s concerts. The concerts 
and performances were widely publicised. What is interesting 
to note, however, is that although Anderson’s concerts, as well 
as records and radio broadcasts, sparked an interest in 
spirituals, few commentators, even those who were composers 
themselves, showed an interest in the musical style or the 
history of the music. There is a clear difference between the 
American, and specifically Black American, understanding of 
spirituals and the understanding of the Finnish audiences and 
musical professionals, such as music critics (several of whom 

— 
48 ‘dessa barnafromma melodier från Mississippis strander’, Nya Argus 16.10.1933, 
11. 
49 ‘Setä Tuomon tuvan ajoista’, Suomalainen Suomi 1.12.1933, 59. 
50 ‘Negro Spirituals äro uttrycket för deras religion. De blevo till ute på plantagefälten 
under svår arbetstyngd, under ensamma vandringar. Genom alla dessa sånger bryter 
där fram ett hopp och en tro till en yttersta rättvisa och till broderskap. Sorg och 
glädje växla hastigt, ty budskapen utlova alltid befrielse från alla hinder och tryck’. 
Interview with Naëmi Lindholm in Helsingfors-Journalen 7.1.1933, 9. Lindholm 
spent some time in New York and Harlem in 1932, and a signed photograph of Harry 
T. Burleigh is included in the interview. 
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were teaching music history, or were either active musicians or 
composers).51 

It might be that arrangements of folk songs were so com-
monplace in Finnish classical music, that the spirituals were 
not seen to differ from this tradition. A more likely interpreta-
tion, though, is that most listeners, also the professional lis-
teners, were involved in what Kira Thurman has called 
Anthropological listening.52 The music was interpreted within 
a larger, racist, cultural discourse on Blackness and African 
American culture, and thus, was not studied or examined at 
more than a superficial level. The spirituals were seen as being 
part of ‘nature’ rather than ‘culture’, and were judged accord-
ingly.  

Affective Understandings of Spirituals 
Many of the music critics commented extensively on the 
impression Marian Anderson’s performances of spirituals 
made on them. After Anderson’s first concert in Helsinki in 
1930, Helsingin Sanomat wrote that the spirituals raised a 
special interest in the audience and were sung in a ‘charac-
teristic and colourful’ way.53 A few days later, the same paper 
wrote that the ‘naively pious negro tunes’ were given a deeply 
moving portrayal and continued: ‘The concert hall, filled to the 
brim, listened as if enchanted to this wondrous song’.54 The fol-
lowing year the same paper wrote that the songs were 

— 
51 For instance, these reviewers were also composers: Selim Palmgren, Ernst Pingoud, 
Sulho Ranta, Taneli Kuusisto, Elmer Diktonius and Väinö Pesola. Of the different 
music critics, the pianist and composer Selim Palmgren was the only one to have a 
first-hand experience of the United States, having worked as a professor in the 
Eastman School of Music in Rochester, New York, 1921–26. Kimmo Korhonen, 
Selim Palmgren: Elämä Musiikissa (Helsinki: WSOY, 2009), 501. 
52 Kira Thurman, Singing like Germans. Black Musicians in the Land of Bach, 
Beethoven, and Brahms (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2022). 
53 ‘karakteristisesti ja väririkkaasti laulettuina’, HS 25.11.1930, 7. 
54 ‘naivinhartaiden neekerisävelmien’; ‘Uppotäysi sali kuunteli kuin lumottuna tätä 
ihmeellistä laulua’, HS 27.11.1930, 7. 
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‘strangely intriguing’.55 In 1933 Hufvudstadsbladet wrote that 
the ‘deeply expressive interpretation fascinated the listener’ as 
did the warm delivery and the rich beauty of Marian 
Anderson’s softly changing colouring of the voice.56 Of her first 
concert in Turku in 1933, one of the local newspapers wrote 
that the singer in the spirituals ‘conjured up feelings from a 
world, which is very strange to Europeans’ and continued to 
say that especially ‘Boatner’s Tramping was in all regards the 
most magical number, leaving an almost trembling impres-
sion’.57 

In 1933 a commentator in Uusi Suomi wrote: 

When Marian Anderson sings about man’s journey towards 
Jerusalem – ‘I’m tramping, tramping, tramping – one feels in 
her song the grief and cloudiness of our earthly wandering. One 
also feels the helpless sadness of a person who belongs to an 
outcast race. Moving, accusing us, is her joy, when she thinks 
about the end of the journey, a city, that she’s ‘been told has 
streets of gold’.58 

They continued and wrote: ‘All I know, is that listening to her 
was peaceful and good’. The ‘darkness of the voice and habi-
tus’, the ‘nightly and deep lusciousness caressed the listeners, 
us European rational people’, ‘children of the white race’, who 
in ‘our smartly decorated concert halls listen to art and form 
our opinions of it’. In those ‘cool-coloured surroundings’ 
Marian Anderson stands and sings: ‘I looked over Jordan, and 

— 
55 ‘kummallisesti kiehtovat’, HS 10.11.1931, 7. 
56 ‘djupt uttrycksfulla tolkning fascinerade åhöraren’, HBL 2.10.1933, 4. 
57 ‘loihti laulajatar tunnelmia eurooppalaiselle perin oudosta maailmasta’, Turun 
Sanomat 6.10.1933, 4. 
58 ‘Kun Marian Anderson laulaa ihmisen matkasta Jerusalemia kohti – ”kuljen, 
kuljen, kuljen” – niin tuntee hänen laulussaan maallisen vaelluksemme murheen ja 
pilvisyyden. Tuntee myöskin hyljättyyn rotuun kuuluvan ihmisen auttamattoman 
surumielisyyden. Liikuttava, meitä syyttävä on hänen ilonsa, kun hän ajattelee 
matkan päätä, kaupunkia, josta hänelle ‘on kerrottu, että sen kadut ovat kultaa’. Uusi 
Suomi 8.10.1933, 10. 
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what did I see? Are they coming to carry me home? A band of 
angels is coming to carry me home’.59 

A month later the composer Ernst Pingoud wrote the 
following poetic lines in Hufvudstadsbladet: 

Her art is longing, religion, and the fear of God – and heaven 
endowed her these great gifts to express its shy piety. Marian’s 
song is an offering to the proud god, who smiles only upon the 
chosen […] Her art is neither suffering nor struggle – this art is 
love and humanity.60 

Many commentators saw Anderson’s interpretations of spiri-
tuals as impressions of herself, something ‘completely authen-
tic’. The same review in Åbo Underrättelser included the 
notion that Anderson’s singing allowed the singer to ‘sing out 
what she herself feels’.61 A reviewer in Tampere wrote that 
Anderson’s interpretations of spirituals were not only depen-
dant on their strangely attractive, melancholy melodies, but 
that they, through Anderson, had something that even a 
‘listener far away from the new continent believes to be the 
most beautiful longing of the trembling negro soul’.62 Svenska 
Pressen, in 1934, wrote that the four spirituals (among them 
‘Deep River’) were sung with ‘unsurpassed understanding and 

— 
59 ‘Tiedän vain, että oli rauhallinen ja hyvä kuunnella häntä’; ‘äänen ja olemuksen 
tummuus’; ‘tuo yöllisyys ja syvä runsaus hivelivät kuulija, meitä Euroopan järki-
ihmisiä, meitä valveutuneita päiväolentoja’; ‘valkoisen rodun lapsia’; ‘kuuntelemme   
järkevästi sisustetuissa konserttisaleissamme taidetta ja muodostamme siitä mieli-
piteitä’; ‘viileävärisessä ympäristössä’; ‘Katsahdin yli Jordanin, ja mitä näin? 
Tullaanko minua noutamaan kotiin? Enkeliparvi tulee noutamaan minut kotiin’ 
Uusi Suomi 8.10.1933, 10. 
60 ‘Hennes konst är längtan, religion, gudsfruktan – och himmeln skänkte henne 
dessa stora gåvor att giva uttryck åt sin skygga fromhet! Marians sång är ett offer till 
den fjära guden, som småler blott till de utvalda… Hennes konst är varken lidande 
eller kamp – denna konst är kärlek och humanitet’. HBL 6.11.1933, 4. 
61 ‘fullkomligt autentiska’; ‘att sjunga ut vad hon själv känner’, Åbo Underrättelser 
6.10.1933, 2. 
62 ‘kuulija täällä uudesta mantereesta etäälläkin uskoo väreilevän neekerisielun 
kauneinta kaipausta’, Aamulehti 9.11.1933, 6. 
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empathy’. The reviewer contends that in the interpretation one 
can hear ‘the innermost life of a people’s soul’.63 

There is a certain kind of repetition in what seems to be the 
reviewers’ unique and personal experiences. This points to a 
larger discourse on Black music, as a form of music with 
intense emotional expressivity and a discourse of Black singers 
as being particularly skilled at expressing emotion. Although 
difficult to prove, it does seem likely that some of this senti-
ment goes back to abolitionist interpretations of singing by 
enslaved persons, and especially to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a novel 
which was read widely also in Finland. Cheryl C. Boots writes 
that Harriet Beecher Stowe ‘strategically included hymns and 
hymn singing within the narrative’. According to Boots these 
‘appealed to her readers’ emotions, fuelling their sympathy 
with the victims of slavery’, thus endorsing abolition. Although 
the hymns in Uncle Tom’s Cabin were by Methodist reverends, 
rather than Black spirituals, Boots argues that hymns ‘created 
a musical language or soundtrack for social action on behalf of 
the slaves’ emancipation and for free blacks’ inclusion in 
American society’.64 

Boots argues that Uncle Tom’s Cabin condemns ‘passive 
compliance with slavery’. In order to fight slavery actively, ‘one 
must feel correctly and correct feelings come from emotional 
identification with slaves’ oppression’. This emotional identi-
fication can happen through music.65 

— 
63 ‘med oförliknelig förståelse och inlevelse’; ‘en folksjäls innersta liv’, Svenska Pressen 
22.10.1934, 4. 
64 Cheryl C. Boots, ‘Harriett Beecher Stowe's abolition soundtrack in Uncle Tom's 
Cabin’ Forum on Public Policy: A Journal of the Oxford Round Table (summer 2010). 
65 Boots, ‘Harriet Beecher Stowe’. Different, often heavily abbreviated, versions of 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin circulated in Finland since the early 1850s. Many of these 
included references to hymn singing, albeit not as extensively as the original work by 
Harriet Beecher Stowe. 
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Intense Religious Expression  
The reception of spirituals does not only rely on emotional 
responses, but also on understandings of spirituals as expres-
sions of religion, and of intense religious emotion. In one of 
the few longer commentaries on spirituals, published in 1933, 
the interviewee, Naëmi Lindholm, describes spirituals as 
‘spontaneous outbursts of intense religious devotion’.66 

Marketing material from the same year for a church concert in 
Tampere included the statement that Anderson’s ‘life was her 
singing’, and that she therefore could ‘pour all of her soul’ into 
it. Anderson had all the prerequisites for portraying the 
spirituals in the ‘psychologically right’ way.67 

A reviewer in Kuopio wrote that Anderson’s interpretations 
of ‘Tramping’, ‘Crucifixion’ and ‘Didn’t My Lord Deliver 
Daniel?’ were ‘more impressive than the best of sermons’.68 

Another review of the same concert, wrote that the three 
spirituals at the end were ‘performed with sensitive and soulful 
abandon’.69 A few days later the reviewer in Ilkka, published in 
Vaasa, wrote that ‘Crucifixion’ was given a ‘shaking and 
emotional’ performance, and the same song moved the critic 
of Kansan Lehti to tears.70 

In 1933 Vasabladet wrote that Marian Anderson’s singing 
was a ‘triad of nature, art and soul’. The reviewer claimed that 
in the last song, ‘The Gospel Train’ (arr. Burleigh), one could 
see the ‘singer rapt in ecstasy’ and that the ‘alluring rhythm, the 
suggestive repetitions and refrains irresistibly captured the 

— 
66 ‘spontana utbrottet av intensiv religiös andakt’, Helsingfors-Journalen 7.1.1933, 8. 
67 ‘hänen elämänsä on laulaminen’; ‘sisällyttää siihen koko sielunsa’; ‘psykologisesti 
oikeaan tulkintaan’, Aamulehti 7.11.1933, 5. 
68 ‘vaikuttavampi kuin parahin saarna’, Karjalan Suunta 11.10.1934, 2. 
69 ‘herkällä sielullisella anatumuksella’, Savo 10.10.1934, 6. 
70 ‘vavahuttavan tunnelmallisen tulkinnan’, Ilkka 13.10.1934; ‘sai kuulijan liikutetuksi 
kyyneliin saakka’, Kansan Lehti 16.10.1934, 2. 
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listener’.71 The following year, a reviewer in Helsinki wrote that 
the ‘delicate poetry of the negro songs are like worshipping the 
Holy Ghost’.72 

In many reviews, religious expression and intense emotion-
ality bordered on mysticism. In 1930, after Anderson’s first 
concerts in Finland, Allas Krönika wrote that ‘the soulful eyes 
let us envisage a glimpse of the mystique of the negro soul’, 
continuing that when ‘Anderson sang these wonderful negro 
spirituals, this mystique captured us completely’.73 In 1931, 
Uusi Suomi saw Anderson as some sort of visionary, and wrote: 

Helsinki has for a few weeks been filled with a Marian Ander-
son-fever. The three concerts she gave had an exceptionally 
warm and ecstatic atmosphere. There was something infinitely 
moving and uplifting in the performances of this ‘black orchid’. 
And especially when she sang the religious-mystical songs of 
her race, the so-called negro spirituals, she opened completely 
new, marvellous visions for the listener.74 

Sometimes the experiences of the reviewers seemed metaphy-
sical or transcendent. According to one reviewer in 1934 the 
‘negro songs affected as a painful night dressed in mourning’.75 

A few days later another reviewer commented that Schubert’s 

— 
71 ‘treenighet av natur, konst och själ’; ‘försjunken i extas’; ‘Den sugande rytmen, de 
suggererande upprepningarna och refrängerna fängslade oemotståndligt åhöraren’, 
Vasabladet 10.11.1933, 3. 
72 ‘hienosyinen runous oli kuin pyhänhengen palvontaa’, Suomen Sosialidemokraatti 
17.10.1934, 4. 
73 ‘den själfulla blicken låter oss ana glimtar av negersjälens mystik’, Allas Krönika 
29.11.1930, 30. 
74 ‘Helsingissä on parin viikon ajan vallinnut Marian Anderson-kuume. Hänen pitä-
mässään kolmessa konsertissa vallitsi meikäläisiin oloihin nähden aivan erikoisen 
lämmin ja haltioitunut tunnelma. Oli jotakin äärettömän liikuttavaa ja ylentävää 
tämän ‘mustan orvokin’ esityksissä. Ja varsinkin hänen laulaessa rotunsa 
uskonnollis-mystisiä lauluja, ns. negro spiritualeja, avasi hän kuulijalle aivan uudet, 
ihmeelliset näyt.’ Uusi Suomi 22.11.1931, 24. 
75 ‘kuin surupukuun verhottu tuskainen yö’, Suomen Sosialidemokraatti 8.10.1934, 3. 
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‘Der Tod und das Mädchen’ and Payne’s ‘Crucifixion’ were 
two songs ‘that with her astonishing instrument transformed 
into touching reflections of an otherworldly beauty’.76 Accord-
ing to Tammerfors Aftonblad in 1933, the ‘intense feeling and 
true inspiration was touching and enviable’, and the concerts 
people were used to bore no comparison.77 One reviewer stated 
that in her rendition of ‘Crucifixion’ the listener was guided by 
Anderson to redemption.78 After her concert in Viipuri one 
reviewer wrote: 

And when she in the wonderous songs of her country and 
people tells, what moved in the depths of her soul, the listener 
felt to be in a  pure, high atmosphere.  The  moment spoke  its  
shocking and serious language.79 

The reception seems to indicate a strong presence of racialising 
and stereotypical understandings of Black persons and Black 
music as mystical, bordering on the otherworldly. Religion is 
seen less as dogma or scripture, and more as an emotional 
experience. The performances seem to also serve as a place for 
the reviewers and commentators to describe their own experi-
ences, giving them free reign to project their own assumptions 
and affects onto Anderson.  

There is a specific form of affective posturing, which again 
seems to point to wide-spread, international understandings of 
the religious music connected to slavery. This is likely con-
nected to understandings of religious music in abolitionist 
arguments. Boots argues that the ‘protestant sacred music in 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin established emotional connections and 
— 
76 ‘två sånger som med hennes vidunderliga röstinstrument blevo gripande reflexer 
av en överjordisk skönhet’, Vasabladet 14.10.1934, 3. 
77 ‘Den starka inlevelsen och äkta inspirationen var rörande och avundsvärd,’ 
Tammerfors Aftonblad 10.11.1933, 3. 
78 Aamulehti 16.10.1934, 5. 
79 ‘Ja kun hän maansa ja kansansa ihmeellisissä sävelissä vakuuttavasti kertoo, mitä 
sielun sisimmässä liikkui, tunsi kuulija olevansa puhtaassa, korkeassa ilmapiirissä. 
Hetki puhui järkyttävää, vahvaa kieltään’, Karjala 9.10.1934, 6. 
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moments of egalitarian resonance in the process of three 
strategic goals: to affirm slaves’ humanity, to establish slaves’ 
equality, and to legitimate slaves’ emancipation’.80 Of course, 
the spirituals cannot be equated with protestant hymns, and 
while over eighty years of history and geography cannot be 
ignored, it is compelling to see how specific themes seem to 
recur in the reception of spirituals by audiences outside the 
African American cultural sphere. 

Emotional Interpretations of Spirituals 
In this chapter, I have demonstrated how ideas of race and 
Blackness are articulated in the reception of Anderson’s 
performances of spirituals in Finland between 1930 and 1934. 
Her singing is seen as ‘authentic’ and as a ‘true’ expression of 
‘her people’. Certain racialised ideas, connected with ideas of a 
people are strongly connected to the spirituals. In many of the 
reviews understandings of spirituals make references to an idea 
of a ‘black mystique’, a religious or magical power, that resides 
in the spirituals, in Anderson or in Blackness. This seems to 
repeat racist and racialising ideas of Blackness and persons of 
African descent. 

Although the cultural understandings are linked to ideas of 
plantation slavery and to abolitionist ideas of the music of 
enslaved persons on plantations, there seems to be little or no 
interest in the musical form or history of the songs. Although 
all the arrangements performed by Anderson were in a clas-
sical music style, few commentators saw the spirituals as works 
of high art, but rather as folk songs. 

Paul Allen Anderson reminds readers in Deep River that 
historically, white audiences in the United States seemed to 
have an almost grotesque interest in the spirituals. The spiri-
tuals themselves often spoke of suffering and pain in veiled 
language, but white audiences filled the silences with previous 

— 
80 Boots, ‘Harriet Beecher Stowe’. 



HEARING SPIRITUALS – HEARING  SLAVERY?  

179 

knowledge of the violence of plantation slavery.81 The religious 
symbols and religious language of oppression and liberation 
gave audiences an opportunity to see the spirituals as speaking 
to a common human experience. However, the repeated allu-
sions to race in the Finnish press seem to always set spirituals 
and Anderson’s performances apart as distinctly different or 
exotic. Building on Lauren Berlant’s understanding of affective 
politics the reception of spirituals could be seen as an expres-
sion of ‘compassionate liberalism’ or ‘white universalist pater-
nalism’.82 

The material is rich on affect, showing how music not only 
works on the level of ideas, but also on the level of emotions. It 
could be argued that a particular kind of affective bond to ideas 
of slavery was created through the interaction between the 
music, the audiences and the singer during these perfor-
mances. It seems as if the performances of spirituals shaped 
understandings of slavery and created aural and affective 
representations of slavery. 

The continuities of affect in the reception of spirituals can 
be conceptualised through ‘stickiness’, a concept put forward 
by the philosopher Sara Ahmed.83 Ahmed connects affect and 
racialisation and uses the term ‘sticky’ in relation to her 
discussion on the relationship between affects and objects. She 
writes: ‘Affect is what sticks, or what sustains or preserves the 
connection between ideas, values, and objects’.84 Ideas, values, 
and objects (such as spirituals) are linked through the affective 
power of music. In the essay ‘The performativity of disgust’ 
Ahmed writes that stickiness can be seen as an ‘effect of the 
histories of contact between bodies, objects, and signs’, and that 
‘stickiness depends on histories of contact that have already 

— 
81 Anderson Deep River, 19. 
82 Lauren Berlant, The Female Complaint. The Unfinished Business of Sentimentality 
in American Culture (Duke University Press, 2009), 6. 
83 Ahmed, ‘Happy Objects’, 29 and Ahmed, ‘The performativity’, 90. 
84 Ahmed ‘Happy Objects’, 29. 
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impressed upon the surface of the object’.85 Thus, it is through 
repetition, through using a word in a certain way ‘again and 
again’, that ‘the “use” becomes intrinsic’.86 

Many of the reviews express certain affects and certain 
intense emotions in connection to Anderson’s renditions of 
the spirituals. ‘What sticks’ seems to be the idea that spirituals 
express Anderson’s emotions – as an African American. The 
interesting thing is that the reviewers seem to attach the affect 
to Anderson – as an African American –rather than to them-
selves as listeners or as interpreters of a musical performance. 
Here we can again see a connection to Berlant’s discussion on 
how white women writers have ‘mobilized fantasies of what 
black […] interiority based on suffering must feel like, to create 
a politics of good intentions, rooted in a form of ‘“soft 
supremacy”.’87 

Many of the reviews seem to express a sense of awe – there 
is something extraordinary and unique in the concert experi-
ences. This could be understood to express sympathy or 
empathy. This said, it seems important to bear in mind what 
Janelle Hobson remarks upon in her article Everybody’s protest 
song. 88 Hobson writes that interpretations of Anderson’s sing-
ing can fall ‘into the trappings of sentimentality’. She quotes 
James Baldwin’s essay Many Thousands Gone (1957), in which 
Baldwin states that ‘a protective sentimentality limits’ the 
understanding of black music by white audiences’.89 In the 
essay Everybody’s Protest Novel (1957) Baldwin shows senti-
mentality to be an ethically problematic affect, one that recurs 
in understandings of Black cultural expression. Baldwin writes: 

— 
85 Ahmed, ‘The performativity’, 90. 
86 Ahmed, ‘The performativity’, 91. 
87 Berlant, The Female Complaint, 6. 
88 Janelle Hobson, ‘Everybody’s Protest Song: Music as Social Protest in the 
Performances of Marian Anderson and Billie Holiday’, Signs, vol. 33, no.2, 2008, 445. 
89 Baldwin, James, Notes of a Native Son (The Beacon Press, 1957), 24. 
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Sentimentality, the ostentatious parading of excessive and spu-
rious emotion, is the mark of dishonesty, the inability to feel; 
the wet eyes of the sentimentalist betray his aversion to experi-
ence, his fear of life, his arid heart; and it is always, therefore, 
the signal of secret and violent inhumanity, the mask of cruelty. 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin – like its multitudinous, hard-boiled 
descendants – is a catalogue of violence.90 

Amy Schrager Lang discusses slavery and sentimentalism in 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Lang reads Uncle Tom’s Cabin as a senti-
mental novel and points out that ‘feeling is to be awakened to 
a specific political end’.91 Berlant, in her discussion of adap-
tations of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in American literature, sheds 
light on the problematics of a politics that relies on raising the 
right sort of feeling, rather than social action. Berlant writes: 
‘[S]entimentality from the top down softens risks to the con-
ditions of privilege by making obligations to action mainly 
ameliorative, a matter not of changing the fundamental terms 
that organize power, but of following the elevated claims of 
vigilant sensitivity, virtue, and conscience’.92 

The reception of spirituals in Finnish press seems to build 
on this type of abolitionist affective economy. There is a great 
interest in spirituals, but it seems mainly to be an interest in 
the exotic, faraway, and extraordinary. The interpretations of 
spirituals rely heavily on previous notions of slavery and 
Blackness, and white abolitionist arguments. Although there is 
much sentiment and emotion, most of it seems sentimental. In 
— 
90 Baldwin, Notes, 14. 
91 Amy Schrager Lang, ‘Slavery and sentimentalism: The strange career of Augustine 
St. Clare’, Women’s Studies, vol. 12 (1986), 33. 
92 Berlant, The Female Complaint, 33. Berlant discusses sentimentality, adaptations 
of Uncle Tom’s Cabin and race especially in the chapters ‘Poor Eliza’ (33–67) and ‘Pax 
Americana’ (69–106). Historian Lynn Festa discusses sentimentality in late 
eighteenth-century abolitionist arguments, which focused on descriptions of the 
Middle Passage. Lynn Festa, ‘Slavery, sentimentality and the abolition of affect’ in A 
Comparative Literary History of Modern Slavery, vol. I, Madeleine Dobie, Mads 
Anders Baggesgaard and Karen-Margarethe Simonsen (eds.) (John Benjamins, 
2024), 18–33. 
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a curious way the violence of slavery seems ever-present and 
assumed in the reception of Anderson’s performances of 
spirituals, but the focus of the reviews lies in the individual 
experiences of transcendence or beauty, thus obscuring the 
violent realities of slavery or of contemporary racism. 

This study of newspaper material of Anderson’s concerts 
1930 to 1934 seems to indicate that although the performances 
created a more widespread understanding of African Ameri-
can culture, the reception in Finland was also steeped in 
racialising stereotypes and a superficial understanding of the 
musical material. This study also shows the continuity of abo-
litionist ideas and shows how ideas of Blackness and/or 
African Americanness were intertwined with ideas of slavery 
in the early 1930s in a Finnish context. 
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Appendix:  
List of spirituals performed in concerts  

in Finland by Marian Anderson.1 

Boatner, Edward (arr.): On Ma Journey 
Boatner, Edward (arr.): Trampin’ 
Boatner, Edward (arr.): Wade in de Water 
Brown, Lawrence (arr.): Didn’t My Lord Deliver Daniel? 
Brown, Lawrence (arr.): Goin’ to Ride up in de Chariot 
Brown, Lawrence (arr.): I Know the Lord Laid His Hands on Me 
Brown, Lawrence (arr.): Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child 
Burleigh, Harry T. (arr.): By an’ By 
Burleigh, Harry T. (arr.): Deep River 
Burleigh, Harry T. (arr.): Every time I Feel de Spirit 
Burleigh, Harry T. (arr.): Go Down Moses 
Burleigh, Harry T. (arr.): Gospel Train 
Burleigh, Harry T. (arr.): Heav’n, Heav’n 
Burleigh, Harry T. (arr.): I Don’t Feel Noways Tired 
Burleigh, Harry T. (arr.): I Stood on de Ribber ob Jerdon 
Burleigh, Harry T. (arr.): My Way’s Cloudy 
Burleigh, Harry T. (arr.): Oh Peter Go Ring-a dem Bells 
Burleigh, Harry T. (arr.): Oh, Wasn’t Dat a Wide Ribber 
Burleigh, Harry T. (arr.): Sinner Please Doan Let Dis Harves’ Pass 
Burleigh, Harry T. (arr.): Steal Away 
Burleigh, Harry T. (arr.): Swing Low, Sweet Chariot 
Hayes, Roland (arr.): Lord, I Can’t Stay Away 
Johnson, J. Rosamond (arr.): Done Foun’ My Los’ Sheep 
Payne, John C. (arr.): Crucifixion 

— 
1 Hufvudstadsbladet (HBL) 20.11.1930, 7; Helsingin Sanomat (HS) 25.11.1930, 7; 
HBL 11.11.1931, 6; HS 13.11.1931, 7; HS 30.9.1933, HBL 4.10.1933, 7; HBL 4.11.1933, 
6; HS 6.11.1933,3. 
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