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Abstract 
 
This thesis explores the visual representation of Norwegian women’s textile skills 
before and after the turn of the twentieth century. It focuses on four forms of visual 
culture made between the 1880s, and around 1905: painting, photography, woven 
textiles, and the embroidered dress. By asking what textiles can reveal about 
Norwegian women’s lives, and the country in which they lived, the thesis considers 
what lower and middle-class women’s work with the loom and needle discloses about 
women living in rural and urban regions during an age defined by two significant 
issues. Firstly, the fight for Norwegian women’s rights; secondly, calls for national 
independence from Sweden. To address these questions, the dissertation examines 
the construction, circulation, collection, categorisation, and critique of painting and 
photography showing embroidered, woven and sewn goods. It also considers the 
textile items that women created by hand and by the machine. 
 By comparing and contrasting the expertise and experiences of women from 
poorer farming backgrounds based in inland and coastal areas of Norway, their 
working-class counterparts in Kristiania (now Oslo), and women of the bourgeoisie, the 
thesis investigates a segment of society which has, hitherto, received little attention 
from British art historians. It breaks new ground by analysing textile objects alongside 
imagery, and aims to comprehend how traditional and ingrained practical and 
decorative techniques mastered by a woman’s hand may have played a critical role in 
the modernisation of a country. Whether this was through the cultivation of a new 
identity, as much as through the natural evolution of a lifestyle, is considered. 
Furthermore, the assessment of ordinary, unremarkable handiwork, alongside prized 
textile pieces, is presented as re-evaluating what defined women’s taste, their day-to-
day activities, and their physical contribution within an emergent nation which became 
sovereign in 1905. It is suggested that Norwegian women may have been conscious of 
using ideologies connected to women’s domestic textile work when furthering the 
cause of their own gender, as much as their own country.  
 A socio-historic approach drives the research. Attention is paid to accessible 
and less available, privately and publicly owned primary sources, as well as interviews 
and regional field work. Rather than providing a stylistic survey of textiles, a discussion 
is advanced that contextualises imagery and item. This method addresses the extent to 
which women’s textile-related abilities, both artistic and applied, may have been 
necessary for historic and social reasons on a regional, national and international 
scale.  
 Resting on a narrative in which regional and metropolitan women and their 
textiles are prominent as subject matter, the dissertation is divided into three parts. The 
first provides an introductory overview of the coinciding socio-political, economic, 
geographical and cultural circumstances influencing women and country. The second 
assesses how rural women made textiles in rural regions, and surveys what was made 
for the interior, for market and for the body. The third addresses the experiences of 
women who were involved in textile work in Kristiania. For instance, in their capacity as 
factory hands, seamstresses and artists. The conclusion serves to show that 
metropolitan-based ideologies concerning nationalism and feminism, commercialism 
and consumerism, led to rurally-inspired pieces adopting different meanings when their 
makers and owners relocated elsewhere.
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Introduction: Women, Textiles and their Interplay 

 

On 7th June 1905 the Norwegian Parliament (Storting) dissolved Norway's ninety-one-

year-old union with Sweden and voted to offer the throne to Prince Carl of Denmark 

(1872-1957).1 His wife Princess Maud's (1869-1938) membership of the British royal 

household had played some part in why Carl was chosen. Following a plebiscite in 

November 1905, Prince Carl accepted the Norwegian crown. While he took the name 

Haakon VII, his young son took the name Olav. On 22nd June 1906, King Haakon VII 

and Queen Maud were crowned at Nidaros Cathedral in Trondheim.2 It was a 

momentous occasion, with photographs and other visual memorabilia released 

showing Maud in all her finery in an effort to introduce to the newly sovereign nation a 

sense of its own prominence and potential.3 To honour the occasion, a photograph was 

taken by the well-known Norwegian photographer, Peder O. Aune (1862-1931) on the 

day of the Coronation which is now included with the Royal Collection in Oslo (De 

Kongelige Samlinger) (figure 0.1). It shows the Queen, flanked by members of her 

court, seated alongside her husband at the city’s royal residence, Stiftsgården. Eleven 

of the thirteen men, including the King, are dressed in military uniform and decorated 

with medals. The five women, including Her Royal Highness, are clothed in 

embellished gowns of gold and white, with accessories of ermine, diamond and pearl.  

 Such royal portraits were significant during those momentous early years of 

1905 and 1906. They helped launch a wholly independent course for a country that, for 

the first time since the decline of medieval Norway, was setting out on an exciting road 

of discovery and consolidation as a sovereign state. After centuries of foreign rule, this 

former northern province was using imagery, object and artefact to show herself as 

autonomous country driven forward by a sophisticated national and international 

agenda, moving deftly to become part of Europe at large. It was appropriate, then, that 

Maud’s coronation dress was ordered especially for the occasion and skilfully worked 

upon by both British and Norwegian seamstresses. After being made by the English 

company, Vernon, delicate embroidery was added by women then working at the 

 
1 For the first time since 1397 Norway had her own King. This came after more than five hundred years of 
political unions with other Scandinavian nations. First, the Kalmar Union with Denmark and Sweden, which 
lasted until 1523, then the united kingdoms of Denmark-Norway, which lasted until 1814. Finally, the union 
with Sweden which lasted until 1905.   
2 Nidaros Cathedral is built over the burial site of King Olav II of Norway, who was also a Saint, and who 
reigned from 1010 until 1028. The Cathedral started to be built in 1070, and thereafter became the 
traditional location for the consecration of new Kings of Norway.  
3 Anne Kjellberg, Dronning Maud: Et Liv - En Motehistorie (Oslo: Grøndahl og Dreyers Forlag, 1995), 31-
38.  
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Norwegian fashion house, Silkehuset.4 Foreign and native onlookers would 

undoubtedly have been impressed by these noble visual representations that not only 

marked the Coronation Day, but introduced a sophisticated King and his Queen. ‘Amid 

the enthusiastic greetings of his subjects,’ remarked a British tourist, the Reverend T. 

B. Willson (dates unknown), five years later, ‘a new chapter of the history of Norway 

began.’5  

 It is, however, a second photograph of Maud, found in Oslo’s Norwegian 

Museum of Cultural History (Norsk Folkemuseum), which may be presented as more 

expressive of a visual identity that looked both backwards and forwards for a sense of 

national authenticity (figure 0.2).6 This was originally created on the 14th August 1893 

as a black and white photograph, before it was hand coloured and re-released in 1901, 

and again in 1905 when Norway acquired her Queen. The image by the Bergen-based 

photographer Karl Nyblin (1864-1894) contrasts with the aforementioned photograph of 

the lady seated alongside her courtiers. There is no crown, nor sumptuous garments or 

attentive courtiers. Here, Maud is represented as a young girl, standing alone in an 

upright pose, robed in hand-made, traditional clothing comprised of several 

unassuming items: a white apron (forkle) and starched white headdress (skaut) made 

from linen, and a black skirt (stakk) and red bodice (opplut) made from wool.7 This is an 

outfit modelled on a style worn in Hardanger, a remote area on the west coast of 

Norway, far from the urban racket of Kristiania and Trondheim. Such attire would have 

been originally created by, and associated with, a community of anonymous rural 

women whose roots went deep into the soil of the region from whence they came. 

Thus, if Maud’s Coronation robes signified majestic cosmopolitanism and hierarchical 

conduct, her Hardanger dress was no less rich with associations. These related to a 

backstory of labour on the land, a sensitivity for pagan belief, and a confidence 

engrained in times gone by.  

 There is clearly more to this second outfit than initially meets the eye. While the 

younger, customarily-attired Maud might have reminded countryside-dwellers of their 

pedigrees and capabilities, the textiles that adorn her figure would have satisfied the 

most ardent of Norway’s nationalists. Not least, the cultural spokesperson, dramatist, 

and son of a Lutheran minister Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson (1832-1910), whose Peasant 

Tales (Bondefortellinger) were first published in the 1850s and 1860s, and which 

 
4 Kjellberg, Dronning Maud, 132.  
5 Rev. T.B. Willson, Norway at Home (London: George Newnes Ltd, 1910), 30.  
6 The Norwegian Museum of Cultural History is also known as the Norsk Folkemuseum.  
7 The term for ‘bodice’ in Hardanger is opplut. But it differs depending on area: it can be upplut in Setesdal. 
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remained popular by the turn of the twentieth century for the way in which they 

celebrated Norway’s farmer and his wife.8 As Ellen Rees has written, it was by 

symbolically uniting with pastoral culture that members of Kristiania’s elite were able to 

claim a dependable sense of self during an age of soul-searching for what it really 

meant to be Norwegian.9 That some of Bjørnson’s tales were translated into English at 

the end of the nineteenth century illustrates how an ‘idea’ or ‘picture’ of Norway was 

carried even further afield by the appropriately attired female ‘peasant’.10 Contemporary 

accounts published in Britain between the 1880s and early 1900s show that the 

uniqueness of this once unassertive country sitting on the periphery of Europe was 

increasingly seen to be encapsulated by the looks and labours of bucolic women. 

Indeed, in the book Norway, which was written by Beatrix Jungman (circa 1880-1942) 

and illustrated by her husband Nico (1872-1935) in 1905, two hundred pages of text 

are broken up with a variety of watercolour images showing women in various styles of 

customary clothing. One of these, described as ‘A Hardanger Country Girl’, reveals a 

young lady, in profile, attired in garments that are identical to those that decorate Maud 

in Nyblin’s photograph (figure 0.3).11 Beatrix’s words celebrate the real people who 

wore such clothes. These were women, she says, who showed a capability with 

‘almost everything’ in a ‘country of isolated homes.’12 They had ‘excelled since early 

times’ through their habits of weaving and embroidery. As a result, ‘the textiles that 

they made showed an admirable ‘originality and charm both of colour and of design.’13  

 Visual and written observations provided by the well-connected Jungman 

couple could be understood in two ways. On the one hand, they may have existed as a 

reminder for the armchair tourist sitting in London that, compared to the upstart or 

parvenu Norway, theirs was a civilised, refined country in which the gentry had 

emerged from a history of landed wealth and inherited titles.14 But in keeping with the 

theme of this thesis, another, and perhaps less obvious, analysis of Norway is worth 

considering. Were these distant British observers applauding, even envying, the way in 

 
8 In 1857 Bjørnson published Synnøve Solbakken, the first of his Bondefortellinger. Arne in 1858, A Happy 
Boy (En Glad Gut), 1860, and The Fisher Girls (Fiskerjentene), 1868, followed this. 
9 Ellen Rees, “The Place of the Nation in Camilla Collett's Amtmandens Døttre,” Scandinavian Studies 85, 
no. 4 (Winter 2013): 434.  
10 Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson, Synnöve Solbakken: A Norwegian Tale, trans. J. Sutter (London: Macmillan, 
1881); Arne and the Fisher Lassie, trans. Walter Low (London: George Bell and Sons, 1890); A Happy 
Boy, trans. Rasmus B. Anderson (London: Bickers and Son, 1884); The Fisher Girls, trans. Sivert and 
Elizabeth Hjerleid (London: Trübner, 1871).  
11 Beatrix and Nico Jungman, Norway (London: A. and C. Black, 1905), 27.  
12 Ibid., 134.  
13 Ibid., 123. 
14 Nico was an Anglo-Dutch artist who worked on landscapes and book illustrations. His wife, Beatrix, was 
a writer. The couple married in 1900 and were well-connected in British society. 
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which the Norwegian rural woman could provide leadership and assurance during an 

age of political and social tumult? This second interpretation would be consistent with 

earlier reviews written for the British press running up to 1905. In September 1886, for 

instance, we find that an author who identified only as ‘A Rambling Correspondent’ 

wrote an article for the Liverpool Mercury that lavished attention on Norwegians as 

‘virtuous’ and ‘self-reliant’ people.’15 Seven years on, in 1893, Miss L. Vickers (dates 

unknown), stated that Norwegian women tended to have ‘blue eyes and a quantity of 

nice fair hair.’16 By October 1897, a writer in the Aberdeen Weekly Journal informed 

readers that women in Norway should ‘be cited as examples of true domestication’, 

who were ‘respected and looked up to.’ The nation was ‘one of the happiest, most 

frugal and moral in the world,’ the author continued.17 By the turn of the twentieth 

century, the eminent Lady Violet Greville (1842-1932) had dedicated a column in The 

Graphic to the quality of homespun, vibrant colours and silver embellishments that 

made up the Norwegian ‘peasant’ dress.18 By comparison, she grumbled, the modern 

London woman was little more than ‘slattern to the backbone, aping the fal-lals and 

chiffons of ladies of fashion, dressed in cheap materials, which wear but a short time, 

and even in their heyday only look cheap, sham, and tawdry.’19 Remarks such as these 

may have been mocking in tone. Still, that they were published during an age when 

questions concerning what it meant to be a sovereign country, as well as an 

autonomous woman, both in Norway and within the British Empire, is telling and begs 

further attention.  

 The juxtaposition of the photograph of the ‘royal’ Maud with that of the ‘rural’ 

Maud is not only original but also significant: it illustrates how a country, her female 

inhabitants, and her rich assortment of modern and ancient textiles might be seen, 

used and conceivably manipulated for various reasons by native and foreign 

spectators. As this thesis will show, this might be for dissimilar but occasionally 

complementary objectives. Aune’s image presented Maud the society ‘lady’, kitted out 

in fashionable regalia that accentuated her famous forty-six-centimetre waist and 

promoted a realm on a par with other royal nations. Nyblin’s representation showed 

Maud, the ‘pastoral’ girl, festooned with loose, home-made dress in a manner that 

epitomised a modest province managed by the honest, hard-working female. One 

 
15 From a Rambling Correspondent, “Land of the Midnight Sun,” Liverpool Mercury, 22 September, 1886. 
16 Miss L. Vickers, Old Norway and its Fjords: Or, a holiday in Norseland (Lincoln: Akrill, Ruddock & 
Keyworth, 1893). 
17 “Ladies Column,” Aberdeen Weekly Journal, 6 October, 1897. 
18 Lady Violet Greville was the daughter of the Duke of Montrose. She became the author of a ladies 
column in The Graphic. She also wrote The Gentlewoman in Society (London: Henry and Co., 1892).  
19 Lady Violet Greville, “Place aux Dames,” The Graphic, 30 June, 1900.  
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notices how the woman’s body could be adorned with luxurious fabrics to demonstrate 

an element of opulence associated with the emergence of an up-to-date nation state. 

Or it could be swathed in basic cloth woven from animal and plant fibres, which 

denoted a regional individuality grown from an ingrained, unchanged set of principles. 

Yet whereas one notices that the photograph from the Coronation would have had 

specific relevance to one memorable moment in 1906, the photograph from Hardanger 

came with a longevity and broader meaning that had the same significance for 

centuries for sound, sociological reasons. First taken in 1893, when Her Royal 

Highness embarked on a cruise up the west coast of Norway and purchased her own 

Hardanger costume, it was, as already alluded to, later re-released in 1901 as a 

Christmas card, before being circulated again in 1905 as a postcard to honour Maud’s 

ascent to the throne.20 As the Norwegian conservator Anne Britt Ylvisåker has said, 

there was much discussion about whether a head of state with foreign ancestry could 

ever become a true Norwegian. But this problem was overcome when Nyblin’s 

photograph was used again in 1905, and consequently ‘showered with symbolic 

significance’ for a different reason. Maud was shown to belong by way of a memorable 

image. When the picture was captioned ‘Queen of Norway’ with the date ‘1905’, the 

postcard, and presumably the woman who wore the dress, became popular, trusted 

and committed to memory.21  

 The changing contexts and epochs within which these three release dates of 

Nyblin’s picture occurred exclusively reveal how the textiles adorning Maud’s figure 

could hold messages. These could change over time depending on who was looking at 

them, why they were looking, and when. They also show how, as yet undocumented by 

art historians, women might have been continually instrumental in fashioning an 

effective visual language of identity. A spectator accustomed to rural protocol may 

have deduced that the local wearer of this kind of outfit followed a lifestyle motivated by 

farming or fishing rituals specific to one area. For those with a rudimentary knowledge 

of local history, this may have been little more than a costume that had turned into a 

‘brand’ for a modern country controlled by state-builders and members of Kristiania’s 

urban elite. In essence, the incorporation of woman, image and textiles can be read as 

indicative of the social, marital and religious status of a close-knit regional group in 

possession of a living culture, as much as a national and regional cause.  

 
20 Anne Britt Ylvisåker, “National Costume: A Symbol of Norwegian Identity,” in Heritage and Museums: 
Shaping National Identity, ed. Jan Magnus Fladmark (Shaftesbury: Donhead, 2000), 302. 
21 Ibid. 
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 This thesis uses pictorial and object-based evidence to show, for the first time 

and using a pioneering methodology, that women, either en masse or alone, in front of 

the picture as models, or behind the image as makers, participated in professional and 

amateur textile work that helped fashion a visual language of identity. It breaks new 

ground by exposing how such activity held significance and meaning for a country and 

a gender. In doing so, it fills a gap in existing scholarship by underscoring that 

Norwegian women acted as designers and makers, wearers and exhibitors by crafting 

items and commodities, narratives and specialised roles for themselves at an 

appropriate time in history. As a result, known and unknown women emerge as 

facilitators who developed a range of identities that can, today, be difficult to decode. 

Therefore, in seeking to demonstrate how women’s accounts of the past should be 

made more visible amongst an over-supply of male-led histories of state power and 

political influence, the narrative starts by proposing the importance of the relationship 

between three artefacts related to Norwegian customary textiles: Nyblin’s photograph, 

Nico Jungman’s painting, and a handmade Hardanger dress that had been passed 

down through three generations of women (figures 0.2, 0.3 and 0.4).22 The interrelation 

of these items, and the presentation of three issues - namely women, textile work, and 

visual culture - introduces an new kind of investigation that ultimately explores an 

important, but as yet unanswered question within the history of Norwegian art and 

visual culture: what can the making, trading, wearing, reception and visual record of 

hand and factory-made Norwegian textiles reveal about lower- and middle-class 

women, and the distinct ways in which they used such objects and related skills to 

navigate socio-political and economic changes affecting their gender and country 

before and just after 1905? If Norwegian women developed lives for themselves at the 

historical intersections of gender, politics, time and place, can the woven and 

embroidered objects that they designed, constructed and wore help today’s 

researchers further examine the worth of women in a quest to understand more about 

Norway?  

 My interest in the subject of women’s work with textiles, and the extent to which 

this effort should be given more prominence by art historians, has been driven by 

several factors. These reveal how this thesis increases our understanding of Norway’s 

social and cultural history, and adds to existing scholarship that exists in Britain today. 

They include: my discovery of large numbers of oft-forgotten textile items lying in 

 
22 The dress is part of the Handanger and Voss Folk Museum. It was bequeathed to the museum by the 
previous owners: Marit Platou, Anne Grete Semb and Stella Semb. Their birth and death dates are 
unknown, but it is probable that the oldest woman was born around 1900. 
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Norway’s national and local folk museum stores; my identification of a high proportion 

of photographic and painted imagery that present Norwegian women at work with 

needle, thread and loom; a personal motivation to relate to the nation through 

indigenous art, culture, objects and women’s lives, as opposed to the already well-

studied life and work of recognised male writers or artists of the day, such as Edvard 

Munch (1863-1944) or Henrik Ibsen (1828-1906); Norway’s current status as a 

European country at the forefront of gender equality; and the cultural, social, and 

political flowering that occurred across all of Europe at century’s end, yet which 

historians, I have found, have too regularly left Norway out of the equation. As David 

Cannadine, Richard Thomson and Christopher Clark have conveyed with regards to 

Britain, France and Germany, the late nineteenth century was a time when industry 

energised and enriched, but polluted and destroyed communities. When political rights 

expanded and hindered opportunities for men and women, and when imperial powers 

jostled and competed on the world stage.23 But it is too often forgotten that this was 

also a period when smaller nations, like those in the Nordic region, were inspired to 

grow through associated talk of modernity, power and sovereignty by the bigger 

European powers. The thesis is therefore additionally important in that it employs 

object-based research and a reliance on the multidisciplinary nature of visual culture to 

reveal the important role played by Norway during this stimulating era.  

 While the subjects of gender and nation are interwoven into this thesis, it is not 

defined by feminist history, feminist art history or national theory. It is, nonetheless, 

part-driven by the observation that too few British and even Norwegian art historians 

have explored Norway as an innovative, unique nation state that stood apart from 

Sweden and Denmark and in which ordinary women were presented with enlightening 

opportunities to manage their own lives. As the Literature Review will outline, nor have 

many researchers queried how objects, including women’s handmade and factory-

made textile articles, disclose crucial evidence pertaining to the female contribution to 

the socio-political, economic and cultural reinvention of Norway as a nation state. In the 

following chapters an innovative approach will be followed that predominantly turns to 

textiles, a form of material culture traditionally associated with women. This will assess 

the practical use or display of functional and decorative items in public and private 

spaces. It will also clearly reveal how Norwegian women should be positioned at the 

 
23 See, David Cannadine, Victorious Century: The United Kingdom, 1800-1906 (London: Penguin, 2017); 
Richard Thomson, The Troubled Republic: Visual Culture and Social Debate in France, 1889-1900 (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2004); Christopher Clark, Iron Kingdom: The Rise and Downfall of Prussia, 
1600–1947 (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2008). 
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forefront of a multidisciplinary examination in order to uncover their value as initiators 

of change and cultivators of identity. The pieces that they wove, sewed, exhibited and 

wore are definitively recognised as crucial sources through which to understand a 

gender and larger section of society.  

 There are additional motives for choosing woven and embroidered textiles as a 

means through which to delve into women’s lives, as opposed to merely relying only on 

archival research. For example, men are more visible in most of Norway’s written 

sources by way of their authorship and legal standing.24 Yet collections show that the 

female contribution tended to be more discernible in utilitarian or decorative objects, 

such as homespun or tapestries intended for practical use on the body or within the 

domestic or sacred interior. The historian of the Vikings, Judith Jesch, has 

demonstrated that the Scandinavian woman’s ability with serviceable items such as 

cloth has been significant for fiscal and political reasons for many centuries.25 And as 

exemplified through the words of the above-mentioned Lady Violet Greville and Beatrix 

Jungman, Norwegian women were already recognised for their textile skills outside of 

the country itself. Another socio-economic explanation driving the object-based 

approach in this thesis is the detection of the status of women’s factory-made textiles in 

the evolution of modern industry. The Norwegian historian, Kristine Bruland has shown 

that textiles drove one of Norway’s earliest, most predominant industries after the first 

factory was established in Kristiania in 1845.26 As such, the manufacture of cotton, 

woollen and linen cloth and clothing in the factory and on the farm, but also of art-

textiles in the urban atelier, could be regarded as integral to a durable social identity.  

 As opposed to poetry or prose, textiles are shown to be poorly researched 

vessels through which women in fact articulated their thoughts, opinions and authority. 

In the words of the costume historian, Anne Kjellberg, the needle and thread were an 

‘acceptable means for a woman to express herself... and achieve specific goals.’27 It is 

a point of view supported by the findings of the art historian and feminist, Roszika 

Parker. Her seminal work, The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the 

Feminine, promoted textile construction as a means through which women could 

 
24 For example, Peter Andreas Munch, who produced an eight-volume history of Norway in the early to 
mid-years of the nineteenth century. Johan Sebastian Welhaven, the nation’s most significant poet of the 
romantic era; Henrik Wergeland, whose poetry celebrated the country’s potential for social and political 
change; Knut Hamsun, who won the Nobel Prize in Literature; and Henrik Ibsen, the dramatist known as 
Norway’s ‘father of realism’. 
25 Judith Jesch, Women in the Viking Age (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell Press, 1994). 
26 Kristine Bruland, British Technology and European Industrialization: The Norwegian Textile Industry in 
the Mid Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 4.  
27 Anne Kjellberg and Anne K. Jortveit, Nålens Øye: Samtidsbroderi (Oslo: Nasjonalmuseet for Kunst, 
Arkitektur og Design, 2014), 114. 
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regularly enjoy a creative outlet and adjust their identity, but similarly face subjugation. 

The art of embroidery ‘provided a weapon of resistance to the constraints of femininity’, 

Parker writes.28 For women, embroidery was ‘both a cause of confinement and a 

comfort.’29 There is undoubtedly sufficient evidence to suggest that looking at textile 

objects and grasping the skills that went into their fabrication can result in a greater 

understanding of what they reflect, illustrate and inspire about women.  

 A purpose of this thesis is to enhance the field of art history in the Nordic 

region. It does this by verifying that object-based research and learning can 

demonstrate that Norway’s rural and urban-bound women were appreciated agents 

and facilitators of change around the turn of the twentieth century. The politician of the 

Norwegian Liberal Party (Venstre) Hagbard Emanuel Berner, known as H. E. Berner 

(1839-1920), wrote in 1900 that ‘women’s participation in the intellectual and economic 

development of late years is everywhere apparent.’30 Taking this further one may ask: 

can textiles indeed help show that this was true; what would be the evidence contained 

within a studied item; and how does the piece reveal the opinion of the women who 

made it, as well as that of the person who was looking at it? By assessing articles 

designed, made and collected over a twenty-year period, from around 1884 until 1905, 

with both the start and end date of this era corresponding to key turning points that 

relate to women, nation and visual culture, the thesis compares and contrasts rural and 

metropolitan women’s lives. Not only does it intend to deliver some answers, but 

stimulate further exploration of the subject. By following a novel, visual route through 

which to determine the changing culture of a nation, Norwegian women might 

thereafter be regarded as a commanding entity that helped advance professions, 

pioneer ideas and keep certain customs alive. In this way, the one-dimensional, 

stereotypical idea that nineteenth century women were submissive, unassimilated or 

passive secondary citizens is dispelled by virtue of employing an original approach to 

new research.  

 The value of the methodology driving this thesis is further evidenced through 

the identification of two important themes that governed the country around century’s 

end, and which appear to have influenced women’s fortunes and confidence as textile 

workers. These underscore the importance of the years between 1884 and 1905. 

Firstly, there were intensifying calls for independence from Sweden. It is generally well 

 
28 Rozsika Parker, The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine (London: Women’s 
Press, 1984), Foreword. 
29 Ibid., 151.  
30 H.E. Berner, “Social Conditions,” in Norway: Official Publication for the Paris Exhibition 1900, ed. Sten 
Konow and Karl Fischer (Kristiania: Aktie - Bogtrykkeriet, 1900), 218.  
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known amongst scholars that this opened the way to demands for change amongst 

politicians and artists concerning political, economic and social policies. But it is less 

regularly underlined that the ensuing, vigorous style of nationalism transformed how 

women saw themselves and chose their vocations, and how others saw them.31 

Secondly, this period of change was part-motivated by escalating demands for the 

liberation and rights of women (kvinnefrigjøring).32 This led to the germination and 

successful evolution of a type of feminism that had connections to the continent, as 

well as the United States of America whilst remaining particular to Norway. 

Surprisingly, it is rarely stated by historians how significant it was that calls for national 

and female sovereignty not only occurred at the same time, but were intertwined. In 

fact, this thesis is stimulated by the notion that freedom from Sweden was partly 

achieved through the help of Norwegian feminists. That an extra 300,000 women’s 

signatures were added to a petition for national sovereignty from male activists, and 

the names of six hundred women’s organisations were collected in a separate petition 

masterminded by the National Association for Women's Suffrage 

(Landskvinnestemmerettsforeningen) is an obvious example.33 Women did not achieve 

full voting rights until 1913, but there seems to have been a correlation between the 

independent mindset of women and the demand for autonomy of the nation. The 

timescale covered in this thesis, and the means of research pursued, points to the 

concept that the disintegration of Sweden-Norway focused some attention on the 

importance of women as self-determining citizens who could be facilitators of social 

and political change.   

 The historical context attributed to the decade before 1893, when Nyblin’s 

photograph was made, and the decade after, until 1905, accentuate why the years 

around Maud’s ascent to the throne provide such a compelling case study for this 

thesis. But we may further underscore the importance of this dramatic period by 

acknowledging three related turning points. Each occurred in 1884, and each affected 

the country’s social make-up in lasting ways. Again, the way in which these events 

could be interconnected has rarely been stated before now. This year alone delivered 

the establishment of parliamentarianism in Norway, witnessed the official launch of the 

women’s rights movement, and observed the foundation of Norway’s first state-funded 

contemporary art exhibition in Kristiania. Accordingly, if the middle of the 1880s 

 
31 T.K. Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 1814-1972 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), 136.  
32 Jan Sjåvik, Historical Dictionary of Norway (Maryland: The Scarecrow Press, 2008), 221-224.  
33 Elizabeth Lønnå, “Gender in Norway in the Period of Mass Emigration,” in Norwegian American Women: 
Migration, Communities, and Identities, ed. Betty A. Bergland and Lori A. Lahlum (St Paul, Minnesota: 
Minnesota Historical Society Press, 2011), 28-29.  
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witnessed a collision of political, social and cultural firsts, all of which evolved the 

modern face of the country and the daily lives of her residents, what did women’s lives 

looked like then and twenty years later? Could objects related to textiles confirm that 

women were conditioned by a series of ongoing fluctuations that allowed them to 

redefine their roles in public and private using their own skills, expertise and traditional 

experience? 

 With this timeframe and primary questions in mind, this thesis is orientated by 

seven primary themes and secondary queries hitherto seen as unrelated. As a result, it 

may be regarded as inventing a new tactic in Norwegian art history. Through the prism 

of textiles, a form of material culture infrequently used in mainstream research, and by 

looking at the work that went into their creation, the dissertation seeks to ascertain 

what might be grasped about: the place and value attached to national and regional 

identity amongst women living either in the city or in the countryside; how they existed 

as unpaid and paid workers, be that for the benefit of the private or public, local or 

national, rural or urban economy; their adherence to the teachings of Lutheranism, 

pagan and folk belief, be that as labourers or artists; the impact of the industrial 

revolution on women’s position in society and within the family; the pros and cons of 

migration, and how women emigrated and lived on farms and cities in the New World; 

social progress towards 1905, and the successes of the women’s rights movement; 

and finally, the shifts taking place with regard to the establishment and 

professionalisation of the visual arts, not least the making, display, appreciation, and 

political symbolism of textile objects, photography and painting.  

 By exploring these so-called leitmotifs over a protracted period, textile objects 

and related skills made or undertaken by women will be uncovered as being among the 

most crucial, original, dynamic yet misunderstood sources related to changes in 

Norwegian society. The thesis pointedly reveals how important, non-professional skills 

rooted in the countryside, and artistic or commercial expertise found in the city, crossed 

geographic boundaries and were advanced by Norwegian women during a period of 

profound social readjustment. By looking at how they worked and what was made, 

women from the countryside and metropolis, or from lower-class, working-class or 

middle-class homes, are finally portrayed as realistic and strategic thinkers, united as a 

gender, and committed as citizens through their shared work with needle and loom. 

This object-based research and learning may now mean that women can be held up as 

strongminded pragmatists for whom textile-related employment could be used to meet 
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personal goals, as well as targets which related to the welfare of a country and its 

respective regions.  

 
i. Literature Review 

 

As aforementioned, it is by unearthing an extensive range of imagery and artefacts, 

found in both well-known and less frequently visited collections, that this dissertation 

introduces a new way of looking at Norway through the eyes of women and the textile 

objects that they created. Unlike other approaches to Norwegian art history to date, the 

thesis stands out in that it is neither necessarily intended as a scholarly nor 

chronological survey of textiles or women’s experiences. Nor does it use only fine art 

as a route to understanding a society. It contributes to the field of art history by being 

driven by a multidisciplinary approach that involves drawing from several inerelated 

fields in order to redefine problems outside of normal boundaries. As will be outlined at 

the end of Part One, the analysis of textiles and women through visual culture merges 

popular and low cultural forms, such as the photograph or everyday textile, with craft 

and high cultural forms, such as painting. It is proposed that it is only by using this 

novel, broader approach to imagery that a better understanding of complex situations, 

and an intricate social and national environment, may be achieved. Expanding out of 

the usual analytical framework is the surest way to addresses the assumptions, 

attitudes and ideas about lesser-remembered Norwegian women that in fact were, and 

still are, in evidence.  

 Archival and object-led research has demonstrated that, despite the discovery 

of imagery revealing Norwegian women working with textiles, and the large collections 

of textile objects in the country’s dispersed museums, such depictions and sources 

attributed to women have rarely, if ever, been investigated by British scholars. This is 

surprising given that, from the Viking warrior queen to the Nordic feminist, both of 

which repeatedly appear as examples of female independence and power in television 

programmes or literature today, the impression of the tough, northern European 

woman has created a stereotype that attracts ample attention.34 Whether it is the way 

that Nordic women have been able to juggle work and motherhood, achieve the vote 

earlier than in other European countries, or consistently come top of the gender-

equality or ‘happiness charts’, they are often regarded with envy by their British 

 
34 As exemplified by ‘Lagertha’ in the television series Vikings (History Channel, from 2013), or ‘Saga’ in 
The Bridge (BBC4, from 2011).  
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counterparts.35 However, the history of ordinary Norwegian women’s lives, especially of 

those living on farms, not to mention their engagement in textile work from just before 

and just after 1905, has hardly been scrutinised as a means of understanding the 

current egalitarian position of women. There is equally scant up-to-date written 

information available in the Norwegian language that offers a specific, comprehensive 

explanation as to why and how women were able to become sufficiently versatile to live 

off the land, in the home, and to become part of the industrial workforce and cultural 

sector. As the abundance of evidence pertaining women’s influence on Norwegian 

society in the sections that follow will show, this gap is detrimental to further 

knowledge. The conclusion is that the story of Norwegian women, communicated by 

textiles and visual culture is waiting to be told. 

 This dissertation confirms that there are several reasons why so few British art 

historians have used textiles to obtain further information about the history of Norway 

and her women. Literature and exhibitions show that, for a long time, the focus has 

been on painting over and above the decorative or applied arts, let alone photography. 

In addition, social history, which incorporates household objects and everyday 

artefacts, seems to have been left to those who are deemed experts in this field. As 

stated earlier, Norway has regularly been ignored as a country with an important 

nineteenth century industrial and rural past. Moreover, few art historians outside 

Scandinavia have chosen it as an area for research. Most who have are directly 

connected to the region through family or blood ties. Furthermore, there seems to have 

been an inability or unwillingness of foreign researchers, as well as some who are 

native to Norway, to access difficult-to-find collections of textiles or household objects. 

For instance, those that lie in less reachable parts of the country, or in private 

collections. This opens up an opportunity for new scholarship, as shown by this thesis, 

whilst also rendering it necessary to follow an approach that is wide ranging and driven 

by practical research.  

 The consultation of literature relating to historical, sociological and cultural 

matters by leading Norwegian, British and American researchers, specialists and 

academics, reveals how this thesis fills a gap in existing scholarship. This has, 

moreover, proven the significance of the practical research that drives this dissertation. 

Consequentially, a dearth in recent scholarship pertaining to Norwegian women’s 

textile work, or related agricultural labours in specific areas, has meant that the thesis 

 
35 Norway came third in the 2016 Global Gender Gap report, with a score of 0.84, where 0 is inequality 
and 1 is complete equality. See, “The Gender Gap Index,” World Economic Forum, accessed 16 
September, 2018, http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2016/rankings/.  

http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2016/rankings/
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has needed to concentrate on literature from the earlier twentieth century when it 

comes to the methodology. Most of this relates to women’s history, art history, feminist 

art history, object-based research and the history of emigration. Some relates directly 

to Norway. Other literature, however, touches on broader themes that are of crucial 

importance thematically and theoretically, but which correspond to women’s lives and 

visual culture in the western world in a more general sense.  

 Since the research undertaken by Thomas Kingston Derry, or T.K. Derry, 

almost fifty years ago, there has been little effort made by British historians to 

understand Norwegian social history as a means to contextualise women’s history. 

Derry’s book still provides the most thorough and critically analysed evidence from our 

period. A History of Modern Norway, 1814-1972 evaluates the changes affecting 

Norway’s economy, industry, trading ability, political alterations, society and culture 

from the second half of the 1800s onwards. His work is important for adding 

background to Norwegian women’s lives, which has often been left out by art 

historians. It also helps frame the place and meaning of visual culture during our era.36 

However, it may now be considered outdated. Nonetheless, several other useful, albeit 

elementary histories have been published in English since, such as those by the 

Norwegian-American historians John A. Yilek and Jan Sjåvik. Yet while Yilek’s work 

covers the country’s history from the Stone Age to today, it is, like other overviews of 

Norwegian history that have been published outside Norway recently, fairly 

rudimentary.37 Sjåvik’s work is helpful for fact-checking on subjects that include 

emigration to the New World and national romanticism, the rise of party politics and the 

evolution of women’s rights.38 However, this book does not offer a critical assessment 

of these subjects as part of turn of the century’s female, national or cultural 

realignment. Nor do they necessarily rely on Norwegian sources in the way that Derry’s 

work does.  

 Notably for this thesis, Derry’s approach makes little mention of women. Rather, 

their lives are treated as inseparable to the rest of the Norwegian people. The same 

can be said of the book, Norway: A History from the Vikings to Our Own Times, which 

has contributions from the Norwegian historians Rolf Danielsen, Ståle Dyrvik, Tore 

Grønlie, Knut Helle and Edgar Hovland. This overview concentrates on economy and 

trade and is enlightening for understanding how the years between the 1880s and 

1905 affected politics, class boundaries, trade, population levels and, by design or 

 
36 Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 97-169.  
37 John A. Yilek, History of Norway (Shelbyville, KY: Wasteland Press, 2017).  
38 Sjåvik, Historical Dictionary of Norway, 69-70, 144-145, 158-162, 221-225.  
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default, women’s access to modern amenities.39 Even so, the historians reveal an 

undeveloped interest in the way in which Norway’s arts and cultural sector found novel 

ways to visually echo socio-political or economic variations which took the country by 

storm. The historian Neil Kent’s illustrated work, The Soul of the North, which draws on 

the social and cultural history of the Nordic countries, goes some way in filling this void. 

This book is helpful when considering how Nordic culture related or responded to 

matters of faith, the family, and work in the town and parts of the country.40 But Kent is 

principally interested in the experiences, and cultural histories, of the Danes and 

Swedes as opposed to the Norwegians. Despite the historic disintegration of Sweden-

Norway, Norwegian women, and their efforts in using work and visual means to fashion 

a language of national identity, is barely mentioned.  

 While a comprehensive history of the Norwegian people, her women and her 

culture, has been neglected by British historians working today, we have to go back to 

late nineteenth and early twentieth century travelogues and histories to find 

supplementary and pertinent historical evidence. These texts may be regarded as 

primary sources. But the statistics and data drawn from these contemporary records 

and personal observations highlight an interest in how Norwegian women lived at the 

time, how this was deemed important, interesting information a century ago, and how 

the nation was regarded by tourists. Norway, by the Jungman couple, is one such 

example.41 Home Life in Norway, by H.K. Daniels (dates unknown) also provides 

additional details about domestic life in the city and countryside around 1910 which 

cannot be found in any other volume written in English today.42 Norway at Home by 

Reverend T.B. Willson, offers an overview of, amongst other things, the importance of 

the church, state, poor laws and everyday rural experiences in early twentieth century 

Norway.43 The Fjords and Folk of Norway by Samuel J. Beckett (dates unknown) 

contains descriptions of the landscape and communications during the decade after 

independence, as well as details about Norway’s population, government, factories and 

to life at home in the town and the country.44 The audience of these books would have 

been British and living in a country influenced by its own range of topical issues. As 

such, the content and opinions that they offer are treated with caution and as 

 
39 Rolf Danielsen et al., eds., Norway: A History from the Vikings to Our Own Times (Oslo: 
Universitetsforlaget AS, 1995), 217-312. 
40 Neil Kent, The Soul of the North: A Social, Architectural and Cultural History of the Nordic Countries, 
1700-1940 (London: Reaktion, 2000), 51-53, 61, 70-73, 77-116, 160-165, 167-211.  
41 Jungman, Norway.  
42 H.K. Daniels, Home Life in Norway (London: Methuen & Co, 1910). 
43 Willson, Norway at Home, 10-34, 44-59, 144-153, 172-191.  
44 Samuel J. Beckett, The Fjords and Folk of Norway (London: Methuen & Co., 1915), 1-21, 22-27, 46-48, 
50-67.  
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somewhat biased. But it is deemed helpful that some of the authors were visitors who 

travelled by steam ship from Hull or Newcastle, to Stavanger or Bergen, before visiting 

accessible inland and costal parts of the country.45 Their frank observations provide 

beneficial first-hand and essential evidence relating to women’s everyday lives which 

Norwegians themselves may not have been conscious of, and which are lacking in 

current scholarship. As such, the theories concerning Norwegian life that these 

accounts contain may be appraised as more reliable and comprehensive than 

publications issued today. 

 These earlier publications affirm that, from the 1880s onwards, Norway and her 

people continued to open up to the world in ways that they did not earlier, and raise the 

nation’s profile on the European stage. This means that the shortage of scholarship 

relating to turn-of-the-century Norway in Britain nowadays is lamentable. A hefty 

volume, titled Norway: Official Publication for Paris Exhibition 1900, which was written 

in Norwegian then translated into English and French, reveals that there was a market 

for Norwegian social history that has since been ignored. This was published on the 

occasion of the Exposition Universelle, which opened in Paris on the 12th April and 

closed on the 14th November 1900. It is interesting to note from this book that several 

Norwegian artists exhibited here to widespread acclaim, and that the country was seen 

to be governed in a new, liberal fashion. Essential facts, figures and opinions provided 

in chapters that vary from ‘Agriculture’, to ‘Sanitary Conditions’, and from ‘Architecture’ 

to ‘Post, Telegraph and Telephone’ show that the Norway of our period had a ready 

audience in the English speaking world and was considered a forward-thinking 

nation.46 Although it may be used as a primary source, the book’s inclusion of statistical 

evidence and terminology makes it a vital, rarely accessed historical document in a 

multitude of ways. Opinion pieces by leading politicians, economists and cultural 

figures of the day offer well-researched, fact-driven information relating to the essential, 

but currently unresearched, contributions that Norwegian women and those involved in 

culture were making around the turn of the twentieth century.  

 When it comes to unearthing an historical, scholarly overview in English of what 

was happening in Norway’s regions and rural districts, there is equally little material to 

be found. Again, this leaves a void that this thesis hopes to fill. Some of the more 

 
45 Travel advertisements in books such as those for visitors to Norway show where the British steamships, 
like the ‘Wilson Line’ docked. See, Thomas Cook & Son, Cook’s Handbook to Norway and Denmark with 
Iceland and Spitsbergen (London: Thos. Cook & Son, 1910), 284, 287.   
46 Sten Konow and Karl Fischer, eds., Norway: Official Publication for the Paris Exhibition 1900 (Kristiania: 
Aktie - Bogtrykkeriet, 1900). The article on “Mining” was translated by Mr. J. C. Christie, while other articles 
were translated by Mr. P. Groth, Mr. H. L. Brækstad, Mr H. Wesenberg or by Miss Jessie Muir. Konow and 
Fisher, “Preface,” in Norway.  
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recent books about the east and west of Norway were composed over half a century 

ago by Commander Frank Noel Stagg, a former Naval officer involved in the Danish 

and Norwegian resistance movements during World War Two. These describe some 

important turning points relating to inland and coastal parts, such as Sogn and 

Fjordane, and Oppland.47 Yet the efforts of this thesis to uncover more about regional 

women’s lives through objects and imagery may be celebrated by the fact that much of 

Stagg’s work corresponds to periods before 1900 and little material relates to women, 

day-to-day ordinary life, or visual culture.  

 In this thesis it has been more helpful, and revelatory, to turn to untranslated 

regional histories written by Norwegian historians. The production of local history 

remains a cottage industry in Norway, with a high level of production meeting a high 

level of demand. As such, it is possible to glean piecemeal evidence about what was 

going on in disparate communities and see how, inside Norway, regional history is still 

seen as crucial to understanding the development of the nation. In 1956 the Norwegian 

government provided the Norwegian Institute of Local History (Norsk Lokalhistorisk 

Institutt) with its own offices and first employees. In 2019 there is a website dedicated 

to local research, which is a particularly helpful resource for tracing general, regional 

histories for particular areas covered in this thesis.48 In addition, books by local 

historians like Knut Evensen underscore how regional history is seen as a segment of 

national history. His work on the history and topography of the Valdres region contains 

material relating to how people have lived in the Oppland area for generations. 

Although the publication, and others like it, is intended as a tourist manual rather than 

an academic text, the author’s observations show just how different rural folk were and 

are to townsfolk and why each deserve sufficient attention.49 The same may be said for 

the annual publications issued by the Norwegian Tourist Board (Den Norske 

Turistforening), which was set up in 1868. These offer helpful facts, photographs and 

maps related to specific areas investigated in this thesis, like the Hardangervidda, 

Valdres and Gudbrandsdalen.50 That they do not address women’s lives in the regions, 

and that they are written only in Norwegian, serves to again underline the relevance of 

this thesis. This is especially so when finding a new way to bring women’s activities to 

 
47 Frank Noel Stagg, West Norway and its Fjords: A History of Bergen and its Provinces (London: Allen & 
Unwin, 1954); East Norway and Its Frontier: A History of Oslo and Its Uplands (London: Allen & Unwin, 
1956). 
48 “Lokalhistorie,” Norsk Lokalhistorisk Institutt, accessed 1 September, 2018, http://www.lokalhistorie.no/.  
49 Knut Evensen, Valdres: Diversity and Enchantment (Oslo: Boksenteret / Valdres Forlag, 1996). 
50 See, Leif Larsen, Hardangervidda (Oslo: Den Norske Turistforening, 1978). Jon A. Hasle, Jotunheimens 
Forgård - Mellom Gudbrandsdalen og Valdres (Oslo: Den Norske Turistforening, 1976).  

http://www.lokalhistorie.no/
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light before they are forgotten or ignored, by both a Norwegian and an English-

speaking audience. 

 The thesis detects and tackles an opening in existing studies because so much 

regional history remains untranslated and is only available in Norwegian libraries local 

to the rural areas to which they relate. Research also shows that much regional history 

concerning poorer farming or female fisher folk and their skills base was neither 

recorded in writing, nor critically assessed. It has therefore already been lost, meaning 

that the value of this thesis lies in its aim to capture remaining aspects of Norwegian 

history before they vanish. This is not to say that there has been no effort to trace 

regional women’s customs. It is to say that it is hard to come by. Eilert Sundt (1817-

1875), the ‘pioneer Norwegian sociologist’, is seen as the first historian of Norway’s 

regions. His efforts to capture the lives of people, including women and their customs, 

before they died out is useful, albeit limited.51 While his books on specific customs, 

such as marriage and courting in farming and fishing communities, relate to the years 

before those covered in this thesis, some of his findings apply to the latter part of the 

nineteenth century. Components of Sundt’s research have been translated, reprinted, 

and are available in British libraries. Some has been critiqued or assessed by 

historians working more recently. Yet again, much remains in Norway and is best 

known to Norwegian scholars.52 That said, the twentieth century witnessed the 

publication of some informative assessments of rural and regional culture which drew 

more attention to rural women’s experiences. Our Old Rural Culture (Vår Gamle 

Bondekultur) was printed in two volumes in 1908, and reissued twice afterwards. 

Written by historians Kristofer Visted and Hilmar Stiglum, it traces life in agricultural 

communities. But again, while thid book provides topical information about tasks that 

involved women, as well as information about farm layouts or seasonal agrarian 

procedures, the date of its publication proves how the subject is now due for more up-

to-date attention.53  

 In the last century or so some useful literature related to women’s lives has 

been produced in the Norwegian language, even if most source material remains in 

 
51 Jon Gjerde, From Peasants to Farmers: The Migration from Balestrand, Norway, to the Upper Midwest 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 18.  
52 See, Martin Samuel Allwood, Eilert Sundt: A Pioneer in Sociology and Social Anthropology (Oslo: O. 
Norli, 1957). Sundt’s own books that have been reprinted, and are more widely available, include: About 
Morality: Conditions in Norway (Om Sædeligheds - Tilstanden i Norge), which was first published in 1857 
and reprinted in Oslo in 1976 (Oslo: Gyldendal, 1976); and On Marriage in Norway (Om Dødeligheden i 
Norge. Bidrag til Kundskab om Folkets Kaar og Sæder), which was printed in 1855, and later translated by 
Michael Drake in 1980 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980).  
53 Kristofer Visted and Hilmar Stigum, Vår Gamle Bondekultur [1908], 2 vols., (Oslo: Cappelens Forlag, 
1951). 
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Norway. The politician Einar Hovdhaugen wrote about women’s experiences from the 

1870s until the 1970s, concentrating on those from lower-class rural families in parts of 

Oppland. It was here that he himself had personal experiences going back to the start 

of the twentieth century.54 In 1948, the historian and feminist Mimi Sverdrup Lunden, 

who was born at the end of the nineteenth century, considered the contribution of 

working women during the years after 1814, when the Norwegian Constitution had 

been written. She looked at the sorts of activities that women would pursue on an 

average day.55 Her accounts in Den Lange Arbeidsdagen, which translates as The 

Long Working Day, as well as in other works, offer a general outline pertaining to the 

shift from natural based household economics to the industrialised society. But, to an 

extent, her literature promotes the struggle for women's rights, and the right for married 

women to retain their hard-won occupations after World War Two. Thus, as a socially 

committed woman who used her educated status to advance a political agenda relating 

to women living in the 1930s and 1940s, some of Sverdrup Lunden’s opinions need to 

be treated with caution if one is to avoid a biased conclusion.  

 Compared to the regions, texts relating to the history of women living in Oslo or 

Kristiania are easier to access in terms of their location in libraries. They also tend to 

be more recently published and offer detailed information about different parts of the 

city. These are of importance when addressing how and where women worked as 

seamstresses or as textile factory employees. They also show a slight bias towards 

urban history. The historian of Norway’s Labour Party, Stig-Audun Hansen, and the 

encyclopaedist, Jon G. Arntzen, have jointly published books on the photographic 

history of Oslo from 1900 onwards, which show that the story of the city can, as 

demonstrated in this thesis, be understood through photography. They also help prove 

that, just as this thesis strives to do, it is possible to assess Norwegian women’s lives 

through exhibitions of assembled visual culture as opposed to just the written text.56 

These complement other approaches to understanding city-life through visual means, 

such as that followed by historians Synnøve Veinan Hellerud and Jan Messel in their 

history of Oslo. Their book contains photographs of an expanding Kristiania, together 

with maps, tables and pie-charts that trace the city’s growth during our period.57 Again, 

however, that these books are not available in English has not only stalled further 

 
54 Einar Hovdhaugen, Dei Gode Henders Gjerning: Bondekvinnenes Liv og Lagnad Dei Siste Hundre Åra 
(Oslo: Landbruksforlaget, 1971).  
55 Mimi Sverdrup Lunden, Den Lange Arbeidsdagen (Oslo: Tanum, 1948); De Frigjorte Hender: Et Bidrag 
til Forståelse av Kvinners Arbeid i Norge Etter 1814 (Oslo: Tanum, 1978).  
56 See, Jon G. Arntzen and Stig-Audun Hansen, Oslo: 1900 - 1925 (Oslo: KOM Forlag, 2010).  
57 Synnøve Veinan Hellerud and Jan Messel, Oslo: Tusen Års Historie (Oslo: Aschehoug, 2000).  
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research outside Norway but leaves an opportunity for talking the subject in this thesis. 

The same goes for other Norwegian texts that consider the history of specific parts of 

east and west Kristiania, and of the rise of the working and bourgeois class. Morten 

Øle Morch has looked at the expansion of Frogner from the nineteenth century to how 

it is today.58 Tallak Molland has traced the history of the Aker River (Akerselven), and is 

the only book to consider the history of this area through growth of  industry and its 

contingent working-class settlements.59 Historian and politician Edvard Bull also edited 

a series of books that traced the evolution of the Labour Party and of its development  

from 1850 onwards. Two of these books cover the years investigated in this thesis, 

from 1850 until 1900, and from 1900 until 1925. Both show that there is more than 

enough source material for enlightened research in English with regards to the 

working-classes of Norway, including women. They again highlight that this sector of 

society has been neglected by English-speaking historians who have chosen to 

concentrate on the lives of the European middle-classes and their pursuit of so-called 

higher-class culture.60  

 Several Norwegian historians have provided up-to-date research relating to the 

individual experiences of middle-class women living in Kristiania during our period. This 

is probably because better-off women who were educated to a higher level wrote their 

own memoirs, became professionals and were connected to male figureheads who 

sometimes encouraged them to tell their stories. There is, nonetheless, some important 

literature available in English. But this is mainly related to bourgeois women novelists, 

whose work has been translated by British or American academics. Janet Garton, 

Katherine Hanson, Kristin Seaver and Judith Messick have all dedicated much of their 

life’s work to researching and translating the stories of Norwegian women writers, 

many of whom were active during our period and were of immense importance for the 

propagation of women’s rights.61 The majority of these books are available in British 

libraries, and the translations, as well as the critical appraisal that appears alongside 

the translations, help to show how conventional women behaved, thought and were 

judged by society. They also reveal that even more research could be done in English 

on lower- and middle-class urban as well as rural Norwegian women.  

 
58 Morten O. Mørch, Frogner: Fra Jordbruk og Løkkeland Til Bydel (Oslo: Bastion, 2009).  
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60 Edvard Bull, Arbeiderklassen Blir Til, 1850-1900, vol. 1, Arbeiderbevegelsens Historie i Norge (Oslo: 
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Governor’s Daughters, trans. Kristin Seaver (Norwich: Norvik Press, 1991). Amalie Skram, Constance 
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 More recently, a decent amount of work on the subject of women’s rights during 

our period has been produced, mostly in Norwegian. It proves that women from higher 

class families were involved in political change, and campaigned for professional 

opportunities for their gender. The historian Arnhild Skre has evaluated the contribution 

of the feminist, writer, folk dancer and theatre director, Hulda Garborg (1862-1934, née 

Bergersen), in relation to women’s liberation and nationalism.62 Journalist Magnhild 

Folkvord has addressed the life of the founder of the Norwegian Women’s Public 

Health Association (Norske Kvinners Sanitetsforening), Fredrikke Marie Qvam (1843-

1938).63 And journalist Audgunn Oltedal and Skre have edited Formødresnes 

Stemmer, or Ancestral Mother’s Voices, which considers how different classes of 

women experienced change around the turn of the twentieth century.64 Moreover, 

additional literary efforts regarding women’s rights were inspired by the major 

celebrations surrounding the centenary of the Norwegian vote for women in 2013. The 

occasion contributed to various printed and online efforts to reassess an aspect of 

Norway’s past by concentrating on the lives of politically inclined women who 

campaigned for legal change around our period.65 The feminist academics Hilde 

Danielsen, Eirinn Larsen and Ingeborg W. Owesen have also drawn on the work of  

Norwegian suffragettes as part of the history of Norwegian women’s rights, from 1814 

until 2013.66 However, as with the work of Sverdrup Lunden, the work of these 

feminists may have been informed by political and historical intent and the focus is 

fairly narrow. Owesen has discussed the changing representation of women in painting 

and literature, but there is little mention of female Norwegian artists and their artistic 

influence on women’s rights, despite their regular and often obvious involvement in the 

cause.67  

 The scattered, untranslated and sometimes limited critical assessment of the 

vast majority of ordinary Norwegian women’s lives, especially those from working-class 

and rural homes, has pointed towards more general theories related to women’s 

history. Historians Louise A. Tilly and Joan W. Scott’s body of work, for instance, 

considers how lesser well-off women in Europe, especially France, England and Italy, 

did or did not change their ways of working and caring for their family through the 
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period of industrialisation.68 The author’s philosophies on patterns of labour, women’s 

freedom and the importance of understanding economic change, demographics and 

family relationships are relevant to our interest in Norwegian women. They help 

question their invaluable contribution as seamstresses, dress designers and factory-

cloth makers related to the pre-industrial and industrial world in which they lived. But 

interestingly, Tilly and Scott’s work underscores the place of continuity during times of 

change, and challenges the assumptions often made about the urban woman’s 

supposedly ‘radical’ lifestyle, compared to that lived in an allegedly conservative, static 

countryside. 

 The value of exploring the practises of ordinary Norwegian women living in and 

later leaving their homeland for America between the 1880s and 1905 may be 

highlighted by the comprehensive range of scholarly work produced by researchers 

based in America. This interest may, however, be explained by America’s large 

Norwegian diaspora which does not exist in Britain in quite the same way. It evolved 

from the high levels of emigration that took place around our period, and which is still 

discernible in central and western parts of the United States of America today. Many 

residents of the Midwest retain a grasp of the old Norwegian culture and language that 

their ancestors took with them. This means that American academics may be better 

placed than British historians when it comes to translating and critiquing sources. 

Nonetheless, the volume of research shows that there is still ample space for British 

scholars to make more of this trend in Nordic history. At least eight universities dotted 

across America remain active with regards to researching the lives and languages of 

rural and urban Norwegian and Nordic people, including women, both before and after 

their migration.69 For the purposes of this thesis, and to show that Norwegian women 

deserve more attention in Britain, research by leading academics Betty A. Bergland, 

Lori Ann Lahlum, Odd S. Lovoll and Jon Gjerde is especially notable.70 All are 

Americans of Norwegian heritage, and have conveyed how Norwegians of both 

genders lived, worked and made items like yarn or quilts, both before and after 

relocation, which may be read as artefacts loaded with historic significance. These 
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historians have added to the conception that object as well as text-based sources are 

relevant to this thesis, and occasionally more useful or thought-provoking.  

 As for the rise of nationalism within Norway, and how this, as well as industrial 

capitalism, affected women, there is little in the way of specific literature available in 

English. Therefore it has been essential to take into account facts and opinions of 

Norwegians about nationalism as well as the theories of foreign-born historians whose 

interest is not always bound to a specific country.71 For example, the reflections of 

political scientist and historian Benedict Anderson on the value of culture and dynasty 

as part of the ‘imagined’ nation relates to our analysis of Norway even though it is not 

specific to the nation. That she was a small country without her independence until 

1905, and a land which consciously used culture to construct an idea about nationhood 

that satisfied an assortment of political objectives, points to why our study of women 

and identity is interesting. In addition, the notion expressed by British historians 

Terence Ranger and Eric Hobsbawm that certain traditions, including the use of 

fabrics, were invented as a way to stimulate a sense of collective intent is helpful. It 

relates to the value of seeing dress, tapestry and white-work as specifically ‘Norwegian’ 

objects invested with national importance.72 These concepts may be seen as 

supplementary evidence that Norway, as a country, merits more attention outside of 

her own borders. In other words, she is a nation that could prove to be an interesting 

case study when understanding the philosophy of nationalism, the investment by the 

nation in her people and the manipulation of culture with regards to branding the nation 

state.  

 Apart from research about women by Norwegian Americans, and specific 

references to native Norwegian women in British travelogues, books, articles or tourist 

manuals, there is almost no concentrated literature in English that shows how 

Norwegian women lived in rural communities around 1900. There is also an 

inadequate amount of information available in the Norwegian language that has been 

published in the twenty-first century. This suggests that the histories of such women 

have been deemed undeserving of separate attention, and as a result they are waiting 

to be told. It may also be that women from this stratum of society were perceived to be 

part of an agrarian society that regarded men and women as two parts of the same 

entity, and that did not need to be considered separately. Because detailed information 
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about rural women’s lives is presumed to have been lost over time because it has not 

been recorded in written form and disseminated, capturing this before it disappears, 

and is taken to the grave, is imperative.  

 It is, nevertheless, our interest in women’s work with textiles and what this work 

reveals which drives this dissertation and ensures that it adds to current research. 

Locating evidence about the type of textiles that were made, how they were 

constructed, and how women’s lives were related to their creation and design, is a 

cornerstone of this thesis. In Norway, the most important research conducted into 

women’s clothing, and demonstration as to how this can be used to reveal information 

about a community or wider society, comes from the Norwegian dress historian and 

conservator, Aagot Noss. Up until she passed away three years ago, Noss was 

motivated by a sophisticated hands-on approach, as opposed to a feminist or aesthetic 

instinct. The richness of her findings opens a door to unearthing more information 

about the physical activities and co-operative experiences of women as participants in 

the household economy, rural society and religious community. This is especially 

important in Britain because her publications are in Norwegian, with only a short 

summary in English.  

 Noss’s findings connect to clothing from places that are relevant for this thesis, 

and direct us towards more object-based research. Telemark, Hardanger in Hordaland, 

Setesdal and parts of Oppland formed the focus of her own life’s work.73 An applied 

analysis of dress by Noss’s protégé, the textile historian Kari-Anne Pedersen, has also 

resulted in the creation of hundreds of pictures of traditional costumes and 

accessories, as well as her own embroideries. These are informed by historic 

practices, show how the folk dress developed over time, and divulge that women were 

more interested in creating items to express their thoughts than written texts.74 Neither 

Noss nor Pedersen focus on the philosophy of dress, an omission that points towards 

Norwegian women as hands-on contributors in a country driven by short term practical 

necessities. This is further shown by the way in which Noss and Pedersen found that 

regional and now little-known words connected to clothing, as well as sewing 

techniques, changed over time and were overwhelmingly connected to a functional 

rather than an aesthetic prominence. 
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 Overall, texts related to women’s work, their political inclination and urban 

practice seldom draw on visual culture, or the image of the woman in art, either as a 

maker or as a model. Nevertheless, in the last thirty years, and especially over the last 

decade, a number of important publications have been produced by Norwegian, British 

and American art historians. These at least offer new ways of looking at turn of the 

twentieth century Norwegian painting, and include original approaches to well-known 

artists, as well as deepening interest in lesser-known painters. Some of these are 

women, hence showing that there is still scope to uncover more about how women 

represented women’s lives. The magazine, Kunst og Kultur (Art and Culture) has also 

commissioned and published insightful articles on Norwegian artists and art 

movements which have occasionally paved the way for new lines of enquiry.75 These 

have partly presented novel ways of looking at women’s art, and help support the 

notion that Norway’s women painters could be as advanced in their professions, and 

as talented in their abilities, as their male counterparts.76 However, there is still more 

work to be done.  

 Further interest from the English-speaking world in nineteenth century 

Scandinavian painting was set in motion in 1982 by the American art historian, Kirk 

Varnedoe. His breakthrough exhibition, Northern Light: Nordic Art at the Turn of the 

Century, was shown in New York, and involved artworks by male and female painters 

from the region.77 While this effort may be responsible for stimulating the publication of 

further books and exhibitions on art from the region, most of these subsequent displays 

were, however, group exhibitions which brought together painting from across the 

Nordic area. Moreover, they tended to consider a similar theme: the effect of light and 

nature, realism, naturalism and symbolism, on painting. They did not, as this thesis 

attempts to do, focus on social influences. For instance, Dreams of a Summer Night, 

which was shown at London’s Hayward Gallery in 1986.78 Nonetheless, essays in both 

the catalogues accompanying these two exhibitions draw attention to women painters 

and hence show that women were involved in the arts as professionals. They also 

outline some of the reasons why a portion of Norwegian artists returned to Norway to 
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paint, and why they chose certain areas and groups of people as subjects for their 

canvases.  

 The American art historians Michelle Facos and Patricia Berman have since 

followed new lines of investigation into Norwegian and Nordic painting on a greater 

scale. For example, they have concentrated on painting as playing an essential part in 

developing Nordic national identity, and Berman has assessed images of women in 

Munch’s art as well as other themes that were predominant in his opus.79 While their 

efforts emphasised that the late nineteenth century was a busy period for Norwegian 

art, not to mention the training of women painters, most art historians in Britain have 

rarely if ever paid attention to Norwegian women artists from this period. This has 

therefore left an opening for new approaches to Norwegian art history, and which this 

thesis may try to fill. Even so, a number of group exhibitions held in the English-

speaking world have included paintings by Scandinavian women artists in the last 

decade in a concerted effort to emphasise their talents. An exhibition at the Clark Art 

Institute in 2018, Women Artists in Paris, 1850-1900 is one such example.80 But this 

thesis strives to demonstrate that too many of these exhibitions do not make enough of 

the fact that, within their own countries, a significant number of women artists were 

renowned for their talents by contemporary art historians, and encouraged by male 

figureheads to paint, exhibit and sell their work. In other words, although women 

painters were recognised in their own country, they were not recognised elsewhere. 

Moreover, their work has, at times, been contextualised according to European rather 

than Norwegian values or standards. Norway’s women artists may largely have been 

forgotten by art historians working over the last century, and it is time that art historians 

show that in their day several were considered integral to the growing sophistication 

and modernisation of the national art scene.  

 In 2012 an important exhibition for this thesis, curated by a British art historian 

and that introduced a more socially aware facet to Scandinavian art history, opened at 

the Groninger Museum in the Netherlands. This looked at the influence of the literary 

current embedded in realism and naturalism, known as the Det Moderne 

Gjennombrudd, or the Modern Breakthrough, on Nordic artists working between the 
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1860s and up until around 1920.81 Curated by David Jackson, and thereafter shown at 

the Kunsthalle in Munich, the exhibition broke new ground by taking a movement that 

has usually been connected to literary history and the representation of real life, and 

applying it to visual art. The term, the Modern Breakthrough, was first used in 1883 by 

the Danish critic Georg Brandes (1842-1927). It tended to group together Scandinavian 

authors from the 1870s, and identify the literary currents embedded in social realism 

and naturalism that grew in Scandinavia as a revolt against romanticism. Jackson’s 

exhibition crucially showed that, although this movement was indeed closely 

intertwined with literary trends, it became a distinctly Scandinavian phenomenon which 

similarly affected imagery. Importantly for a thesis driven by a focus on visual culture, 

the accompanying catalogue showed how some Norwegian painters also shared an 

interest in using their images to draw attention to communal insurrections.82 For 

instance, emergent tensions between the working class and the capitalist bourgeoisie, 

the struggle between science and religion, and the rise of women’s rights.  

 When considering recent exhibitions and publications on Norwegian art, one 

finds that Norway has tended to host group and solo exhibitions on individual painters 

who were working around our period. But again, because only a handful have 

considered art by women, the significance of the approach and theme of this thesis 

becomes even more resonant. To summarise: the National Gallery in Oslo 

(Nasjonalgalleriet) has held several retrospectives on male painters. In 2011, artworks 

by Erik Werenskiold (1855-1938) were shown in a major exhibition of his work. A year 

later, an exhibition of work by Christian Krohg (1852-1925) took place.83 Both 

catalogues had English translations and contain essays that reveal the way in which 

Werenskiold, who was a moderately liberal painter, and Krohg, a radical, were 

influenced by contemporary issues. For instance, the need to cultivate a national 

identity through art, or the issue of working-class poverty or the urban status of women. 

In Britain, there have been no solo-exhibitions that focus on nineteenth century 

Norwegian women painters during this side of 2000, not to mention scholarly research.  

 Despite Britain’s growing interest in women painters, as evidenced by Tate, the 

National Gallery or the Victoria and Albert Museum, most pioneering Norwegian 

woman remain unknown outside their country. Nevertheless, there have been some 
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exceptions in Norway which helps with research driving this dissertation. For instance, 

work by Kitty Kielland (1843-1914) went on show at the Stavanger Art Museum in 

2017.84 Before the turn of the twenty-first century there were also a number of 

informative publications about the life and work of women artists, such as that on 

Harriet Backer (1845-1932) by the art historian Marit I. Lange.85 These have provided 

some some evidence relating to the instincts of middle-class women, and sometimes 

intricate detail about how paintings might contain information about a woman’s 

opinions, her experiences, her inner thoughts and moods.  

 The Norwegian art historian, Anne Wichstrøm, may be held most responsible 

for paving the way with regards to an increased awareness of women painters. In 

books that range from the biography and monograph, to the assessment of women 

painters working as part of a school in Norway around 1900, her work has provided 

detailed information about the training and exhibiting opportunities for those working at 

the century’s end.86 Wichstrøm’s exhibition on three female artists, namely Kielland, 

Backer and Asta Nørregaard (1853-1933), was shown in Oslo at the Henie Onstad 

Kunstsenter and at the National Museum of Women’s Art in Washington D.C. between 

1995 and 1996.87 Not only did it introduce an English-speaking audience to a small 

number of female Norwegian painters, but the catalogue exposed how these women 

navigated the obstacles in their wake. It also asked what the subjects of their artworks 

revealed about their position in society. Nevertheless, as this exhibition was held more 

than twenty years ago, it is undoubtedly time for a reassessment of their lives and work 

in both Norway and beyond. As such, this proves that this thesis provides a timely 

contribution to the field.  

  Whereas women’s painting is partly covered, only very limited research is 

available on Norwegian photographers. Nearly all of it is in Norwegian, and with most 

attention falling on the work of male as opposed to female professionals. What is 

available tends to look at photographers as individual celebrities, ask what their 

pictures reveal about the country in which they were working, and investigate how they 

were part of the general history of photography in Norway. However, a few small 

exhibitions of photographs, with accompanying catalogues, have taken place and have 

opened a window to rich, yet largely unassessed, source material. For instance, one 
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was held on Norway’s best-known photographer of the period, Anders Beer Wilse 

(1865-1949), at the Museum of Cultural History in 2015, which accompanied a 

publication on him written by the historian Trond Bjorli.88 There have also been various 

other publications, such as one which contains snapshots of local life and people’s 

daily work by Beer Wilse. In the journalist Beate Muri’s book, Wilses Kristiania: 

Arbeidsliv 1900-1925, translated as Wilse’s Kristiania: Worker’s Lives 1900-1925, there 

are a few references to women’s textile-related work, as seen through his 

photography.89 It therefore remains all too clear that it is time that photography, 

especially that by women, should be treated as an important art form in the same way 

as painting, and a valuable facet of visual culture.  

 As a result, it is difficult to find much scholarly information about the skills of the 

many other Norwegian men and women who were behind the pictures. Research by 

the historian Sigrid Lien, who is based at the University of Bergen, the curators working 

at the Preus Museum on photography in Horten, and biographical information on online 

resources like the Norwegian Biographical Dictionary (Norsk Biografisk Leksikon, NBL) 

is helpful but often unsatisfactory compared to what one finds in Britain.90 The Preus 

Museum, however, created a database of photographers that have been identified in 

Norway. This is based on the book Old Norwegian Photographers: Photographers and 

Amateur Photographers in Norway until 1920, or Eldre Norske Fotografer: Fotografer 

og Amatørfotografer i Norge Frem til 1920, by the historian of photography and 

archivist, Susanne Bonge.91 The contents of this were digitally published by the 

National Library, but in 2014 they were transferred to the Norwegian Institute of Local 

History and its website. Too often, despite the many entries on Norwegian 

photographers found on this online resource, together with the thousands of 

photographs on the online database Digitaltmuseum - a database for the collections of 

Norwegian museums and collection – photography has been overlooked. This has 

meant that in order to understand how to read a photograph as a primary source to 

support this thesis, it has been necessary to turn to the work of John Berger, and other 

academics with a scholarly interest in the theory of photography. This way, it has been 

 
88 Trond Bjorli, ed., Wilse: Mitt Norge (Oslo: Forlaget Press, 2015).  
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90 Sigrid Lien and Peter Larsen, Norsk Fotohistorie: Frå Daguerreotypi til Digitalisering (Oslo: Det Norske 
Samlaget, 2007), 45-134.  
91 Susanne Bonges, Eldre Norske Fotografer: Fotografer og Amatørfotografer i Norge Frem til 1920 
(Bergen: Universitetsbiblioteket i Bergen, 1980).  
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possible to show how photography is different to other art forms, and maintain that it 

deserves its own analysis because of its unique history.92  

 While ample attention was paid to Norway’s notable history of textile making 

and tapestry weaving during the early part of the twentieth century, interest by 

academics appears to have declined soon after. There is presently less interest in the 

manufacture of ordinary textiles in the home today than there was in the early twentieth 

century. This is perhaps due to the impact of World War Two when Norway was 

devastated and left with few resources to research or present her own indigenous past. 

But a decline in interest may also be because the habit of making textiles for functional 

use, at home and by hand, has largely disappeared. Women’s work has become 

detached from their home life and most items are now shop-bought. Nonetheless, 

there has been a slow reawakening of interest in the creation and design of knitted or 

embroidered textiles for decorative purposes or for private enjoyment. In other words, 

the production of art textiles.  

 An exhibition was held at the Stavanger Art Museum on the textile artist Frida 

Hansen (1855-1931) in 2015. This drew attention to the way in which monumental art 

tapestries designed and made around 1900 by women like Hansen were, at the time, 

important for emphasising the role of Norway’s women in giving direction to the nation 

and to the part played in this by its visual culture.93 The accompanying catalogue, with 

essays by the exhibition’s curators Janne Leithe, Hanne Beate Ueland and Inger M.L. 

Gudmundson, showed how revolutionary Hansen was for her day in terms of her 

working practice, and in her skills as a designer. In this vein, the dress historian Anne 

Kjellberg has also produced informative exhibitions and written works on women’s 

embroidery and fashion in Norway. She has shown how contemporary textile art in 

Norway should be linked to a much more comprehensive history of women’s skilled 

work in this field over many years.94 Kjellberg’s research into the wardrobe of Queen 

Maud also drew attention in Britain through an exhibition of her dress collection shown 

at the Victoria and Albert Museum in 2005, as well as in Oslo. While this did not focus 

on Norwegian tailoring or seamstress work, partly due to Maud’s penchant for foreign 

designers, it revealed that there was, again, a latent interest amongst Norwegian 

 
92 John Berger, Understanding a Photograph (London: Penguin, 2013)/  
93 Hanne Beate Ueland, Janne Leithe and Inger M.L. Gudmundson, Frida Hansen: Art Nouveau i Full 
Blomst (Stavanger: Stavanger Kunstmuseum, 2015). 
94 As well as Anne Kjellberg’s books Nålens Øye: Samtidsbroderi and Dronning Maud: Et Liv - En 
Motehistorie, see her book, Mote: Trender & Designere Oslo 1900-2000 (Oslo: C. Huitfeldt, 2000). 
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women when it came to clothing and sewing. As this thesis strives to do, it also showed 

that a woman’s attire could help them, and their country, define an identity.95  

 Ordinary textiles, including daily dress or clothing not intended for festive use, 

has seen less interest of late. However, the fairly recent work of Noss has already been 

mentioned, and there have also been examples of textile exhibitions in museums 

located outside Oslo which have drawn on everyday textile items. For instance, A 

Thousand Threads - A Story Told in Textiles (Tusen Tråder - En Historiefortelling i 

Tekstil) was held at the Lillehammer Folk Museum (Maihaugen), and the Lillehammer 

Art Museum (Lillehammer Kunstmuseum) between 2013 and 2014. This display made 

the connection between locally produced textiles that have been made recently, most 

of which can be called ‘art textiles’, and those that were created long ago, for a wide 

range of everyday purposes. It considered common fabrication techniques, the use of 

regionally specific materials, and the way in which symbolism has been repeatedly 

woven into women’s designs. However, apart from a simple guide available in 

galleries, this inspiring exhibition had no accompanying catalogue. While smaller, less 

well-known exhibitions such as these are highly informative and help make a case for 

more work on regional textiles, the lack of scholarly appraisal or critique is problematic. 

There exists a frustrating situation whereby knowledge concerning women and textiles 

from certain parts of the country remains hidden within the local region where the 

exhibition took place.  

 Aside from Gail Carolyn Sirna’s 2006 book, In Praise of the Needlewoman: 

Embroiderers, Knitters, Lacemakers, and Weavers, there is apparently no analysis 

concerning what is revealed both in front of and behind painted or photographic images 

of women working with textiles.96 In order to find a route into questions that relate to 

lesser-researched Norwegian women and their cloth and dress-making skills, it has 

been crucial to draw upon varying points of view that relate to broader concepts 

connected to aspects of visual culture. For instance, when it comes to dress, and the 

way in which clothing discloses evidence relating to women and their worlds, it has 

been helpful to turn to work by Ingrid Mida and Alexandra Kim. Like Noss, both have 

shown that the unpicking of a garment reveals information about the wearer. Although 

their research uses fashion objects, and is rooted in theories related to dress history, 

the authors offer helpful tools with which to analyse a garment in their book The Dress 

 
95 Anne Kjellberg, Style and Spendour: The Wardrobe of Queen Maud of Norway, 1896-1938 (London: 
V&A Publishing, 2005). 
96 Gail Carolyn Sirna, In Praise of the Needlewoman: Embroiderers, Knitters, Lacemakers, and Weavers in 
Art (London: Merrell, 2006).  
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Detective. A Practical Guide to Object-Based Research in Fashion.97 Moreover, 

Alexander Maxwell’s book Patriots against Fashion. Clothing and Nationalism in 

Europe's Age of Revolutions is a significant text that relates to the study of national 

ways of dressing across a selection of countries.98 While there is only a passing 

reference to Norway, Maxell provides a helpful insight of how one might use the dress 

itself as a route towards better understanding the place it plays in fomenting patriotism 

or nationalism. Finally, Glenn Adamson’s work on the notion that ‘craft’ was an 

invented concept during the age of industrial growth steers this thesis towards fresh 

ways of looking at weavings and coverlets. In The Invention of Craft, Adamson refers 

to the experiences of lace makers in revealing how the aura around some textiles was, 

perhaps like Norwegian pieces of whitework, created as a necessary counterpart to 

ideas about industry.99  

 Being conscious of a gendered perspective in history and in art is increasingly 

held up as critical to current approaches to the past. The existence of feminist art 

history is proof of the continuing need for fresh, adventurous ways of looking at 

sources from a woman’s point of view. As stated earlier, this thesis is not ideologically 

driven by feminist art history, but there are a number of scholars in the field whose 

original points of view are of importance when defining new approaches to Norwegian 

women, art and nation-building. Early research by Linda Nochlin, Whitney Chadwick, 

Griselda Pollock and Roszika Parker are worth mentioning. Nochlin’s essay from 1971, 

Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists? looks at the writing of art history, and 

the way that institutions have forgotten women over time. The text also develops the 

argument that formal and social education restricted artistic development only to men, 

most often those from privileged backgrounds. Nochlin contends that this resulted in 

many women being prevented from honing their talents and entering the art world. It is 

a point of view which this thesis, at times, challenges with regards to Norwegian 

women painters and weavers. But Nochlin also made the case that women’s ‘outsider 

status’ gave them a unique viewpoint to critique women's position in the art world, and 

to examine the discipline's underlying assumptions about gender and talent.100 

Chadwick built on the idea that there were many talented women artists who had been 

overlooked. She also re-examined women’s art more closely, and addressed the 
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influence of feminism on the writing of art history.101 Pollock similarly took issue with 

mainstream models of the discipline, especially research into art history which has 

excluded women, and asked - why? Just as this thesis aims to do, Pollock examined 

the interaction of the social categories of gender and class as a way to find answers.102 

Finally, Parker’s book, The Subversive Stitch, helped manage how researchers of 

textiles and cultural history viewed the role of embroidery, concepts of femininity, and 

the practice of craft as a means of resistance to the constraints of female 

disenfranchisement. This book explored how the status of embroidery declined from 

being a major art form in the medieval ages, to one that was seen to be specifically 

feminine, domestic and low in the artistic hierarchy.  

 It remains important to state that among the reasons that some female artists in 

the fine and decorative arts were overlooked in Norway was not just because the 

canon of art history was written by men. It was also due to the nation’s protracted 

unstable political and economic history, which sometimes left little room for the 

assessment of cultural history, or of women’s lives on their own. No matter how 

revealing Parker’s book is, it was not written with Norway in mind. The usefulness of 

this thesis is that it shows that Norway was a country with her own past and technical 

procedures when it came to textiles. And, as the early part of this literature review 

attempted to convey, the Norway of our era was a nation with a large rural class which 

relied on sewing for many reasons. These tended to be less connected to etiquette 

than to the practicalities of physical survival.  

 Learning how to approach the past from a woman’s perspective is important for 

this thesis and, as a result, existing scholarship related to Norwegian art history. So too 

is a balanced outlook on how this should be achieved. In short, the approach to this 

research is not dictated by contemporary feminist theory, but one in which male and 

female points of view are considered. Joan W. Scott’s book Gender and the Politics of 

History, first published in 1988, introduces the notion that gender can shape the 

currents of history as much as factual content.103 This is a crucial enquiry for informing 

this thesis: it relates to national, visual and women’s history, and argues that gender 

has been instrumental in helping to shape society as we know it today. To obtain a 

broad understanding of the socio-economic past, the opinions and histories of men and 

women need to be understood in relation to one another, and not as separate entities.  

 
101 Whitney Chadwick, Women, Art and Society (London: Thames and Hudson, 1990), 17-42, 114-138, 
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ii. Methodology 

 

Across the country, across decades, spanning generations and between class 

boundaries, the life-cycle of the rudimentary textile object is regarded in this thesis as 

an imperative part of the woman’s developing experience and Norwegian culture as a 

whole. From its existence as a raw fibre in the ground or on an animal, to when it was 

worn away by a human being, the study holds that textiles derive from agriculture and 

human intervention, and their reception changes over time. They are also part of the 

heritage of the female communities that make them. For this reason, and due to the 

multidimensional nature of this thesis’s enquiry, an image as well as an object-driven 

methodology has been developed that relies on a theory aimed to uncover as much 

about learning by looking, as understanding by doing.  

 This hands-on approach intends to highlight where gaps have occurred in other 

research, and subsequently provide a way to fill this void. The idea being that to 

personally attempt to locate experiences akin to those lived during the era assessed in 

this study, and practically explore the culture behind an object or image, means being 

at one with the mindset of the time. Surveying social history and women’s experiences 

as part of the past means that the methodology of this thesis rests on understanding 

shifts in time, attitude and place are best understood by using conventional art 

historical methods as well as lesser used practical approaches connected to visual 

culture. In other words, a reasoning that visual literacy and the impact of visual forms 

on thinking and working had significant roles in Norwegian society. As such, high and 

low visual forms have been traced, located and studied. When compared and 

contrasted, various objects, imagery and texts help question whether women's textile-

related activities, and constructed objects, may be read as symbolic of progressive, 

regressive, private, public, honest or dissolute tensions. As the following outline of the 

methodological framework suggests, this will be on a local and regional, national and 

international scale.  

 

Primary Source Material  

 

Nearly all of our visual sources exist in public or private archives within Norway. 

Sometimes pieces have been found in major art museums or private homes. At other 

times, they have been discovered within the collections of the folk museums, or in the 

archives of the Oslo Museum or Museum of Science and Technology. They include 
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paintings and photographs showing women as shepherdesses, spinners, embroiders, 

seamstresses, weavers and knitters. They also include carded, spun, woven, 

embroidered and stitched objects and commodities that were made, used, traded, sold 

and worn. It is through the critical examination of image alongside item that the 

importance of textile work as an ancient, yet little investigated, aspect of Norwegian 

social history which had important economic, political and cultural connotations is 

strongly underlined. Therefore, efforts have been made to give equal attention to the 

analysis of Norwegian artworks, imagery and textile products created by people who 

were of dissimilar generations, associated with diverse political allegiances, and active 

at different times during our period. Most primary sources date from between the 1880s 

and 1905, the dates bracketing this thesis. However, exploring the story of women’s 

work and textiles in Norway involves an extensive chronology. Where appropriate, 

attention has been paid to additional sources from just before and just after this 

timeframe.   

 

Collections of Images  

 

Two research stays were spent in Oslo in order to access national collections of 

painted and photographic imagery, as well as libraries and archives. The stays also 

enabled a familiarity with the layout of the city in order to personally understand certain 

subjects and meanings behind depictions of women’s lives in the east and west of the 

metropolis. The first stay lasted three months, and was based at the University of Oslo 

and the National Gallery. This allowed access to the painting and library collections of 

the National Museum (Nasjonalmuseet for Kunst, Arkitektur og Design), which includes 

the paintings of the National Gallery as well as the textile collections of the Decorative 

Arts Museum (Kunstindustrimuseet). The curator Vibeke Waallann Hansen supervised 

my research and helped me gain access to the collections. The second stay also 

lasted three months. Research was conducted at the Museum of Cultural History, 

where my work was supervised by Kari-Anne Pedersen, and at the Norwegian Labour 

Movement’s Archive and Library (Arbeiderbevegelsens Arkiv og Bibliotek, also known 

as Arbark). At these two institutions I was able to explore image and object collections 

that originally belonged to women who were of a lower social status. At the latter the 

Director Frank Meyer supervised my work, and offered insight into the development of 

the Norwegian Labour Party. On both occasions, other relevant museums and archives 

in and around Oslo were visited, and their collections and libraries explored in an effort 
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to comprehend what had been collected over time, and why. These included, amongst 

others, those relating to science, technology and industry, such as the Norwegian 

Museum of Science and Technology (Teknisk Museum). They also involved those 

relating to the fine arts, such as Drammen Museum, individual artists, such as the 

Vigeland Museum, and social history, such as the Oslo Museum (Oslo Bymuseum) 

and Oslo City Archive (Oslo Byarkiv).  

 

Accessing and Assessing Objects  

 

It was important to ensure that looking at image collections and visiting archives in 

Oslo was supplemented by travel to coastal and inland regions covered in the thesis. 

This was to experience the eastern and western districts, and locate objects belonging 

to women who lived in these parts. Conversations were held with specialists working in 

the fields of textile and costume history which led to the unearthing of original sources 

in less-visited parts of the country. Several visits were made to Fagernes in Valdres, 

where time was spent with the curators of the Valdres Folk Museum (Valdres 

Folkemuseum) and Norwegian Institute of Bunad and Folk Costume (Norsk Institutt for 

Bunad og Folkedrakt). The trips also allowed visits to valley and mountain farms in the 

district where, in some cases, one found that the structure of farming life has remained 

largely unchanged for generations. These trips led to exploration further afield, such as 

a stay in Lillehammer in Oppland, where the object collections of Maihaugen were 

studied so as to acquire an understanding of life in Gudbrandsdalen. Excursions to 

Bergen and Stavanger, provided an overview of the landscape on the west coast. This 

also allowed an evaluation of the textile-related collections of the Stavanger Art 

Museum. I visited Kaupanger, to see the Heiberg Collections at the Sogn Folk Museum 

(De Heibergske Samlinger - Sogn Folkemuseum), and Tromsø, to visit the home of the 

writer Cora Sandel (née Sara Fabricus) (1880-1974) in order to see how women of her 

class lived in the far north compared to her equivalent in the south.  

 The object-led fieldwork conducted in regional parts of Norway fuelled a more 

comprehensive analysis of how real women have lived over time. It also generated a 

feeling for the rural and urban landscape before and after 1900, the geographical 

terrain of the southern and central regions of the country, and a developing 

familiarisation with how particular customs differed depending on area. By moving out 

of the capital, valuable objects were unearthed in places that, hitherto, have rarely 

been explored by art historians: on local farms, in private homes, and amongst smaller 
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collections related to aspects of women’s history such as those at Konsvinger’s 

Women’s Museum. The research approach unearthed sources that reveal competing 

ideological positions surrounding the transition of women from industrious amateurism 

to professional artistry. In keeping with imagery, objects also provided an opportunity to 

challenge how virtuous, inventive and committed women were as progressive citizens 

who honoured the past.   

 A methodology which assessed objects for clues, and is practical in its 

approach, was therefore relevant to filling in gaps in understanding. But so too was the 

importance of interviewing older, living women who are likely to be the last to 

remember the routines of their mothers and grandmothers from between the 1880s 

and early 1900s. This thesis captured memories of living witnesses before a first-hand 

understanding of turn-of-the-twentieth-century women’s history, specifically related to 

rural areas, finally disappears. 

 

Textual Analysis  

 

Although visual culture provides the focus of this thesis, and an object-led approach 

drives the research, written sources have been deemed helpful. Norway was a popular 

tourist destination for the British, hence travel journals by writers from England or 

Scotland, such as those mentioned in the literature review, prove supportive in showing 

what people thought about Norway, her women and their artistry. Moreover, the small 

scale of the Norwegian population, and the condensed scale of Kristiania, meant that 

over the twenty or so years after the 1880s, collaborations and strong friendships 

flourished between the worlds of literature and visual culture. Writers and artists formed 

bonds and partnerships through ideas such as those connected to the Modern 

Breakthrough, French naturalism in art and literature, or the Woman Question. Literary 

sources from the period are thus imperative in the thesis as examples of historical fact, 

but also because objects and images are sometimes enhanced by additional text.    

 While some secondary sources may be found in British libraries, many more are 

available in Norway. Therefore, time spent in the libraries in Oslo, but also Valdres and 

Lillehammer, proved invaluable for the discovery of lesser-known material on native 

artists, makers, and thinkers. Because so much of the history written on Norwegian 

culture, women, regional and national society is untranslated, it remains only 

accessible to those with a sound knowledge of the language. The best collection of 

library materials related to Norway is at the National Library (Nasjonalbiblioteket) in 
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Oslo, which has also digitised journals and manuscripts, and the Deichman Library, the 

municipal public library serving Oslo. The University of Oslo has decent resources, as 

does the art library at the National Gallery, especially where Norwegian art history is 

concerned. The Museum of Cultural History contains a collection of books, many of 

which were published at the start of the previous century and which relate to social and 

cultural regional history. It also runs an online digitised service for photographs and 

artworks. The Women’s Museum in Kongsvinger holds a thorough selection of books 

as well as women’s magazines relating to my period. 

 Comprehending what has been popular amongst an English-speaking 

readership, and where gaps lie with regards to women and art history, meant 

unearthing primary and secondary sources in British and some American libraries. For 

instance, the London Library contains a comprehensive collection of nineteenth century 

texts, including journals and first editions. The British Library contains a large number 

current literature in both Norwegian and English. The two British universities that teach 

Scandinavian Studies, University College London and the University of Edinburgh, 

have placed more academic emphasis on the history of literature and language than 

social history or visual culture. Nevertheless, this has resulted in the collection of a 

number of articles and books that are relevant. In America, the universities and 

institutions with large Scandinavian Studies libraries, programmes for research but also 

online archives have already been mentioned. Their collections of textual and visual 

sources are supplemented by the collections of the Minnesota Historical Society and 

the Norwegian-American Historical Association.  

 Additional textual sources have included Norwegian, British and American 

visual and written material corresponding to subjects which had a bearing on women’s 

lives and Norwegian culture around 1900. These were assessed to see how they may 

have played an important role in historical and contextual analysis and theory, even if 

some are not directly relevant. For instance, designs for handheld and technological 

apparatus relating to artisan, home and industrial weaving, and books on women’s 

etiquette from England. Aside from these, the main secondary sources comprise of 

theoretical appraisals, exhibition catalogues, and historical views on nineteenth-century 

economic, cultural, religious, gendered and political currents. These were mainly 

written in the last or present century. Added to these are biographies of artists and 

writers by Norwegian and British writers.  

 Due to the importance of the web in today’s world as a tool for current, ongoing 

research, but also the fact that I was based in Britain rather than Norway, the internet 
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has been useful both for text, image and object research. In particular, the approach 

was to access sites that relate specifically to urban and countryside women. For 

instance, the aforementioned Digitaltmuseum, which contains photographs of fine and 

decorative art from collections dotted across the country, as well as photographs and 

images of paintings. Oslo Bilder contains photographs of the people and streets of the 

capital. The web also provided access to various journal articles and international 

professional organisations that play a major role in the creation and dissemination of 

scholarly work relating to Norway. For instance, the Society for the Advancement of 

Scandinavian Study publishes the journal Scandinavian Studies, while in Britain, 

scholars based at University College London run the publishing house, Norvik Press. 

This republishes work by now out-of-print writers from the Nordic region, as well as 

collections of essays by leading scholars in fields of research related to Scandinavian 

studies.  

 

Contextual Understanding  

 

Aside from fieldwork conducted in Norway, it was felt that visits to, and archival 

research within, Sweden could contextualise the shifts occurring in Norway with 

regards to art, culture, national identity and women. The visits enhanced an 

understanding of Swedish visual culture, and enabled the discovery of work by 

Swedish artists working around the same time. Not least, Anders Zorn (1860-1920), 

and Carl and Karin Larsson (1853-1919 and 1859-1928), all artists for whom women 

and textile work was inspirational and integral to their creativity. Research visits were 

made to see painting collections in Stockholm and other areas around the country. An 

assessment of textile-related objects from Sweden was also made via visits to 

Skansen, the first open-air museum of Swedish rural and folk history which was 

opened by Arthur Hazelius (1833-1901) in 1891. That this museum inspired Hans Aall 

(1869-1946) to open the Museum of Cultural History in Kristiania three years later was 

interesting in that it showed how Norway was, in ways, following the example of 

Sweden when it came to protecting her folk culture. For this reason, I also visited Mora, 

where Zorn set up his home, studio and a model village to honour Swedish folk 

customs. And Falun, where the Larsson family built and personally their family home, 

Lilla Hyttnäs, with murals as well as Karin’s own embroideries and weavings. 

Gothenburg was also visited to explore the exceptional collection of Nordic painting at 

the Gothenburg Art Museum (Göteborg Konstmuseum). These visits revealed 
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important differences between how Norwegian women were treated and lived 

compared to those in Sweden, but also similarities in terms of the push for an 

internationally valued fine arts scene. The comparisons were intended to also uncover 

whether Norway’s interest in folk art, textile art and women’s art was separate, inspired 

by, or in competition with, a similar situation taking place in Sweden, the nation’s ruler 

until 1905. They were also helpful when verifying that the use of folk dress lasted for a 

longer period in Norway than it did in Sweden. Moreover, that rural Norwegian women 

relied on, and were famed for, their textile skills in ways that Swedish women were not.  

 

Problems Encountered  

 

Along the way, a number of obstacles proved to be a slight hindrance to this 

methodology and the acquisition of primary sources and objects related to rural life. For 

instance, the large size of the country has, over time, resulted in a scattering of source 

material as much as an inability to always find scholars who have the expertise to help 

unearth, translate, and explain out-of-reach or now un-used textile-related artefacts. 

Regional dialectic variety made it difficult to decipher certain words and their 

meaning.104 These points could explain why art historians outside of Norway have 

relied on more easily accessible items, such as paintings and written archives, that are 

situated in Oslo or Bergen. As a result, this has led to the unfortunate bypassing of 

pieces of ephemera and everyday creations kept in lesser known collections of textiles. 

It has also resulted in the avoidance of questions related to rural history, and the 

incorporation of regional points of view, or local experience. The methodology has 

revealed how a large proportion of primary sources, including objects of a painted, 

photographic and woven nature, remain in private collections in Norway. This has 

shown that, compared to Sweden and Denmark, Norway has a relatively rudimentary 

art market which might circulate artworks or encourage artistic exchange on an 

international level. There are also fewer or less active auction houses (kunsthandel).105 

It would seem that artists prefer to sell directly to the buyer without the intervention of a 

gallery. Again, this points towards the sense that where women’s art is forgotten or lost 

in time, it is not necessarily due to the societal notion that men’s art was, or is, more 

 
104 The research into different styles of dress in various rural regions validates this point.  
105 The main auction houses in Norway are: Mohn Kunsthandel, set up in Bergen in 1912; Blomqvist 
Kunsthandel, established in 1870; Christiania Auksjoner, established in 1932. In 2018 Christie’s is 
represented by one consultant in Oslo, and Sotheby’s by two.  
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superior. It is equally likely that the absence of an historic art market has hindered a 

broader interest in women’s art.  

 

iii. Structure  

 

The thesis is divided into three parts, each of which contain chapters that are 

orientated towards a particular subject that relates to the overarching theme of the 

section. Part One contains two chapters that build on the turning points, timeframe, 

themes and polarities provided in the Introduction. It introduces further historical 

context that, prior to a deeper investigation of textile work, creates a general sense of 

women’s position in society, and their activities in rural and urban communities. The 

aim is to familiarise the reader with persistent or occasional fluctuations that may have 

orientated daily life during this time, whilst offering an indication of the position of the 

nation, and place of visual culture. By concentrating on the seven themes that were 

laid out earlier, and certain watershed moments relating to nationhood, women’s rights 

and culture, secondary questions come to the fore. These will drive the narrative 

through Parts Two and Three. 

 Chapter One addresses the social, economic and political framework that 

governed Norwegian society between around 1884 and 1905. It looks at the place and 

value that may have been attached to national and regional identity amongst people, 

including female citizens, who were living in the city and the countryside. It then 

considerers the importance of work in women’s lives, and the way in which religious 

belief controlled every day and festive activities. The industrial revolution did not come 

easily to Norway, but it may have led to opportunities for migration and even emigration 

to new cities and countries. Whether this was so, and how we can know, is therefore 

addressed in later chapters when primary sources are assessed for answers and 

meaning. The same can be said of the status of feminism and Norway’s own women’s 

rights movement. Chapter Two aims to probe or complicate any understanding of this 

context by considering coinciding alterations taking place in the fields of the decorative 

arts, photography and painting. It looks at how these forms of visual culture influenced 

the way that spectators at the time, but also today, might have seen textiles as sources 

that were pre-conditioned. It underlines that when one turns to these sources 

throughout the body of the thesis, one should take issue with their authorship as well 

as their place of display or publication.  
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 The experiences of Norwegian women based in a select number of regional 

areas provide the foundation for Part Two. Seven chapters follow on from those in Part 

One, and provide a full assessment of rural women’s textile work, and the way this 

fitted into normal life. It shows how textiles illustrate that women contributed to the rural 

economy though their work outdoors and on the land when obtaining textile fibres. It 

asks how married and unmarried, young and old women worked in traditional ways, 

despite the onset of modernity from the 1880s onwards. It then moves indoors to 

explore their contribution to the household economy as creative beings. What women 

designed, wore and, at times, traded is addressed. Chapter Three therefore studies 

and compares the way in which women from coastal and inland districts were tasked 

with different chores when working out of doors in order to extract fibres with which to 

work, but meanwhile keep to their share of household duties. Chapter Four moves to 

look at the effort that took place inside when women started to card and spin textile 

fibres. The relationships between women and the camaraderie that developed is 

scrutinised. Chapters Five and Six address the actual construction, design and use of 

woven goods with a special emphasis on coverlets, tapestries and white-work. How 

these help us understand more about religious beliefs is a clear objective. Chapters 

Seven and Eight then move to look at how, why and in which areas the use of the 

traditional dress was perhaps the most important indication of a region and a woman’s 

identity in Norway. They emphasise the need to find the appropriate tools with which to 

analyse the dress, and comprehend the pagan and Christian symbolism that it 

contains. The final chapter focuses on the movement and relocation of women’s skills. 

It asks whether, when women moved away from their regions to start new lives 

elsewhere, abilities with and knowledge about textiles helped them stay afloat. 

 Part Three progresses with the themes of the movement and migration of 

women and their textile skills by addressing how such talents allowed women to start 

new lives in Kristiania. It offers an overview of how women became working-class or 

professional when they took up wage work in the city. It also considers how and why 

middle-class people adopted tapestry designs and available commodities, such as the 

dress, that were previously associated with rural communities. Chapters measure the 

exchange of philosophies and the development of taste between the high- and low-

class woman, and what textiles tell us about the meaning of identity, class, women’s 

rights and individuality. The urban environment is understood to have accentuated 

issues and divisions that were less significant in rural communities. Eight chapters are 

designed to be read with the corresponding chapters from Part Two in mind. Just as an 
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overview of different countryside regions was offered in Chapter Three, Chapter Ten 

demonstrates how inner-city districts would have presented to women different 

experiences when they settled down on either the west or the east side of the Aker 

River. In Chapters Eleven and Twelve, two sorts of wage work are assessed for 

indications of prosperity or desperation, each of which were connected to the making of 

textiles for a client: the female factory weaver, and the seamstress. Chapter Thirteen 

demonstrates that these working-class women were not submissive but used their 

sewing skills to become politically engaged in a Norway which was administratively and 

governmentally shifting into a modern phase. At the same time, middle-class women 

and the way in which the cultural elite were looking at rural textile designs from 

another, largely national, point of view is addressed. Chapters Fourteen to Sixteen ask 

what befell the countryside woman’s tapestry and style of dress when such items were 

adopted by city folk? In keeping with Part Two, we conclude with an evaluation of what 

happened when urban women moved to urban parts of America. Whether weaving and 

embroidery abilities pushed women into a new world, far away from the one that they 

knew well, is analysed.   

 

iv. Terminology and Standardisation  

 

Throughout the dissertation, the titles of Norwegian artworks, books or organisations 

initially appear in English, then in Norwegian. Thereafter, the title used is the English 

title. Unless provided already, most translations are my own. In the footnotes and the 

biography, if the source was published in Norwegian and without an English 

translation, then only the Norwegian title is given. In the list of illustrations, the English 

title is given due to the original title being provided in the main text. The titles of 

artworks, books and Norwegian words have been italicised. The use of capital letters in 

titles has been standardised so that, rather than following the Norwegian form which 

uses lower-case letters after the first word, the British norm is employed. This creates a 

uniformity and helps avoid confusion when working with two languages. For the sake of 

consistency, ‘Kristiania’ has been used, as opposed to ‘Christiania’, even though both 

versions were in use during our period.106 ‘America’ has been used to imply the ‘United 

States of America’. As for terminology, certain words are un-translated. Bonde is used 

over ‘peasant’ because, for reasons that will be explained, this Norwegian word cannot 

 
106 ‘Oslo’ started to be used again in 1924. This was the name of the city until 1624, when a fire destroyed 
much of the medieval city. It was reborn as ‘Christiania’. The ‘C’ was replaced by a ‘K’ in 1877.  
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be interpreted in a way that fairly describes the people in question. Birth and death 

dates are provided for those born before 1900 and living during our period. When the 

names of certain historians come into play, their nationality has been provided to offer 

an indication of their perspective according to their cultural and national background.  
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Part One: Changing Patterns for Women in an Emergent Nation 

 

The end of the nineteenth century brought with it decisive steps that transformed 

Norway into a resilient country on the cusp of independence. By 1905, modernisation 

had introduced an array of institutional opportunities that supported a royal family, 

social prosperity, technological innovation, improved infrastructure and advances in 

primary, secondary and higher education. Although these changes reshaped people’s 

lives in various ways, if some citizens prospered from favourable realignments, others 

found their routine-driven lives shattered by such shifts and their sense of security was 

challenged. Before assessing the idiosyncrasies of women’s experiences through the 

prism of their textile work, this chapter investigates the circumstantial framework 

affecting the Norwegian population and the female sex during the decades before 

Maud came to the throne. It unveils the predominant alterations that influenced day-to-

day life, and highlights the important themes related to the key questions posed earlier 

in the Introduction. These will help focus analysis in subsequent chapters, and lead to 

additional fields of enquiry related to textile and pictorial sources. To recapitulate, these 

social changes include: the varying importance of national and regional identity; the 

changing position of work and labour; the coexistence of Christian and pagan belief; 

the growth of industrialisation; habits of migration and emigration; and the rise of 

organised feminism. Modifications affecting visual culture are also outlined, as well as 

the interrelationship between the making, collection and exhibition of paintings, 

photography and artefacts. Part One shows that an informed understanding of the 

social, political, economic and cultural ferment framing women’s everyday experiences 

creates a substructure that is essential before an enlightening analysis of textiles can 

take place. 

 By assessing the status of early twentieth century Norway, and how she was 

regarded by those living further afield, the power of the changes that restructured 

society and shaped women’s experiences during our period are made more apparent.1 

Under  Danish rule, which lasted until the Treaty of Kiel in 1814, and during Norway’s 

first years as a Swedish province in possession of her own Constitution (Kongeriket 

Norges Grunnlov) and capital city, the country was regularly referred to as an under-

 
1 See, Marie Wells, The Discovery of Nineteenth Century Scandinavia (Norwich: Norvik Press, 2008), 7-
12. Arnold Barton, “The Discovery of Norway Abroad, 1760-1905,” Scandinavian Studies 79, no. 1 (Spring 
2007): 25-40. Peter Fjaagesund and Ruth A. Syme, The Northern Utopia: British Perceptions of Norway in 
the Nineteenth Century (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2003).  
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developed province of minor importance.2 The seasonal routines of Norway’s farming 

and fishing folk were often described as at best primitive, and at worst akin to those 

practiced during the medieval era. According to Derry, ‘many districts in western and 

northern Norway still resembled the underdeveloped countries of today’, with progress 

stalled by a short growing season, a scarcity of capital, and low yields from animal 

husbandry and tillage.3 In Gjerde’s analysis of Balestrand, a region on the west coast 

by the Sogn Fjord, the author describes a mass of people who, prior to migration in 

search of improved fortunes elsewhere, attempted to care for animals, clear land and 

prepare fields, plant, harvest and thresh crops with desperate urgency as the seasons 

rotated.4 Norway’s population was small for the size of the country, running at well 

under a million in 1815.5 Rural communities were thus dispersed across a mountainous 

and coastal terrain that remains as hard to navigate today as it would have been two 

centuries ago. Until the middle of the nineteenth century, around ninety percent of 

people lived in rural areas.6 Unless they were descended from the small, official class 

(embedesmenn), which had Danish or German origins, and held civil, military or 

ecclesiastical posts, most men and women struggled with inadequate healthcare, 

limited literacy, evangelical Lutheranism and an elementary level of education.7  

 Compared to the reputation of Norway’s rural parts, Kristiania did not fare much 

better. The capital received little attention in Samuel Laing’s (1780-1868) Journal of a 

Residence in Norway During the Years 1834, 1835 & 1836, and John Barrow’s (1808-

1898) Excursions in the North of Europe: Through Parts of Russia, Finland, Sweden, 

Denmark and Norway, published in 1835.8 Regarded as a trifling metropolis in a state 

of demi-civilisation, Kristiania was bypassed by a steady influx of British travellers.  

 Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797), who visited Norway the year before she died, 

made her opinion clear in a letter written in 1796:  

 
Christiania [sic] is a clean, neat city; but it has none of the graces of 
architecture, which ought to keep pace with the refining manners of a people… 
the outside of the house will disgrace the inside; giving the beholder an idea of 

 
2 The Treaty of Kiel was a peace treaty, signed on the 14th January, which ended the hostilities between 
Denmark and Sweden during the Napoleonic Wars. Norway was offered to Sweden by Denmark, which 
ended a union initiated in 1380. Norway reacted to this development by creating a Constitution and 
resisting Swedish incorporation, which Sweden was forced to accept. The royal union lasted until 1905.  
3 Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 99. 
4 Gjerde, From Peasants to Farmers, 30-37.  
5 Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 97.  
6 Ibid., 97-98. 
7 Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 27.  
8 Samuel Laing, Journal of a Residence in Norway During the Years 1834, 1835 & 1836 (London: 
Longman, Orme, Brown, Green and Longmans, 1837). John Barrow, Excursions in the North of Europe: 
Through Parts of Russia, Finland, Sweden, Denmark and Norway (London: John Murray, 1835).  
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overgrown wealth devoid of taste. Large square wooden houses offend the eye, 
displaying more than gothic barbarism.9 

 

A few decades on, infrastructure continued to be insubstantial, with natural resources 

neglected, and with the threat of cholera, which killed 817 people in 1833, ever 

present.10 And while Barrow was bewitched by Norway’s sublime, natural landscape, 

he was quick to comment on the widespread poverty that afflicted her residents. ‘The 

mountain cottages are the most wretched looking hovels,’ he wrote in 1835, ‘and are 

generally in so ruinous a state that they appeared as though they had alone stood amid 

the flux of many thousand years.’11 When it came to women of a certain age, the travel 

writer John Milford (dates unknown) did not hold back. ‘Some of the old women are 

absolutely hideous,’ he told readers in 1841, ‘and might have personated the witches in 

Macbeth without any stage embellishment.’12 

 Such opinions and encounters changed significantly from the 1850s onwards as 

the effects of the industrial revolution began to be felt, and as Norway started on what 

appeared to be an upward trajectory of contemporary development and economic 

improvement. Mercantile and political activities fed a constructive civic debate which, in 

turn, was led by an intellectual urban elite which took further interest in the direction of 

their country. In the novel Constance Ring, written by Amalie Skram (1846-1905) when 

she was thirty-nine years old, one is plunged into a thriving, late-century nation in 

which men and women argue about politics, religion, morality and social hypocrisy, 

their passions seemingly fuelled by socio-political turbulence.13 This sentiment and 

sense of unease coincided with a sharp growth in Norway’s population, which 

expanded from around 885,000 in 1815 to around two million by 1890.14 By 1900, it 

had risen to 2,240,000, with the birth rate in the towns standing at around six per 

thousand above that of the countryside, despite only around twenty-eight percent of the 

entire population being town dwellers. According to Derry, this proportion did not 

change much until 1914.15  

 Yet the upheavals of late century Norway depended on this population boost. 

Additional manual labour, from men and women, was required to grow the crops to 

 
9 Janet Todd and Marilyn Butler, eds., The Works of Mary Wollstonecraft, vol. 6 (London: The Pickering 
Masters, 1989), 307.  
10 Jan Messel and Veinan Hellerud, Oslo: Tusen Ars Historie (Oslo: Aschehoug, 2000), Chronology.  
11 Barrow, Excursions in the North of Europe, 250. 
12 John Milford, Norway, and Her Laplanders, in 1841: With a Few Hints to the Salmon Fisher (London: 
John Murray, 1842), 51. 
13 Skram, Constance Ring, 55-63.  
14 Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 97-98. 
15 Ibid., 184.  
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feed a growing economy, stimulate the nation’s trading ability and oversee the 

construction of a capital city with a buoyant financial sector. The historian Edgar 

Hovland explains that by 1920 the gross national product was 133 percent higher than 

it was in 1875.16 When the great orator Bjørnson appealed to the people to assert 

themselves as master during an election speech in 1882, he was calling for a confident 

patriotism to be shown by both genders. He foresaw a new nation that could stand up 

against any autocrat ruling against his country’s democratic right.17 ‘In Norway the 

Norwegian people shall be master,’ he declared, ‘they and no one else, now and for 

ever.’18  

  

1. Social Framework: A Prominent City and a Powerful Countryside 

 

As modern Norway took shape, her urban domain started to be assessed as one that 

was in stark opposition to anything ever known in the rural environment. The 

juxtaposition between life in the city and life in the countryside was regarded by various 

thinkers of the day as one of the most pressing social issues of the period. Some saw 

the nation as being well prepared for rapid modification. For H. E. Berner, social 

discord in his homeland was not as evident as it was in other countries. Conditions 

were undoubtedly challenged by industrialisation, he explained in 1900, but the 

‘equality of its social conditions’ ensured that: 

 

The shifting of the strata which the economic development of the century 
causes everywhere has not succeeded here in calling forth the terrible 
excitement which in other countries makes social questions such burning 
ones.19  

 

Berner’s views are somewhat unsophisticated, for as history has shown, much of 

Scandinavian society was in a semi-state of flux by the end of the nineteenth century. 

People were living in a state of ‘new enlightenment,’ writes the Swedish historian, 

Gunnar Broberg, with religious and social morals challenged by advances in science, 

not to mention rejections of the ‘degenerate’ western civilization by thinkers like 

Friederich Nietzsche (1844-1900) and questions related to women’s rights. There were 

also the beginnings of what became the ‘welfare principle, with its roots in 

 
16 Edgar Hovland, “Modern Norway Takes Shape, 1875-1920,” in Norway: A History from the Vikings to 
Our Own Times, ed. Danielsen et al., (Oslo: Universitetsforlaget AS, 1995), 272. 
17 Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 95.  
18 Wilhelm Keilhau, Det Norske Folks Liv og Historie Gjennom Tidene. vol. x, Tidsrummet fra Omkring 
1875 til Omkring 1920 (Oslo: Aschehoug, 1935), 117.  
19 Berner, “Social Conditions,” 202-203.  
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utilitarianism’. As Broberg concludes, ‘the old society was on its way out and the old-

world view crumbling.’20 Exactly how each Scandinavian country managed such 

change differed. As Danielsen and Hovland have exposed in relation to Norway, rather 

than practicing as an innovator of ‘new products and new technologies’, this was a 

country which proved to be an exceptionally ‘good imitator’. The ‘importation of 

machines, processes, skilled labour and, to some extent, capital’ from abroad meant 

that Norway was in a position to ‘carry the development further’, and thereby place 

herself firmly alongside Denmark and Sweden as an industrialising nation.21  

 Leaving H. E. Berner’s opinions aside, important transformations were afoot in 

Norwegian society. These were bound to have affected the lives of women in 

innumerable ways. But the impact of change depended on where people were living 

and working. A panoramic photograph by an unknown photographer, taken in the 

1880s, shows a smallholding in Ekeberg, overlooking the capital (figure 1.1, see also 

map N). By surveying the scene from left to right, one detects how Kristiania’s 

expanding borders, rising skyline, and alien sights and sounds were starting to be felt 

by some women in rural areas as the new century drew closer. Ekeberg officially 

became part of the capital as late as 1947 but, as the photograph insinuates, being 

within easy reach of Kristiania’s environs meant that a neighbourhood such as this 

would have been affected by urban impulses far sooner.22 To the left of the image 

stand three figures, two women and a child, posing in the open air amidst a field of 

crops. To the far right are four or five people lingering on the steps by the door of a 

small wooden house. Around the building are other wooden constructions, many of 

which would have been used for agricultural purposes, including the housing of 

animals during winter, and for the drying of crops. Beneath this traditional farming 

activity sprawls a germinating civic terrain featuring a bright white Royal Palace that 

swells upwards and outwards in the middle of the image, as well as a busy harbour 

with sailing ships and tall masts, and what would then have been modern brick housing 

and cobbled side streets.  

 Such proximity of a place like Ekeberg to this hullabaloo of city life may have 

been exciting for those standing in the photograph. ‘In Christiania [sic], all looks 

comparatively new,’ opined the Reverend T.B. Willson in1910, ‘it is a city of the 

 
20 Gunnar Broberg, “Scandinavia at the turn of the Century,” in Dreams of a Summer Night: Scandinavian 
Painting at the Turn of the Century, ed. Leena Ahtola-Moorhouse, Carl Thomas Edam, and Birgitta 
Schreiber (London: Arts Council of Great Britain, 1986), 61-62.  
21 Edgar Hovland, “Modern Norway Takes Shape,” 295. 
22 Ekeberg was also where Edvard Munch hatched the idea for what would become The Scream (Skrik) in 
1893. Sue Prideaux, Edvard Munch: Behind the Scream (London: Yale University Press, 2005), 151.  
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nineteenth century.’23 But such an extreme revamping of what had formerly been a 

garrison town may have been threatening and unsavoury compared to what was once 

a quiet, country life. Norwegian literature from the period describes how individuals 

who were new to the capital, or without social support, could be plagued by insecurity 

and anxiety when they entered her gates. Knut Hamsun’s (1859-1952) novel Hunger 

(Sult), published in 1890, follows a young man as he walks the city streets on the verge 

of starvation, fretting about the payment of his rent and the state of his clothes. ‘It was 

in those days when I wandered around hungry in Kristiania,’ the novel begins, ‘that 

strange city that no one leaves before it has set its mark on him.’24 The Revered Phillip 

Caraman was equally critical of this new city many years later. ‘Christiania [sic], now 

Oslo, is without question the ugliest capital in northern Europe... the victim of the worst 

period of ‘Victorian’ and later modern architecture... a reluctant capital’.25 The 

photograph, in which the rural life grates against the urban, gives rise to a dilemma that 

will be challenged in subsequent chapters. Persuaded by the growth of the city and the 

promise of wage work in shops, offices or factories, was the construction of Norway’s 

metropolitan centre an opportunity for women who were once part of the country’s rural 

classes or did it put an end to the old way of life? Moreover, did a pull to the city 

destroy women’s regional distinctiveness, and capacity to manage or maintain their 

own affairs?  

 

i. Identity: Social Class and Government 

 

Amidst a blur of urban prosperity, underpinned by nationalist fever, Norway came into 

her own as Kristiania became more prominent from the 1880s. Yet while swift, all-

encompassing change was felt in some areas by a percentage of the population, this 

was not the case elsewhere. Regions that lay close to Kristiania, such as Ekeberg, 

were likely to be affected by relentless urban development. A visit to the Ekeberg Park 

(Ekebergparken) today reveals that the escarpment (Ekebergskråningen) was bought 

by Kristiania’s authorities as early as 1882 and opened as a public park only seven 

years later.26 The borderlands therefore offered an attractive compromise between 

metropolitan and country life. Nevertheless, farming and fishing communities that lay 

much further away from the metropolis, such as Sogn on the west coast (map D), or 

 
23 Willson, Norway at Home, 108. 
24 Knut Hamsun, Hunger [1890], trans. Sverre Lyngstad (Edinburgh: Canongate Books Ltd, 1996), 3.  
25 Caraman, Norway, 1.  
26 “Samtid,” Ekebergparken, accessed 8 September, 2018, https://ekebergparken.com/en/historie.  

https://ekebergparken.com/en/historie
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Valdres (map C), which lay inland, did not necessarily experience such extreme 

modifications and ensuing problems associated with urban progress. Here, 

depopulation, industrialisation and capitalism were less extreme. ‘The gap between the 

industrialised areas and those dominated by the primary industries widened,’ confirm 

Danielsen and Hovland. But it was not until the inter-war years that ‘the problems of the 

Norwegian regions become really pressing.’27 For those women who had lived and 

worked on the same land for generations, and who were based further away from the 

city, day-to-day life was still driven by an adherence to customary activity, and a 

cyclical nature of agricultural work that was not easily distorted.  

 If location was important for a woman’s sense of identity and choice of work, for 

instance with textiles, then so too was her social class. If the social advance of civic life 

had started to challenge rural lifestyles, then it was bound to disrupt or magnify 

differences in background. In 1911, Daniels told his readers that the Norwegians were 

‘a yeoman race, without an aristocracy or nobility... and therein is the difference 

between them and the Swedes.’28 Indeed, the Nobility Law (Adelsloven) was passed by 

the Storting as early as 1821, following several attempts that were vetoed by the King 

of Sweden. This intended to constitutionally abolish noble titles and privileges within 

two generations and, in the meantime, demand legal proof of nobility. Still, Norway’s 

class system was much more complicated and varied than Daniels might have us 

believe. By the time that he was writing, women’s lives, and their individual standing, 

were directed by a long history of trading links with internal and overseas partners, like 

Britain. They were also guided by industrial development, landscape variations and 

differences in language. One may refer to an urban versus a regional rural class 

system that, from the outset, marked communities out from one another.  

 Each class defies simple categorisation, but each influenced how women saw 

themselves, how society saw them, and the way in which they were defined by their 

work as well as the artefacts that they made. The embedsmenn class had ancient ties 

to the Danish upper classes, and to prominent merchant families who had grown rich 

from Hanseatic trade in and around Bergen.29 This high-class group was supplemented 

by an industrialist middle-class which, as Bergen and Kristiania grew larger in scale, 

featured members who were defined as white-collar professionals. In time, these were 

pitched against lower-class or working-class wage earners involved in blue-collar work 

 
27 Hovland, “Modern Norway Takes Shape,” 296.  
28 Daniels, Home Life in Norway, v. 
29 Helle, “The Great Crisis,” 96-98.  
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in factories and shops, and who increasingly survived on casual work contracts.30 

Nevertheless, as Danielsen and Hovland confirm, the ‘interests of blue-collar workers 

were far from being uniform.’31 Indeed, there was a marked shift in employment 

between the main sectors of the economy. The nature of any productive activity, the 

conditions of employment, level of pay, and social attitudes were just as likely to 

exacerbate as to minimise class divisions. They also complicated exactly how women 

fitted into this largely urban-orientated system.  

 Norway’s rural class was similarly sprawling and diverse. It was strongly shaped 

by farming or fishing practices, and in turn determined the indoor and outdoor 

responsibilities of men and women depending on where in the countryside they resided 

and laboured. It is significant for this thesis that Norwegian farmers were never serfs 

but, as touched on in relation to Bjørnson’s Peasant Tales, historically appreciated by 

wider society as self-sufficient commercial entities. Most belonged to a close-knit 

community that guarded its freedom.32 As Beckett observed in 1915, it is ‘essential to 

consider the important fact that the feudal system of land tenure or the rights of 

primogeniture was never introduced by outsiders to Norway.’33 According to the Udal 

Law, he says, which was a Norse-derived legal system, such principles stretched back 

for centuries.34 Moreover, the arrangement would have been ingrained in the psyche of 

most inhabitants. Whether a farmer was rich or poor, possessed his own land or rented 

it, rural people were neither a uniform class, nor subserviant. Part Two will explore how 

rural women’s lives and textiles were driven by factors such as forms of land and 

property ownership, working customs, topography and provincial forms of government. 

It is enough to state here, however, that a sign of their community’s strength is 

evidenced by a clause in the Constitution. From 1859, two thirds of the seats in the 

Storting (Parliament) were to be represented by rural constituencies; hence, the 

farmers were the dominant force there.35 Rural women, as well as men, were therefore 

neither lacking in representation, nor were they part of a uniform set of class principles 

which could render their lives, and their customary routines, easy to fathom.  

 This thesis suggests that textiles are amongst the surest means through which 

to detect where in Norway a person came from, and what they did for a living. But it is 

useful to note that, just as woven pieces could be regarded as a form of 

 
30 Hovland, “Modern Norway Takes Shape,” 291. 
31 Ibid., 291. 
32 G. Tandberg, “Agriculture,” in Norway: Official Publication for the Paris Exhibition 1900, ed. Sten Konow 
and Karl Fischer (Kristiania: Aktie - Bogtrykkeriet, 1900), 308.  
33 Beckett, The Fjords and Folk of Norway, 60.  
34 Ibid., 61.  
35 Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 46. 
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communication, regional idiom was equally indicative of a person’s class, location and 

livelihood. The campaigning work of the self-educated ‘peasant philologist,’ Ivar Aasen 

(1813-1896), who strove to give rural Norwegian people a voice though the invention of 

Landsmål, demonstrates the importance of using verbal exchange, as well as craft, to 

grasp the idiosyncrasies of rural men and women. His work also highlights how 

Norwegians had long been aware, and protective, of their regional differences. 

Landsmål, which is loosely translated as ‘language of the nation’, or ‘language of the 

land’, was a form of expression rooted in rural dialects.36 Following Aasen’s trips 

through the western and eastern districts, where he collected and analysed local turns 

of phrase, it was officially formed in 1853. Aasen had then published a grammar, 

dictionary and series of volumes containing samples of his findings.37 By 1885, 

Landsmål was recognised by the Storting as a proper form of communication alongside 

Riksmål.38 The latter translates as ‘language of the state’, and is also known today as 

Bokmål, or ‘language of the book’. In essence, it is a form of Danish spoken with a 

Norwegian accent, and used for matters relating to education, the press and the 

church.  

 Although Norway’s official and higher class tended to speak Riksmål, rural 

people persisted with older dialects, some of which continue to be spoken today. For 

example, Valdresmål is spoken and used in written communication by people from 

Valdres. While Derry has written that, ‘the users of landsmaal [sic] remained a minority 

with a minority literature,’ he respects their importance as a way to understand the 

influence of ordinary country folk. ‘They had started a controversy which tended to 

open a fissure in society,’ he writes, ‘and which still colours Norwegian politics in the 

middle of the 20th century.’39 While Norway may have seemed, for some, broadly 

similar in terms of her rural architecture and the activities of her farming population, it is 

therefore evident that there were, and remain, subtle yet significant differences 

between one region and another. If inhabitants insisted on protecting and using the 

spoken word to display a level of distinctiveness, then it is reasonable to presume that 

 
36 There were efforts to fuse the two written forms into one language, which led to Landsmål and Riksmål 
eventually losing their official status in 1929. They were then replaced by the written forms Nynorsk and 
Bokmål. These intended to be intermediary stages before one hypothesised Norwegian language 
(Samnorsk) became official. This project did not evolve, and these remain the two officially sanctioned 
standards of today’s language. See, Helge Sandøy, and Agnete Nesse, eds., Norsk Språkhistorie (Oslo: 
Novus Forlag, 2016).  
37 Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 76.  
38 Kristian Smidt, “‘I'm Not Half Norawain for Nothing’: Joyce and Norway,” James Joyce Quarterly 26, no. 
3 (Spring 1989): 344. 
39 Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 172. 
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handmade items like the dress or tapestry were also cherished devices that reinforced 

regional identity.  

 A final point with regards to the growing confidence of city people alongside the 

enduring eminence of those from the countryside may be made by showing how local 

and national forms of government persisted side by side. Norway’s municipalities had 

self-governed for generations, with the management of their affairs granted by a local 

government law in 1837.40 By the end of the century, however, this law represented an 

unpopular compromise between the wishes of the official classes to centralise control 

from Kristiania, and the continual demand from the regions that power be retained by 

local authorities.41 Towards the middle of the 1880s, the Storting was to become more 

responsible for driving political progress across the nation. This did little to prevent 

simmering tensions between the authorities in Kristiania, and motivated men and 

women in the local municipalities. Distinctly regional practices that formed part of local 

government remained in force, yet clashed with the idea of nationwide rule promoted 

by members of Kristiania’s intellectual elite.  

 The year 1884 was, as already mentioned, noteworthy in the history of 

Norwegian politics. So too was it important in the history of local and national 

government, especially in a country historically split between the wants and needs of 

rural and urban representatives. The state of the country’s economy, and direction of 

her foreign relations, was controlled by Sweden, even though municipal government 

persisted. However, the dawn of parliamentarianism in 1884 meant that Norwegians 

could, for the first time in centuries, manage their own affairs from Kristiania through 

clearly defined political parties. A liberal coalition of educated, city-based Norwegians 

took matters into their own hands with the aim of creating a united nation. Challenging 

the right of the Swedish King to exercise absolute veto over the Norwegian legislative 

process in the Storting was one mission. Another was pushing for national sovereignty, 

and introducing an effective reform programme controlled by an increasingly 

centralised government. The intention was to cultivate a democratic state in which all 

Norwegians could prosper, and ultimately result in a country with her own monarchy.42 

Having sufficiently organised themselves to fill the seats of the Storting, the Liberal 

Party formed a new government in June, 1884. It was proposed as parliamentary, and 

came under the leadership of Johan Sverdrup (1816-1892).  
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 These developments triggered the emergence of party politics, and influenced 

efforts to widen political influence to men as well as women.43 ‘Show your confidence in 

Sverdrup,’ was the election cry before his ministry in office was confirmed with an 

84:30 majority.44 Four years later, Norway had expanded from a two-party system into 

a nation that aimed to represent the population. There was the Norwegian Labour 

Party (Den Norske Arbeiderpartiet), Conservative Party (Høyre), and what had split to 

become a moderate branch of what was regarded as the more radical Liberal Party 

(Det Moderate Venstre).45 However, the central  government continued to play a part in 

regional politics, even if the new political order intended to represent a cross-section of 

Norwegians and more women actively engaged in politics added confidence as to how 

their country moved into the next century.  

  When assessing textiles as a means to explore how women may have reacted 

to various substantive changes in terms of locality, class and government, essential 

questions come to the fore. Do art and textiles tell us anything about how women 

personally managed their place within what was a complicated class system? In what 

way did a young, unmarried girl feel about the promises posed by some of the 

advantages of city life, and by what means did she orientate herself when she started 

to work for wages in an unfamiliar environment? Whether there were those for whom 

the notion of ‘nationhood’ meant one cohesive cultural consciousness rooted in the 

city, or those for whom local life continued with separate, egalitarian traditions and 

forms of sociability orientated by regional differences may equally be considered. This 

introductory section to Chapter One reveals that it will be important to use objects and 

imagery to interrogate how rural and urban women, who resided both in and outside 

Kristina, may have felt about their identities. This could be so in terms of their locality, 

class and political opportunities as members of both a regional and a national 

community. 

 

ii. Work: A Norwegian Characteristic 

 

This dissertation is about women’s access to textile work, and what this work discloses 

about their lives, characters and reputations. Whether it was paid or unpaid, work 

within a Norwegian community was not only a central part of the rural and urban 

experience, but existed as part of a gendered environment: women and men 
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performed certain tasks. ‘Work’ is also held to imply manual labouring activity as well 

as creating the material objects  that were made, both of which  required mental and 

physical effort. In short, a range of issues come into play when seeking to extract 

additional evidence about the female experience from the products that they created 

and the method used. For instance, was there a dividing line between what constituted 

‘work’, and what else had significance across class and regional boundaries? Did this 

depend on the rate of productivity, and on the environment in which it took place? Did 

the nature of work-related activity change between the late 1800s and early 1900s? 

Work is understood to have been related to a Norwegian community’s economic 

performance and an individual’s creative output. As said, the construction of the 

modern face of Kristiania may have drawn some women away from routine labour on 

the land, and it offered them employment in sectors governed by industrialisation. 

These were, after all, held up as hallmarks of our period. However, evidence suggests 

that rural communities continued to have strong connections to the type of work that 

was rooted in agrarian or fishing traditions. Perhaps it was these associations, as Part 

Two will validate, that allowed women in the countryside to retain a certain social status 

or legal standing, whilst also expressing their regional identity through the cloth and 

artefacts that they created.  

 Norway’s late industrial maturity, cold climate, small population and geographic 

location on the periphery of Europe meant that work was not an option but a duty for as 

many women as men. While the nature of, for instance, textile work might change with 

the passing of time, its necessity did not. Moreover, writing in 1900, the  agriculturalist, 

Gudbrand Tandberg (1851-1929), confirmed that animal husbandry still afforded ‘better 

opportunities for accessory sources of income than probably was the case in most 

other countries.’46 However, Hovland explains that the stimulation of the urban 

economy led overall to more people in the whole of Norway working in crafts and 

industry, trade and other services.47 In keeping with changes in the economy and within 

the paid employment sector, the population of Norway’s towns and built-up areas rose 

dramatically from around twenty-five to forty-five percent of the adult population 

between 1875 and 1920.48 Factory statistics show that the industrial sector was 

remarkably prosperous by 1895, with the highest level of employment and investment 

in branches dedicated to wood, machines, paper and, significantly for this thesis, 

textiles. Five years later, there were 12,073 people working in wooden goods, 9,318 in 
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machines, 7,720 in paper, leather and India rubber, and 8,805 in textiles.49 Waged 

textile work for women was thus a real and achievable possibility, and their skills could 

be put to good use.  

 Around eleven percent of Norwegian industry was, nevertheless, located in the 

south-east of the country. This included Kristiania, and the nearby areas of 

Smaalenene, Akershus, Hedemarken, Kristians, Buskerud, Jarlsberg-Larvik and 

Bratsberg.50 This confirms that, as intimated earlier, it was in places that lay closer to 

the capital and to a major market where change was most acutely felt with regards to 

urban wage work, and an associated lifestyle. It was also in the south that the building 

of the railways, which started in 1851 with the line between Eidsvoll and Kristiania, plus 

the mapping of flatter and therefore cheaper roads, probably meant that female 

residents were more likely to travel towards urban employment and, in time, become 

members of the metropolitan working-class. ‘The counties that have the greatest length 

of road in proportion to their extent,’ wrote the authors of the chapter on ‘Means of 

Communication’ in Norway: Official Publication for the Paris Exhibition 1900, are ‘those 

that are most thickly populated round the Kristiania Fjord.’ They were ‘also the first to 

have driving roads - where the proportion is from 50 to 65 miles of road per sq. mile.’51 

Therefore the women who took paid work in industry, such as in the textile factory, 

probably came from parts of the country close to transport infrastructure as opposed to 

from all four corners of the nation. ‘Some suburbs and villages,’ informs Kent, became 

‘virtual dormitories for factory workers.’52 

 The sort of textile work that women might fall into in the city was not without its 

inconsistencies or disparities. Industry could be an irregular employer, and as the city’s 

workforce increased in size, growing differences emerged between higher earners as 

compared to those at the bottom of the wage-earning scale. These complications often 

determined whether or not a woman decided to involve herself in factory work or as a 

seamstress. Likewise, there was a continual need for the manufacture and distribution 

of essential tools and expertise to ensure that industrial machinery functioned. For 

example, there was a need for new machines imported from abroad. There was also 

the constant need for repairs when machines ceased to function, or a reliance on 

foreign skills when the need arose. Bruland has explained that the impart of British 
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knowledge and engineering abilities were important for the success of the Norwegian 

textile industry.53 One is reminded that Norway did not build her own industrial base 

from scratch but built it using materials and ideas borrowed from abroad. For this, her 

people needed to quickly master the task. Yet stakes could also be high given the 

unpredictability of the domestic economy. It is possible to refer to two periods of 

healthy expansion in terms of industrialisation: one that lasted from 1885 until 1890, 

and one that started in 1895 and continued until 1899.54 Insofar as there were great 

leaps ahead, for women there were risks associated with urban work. Whether a 

woman would risk leaving a reliable job on a farm or in a fishing community is worth 

considering when asking why some did not take textile-related industrial jobs. 

 With this in mind, agricultural labour may have seemed a more reliable 

employer. This was especially so given the public funds intended for the advancement 

of agriculture that were in place by the year 1900.55 The census of 1891 indicates that 

as many as 838,000 people directly and indirectly obtained their livelihood through 

farm and fishing work.56 Nevertheless, that this line of employment also had its own 

difficulties makes our assessment of textile work in the countryside equally 

problematic. Despite covering an area of 124,495 square miles, as much as 73,752 

square miles of this was bare mountain, 26,317 square miles was woodland, and 4,632 

square miles was bog-land.57 In 1900, only three percent of land was used for grain 

and meadow.58 Kent has shown that, in order to avoid famine, members of a typical 

rural family, especially the women, needed to work consistently in a multitude of ways. 

‘For members of a farmer’s family,’ he affirms, ‘life was by no means easy.’59 Indeed, 

according to Gjerde’s assessment of life in Balestrand, men, women and children were 

tasked with overseeing the production of commodities, like homespun cloth, for their 

own use or to trade. Making ends meet depended on waking at the break of day, 

completing numerous tasks throughout the year, and dealing with changes in the 

weather and climate.60  

 A photograph taken by Beckett as late as 1915 reveals how even the very 

young needed to undertake what could be life-threatening duties in order to maximise 
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the yield of patches of land in rural communities (figure 1.2).61 Two small children are 

tethered with rope so that they can play safely or help pick crops on an ‘Eagle’s Nest’ 

farm situated on a steep cliff-edge near Sogn. Beckett describes how this kind of farm 

struggled on into the twentieth century, despite migration elsewhere. ‘Every blade of 

grass from these sky meadows is saved’, he writes: 

 

These poor peasants, notwithstanding the utter desolation of their lives, are an 
interesting people; they rely largely upon their own exertion and resources for 
their needs. They spin wool for their clothes and make their own shoes, 
furniture and boats.62  

 

These were conditions which may have inspired women to seek a new lifestyle in the 

urban environment, be that in Kristiania or overseas. Nevertheless, they were also 

living conditions that compelled men to relocate and which thereby kept women and 

their families busy and with no time to consider lives beyond what they knew already.  

 The collections at the Sogn Folk Museum reveal that traditional farm 

implements, like the ard, a primitive hoe-like plough that could break soil in the spring, 

continued to be favoured by hard-working farmers throughout the nineteenth century. 

But more recently invented farming devices found their way into rural areas, too, and 

sometimes made the country lifestyle easier and therefore more attractive for women. 

Kent correctly states that ‘innovations in techniques and machinery affected agriculture 

itself’.63 A growing population resulted in more customers and higher levels of 

consumption. In other words, greater demand for commodities and finished goods, 

together with a limited supply of labour, meant that machinery or equipment, be it a 

newly-made hay wagon or planting machine, would have been helpful and cost 

effective. In Norway, this could mean assistance with the production of a greater yield 

of potato and rye, or more litres of milk. Kristiania’s milk consumption rose from 

approximately a quarter of a litre per person per day in 1860, to two-thirds of a litre 

between 1911 and 1912.64 While the adoption of modern equipment related to textiles 

may have placed additional demands on women, it may also have encouraged them to 

work in unconventional or stimulating ways.  

 Just as imported equipment sometimes helped facilitate women’s work, so too 

did legal concessions. The early decades of the nineteenth century introduced various 

laws which, by our era, were effective and encouraging in relation to the female labour 
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force. The Handicrafts Act of 1839 (Håndverksloven), and the Trade Act of 1842 

(Handelsloven), provide two examples. The first allowed women over the age of forty to 

practice a handicraft if it was necessary for their personal support. The second allowed 

women without husbands to engage in trade.65 By the 1860s these rights were 

extended to all women, as was their personal right to control their own affairs.66 It 

seems reasonable to question whether these concessions instilled in the female 

population a sense that their domestic work, and outdoor labour, was essential for their 

country. In other words, though financially independent female citizens might be of 

benefit to the state, it is likely that many would gain personal benefit. The laws indicate 

that the consolidating state understood that national success depended on the added 

impact of women’s manual support. These laws must have given the government, and 

many people, some assurance that at least half of the population could fend for 

themselves during times of unease or mass migration. As the Norwegian historian 

Hilde Sandvik has revealed, married women were certainly involved in the buying, 

selling and taking on of debts in the rural economy.67 It would been neither practical nor 

beneficial for the country to prevent them from engaging in lucrative employment or 

limiting their chance to become self-sufficient.  

 Migration from the farm to Kristiania could profoundly alter the working pattern 

of a Norwegian woman. This involved a physical and emotional change that can be 

detected in the type of textile work that she took up. So too could sailing across the 

Atlantic. ‘America fever’, as it was commonly referred to in the pejorative sense by 

those who opposed it, was a contentious topic of the day.68 Nonetheless, Derry claims 

that ‘migration from Norway was not merely very large in relation to the size of the 

population from which it was drawn... but also a considerable contribution to the 

population to which it was added.’69 Emigration to America was a powerful force in a 

myriad of adverse and constructive ways. After all, as Gjerde emphasises, a report 

from 1890 estimated that while around two million Norwegians lived in Norway at this 

time, as many as 490,000 had emigrated and lived beyond her boundaries.70 Still, 

Gjerde also shows that because migration for seasonal work within Norway was not 

unusual, a proportion of women may have already had a transitory aspect to their 
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lifestyles. If they were itinerant workers, then they were naturally led further afield, and 

perhaps in possession of in-built confidence to put their skills to good use wherever 

they went. Generations of rural people had enjoyed the license to roam around the 

countryside and trade across regional borders over the years.71 This would have been 

to clear land and set up home, or be stimulated by the need for extra labour on 

summer farms. Internal movement was partly due to the fact that the country’s main 

cities, such as Kristiania and Bergen, lay on the coast, and were therefore out of reach 

for those living inland (map B). Because the working lives of farming or fishing men and 

women could be itinerant, they were not always tied to the land on which they were 

born. Rather, they had long enjoyed the opportunity to travel, usually with their families, 

and to find farming opportunities on more nutrient-rich soil with secure paid 

employment, or to partake in community migration. If, as Derry says, ‘Norwegians were 

readily mobile’, then the pull of the New World could be the determining factor for a 

percentage of women who sought adventure and professional opportunities.72 The 

question is how they managed to feed themselves and ultimately survive once they 

had arrived.     

 Between 1880 and 1910 emigration peaked when as many as 480,000 

Norwegians, or sixteen thousand a year, left their homeland.73 Lovoll says that, 

according to the Norwegian Bureau of the Census, women accounted for forty-one 

percent of the total overseas movement between 1866 and 1940.74 But it was later in 

the nineteenth century that the consolidation of Norwegian America took place, aided 

by the distribution of Norwegian language newspapers, festivities and communal 

culture.75 This underlines the importance of the subject of emigration as an extension  

of a type of internal migration within Norway that already existed. It also serves to show 

that the influence it would have on a woman’s psyche and personal conduct could 

fluctuate depending on whether she was already a migrant within her own country, or a 

young girl who may have been entirely new to the prospect of relocation.  

 As women became regular participants in trans-Atlantic chain migration that 

extended from the Norwegian fjord districts to settlements in the rural Upper Middle 

West of America, there was no shortage of advice about how to start a good life, and to 

 
71 Gjerde, From Peasants to Farmers, 12-17. 
72 Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 208.  
73 Ibid., 207. 
74 Odd S. Lovoll, “Norwegian Immigration and Women,” in Norwegian American Women: Migration, 
Communities, and Identities, ed. Betty A. Bergland and Lori A. Lahlum (St Paul, Minnesota: Minnesota 
Historical Society Press, 2011), 51.  
75 Odd S. Lovoll, Norwegian Newspapers in America: Connecting Norway and the New Land (St Paul, 
Minnesota: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 2010), 249.  



70 
 

find work. Betty A. Bergland has revealed how letters from Norwegians who had 

recently settled in America flowed back to Norway during our period. These ‘America 

letters’, as they were called, were occasionally intended to motivate women to make 

the journey over, or simply offer detailed information concerning life overseas.76 The 

letters seem to demonstrate that life outside of Norway could offer women a level of 

independence, decent housing rents, lower taxes, and a steady availability of paid 

labour. Most crucially of all, they show that America could offer a young woman the 

chance to be a financially independent woman in one of the most advanced nations in 

the world.  

 When women moved away from their birthplace and community, and started 

work in an alien environment, one wonders whether the activities that they took up 

demonstrated a desire for independence or to survive through work alone? There is no 

doubt that the choice between work in the countryside, the city and abroad must have 

influenced how a woman’s woven pieces were designed, and how her wares were 

available to be shared, sold or used. Working may have continued in the countryside. 

But to what extent do women’s hand-made and factory-made textiles indicate that her 

efforts were now tailored by technology, capitalism and regulatory conditions? How did 

women deal with distractions because of work-patterns, and what can textiles reveal 

about their personal experience of moving from home, and being hired by an unknown 

employer? When thinking about women’s employment in Kristiania, and addressing 

what their weavings or embroideries reveal about them as paid employees, one must 

be aware of the difficulties of engaging in industrial working life that could compel them 

to turn to more ardent political behaviour. Moreover, if men and women continued to be 

very busy doing everyday work on the land simply to survive, contemporary textiles 

revealed that there was little time for imagination when it came to the invention of fabric 

designs, patterns or pieces. From this point of view, textiles become conservative, 

functional pieces that had less aesthetic importance than practical or money-making 

potential.  

 

iii. Individual Progress: Lutheranism, Feminism and the Organised Society 

 

The opportunity to use innovative technologies may have made some rural women’s 

lives easier. However, research by Norwegian historians Anna Avdem and Kari Melby 
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indicate that it was only after the Second World War that time-saving and often 

expensive conveniences like electricity, piped water, and different kinds of domestic 

machinery became widespread in the Norwegian countryside.77 Old-fashioned and 

sometimes all-encompassing demands thus continued to be placed on regional 

women, even as Norway modernised. But these findings also suggest that society 

depended on women to consistently and reliably contribute to the household economy 

during times of change. Hard work was similarly a criterion of the Lutheran faith, a 

branch of Christianity which stipulated that a man and woman could only be saved 

from their sins by God’s grace, their faith, and through the study of the scriptures. 

While a woman might be capable of following activities that were deemed outwardly 

good, she was, in the Lutheran mind-set, incapable of completing works that could 

satisfy God’s standards. The possible imprint of this stringent belief on a young or old 

woman’s outlook, and the sense that her work was evermore incomplete, is significant. 

This is especially so when trying to understand why and how she behaved, made 

things and saw her future. ‘Norway more than almost any other state,’ writes Derry, 

‘remained fully under the sway of orthodox Lutheran theology’ during our period78 In 

many ways, Lutheranism was an instructive, austere faith that may explain why 

idleness amongst women, even in the face of growing disbelief in God, was as lacking 

as the aristocratic classes who would have cultivated it.  

 Lutheranism had been introduced to Norway after the Protestant Reformation in 

Denmark-Norway in 1536.79 In its most pietistic form, which came following a period of 

strict Pietism introduced by the lay preacher Hans Nielsen Hauge (1771-1824) during 

the early nineteenth century, the faith proposed that a man and woman could only gain 

entry to heaven through dutiful service and their personal relationship to God.80 

According to the teachings of Martin Luther (1483-1546), the founder of this branch of 

Christianity, women had designated roles within a home, a marriage and a family.81 

The tasks that she undertook in this regard could be related to weaving or sewing. One 

of Hauge’s missions was to spread the word amongst the rural population by 

undertaking preaching tours across the country which may have cemented the idea 

about these roles for women. He also organised local converts into groups, which 
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could then combine religious edification with trade.82 By the 1880s onwards, women’s 

lives were more likely than not to have been conditioned or governed by some form of 

Lutheran belief. This would have been especially so in rural parts, where church 

services could take place at home. 

 The Lutheran lifestyle could be routine-driven, yet rigorous Christian belief must 

also have delivered positive aspects to woman’s lives. For example, precision when it 

came to the division of labour according to gender and age, and reading skills, which 

would help encourage a basic level of education. Luther instructed that the Bible was to 

be closely studied and understood by adherents to the faith. He also commanded that 

women were to reproduce, act as spiritual examples to their children and husband and 

oversee the management of the household.83 Familiarity with the scripture in the 

vernacular language meant that women could grow up with a decent reading ability, or 

at least a knowledge of stories from the Old and New Testament. In time, this even 

extended to a facility with other languages, including English. In 1910, for instance, 

Willson noted that ‘in remote country places... many of the people are familiar with 

popular English and American religious works. They have read them in translation.’ 

Moreover, he continued, ‘many of the newspapers publish a sermon each week... and 

the circulation of religious literature among the people makes them familiar with 

different phases of religious thought.’84 When women designed textiles, or performed 

tasks that were related to their making, we might assume that they were well-aware of 

the messages that their activities conveyed, and which related to Christian morals and 

to a rudimentary education by the book.  

 Orthodox and all-encompassing Lutheranism and Christian belief could deliver 

clarity and confidence where employment was concerned. It could also lead to a 

restrictive conservatism, fear of the unknown or resistance to change. This was 

especially so as the country became more progressive, and as a level of conformist 

religious conviction became threatened by disbelievers or encouraged by the spread of 

spiritualism.85 One finds stories of people, especially men, plagued by depression, 

religious doubt, and self-criticism, all traits that were exacerbated by religious revival 

movements sweeping across the country. The father of the writer, Arne Garborg (1851-

1924) provides one example. Fearing that he was destined for damnation after his son 

refused to take on the family farm, he committed suicide in the belief that the denial of 
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inheritance was a sign of God’s punishment.86 Doctor Christian Munch, father of the 

painter Edvard, provides another example. In her biography of the artist, Sue Prideaux 

describes the atmosphere of the home following the death of Edvard’s mother:  

 

The children’s smallest misdemeanour called forth the reminder that Mama 
saw them from heaven - and grieved. After the beatings, Christian would be 
overwhelmed with remorse but his sense of proportion was unbalanced by 
his isolation and his severity towards his children was spurred on by his 
desperately sincere religious conviction.87 

 

Under these conditions, it may sometimes have seemed to women that stepping 

outside the norm, and leading a life that was deemed unconventional and separate to 

God’s wishes, would be harshly judged by wider society and a woman’s next of kin.    

 Lutheran women in rural communities were encouraged to be learned, 

purposeful, dedicated housewives and instructive mothers. An indication of this comes 

from a painting by Adolph Tidemand (1814-1876), an artist who wanted his work to 

have a socio-historic as well as an artistic purpose.88 A Hardanger Interior, Young Girl 

Knitting (En Hardanger Interiør, Ung Jente Strikking), 1874, shows the old man of the 

family, perhaps the grandfather, observing the scene before him whilst a young girl, 

possibly his granddaughter, knits using yarn from a ball attached to her skirt, which 

would allow her to work anywhere (figure 1.3). Meanwhile, an older woman, possibly 

the man’s wife and the girl’s grandmother, studies the Bible. The painting also point to 

the enduring habit of reading this religious text, and learning from one’s elders without 

the need for a priest to be present. Moreover, it demonstrates that rural women could 

be self-sufficient and aware of strict generational or gendered duties. If the older 

generation were retired from outdoor work, it remained useful when it came to the 

offering of guidance and advice to the young. However, Tidemand’s scene suggests 

that men had to be careful not to degrade themselves by starting jobs considered 

suitable for women’s hands. While this might mean that Lutheran women enjoyed 

some responsibility for their own actions, they might also be judged according to the 

standards of a man.   

 Jan Sjåvik states that ‘by the end of Norway’s union with Denmark in 1814 there 

is no question that Norway had truly become a Lutheran country.’ The Constitution, he 
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says, makes this clear by containing a paragraph that prohibits Jesuits from entering 

the realm.89 Yet Sjåvik and Derry make little mention of the faith’s relationship to rural 

paganism, and regional folklore. When seeking clues connected to women’s inner 

lives, spiritual orientation and working life, this omission is significant. Lutheranism was 

the order of the day, but paganism and folklore were still prevalent across many rural 

parts. As we will investigate, these would have influenced a woman’s experiences and 

capacity to work through the seasonal calendar of any given year, whilst similarly 

influencing her creative contribution through textiles.  

 This intricate pattern of belief may be detected visually in textile work but is also 

emphasised by the existence and importance of the stave church (stavkirke). More 

than a thousand of these were built in Norway during the middle ages, with a large 

number positioned in the central parts of the country avoiding obliteration by reformers 

at the end of the eighteenth century.90 As the Norwegian church historian Leif Anker 

has shown through his research into the remaining stave churches, these were 

constructed from some of the best materials available at the time and therefore were 

sturdy structures. But they were also regularly built over or constructed with materials 

from old pagan worship sites.91 It is not uncommon to find that newer, eighteenth or 

nineteenth century churches were erected close to stave churches, or on top of them. 

This is a procedure which provides further evidence of a continued reliance on the help 

of the pagan gods when Christianity could not provide the answers.92  

 Gjerde’s analysis of Balestrand also describes a situation in which people were 

superficially controlled by a state religion, but retained a respect for regionally specific 

pagan, folk and fairy tales. Further evidence of this system comes from the work of 

Peter Christian Asbjørnsen (1812-1885) and Jørgen Engebretsen Moe (1813-1882), 

and their recoding of folk tales based on stories gathered in rural and forested areas. 

The result was the book, Norwegian Folktales (Norske Folkeeventyr) and other similar 

publications issued from 1841 onwards. Gjerde asserts that one sees how ‘folk beliefs 

influenced behaviour during the important events - the rites of passage - binding 

individuals closer to the society of which they were part.’ It is clear that ‘deep-seated 

folk traditions coupled custom with social mechanisms to regulate behaviour, set 

 
89 Sjåvik, Historical Dictionary of Norway, 170. 
90 Leif Anker, De Norske Stavkirkene (Oslo: Arfo, 2005), 23. 
91 Ibid., 12-22.  
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the road starts to lead towards the Sogn Fjord and Bergen. The new church was finished in 1747, and the 
old church was pulled down. However, in the 1930s restoration work discovered many original materials 
below the floor. The old church was then reconstructed between 1953 and 1957, and consecrated in 1965. 
Anker, De Norske Stavkirkene, 126.  
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norms, and created another norm for the functioning of farm life.’93 Norway rested on a 

matrix system of belief, and a woman’s religious path was by no means as mainstream 

as some onlookers might have believed.  

 Norwegian women appear to have been steered by a set of religious and social 

values that were given direction by their devotion to Lutheran or pagan belief, their 

class, regional identity and method of work. They may similarly have been limited in 

their vision by intense pietistic guidance, which could be intercepted with confusing and 

inconsistent moral standards. When assessing textiles, one may question whether they 

reveal that the context within which women were living may have encouraged 

confusion, loneliness, or a resistance to the unknown? Or whether they fortified a 

modicum of excitement and a possibility of escape from a dogmatic environment? The 

photograph of anonymous people standing together in Ekeberg hints at the need for 

male and female members of a community to work together in order to ride the waves 

of change (figure 1.1). By contrast, a photograph from the inner stratum of Kristiania 

society taken in 1907 suggests that for independent girls making their way in the city, 

unexpected dislocation from a close-knit rural ‘sisterhood’ might contribute to a strident 

determination to be entirely self-sufficient. Ludwik Szaciński’s (1844-1894) image 

shows five well-to-do smiling women, dressed from head to toe in pristine white gowns, 

and a man in a flat-cap (figure 1.4). They are being served coffee in a garden to the 

west of Kristiania by an uniformed, smirking maid, who, in contrast to her employers, is 

robed in black to hide any stains. The clothing, but also the use of black versus white 

and the physical positions of these people clearly delineate class divisions within the 

group. It also offers a sense of the group pitched against the individual, as much as the 

suggestion that working-class women were not always dissatisfied with their new-found 

careers as domestic helpers.  

 The wage-earning, politically-orientated lower-class woman, like the middle-

class female professional, became a phenomenon in Norway at the end of the 

nineteenth century. Indeed, an additional tension defining Norwegian society from the 

1880s onwards, and affecting women’s work patterns, was the germination of fierce 

feminist activity. While one branch of dissident behaviour was designed to benefit 

working-class women, another supported the struggle of those belonging to the middle-

class. Just as the issue of emigration to America shaped Norway’s labour market and 

transformed the face of the nation, so too did the rise of the female cause. The years 

before the 1880s had, however, already witnessed a proliferation of women's voices, 
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most of which belonged to women of a higher class. The District Governor’s Daughters 

(Amtmandens Døttre), published between 1854 and 1855, was Camilla Collett’s (1813-

1895) attempt to air her frustrations after growing up in a household in which women of 

her background were expected to relax into married life chosen for them by their 

fathers.94 It was, writes Derry, ‘an enduring protest against the conventional 

acceptance of marriage as the all-sufficient goal of women’s existence.’95 Aasta 

Hansteen (1824-1908), the feminist author, teacher and artist, found inspiration in the 

writings of American women, such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815-1902), and Susan 

B. Anthony (1820-1906).96 Through her essays, Hansteen emphasised that a woman 

from a middle-class home could travel, become professional of her own accord, and 

survive without a husband.97  

 These early Norwegian campaigners were soon joined by a growing number of 

female authors who were active from the 1880s onwards. Not least, Amalie Skram, 

Dikken Zwilgmeyer (1853-1913), Regine Norman (1867-1939) and Gro Holm (1878-

1949), all of whom used the pen to advocate a woman’s freedom and professional 

liberties. Norwegian men also saw value in giving women additional political rights. A 

speech by Ibsen to the working men of Trondheim in the summer of 1885, imagined 

how the country could be rebuilt by the hands of working men and women:  

 

The nobility that I hope will be granted to our nation will come to us from two 
sources… that have not as yet been irreparably harmed from party pressure. It 
will come to us from our women and from our workingmen.98  

 

Still, given the earlier feminist efforts, exactly how extraordinary feminism was by the 

turn of the twentieth century is open to question. Nevertheless, it is right to underline 

that during our period more people from a broader spectrum of classes were becoming 

visible, vocal and constitutionally inspired in their various efforts to encourage women 

to go at it alone. They campaigned as part of trade unions, feminist associations, 

discussion groups, reading clubs, Christian associations, charities and artistic 

 
94 Camilla Collett, The District Governor’s Daughters [1854-1855], trans. Kristin Seaver (Norwich: Norvik 
Press, 1991). Owesen, “Fra lukkede til Offentlige Rom 1880-1900,” 117.  
95 Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 111.  
96 Elizabeth Cady Stanton was a human rights activist and one of the first leaders of the woman’s rights 
movement in America. She worked closely with Susan B. Anthony for over 50 years to win the women’s 
right to vote. For white American women, this was achieved in 1920, while the Voting Rights Act of 1965 
secured voting rights for racial minorities.  
97 In fact, it was with her foster daughter, Theodora Nielsen, that Hansteen sailed from Christiania to 
America in 1880. Janet E. Rasmussen, “‘The Best Place on Earth for Women’: The American Experience 
of Aasta Hansteen,” Norwegian American Studies 31 (January 1986): 245-268.  
98 Henrik Ibsen, “Speech to the Workingmen of Trondheim, 14th June, 1885,” in Ibsen: Letters and 
Speeches, ed. Evert Sprinchorn (London: MacGibbon & Kee, 1965), 249. 
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collectives. In this way, they collectively proposed national voting rights for the Storting, 

local voting rights for the county councils, and various other concessions.  

 The most effective women’s rights organisations were launched in the middle of 

the 1880s, just as the Liberal Party was establishing parliamentarianism. Thus, the 

representation of women and the representation of the people was being counselled at 

the same time. These took up women’s social, educational and political interests, and 

initiated, then perpetuated, the official struggle for women’s rights.99 In 1885 the 

Norwegian Women’s Voting Rights Association (Kvinnestemmeretsforening) was 

created, only a year after the founding of the Norwegian Women’s Rights Association 

(Norsk Kvinnesaksforening, NKF). The latter was established by the feminist Gina Krog 

(1847-1916), and by H. E. Berner. These helped to ensure that there were more legal 

concessions to enable women to live independently, enjoy access to higher education, 

and equal inheritance rights as 1900 drew closer. By 1913, all women had the same 

civil rights as men when they were finally allowed to vote.100 Meanwhile, those lower 

down the social scale found ways to further their own cause. In 1889, working-class 

women of the more than 1,500 person-strong Matchstick Factory Union 

(Fyrstikkarbeiderne) went on strike after wages were reduced by twenty percent.101 

They were followed by the  the textile unions, whose female members also turned to 

strike action to demand better working conditions for an industry that employed almost 

five thousand workers by 1879, and almost nine thousand by 1895.102 In 1898, an 

attempt was made to bring all women together, of all backgrounds, across the country 

through the establishment of the National Association for Women’s Suffrage.103  

 Full voting rights for women were achieved fifteen years after all Norwegian 

men had been allowed to cast their vote back in 1898. While women’s suffrage may 

have been seen as less important than men’s, women had been openly fighting a 

battle for political rights since 1884.104 The aim remained the same: the country could 

become a more democratic nation if both genders were legally emancipated. Even so, 

that Norway became the first independent country to introduce women's suffrage is 

important for the research in this thesis, for it indicates that her womenfolk were taken 
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seriously.105 This may have been down to sheer admiration for their hard graft over the 

centuries, as Part Two will advocate. But what may also have turned the situation in 

favour of all women was women and men’s joint initiative in the struggle to end the 

union with Sweden. When Norway unilaterally announced that the union was dissolved 

in 1905, the Swedish government demanded that a referendum on independence 

needed to be held. This occurred in August, 1905, but women were excluded from the 

list of those who were asked to vote. Norwegian women responded by organising a 

nationwide petition in support of independence. In a short space of time, individual and 

organisational signatures were collected by the suffragists and wives of Liberal Party 

politicians, Frederikke Marie Qvam and Randi Blehr (1851-1928). The petition was well 

received by the Norwegian political elites and, after the union with Sweden ended, 

women exploited the campaign to support their goal of full emancipation.106 This fight 

incorporated those of high and low class, thus showing that the female gender could 

work and campaign using inspired means and for a cause that had implications for the 

many, not the few. 

 It is rarely noted that the organised feminist movement that sprang from the 

streets of Kristiania during the 1880s might be partly explained by the large number of 

working women who resided in the capital at the time. These were women who had 

freedom on their conscience and youth on their side. Apparently, the number of women  

in Kristiania was so great that it became known as ‘the young girls’ city.’107 By 1920, 

that as much as a fifth of the service industry, as well as the industrial workforce, 

consisted of women indicates that these women were playing a very useful part in the 

city’s economy.108 For this, they were content with paid employment. However, a 

smaller range of occupations were open to women compared to men, and they were 

usually paid far less. This may explain why, as we will show, ardent activism was 

spearheaded by a widening range of women’s organisations who fought as a group for 

fairer conditions. One might ask whether new applications for finished textile work 

could become a platform for social change, and whether a woman’s skill that they had 

mastered successfully as individuals could stimulate social progress? Could customary 

activities, like weaving or sewing, ever become a force for political change by way of 

their maker, as much as by their design? When assessing the form of any textile, or an 

 
105 The first European country to introduce women's suffrage was the Grand Duchy of Finland, then part of 
the Russian Empire, which elected the world's first women Members of Parliament in the 1907 
parliamentary elections.  
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image of women working with a needle or loom, it is worth noting that the artist 

responsible may have been emphasising an issue of the day. Namely, the political 

drive for women’s emancipation, or the impression of the single-minded or persuasive 

female.  

 

2. Visual Framework: Traditions Collide with the Unorthodox 

 

Having surveyed some of the social, political and economic developments affecting 

women’s lives in the city and the countryside, Chapter Two assesses changes affecting 

the field of Norwegian visual culture from the 1880s onwards. It also defines what we 

mean by visual culture within the parameters of this thesis. In doing so, it is made clear 

that the context relating to women’s lives, as well as the textile object or related work 

depicted in a painting, photograph or artefact, was influenced by alterations, both 

national and local, concerning the making and display of the artefact, photograph and 

painting. This also affected the meaning inferred by an image or artefact during the 

time covered in this thesis.  

 In this dissertation the term visual culture is collectively understood to be made 

up of a restricted variety of visual sources. When analysed together, these indicate the 

beliefs and ideologies belonging to a varied selection of people in Norway, not just 

those from privileged, urban-based backgrounds whose place in society may be more 

obvious. Each of these sources, and their makers or owners, are seen to have found, 

created and enjoyed visual expressions in diverse spaces. As Eilean Hooper-Greenhill 

has said, in this way, ‘visual culture works towards a ‘social theory of visuality, focusing 

on questions of what is made visible, who sees what, how seeing, knowing and power 

are interrelated.’109 Therefore, by choosing to analyse the cultural context of a 

photograph, painting or textile-related object, this thesis allows us to visually interpret 

the social make-up of Norway before and after 1900. By focusing on the production 

and reception of these three strands, each of which could be regarded as betraying a 

unique mind-set and that together help describe the characteristics of a people, state 

and gender, we can try to scrutinise a larger field and see how women and people 

lived, behaved and felt. The thesis rests on an investigation of popular and low cultural 

forms, and understands that high art and fine art were competing with popular visual 

culture for authority.  
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 By interweaving aspects of the humanities, social sciences and anthropology 

through our concentration on visual culture, there may be further engagement with 

shifting social structures. This takes us away from what Norman Bryson, Michael Ann 

Holly and Keith Moxey have referred to as art history’s more traditional notion of 

‘transhistorical truths, timeless works of art, and unchanging critical criteria.’110 Visual 

culture is, by nature, interdisciplinary. It has its own distinguishing boundaries which 

encompass economic, ideological and social situations that may help researchers of 

Norwegian history understand the culture surrounding the thing itself. The approach 

also helps make sense of fluctuations in Norway by perceiving visual symbols as part 

of a language, or in-built communicative device, constructed through pictures rather 

than texts. As the American theorist Nicholas Mirzoeff summarises in his introduction to 

the subject, and as this thesis recommends as a focus, visual culture focuses on the 

dominance of images in everyday life. It is not part of everyday life; it is everyday life.111 

 During the period covered, cultural transformations were shaping thoughts, 

opinions and memories. These are important in that they affected visual culture. 

Whereas earlier years had encountered a fondness for romantic nationalism within the 

fine arts, this was later overtaken by a penchant for realism, naturalism, and the 

decorative arts and crafts. The former was a style adopted by artists such as Tidemand 

and Johan Christian Dahl (1788-1857) in the middle of the century. Their canvases 

celebrated, in often sentimental ways, the uniqueness of Norway’s landscape as well 

as the farming traditions and domestic routines of rural people. Tidemand’s romantic 

genre scenes were well received by the public at the time. As the art historian and 

critic, Jens Thiis (1870-1942), described: 

 

The people of Norway were able to arouse a certain ethnographic curiosity 
abroad... when they appeared as they do in Tidemand’s canvas in their 
primitive cabins, decked out in parti-coloured national costumes and exhibiting 
their peculiar manners and usages inherited from pre-Christian antiquity.112  

 

By 1884, however, encouraged by the establishment of a state-funded art exhibition, 

attention turned to how painting, as well as other art forms, could epitomise the energy 

and reality of the new nation. The mission of the day became the visual depiction of 

ordinary life in the city, the practicing of seemingly mundane tasks in unremarkable 

 
110 Norman Bryson, Michael Ann Holly and Keith Moxey, eds, Visual Culture: Images and Interpretations 
(Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1994), xv.  
111 Nicholas Mirzoeff, An Introduction to Visual Culture (London: Routledge, 1999).  
112 Jens Thiis, Carl G. J. Laurin and Emil Hannover, eds., Scandinavian Art Illustrated (New York: 
American-Scandinavian Foundation, 1922), 473. 



81 
 

parts of the countryside or the representation of social discord. Only recently returned 

from seeking their fortunes abroad, male and female artists tried to bring a fresher, 

topical feel to their creativity by looking at the situation around them. Attempts were 

made to propel an artistic revolt which went hand-in-hand with fluctuations affecting 

other aspects of life, such as those discussed in Chapter One. For the first time, visual 

means were annexed for political, social or aesthetic ends by those who were making 

an image, and those who were looking at it. This situation complicates our effort to 

discover more about women’s lives by looking at textiles themselves, as well as at 

those depicted in imagery, for it adds another layer of enquiry.  

 Additional consideration of the personal and organisational behaviours that 

went into the collection, exhibition and reproduction of imagery is important in our 

analysis. So too is the rise of the qualified, wage earning female painter, photographer 

and decorative artist. These were pioneers in their fields and their aim was to expose a 

unique point of view that was based on their status as a spokesperson for both their 

profession and their gender. Moreover, as Linda Nochlin conveyed in The Politics of 

Vision: Essays on Nineteenth Century Art and Society:  

 

Any attempt on the part of the art historian to deal with the issue of art and 
politics must first engage with the politics of art history itself. And this politics, of 
course, has a history, which is replicated in the career of every single 
practitioner in the field.113  

 

As mentioned above, this thesis does not intend to re-evaluate women’s textile work 

through the lens of feminist art history. But twentieth century developments within this 

field are important. Our investigation acknowledges that Norwegian women’s voices 

were present in their work, distinctive in their perspective; and the fruits of their labour 

might have been targeted at their peer group. When reviewing the subject matter that 

drives this research, and seeking answers to the questions posed earlier, it is clear that 

a Norwegian woman’s approach to the activity that produced the final artwork or item, 

and the appraisal of it, probably differed to that of a man. Indeed, as Parker made clear 

in The Subversive Stitch, women might knowingly use needle and thread to bond with 

other women, express ideas, or show a level of subservience deemed socially 

important at the time. Searching for a woman’s point of view adds a different dimension 

to this research and introduces an extra layer of consideration in connection to social 

history and art history.  
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 A striking number of Norwegian women became professional artists and 

qualified producers of imagery during our twenty-year period. The majority began their 

art education in the 1870s and 1880s, in either Bergen or Kristiania.114 In 1914, the 

feminist teacher and editor, Frederikke Mørck (1861-1934) worked with the feminist 

photographer, Marie Høeg (1866-1949), to publish a collection of articles under the 

umbrella title, Norwegian Women: A Survey of their Conditions and Positions in the 

Century 1814-1914 (Norske Kvinder: En Oversigt Over Deres Stilling og Livsvilkaar i 

Hundredeaaret 1814-1914).115 Their objective was to honour the centenary of the 1814 

Constitution by proving that women were cultivating careers for themselves. These 

‘careers’ took place in the factory, home and shop, as well as being the ‘bread and 

butter’ of skilful practitioners of the graphic arts, sculpture and the applied arts.116 More 

recent research into women painters by Wichstrøm and Lange, photographers by Lien, 

and tapestry artists by Leithe, Ueland, Gudmundson and Thue, further confirm that, for 

whatever objective, women were not shy of investing their talents in the changing face 

of Norwegian art and visual media.     

 In keeping with the political environment, the turn of the century Norwegian arts 

scene may be broadly characterised in two ways: as one that was related to a sense of 

liberalisation in terms of the gender of the creative artist; and as one that relied on 

experimentation by way of style and subject matter. While early feminists took to the 

streets to protest, Norwegian painters, weavers and female photographers were no 

less engaged with an art scene that relied on their occasionally radical, creative 

abilities to challenge points of view. Three sculptures that now stand outside the 

Storting may be read as representations of two decades demarcated by political 

upheaval intermixed with cultural ferment. One depicts the Liberal Prime Minister, 

Sverdrup, finished by Stinius Fredriksen (1902-1977) in 1964, who oversaw a period of 

creative prosperity. It faces two others by Stephan Sinding (1846-1922) that portray the 

figures of Ibsen and Bjørnson, both completed in 1899. By the 1890s, Ibsen’s dramas, 

such as A Doll’s House, (Et Dukkehjem), which premiered in Copenhagen in 1879, and 

Hedda Gabler, first shown in Munich in 1891, had made the dramatist famous as one 

preoccupied with realism and the individual lives of the self-absorbed middle-classes. 

Bjørnson, Ibsen’s nemesis and an ardent nationalist, was led by a determination to 

unite the whole country under one anthem and versatile, memorable patriotic poetry 

 
114 Lange, “The Breakthrough,” 84.  
115 Marie Høeg and Frederikke Mørck, Norske Kvinder: En Oversigt Over Deres Stilling og Livsvilkaar i 
Hundredeaaret 1814-1914 (Kristiania: Berg & Høgh, 1914). 
116 Ibid., 333-334. 



83 
 

that held meaning for rich and poor, rural and city dwellers. Whereas Ibsen is portrayed 

as a thoughtful yet introverted man, looking downwards as if assessing his inner self, 

Bjørnson is shown larger in stature, his face tilted upwards as if to look outwards or 

greet a ready audience. According to Thiis, these two artists were ensconced in an 

intricate cultural setting in which the ‘dramas of Ibsen flowed through the intellectual life 

of the land, and of Europe, with the lofty sky of individualism above it.’ Yet Norwegian 

art retained a ‘passion for truth... and the waves of radicalism that rolled high in 

national politics.’117  

 

i. Textile Craft: Decorative Arts and Folk Museums 

Glenn Adamson argues that when craft became a necessary counterpart to ideas of 

progress and upheaval, the magical and secretive culture of rural artisans started to be 

dominated through division and external explication. The story that ‘artisans were 

drummed out of work by machines’ is, Adamson says, ‘not only simple but was 

satisfying for its time’. But while industrialisation brought a level of exploitation, skills 

connected to living craft remained the order of the day. That there were ‘nuanced 

interdependencies of the hand and the machine,’ is a case in point.118 If one applies 

such reasoning to Norway, it becomes clear that a similar idea relating to craft versus 

industry was also spearheaded by Kristiania’s urban elite. Moreover, there was a 

percentage of artists and artisans who even introduced the notion that native craft, 

such as woven tapestries of old, could be regarded as products that were oppositional, 

symbolically traditional, anti-modern, and thus forms of urban-orchestrated revivalism. 

This encouraged a level of national identity, and supported the reasoning that, as the 

later decades of the nineteenth century drew closer, extensive demographic movement 

towards industrial employment might destroy the so-called spirit of Norway.  

 Our period witnessed a shift in terms of how some of the older-style textile 

objects that women made came to be regarded as samples of customary craft but with 

decidedly contemporary undertones. This was particularly so in urban areas, but less 

so the case in rural environments. As the decorative arts historian Ingeborg Glambek 

has underlined, it was Norway’s industrialisation, as much as a deepening interest in 

Britain’s Arts and Crafts Movement, a fondness for nationalism and new archaeological 

discoveries that coalesced to stimulate a commercial interest in traditional 

 
117 Thiis, Scandinavian Art Illustrated, 506.  
118  Adamson, The Invention of Craft, xv-xvi.  



84 
 

handicrafts.119 These included embroideries, wall-hangings and customary dress. 

Indeed, the discovery of the twelfth century Baldishol Tapestry (Baldisholteppet) in 

Hedemark during the 1870s, and the uncovering of fragments of textiles in the 

excavations of Viking ships were seized upon. These were used as opportunities to 

provide Norwegians with verification that, as proved by the publication of Asbjørnsen 

and Moe’s folk tales, their nation rested on an historic culture that deserved to be 

safeguarded and celebrated. Viking ships were unearthed at Tune in 1867, at Gokstad 

in 1889 and in Oseberg in 1904.120  

 Another example of this revivalist mentality, and which further suggests that 

women’s urban craft should be divided from their rural craft derives from the 

establishment and lasting impact of the Lysaker Circle (Lysakerkretsen). This pseudo-

colony was founded in the early 1890s in an area just outside Kristiania, and led by a 

group of pro-independence thinkers, writers and artists. As Nils Messel has shown, this 

was a collective that purposefully gathered and made traditional wood and textile 

pieces in an effort to promote national sentiment in principally intellectual circles. In 

doing so, it also aimed to benefit the reputation of the nation at large.121  

 By the turn of the twentieth century, handmade craft was regarded by the 

educated, urban-bound spectator as imperative for capturing a sense of Norway’s 

prominent medieval past, influential present and modern future. This attitude prevailed 

at home, but also abroad. Appreciation of her ability in the decorative arts was aided by 

a coinciding, European-wide interest. The Swedish art historian, Vibeke Röstorp, 

describes in her book The Myth of the Return (Le Mythe du Retour) how visitors to the 

World Fairs in Chicago in 1893, and Paris in 1900, marvelled at Norway’s tradition of 

craft, not least in her tapestry creations.122 It was at the latter that, as we will show in 

Chapter Fifteen, two Norwegian textile artists, namely Frida Hansen and Gerhard 

Munthe (1849-1929) won gold medals for their designs.123 This would have been an 

enormous achievement for a small country coming to terms with the prospect of 

independence. Complementing this notion of national identity, as it were, and the 

concept of what the country stood for during this charged period, were reviews about 

her remarkable textiles in magazines such as The Studio. Like Beatrix Jungman’s 
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book, this popular British magazine used written and illustrated articles to extoll the 

capabilities of Norwegian people when it came to their ability with needle, thread and 

loom.124  

 This penchant for the nationally-orientated, urban-based decorative textile arts 

traditionally made by women was officially recognised by the establishment of 

specialist museums. The Decorative Arts Museum in Kristiania was founded by the art 

historian Lorentz Dietrichson (1834-1917) and the archaeologist Nicolay Nicolaysen 

(1817-1911) in 1876. The West Norway Museum of Decorative Art (Vestlandske 

Kunstindustrimuseum) was founded in Bergen in 1887 by the art historian Johan Bøgh 

(1848-1933). And the National Museum of Decorative Arts and Design (Nordenfjeldske 

Kunstindustrimuseum) was founded in Trondheim in 1893, and led by Thiis between 

1895 and 1908. In 1889, the year of the archaeological discovery of the Viking ship at 

Gokstad, a law was introduced that stipulated that domestic crafts (husflid) be taught in 

all schools as a way to encourage patriotism as well as self-sufficiency. Two years 

later, Kristiania’s Decorative Arts Museum established the Norwegian Society for Home 

Industry (Den Norske Husflidsforening), which went on to work closely with the other 

decorative arts museums to design and develop new items based on older designs.125 

Customs such as weaving, once most common amongst the rural classes and of little 

interest to the urban elite, were starting to be supported by the state on moral and 

aesthetic grounds.126 

 In keeping with Adamson’s concept concerning the ‘invention of craft’, evidence 

outlined in ensuing chapters suggests that the custom of making craft was not 

necessarily declining amongst all members of the rural population. It is therefore more 

helpful, and more faithful to reality, to seek examples of the way in which the making of 

textiles, and the artefacts themselves, tended to shift, reshape and adopt additionally 

topical and pertinent messages that satisfied modern society. This suggests that the 

line of enquiry driving this thesis should be directed towards the enduring activity of 

rural textile craft and its coexistence alongside what became collected pieces of art 

textiles from an earlier age. How, one may wonder, do these two ways of thinking 

about textiles disclose information about women and the way in which society needed, 

but also expected, things from them and for a myriad of reasons? 

 
124 See, Karl V. Hammer, “Gerhard Munthe, Decorative Artist,” The Studio 8, no. 42 (September 1896): 
221-223; “Glasgow International Exhibition”, The Studio 23, no. 102 (September 1901): 241-243; From our 
own Correspondents, “Studio Talk,” The Studio 16, no. 72 (March 1899): 136-139.  
125 Glambek, “Norway,” 289.  
126 Ibid., 286.  
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 Nowhere is the prolongation of rural women’s skilled ability with craft more 

evident than through the example of the living folk museums. Their very existence 

underlines the impression that there were two ways of looking at women’s textile 

making-routines. One in which efforts are seen as being deliberately nationalistic and 

controlled by leaders in Kristiania; and another which understands activities to be 

orientated towards selected regions around the country, and managed with reference 

to local instincts and tradition. A number of folk museums were founded across Norway 

just before and after 1900, which intended to represent the country as it was, as it had 

been, and where it hoped to go. They also showed how reliant on applied, everyday 

craft techniques the country remained, despite the onset of industrialisation in parts of 

the country. After all, the census of 1891 showed that just over twenty percent of 

Norwegians were directly or indirectly connected with industry through work.127 

Compared to Germany, where close to forty percent were engaged in industrial 

employment by 1895, this figure is relatively low.128 The continued prominence of 

traditional activities that were specific to the countryside, as well as being of  general  

interest within Norway to celebrate existing folk customs, was behind the establishment 

of the first museums. So too was the encouragement of social solidarity and a 

requirement that regional communities should appreciate their distinct heritage.  

 Rather than disconnecting task, tool and item from their original environment, or 

displaying material objects in a glass case, folk museums ensured that that visitors 

could appreciate older and prevailing beliefs and routines linked to everyday practices 

like textile making. Visitors to Kristiania’s Museum of Cultural History, Norway’s first 

folk museum founded in 1894, and to those created at a later date in other districts, 

could observe farm and dwelling buildings, as well as ephemera connected to domestic 

and agricultural lifestyles being put to use. In a speech given at the opening of the 

museum, the first Professor of Folklore at the University of Kristiania, Moltke Moe 

(1859-1913), asserted that: 

 

The aim of this collection is to give the Norwegian people a picture of the life 
that was lived in Norway down through the centuries, our fathers' ways of 
building houses, their furniture, their tools and utensils, their dress, in short, the 
entire environment in which they moved and lived.129  

  

 
127 Amnéus and Klær, “Industry,” 386.  
128 Ibid. 
129 Anne Eriksen, From Antiquities to Heritage: Transformations of Cultural Memory (New York: Berghahn 
Books, 2014), 103.  
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Several of the folk museums appear to have been broadly similar in terms of their 

founding missions, and their evolving, ever growing collections. Hans Aall, Gert Falch 

Heiberg (1871-1944), and Nils K. Ødegaard (1853-1921) established separate 

museums in Kristiania, Sogn and Valdres. They intended acquisitions and bequests to 

consist of farming equipment, buildings, clothing, and other locally resourced materials. 

But there were notable distinctions between each museum and their textile collections, 

which will come to the fore in Part Two. By and large, these disclose that women were 

by no means uniform in terms of how they lived. In fact, because the museum 

collections represented the core characteristics of rural life in dissimilar places across 

the country, their collections fluctuated accordingly depending on area and inhabitant.  

 While the museum in Kristiania was intended to represent the whole country, 

those inland and towards the coast represented the local area. The Valdres Folk 

Museum in Storøya in Fagernes, southwestern Oppland was founded in 1901 to 

imitate the lives of farming families who lived in the area’s six municipalities: Vang, 

Vestre Slidre, Øystre Slidre, Etnedal, Sør-Aurdal and Nord-Aurdal (map C). Today, the 

museum covers thirty-acres and contains sixteen thousand artefacts, many of which 

relate to our investigation: sheep shears for wool, christening blankets, dresses and 

even the country store from Søvelheim where cloth could be bought. There are also 

photographs that offer contextual evidence taken by the local folklorist, Knut 

Hermundstad (1888-1979), which show women farm workers wearing the Valdres style 

of daily black dress well into the twentieth century. Recitals in the Valdres dialect, and 

dancing of the springar style of polka, also help to characterise local life and show that 

this part of the country was, and is, at odds with other parts due to factors like 

language, landscape and folklore.130  

 Meanwhile, ninety-nine miles to the west, the Heiberg Collections at the Sogn 

Folk Museum indicate how, in contrast to Valdres, women here needed to find ways to 

live and work in a highly diverse environment (map D): one that was intercut with deep 

fjords, plunging valleys and dangerous waterfalls that stretched from coastal islands in 

the west, to the Joutenheimen mountains in the east. Here, textile-related work might 

be hindered by an erratic climate and weather pattern. In 1909, when the museum was 

founded, it housed more than three thousand objects. Thirty-six years later, seventeen 

houses of various sizes from villages in Sogn were moved to the museum park with 

close to twenty thousand objects catalogued. Today, there are around fifty thousand 

pieces which, helpfully for this thesis, range from spinning equipment to dresses.  

 
130 Evensen, Valdres, 84-87.  
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 The collected textile crafts found within the stores of these two folk museums 

open a window onto an otherwise poorly-considered area of research by British art 

historians. They are waiting to be assessed for the way in which they underscore a 

distinct attitude and approach to the handmade item in comparison to those 

accumulated and displayed in decorative arts museums. There is no doubt that the 

precise way in which pieces were made and used tells us a great deal about regional 

as opposed to nation-wide practises. They also lead us to think more about woman’s 

survival in a particular district, rather than in the country as a whole. Each museum was 

intended to function as a cultural repository for local life as it continued to unfold, as 

well as a home for aspects of life that were starting to disappear. This helps to secure 

the position of women at the forefront of change, yet indicates that they were similarly 

keepers of conformity.  

 

ii. Photography: A Profession, Pastime, Science and Art 

Collections of textile crafts can help preserve the past, record the present, and inspire 

new ideas. Photographs also record social practices for the benefit of future 

generations, while demonstrating an openness towards the use of modern inventions, 

such as the evolution of the camera itself. Just as folk museums were being founded, 

developments within the realms of science and technology were advancing. Not only 

were devices such as the handheld camera accessible to a wider range of people in 

general, both amateur or professional, but they were aimed at women who were 

encouraged to document their own private and public experiences. To borrow John 

Berger’s term, new forms of imagery, such as the photograph, could introduce novel 

‘ways of seeing’ depending on who was looking at the picture and who was responsible 

for making it.131 Seeing ‘establishes our place in the surrounding world,’ he writes. Yet 

‘the relationship between what we see and what we know is never settled.’132 Thus, 

while folk museums were being encouraged to reflect continuities and changes in 

people’s daily lives, photography was becoming more popular and contentious. Not 

least in how it managed to reveal otherwise forbidden or ignored subject matter related 

to women’s lives, sometimes in stark and hyper realistic detail.  

 It was the Danish-born, Kristiania-based publisher, Hans Thøger Winther (1787-

1851), who was one of the first to develop methods for photographic reproduction in 

 
131 “Ways of Seeing” was a 1972 BBC television series created, chiefly, by John Berger and Mike Dibb. 
Berger's scripts were adapted into a book of the same name. They take issue with traditional Western 
aesthetics by raising questions about hidden ideologies in visual images.   
132 John Berger, Ways of Seeing (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972), 7. 
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Norway. In 1845 he published the country's first photograph book, Instructions to 

Produce and Maintain Slides on Paper in Three Different Ways (Anviisning til paa 

Trende Forskjellige Veie at Frembringe og Fastholde Lysbilleder paa Papir), which was 

also one of the world's earliest publications on the subject.133 In time, the calotype and 

daguerreotype became more popular for most users of camera technology.134 By the 

1880s, the camera was serving an increasingly wide range of purposes, with 

photography from this period onwards adding an exciting juxtaposition to the painted 

image of a weaver or dressmaker. The medium widens our ability to understand the 

meaning behind a woman’s textile activity. If anything, as the American art historian 

Max Kolzloff says, photographs can be ‘our best arbiters between our visual 

perceptions and the memory of them’. They also allow us to ‘perceive and interpret the 

outer world through a set of incredibly fine internal receptors.’ Hence, the photograph, 

can be ‘concrete proof that we have not been hallucinating all our lives.’135 Whereas 

the woman painted on canvas involved in textile activity could contain messages that 

were exaggerated, manipulated or tainted by the artist’s brush, the photographic 

snapshot might open the door to an otherwise concealed and more authentic aspect of 

a situation.  

 Over the years the size of the camera reduced, while the frequency of images 

being created and circulated increased. This encouraged the adoption of the practice 

by users who had varying skills and different approaches, a development which deems 

a photograph related to the subject of this thesis as being a useful analytical source. 

That the technological equipment required to take a photograph was often less 

cumbersome than what was needed to make a painting ensured that the nuanced 

lifestyles of Norwegian women could be more easily captured. This is proved through 

the comparison of two photographs. One, by an anonymous photographer, shows the 

painter Eilif Peterssen (1852-1928) at work between 1895 and 1900 (figure 1.5). We 

see the artist painting by the Lysakerelven, a river that forms the boundary between the 

capital city and Bærum.136 He is dressed in a three-piece suit, starched shirt, overcoat 

 
133 Egil Tveterås, “Hans Thøger Winther,” NBL, accessed 8 September, 2018, 
https://nbl.snl.no/Hans_Th%C3%B8ger_Winther. 
134 The calotype is a photographic print made by the process launched by William Fox Talbot (1800-1877) 
in England in 1840. Sensitised paper is exposed in the camera after which paper prints may be made. The 
daguerreotype, a detailed photographic image made by the process launched by Louis-Jacques Mandé 
Daguerre (1787-1851) in France in 1839, is a positive image on a metal plate with a mirror-like silvered 
surface. See, Patricia Holland, “‘Sweet it is to Scan...’: Personal Photographs and Popular Photography,” 
in Photography: A Critical Introduction ed. Liz Wells (London: Routledge, 1995), 126, 129.  
135 Max Kozloff, Photography and Fascination (New Hampshire: Addison House, 1979), 101. 
136 At this time, Peterssen was part of the Lysaker Circle, which included Werenskiold and Munthe. See, 
Messel, “Fra Realistisk Virkelighetsskildring til Dekorativ Form: Lysaker Kretsen og den ‘Norske’ 
Tradisjon,” 152-171. 

https://nbl.snl.no/Hans_Th%C3%B8ger_Winther
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and hat whilst working en-plein-air, surrounded by a cumbersome kit of paint-box, 

primed canvas, easel and bucket in which to wash his utensils. In his hand is a large 

mixing palette and at least seven brushes. This amount of luggage would be difficult to 

carry, set up and monitor, especially when it was windy or rained. By contrast, a 

snapshot taken around 1900 shows the photographer Beer Wilse at the ready with his 

hand-held camera. He stands knee-deep in lake waters, his bag slung over one 

shoulder and his trousers rolled up, poised to capture a scene (figure 1.6).137 This 

image, perhaps a self-portrait, joins others showing Beer Wilse engaged in various 

activities, such as skiing or cycling, all the while accompanied by his kit. By the early 

twentieth century, a photographer could deftly transport his or her equipment, move 

cross-country and record any moment come rain or shine.  

 A photographer like Beer Wilse would be able to produce a picture that could be 

replicated many times over, and seen by different people if it were to be printed in a 

magazine, journal or book. When Beer Wilse died, he left behind over 200,000 

documented photographs, which represented almost all aspects of life. A Norwegian 

painter simply could not produce quite so many pieces of art, and showing a 

consistently different subject-matter.138 But however easy photography might have 

seemed, it was constantly evolving and modernising as a practice. The introduction of 

new technological and scientific inventions rendered it more problematic to pigeonhole 

as a science or as an art. Mastering a paintbrush or pencil, and preparing then selling a 

canvas, required a set of skills which, over twenty years did not drastically alter. By 

contrast, mastering a photographic device required foreign-designed and remotely 

made components and often expensive, complicated fittings. These required an 

assortment of logical, creative and commercial capabilities. Besides, training to be a 

photographer required close observation, attention to detail, learning on the job, and a 

hands-on, methodical attitude.  

 The two decades before national independence was a time when young 

Norwegian photographers sought unique ways to capture the essence of people’s 

working and domestic routines with increased clarity, detail and intimacy. By our 

 
137 This photograph was taken in America by Lake Washington, Seattle. Wilse spent the early years of his 
career living and working in Seattle. He started a photography business there in 1897 and returned to 
Norway in 1900. See, Roger Erlandsen, “Anders Beer Wilse,” SNL, accessed 8 September, 2018, 
https://nbl.snl.no/A_B_Wilse. Incidentally, Beer Wilse left a legacy of early photographs documenting the 
period of unprecedented growth and change in Seattle’s history, including views of the Alaskan Gold Rush. 
His photographs can be found in American collections: The Nordic Heritage Museum, the Museum of 
History & Industry (MOHAI), the University of Washington Libraries and Ballard Historical Society.  
138 Edvard Munch could be an exception. Prideaux says that by 1940 Munch had stored away over 1,008 
paintings, 4,443 drawings, 15,391 prints, 378 lithographs, 188 etchings, 148 woodcuts, plus copper plates, 
woodcut blocks, photographs and newspaper cuttings, and more. Prideaux, Behind the Scream, 319.  

https://nbl.snl.no/A_B_Wilse
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period, painting was not the only credible means through which to represent what it 

meant to participate in a changing region, city or social class. Nor was the camera 

available to only one stratum of Norwegian society in the same way that the paintbrush 

was. Photographic records obviously and sometimes officially helped with the 

promotion of social and political issues, such as feminism, worker’s rights and zealous 

nationalism. Even so, like painters, photographers tended to settle on a specialism with 

which they excelled. Beer Wilse was respected for his picturesque views of Norwegian 

life, much like the painter Tidemand before him. Knud Knudsen (1832-1915), one of 

the pioneers of Norwegian photography, was interested in his nation’s ethnography 

and scenes of labourers picking crops. And the Polish-born refugee Ludwik Szaciński 

became one of Kristiania’s leading portrait photographers of the day, akin to 

Nørregaard who regularly depicted the great and the good of Kristiania society in paint 

or pastel. Nor were women absent from this field. Solveig Lund (1868-1943) focused 

on women’s portraits and on the creation of calling cards, and the suffragist Marie 

Høeg ran her own studio with Bolette Berg (1872-1944).139 While catering for 

photographs of every genre, Høeg also dabbled in self-portraiture with a view to 

questioning gender roles through the outfits in which she dressed. These are but two 

examples of how, during this era of visual communication and nation-building, women 

with a technical eye and feel for business were not averse to participating in what was 

becoming one of the formative artistic trends of the late century. What sort of women’s 

worlds these women chose to photograph for public or private enjoyment reveals as 

much about the person or activity seen in the picture as about the photographer 

herself. 

 Norwegian photography never received quite the same high status as painting. 

However, male and female photographers possessed a greater freedom to choose a 

subject for the camera. Photography was regarded as too avant-garde within 

Norwegian circles, or too changeable a technical skill to be recognised as a stable art 

form worthy of a museum. ‘Photography’ wrote Baudelaire in 1859, was but a 

‘handmaid of the arts and sciences, but their very humble handmaid, like printing and 

shorthand, which have neither created nor supplemented literature.’140 This meant that 

photography was also used for a wider variety of ends, ranging from the documentary 

to the aesthetic to the commercial. It was regarded as a fashionable hobby, and hence 

 
139 “Bolette Berg and Marie Høeg,” Preus Museum, accessed 7 September, 2018, 
http://www.preusmuseum.no/eng/Discover-the-Collections/Photographic-Collection/Fotografer/Bolette-
Berg-1872-1944-and-Marie-Hoeeg-1866-1949. 
140 Charles Baudelaire, “The Salon of 1859,” in Baudelaire: Selected Writings on Art and Artists, ed. 
Patrick Edward Charvet (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1992), 297. 

http://www.preusmuseum.no/eng/Discover-the-Collections/Photographic-Collection/Fotografer/Bolette-Berg-1872-1944-and-Marie-Hoeeg-1866-1949
http://www.preusmuseum.no/eng/Discover-the-Collections/Photographic-Collection/Fotografer/Bolette-Berg-1872-1944-and-Marie-Hoeeg-1866-1949


92 
 

could provide sufficient access to women’s private lives. One is thereby presented with 

a unique insight into the female experience as exemplified through the many 

photographs depicting women’s work with textiles. More women enjoyed the freedoms 

of amateurism. Thus, the hundreds of amateur photographic images that can be found 

in the stores of the folk museums, and in other archives, show women in intimate 

spaces and performing tasks familiar to them, such as embroidery. It would appear that 

women documented other women working, and were unafraid to demonstrate their 

own take on a woman’s private sphere of influence. Without a controlling client, or 

necessarily the need to work for money, a photographer enjoyed the liberty with which 

to preview how women of different classes went about their day, or felt about their 

status in society. In essence, the youth of photography, the interest in recreational 

leisure, and fact that the hand-held box ‘Kodak’ camera was aimed at women from 

when it was marketed from 1888, all meant that women could take up the activity 

without being reprimanded for it.141  

 The way in which women’s amateur photography offers insight into their 

personal surroundings, and how they regarded the changes taking place in their own 

nation may be deduced from the manner in which privately owned photographs were 

displayed in an album, or created as part of a series. The American historian Marilyn 

Motz has discussed the American appetite for women’s photograph albums during the 

1880s and 1890s. She argues that women made, collected and directed the story of 

their own lives by arranging photographs in a book.142 The same can be said of their 

Norwegian counterparts, who enjoyed photographing the same subject in different 

ways, amassing private collections of self-portraits or making series of images. In the 

case of Høeg, for instance, turning the camera on herself in her capacity as an 

amateur, rather than as a paid photographer, helped her fabricate a sense of personal 

power within a protected world that was hidden from prying eyes. Høeg’s interest in 

cross-dressing and photographing herself meant that she could experiment with her 

identity as a worker, a woman and as a modern Norwegian via the use of clothing and 

the camera.143 Yet it was in her series of self-portraits taken between 1895 and 1903 

that show her dressed in what would have been deemed ‘unladylike’ outfits, such as 

suits, woollen underwear and men’s breeches, all of which could never be released in 

 
141 Patricia Holland, “Kodak and the Mass Market,” in Photography: A Critical Introduction ed. Liz Wells 
(London: Routledge, 1995), 143.  
142 Marilyn Motz, “Visual Autobiography: Photograph Albums of Turn-of-the-Century Midwestern Women,” 
American Quarterly 41, no. 1 (March, 1989), 63-92.  
143 Marta Breen, “De Første Fotofeministene,” Dagbladet, 22 October, 2008, 
https://www.dagbladet.no/kultur/de-forste-fotofeministene/66532768.  

https://www.dagbladet.no/kultur/de-forste-fotofeministene/66532768
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public (figure 1.7). Evidently, middle class women were controlled by social restrictions 

which limited their freedom of expression. 

 Nyblin’s photograph-turned-postcard of Maud serves to show that photographic 

postcards could spread ideas and even propaganda. Photographs of clothing or other 

items of textiles could undoubtedly advance fashions in ways that other forms of 

imagery could not. Indeed, the makers of such imagery would have had their work 

conditioned by the variety, volume, reach and target audience of new publications that 

increasingly required realistic illustrations. These pictures could be carried across 

Norway and further afield by a sophisticated, state-run Postal Service of ‘European 

standard’, which was sustained by cheap rates and pre-paid postage.144 That Norway 

had a healthy printed press by our era, with journals and magazines being founded in 

Kristiania and around the country should also be kept in mind when considering who 

saw a photograph, and how it’s meaning was defined.145 Morgenbladet, Norway’s 

mainly conservative paper, was founded in 1818; Aftenposten, which targeted the 

working classes, launched in 1860; and the liberal papers Verdens Gang and 

Dagbladet were formed in 1868 and 1869 respectively. There were also magazine-

style publications produced by and for women, which contained illustrated articles 

related to the wearing and making of textiles. Nylænde (New Frontiers) was founded by 

the Norwegian Association for Women’s Rights in 1887.146 Urd, whose title which 

referred to one of a group of three Norns from Norse mythology, was founded in 1897. 

Just as newspapers started to include photographs, women’s publications also started 

to be littered with drawings and photographs showing clothes and domestic crafts such 

as wall hangings and bedspreads. One wonders how the abundance, flow and 

transmission of such pictures changed how female readers thought about the way in 

which they decorated themselves or their parlours with clothing or soft furnishings. 

Moreover, how did photography help women see such material possessions as 

important for their individual identities?  

 

iii. Painting: Recording a New Nation 

 

Baudelaire’s personal views on the status of photography placed it well below that of 

the fine arts. Nevertheless, he ignored the fact that a growing interest in photography 

 
144 Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 114.  
145 G. Amnéus, “Press,” in Norway: Official Publication for the Paris Exhibition 1900, ed. Sten Konow and 
Karl Fischer (Kristiania: Aktie - Bogtrykkeriet, 1900), 515-524.  
146 Owesen, “Fra lukkede til Offentlige Rom 1880-1900,” 139. 



94 
 

also enabled innovations in painting with regards to style and subject matter. As the 

photograph became a more common means of communication in Norway, reproduced 

in books and the press, it simultaneously encouraged professional painters to alter the 

way that they constructed their pictures. Krohg and Munch were both interested in how 

photography could capture a moment, and be used as a cropping device or tool to 

change the way in which they looked at the world around them.147 ‘Instantaneous 

photography... had its effect on art,’ confirmed Thiis in 1922. ‘While previously it had 

been out of the question to paint half a figure, now fragments of people and things 

protrude constantly within the frame.’148 Technological advances, such as the camera, 

as well as the political, social and economic alterations outlined earlier provided an 

ideal environment for young, impressionable Norwegian painters. They could now find 

a greater flexibility and freedom to experiment with different structural formats, 

figuration and approaches to the display of their art.  

 Thiis’s fifty-page chapter on ‘Painting’ in Norway: Official Publication for the 

Paris Exhibition 1900, outlines some of the prospects facing Norway’s painters active 

during the second half of the nineteenth century.149 Whereas earlier generations had 

found training and exhibition opportunities on the continent more accommodating to 

their ambitions, the 1880s heralded a golden era for the fine arts in Kristiania. Writing 

later, in 1922, Thiis described how ‘a new phase of the development of art in Norway’ 

began after influences from France started to outweigh those from Germany:  

 

The period of emigration is at an end and the wholly national period in our art 
history begins. Herewith also romanticism is at an end and naturalism begins. 
Norwegian painting from this time is no longer under the sign of German neo-
romanticism but under the sign of French naturalism. This was the conception 
of art that became dominant also among us in the eighties as soon as it had 
been adapted to nature in Norway and had been fashioned to accord with the 
Norwegian temperament.150 

 

 
147 An exhibition held at Tate Modern, Centre Georges Pompidou and Schirn Kunsthalle in 2012, titled 
Edvard Munch: The Modern Eye, examined the artist’s work from the twentieth century, including sixty 
paintings, alongside his work in film and photography. See, Angela Lampe and Clément Chéroux, eds., 
Edvard Munch: The Modern Eye (London: Tate Publishing, 2012). In 2012 the National Gallery in Oslo’s 
exhibition on Christian Krohg showed how the artist had used photography in his art. Terje Borgensen, 
“Christian Krohg og Fotografiet - Noen Observasjoner og Refleksjoner,” in Christian Krohg: Bilder Som 
Griper, ed. Vibeke Waallann Hansen, Erik Mørstad, Birgitte Sauge and Marianne Yvenes (Oslo: 
Nasjonalmuseet for Kunst, Arkitektur og Design, 2012), 125-137. Prideaux, Edvard Munch, 254-257.  
148 Thiis, Scandinavian Art Illustrated, 504.  
149 Jens Thiis, “Painting,” in Norway: Official Publication for the Paris Exhibition 1900, ed. Sten Konow and 
Karl Fischer (Kristiania: Aktie - Bogtrykkeriet, 1900), 525-575. 
150 Thiis, Scandinavian Art Illustrated, 497.  
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Perhaps the greatest adjustment, which possibly led to the confident production of 

more paintings that relate to the subject of this thesis, was the foundation of Norway’s 

first contemporary art exhibition. Initially referred to as the Autumn Arts Exhibition 

(Høstutstillingen), this took Kristiania by surprise in 1882, the same year that Bjørnson 

called for Norwegian people to take matters into their own hands. Such an event was 

much needed, and the format was largely modelled on the Paris Salon. As a series of 

photographs from the opening night by Szaciński reveals, frames were hung from floor 

to ceiling which added a cluttered, even oppressive atmosphere to the galleries (figure 

1.8). Notably, the many paintings on show did not depict heroes from antiquity, but 

ordinary men as well as women whose lifestyles were familiar to many: a girl picking 

cabbages, a mother serving breakfast to her son, traders at the marketplace, and a 

woman pulling on her stockings while her lover watches.151 This was the first exhibition 

to display modern Norwegian art. It relied on a curatorial process and contained 

content that, by and large, went against the wishes of conservative art circles, and 

created opportunities for both upcoming artists and inspired collectors. 

 Formed after a group of artists decided to strike against the privately led 

Kristiania Art Society (Christiania Kunstforening), which had dominated the art scene 

since it was founded in 1836, the Autumn Art Exhibition soon became the talk of the 

town.152 Amalie Müller, as Amalie Skram was known before she divorced her first 

husband and married again, wrote to her then lover, the Danish writer Erik Skram 

(1846-1923), about the excitement of her visit: 

 

I went to the exhibition for the artists on strike this evening. It was lit with electric 
light, and the whole thing was beautifully arranged, with flowers and gobelins 
and drapes and sofas and everything. You know that they have denounced the 
old conservative art society; it was completely impossible. This evening the 
artists invited all their friends, before they start charging admission. It is the 
finest exhibition Kr.ania [sic] has had.153  

 

Two years later, by 1884, the exhibition had been renamed the State Art Exhibition 

(Statens Unstillingen), and was in receipt of state aid.154  

 
151 In the photograph it is possible to make out the exhibition of two paintings discussed in this thesis: Frits 
Thaulow, Old Farm at Grünerløkken, 1882 (figure 3.5); Gustav Wentzel, Breakfast, 1882 (figure 3.20).  
152 Garton, Caught in the Enchanter's Net, 86. 
153 Amalie Müller to Erik Skram, 14 November, 1882, in Caught in the Enchanter's Net: Amalie and Erik 
Skram's Letters, ed. Janet Garton (Norwich: Norvik Press, 2003), 81-82.   
154 Garton, Caught in the Enchanter's Net, 86. The exhibition did not just show Norwegian art. For 
instance, in 1884, Paul Gauguin’s (1848-1903) art was exhibited, and work by Camille Pissaro (1830-
1903) and Claude Monet (1840-1926) was displayed in 1890.  
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 Given its timing and orientation towards Norwegian art, the annual exhibition 

immediately became an occurrence that reacted to rising national sentiment. It also 

tickled the interest of a widening group of patrons, whose financial sustenance 

encouraged talented painters to become confident in their productivity and 

experimental with their choice of subject matter. Artists were able to secure help from a 

growing band of wealthy patrons, many of them industrialists, who sought pictures that 

provided them with a sense of personal achievement, represented their fortunes, and 

portrayed as modernists.155 Olaf Schou (1861-1925), Rasmus Meyer (1858-1916), and 

Christian Langaard (1849-1922) are but three influential men who grew wealthy from 

trade and investment, and who regarded a stimulating cosmopolitan art scene as 

integral to Norway’s budding independence.156 Nonetheless, the new exhibition and 

public encouragement equally inspired more opportunities for those interested in 

becoming professional artists, and representing a changing country through pictures of 

their homeland. From 1884, more private art schools were opened and cultural journals 

founded in which discussions connected to the meaning of Norwegian painting, music 

and literature could take place. Impressionisten was launched in 1886, Nyt Tidsskrift in 

1882-1887 then 1892-1895, and Samtiden in 1890.157 Artists and thinkers who were 

once enthused by what they had seen and learnt in places such as Munich’s Alte 

Pinakothek, in Paris’s Louvre, or in her Académies Colarossi or Julian were finally, and 

formally, provided with the foundation from which to contribute to a ‘bright future for 

Norwegian art’.158  

 The representation of life as it really was, as opposed to how it was perfectly 

imagined, drove many artists during our period. ‘Vice and brazenness’, stated Thiis, 

started to have the same opportunity to address spectators, in other words, the 

‘hideous’ started to have ‘equal rights as the beautiful.’159 Nevertheless, the extent to 

which artists embraced social realism and naturalism, and then applied it to life in the 

country or the metropolis, varied considerably. This established a tension within artistic 

circles: the extreme versus the moderate. The radical painter, Krohg, used his stark 

scenes, many of them involving women working in the needle trades, to shock his 

 
155 Knut Ljøgodt, “Om Samlere og Samlinger: Et Historisk Perspektiv,” in Fra Dahl Til Munch: Nordisk 
Maleri Fra Canica Kunstsamling, ed. Knut Ljøgodt and Andrea E. Kragerud (Tromsø: Nordnorsk 
Kunstmuseum, 2015), 15.  
156 Ibid., 15. 
157 The first editor of Impressionisten (The Impressionist) was Christian Krohg. This periodical belonged to 
the more radical Norwegian artists, known as the Kristiania Bohemians, or Kristiania-Bohemen. The other, 
Nyt Tiddskrift (New Journal) was a cultural and political periodical, with contributions from leading artists, 
writers and intellectuals of the day, including Werenskiold, Bjørnson and H. E. Berner. Samtiden (The 
Contemporary) was a political and literary magazine that encouraged social and cultural debate.  
158 Thiis, “Painting,” 575. 
159 Thiis, Scandinavian Art Illustrated, 503. 
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viewers, stimulate social change and proclaim ‘truth as the aim of art’.160 As Krohg 

wrote in Kunstbladet in 1888:  

 

You have to paint so as to captivate, touch, scandalise or delight the broad 
masses with precisely the same thing that has delighted, touched, scandalised 
or captivated you yourself.161  

 

While the two painters would later exchange sharp words, Krohg’s mission encouraged 

Edvard Munch, his former pupil, who took the need to disturb his audience to extreme 

lengths when he turned his attention to the painterly depiction of the inner self. At the 

other end of the spectrum was Werenskiold, a painter for whom naturalism came into 

his art in a more light-hearted, temperate vein. His evocative scenes of farming life in 

rural Telemark, and quiet, contemplative depictions of his wife, Sofie (1849–1926), 

walking or drawing, were created less to distract the onlooker than act as a gentle 

reminder of his fellow inhabitants’ most ordinary activities.  

 Aside from those painters already mentioned, most of whom are known outside 

Norway, this thesis demonstrates that our period produced a large number of talented 

painters who have been overlooked by mainstream art history. Several were female, 

whose productivity from the 1880s onwards presents a unique point of view related to 

our principal subject matter. There remained restrictions and expectations on how 

women painters conducted their lives, and what their canvases portrayed. The 

professionalisation of the fine arts remained a ‘male’ phenomenon. But women were 

progressively allowed to paint and exhibit in public and occasionally, like Harriet 

Backer, take up positions as teachers.  

 Nevertheless, in Hans Heyerdahl’s (1857-1913) painting Atelier Interior 

(Atelierinteriør), 1889, there is an indication that women’s careers could develop in a 

somewhat uniform manner (figure 1.9). An attic-studio in Kristiania is the working 

space for three women dressed in similar outfits, all facing in one direction, all painting 

the same half-nude model. This may be the painting school founded by Werenskiold, 

Krohg and Heyerdahl, which provided classes for women.162 Whatever the level of 

standardisation, it is significant that these women are being taught and trained. Indeed, 

Wichstrøm’s work on women painters has revealed that a good proportion benefitted 

 
160 Ibid., 508. 
161 Reprinted in, Christian Krohg, “Om det Eneste Fornødne i Kunsten,” in Kampen for Tilværelsen, ed. 
Johan Borgen (Oslo: Gyldendal, 1954), 16. 
162 Wichstrøm, Kvinneliv Kunstnerliv, 48-51.  
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from private tuition from established painters, especially from Krohg and Peterssen.163 

The biographies of these women show that several were also offered places to train 

abroad in Paris at the Académies Julian or Colarossi, before returning north to Norway 

in the 1880s.164 As Lange points out, in 1907 Norway’s Association of Women’s 

Painting (Malerindeforbundet) was formed. Its aim was to ensure that women were not 

overlooked when it came to obtaining bursaries and having their work exhibited.165 

 David Jackson states that woman painters from Scandinavia ‘battled the same 

prejudices and restrictions that existed universally, but with demonstrably more 

success.’166 Wichstrøm and Lange have also recognised that the decades around 1900 

were important for the identity of Norwegian women as self-assured painters at the 

same time that the nation state was being built. First appearing in the 1850s, the 

numbers of professional female painters in Norway reached a high point in the middle 

of the 1880s.167 By 1886, Wichstrøm says that a good number were accepted into the 

State Art Exhibition, with some twenty-seven women compared to sixty-four men being 

offered the chance to exhibit their artworks.168 Of course, the majority of these women 

tended to be born into well-off families, largely because training cost money, and costs 

usually fell on fathers or brothers. All the same, that these women were accepted in 

Norwegian art circles, and because their paintings became part of the visual identity of 

the country, it shows that Norway’s visual culture, and the way that it revealed a 

country and gender to the onlooker was, to some degree, directed by women. 

 What did women paint when they were away from the studio? Often, they 

tended to portray experiences that they knew intimately from their own world. For 

instance, interiors with women sewing or weaving. Such imagery is fitting for the 

subject of this dissertation and provides insight into the female psyche. A familiarisation 

with, and access to, the private life of women, by women, means that the figure 

painted, for example a lady darning by lamplight, could be read as a motif fortified with 

a personal message concerning the status of the nineteenth century female. On the 

other hand, Thiis’s review of women painters in the Official Publication for the Paris 

Exhibition 1900 indicates that women had leeway to paint what they wanted. Kitty 

Kielland turned to the ‘marshes and sand-hills’, the ‘lady-artist’ Backer painted ‘indoor 

 
163 Harriet Backer, Andrea Gram (1853-1927) and Kitty Kielland trained with Peterssen, while Oda Lasson 
(1860-1935) later the wife of Christian Krohg and Signe Scheel (1860-1942) trained with Christian Krohg. 
Wichstrøm, Kvinneliv Kunstnerliv, 197-219.  
164 Wichstrøm, Kvinneliv Kunstnerliv, 197-219.  
165 Lange, “The Breakthrough,” 84.  
166 Jackson, Nordic Art, 16.  
167 Wichstrøm, At Century’s End, 27. 
168 Wichstrøm, Kvinneliv Kunstnerliv, 58.  
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colours more delicately, richly and characteristically’ than any other, and animals were 

the subject of Elisabeth Sinding (1846-1930), Pastel or painted portraits of the higher 

classes were favoured by Nørregaard.169 Given this range of subject matter, the theme 

of the textile working figure in women’s art might therefore be a matter of choice as 

opposed to something that was forced upon the painter because it was suitably 

‘feminine’. 

 In 1907, Thiis stated in his second volume of Norwegian Painters and Sculptors 

(Norske Malere og Billedhuggere) that ‘year by year the number of ladies who paint 

increases’.170 This upsurge reflected well on a country that wanted to be seen as 

dynamic and liberal and, indeed, where more women were engaging in urban life and 

the professions. To this end, women painters, and the woman on the canvas painted 

by a male or a female artist, ensured that they kept themselves visible as participants 

in a changing nation. They took their work to the Paris Salon, exhibitions across 

Scandinavia, as well as at the World’s Fairs in Antwerp in 1885, Paris in 1889, Chicago 

in 1893 and even at the Venice Biennale. In doing so, the subject of Norway and the 

rightful place of the female citizen in her evolution was introduced to an interested 

public beyond her northern boundaries. This created a favourable and receptive 

environment in which paintings of women engaged in textile work might be considered 

as a novel way to reflect favourably on the nation and her people.  

   

Conclusion  

 

As Norway’s first art critic Andreas Aubert (1851-1913) would affirm, now was the time 

for his country to project her image on the world stage through visual means. ‘The new 

Norwegian art of painting is born with the new Norway,’ he stated in a speech in the 

mid-1880s. ‘Our freedom, our constitution has the same origin.’171 From painting to 

photography, from the dress to tapestry, Part One has shown that experiments in 

imagery, as well as hopeful voices in society, challenge what can be deduced about 

women’s lives from such sources. Chapter Two has shown that any analysis of textiles, 

their portrayal in imagery and research into what these reveal says as much about how 

women lived as how visual culture was sometimes laden with alternative motives for 

 
169 Thiis, “Painting,” 563-564.  
170 Jens Thiis, Fransk Malerkunst. Norske Kunstforhold. Norsk Malerkunst i de Sidste 25 År, vol. 2, Norske 
Malere og Billedhuggere: En Fremstilling af Norsk Billedkunsts Historie i det Nittende Århundrede med 
over Sigter over Samtidik Fremmed Kunst (Bergen: 1907), 357.  
171 Olga Schmedling, “Christiania - Revival of a Capital’s Cultural Center,” in Kunstårbok 1992 (Oslo: KIK 
Center for Contemporary Arts and Crafts, 1992), 23.  



100 
 

propagating occasionally subversive ideas. Women could be looked on as workers, 

and as symbols for the rights of the nation and the rights of women. Anderson’s theory 

that nations are imagined, limited, and invented through the modification and 

commodification of culture is important.172 After all, Nyblin’s photograph of Maud, 

shared, reused and disseminated as it was, relates to a period during which her 

adopted country became embroiled in a self-conscious, purposeful employment of 

documentary and artistic imagery and artefacts for socio-political objectives. The 

tensions and polarities that arise from our brief analysis of Norway’s political, economic 

and social scene, and from her cultural foundation, denote a complicated yet 

exhilarating environment. Midst all this, women alongside men, were trying to carve out 

a status for themselves from the status quo.  

 Chapter One presented a number of dilemmas that challenge straightforward 

assumptions about women living at a time of widespread social confusion. Whether a 

woman was influenced by changes to the labour market, Christian conservatism, or to 

the invention of quick but unreliable weaving technology, such deviations probably 

transformed the type of work she did, and the way she made decisions and 

communicated. Whether women of different backgrounds and ages wanted to fly the 

national flag, participate in marches and show patriotism needs to be explored. 

Whether women were unprepared, afraid or lacking in interest in their own self-

fulfilment also needs to be understood. But not all women were perpetually, and 

drastically, governed by changes in the socio-political environment. It is obvious that 

women across the urban and rural areas of the country were likely to be somehow 

caught up in the changes going on around them in, or at least aware of them. However, 

the extent to which they were encouraged to be less visible through their own work, or 

manipulated for a cause beyond their own understanding, should be borne in mind 

when looking at textiles for clues.  

 One should start with the premise that Norwegian women were not entirely 

ignored as citizens, or as participants in cultural change. In 1913, eight years after 

Maud’s coronation and around two decades after Nyblin’s photograph of Maud the 

‘independent’ young bonde woman was taken, a change to the phrasing of Article Fifty 

in the Constitution gave all women the right to vote. Moreover, it explicitly defined their 

citizenship as part of the modern Norway. In 1905, the wording had stated that ‘the 

right of voting shall belong to every Norwegian citizen who had completed his twenty-

 
172 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 6-7.  
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fifth year, has resided in the country for five years, and is residing there.’173 By 1913 the 

word ‘citizen’ had been re-defined to refer to both genders, with the Constitution re-

written to read ‘citizens, men and women’.174 

 The following chapters will investigate how women’s involvement in public and 

private matters can be traced back to, or located in, examples of their textile work. The 

numerous skills that weaving and embroidery invested in women, and the way that 

society accepted associated talents as having wide-ranging, extended potential, are 

shown to be valuable in many ways. How critical women’s talents were for religious, 

topographical and economic affairs, and what these abilities reveal about their personal 

experiences, will now be explored.  

 
173 H. L. Brækstad, The Constitution of the Kingdom of Norway: An Historical and Political Survey (London: 
David Nutt, 1905), 26.  
174 Eva Kolstad, Utsnitt av Lovforslag, Komitéinnstillinger og Debatter i Stortinget om Stemmerett for 
Kvinner 17 Mai 1814 – 11 Juni 1913 (Oslo: Fredrik Arnesen Bok-og akcidenstrykkeri, 1963), 6, 119.  
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Part Two: Textile Work in Coastal and Inland Areas 
 
 
Many of the items required to research rural women’s lives in more detail currently lie in 

the collections of Norway’s folk museums. In Part Two, these will be placed in context 

through the observation of painted and photographic imagery, particularly examples 

showing scenes relating to specific rural regions that lie inland or on the coast, or 

textile-related activities of women who were part of these communities. Photographs, 

paintings, tapestries, coverlets and clothing are relied upon to develop an investigation 

that is related to women’s daily and festive experiences in the countryside. This section 

explores whether textiles show women from areas outside of Kristiania to have been 

involved in routines that rendered them dexterous, hard-working, resourceful, inventive 

and useful. Accordingly, it asks how, why and with what success the gathering and 

cultivation of raw fibres from the animal or plant, followed by the carding, weaving, 

sewing, designing, wearing and trading of the item itself, provided women from 

selected areas with the method and means to reach worthy objectives. Not least, the 

wherewithal and modernisation of their local community, before that of their country. It 

also considers whether the making and use of woven and sewn pieces helped women 

cooperatively improve their status in public life. 

 Despite Norway’s rural history and dominant rural class, the nuanced factors 

that characterised different women who lived and worked on smaller, less well-off 

coastal or inland farms has regularly been overlooked by art historians. The dearth of 

written sources linked to women from remote agricultural societies might explain this, 

or an inability to comprehend dialectic languages or physically reach isolated farms. 

Another deterrent was that many textiles could be invisible because textiles made by 

women in the countryside were frequently concealed within the four walls of the home. 

It has therefore been difficult to access or see certain items, or even know that they 

exist. This has resulted in a reluctance or ignorance amongst researchers to treat 

textiles from rural areas as valuable documentation connected to social and cultural 

history. Nonetheless, women in the hinterlands deserve attention, not least because 

the majority of young women who moved into textile-related employment in cities, 

whose lives we will address in Part Three, originally came from rural families. A 

comprehensive analysis of the textile skills that women may have inherited and learned 

in the regions, and the specific pieces created, is revealed as helpful when 

understanding how they went on to play an inherent part in the development of the 
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modern Norway. The practical abilities that women adopted through rural routines are 

promoted as instrumental for their subsistence in Kristiania or America.  

 Nyblin’s photographic portrait of Maud reveals how, as Norway came into her 

own, rural women were interpreted as manifestations of the unadulterated nation by a 

cultural elite seeking a visual motif for sovereignty.1 Distinguishing factors, including 

sartorial variations, that identified one distinct community from another were replaced 

by generalisations which promoted the notion of a broadly similar rural class. This 

concept is challenged through the analysis of textile items borrowed from a selection of 

regional parts. As the Introduction proposed, each part of Norway and its associated 

local culture was affected by different geographical settings, trading histories and belief 

systems. With this in mind, the women painted by Harriet Backer, or photographed by 

Beer Wilse, must not be seen as representative of the majority. Rather, they are 

demonstrative of a diverse social order driven by an assortment of farming and fishing 

communities which remained in place before and after 1905.  

 Women from poorer and smaller farms, and occasionally fisheries, are 

consistently placed at the forefront of our examination. Even so, the vastness of 

Norway renders it nearly impossible to offer an overview of the experiences of all 

farming women from all rural areas. ‘The length of the coast round the outer belt of 

rocks is 1,700 miles - about equal to that of France,’ the geologist and ethnographer 

Andreas M. Hansen reminds readers in his chapter on ‘Geography’ in Norway: Official 

Publication for the Paris Exhibition 1900:  

 

The latter country is almost half as large again -; the entire shore-line, including 
the fjords in and out, and the large islands, may be set down as 12,000 miles, 
and would stretch half way round the globe.2  

 

Therefore, specific issues related to the place of work, religion and culture that drive 

this dissertation are addressed through the exploration of visual culture that relates to 

five rural areas. These lie in the central and southern parts of the country (map A and 

B): the inland area of Oppland, which incorporates the mountainous areas of Valdres 

and Gudbrandsdalen (map C); Sogn and Fjordane, a region intercepted by deep fjords 

and steep cliffs, which includes the municipality of Jølster and Balestrand (map D); the 

coastal area of Hordaland, which includes Hardanger (map E); the valley of Telemark, 

 
1 Karine Lykke Grand, “Et Nordisk Maleri,” in Fra Dahl Til Munch: Nordisk Maleri Fra Canica Kunstsamling, 
ed. Knut Ljøgodt and Andrea E. Kragerud (Tromsø: Nordnorsk Kunstmuseum, 2015), 59.  
2 Andreas M. Hansen, “Geographical Situation,” in Norway: Official Publication for the Paris Exhibition 
1900, ed. Sten Konow and Karl Fischer (Kristiania: Aktie - Bogtrykkeriet, 1900), 1. 
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which contains Tinn and Bø (map F); and Aust Agder, which is situated to the east of 

Telemark, and in which we find Setesdal (map G). By the start of our period, some of 

these areas were better connected to new roads and railways than others. As a result, 

it is likely that there existed an inconsistency in terms of how regularly regional women 

were affected by the effects of incoming and outgoing ideas, trade and visitors. 

Nonetheless, despite modifications and discrepancies, most places were intensely 

conditioned by farming or fishing conventions, as well as Lutheran and pagan systems 

of belief. Research has proven that women from all these areas were responsible for 

the production of textiles made from either plant or animal fibres. These were intended 

for daily or occasional use.  

 The degree to which artists, photographers and writers responded to these 

specific localities, their cultures, and their female residents varied considerably. 

Telemark and Hordaland were regarded as the cradle of ‘old Norway’ and were 

repeatedly visited by late nineteenth century photographers, like Beer Wilse, as well as 

painters and curious British visitors, such as the Jungman couple. ‘We go with the 

painters up through the valleys and with them visit actual Norwegian farmers,’ wrote 

Thiis about the renewed interest in Telemarkian life from the likes of Werenskiold. 

‘Farmers who are working or resting from their labours, farmers who are eating their 

bread or are about to eat it, farmers with tough capable fists and weather-beaten 

physiognomies.’3 But other regions appear to have been less fascinating. Parts of 

Oppland, and her female inhabitants, infrequently appear on the painted canvas, 

especially those found in public collections. This may have been due to geographic 

inaccessibility, as much as a mistaken perception that these provinces were not as 

ancient or were less picturesque as districts in western Norway. It is precisely where 

there is a dearth of pictorial representation that the textile-related and regionally 

specific collections of folk museums in places like Valdres, Gudbrandsdalen, or Oslo, 

become invaluable.  

 Uncovering information about rural women using a range of imagery and textile-

related ephemera is, to a large degree, a unique approach. In ways, it sits uneasily with 

a canon of art history which relies heavily on painting alone as tool to know more about 

the past. However, this investigation is given some foundation, and thereby assurance, 

by the work of the folk museums and a small number of historians. Some of those in 

question have already shown that the study of Norwegian customs, traditions and 

 
3 Thiis, Scandinavian Art, 502.  
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handmade objects can be a reliable route towards understanding rural people. Jon 

Gjerde referred to the way in which dress and building customs could emphasise 

regional variation. He pointed to the research of the aforementioned Sundt, who was 

working over a century earlier.4 In books such as On the State of Morality (Om 

Sædeligheds Tilstanded), published in 1857, and his widely read Domestic Industry in 

Norway (Husfliden i Norge), published ten years later, Sundt demonstrated that daily 

practices in areas with varying topographies prompted the emergence of powerful local 

cultures. He also emphasised that economic, social and moral decline could be 

prevented through the celebration and awareness of local craft and traditional skills.5  

 The pragmatic examination of two, more recent female researchers is similarly 

interesting, and acts as a point of departure for Part Two. The teacher and amateur 

photographer, Anna Grostøl’s (1894-1962), assessment of the regional routines of 

women resulted in around 1,500 photographs of looms, stools and portraits of poorer 

rural women at work in various ways. These now sit in the collections of the Museum of 

Cultural History. Some of her subjects were born at the end of the nineteenth century, 

and were therefore active during our period in their younger days. These photographs 

were supplemented by a collection of 1,045 textile samples, written notes and a 

number of guides on special looms, such as the sprang, and short documentary films. 

These were obtained through Grostøl’s interviews with women, observations and 

enquiries.6  

 How regularly rural women used somewhat antiquated skills and procedures 

related to textiles for a range of reasons equally inspired the investigation of Aagot 

Noss. Employed by the Museum of Cultural History between 1956 and 1994, Noss 

conducted interviews with women who wore traditional attire all their lives, even up until 

the middle of the 1960s. To fully realise the heterogeneous lives of women living in the 

countryside, she created detailed photographic records and taught herself applied 

techniques akin to those performed by older women.7 Her effort clarified how many 

textile sources remained concealed within the collections of little-accessed regional folk 

museums, or inside the lofts and cellars of private homes.  

 
4 Gjerde, From Peasants to Farmers, 18-19. 
5 Ibid., 18-19. Eilert Sundt, Om Sædeligheds Tilstanded (Christiania, 1857); Husfliden i Norge (Christiania, 
1867). 
6 “Norsk Folkemuseum: Anna Grostøl - En Idealistisk Folkelivsgransker,” Universitet i Oslo, accessed 8 
September, 2018, https://bit.ly/2CsxB28. “Anna Grostøl,” Norsk Folkemuseum, accessed 8 September, 
2018,  https://norskfolkemuseum.no/anna-grostol. Anna Grostøl, Sprang (Oslo: Tano Aschehoug, 1977). 
The films may be seen on the Museum of Cultural History Channel which is available on You Tube.  
7 Karen Finch, “Aagot Noss and Her Lifetime Research,” Costume 44, no. 1 (2010): 110-118.  

https://norskfolkemuseum.no/anna-grostol
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 The ensuing analysis of textile-related artefacts and objects questions the 

extent to which textile production in rural areas was related to functional and practical 

necessity, over and above aesthetic brilliance. Whether painted and photographic 

imagery associated with textiles, and orientated towards Oppland, Telemark, Aust 

Agder, Hordaland and Sogn and Fjordane, articulated this aspect of women’s identity is 

reviewed. Chapters Three to Nine follow on from Chapters One and Two, and trace 

how visual culture reveals rural women’s lives to have been connected to the cycle of a 

textile. In other words, as it moved from the outdoors to the indoors, and from private 

spaces to the public arena. We start by addressing the presence and social 

involvement of the bonde (pl. bønder), a group of farming people who were often 

incorrectly referred to as the ‘peasantry’, and other small-scale farmers. It is shown that 

textiles have always been created by an assorted, focussed group of shrewd women 

who were driven by specific objectives influenced by topographical constraints. How 

and why communities relied on women’s skilled work in the open air to cultivate raw 

fibres, before they moved indoors to embark on domestic chores is outlined. The 

utilisation of regionally designed, woven and embroidered pieces, including tapestries, 

coverlets, white-work and embroidered dress, is then considered. We end with an 

appraisal of how rural women’s textile skills may have helped female emigrants move 

into new lives when they settled in rural parts of America. Country women, by way of 

their textile accomplishments, are held up as unsung heroines who were instrumental 

in the establishment of an aspect of America’s own rural and cultural history.  

 

3. Collecting Raw Fibres from the Land and the Animal 

 

A comparison between Tidemand’s A Hardanger Interior (figure 1.3), 1874, and 

Werenskiold’s painting, September (September), 1883, (figure 2.1), reveals that the 

female bonde was being used to extol the virtues of Norwegian people decades before 

the release of Nyblin’s photograph of Maud.8 Tidemand’s painting exposes a closed 

interior, in which two women of different generations, dressed in traditional clothing, 

fulfil ‘moral’ Christian tasks deemed suitable for their gender. In Werenskiold’s painting, 

a couple of young girls are also attired in customary clothing. Gazing over a misty 

valley in Telemark from the Lindheim Farm, where Werenskiold spent that summer, 

 
8 The painting was also given the title Two Girls from Telemark (To Telemarksjenter) and View from Gvarv, 
Telemark (Fra Telemark). Werenskiold painted another version of the painting in 1883, which is titled A 
Girl from Telemark (En Telemarksjenter) (Private Collection). This painting shows one girl at the fence, 
and a far mistier landscape in the horizon.  
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they rest in the open-air by a traditional ‘round-pole’ skigard fence.9 That the painting 

was purchased by Norway’s National Gallery from the artist himself in 1884 clarifies 

that the mission of the museum was to celebrate the importance of the historic rural 

classes for the sake of the nation. Both paintings, together with Nyblin’s photograph, 

emphasise how, over time, female ‘peasants’ could be consistently sentimentalised in 

art. This was often because of their connection to the land or family life as much as 

their hypothetical qualities of calmness, patience and temperance.  

 Considered more carefully, these three images expose how the female bonde 

lived lives that were far from what is habitually associated with the term ‘peasant.’ They 

were neither members of class whose people were ignorant, unsophisticated and 

uneducated, nor without land or a well-organised household. Willson observed in 1910 

that to translate the word bonde as ‘peasant’ is, ‘misleading’.10 For when it comes to its 

application in Norway, such a translation forgets the intricacy and power of what was a 

dominant Norwegian class. As the academic Marie Wells states in her introduction to 

her translation of Arne Garborg’s novel from 1883, The Making of Daniel Braut 

(Bondestudentar, or Peasant Students), making sense of the word bonde for an 

English-speaking audience was a complicated task.11 While European ‘peasant’ 

farmers were usually divided into three classes according to their status as slave, serf, 

and free tenant, this could never be the case in Norway because the initial two stations 

did not exist.  

 As we start this chapter, it is helpful to realise that the term bonde resists an 

appropriate translation into English. The female bonde who made the textiles that we 

will subsequently assess must be regarded as a lower-class farmer’s relative, whose 

family could be in possession of a smallholding, limited municipal rights, closely held 

religious views, essential duties and a rich, ingrained culture of their own. ‘The vast 

majority of the farmers of Norway are the owners of their land,’ affirms Willson, ‘and in 

many instances the same holding has remained in the family for generations.’ The 

estimation that out of 120,000 holdings in Norway no less than 109,000 are the 

freehold of their cultivators ‘throws a clear light on the sturdy independence of the 

people.’12 

 The bonde was not the only type of lower-class, small-scale farmer found in 

rural areas, and whose lives we will refer to in the course of the following chapters. 

 
9 This was customarily made of unsplit logs to keep sheep and cattle inside or outside of a farm. 
10 Willson, Norway at Home, 125. 
11 Garborg, The Making of Daniel Braut, 15.  
12 Willson, Norway at Home, 126. 
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Mention should also be made of the husmann (pl. husmenn). This is, again, a term that 

can only loosely be translated as denoting a tenant farmer or cotter and which held 

sway in regional communities. Indeed, the largest of Norwegian farms could have 

several families of this type working on them. Many leased a small house, or plot of 

land, but they were not answerable to an overlord. In places where the house 

(husmannsplass) was rented without land, the owner was referred to as a husmann 

uten jord. Where it was rented with land, he was referred to as a husmann med 

jord.13 It is conceivable that the textiles produced on these tenant farms would be 

influenced by the status of the husmann and his wife, but also whether the land and 

home was in their possession in the long-term, or whether they tended to move 

regularly for work. This transitory lifestyle might limit the number of textile resources in 

a woman’s life, yet provoke an interest in maximising the skills at her disposal.  

 Having explained the position of the bonde and husmann it is possible to see 

how a woman’s position in a rural community, as well as her family’s access to land 

and home ownership, might influence her identity. Moreover, when the paintings by 

Tidemand and Werenskiold are studied alongside photographic representations of real 

women from both these rural groups, or in conjunction with collected farm buildings 

once in their possession, one learns that the tasks and lifestyles of women differed 

according to location, climate and landscape. This would affect the textiles that were 

formed for the body or home. It would also influence the natural fibres at a woman’s 

disposal, not to mention the designs and symbols selected.  

 The larger and more productive the farm, the less time that a woman might 

have to invest in creative household-tasks, like intricate weaving, sewing or 

embroidery. A woman from Oppland, especially from a dwelling located further south 

towards Hadeland, which lies in the southern part of Randsfjorden, could live on a farm 

where flatter land was easier to plough and where herds of livestock were larger.14 

However, the photograph of the ‘Eagle’s Nest’ farm by the Sogn Fjord (figure 1.2) 

exemplifies how west-coast farms could be smaller and poorer than those inland. This 

was usually due to the stony ground, and the coastal area’s inconsistent weather-

pattern. Owning land that was harder to farm, and therefore cultivate crops for textile 

fibres, could mean that a woman needed to engage in maritime trading networks to 

 
13  Knut Dørum, “Husmann,” SNL, accessed 1 August, 2018, https://snl.no/husmann. Edvard Bull, 
Arbeiderklassen Blir Til, 1850-1900, vol. 1, Arbeiderbevegelsens Historie i Norge (Oslo: Tiden, 1985). 
Danielsen et al., Norway, 478. 
14 Astrid Santa, Morten Bing and Marit Berg, Norsk Folkemuseum (Oslo: Norsk Folkemuseum, 2011), 68-
71. 

https://snl.no/husmann
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supplement an income. On the other hand, most of the fishing tasks, which included 

the catching, drying and exporting of dried cod (tørrfisk) and salted dried cod (klippfisk), 

were left to men. This could mean that local women tolerated more time overseeing 

textile work within the home.  

 A bonde man or a husmann would work with stone and wood outdoors to 

manage a regional landscape and express an identity in a building. Most women from 

both groups, regardless of locality, followed a sequence that moved from the outdoors 

to the indoors. Wool and plant fibres were extracted from animals and plucked from the 

earth, then taken into the home to be washed and carded. Routines connected to 

textiles mostly occurred during the winter, which started in mid-October.15 Whatever a 

woman produced could be traded, displayed in public or private, re-used as insulation, 

or entirely worn away. But what was made indoors always began its life in the soil and 

in amongst nature. 

 This analysis therefore rejects the notion that a woman’s textile work, and her 

communal influence, was directed by conditions of the domestic sphere alone. Her 

contribution to the district economy, of which textile work was a donation, began with 

labour-intensive tasks associated with animal husbandry and the gathering of crops. In 

this way, a woman could gather valuable materials with which to work, such as wool 

from different breeds of sheep and flax or linen from plants. A painting that depicts 

women lingering in a landscape, such as September could be re-read latterly as a 

demonstration of how a varied landscape formed part of a Norwegian woman’s identity 

in a pragmatic, functional and ideological sense. With only a small percentage of the 

country’s land being cultivatable, the outdoor world was treasured because it produced 

a commodity connected to regional provision which needed to be plundered. It was not 

just an attractive backdrop. The creation of a textile item could only be achieved if 

women’s hands maximised nature’s bounty in a tactical fashion. Labour on the land by 

girls such as those shown in Werenskiold’s painting would have paid dividends in a 

country of which only three percent of the land was arable.16  

 Lutheran traits such as diligence, competence and resourcefulness, coupled 

with a respect for what nature could deliver in terms of produce, seem to guide the 

hands of the crouching women in Peterssen’s painting, Shearing Sheep (Fåreklipping), 

1892 (figure 2.2). Given the size of the barn shown behind the women, and the flatness 

of the horizon, the scene might represent the workings of a farm in Oppland. Sheep 

 
15 Gjerde, From Peasants to Farmers, 37.  
16 Sjåvik, Historical Dictionary of Norway, 23. 
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rearing was not uncommon here, and larger farms would depend on tried and tested 

means to obtain wool. The animal’s hooves are tied while two women kneel close to 

the ground to expertly work together to quickly remove the fleece with sheep-shears. 

This painting, and the large collections of shears and wool-collecting baskets in the 

Valdres Folk Museum and Maihaugen, indicate that the repetitive chore of cutting wool 

with sharp blades and placing it in a basket prior to washing, carding and spinning 

indoors, persevered over time in inland areas. Nevertheless, a signature in the corner 

of the painting, which reads, ‘Eilif Peterssen, Sele, ‘92’ indicates that this artwork 

depicts Sele on the west coast, where the artist stayed that year. It was here that he 

painted several other scenes of the area, which are now in the National Gallery in Oslo, 

including From Sele Beach, 1889 (Seletranden) and Sunshine, 1892 (Solskinn).17 This 

shows how sheep rearing, and wool cutting, was common in many parts of the country.  

 Regardless of the exact location of Peterssen’s painting, the Norwegian 

household was a core productive unit managed by the work of several women 

employed on both sides of the threshold. Gro Holm’s story, Life in the Løstol Farm 

(Løstølsfolket), a semi-autobiographical account of life on a farm around the turn of the 

twentieth century, confirms this. The reader learns how female members of a 

household, including newlyweds like Holm, were not directed by men, but by other 

women. It was the matriarchy who indicated where women were needed, and where 

their resourcefulness was required. As the protagonist’s mother-in-law advises, there 

was always vital work to do, indoors and outdoors, and time was always precious: 

 

I’ll take the milking until the cows go to the higher pastures for the summer - no 
sense you milking strange cows. When we start the haying, you can work in the 
fields and I’ll take over the cooking again.18  

 

Because these sorts of activities, which also involved the extraction of wool from kept 

animals, were crucial for survival, women’s everyday work was enormously respected. 

Their hands-on participation was more notable than their ability to beautify the home.  

 Peterssen’s female figures exude confidence, determination and know-how with 

regards to their task and the collaborative energies that probably went into the day-to-

day running of their farm. The painting also indicates how the acquisition of materials 

for textiles was important during the summer months when there was ample daylight, 

 
17 Marit I. Lange and Tone Skedsmo, eds., Norske Malerier Katalog (Oslo: Nasjonalgalleriet, 2002), 390.  
18 Gro Holm, “Life on the Løstøl Farm,” in An Everyday Story: Norwegian Women’s Fiction, ed., Katherine 
Hanson (Seattle, Washington: The Seal Press, 1984), 62.  
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and when healthy animals and crops were greater supply. This was also a time when 

men were away hunting or clearing land, thus leaving additional chores to women. 

When it came to the rearing and shearing of sheep, a farmstead’s exact location 

determined the eventual amount and type of woollen yarn with which a woman could 

weave or knit. The quality of the terrain determined the size, number and breed of 

sheep at her disposal, and where a farm was positioned could control the amount of 

time invested in what was designed and made indoors. This type of work usually took 

place during the long, dark winter which ended as late as May. However, the more land 

cleared by men, the more outdoor work with sheep or crops that women would have to 

oversee because the farms became bigger. As Holm describes:  

 

They must have done a lot of clearing at Løstøl in the old days before they’d 
built it up the way it was when I arrived. You could see that from the huge rock 
piles... Further south, where there weren’t any cliffs, the rocks were piled up 
and the fields and meadows were enclosed in rock fences.19  

 

 A photograph from around 1890 by the documentary photographer Severin 

Worm-Petersen (1857-1933) indicates that the early stages of textile work could be 

helped and hindered by the cleared, open spaces found towards an inland area like 

Gudbrandsdalen (figure 2.3). The lie of the land and protection from disruptive coastal 

weather could lead to more predictable weather patterns than what was known inland. 

The undulating valleys might allow for greater resources of cattle, sheep and crops 

which could supply generous amounts of wool and linen, grain and milk. But this would 

mean that women inland would have to work exceedingly hard outdoors, as well as 

indoors, as the seasons changed. The extraction of enough produce with which to 

weave into wearable, useable or tradable textiles was critical. The incessant physical 

exertion of women in this area, and their reliance on inherited routines, is certainly 

evidenced by the surplus number of woollen products that lie in the collection of 

Maihaugen. Therefore, labour intensive work on the land with animals, followed by 

regular tasks that were completed indoors and with wool, characterised bonde and 

husmann women from Oppland. It undoubtedly defined their individual and collective 

identities, and made them hardy, unafraid of hard-labour and strongminded.  

 Agricultural work in the valley, such as that indicated by Peterssen’s painting, 

was one feature of an inland woman’s routine. Photographs and objects from 

Maihaugen and Valdres show that the initial requirements of textile work also took 

 
19 Ibid., 61. 
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Oppland women to the nearby mountains during summer. On the typical mountain farm 

(sæter), the herding and sheering of sheep, as well as the herding and milking of cattle, 

remained their responsibility. This could be done alone, or with the help of other 

women from the neighbouring farms in the valleys. ‘The sæter is the woman’s domain,’ 

writes Beckett, ‘in it she reigns supreme and unquestioned, man being merely an 

appendage of little use and consequence.’20 In Valdres, it was on a mountain farm that 

a budeier (dairy-maid) needed to cover considerable stretches of land so that her 

sheep and cows could roam, grow healthy and produce high quality wool and milk. The 

mountain farming season could start later than that known in the valley because of the 

colder climate: in late May or even on St Han’s Day, which was Midsummer and 

usually around the 24th of June. It would last until September, with the working day 

starting at sunrise and ending at sunset.21 At nightfall, as is the practice today on 

mountain farms in Øystre Slidre, the budeier would retire indoors to knit or sew by 

candlelight. This was to pass time and remain productive.  

 Remaining busy and purposeful around the clock and throughout the year was 

important for the upkeep of the home in the widest sense. But how did this early-stage 

textile work on the higher ground determine a woman’s sense of self, and her attitude 

to independent labour? A small painting from 1898 by the Norwegian artist Marie 

Hauge (1864-1931), who was a student of Krohg in 1888, Peterssen in 1890 and 

Werenskiold in 1890, offers some insight (figure 2.4).22 Mountain Landscape with Cows 

(Fjellandskap med Kyr) shows how a budeier could be left in isolation on the farm while 

the animals in her keep grew stronger from fresh air after months inside the barns in 

the valley. Yet Hauge’s painting, which may have been set in Gudbrandsdalen where 

she stayed in 1896, could be understood as a female painter’s identification with the 

female farm labourer.23 We see a bold young woman, dwarfed by the landscape 

around her, coming down from the mountains with four cows and one sheep, whilst 

carrying a small bucket. Perhaps, like the artist herself, this farming woman would 

experience seclusion from wider society, whilst possessing a singular determination 

necessary to fulfil the expectations of her role. This depiction could be an ode to what 

Hauge saw as the typical self-sufficiency of the Norwegian woman, whether she was 

 
20 Beckett, The Fjords and Folk of Norway, 70.  
21 Ibid., 68-70. 
22 Wichstrøm, Kvinneliv Kunstnerliv, 209. 
23 Hauge also painted Husmannsfolk on the Road Home (Husmannsfolk på Hjemveien) whilst staying in 
Gudbrandsdalen in 1896 (National Gallery, Oslo). This shows a mother, father and two children of a 
Husmann family on their way home at the end of the working day. Wichstrøm, Kvinneliv Kunstnerliv, 136. 
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behind or in front of the canvas. ‘The sæter life is a lonely one,’ observes Beckett, ‘but 

the women seem to become accustomed to the life and suffer often from a curious 

longing, after a dreary winter, for the quiet and the life of these solitary sæter.’24   

 Being a budeier was a custom that, depending on the area, survived into the 

next century, despite the introduction of farm machinery and other modern 

conveniences. Advertisements for budeier in Valdres can even be found on the internet 

in 2018. On the one hand, the collection of animal shelters collected by the Museum of 

Cultural History show that some areas lost the tradition of mountain farming as women 

left the land for work in the city. A cow barn from Loftsgård in Sel, Oppland, for 

instance, was used throughout the nineteenth century until it was acquired by the 

museum in 1907.25 But the Valdres Folk Museum and Hadeland Folk Museum in 

southern Oppland contain wooden and plastic milking buckets, as well as metal wool 

shears (saks) that hint at the continuation of budeier work through the 1950s and until 

the present day (figure 2.5). The incorporation of recent inventions, materials and 

innovative farming methods did not cause the decline of these kind of duties. Rather, 

the use of raw materials from the land to produce what was needed in the home was 

extended and encouraged by cheaply made and purchasable modern devices.  

 Compared to inland parts, how did women from coastal regions work differently 

when it came to gathering raw fibres for the making of textiles? A second photograph 

by Worm-Petersen from 1890 showing the Nærøydalen Valley near Sogn and Fjordane 

indicates how moving cross-country from Oppland towards the west coast would give 

way to a tougher terrain on which to work, and across which communications could be 

difficult (figure 2.6) (map D).26 Undulating hills, valleys and mountains give way to deep 

fjords, steep and jagged cliffs which would eventually lead through a series of endless 

gorges before opening up to the North Sea. Accordingly, living here ensured that the 

creation of textiles started under very changed circumstances, with day-to-day activity 

impacted by what was a dissimilar basis for agriculture. All down the west coast, 

intensive farming remained necessary to defy illness and keep household finances 

afloat. Whereas inland farms tended to be larger and dispersed, coastal farms could be 

situated closer to one another.27 These ‘cluster farmsteads’ (klyngetun) could, as the 

sketch of the Austrheim Farm in Sogn and Fjordane by the building historian Arne Berg 

and the farmer Anders J. Austrheim displays, have up to eleven small farms and their 

 
24 Beckett, The Fjords and Folk of Norway, 70. 
25 Santa, Norsk Folkemuseum, 71. 
26 Stagg, West Norway and Its Fjords, 221-222. 
27 Arne Berg, Norske Gardstun (Oslo, 1968), 160. 
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buildings gathered in one place. The layout allowed inhabitants to share labour and 

supplies (figure 2.7). Fishing remained vital in these parts, largely because intensive 

farming of small, strongly fertilized plots took place on land that was rarely laid fallow. 

As Beckett says, ‘Along the coast provinces, the farmer with his small farm is often a 

fisherman as well.’28  

 Having lots of smaller farms lying on natural terraces near the fjords or in the 

valleys meant that there were usually fewer animals from which to obtain wool. They 

needed to be kept in smaller pens that required less supervision. But the gathering of 

textile fibres from crops grown on the coast, often on steep cliffs as shown through the 

example of the ‘Eagle’s Nest’ farm, could be hazardous. If a woman and her children 

were required to cultivate and pick plants for making cloth and clothing, it would 

demand a certain amount of courage. As Beckett writes, ‘the absence to any extent of 

what would be called in England arable land, and the impact of fishing, marked the 

landscape for centuries.’29 Women could be kept busy with an even wider range of 

duties on the coast compared to those needed inland.  

 Gjerde partly describes this situation with regards to women living in 

Balestrand. A day would start in the very early morning with the checking of livestock. 

After this they might cultivate and collect crops, help to unload the catch of the day, 

oversee local trade, then cook, clean, tend to family needs, and complete textile tasks. 

Life encompassed agricultural and non-agricultural forms of work, as well as distinct 

social patterns which were intended to make the working day more straightforward.30 

Nevertheless, such a range of responsibilities for a woman on the west coast, and the 

expectation that she could multitask with small-scale farming, fishing and trading 

duties, could influence her temperament. In other words, render her well-organised, 

nimble-fingered and forceful in order to meet the demands placed on her by a 

community and family. The range of experiences to which she was subjected could 

similarly be evident though the type of items that she created from wool or plant fibres. 

Whereas textile pieces from inland parts tended to be made from the fleece of a sheep, 

those from Sogn and Fjordane, or Hordaland, incorporated a larger range of materials, 

plus a greater range of patterns introduced through international trade.  

 For reasons given earlier, wool was sometimes less readily available to east 

coast communities than in some areas of Oppland. Nonetheless, cloth still needed to 

 
28 Beckett, The Fjords and the Folk of Norway, 43.  
29 Ibid., 44.  
30 Gjerde, From Peasants to Farmers, 28-55.  
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be made for clothing, sails and domestic provisions. When it came to obtaining extra 

fibres and fabrics on the west coast, a woman’s capability was indispensable. Cotton 

was not grown in Norway, so linen and flax, but also hemp, would be grown in small 

fields and gathered by groups of women with long rakes at the end of the summer. The 

textile collections of the Sogn Folk Museum reveal that coastal life ensured that women 

benefited from the receipt of imported resources with which to produce cloth or make 

clothes. These included superior materials like silks, as well as damasks or velvets, 

which would have come into Bergen’s harbour via trading routes connected to other 

parts of Europe, and even via the Middle East.  

 The way in which women inland and on the coast were able to extract and work 

with various fibres resulted in a range of textiles that had multiple purposes. But the 

raw materials from which they were made do not necessarily indicate the financial or 

economic wherewithal of the region, or woman, in question. While bonde or husmann 

people who lived in places on the coast tended to be less financially stable than those 

who lived in places inland, the textile items made in Sogn and Fjordane, as well as 

Hordaland, exposed a seemingly richer culture. They could be created from wool, plant 

fibres, or costlier materials from outside Norway. If the identity of an Oppland or inland 

woman was rooted in the soil or connected to the animal’s fleece, then the 

distinctiveness of women from places on the west coast, were influenced by 

intercontinental tendencies and connections. A woman from these parts may have had 

a more internationalist outlook and potentially developed a concept of herself that was 

fairly continental.  

 

4. Cleaning, Breaking, Carding and Spinning  

 

Peterssen’s painting of the sheep shearers hints at how the practice of obtaining 

enough fibres with which to create textile pieces for domestic use could bring women 

admiration, even from those detached from rural life. The depicted activity suggests 

that women were valued for being routine-driven and trustworthy as labourers. After all, 

the completion of various tasks might result in an item that prevented someone from 

poverty or illness. However, the making of a textile product was a long process, and 

before a woman could go indoors to start carding, spinning, weaving or sewing an item, 

additional errands needed to be completed. The preparation of textile fibres 

themselves required cumbersome, longwinded methods. After the raw fibres had been 
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selected and cut, they had to be washed and carefully pulled apart. Throughout the 

process, thorough planning ensured that there was enough raw fibre which was of 

good enough quality with which to make an item. In addition, there needed to be the 

correct equipment available for use by either one woman or several.  

 The wool being removed in Peterssen’s picture required little processing 

compared to plant fibres, which would be stringy and thorny. But not all breeds of 

sheep produced enough wool for textiles in the first place. The amount available, and 

the subsequent use of the yarn, depended on the variety of sheep, and the size of its 

flock. Even within one breed, the kind of wool produced might be of varying quality, and 

it was usually kept or sold depending on its worth. Surplus wool could be bought by 

neighbours or traders, thus setting up a trading network within a locality. The Sogn Folk 

Museum’s collection of small barns, and Berg’s drawing of the cluster farmstead (figure 

2.7), confirms that because coastal fields tended to contain ground that was lacking in 

nutrients, it could not support a large flock. As such, a local household might raise one 

black sheep, and one white sheep. These would be sheared twice in one year, and 

their wool used to produce enough threads of adequate quality to meet the needs of a 

small number of people. In inland areas, especially those in the south, better-off, bigger 

farmsteads had the space to keep more animals.   

 Nevertheless, some of the best quality wool still came from small flocks that 

grazed towards the coast. These ‘speciality sheep’, as it were, were limited in number 

and adopted through coastal trade with other countries. British breeds, which included 

the Cheviot, Leicester and Sutherland type of animal, were adopted by the turn of the 

twentieth century. The popular Dalasau, or Dala sheep, was then produced by cross 

breeding these animals.31 Even so the animals reared in this area tended to be small 

due to the terrain on which they grazed. As they were also few in number, the yield 

could be low. But if rare wool was sold, then high prices could be commanded by 

female traders, which might benefit a poorer community.  

 Aside from popular cross-breeds like the Norwegian Dala and Steigar, which 

had short hair were found across the country, the Spælsau breed, also known as the 

Old Norwegian Short Tail Landrace, was the most sought after. Woven pillows and 

coverlets from the Sogn Folk Museum and the Gudbrandsdalen Museum reveal that 

although these kinds of sheep were typically found in the west, their wool might be 

 
31 Tormod Ådnøy, “Sau,” SNL, accessed 17 October, 2018, https://snl.no/sau.  

https://snl.no/sau
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traded with inland people (figure 2.8).32 It is easy to see why. The breed, considered 

the oldest in Norway, tends to have long hair, known as Spælsaugarn, is fairly light in 

build and has a sociable nature.33 The valuable longhaired, glossy outer layer of wool, 

which is waterproof and can be white, brown or grey, is to protect the underlying layer 

against wind and rain. The underlying layer is also precious: it keeps the sheep warm 

and can be extracted for human use in the creation of clothing. Thus, when it came to 

women’s work in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, double effort was 

needed to obtain enough yarn from one animal. This could then be spun into two-

strand, tightly-spun and lustrous yarn, instead of the usual three-strand type. By the 

end of the nineteenth century, the extraction of the Spælsau yarn was seen as 

important for its historic connotations and because it was rare. Once used in tapestries 

made during the Renaissance and Baroque period, by the early twentieth century it 

was used by well-known Norwegian tapestry artists like Hansen, and even later by Else 

Halling (1899-1987).34  

 A different kind of energy, and set of skills, were needed to create usable fibres 

from linen, hemp, and occasionally nettle. The collections of the west coast and Oslo 

folk museums show that the use of plant fibres was, as we have said, vital when 

imported cotton was too expensive or difficult to obtain. This was especially in areas 

where wool was also harder to acquire. Hemp had always been easy to cultivate in 

cooler climates, and remained popular as a reliable material for use in everyday 

clothing, such as shirts and underclothes. But the Norwegian author Jan Bojer 

Vindheim has underlined how the longstanding use of hemp was interwoven with 

folklore. During the nineteenth century people would lift their hats in greeting as they 

approached a field of the crop, for they believed it to house nature spirits such as the 

vette, or vættir, as they are known in Old Norse mythology.35 But as Bojer Vindheim 

shows, hemp was valued because it symbolised the beginning and the end of the 

human experience by being the first and the last basis of cloth in which humans were 

swathed in life. 

 
32 “Spælsau: Breeds of Livestock – Old Norwegian Sheep,” Department of Animal Science: Oaklahoma 
State University, accessed 1 August, 2018, http://afs.okstate.edu/breeds/sheep/oldnorwegian/. 
33 I. L. Mason, World Dictionary of Livestock Breeds, Types and Varieties (Wallingford: C.A.B International, 
1996), 273. “Spælsau,” Sauerasene i Norge, accessed 4 August, 2018, http://www.nsg.no/saueraser-i-
norge/category719.html#Sp_lsau.  
34 Janne Leithe, Curator, interviewed at Stavanger Art Museum, 15 September, 2015.  
35 Jan Bojer Vindheim, “The History of Hemp in Norway,” Journal of Industrial Hemp 7, no.1 (January 
2002): 89-101. 

http://afs.okstate.edu/breeds/sheep/oldnorwegian/
http://www.nsg.no/saueraser-i-norge/category719.html#Sp_lsau
http://www.nsg.no/saueraser-i-norge/category719.html#Sp_lsau
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Visual evidence provided by the Museum of Cultural History verifies that, when 

it came to the outdoor cultivation of plant fibres for indoor use, older women would 

instruct younger women on how to apply their energies. As Holm’s story about farm life 

suggested, senior women would train those who were more junior in the family 

hierarchy, and knowledge would be passed down through the female line. Rotting and 

retting plant stalks was only possible after soaking or exposing them to rain and sun. 

After this, they would be roasted and broken to remove the woody part to release 

usable fibres. The folk museum in Oslo, like other folk museums around the country, 

contains wooden frames (linbråke) from Sogn and Fjordane which were used for 

breaking stalks (figure 2.9). Some are from as early as 1812, others as late as the 

1970s, and have only recently been acquired for the collection.  

Documentary photographs illustrate how the employment of identical wooden 

frames lasted through the ages, and how their use might bring a degree of satisfaction 

to the user. One image shows seven women working together in 1900 (figure 2.10). 

Facing outwards, they exude self-assurance and resilience as they forcefully pull down 

the beams to break the thick, hard stalks into manageable strips. This activity was 

comprised of several steps, and would have to be done well before the same group 

might move indoors to start combing and separating the fibres using plant carders 

(heckles). A photograph taken over two generations later by the Museum of Cultural 

History’s photographer Bjørg Disington shows the very same task about to be 

performed in a drying house (tørkehuset) by Holga Askerud (dates unknown) who 

came from Harstadsetra Farm (Gård) in Hedmark (map C). The year is 1975 and 

Holga’s husband, Olav, brings her plant stalks from which, as subsequent photographs 

by Disington confirm, will subsequently be carded and spun to make linen cloth or 

clothing (figure 2.11). Despite the passing of time, rural work remained gendered. But 

Disington’s photograph indicates how women’s work was supported and appreciated 

by men, regardless of demographic change or the emergence of new forms of 

employment. Men depended on women’s contribution to the household economy, as 

much as women relied on men.  

 These additional tasks and the small, useful decisions that went into the 

creation of a textile, be it the retting of stalks or the selection of wool, could lead to 

weariness and physical disablement. The drawn and tired face, swollen hands, and 

shabby clothes worn by the eighty-eight-year-old Signe G. Mjåland from Harstveit, 

Gjøvdal in Aust-Agder, who was photographed by Anna Grostøl in 1936 with her 
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knitting needles and ball of wool, points to a life defined by intense labour (figure 2.12). 

But her mature age, and apparent determination to still live by the land and work with 

what was possibly hand carded and spun fibres, suggests that some older women did 

not welcome changes to their lives. A different way of life spent elsewhere was not 

always an option. Nor was it always an attractive prospect. One might conclude that 

consistent labour in harsh conditions was seen as an inherent feature of what it meant 

to be a female, a Norwegian, a Lutheran and a regional citizen. The continuation of 

established methods of extracting raw fibres for textile work was, in this way, an 

extension of a culture that belonged to women, region and country. If physical, outdoor 

labour had positive repercussions for the country and locality, it also gave women like 

Mjåland and Askerud autonomy. The record of early-stage textile-related activities in 

imagery and item proves that women were admired for their attitudes towards historic 

practices as much as their hard work as Lutherans. 

 By the 1890s, the population growth was faster than the economy could 

manage. The census of 1891 shows that for every thousand men there were 

approximately five hundred more women.36 Country women had to work on the land to 

satisfy demand, and then find ways of producing more textiles for more people through 

indoor labour. The knitting girl in Tidemand’s painting from 1874 (figure 1.3) shows how 

the home was a space where more stages of textile work, and collective, gendered 

activity, occurred. In this vein, Evening Scene (Kveldseto), painted in 1909 by Kristen 

Holbø (1869-1953) reveals group of men and women sitting together in a candle-lit 

room, possibly in Vågå, Gudbrandsdalen, in a manner which had probably not altered 

for generations (figure 2.13). Men sand and carve small pieces of wood and women 

complete various tasks associated with textiles. This may have been a procedure with 

which the artist, who had grown up in the area, was familiar. No sources have been 

found to suggest that Holbø’s painting was shown in public. It can therefore be read as 

a simple portrayal of an activity deemed historic and significant by the painter himself. 

The subject shown corresponds to the notion of community spirit. The circle in which 

these inhabitants sit suggests that men and women who may have conducted 

physically exhausting activities outside would later come together inside, as a group, to 

continue the day’s work into the night or winter darkness. A woman cards, another 

spins and a third woman knits. By painting the two men with their backs to us, and by 

having a fourth woman stand over the group as through providing instruction, Holbø’s 

 
36 Amnéus, “Population,” 85-120.  
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focus is the devoted, female presence within the home. From this, there is little doubt 

as to the integral part that women played within the household economy.  

 No rural home, however large or small, and wherever it was located, was 

intended for relaxation. The quick, bold brushstrokes of vivid blues, greens and reds 

that make up Holbø’s painting, and the geometric shapes on the canvas, sit uneasily 

with the calming effect of candlelight, and imbue the picture with a sense of frenzied 

activity. On a typical farm in the east or west of the country, there could between one 

and twenty buildings, with each retaining a unique function, or else intended for a 

variety of practices. But despite the introduction of wood-burning stoves and gas-lamps 

in certain parts of the country, and the gradual introduction of separate rooms for 

sleeping, the central room (stue) was still used for working. This was the warmest place 

to sit, as indicated by the open hearth (åre) in the painting, and where women would 

gather to enjoy enough heat and light to card and spin. These two, consistently 

performed and useful jobs, were monotonous and easy to perform. They could be 

completed whilst women were gossiping, telling stories, singing or advising one 

another.  

 Holbø’s painting is a record of a vigorous series of routines in which carding, 

spinning and the making or mending of tools encouraged companionship.37 The 

painting demonstrates how the smallest, simplest textile-related tasks could make life 

more bearable during times of economic hardship. We know that these activities took 

place across the country, thus making them characteristic of women’s culture in 

general. In addition to the many carders that can be found in the collections of regional 

folk museums, there are plenty of spinning wheels (rokk) with which women would spin 

yarn (figure 2.14). Documentary photography shows women and girls from across the 

land working with these devices, often in teams, and sometimes alone. They might also 

use these activities to nurture relationships with either their mothers or their daughters. 

Interior with a Spinning Women and Carding Girl (Interiør med Spinnende Kone og 

Kardende Pike), a painting by Gustav Wentzel (1859-1927) completed around the turn 

of the century, shows how indoor textile work fortified a sense of togetherness (figure 

2.15). A woman, presumably a mother, spins while a younger girl, presumably her 

daughter, sits on a stool facing her. The insinuation is that the work of the former came 

 
37 Anne Holbø Wendelbo, “Kristen Holbø 1869 – 1953: Kristen Holbøs Utvikling som Maler fra 1890 til 
1914 sett på Bakgrunn av hans Elevforhold til Kristian Zahrtmann,” (Masters diss., University of Oslo, 
2009), 74.  
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before that of the latter, thus hinting at the importance of wisdom before youth, and the 

blood ties that kept these women close.  

 Carding and spinning were by no means unique to Norway; they occurred in 

many agrarian societies around the world. However, research by American historians 

has shown that towards 1900 Norwegian women were becoming well-known for 

performing such activities particularly well. Spinning would become a routine 

predominantly associated with Norwegian women in certain parts of the New World. 

Not only did female travellers bring spinning wheels with them when they journeyed 

overseas, but immigrant carpenters continued to make treadle spinning wheels in the 

Midwest during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.38 As the American historian 

Laurann Gilbertson has relayed, Norwegian spinners were regarded as experts in their 

field. The American company, Alfred Andresen & Company, which had its 

headquarters in Minneapolis, Minnesota, even started to import treadle spinning 

wheels from Norway. These were believed to be of a superior quality compared to 

those which were American-made, and were sold onwards by mail-order or through dry 

goods stores from around 1894 until as late as 1922.39 The continuation of spinning 

shows that basic domestic textile skills created bonds between women in a community. 

It equally carried a sense of Norwegian identity, or solidarity, beyond national borders.  

 

5. Weaving as an Historical Practice 

 

Having prepared the raw fibres and spun the yarn, the mother in Wentzel’s painting 

could begin to weave her materials into plain cloth. Alternatively, depending on the 

design of loom used, into tapestries or coverlets for practical or ornamental use. 

Whereas carding and spinning were duties that required little imagination and variation 

regardless as to where they took place, this was not always so when it came to 

weaving, and the patterns and pieces that were produced. From the earliest times, 

most farms had at least one loom that was ready to be worked with. These could be of 

a simple construction and transportable, consisting of a frame, warp and weft, and 

easy to work with by hand. Or they could be heavier, managed by hand and foot in 

tandem, sometimes accessed by more than one household, and awkward to master. 

 
38 Laurann Gilbertson, “Textile Production in Norwegian America,” in Norwegian American Women: 
Migration, Communities, and Identities, ed. Betty A. Bergland and Lori A. Lahlum (St Paul, Minnesota: 
Minnesota Historical Society Press, 2011), 161-162. 
39 Ibid., 162.  
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However, in most areas there tended to be unwritten guidelines as to exactly how a 

loom should be operated to create a style that was typical to the region.  

As mentioned earlier, the materials and natural dyes available to regional 

women tended to be influenced by the surrounding topography and the area’s trading 

history. Moreover, the activity of hand and loom weaving, and the items made, could 

be more susceptible to change when industrialisation spread to rural provinces that lay 

within reach of Kristiania. The increasingly regular use of mechanical looms in the city 

might render the activity less essential in certain parts. It was likely that the introduction 

of ready-made cloth or ready-spun wool affected regional weaving acutely. Part Three 

will explore how the later nineteenth century witnessed the creation of factory-made 

fabric and decorative textile art for purely commercial reasons. It will also assess how 

weaving provided the means through which a woman could move to the city and find 

paid employment. However, the next two chapters will show that before and after 1900, 

the bonde and husmann woman’s skills as a weaver, and the items that she made from 

her own home, remained forms of creative expression that were historically informed 

and sometimes complicated to master.  

 A reason that weaving continued was its connection to the ancient past. 

Weaving had been practiced since the Viking era, and remained the norm in ordinary 

households for centuries.40 There were many motives for this endurance: weaving was 

useful and produced items that lasted; it was connected to Christianity, paganism and 

the Old Norse Gods; it kept women occupied in the domestic domain; and it provided 

makers of different ages with a popular, trusted and valued creative outlet. Evidence of 

women’s textile weavings were first uncovered in the Oseberg Ship Burial, a Viking site 

dating from 834 AD that was excavated near Tonsberg in Vestfold County, near 

Kristiania, in 1904.41 The site had served as a grave for two women of high social 

status, and contained implements and fragments connected to the weaving of cloth: 

spinning tools, loose spindles, whorls, small looms, silk embroideries and woven 

tapestries.42 This routine continued largely unchanged for the next thousand years. 

Simple looms contained in the collections of the folk museums indicate that clothing, 

sails and tents, were spun and woven from wool, flax or nettle. Thus, Viking and 

Norwegian women enjoyed an almost unbroken tradition, especially as far as the 

construction of basic fabric, like homespun, was concerned. This continuity may have 

 
40 Agnes Geijer, A History of Textile Art (London: Philip Wilson Publishers Ltd., 1979), 244. 
41 Keith Durham, Viking Longship (Oxford: Osprey, 2002), 16. 
42 Arne Emil Christensen, Anne Stine Ingstad, and Bjørn Myhre, eds., Oseberg-Dronningens Grav: Vår 
Arkeologiske Nasjonalskatt i Nytt Lys (Oslo: Schibsted Forlag, 1992). 
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provided a sense of security for both the maker and members of a household. Indeed, 

references to weaving in the Icelandic Sagas, Old Norse literature, the Lutheran Bible 

and folk and fairy tales would have been known by adults and children in regional 

societies through reading and oral histories. The activity was integral to daily life and 

spoken about openly. Its prevention might threaten the core of a woman’s rural 

experience.  

In communities where folk belief flourished, weaving delivered women a degree 

of spiritual control. Stories from the Old Norse and Icelandic Sagas describe weavers 

as facilitators, whose craftwork could influence the lives of those around her. As the 

Danish author Karen Bek-Pedersen has shown, the Norns, or Nornir in Old Norse, 

were three female deities whose weaving aptitude could determine the fates of humans 

and gods alike with their webs or ‘tapestries’ of destiny.43 The female talent is also 

referred to in the Eyrbyggja Saga, an Icelandic saga that may have trickled into 

Norwegian regions. This epic mixed realism with a wild gothic imagination, history with 

eerie tales of hauntings, and dramatised a thirteenth-century view of the pagan past up 

until the settlement of Iceland and the coming of the Christian organised society.44 

Towards the 1900s these stories, and the Viking discoveries, began to encourage 

styles and patterns in woven designs that were intended as emblems of a strong, 

modern Norway. But pagan belief survived in real terms: farmers did not stop looking to 

the Norse Gods to explain a weather pattern, understand the strange characteristics of 

a human being, or encourage good fortune when times were hard.  

A sustained belief in folklore may be held accountable for the continuation in the age-

old activity of weaving. If some feared that ceasing to till the soil could result in 

hardship, others may have held that ceasing to weave would threaten a district’s 

foundation. Such concern was also behind the nineteenth century, urban-orientated 

drive to reinvigorate ‘craft’, resurrect hand-loom weaving and promote woven goods as 

quintessentially ‘Norwegian’. Adamson’s The Invention of Craft, outlines how a growing 

interest in the revival of craft also occurred when the decline of the traditional cottage 

industries was regarded as a problem in Britain.45 But as we have said, in some areas 

of Norway, domestic weaving continued largely unchanged from around the year 800 

until well after 1900 without any intervention. Again, Norway should be regarded as a 

 
43 Karen Bek-Pedersen, The Norns in Old Norse Mythology (Edinburgh: Dunedin, 2011). 
44 Hermann Pálsson and Paul Edwards, Eyrbyggja Saga (London, England: Penguin, 1989).  
45 Adamson, The Invention of Craft, viii-xxv.  
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country in possession of her own exclusive habits that were connected to her own 

particular history.46 For this reason it should be studied separately.  

However, Adamson’s point that there was a tendency to exaggerate the decline 

of craft amongst a cultural elite who wished to make a point does relate to Norway. 

Moreover, just as the designer, poet, novelist, translator, and socialist activist, William 

Morris (1834-1836), was found to be guilty of such behaviour is also relevant. In The 

Revival of Handicraft, written in 1888, Morris proclaimed that ‘the making beautifully of 

all kinds of ordinary things... has gone.’47 In response, the furniture designer and 

academic, David Pye (1914-1993) later retorted that such a comment was ‘untrue then 

and it was still untrue fifty years or so afterwards.’48 As Part Three will disclose, certain 

voices in Norway also echoed Morris’s sentiment. Even so, it is unhelpful to tar all tales 

of nineteenth century craft ‘revival’ with the same brush. Pictorial evidence shows that 

Norway provided women with the security and confidence to persevere with their 

traditional weaving skills, but also take them in new directions. This was due to the 

strength of Norway’s Viking and pagan history, intertwined with a belief system and 

geographic complexity. It may also have been because women enjoyed weaving as a 

means to expose their thoughts and ideas and because certain areas were responsible 

for making craft which was always changing anyway.  

Two images are of particular interest when studying the availability, usage and 

meaning of different kinds of weaving apparatus which continued to be operated for 

generations. The pictures display the physical traits that a woman needed in order to 

work this equipment, and the connotations that weaving had with regards to the 

affirmation of women’s power within the domestic realm. The first shows a complicated 

device for weaving by hand and foot. The second shows a simple device for working by 

hand. One is a painting from 1884 by Harriet Backer titled, At the Loom. Farm Interior 

from Jæren (En Vevstue) (figure 2.16). Another is a photograph by Grostøl showing an 

unknown woman, in a headscarf, working in 1934 (figure 2.17). These confirm that 

there was a prolongation of various types of loom weaving, despite a growing interest 

in the mechanised loom, and imported, purchasable fabrics. Because these images 

were made by two women, through their grasp of the camera and brush, the scenes 

may be read as endorsing or approving the weaver as a motif that encapsulated their 

own identities as hard-working, professional women.   

 
46 Glambek, “Norway,” 289.  
47 William Morris, “The Revival of Handicraft,” The Fortnightly Review (November, 1888).  
48 David Pye, Nature and Art of Workmanship (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), 66-67. 
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In Backer’s painting, which the art historian Else Christie Kielland and later, 

Lange, refer to as ‘her first Norwegian bonde interior’, a young woman operates a 

bulky, upright loom inside a small house situated in the west coast district of Jæren, 

just south of Hordaland.49 It was there that the artist stayed that summer, together with 

her friend, Kitty Kielland.50 The picture allows the viewer to intrude on a woman 

engaged in the act of creation, as she masters an oversized loom. The bed in the left-

hand corner suggests that the depicted room doubles up as the weaver’s sleeping 

quarters, just like a painter’s studio. By contrast, in Grostøl’s photograph, a woman 

weaves fabric using a small sprrangramme, or wooden frame, whilst sitting outside a 

farmhouse in Lesja, Gudbrandsdalen (map C). Despite the conceivable threat of 

impending bad weather, Grostøl’s smiling woman takes her seat by an outdoor wall 

under the shelter of the house and continues with the task in hand. Both pictures 

underline that women’s work continued to take place indoors and outdoors. They also 

show that if an apparatus was functioning well, then the weaver would make good use 

of it and not necessarily think to replace it. Just as Hauge’s painting of the budeier 

showed (figure 2.4), Backer and Grostøl’s pictures expose the importance of inherent 

fortitude when it came to labour. Their images also describe how the subject of the 

anonymous rural woman had lasting meaning for spectators who came from different 

walks of life, such as Grostøl the teacher and Backer the artist.   

 From the middle of the 1880s onwards, the solitary female worker making use 

of textile-related devices within the home became a theme in Backer’s oeuvre. Lange 

describes how Aubert ‘observed that in her modern realist form she had turned to 

Norwegian subject matter, thus getting in line with the national movement he himself 

strove to promote.’51 Backer was an unmarried creator of art herself who, since the age 

of six, had trained with some of the best male painters of the day in Kristiania, Munich 

and Paris, before setting up her own painting school. Perhaps she identified with the 

lifestyle of the talented, independent and hard-working rural woman.52 Backer’s female 

subjects shown embroidering, using a sewing machine, knitting or weaving like ‘ideal’ 

women in the intimate domestic interior, seem to suggest that she was revealing 

 
49 Lange, Harriet Backer, 17. 
50 Else Christie Kielland, Harriet Backer (Oslo: Aschehoug, 1958), 112; Lange, Harriet Backer, 17. 
51 Ibid, 33. 
52 Wichstrøm, Kvinneliv, Kunstnerliv, 197-198. Lange, Harriet Backer, 33.  
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something of herself.53 Whether they were depicted as part of a farm interior or an 

upholstered parlour, Lange has suggested that the continuity of the woman in Backer’s 

art, as well as her use of intense colour, helped her build a reputation as a painter 

intrigued by women’s inner psychology. Backer’s subject matter may similarly be due 

to a commitment towards her country. Although the technical skills could be learnt 

abroad, Lange proposes that there was something more profoundly Norwegian in her 

work:  

 

The deep personal involvement with and understanding of Norwegian ways and 
conditions would only be attained if the artists returned to the intimate study of 
their own country. Nationalist ideas were widely disseminated in the intellectual 
circles where Harriet Backer moved, and they came to leave traces also in her 
art of a later period as well.54  

 

For this, Backer became renowned. ‘The most able and talented Norwegian lady-artist 

is Harriet Backer’, Thiis told the visitors to the Paris Exhibition in 1900. ‘Interiors are her 

special province, and there is no Norwegian artist who has seen indoor colours more 

delicately, richly and characteristically harmonised than she.’55  

Backer’s embroidering or spinning models could be regarded as indicative of 

time-honoured female integrity and resolve during an era of national insecurity. Yet 

both At the Loom and Grostøl’s photograph from 1934 might also be indications that 

female autonomy was imperative in Norway of the past, present and future. A stalwart 

attitude was essential when the country needed to sustain itself and the employment of 

women, before and after 1905 helped achieve this. One is reminded of the importance 

of the legal concessions given in 1839 and 1842, which allowed ordinary women to 

make and trade crafts, especially during times of uncertainty. Backer’s representation 

of a woman at work in a private home, by a woman at work in a private studio, 

suggests that she may have been making a case for the individual woman’s rights in a 

more political sense. During the same year that At the Loom was completed, the 

Norwegian Association of Women’s Rights was established. This was an organisation 

with which Backer had connections, even though she did not actively participate in the 

 
53 See her other works, such as By Lamplight (Syende Kone ved Lampelys), 1890 (National Gallery, Oslo). 
For a discussion about the interior in Scandinavian painting see, Nils Ohlsen, “Women’s Rooms: An 
Aspect of Nordic Interior Painting,” in Nordic Art: The Modern Breakthrough 1860-1920, ed., David 
Jackson (Munich: Hirmer, 2012), 217-223.  
54 Lange, Harriet Backer, 33. 
55 Thiis, “Painting,” 563. 
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movement.56 It was also a time when the interior, long assumed to be the woman’s 

domain, was called upon by Aubert to become a subject of Norwegian painting 

together with depictions of the outdoors.57  

 Having considered the subject of the weaver in visual culture, one may ask: 

what were the core characteristics that women developed when performing this 

activity? By studying how an upright loom, such as that in Backer’s painting, or a 

wooden frame loom, such as that seen in Grostøl’s photograph, functioned, it is clear 

that a level of expertise was required, as well as patience and concentration. However, 

concentration was deemed a quality suitable for men rather than women. ‘By 

concentrating like a man,’ Backer stated when referring to her career, ‘I serve the best 

interests of women.’58 Likewise, these were traits which would stand women in good 

stead whatever the circumstances, and wherever they happened to live. The posture of 

Backer’s weaver also underscores that weaving could be trying and required impetus. 

The sitter does not lift her head to look out at us, but keeps a close watch on her task. 

This kind of loom weaving was a more complicated method of textile production than 

that which we see in Grostøl’s image. The smiling face of the depicted weaver in the 

photograph seems to underline that this form of weaving could even be done 

anywhere, regardless of time and place.   

In both types of activity, familiarity and preparation would be vital. In all 

weavings, observation was key: two distinct sets of yarns or threads would be 

interlaced at right angles to form a fabric or cloth; the longitudinal threads were known 

as the warp, and the lateral threads were referred to as the weft or filling. The speed 

and the method with which these threads would be inter-woven could directly affect the 

characteristics of the cloth, its dexterity and design. Willpower and enthusiasm were 

therefore necessary to weave, coupled with close attention paid to, and full 

comprehension of, the nature and value of the final piece being made. While pictorial 

evidence is helpful for understanding what weaving was like for women, our own 

practical awareness and experience, is equally enlightening. The Valdres Folk Museum 

contains looms that date as far back as the 1700s, and can be seen being used in 

demonstrations today. Furthermore, just up the valley from the museum, in Vestre 

Slidre, on the other side of the Øystre Slidre valley, is Marit Anny’s Weaving School 

(Marit Annys Vevstogo) (map C). The owner Marit Anny Løken Tvenge continues to 

 
56 Lange, “The Breakthrough,” 84.  
57 Ohlsen, “Women’s Rooms,” 217. 
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make use of a collection of old looms in an unused school building that dates from 

1884. Most are upright looms, and similar to that shown in Backer’s painting. In 

interview, Marit Anny explained that it was not uncommon for the same loom to be 

used for generations, again pointing to hereditary know-how. Husbands sometimes 

built looms for their wives as wedding presents, and proudly dated and signed the 

wooden frame with the name of their farm.59  

Any bonde or husmann farmer from our era would know that a large amount of 

ordinary cloth was needed by a growing family. This was particularly so if living costs 

were rising towards the turn of the century, or if the economy was suffering a downturn. 

Essential items, like homespun, could also be traded at market or between nearby 

farms; such pieces were indispensable for an assortment of reasons. Watching Marit 

Anny weave on one of her own looms confirms how a lot of homespun would be made 

if the weaver worked swiftly, and with a level of know-how. But weaving could be a 

repetitive grind, and a weaver needed to have a good reason to continue with what 

could be a relatively boring job. The smallness of the space in which Backer’s bare-

foot, or slipper-wearing weaver sits in At the Loom emphasises that her activity 

required seclusion in a claustrophobic environment, an innate ability to persevere with 

the same physical movement for hours, and a clear objective in mind. If a woman was 

not used to working with a large, cumbersome loom, provided with decent instructions 

by older or more experienced weavers, and adept at mastering her equipment, then 

the finished piece of fabric might highlight her inadequacy with an un-smooth finish or 

jagged edges.60  

 When it became compulsory for all school children across Norway to be taught 

basic skills in home crafting in 1889, two things became apparent: that routines like 

weaving were regarded as essential parts of the Norwegian tradition and character; 

and that these customs, which were viewed as ethical, were seen by the authorities to 

be under threat.61 Indeed, the decree was seen to increase a child’s rudimentary 

education, to decrease an emerging dependence on factory-made goods, and ensure 

that self-reliance remained a Norwegian characteristic. In spite of this law, however, 

farm women, like those in Grostøl’s photograph, evidently found an education by the 

book less accommodating and useful than an education based on learning by doing. 

 
59 Marit Anny Løken Tvenge textile weaver and weaving-school owner, interviewed at Marit Anny’s 
Vevstogo, Valdres, 28 August, 2016. 
60 Ann M. Collier, A Handbook of Textiles (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1974), 92.  
61 Glambek, “Norway,” 288.  
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Pictorial evidence confirms that adopting skills connected home crafts, such as 

weaving, was as imperative as learning how to read or feed oneself.  

This chapter has exposed that women regarded weaving, and other handicraft 

techniques, as something in which they excelled as a gender. The proposal that the 

making of items within the home was dying out due to the use of new technologies or 

commodities ignores the loyalty that women had towards a heritage in which their 

practical abilities were essential. Nonetheless, devices that were ‘new’ could, as with 

the incorporation of other modern technologies used on the farm, complement or even 

encourage tradition. For instance, the use of the sewing machine, or wool that had 

already been carded and spun in a factory, might increase the desire amongst rural 

workers to use the loom for these very appliances halved the time a woman needed to 

prepare raw fibres. But the prolongation of weaving was experienced at differing rates 

depending on the area in which it took place. In Gudbrandsdalen weaving continued 

because wool was in abundant supply. And while access to ready-made materials, like 

cotton cloth or silk, was more usual on the coast due to trading routes, access to 

modern conveniences in places like Balestrand may not have been as straightforward 

as it might have been in a district within closer proximity to Kristiania. Imported fabric 

was also in limited supply in inland areas unless they were delivered by a wandering 

tradesman. An interview with Kari-Anne Pedersen also confirmed that the high prices 

of shop-bought fabric commonly exceeded most farming household budgets. As a 

result, women often had little choice than to rely on older, established weaving 

practices which were already proven to be economically viable.62  

 

6. Åkle, Billedteppe and Hardangersøm 

 

In the homes of poorer rural women, almost every piece of woven textile, be it 

homespun or otherwise, would be used until it was worn away or traded for extra 

goods or money. The life of a textile was cyclical and connected to economic necessity 

as opposed to a social status advertised through aesthetic expression. The exhibition, 

A Thousand Threads - A Story Told in Textiles (Maihaugen and the Lillehammer Art 

Museum, between 2013 to 2014) contained tapestries, knitted items, delicate 

embroideries and items of clothing made between the late seventeenth century and the 

present day. These proved that locally made fabric, such as homespun, but also 

 
62 Kari-Anne Pedersen, textile historian and curator, interviewed at the Museum of Cultural History, 17 
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intricate and decorated items for the body or home, might be used for a range of 

purposes, some of which are not always obvious for a contemporary audience. For 

instance, the curator of the exhibition, the Norwegian textile artist, Kari Steihaug, 

showed that a portion of items, including discarded jackets, might be rolled up and 

used for household insulation (figure 2.19).63 The custom of recycling woven textiles 

may even explain why there is a dearth of knowledge when understanding rural 

communities, and deciphering the true meaning behind local textile designs. In other 

words, sources were occasionally unavailable because they had been reduced to rags 

or reworked into entirely different items. The collection and preservation of items for 

their design alone was not common in rural communities. The Lutheran doctrine 

stipulated that a life should be lived purely and basically, and with limited possessions. 

The photograph of the ‘Eagle’s Nest’ farm and simple interior in Holbø’s Evening 

Scene reveals how possessions were few, how almost nothing went to waste and 

almost everything in the home had a purpose. A few textile items were put away, and 

kept only for special occasions. It is often these saved pieces that comprise the folk 

museum collections. 

 It is possible to observe what Backer’s weaver is doing, but it is impossible to 

know what kind of cloth she is making. She may be creating homespun that was 

course or fine, or that featured a design that was plain or checked. It might be un-dyed, 

made of one colour or displaying many. Woven textile collections related to coastal 

areas, such as those in the Sogn Folk Museum, contain samples of homespun that can 

be off-white or coloured with one vivid dye, or patterned. The hues come from local 

plants, or from imported synthetic colours that were introduced, sometimes by default, 

through coastal trade in fish or timber with other countries.64 Furthermore, the designs 

themselves occasionally reveal influences from other parts of the world. A coastal 

area’s connection to other parts of Europe led to the incorporation of continental 

concepts about procedure and design. However, woven items created on a household 

loom in inland districts, for example in northern parts of Valdres or Gudbrandsdalen, 

were often made using an unchanged method. They tend to feature a similar, simpler 

 
63 Kari Steihaug, Tusen Tråder - En Historiefortelling i Tekstil: Exhibition Guide (Lillehammer: Lillehammer 
Kunstmuseum and Maihaugen, 2013), 1.  
64 The nineteenth century’s burgeoning textile industry matched a sharp population growth and capitalist 
demand. It led to the need to manufacture cheaper, versatile alternatives to handmade coloured cloth. The 
synthetic dye industry, which spread to Scandinavia, became the 'high-tech' industry of the period. The 
acknowledged founder was the English chemist, Sir William Henry Perkin (1838-1907). See, Simon 
Garfield, Mauve: How One Man Invented a Color that Changed the World (New York: W.W. Norton & Co, 
2014). 
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design and show colours made predominantly from natural dyes. This may have been 

due to the isolated nature of some inland communities which meant that they were 

immune from foreign stimuluses.  

Wherever a family happened to reside, crude cloth of one colour and one 

pattern was an indispensable product that women needed to regularly make. However, 

not all the everyday weavings a woman created from wool or plant fibres were as 

impersonal and rudimentary in their design as homespun. Un-dyed fabric was a staple 

ingredient in rural life, and used for a range of things, whereas the woven åkle was 

another essential item but which contained an array of designs that were indicative of 

regional influences. Their creation and use might also express personal sentiment. 

Derived from the Old Norse word, áklæði, the åkle was ornate and functional at the 

same time. It was patterned in a way that positioned it between homespun and a 

unassuming type of tapestry, a family bedspread or woven wall-carpet (figure 2.20). As 

the weaver Karin Bøe and textile historian Anne Grete Sandstad have revealed, while it 

was an uncomplicated item that was not entirely unique to one area, it was designed 

slightly differently according to its place of origin.65 Examples are found in most of the 

folk museum collections, where one sees that it was the subtle patterning and use of 

dye that made these items regionally distinct, treasured and cared for as pieces with 

sentimental connotations.  

The hook-technique was one of the most popular methods of creating the åkle, 

as was the use of an upright, stand-alone ‘warp-weighted’ loom. This consisted of a 

frame from which warp yarns hung freely on a bar supported by upright poles. It could 

be placed at a slant against an outer wall, on which bundles of warp threads would be 

tied to hanging weights, or loom weights, to keep the threads taut.66 In one of Grostøl’s 

photographs from around 1947, we see sixty-six-year-old Rhandi Solstad (1881-circa 

1950s), who would likely have started work during the late 1890s and early 1900s as a 

teenager (figure 2.21). In the photograph, she is about to start weaving a large åkle. 

Although this picture is from northern Norway, near Troms (map A), sources in the folk 

museums in Oppland, Sogn and Fjordane and Oslo show that these items would be 

made in other parts of the nation. However, patterns created from looms in 

Gudbrandsdalen, for instance, would usually be striped or plain with muted, earthy 

 
65 See, Karin Bøe, Rugger og Brossar: Åkle i Setesdal (Kristiansand: Portal, 2012). Anne Grete Sandstad, 
Åklær, Åkle ei Seng, å Veve et Åkle. Åkletradisjonen i Sør-Trøndelag (Trondheim: Trøndersk Forlag, 
2003).  
66 Dorothy K. Burnham, Warp and Weft: A Textile Terminology (Ontario: Royal Ontario Museum, 1980), 
177. 
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colours. Those from Sogn or Hardanger might be slightly geometric, with somewhat 

brighter colours. This we see in the above mentioned åkle which comes from 

Sunnfjord, in Sogn and Fjordane, and which was made and used between 1890 and 

1930 (figure 2.20).  

It had been usual since the fourteenth century for the åkle to be laid over beds, 

and they were later hung on walls to keep cold at bay.67 The item could be personal in 

a way that homespun was not. This we see in a painting by Gustav Wentzel, titled 

Mother’s Bed, 1879 (Mors Seng).68 In the scene there is no figure, only a crumpled, 

unoccupied mattress with a woven bed-spread as if it were recently used then 

abandoned by the artist’s mother or grandmother (2.22). It is the åkle, perhaps made 

and kept by the departed woman, that carries personal connotations and connections 

to the absent loved one. In this way, this weaving is imbued with memories that relate 

to family and blood lines. Still, it remains a much-needed practical piece that relates to 

warmth and domestic protection and comfort.  

 Just as the åkle was functional, the strength of Norway’s religious foundation 

meant that older tapestries (billedteppe) as well as woven white-work, remained 

predominantly utilitarian for their connection to religion. Tapestries existed to guide 

viewers, especially those who were illiterate, through the stories and teachings of the 

Bible using visual means. For instance, those which featured characters from the Old 

Testament could be intended to teach members of a community how to conduct an 

ethical life. Delicate white-work embroidery on cloths, which were used on Sundays 

after Church, might also be used for serving food that was believed to be sacred. With 

this in mind, a Lutheran foundation provided women with a solid, accepted and highly-

regarded base from which to confidently express themselves in terms of a woven 

design. However, there was another aspect to this which relates to the matrix system 

of belief mentioned earlier. It will be shown that even if symbols were related to 

Christianity, there remained a strong interest in depicting regional folklore and the 

pagan tales from Old Norse myths and legends. If these remained parts of a 

community’s identity, they could potentially work their way into a design.  

Because they were made by her hand alone, woollen tapestries were a 

woman’s means of expression. This underlines that the most attractive and instructive 

 
67 Eva Ramstad, Åkle i Sogn og Fjordane – Frå Seng til Vegg (Leikanger: Skald, 2005).  
68 Three years later, Wentzel, who was born in Kristiania, painted his own mother sitting in a parlour in 
Kristiania having breakfast (figure 3.20). Despite the artwork’s title, this might indicate that the bed 
depicted in the painting from 1879 belonged to his grandmother, who remained on the family farm whilst 
the younger generation migrated to the city.  
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of textiles had their designs controlled by the female gender, even if men might 

disseminate the pieces themselves after they were completed. Compared to those 

made in Oppland, tapestries from the west coast, such as Sogn and Fjordane or 

Hordaland, show, as expected, extra continental influences in terms of their style. This 

was largely due to external stimuli, but also because ports and small towns along the 

west coast developed a cosmopolitan cultural identity at a faster pace than places 

inland. Just as women in these western communities may have thought of themselves 

as ‘Norwegian’ in ways unlike those who lived inland, the quality of work produced 

might be labelled ‘Norwegian’ in a different way to what was considered ‘Norwegian’ 

towards the border with Sweden. 

Designs such as those with a hint of plaid, for example, show how coastal 

women were inspired by customs that could have made their way overseas from 

Scotland. Sometimes, as Magny Karlberg explains, these styles made their way across 

land and into inland areas, such as Gudbrandsdalen. This was the case after Scottish 

mercenaries were defeated in battle in 1612 at Kringen, after which the tartans of 

certain clans came to be used in local clothing such as the waistcoat and skirt.69 

However, trade rather than war was the main reason for the import of new designs. A 

weaving from Hordaland, produced around 1890 and brought into the collection of 

Museum of Cultural History in 1897, shows what might be inspiration from Scotland 

through Celtic-like shapes. Flemish influence, with its flora and decorative elements, 

can likewise be detected in earlier tapestries, such as those from Sogn made in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. A characteristic form shows figures surrounded 

by delicately embroidered flowers and wavy lines that appear to be inspired by mille-

fleurs. Women of Sogn and Fjordane and Hordaland made pieces that seem more 

intricate, lyrical and ornate than those from elsewhere. As such, some of their 

weavings may indeed be labelled pan-European in style, with a nod towards the 

typically Catholic version of the heavily decorated tapestry.  

It was not until much later in the nineteenth century that tapestry making in 

Norway became a serious profession. Before the publicly acknowledged, profitable 

efforts of Gerhard Munthe and Frida Hansen, most pictorial weavings in Norway were 

made by unnamed, female amateurs. Usually, these were rural women who worked 

from home who did not think of their weavings as artworks in their own right. This 

contrasted with the situation in Germany and the Netherlands, where tapestry makers 

 
69 Magny Karlberg, “Trends and Traditions,” in Magny Karlberg and Anne Britt Ylvisåker, Crowns and 
Roses: The Living Tradition of Norwegian National Costume (Bergen: Knudsen Grafisk, AS, 1999), 21.  
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had customarily been accepted as specialists and renowned for their talents as 

accomplished artisans.70 Until the late nineteenth century, tapestry-making in Norway 

was not regarded as a job worth being paid for; it was a chore connected to daily life. 

This lack of professionalism and financial reward was also partly down to an absence 

of richer patrons in Norway, at least until the industrial period, as well as a dearth of 

tapestry workshops, specific guilds, traders and commissions for churches. Other parts 

of Europe saw luxurious tapestries becoming portable, treasured items that were, as 

the art historian Thomas P. Campbell describes, ‘ubiquitous in the castles and 

churches of the late medieval and Renaissance eras.’ 71 These were purchased or 

exchanged between cities, nations and patrons. But, thanks to her secondary status as 

part of Denmark then Sweden, this did not happen in Norway. Although some foreign 

artisans visited Bergan and other ports, the purposeful suppression of Norway by her 

overlords meant that there were no royal workshops established in the country as they 

might have been elsewhere in Scandinavia. Heavy, luxuriously embroidered tapestries 

would rarely be created as precious goods solely intended for international trade, 

despite their noticeable beauty.  

Research indicates that native tapestries or intricate woven designs from 

countryside communities rarely left Norway until female emigrants took their skills and 

pieces with them to the New World. Or alternatively, when urban-based weavers like 

Hansen or Munthe created hangings that could be exhibited at international art fairs. 

Nonetheless, the exchange of goods up and down the country, or along the Kings 

Road (Filefjell Kongevegen) that ran from Valdres to Sogn could bring a little variety 

when it came to the incorporation of ideas and gradual stylistic change. This type of 

exchange was especially strong during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries when 

Norway became more involved with Europe through trade in ‘stockfish’, or dried fish.72 

However, we are reminded that, compared to seaside communities, there was less 

infiltration of ideas from far-off places in inland parts. Knut Helle writes that, while 

towns on the west coast became larger and busier through trade, ‘crafts fell far short of 

the contribution made by trade. Nor did they have the same stimulating effect on 

 
70 Thomas P. Campbell, ed., Threads of Splendor: Tapestry in the Baroque (New York: Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 2007). Thomas P. Campbell, Tapestry in the Renaissance: Art and Magnificence (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2002).  
71 Thomas P. Campbell, “European Tapestry Production and Patronage, 1400–1600,” Heilbrunn Timeline 
of Art History, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, accessed 18 August, 2018, 
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/taps/hd_taps.htm.  
72 Knut Helle, “Population, Settlement and the Economy Up Until Around 1350,” in Norway: A History from 
the Vikings to Our Own Times ed. Rolf Danielsen et al., (Oslo: Universitetsforlaget AS, 1995), 45.  
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increased specialization in the rural areas.’73 This did not mean that female makers 

who resided inland were prevented from creating designs that spoke to local 

communities in their capacity as regionally important, sacred and informative items. 

In Gudbrandsdalen a particular style of tapestry design developed that lasted 

over the generations and was resistant to change. It is recognisable through the 

employment of a figurative element which boasts a bold, strong and upright physique, 

and straight lines in terms of the shapes employed. Tapestries that go back to the 

sixteenth century reveal how such a style took root earlier than our period and, due to 

the subsequent slow development of modernity in parts of Oppland, continued to exist 

for years afterwards.74 Norway’s problematic landscape and harsh winter weather 

hindered travel in and around internal parts of the country, so it is unlikely that the 

farm-based women who made the pieces had the means, time or desire to travel too 

far from their homestead. Inland tapestry designs show mass copying and repetition 

because weavers tended to re-use what was already in circulation and share ideas 

amongst their own next of kin.  

If a tapestry was not transported, or regularly seen by other people from other 

places, then there was little reason or opportunity for its design to alter. Therefore, in 

the more northern parts of Oppland, which were bracketed by the mountains that now 

form part of the Jotunheimen, Reinheimen and Breheimen National Parks, a 

conservative, persistent symbolism existed in tapestry design. One may conclude that 

this acted like a coat of arms: it was solid, consistent and immediately indicative of 

place and locality. This was not dissimilar to practices observed in wooden items 

carved by men, and used on barns or building porticos. For example, one of the most 

prominent symbols used in Valdres carvings was, and still is, the six-pointed 

seksbladsrosa, the six-pointed rose. Intended as a regionally distinctive mark, it was 

associated with luck intended for local people.75 It also indicated that a traveller had 

entered the district of Valdres. Because women’s tapestries from these parts usually 

remained in one place, they too became components of regional stability and identity. 

They were customarily kept for church or ceremonial use, and incorporated religious 

codes that were supposed to deliver protection, hope and good fortune to those in the 

locality.  

 
73 Ibid., 49.  
74 Randi Nygaard Lium, Tekstil Kunst i Norge (Trondheim: Museumsforlaget, 2016).  
75 Kristin Gulbrandsen, Symbol (Fagernes: Norsk Institutt for Bunad og Folkedrakt, 2016), 25-26. 
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As mentioned earlier, artistic simplicity did not always mean that a community 

was financially poor. Rather, it could emphasise that a region was confident of its 

uniqueness with regards to a durable, unswerving ideology and seasonal working 

routine. The collections in the Valdres Folk Museum and Maihaugen reveal how 

women in Oppland tended to rely on their visual memory and knowledge of Bible texts 

to create tapestries which featured well-known figurative motifs. But Christian-inspired 

tapestries found in Gudbrandsdalen, for instance, might be used as pieces that could 

disseminate important Biblical stories and morals to inhabitants in the absence of a 

priest. The larger woollen tapestry was, like an altar cloth, often reserved for the most 

special occasions and made by better-off bonde, or higher-class women who did not 

have to work in the fields for many months of the year. Since poorer women were 

responsible for contributing the raw fibres with which better-off women from larger 

farms could weave, this becomes an example whereby the process of tapestry making 

drew women together from across the class divide.  

That so many tapestries in Gudbrandsdalen contained Christian motifs may be 

explained by two things. Lutheran believers hold the Bible of the Old and New 

Testaments to be the only divinely inspired book. Hence the stories were ingrained in 

people’s psyche. Moreover, the scripture alone was the principle of the faith, thus the 

inspirational authority on all matters of belief and moral standards due to its clarity and 

authority.76 Secondly, parts of Oppland, including the towns of Lillehammer and Gjøvik, 

lay on the Pilgrim's Route (Pilegrimsleden or St Olav’s Way). Running at approximately 

four hundred miles long, the route starts in Oslo and heads north along Lake Mjøsa, up 

the Gudbrandsdal valley, over the Dovrefjell mountains and down the Oppdal and 

Gauldalen valleys. It ends at Nidaros Cathedral, Trondheim.77 The collections of 

Maihaugen, and the Museum of Cultural History, contain tapestries which feature 

similar Biblical motifs or stories which may have been influenced by this pilgrimage 

route.78 

By way of example, a tapestry from Gudbrandsdalen from 1646 shows the story 

from Matthew’s Gospel about the Five Wise and Five Foolish Virgins (Matthew 25:1-

13). This appears in several tapestries, so it was evidently popular with weavers as 

well as spectators (figure 2.23). In the parable, women are the focus of the story and 

 
76 See, Paul F. Keller, Studies in Lutheran Doctrine (Saint Louis; London: Concordia Publishing House, 
1960). Carl G. Gustavson, "German Lutheranism: A Psychological Study," Journal of the History of Ideas 
11, no. 2 (1950): 140-5. 
77 Mari Kollandsrud, Pilgrimsleden til Nidaros (Oslo: Gyldendal, 1997). 
78 See, Thor B. Kielland, Norsk Billadvev, 1550-1800 (Oslo: Gyldendal, 1953). 
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judged for their wisdom. A party of virgins are chosen to participate in a wedding. Each 

carries a lamp as they await the coming of the bridegroom. Five of the virgins are wise 

enough to have brought oil for their lamps. Five are foolish and have brought their 

lamps, but no oil. At midnight, all the virgins hear the call to come out to meet the 

groom. Upon realising that their lamps have gone out, the foolish virgins ask the wise 

ones for oil. They are refused for there is not enough to share. While the foolish virgins 

are away trying to get more oil, the bridegroom arrives. The wise virgins then 

accompany him to the celebration. When the others arrive, they are too late, so are 

excluded.  

This example shows how women could draw the attention of an onlooker from 

both behind the weaving, but also from the figures on it. Women were therefore both in 

control of the story, and provided the theme. The American historian Louise Lincoln 

has indicated it is common to find rural weavers in Norway showing themselves in the 

guise of the Mary Magdalene or the Mother Mary.79 The tapestry, and its connection to 

Christianity, was potentially used by women to depict a personal and regional 

relationship to a higher being and a divine right to be on earth. Whilst European 

tapestries showed men in the guise of gods, heroes, and warriors, Norway’s versions 

showed the women as heroines and pious beings. 

 Religious conviction was not just evident in the construction and display of 

tapestries. Christening blankets (kristneteppe) were also woven for devout purposes, 

yet similarly associated with pagan theories and pragmatic motives (figure 2.24).80 

These can be described as pieces of chequered cloth made on smaller looms, often in 

inland places like Valdres. They are still in use today, albeit mainly for decorative 

reasons. Their creation and usage further emphasises the ingenuity, originality and 

principled behaviours of women, particularly in relation to their repute as mothers. 

Interviews held with local residents living in Valdres today reveal that as late as the 

1950s, new-born babies from Oppland would still be wrapped in this woven blanket, 

much as they were in the nineteenth century.81  

The way in which these blankets were treated was in accordance with fixed 

guidelines, which were in place for important reasons. An infant would be enclosed in 

 
79 Louise Lincoln, The Art of Norway, 1750-1914 (Minneapolis: Minneapolis Institute of Arts, Elvehjem 
Museum of Art and Seattle Art Museum, 1978), 41.  
80 Kristnatepet is a dialectical term for this item, used in Valdres. It is also called a hægsettepend in the 
local dialect.   
81 Kristin Gulbrandsen and Camilla Rossing, Folkedrakt og Bunad i Fortid og Samtid - Seremoni, Form og 
Bruk (Fagernes: Norsk Institutt for Bunad og Folkedrakt, 2016), 15-16. Elfried Eikren, farmer (b. 1946) 
interviewed in Øystre Slidre, Valdres, Oppland, 30 August, 2016.  
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several pieces of homespun, and then infolded in a brightly coloured red, black, white 

and green christening blanket.82 An intricately woven swaddling band was then wound 

around the child to fasten its body in place. These featured red as the main colour and 

had symbols of the cross repeated throughout the pattern. In Marit Anny’s Weaving 

School one may observe how these bands were woven on a tablet loom, rather than a 

larger apparatus. This smaller device consisted of a square no bigger than the palm of 

a hand, made of wood with holes for passing through different colours of woollen 

yarn.83 Swaddling was believed to keep a baby dry and warm, but it was also believed 

to help a baby develop a straight body and remain at rest. The habit was also popular 

for pagan reasons: the new-born was regarded as a heathen, and vulnerable to all 

kinds of dangers that could be repressed through the use of this special textile. When 

the kristnatepet was used at the baptism service (dåp), the weaving itself became a 

beneficial guard for the child, the mother but also the region. The piece was woven by 

a mother, worn by her baby, and associated with a distinct ceremony that had extra 

significance for the bearer of the child and the area within which she lived. In many 

ways, it was the woman who formed the focus of the baptism but also what came 

before: she was seen as the bringer of new life, yet observed as a dangerous being 

who could, if not blessed and forgiven by God, attract evil spirits who could prey on her 

child and blight members of local society.  

An unfinished painting by Backer, Purification After Childbirth (Inngangskoner), 

1892, portrays this unusual ritual unfolding (figure 2.25). Two young women, perhaps a 

new mother and a family member, kneel before a low barrier with their backs to the 

viewer. They are being blessed by a Lutheran priest, in what appears to have been a 

back room or crypt of a local church.84 The setting of the artwork is Tanum Church in 

Larvik, which lies in Vestfold (map A).85 Therefore, this image tells us that it was not 

just in Valdres but across Norway that stringent Christian ideologies could still be 

intermixed with pagan customs, but also that these influenced women’s inclusion, and 

exclusion, in local life. One observes how a woman needed to have a private service in 

an isolated room before she could be trusted to attend a church service and take 

communion. According to custom, the mother could not re-join a congregation until the 

 
82 Gulbrandsen, Symbol, 23-24.  
83 Marit Anny Løken Tvenge, textile weaver and weaving-school owner, interviewed at Marit Anny’s 
Vevstogo, Valdres, 28 August, 2016. 
84 In fact, the man who posed for this painting was the local blacksmith. Kielland, Harriet Backer, 170.  
85 Marit I. Lange, “Harriet Backer,” in Dreams of a Summer Night: Scandinavian Painting at the Turn of the 
Century, ed. Leena Ahtola-Moorhouse, Carl Thomas Edam and Birgitta Schreiber (London: Arts Council of 
Great Britain, 1986), 68.  
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first Sunday after forty days after giving birth, and after the priest, by means of a 

special entrance service, had purified her. This allowed her to participate in daily 

activities again, for she was accepted as clean. It is unclear whether Backer was 

intrigued or repelled by this tradition. However, as Lange explains, because she was 

somewhat ‘involved with feminism in general and women’s suffrage in particular, she 

must have found this archaic custom interesting and symptomatic of the church’s 

conservative attitude towards women.’86   

Just as the åkle had multiple uses that benefitted other aspects of a person’s 

life, it is noteworthy that interest in the woven kristnapepet did not end with the 

christening ceremony. In keeping with the logical attitude that typified the Norwegian 

woman’s routine, the item had multiple uses. The archives of the Valdres Folk Museum 

show that the same piece could be used to decorate a wall, just like an åkle, or be knelt 

on by a bride and groom at their wedding ceremony. It could also be used at a funeral 

to signify the cycle of life and death.87 In this way, it was the first and last thing that a 

body was enclosed in life. A seemingly straightforward woven item could therefore 

extend a women’s influence and, when analysed, illustrate a level of ingenuity in terms 

of how a single piece could meet so many requirements. 

One finds a similar story of spiritual connections and multifarious usages when 

looking at woven cloth with whitework embroidery. This refers to a technique in which 

both the stitching and the foundation fabric is white. In August Eiebakke’s (1867-1938) 

painting from 1891, Laying the Table (Anretning), a domestic scene indicates how an 

intricate white cloth, traditionally made from linen, played an intrinsic part in weekly 

activities (figure 2.26). As well as possessing a hallowed function, it was treasured as 

something that could enhance the stue in a normally dark farmhouse. The artwork was 

finished only a year after Backer’s painting of the purification ceremony. According to 

the Norwegian art historian Tone Skedsmo, it reveals a weekly ceremony taking place 

on a family farm near Askim, in Østfold, which lies around thirty miles from Oslo 

towards the border with Sweden (map A).88 At this occasion, members of a household 

would come together after Sunday worship for a meal of bread and butter, a type of 

sour cream (rømmer), and brown goats’ cheese (gjeitost). This would be served 

according to a series of rules. As the artwork shows, the older generation, barely 

 
86 Kielland, Harriet Backer, 170. Lange, “Harriet Backer,” 68. 
87 Gulbrandsen, Symbol, 23-24.  
88 Tone Skedsmo, “August Eiebakke,” in Dreams of a Summer Night: Scandinavian Painting at the Turn of 
the Century, ed. Leena Ahtola-Moorhouse, Carl Thomas Edam, and Birgitta Schreiber (London: Arts 
Council of Great Britain, 1986), 84-85.  
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discernible in the shadows of the room, would sit, watch and wait to eat after a 

symbolic exercise had been performed: a young girl would lay the cloth with the food, 

bless the ingredients and offer it to the guests three times before it was accepted.89  

In Eiebakke’s interpretation, the brightness of the starched cloth which, as the 

sharp creases suggest, would have been folded and kept for special events like 

Sundays or festivals, contrasts with the dark attire worn by the visitors. Outside it 

appears to be spring, and the light streams in through the window to illuminate the 

white table laden with simple, nutritious ingredients. This makes for a scene that is 

worthy of a Biblical tale, with the brightness of the whitework, which may have been 

Hardangersøm, or ‘Hardanger embroidery’, lifting the room and drawing attention to the 

division between the outdoors and the indoors. The effect even points towards the 

riches of the land, which produced the raw fibres from which the textile in the picture 

was made. Having made his debut at the State Art Exhibition in Kristiania in 1887, 

Eiebakke became well-known for his scenes of general day-to-day farm and folk life. 

Laying the Table won the artist immediate acclaim. After being purchased by Norway’s 

National Gallery in 1891, it was shown at Paris Exhibition in 1900. As Part Three will 

discuss, this coincided with the display of Frida Hansen’s monumental tapestries.90  

Tone Skedsmo describes the scene taking place in Laying the Table, but 

makes little mention of the meaning behind the starched white Linen cloth. On the one 

hand, this piece confirms the Christian occasion taking place. But woven Hardanger 

embroidery also reveals information about the extent to which women’s experiences on 

the west coast could be misread. Whitework from Hardanger, with its right angles and 

symmetrical shapes would, in time, become regarded as ‘typically’ Norwegian outside 

of the country itself (figure 2.27). It became common for visiting tourists to take 

examples of it back to their respective countries as souvenirs. But in actuality, the 

piece in question is perhaps less ‘Norwegian’ than many may have realised. Whereas 

the Valdres christening blanket was unique to regional parts of Norway, and while a 

style of tapestry could be typical to Gudbrandsdalen, Hardanger embroidery was only 

partly connected to Norway. Whitework was, in ways, third hand and a practise shared 

between other nations. As countless manuals about the making and design of this type 

of embroidery disclose, this square or rectangular piece, created by making an even-

weave woven linen cloth using white thread used in drawn thread work techniques, 

 
89 Ibid., 86. 
90 Ibid.   
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was similar to other pieces found around the world.91 Its beginnings may be traced 

back to ancient Persia, Asia, and Renaissance Italy where it evolved into Venetian 

lacework.92 Variations were soon dispersed to northern Europe where, by the 

eighteenth century, it developed into Danish Hedebo (Hedebosyning), Scottish 

Ayrshire work, Ruskin lacework, and Hardanger embroidery.93 As Eiebakke’s portrayal 

shows, in most rural homes, this whitework would have been put away for special 

occasions to save it from getting dirty, or being worn too thin. In regional homes it 

would have been protected by women largely because it was white, delicate and 

beautiful and because it was associated with Holy days.  

Women made use of what was naturally or readily available to create intricate 

and ordinary pieces. Most of these were driven by pragmatic and logical objectives. 

Woven and embroidered items, linked to historic weaving traditions, reveal how 

individual dexterity and personal sentiment could become associated with a collective 

regional identity. This can be satisfying to reveal, but complex to decode. Some items 

were traded between regions, thus prompting the exchange of ideas and designs and 

leading to modification in terms of style. Yet folk museum and private collections prove 

that most examples of homespun, tapestries, coverlets and whitework remained closer 

to where they were made, kept within the four walls of the home, or worn away and 

therefore forgotten. This confirms that women did not often travel if they did not need to 

for trading purposes or for work. Therefore, their local identities were ingrained and 

attached to a locality, be it inward looking or outward. This dedication to the local, 

rather than the national, was often unrealised by external spectators.  

 

7. Aagot Noss: From Folkedrakt to Bunad 

 

Having looked at three types of textiles which were predominantly intended for the 

interior, this chapter considers textiles intended for the human body. Homemade 

clothing was not as inaccessible from the outside world as other items referred to in 

this thesis. What was worn on a woman’s body could be transported and seen by a 

larger number of spectators. After a skirt, bodice or headdress was designed and made 

 
91 See, Yvette Stanton, Elegant Hardanger Embroidery: A Step-by-Step Manual for Beginners to 
Advanced (Westfield, N.S.W.: Vetty Creations, 2005). Donatella Ciotti, Hardanger Embroidery (New York: 
Sterling Publishing, 2006).  
92 Nenia Lovesey and Catherine Barley, Venetian Gros Point Lace (London: Dryad, 1986).  
93 “Hedebosyning på Gårdene,” Hedebosyning, accessed 20 August, 2018, 
http://hedebosyning.dk/kulturhistorien/pa-gardene. Agnes F. Bryson, Ayrshire Needlework (London: 
Batsford, 1989). Elizabeth Prickett, Ruskin Lace and Linen Work (London: Batsford, 1985).  
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in a domestic setting, they could be paraded on the farm, at market, at church or for at 

local festivities. In this way, a woman’s body became a walking exhibition of individual, 

regional and, in time, national significance. Nyblin’s photograph of Maud is but one 

example of how a woman in the countryside could style her hair, arrange her bodice, 

choose her blouse or pin her apron to express distinct thoughts, characteristics and 

allegiance. A woman’s daily and festive attire could expose certain notions whilst 

challenging assumptions about location, age, marital and social status. Clothing was a 

language almost exclusively controlled by women. Without her ingrained skills in dress-

making and design, as well as the dialectical differences that were discussed earlier, 

the very sense of a district might cease to exist. While examples of high culture were 

imported at various times from the continent, these did not become widely permanent. 

On the other hand, a rich and varied folk culture connected to how people dressed 

strongly prevailed.94 In a country with no marked-out borders or villages, regional 

clothing, like the spoken word, demarcated where an area’s boundaries began and 

ended, and from whence a person and her community came.  

 Writing in the Costume Journal in 2010, the Danish textile historian Karen Finch 

referred to how regional differences in Norway were accentuated through clothing: 

 

I knew already that farmers are farmers wherever they are born, tied by the 
seasons and family life, while also relying on the support that these give in all 
life’s circumstances. In our case there was one great difference. In Denmark the 
making and wearing of folk dress ended during the nineteenth century, while in 
Norway traditional dress and its accompanying lifestyle continued well into the 
twentieth century.95  

 

While a feeling for tradition and stylistic standards drove female makers and wearers, it 

is important to remember that clothing was constantly changing in order to adapt to the 

passing seasons and varying routines of the population. Compared to the åkle, 

billedteppe, kristneteppe or piece of Hardangersøm, the design of the dress was more 

likely to gradually alter. Nyblin’s photograph of Maud shows how the traditionally 

dressed woman became a staple emblem for nationalism and, in time, female 

emancipation. But the very same dress was also related to the ordinary lives of the 

working, and evolving, farming or fishing woman. Moreover, the American academic 

Lizette Gradén writes that traditional folk dress has become ‘increasingly politicized in 

 
94 Ståle Dyrvik, “Denmark and Norway,” in Norway: A History from the Vikings to Our Own Times, ed. 
Danielsen et al., (Oslo: Universitetsforlaget AS, 1995), 190.  
95 Finch, "Aagot Noss and Her Lifetime Research," 271–79. 
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Scandinavia’.96 While this was true, such a tendency did not begin in the nineteenth 

century. In fact, customary attire had always been ‘political’ in a regional sense. More 

than any other item, it signified a woman’s social background, origin of birth and set of 

beliefs. By 1905, there were already two complementary ways of appreciating the 

traditional, embroidered, hand-made dress: one that was national and regulated by the 

townsfolk (byfolk); and one that was regional, and controlled by small-scale farmers 

(bondefolk). 

 Roszika Parker’s book The Subversive Stitch re-evaluated the reciprocal 

relationship between women and sewing. By bringing embroidery and textile work out 

of the domestic environment and into the sphere of public consideration, she showed 

how femininity could be a woman’s asset. She also used examples from the past and 

present to demonstrate that discreet determination need not be mistaken for 

vulnerability.97 Subsequent publications also demonstrated that western women of our 

era used items, like the embroidered dress, to secure their place as important figures 

or even wage-earners in public society. Crafting the Woman Professional in the Long 

Nineteenth Century contains a series of essays that focus on female employment in 

the creative arts. While the focus is British women, the subject applies to women in 

Norway. The cultural historians Kyriaki Hadjiafxendi and Patricia Zakreski write that 

tasks and types of labour customarily associated with a creative pursuit ‘were offered 

as a means to resolving the tension between domesticity, work and respectability.’ 

This, they argue, challenged the notion of the feminine ideal that existed within a 

commercial society that was ‘increasingly organised around market relations.’98  

 Theories about textile work, professionalism and profitable gain, especially in 

relation to the middle-class woman, will be pursued in Part Three. In this chapter, 

however, it is shown that Norwegian woman’s dress was already a means through 

which rural makers could openly state their case, hold forth as specialists and, at times, 

financially benefit from their expertise. Handmade clothing acted as a form of certified 

communication, through which women could demonstrate regional devotion and 

insight. But Alexander Maxwell is correct when he writes that the ‘manifestation of 

‘modernity’ generates nostalgia in its wake, and the spread of international fashions 

 
96 Lizette Gradén, "FashioNordic: Folk Costume as Performance of Genealogy and Place," Journal of 
Folklore Research 51, no. 3 (September / December 2014): 337. 
97 Parker, The Subversive Stitch.  
98 Kyriaki Hadjiafxendi and Patricia Zakreski, “Introduction: Artistry and Industry - The Process of Female 
Professionalisation,” in Crafting the Woman Professional in the Long Nineteenth Century: Artistry and 
Industry in Britain, ed. Kyriaki Hadjiafxendi and Patricia Zakreski (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2013), 
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proved no exception.’99 As evidence provided in this thesis reveals, he is also correct in 

saying that the ‘decline of traditional costumes fed broader anxieties about losing 

traditional values during rapid social change.’100 It was therefore not unusual for the 

higher classes, who mostly wore international styles of fashion, to regard rustic style of 

garments worn by bonde or husmann women in ‘national terms.’101  

 Without the research and documentation of Aagot Noss, little would be known 

today about the long history and socio-political meanings of Norway’s traditional, daily 

and, in time, national dress. Aside from limited translations of her extensive 

examination on the history of regional dress, and despite the enduring investment in 

this attire in Norway today, little is available in English. This has left a gap in our 

understanding when it comes to how Norwegian women consistently used and 

benefitted from the manner in which they dressed. Even so, when Noss started her 

investigation, there was equally little written information available in her mother tongue. 

This dearth posed a problem when woven pieces were, within countryside 

communities, assumed by local people to be more informative than other items in 

relation to their daily experiences. Faced with the problem of unwritten sources and 

orally conveyed histories, Noss designed her own ethnographic approach. This began 

in the 1950s and was based on fieldwork. Clothing itself became her primary source, 

especially in areas where it was still worn.102 Her intention was to show that the style 

judged as ‘national’ and unchanging in terms of design was connected to a country 

whose regional areas were constantly advancing at different speeds. This produced an 

enormous number of regional versions of the traditional dress.  

 Noss’s personal biography provided her with a deeper insight into the mind-sets 

of women who were part of farming or fishing communities. This in itself indicates that  

familiarity with Norway’s agricultural history and her rural class system can help when 

considering why and how rural women existed during times of prosperity or austerity. 

Noss was raised in Ål, in the southern district of Hallingdal, which lies on the border 

with Sogn and Fjordane and Oppland (map C). Her childhood was spent on a farm that 

had been in her family since 1560, with grandparents who were born in 1847 and 1864 

respectively, and who wore folk dress all their lives.103 As Finch later observed, this 

equipped Noss with ideal observational and investigative skills. She grew up knowing 

 
99 Maxwell, Patriots Against Fashion, 156. 
100 Ibid. 
101 Ibid, 157.  
102 Finch, "Aagot Noss and Her Lifetime Research,” 111. 
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that rural folk considered attire a practical tool that showed allegiance to a region. She 

also understood that basic dress was built around a design that intended to help with 

the completion of day-to-day tasks on the land.104  

 By the time that Noss began work at the Museum of Cultural History, she was in 

a confident position to undertake extensive research into her subject. To mirror the 

mentality of the coastal and inland women whose lives she hoped to acknowledge, 

Noss’s approach was pragmatic and hands-on. As her books reveal, farms in Telemark 

were visited which retained huge collections of textile materials. Magisterial and 

marriage records, pictorial sources, and bequests from farms were addressed. Noss 

interviewed women who had worn folk attire since birth in places like Setesdal. She 

also consulted and deconstructed garments from Hardanger. Diagrams and 

photographs were produced to reflect styles and statistical analysis concerning cutting 

and sewing techniques in places such as Jølster in Sogn and Fjordane, and various 

parts of Telemark.105  

 Noss’s findings were summarised in almost a dozen books, each of which were 

based on different regions and different articles of dress. These contained abundant 

amounts of data in the form of photographs, patterns and tables as opposed to just 

written, theoretical descriptions. They also collectively verify that the deconstruction 

and re-construction of skirts, bodices and headdresses is potentially more helpful than 

anything else when obtaining a comprehensive body of knowledge about textile 

practices amongst women. In Close-up of a Dress Custom: From Ordinary Clothes to 

the National Dress (Nærbilete av ein Draktskikk: Frå Dåsa Klede til Bunad), Norway is 

previewed as a place rich in dress variety and often misconstrued characteristics.106 It 

also shows how the movement from the daily dress to the national dress was not 

simple or hasty. 

 Noss’s discoveries are especially illuminating when studying later nineteenth 

century visual culture for clues relating to rural women’s lives. When viewed alongside 

Grostøl’s documentary photographs, or Jungman’s folk-dressed females, her own 

patterns for items such as the headdresses or hair covering indicate the importance of 

headgear when signifying a woman’s marital status, her age and origin.107 One learns 

that the amount of time that went into the starching, folding and setting of a headdress 

 
104 Ibid.  
105 As an example of her methodology, see Klesskikk i Tinn i Telemark, 158-161, 176-185; Frå Tradisjonell 
Klesskikk til Bunad i Vest Telemark, 95, 109, 207; Krone og Skaut, 15-23, 44, 135.   
106 Aagot Noss, Nærbilete av ein Draktskikk: Frå Dåsa Klede til Bunad (Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1992). 
107 Noss, Krone og Skaut, 29.   
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to obtain the perfect shape meant that this was something that women relished. 

Moreover, it was a serious pursuit in which they were expected to excel. The fabrics 

chosen for such a procedure, and the creation and eventual function of each finished 

product are explained in connection to their precise, local history. One is able to 

understand that even within one area, like Hardanger in Hordaland, there existed extra 

localities, each of which had distinctive dress codes as indicated by a subtly different 

style of headdress. This could be for day-to-day activities, or for special occasions such 

as weddings, christenings and funerals.  

 One of Noss’s most significant arguments was that there should be a clear 

distinction between three types of dress: the continual, daily use of traditional attire in 

different districts; the wearing of special, decorative clothing at celebrations or on 

Sunday; and clothing selected for national or patriotic occasions. What eventually 

became known as the national dress, the nasjonal bunad or Nasjonalen, such as that 

worn by Maud in Nyblin’s photograph was, in Noss’s eyes, a middle-class, metropolitan 

phenomenon. But this style was based on older, ornate folk costumes from Hardanger 

which were specifically made and used in the Hordaland region as opposed to all over 

the country. It was also the final stage in a long history of gradually altering attire which 

did and did not continue to exist depending on area. As with the backstory of the 

tapestry, Noss underlined that, while the decades passed and the centuries changed, 

the use of folk dress as an everyday outfit became haphazard depending on place. 

Where its use did and did not survive, the materials selected, and the shape of the 

corset or skirt, disclose imperative historic evidence relating to local society. As Noss 

proved in connection to Setesdal, where folk dress as well as festive dress continued 

into the twentieth century, there could also be a stylistic development of folk dress. In 

other words, moving from a basic dress for work in the fields, to a festive outfit. Unlike 

many places, where daily clothing started to be obviously split from festive dress, there 

had never been a total break with folk attire in Setesdal when traditional clothing began 

to be used as a bunad.108  

 In interviews with women born in the 1880s and 1890s, or even earlier, Noss 

found that those from various localities still made and wore regional attire as late as the 

1960s. Finch points out that interviewees in Setesdal had grown up with the folk dress 

tradition, and thus observed how their mothers and grandmothers were dressed 

throughout the year. They still knew the codes for the use of the folk dress, and this 
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was what Noss wanted to capture and convey.109 Likewise, despite perceptions that 

dress amongst older women did not change in any way over time, Noss exposed that 

some aspects of an outfit were gently inspired by contemporary fashions. The clothing 

of Åse Roe (1874-1968), who came from Tinn in Telemark, and Brigit O. Stavenes 

(1894-circa 1980), who came from Bykle in Setesdal (figures 2.28 and 2.29), provide 

two case studies.110 Each wearer certifies that clothing could incorporate fashions and 

purchased materials depending on what was accessible to women who did not travel 

far from their communities.111 In Noss’s photograph of Roe, a dress with two lines of 

buttons, a waist and billowing sleeves has been paired with new leather shoes, rather 

than a regional version of footwear, such as the dufsesko, a type known in Telemark.112 

It reveals a woman who was not resistant towards aspects of contemporary dress 

when it was presented.113 The picture of Stavnes, which was taken by Unni Fürst, an 

employee at the Museum of Cultural History during Noss’s time there, also disproves 

the notion that rural women did not, or could not, make sartorial decisions on their own. 

Stavnes is pictured walking to church in 1965, grasping a chic leather handbag and 

wearing horn-rimmed glasses. We know that there remained a preference, even a 

financial necessity, to weave one’s own homespun as opposed to buying ready-made 

cotton cloth. Thus, drastic changes in terms of dress design were usually undesirable 

for practical reasons. However, these photographs prove that older rural women were 

by no means entirely ignorant nor disinterested in the oscillating world around them.  

 The extent to which demographic change left some women in Norway with a 

less obvious folk tradition than others, usually due to high levels of migration, was a 

focus of Noss’s work. She highlighted that, despite the influence of various modern 

impulses, Setesdal and Telemark were believed to have stronger customs when it 

came to clothing. By default, but also sometimes by design, both areas attracted 

outside interest from tourists and artists. Not least, from Werenskiold, whose artwork 

September is set in Telemark, as well as other painters, like Halfdan Egedius (1877-

1899), who was bewitched by the same locality and its women. Nonetheless, artistic 

interest in regional dress was equally down to genuine artistic admiration for its 
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colourful design and quality. This was especially so when there was widespread 

appreciation for artisanship, as alluded to earlier. Dresses from Setesdal and Telemark 

were more ornate and antiquated than those worn on a daily basis in Oppland. In the 

case of Telemark, the richness of the deep reds, vibrant greens and intense blues used 

in embroidery for collars, cuffs and belts was also due to the area possessing a large 

array of flora and shrubbery from which to extract strong dyes.114 This matched the 

vibrancy of colour in local rosemåling, which was a style of decorative painting usually 

practiced by men and used on walls, furniture and wooden items when he was 

preparing to bring home a bride.115  

 As expected, in regions that were closer to Kristiania, like Buskerud or Bærum 

and certainly Ekeberg, traditional clothing was more quickly replaced by town dress 

when the city’s environs expanded. Noss barely touched on these areas in her 

research. However, Kari-Anne Pedersen has made known that smaller pieces of 

costume jewellery (draktsmykker), such as silver studs and brooches, or headscarves, 

could last longer than other parts of an outfit. She conveys that these might still be 

worn as indications of regional identity, memory or superstition, even after other parts 

of the dress had become redundant.116 Indeed, several of Grostøl’s photographs show 

women performing customary routines in garments that seem very modern, save for a 

headdress that covers their hair, or a small silver solje brooch at the collar. In the 

photograph of the unknown woman working on a sprrangramme in Lesja, Oppland 

(figure 2.17), an area which seems to have lost its folk dress sooner than Telemark or 

Setesdal, her attire comprises traditional and modern fragments. At her neck is an old-

style solje brooch, which would repel evil spirits; on her lap is a hand-embroidered 

apron; on her head is a scarf made of factory-made polka-dot printed cotton.  

 Noss’s ethnographic approach helps confirm that when folk dress appears in 

imagery the meaning behind the woman’s elaborate clothing and its connection to 

gender, region, nation and artist, can become multifaceted. As exemplified by Nyblin’s 

portrayal of Maud, it can also be confusing for spectators and, at times, misinterpreted. 

This is especially so should an observer have no prior knowledge of its origin or 

history. Noss was therefore cautious when selecting paintings to increase her personal 
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understanding of how standards in dress had developed over time, and in certain 

places.117 She argued that while some artists could be trusted for their faithful 

depictions, others took artistic licence to achieve a specific reaction from their 

audience. A painter could be attracted by the potential to depict costume that was no 

longer in use but was visually arresting. Therefore, Noss underlined that it was 

imperative to closely examine the political, social and economic context of any artistic 

productivity. The work of a small number of painters who were active during the 

romantic era were considered, with a view to tracing the development of the folkedrakt 

to the bunad over the generations and into the twentieth century. By studying their 

canvases, Noss showed that they ‘used their mode of expression to help increase 

people’s knowledge of Norwegian characteristics.’118  

 Portrayals of dress by Johannes Flintoe (1787-1870), Joachim Frich (1810-

1858) and Adolph Tidemand were deemed trustworthy as sources.119 Noss’s analysis 

of Flintoe’s art showed that the garments he recorded were mainly accurate: they 

showed what was worn during the time that he was active. She found that several of 

the artist’s portrayals, such as a watercolour showing people gathering in Hitterdal, 

Telemark from 1821, were made after studying preserved examples of men’s jackets 

that had become part of collection of the Museum of Cultural History in 1906.120 

Nevertheless, she emphasised that it was sometimes usual for amateur and early 

professional artists to copy one another. Flintoe’s renditions of traditionally dressed 

women were frequently copied by Frich.121 But because the original sources by Flintoe 

were deemed reliable, and the costume shown by Frich and Flintoe was still in use 

when the copies were made, Noss contended that Frich’s representations were 

trustworthy.122  

 The most noteworthy artist to be studied by Noss, and who would come to 

influence some of the painters working during our era, particularly Werenskiold, was 

Tidemand. When she looked at his sketches and paintings in the collection of Norway’s 

National Gallery and compared them with actual textile items amassed by the artist 

himself, she was able to prove the reliability of his representations.123 One may argue 
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that Tidemand was one of the first artists whose creativity contributed to a stronger 

awareness of how regional sentiments could be reflected in popular figurative painting 

and observational sketches.124 The artist made as many as seventeen journeys across 

the nation to study women’s folk attire between 1843 and 1974.125 These resulted in 

150 subjects, more than any other painter, and most of which touched on religious 

narratives, portraits and character studies.126 These included painted portrayals of 

Ingeborg Andersdatter Gulsvig, a seventeen year old bride shown in customary attire, 

finished in 1849.127 Helpfully, Tidemand noted the names of his models on many of his 

drawings, be they from gentrified or less well-off bonde or husmann families, like 

Gulsvig’s own. Although Noss stated that it is questionable as to whether poorer 

people owned such fine clothes, her point was to accentuate that any historian of 

Norwegian painting should appreciate the painter’s authentic representation of 

women’s apparel. Imagery was verified as an invaluable source for women’s dress, 

and one that filled a gap left by written sources.128  

 Visual representations of traditionally attired women were inspired by circulating 

cultural trends, as well as the existing political climate. Werenskiold was influenced by 

Tidemand’s memorialising style of art.129 But the art historian Øystein Sjåstad conveys 

that Werenskiold was just as conditioned by a circulating fashion for French painting, 

from the plein-air painters of the Barbizon School to the idealisations of rural life by the 

likes of Jules Bastien Lepage (1848-1884).130 After living in Germany and France from 

the end of the 1870s, Werenskiold moved back to Norway and started to spend 

summers in Telemark from around 1882 or 1883. He was drawn to the local people, 

yet he was equally inspired by naturalism and how realist painting could reflect his 

personal understanding of what it meant to be Norwegian. Some of his early paintings 

from Gvarv in south eastern Telemark, like September, have since been understood as 

representations of regional culture and nationalist sympathies. Øystein Ustvedt regards 
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Werenskiold as an artist guided by an everlasting sense of patriotism.131 Still, the 

artist’s contemporary, the author Gunnar Heiberg (1857-1929), regarded this painting 

as promoting a more nuanced message. Writing in Dagbladet in 1883, Heiberg referred 

to the artwork as exemplifying how farm girls really existed:  

 

These two girls do not belong to some novella of peasant life; they are simply 
standing there, each on their own two legs, alive, laughing, talking. Their 
posture is superbly captured, without artifice. No hint of posing or picturesque 
arranging of costumes. This is precisely how naive and awkwardly elegant such 
Telemark costumes look on beautiful young girls.132  

  

Werenskiold was one of several painters and photographers who travelled to Telemark 

and found artistic inspiration there. Yet the predominance of ‘Telemarkian’, and 

‘Hardanger’ women in fine art was, in respects, at the expense of the depiction of other 

regional woman and their styles of dress. Arguably, this led to the idea that these two 

areas alone fairly represented the sum of a country formed of many parts.  

 This chapter ends by suggesting that a fairer picture can be painted when it 

comes to how a wider range of women from different areas fitted into society. To do 

this, it is therefore imperative to uncover these forgotten styles of dress, and 

understand what aspects of women’s attire really reveal. Deeper research into features 

of regional clothing, such as the brooch or the headdress, and their ongoing use into 

the twentieth century might offer insight. These could demonstrate the success or 

decline of a specific community, and reveal that a woman held on to memories and 

continued with behavioural instincts because she was driven by a strong belief system. 

How women dressed themselves, and how women designed clothing for others, shows 

how cherished a woman’s effort and expertise was when it came to sustaining regional 

identity during times of unease. It remains to be seen whether sartorial knowledge 

allowed a woman to use or abuse her position as a representative of, and contributor 

towards, the economic wherewithal of a local area or the nation. The latter will be 

assessed in Chapter Sixteen. 
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8. Re-assessing Regional Dressing 

 

Holbø’s painting Evening Scene (figure 2.13) hints at how trust and companionship 

between men and women was an essential ingredient for the wherewithal of any 

Norwegian locality. In Setesdal, as examples of farmhouses and barns now at the 

Museum of Cultural History reveal, people tended to live closely together on 

farmsteads that were arranged in rows.133 These could be jointly owned by all the 

workers, and the architectural arrangement promoted a culture of sharing much like a 

co-operative. Although the farms in this area did not make much profit through work on 

the land, the lasting relationships that developed between the bonder were reflected in 

the identical clothing worn during the day for work, and donned for festive occasions. 

Photographs taken before and after 1905 remind us that the style in which women 

clothed themselves sometimes barely altered during the decades on either side of 

1900. One, taken by Worm-Petersen in Setesdal between 1890 and 1900, reveals a 

man accompanied by two young women and a child, probably his wife and his 

daughters (figure 2.30). All three are in similar clothing and headdresses as they pose 

in a field holding rakes for harvesting crops, at the ready to work. A comparable sign of 

accord over the generations is offered by Grostøl’s photographs from Setesdal, which 

were taken as late as 1939. These show middle-aged women, like Eli Åmli (dates 

unknown), and younger women from places like Valle in Setesdal wearing the same 

version of dress that would have been worn almost fifty years earlier (figure 2.31) (map 

G). A lack of alteration in attire could be for functional reasons. The result was the 

promotion of a team of people who could operate as one force. Their collective efforts 

towards the job in question were more important than changing the decoration of their 

physiques.  

 Aside from everyday requirements for work and Setesdal’s relatively isolated, 

mountain bound position, the style of attire in these parts resisted radical alteration 

because the stiff felt-wool, of which the layered skirts that comprised this outfit were 

made, took years to finish.134 They were hardwearing and water-resistant; hence they 

did not shrink in wet weather. They were intended to last, were economically 

worthwhile, and would save women hours in the day because the outfit did not need to 

be changed or regularly washed. As Worm-Petersen’s photograph conveys, a shorter 

black skirt was usually used for labour on the land, mainly to keep it from getting dirty. 

 
133 Santa, Norsk Folkemuseum, 32, 57. 
134 Noss, Stakkeklede i Setesdal, 33-38, 189, 314.  



153 
 

As the picture of Brigit O. Stavenes shows, a woman’s attendance at church or festive 

occasion usually led to the donning of a white and sometimes a red skirt (stakk). These 

could have a circumference of up to three meters, and could be added so that the 

original outfit appeared more ceremonial. But it also implied that a family had ample 

supplies at their disposal by way of raw woollen fibres (figure 2.32).135 Noss found that 

the mode of attire favoured in Setesdal by married and unmarried women, young and 

old, hardly changed during the week or throughout the seasons. There was a slight 

alteration of the headdress over the decades, which by our period generally looked like 

a roughly tied scarf and was known as a plagg. However, aspects of the dress or outfit 

did not obviously alter unless accessories, such as a modern handbag, were added. 

The pleating method on the black skirt and the looped needle netting used for toe-caps 

on shoes even went back to the very early medieval age.136 Paintings by Marcus 

Grønvold (1845-1929) confirm that elements of the same form of dress were worn 

thorough the 1800s and without break until the later twentieth century.137 

 Although the code for the everyday and festive Setesdal attire may have been 

ostensibly simple, how it was worn was strictly enforced. This involved the layering of 

the two or three shorter skirts of black, white and sometimes red. A bodice with short 

straps (upplut), occasionally adorned with colourful embroidery, would then be 

attached to a skirt (figure 2.32).138 This was thereafter paired with a white shirt (skjorte) 

of linen which might have edges finished off in lace if the occasion arose.139 A 

collarless, black or blue felt jacket (trøya) would be added for warmth or, as the archive 

photograph relays, for ritual (figure 2.33).140 If the time of year was early autumn or 

winter, the layering of skirts and jacket also provided warmth. But if it was summer, 

skirts were removed so that the clothing was cooler, and easier to move in. Kari-Anne 

Pedersen has conveyed that the bodice of a dress was attached to the skirt to keep a 

woman protected when working out of doors in all weathers.141 Grostøl’s image of Åmli 

wearing traditional dress whilst practicing tablet weaving also reveals how this 

practicality in terms of design, and a lack of a tight corset and long skirt, meant that 

women could concentrate for long hours whilst sitting down. Moreover, by not 

 
135 Ibid., 215.  
136 Ibid., 215.  
137 Ibid., 24-26. 
138 The word for the bodice in Setesal is upplut, whereas in Hardanger it is opplut.  
139 Noss, Stakkeklede i Setesdal, 171. The linen tended to be replaced by cotton by the twentieth century 
as cotton cloth became more widely available.  
140 Ibid., 124-6. 
141 Kari-Anne Pedersen, textile historian and curator, interviewed at the Museum of Cultural History, 17 
April, 2015.  
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obviously differentiating between daily and evening dress, women were afforded a 

modicum of equality with men who similarly did not change attire depending on day or 

season. With their elongated trousers with leather patches and short braces, they could 

move around freely without restrictions. Beckett describes the men from Setesdal as 

looking ‘quaint’, like ‘street urchins’ wearing ‘their father’s breeches’. But he hints that, 

just as we have insinuated with regards to women, certain features on the man’s dress, 

such as the leather patch, could denote their status.142 Their outfits also allowed them 

to be considered as workers rather than poseurs.  

 Worm-Petersen’s and Grostøl’s photographs are thought provoking from a 

sociological perspective. Paintings of Setesdal women in customary attire contain more 

of a personal response towards the area’s close kinship. Helga Ring Reusch’s (1865-

1944) artwork, A Child’s Funeral (Bondebegravelse i Setesdalen), was completed in 

1906 (figure 2.34). The subject shown centres on the way in which a community in 

Setesdal could come together in times of need, for instance to lament the death of a 

young son or daughter. Lines of black, white and red material make up the outfits, and 

appear as a striking sight in the open air. The identical dresses gather the group 

together, much like a uniform for an army. That Ring Reusch had trained with 

Werenskiold around 1885 is significant.143 Her choice of subject matter and interest in 

rural customs may have come from his own interest in pastoral scenes, such as that 

seen in September and Peasant Funeral (En Bondebegravelse), 1885, which also 

shows a country funeral.144 But whereas Werenskiold’s version shows seven men and 

one woman at a graveside, Ring Reusch’s shows a larger group, perhaps 

encompassing four families of four women, four men, and six children, being led by a 

priest towards the grave. The story of this artwork appears to rest on the shared grief of 

the people as they process across the green field to bury the small coffin. As they walk 

from right to left rather than from left to right, they seem to be moving backwards, as if 

weighed down by sorrow. Even so, the mountains that flank the procession and the 

identical outfits that the people wear emphasise that this locality was still protected 

from harm.  

 If clothing in Ring Reusch’s painting underscores rigorous uniformity, it also 

suggests that there was little room for experimentation in this part of Norway. One 

 
142 Beckett, The Fjords and Folk of Norway, 242-243.  
143 Wichstrøm, Kvinneliv, Kunstnerliv, 218. 
144 Øystein Ustvedt, “Om Det Nasjonale, og Werenskiolds Maleriske Friluftsrealisme,” in Erik Werenskiold, 
1855-1938, ed. Øystein Ustvedt et al., (Oslo: Nasjonalmuseet for Kunst, Arkitektur og Design, 2011), 48-
49.  
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wonders if the female members ever risked ostracism by breaking free and doing as 

they pleased. Would they dare remove themselves from the confines of convention, 

sometimes pressed upon them by zealous Lutheranism? In Wentzel’s painting Dance 

in Setesdal (Dans i Setesdal), 1891, men and women are again dressed in similar 

clothing (figure 2.35). But although there is a familiarity with one another as conveyed 

from the circle within which they dance and the outfits worn, one obtains a sense that 

each person possesses a distinct, defined character. As the Norwegian choreographer 

and folklorist Klara Semb (1884-1970) wrote, regional ballads, folk tunes and dances 

could reflect the Norwegian character and temperament.145 This was not unlike 

clothing. The dancers move to the tune of a fiddler, rocking from left to right, 

occasionally turning, occasionally pausing, raising an arm and hopping on one foot. 

They spill out of the frame as if driven by competing personalities, ideas and impulses. 

This is a pagan-influenced festivity, fighting against Lutheran rules, and people are 

enjoying themselves regardless of orthodoxy.  

 The variations in the Setesdal style of dress depended on the time of year, 

Christian calendar, wearer’s age and her location. But, as above mentioned, disparities 

between clothing for work and play could be understated. This was not always the case 

in other parts of the country, where daywear and festive wear had distinctly different 

designs. Women from Hordaland tended to wear a dress that was at odds with that 

worn by women in Setesdal. Quite so, the way in which women lived and worked in 

these parts differed too, as did their access to ideas and imports such as silks and 

damasks. By the 1880s, Hordaland women, and especially those from the Hardanger 

area, might wear a more ordinary, unembellished dress for daily use but still wear a 

decorative and carefully made headdress.146 But they would still spend sufficient 

periods of time creating lavishly decorative costumes and headwear for special 

occasions, such as that worn by Maud’s in Nyblin’s photograph.147  

 A postcard from 1895 produced by Mittet & Co. shows how a western region 

like Hardanger enjoyed extra choice when it came to styles of clothing worn during the 

daytime or for important events (figure 2.36). A mother and a daughter sit side by side, 

facing one another and surrounded by items connected to sewing, embroidery and the 

making of dress. Above them a caption reads, ‘Hardangerkone og Datter, Hardanger - 

Norge’, which translates as ‘Wife from Hardanger and Her Daughter, Hardanger - 

 
145 Klara Semb, Dances of Norway (London: M. Parrish, 1951), 14.  
146 Noss, Krone og Skaut, 26-29, 31-35, 57-59, 243.  
147 Ibid., 19, 55, 240. 
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Norway’. The mother is clad in a drab dress, flanked by apparatus for weaving and 

spinning. She poses on a lower level before ornate weavings that she herself had 

presumably made. To her left sits her daughter, whose embroidered attire probably 

conveys her mother’s dexterity. Her clothing is based on typical festive attire from the 

Hardanger region, and her central positioning enables extensive analysis of what she 

wears. Her crisp white headdress, beaded bodice and embroidered apron suggests 

that she may be recently married.148 The pair are compared in age and attire, yet their 

physical interaction conveys a complicated, changing heritage based on the interplay 

of continuity, personal and familial pride, plus the obsession with traditional pastimes 

albeit for modern reasons. Of course, the contrast between the younger and older 

woman’s attire in the 1895 postcard, made two years after Nyblin’s photograph of 

Maud, proves Noss’s point that was touched on in Chapter Seven: while there was 

some interrelation, there needs to be a distinction between regional folk attire, regional 

festive costumes and national costume. Again, although the term folkedrakter, or folk 

dress, was adopted to describe all clothing worn by all rural people, each district had its 

own customs and there was a sure difference between this, and what became the 

natonal bunad. This was the ‘final link’ between the folk dress and the folk costume.149  

 The use of the headdress was one of the clearest indicators that different dress 

styles for women were connected to status. As Noss showed, the headdress remained 

in use in rural communities for longer than other garments. It could also be the last 

facet of folk attire worn regularly to distinguish one kind of occasion from another, and 

the position of the wearer within a family. Noss’s terminology tables are especially 

helpful here, as are her photographic sequences and books on the subject. These 

outline what can be multiple, confusing differences between a bride’s crown (krone), a 

married woman’s headdress (skaut) from Hordaland, a cap-bonnet (luve-hovudbunad) 

for married or unmarried women in Voss in Hordaland, or the use of woven hairbands, 

ribbons and headscarves worn by women in western Telemark (hairband, 

tulleplagg).150 Photographs by Beer Wilse from the early 1900s show how widespread 

the reliance on different headdresses remained over the generations, much like the 

use of silver. Moreover, the use of the skaut in Hordaland, but also in Sogn, became a 

continual matter of preoccupation for painters and photographers. Although this 

handmade piece of starched linen required delicate hand-pleating, could be time-

 
148 Laila Durán, Populære Bunader (Duran Publishing, 2014), 36.  
149 Haugen, Bunad: Norsk Bunadleksikon, 14-15.  
150 See, Noss, Krone og Skaut, 29, 31-35, 63; Frå Tradisjonell Klesskikk til Bunad i Vest Telemark, 188-
197.  
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consuming to make, and became a way to market a country, it again retained important 

everyday purposes (figure 2.37). For those in a locality, it indicated a woman’s origin, 

faith and piety, marital status and superior position in the family. It also protected a 

woman’s hair from wind, rain and sun.  

 The access that coastal-bound women had to luxuries such as enamel and 

silver via trading routes, and how headwear might indicate status within one community 

or one family, is underscored by a photograph by Beer Wilse (figure 2.38). A group of 

three women, probably from the same family and photographed around 1900, pose in 

different sorts of finely adorned festive dress indicative of the Hordaland region. They 

may be en-route to a baptism, wedding or Sunday service. The beading on the corset, 

sharp cut of the collar and uncovered hair of the young woman on the far right 

suggests that she is unmarried and from an area close to the Hardanger Fjord. 

Cascading silver brooches pinned flat on her shirt denote the area of Jondal.151 As for 

the youngest female, long braids show that she is a child. But her double-breasted 

gown, probably because she had not been confirmed and thus was not in possession 

of a folk costume, conveys she is nearing maturity. Her impending entry into adulthood 

and responsible membership of a community is shown by the inclusion of two pieces of 

silver, perhaps gifted from a family member. In the middle, between the two younger 

women, stands an older woman. Her headdress shows that she is married, and 

perhaps the mother of the other two. Around her neck is a chain and fine brooch of 

silver. Her positioning, and attire, raises the rank of this woman and promotes her as 

the head of the family.  

 Telemarkian dress also bewitched artists. A vast area of lush forests and deep 

valleys, the areas cultural heritage was believed to be reflected in the clothing that 

women wore, as well as regional folklore and folk music.152 A photograph from 1903 by 

Narve Skarpmoen (1868-1930) shows models at the Museum of Cultural History in 

different forms of regional dress (2.39). It illustrates how one regional community in 

Telemark could be cut off from another, thus perpetuate the continuation of varied 

designs of dress within one district. Even so, identifiable and unifying factors endured, 

and these are important to mention. As the picture shows, outfits from this area usually 

incorporated a longer, thick wool black skirt, which differed from that worn to 

Setesdal.153 But in a similar vein to the way that skirts were used in Setesdal, the 

 
151 Durán, Populære Bunader, 22 
152 Einar Østvedt, Telemark i Norsk Malerkunstv (Oslo: Mittet & Co. A.S., 1942).  
153 Noss, Klesskikk i Tinn i Telemark, 36.  
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shape and dark colour of this particular skirt still allowed it to be used in various work 

and leisure activities. For this reason, it only gradually altered in terms of style over 

time, and was slower to modernise than elsewhere. Makers in Tinn added pleats in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and padded hems in the middle of the 

nineteenth century.154  

 Telemark was, like Setesdal, a district where the design of clothing needed to 

encourage farming, faith and fraternity rather than prevent it. Noss made her case for 

this by using diagrams, photographs, terminology and patterns connected to basic and 

elaborately designed dresses. She also made an exhaustive survey of every item of a 

folk dress from top to toe.155 The use of padded hems (skael), two underskirts, up to 

four shirts, and a tight woollen double-breasted corset were visually arresting. But they 

were also understood to have kept women from developing illnesses due to cold, dark 

winters. Moreover, the northern style of Telemarkian dress, by which we can include 

the styles that derived from Tinn, showed that the area was economically better off 

than eastern or western Telemarkian parts. Interestingly, as exemplified by Åse Roe, it 

was slightly less immune from town fashions. An indication of the area’s wealth and 

limited access to trade was that the festive costume and daily dress made use of 

printed cotton as well as extra lengths of woollen material for the skirt. It is possible to 

tell whether a woman came from the region of Tinn from the shape of her skirt. This 

tended to be layered so that it had a billowing effect from the waist downwards. 

 The heavily embroidered, colourful woollen costume from eastern Telemark, for 

instance in Bø, was the most appealing for onlookers. As discussed, the variety of flora 

that grew here led to a richer array of colours with which women could dye woollen and 

linen thread. Festive attire comprised a bright red jacket, wide tablet-woven belt, 

colourfully stitched collars and cuffs. A woven band (vippebånd) was used to sweep 

back the hair (figure 2.40). The young painter Egedius’s large portrait of his lover, Mari 

Clasen, 1895, shows how the boldness of this eastern style could turn women into 

pillars of regional strength (figure 2.41). But the painting also displays how special 

occasions existed so that the best qualities of a district could be exhibited for many 

eyes to see. In eastern Telemark, sheep farming provided the wool, the acquisition of 

which was again the woman’s responsibility. Because the area lay on an old trading 

route, which ran from the southern coastline through to the northern parts of the 

Telemarkian district, a better range of synthetic and vegetable dyes could be found and 

 
154 Ibid., 196-198. 
155 Noss, Klesskikk i Tinn i Telemark, 95,121, 132-133.  
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used to supplement colours from plants and flowers. This was possibly aided through 

the southern shipping trade with foreign countries, which was of importance in terms of 

cargo and imports, and especially when steamships became more dominant.156 As a 

result, customs associated with home dying, colour or decoration in dress spread 

quickly within this district. Egedius appreciated Clasen in the romantic sense, but she 

was cherished as the lynchpin of a region that enjoyed an enigmatic folk tradition 

epitomised by a kaleidoscopic range of red, blue and green coloured textiles. 

 In Egedius’s painting, Clasen is no icy beauty. Rather, there is a performative 

quality to her as she emerges in clothing with flashes of scarlet amidst the gloom of a 

farm’s dark living room. The bonde woman becomes a statuesque attraction whose 

independent spirit reigns supreme. As a strong woman, Clasen might be compared to 

Krohg’s painting of his wife, Oda (1860-1935), which was finished seven years earlier 

(figure 2.42).157 In this, a confident lady in a red shirt confronts the viewer with extreme 

self-assurance. But with her hand on her hip, just like the bohemian Oda, Clasen 

represents her area of Telemark first and foremost as well as her gender. Half turning, 

she looks out with commanding authority, unafraid and somewhat competitive in her 

stance. The quick, and thick, brushstrokes with which she has been painted carry an 

aggressiveness, which would have been rarely seen in portraits of society women 

made during this period. Mari’s presence directly contrasts with the demure girl in 

sombre attire that Eiebakke showed laying the table four years earlier (figure 2.26). 

Egedius’s traditionally dressed woman is bigger, bolder, even a little frightening.  

 Clasen belongs to the folk culture of rural Telemark, in which she worked as 

part of a team of women and contributed to their culture. The art historian Magne 

Malmanger has identified one of the dancers in Egedius’ second painting from east 

Telemark, Girls Dancing (Dans i Storstuen, Telemark), 1895, as Clasen herself (figure 

2.43).158 This scene from Bø shows Egedius’s companion dressed in what could be 

festive or everyday garb. The woman therefore moves from being a single entity who 

was a self-determining being, to one whose success depended on the camaraderie 

offered by other members of the female sex. As the two figures spontaneously engage 

in a type of regional dance, the watching faces in the large open stue are 

 
156 Hovland, “Modern Norway Takes Shape,” 284-287.  
157 Vibeke Waallann Hansen, “Christian Krohg og Hans Miljø i Kristiania i 1880-Årene,” in Christian Krohg: 
Tiden Omkring Kristiania-Bohemen, ed. Anne Kielgast and Lise Harbeck (Copenhagen: GL Strand, 2014), 
36-37. 
158 Magne Malmanger, “Halfdan Egedius,” in Dreams of a Summer Night: Scandinavian Painting at the 
Turn of the Century, ed. Leena Ahtola-Moorhouse, Carl Thomas Edam and Birgitta Schreiber (London: 
Arts Council of Great Britain, 1986), 78-79.  



160 
 

indistinguishable from one another amongst the inky blackness. This is a very different 

scene to that observed earlier which showed people dancing in the open air in 

Setesdal, and the dimness adds a sense of doom. Perhaps Egedius is reminding his 

viewers of the hardship endured in rural communities where punishing winters and 

poverty defined people’s lives and encouraged a feeling for relief, pagan spirituality as 

well as the helpful regulations of Christianity. Just as the light in Laying the Table 

highlights the extent of the contribution made by women within a community, the light 

in Girls Dancing illuminates the dark, triangular silhouettes of women as they dance to 

entertain an audience. ‘The Norwegians of all classes are fond of dancing,’ reminds 

Willson, with social gatherings serving to ‘enliven the tedium of the long winter 

months.’159 The women are therefore instrumental forces within this gathering, with 

their graceful movements and partnered steps commanding the attention of all. Their 

jet-black Telemarkian skirts, and wide, white sleeves facilitate a particular style of 

choreography that must have seemed other worldly to those observing. The initial 

steps that the two dancers take would require the symmetrical lifting of the legs into an 

arabesque, after which two, or sometimes three women would start to spin shoulder-to-

shoulder, gathering speed as they whirled.  

 If occasions such as this delivered a level of optimism to a region, then so too 

did the sumptuous clothing and exorbitant traditions observed during a wedding 

ceremony. In portrait photographs by Solveig Lund, taken between 1895 and 1899, 

women are shown wearing heavy silver crowns and belts, velvet bodices, and other 

riches (figure 2.44). As Willson wrote in 1910, ‘a Norwegian country wedding is an 

event of great importance, and the opportunity of seeing one is much prized by 

visitors.’160 Lund was a leading photographer of her day, and built a career for herself in 

Kristiania by making photographs of women dressed in wedding finery. Although some 

of her sitters were bourgeois, and would dress up in borrowed bridal costumes for 

make-believe, Lund’s photographs did not always portray bridal traditions that had 

fallen out of use. As Beckett observed some years later when witnessing a ceremony 

in Hardanger, the area that Lund’s photographed bride in the last image represents, 

her pictures displayed ongoing, popular customs: 

 

It is perhaps at weddings that the Hardanger peasants are at their best. 
Unfortunately, this festival is much being curtailed, but even now, in spite of the 
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rapid march of progress in Norway, it is possible at times to find that the real 
old-time Hardanger wedding is honoured to the full.161  

 

Beckett suggests that wedding celebrations were occasionally protected because the 

traditions were unique to Norway, and regarded as a tourist attraction. But in other 

areas, the bridal ceremony lasted because of its monetary value to the community, as 

much as the enjoyment of local people. This was in terms of the participation of guests, 

and the special clothing that women in the community made.   

 The old-style form of wedding ceremony, which tended to last all week, and 

which involved the most highly decorative costumes, had continued largely unaltered 

for years.162 ‘The Norwegian bride is in some districts a very imposing-looking person,’ 

wrote Willson. Indeed, she could be garlanded with a large silver crown, red braid and 

ribbons, thereby allowing her to reveal the best of a region through inherited sartorial 

traditions.163 But there was also a commercial value to this. A family’s silver crown 

could be rented or loaned out to raise money.164 Indeed, the crown, also known as the 

lad, was an exquisite piece of craft. It could be a flat halo-like construction, dripping 

with silver coins, engraved with enamel and with historical roots derived from the Old 

Norse hlað. It could also be a tall bruekrone which looked like a conventional crown, 

and would have been made by a local silversmith. This had a strengthened support 

lined with red, rolled woollen fabric, and was moulded on a large scale out of thin silver, 

with tiny silver droplets hung around the top.165  

 While the tradition of the lavish bridal ceremony perpetuated, it should again be 

noted that it was not associated with the gentry or nobility. It was masterminded and 

prolonged by rural folk who saw it as both a Christian and a pagan ritual with important 

connotations. The ceremony itself allowed less well-off women to exist as a celestial 

being, or, as the historian of Valdres folk costume Magny Karlberg relays, a ‘Queen for 

a day’. The ceremony, and the way in which women dressed and behaved, was 

conditioned by conventions that had remained popular since the medieval age.166 In 

some places, a bride would be on horseback, and make her way towards the 

ceremony with a procession following behind her. She could be accompanied by a 

musician with a Hardanger fiddle (hardingfele), a violin with eight strings. The route 

 
161 Beckett, The Fjords and the Folk of Norway, 90. 
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towards the church would be by road or, if it was towards the coast, by boat along the 

fjord.167 After the ceremony, the same route would be practiced by the congregation 

before a feast, and large amounts of ale, would be enjoyed on a farm.168  

 The most famous record of a wedding ceremony, and one which celebrates 

how important this occasion and the costumed bride was to a region, comes from the 

painting, The Bridal Procession in Hardanger (Brudeferd i Hardanger). This was 

painted by Tidemand in collaboration with Hans Gude (1825-1903) in 1848 (figure 

2.45). A bridal party crosses the water by boat, towards a stave church in the far 

distance, and the mountains rising impressively out of the water. The long journey 

through the borough and the crossing of both land and water ensured that one of the 

woman’s purposes, in all her majestic garb, was to delight members of her region. 

Solidarity, as conditioned and continued by a woman’s hard work, as well as her 

physical application through the making of a dress, was a quality that lay at the 

pinnacle of regional life.  

 

9. Rural-to-Rural Migration: Settling in the Midwest 

 

How, and in what capacity, were rural Norwegian women, such as those discussed in 

Part Two, able to make use of their textile skills when they emigrated to the countryside 

of America? What did they take and leave behind, replace and learn? Wentzel’s 

painting, The Emigrants (Utvandrere), 1903, portrays a line of male and female 

migrants moving across the land from right to left (figure 2.46). As the title suggests, 

the painting refers to the migration from Norway in the east, towards America in the 

west, and the many who had already made their way down from the mountains to join 

ships bound for the New World. Whereas Ring Reusch’s painting of the funeral 

procession responded to how a community dealt with the loss of life, Wentzel’s 

portrayal of people crossing the country shows how a less entrenched group of people 

embraced the opportunity to start again elsewhere. One child, two women and two 

men stride behind a wagon piled with their belongings, dressed in their smartest 

country attire. The mountainous landscape could be suggestive of inland Norway, or 

areas closer towards the coast, where, as earlier photographs indicated, the fjords cut 

into the land to give way to steep cliffs. Wentzel’s painting hinges on the theme of 
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mass migration of farming folk, as men and women replaced labour in rural Norway 

with labour in rural America.  

We have already alluded to the way in which demographic change influenced 

some of Norway’s regions more than others. Given the lay of the land, the mass 

exodus of people was felt strongly by regions towards the west coast. It was here that 

farming and fishing communities were dispersed and had fewer inhabitants. Gjerde 

confirms that those who lived in places like Balestrand were conditioned into relocating 

to America by a range of factors. For example, societal and monetary anxieties, the 

desire for personal triumph, the impact of social dissatisfaction and the thirst for 

adventure.169 Like emigrants who left Britain and Ireland, it was also down to cheaper 

and faster travel by steamship.170 Relocation and the movement of women was by no 

means a new phenomenon. As letters and photographs attest, that they were as ready 

as men to emigrate, especially when it came to promises of better land, bigger farms, 

and improved weather patterns. But there remained a pronounced fear concerning the 

loss of skilled people. Among these groups were women with weaving and sewing 

expertise that had traditionally formed part of their agricultural input.  

We end this section by suggesting that emigrating women deliberately used 

their textile skills to contribute to the positive reputation of their country of birth and 

gender in America. Firstly, it was not uncommon for women to travel alongside men 

and find that their skills as gatherers of crops and makers of homespun and clothing 

was essential for saving money and starting anew. Secondly, women used textile items 

to integrate themselves and their families in American communities by becoming 

members of all-female weaving or sewing groups. Thirdly, their creativity perpetuated a 

memory of the motherland through the making of textile items based on those created 

in Norway. The skills that had been honed in Europe, were put to new use in the New 

World.  

 Organised immigration to North America from Norway began in 1825, when 

several dozen people, mostly men, left Stavanger on the west coast on the sloop, The 

Restoration, captained by Cleng Peerson (1783-1865). This early migration was largely 

a result of religious persecution.171 By the end of the nineteenth century, immigration to 

America from Norway was motivated by other concerns, such as those detailed by 

 
169 Gjerde, From Peasants to Farmers, 6-9.  
170 Walter T. K. Nugent, Crossings: The Great Transatlantic Migrations, 1870-1914 (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1992). 
171 Theodore C. Blegen, “Cleng Peerson and Norwegian Immigration,” The Mississippi Valley Historical 
Review 7, no. 4 (March 1921): 303-331.  
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Gjerde. Unsurprisingly, like emigrants from Ireland, Norway’s climate, geography and 

topography made for an unstable agricultural economy. However, when they arrived in 

America, different problems were encountered which meant that women had to work 

hard to stay afloat. In the novel, Giants in the Earth, which was written in 1927 by the 

Norwegian American author, Ole Edvart Rølvaag (1876-1931), the fictional character 

Berit Holm is an indication of how women oversaw family settlement in America.172 

Many courageously overcame a host of hindrances as they pushed westward until they 

secured enough land. The book is a tale of fear but also courage and determination, 

during which women’s abilities are put to the test. 

Because men tended to travel ahead of their families, when women arrived, 

they were expected to add a level of domesticity to the new lifestyles in America. Just 

as they had done so in Norway, they continued with traditional tasks. For instance, 

tending livestock, rearing children, weaving, sewing and trading goods when 

necessary. It is clear women’s skills with textiles were as transferable and long-lasting 

as they were indications of customary traditions valued back home. Moreover, they 

were habits that could stand the test of time. Again, work was a characteristic ingrained 

in the average Norwegian woman, regardless of whether she was in Norway or 

elsewhere. This will become important in Chapter Seventeen when Norwegian women 

in America’s metropolitan areas are addressed. 

Equipped with the skills with which to persevere in the worst climate and terrain, 

and where death was ever prevalent, immigrant Norwegian women seem to have had 

a daring streak to their character. But America also offered attractive opportunities. 

Natural resources were progressively unable to keep up with population growth in 

Norway, which could lead to hardship. However, the establishment of the American 

Homestead Act in 1862 opened up land in the American Midwest, and gave 

newcomers access to fertile, flat pastures on which they could rear more sheep and 

grow more produce, including cotton, linen and other plant fibres. After the 1880s, the 

main places for Norwegian families to settle were in parts of the Upper Midwest, such 

as Illinois, Wisconsin, Iowa, Minnesota, and North and South Dakota.173 By 1910, Derry 

indicates that more than 700,000 Norwegians had immigrated to North America, which 

 
172 Ole Edvart Rølvaag, Giants in the Earth, trans. Lincoln Colcord and the author (New York: Harper and 
Brothers, 1927).  
173  Betty A. Bergland, “Introduction,” in Norwegian American Women: Migration, Communities, and 
Identities, ed. Betty A. Bergland and Lori A. Lahlum (St Paul, Minnesota: Minnesota Historical Society 
Press, 2011), 5. For more information about life in Iowa through the eyes of a Norwegian immigrant, see 
Øyvind Tveitereid Gulliksen, Ole Helgesens Dagbok: 1872-1878 – Tinn, Telemark; Calmar, Iowa (Bø, 
Telemark: Telemark Distriktshøgskole, 1988).  
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equated to about one-third of Norway's population.174 Upon arrival, it was imperative 

that women worked hard alongside the male members of the family, and did not let 

standards slip. 

Norwegian women and their working habits seem to have been welcomed in 

certain parts of America. As Lovoll has indicated, an article in Billed-Magazin, or 

Picture Magazine, in 1870 shows how the Norwegian American journalist Sven Nilsson 

felt that: 

 

A newcomer from Norway who arrives here will be surprised indeed to find in 
the heart of the country, more than a thousand miles from his landing place, a 
town where language and way of life so unmistakably remind him of his native 
land.175  

 

Photography collections of the Norwegian American Historical Association and Luther 

College show that just as women had carded, spun, woven and embroidered whilst in 

Norway, they did so in America.176 This must have given women, but also their families, 

a status that was socially inclusive rather than exclusive, and which delivered an 

element of homeliness. Furthermore, compared to other immigrant groups, Norwegian 

women may have been welcomed during the development of America’s regional and 

rural culture due to their willingness to become part of a team. Through the making of 

homespun or quilts, women were able to assimilate and engage with other 

nationalities. Perhaps their reputation preceded them. After all, the import of spinning 

wheels from Norway to America, as well as the continued construction of these items in 

America, allowed women to continue with work without having to requalify or retrain. 

Spinning and carding on the farm, and the creation of yarn out of raw fibres, provided 

women with a secure, unpaid or paid occupation, and sense of harmony with others. 

 
174 Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 207.  
175 Odd S. Lovoll, Norwegians on the Prairie: Ethnicity and the Development of the Country Town (St Paul, 
Minnesota: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 2010), 31. 
176 Photographic and literary sources related to women emigrants, and their work, abound. It is more 
difficult to find paintings from our period that depict Norwegian women in America, especially at work. The 
extent to which Norwegian immigrants did not lose their sense of working identity, even if they found 
success and happiness in America is, however, suggested though the paintings of Herbjørn Gausta (1854-
1924), who was born in Telemark and settled in Minnesota. He is considered by historians to be the first 
professional artist of Norwegian immigrant origin in America. Gausta lived with the Norwegian American 
Koren family at the Washington Prairie parsonage while teaching at Luther College from the middle of the 
1880s. Whist there, he created drawings on the plaster walls of the small room in which he lived. One of 
these, now titled The Haymaker’s Oil, shows a man and two women raking hay. With mountains in the 
background, the scene seems to depict the Norwegian homeland of both Gausta and the Koren family. 
“Washington Prairie Volunteers Uncover More Than Spirit of Giving,” The Norwegian American, 16 April, 
2009, https://www.norwegianamerican.com/featured/washington-prairie-volunteers-uncover-more-than-
spirit-of-giving/.  

https://www.norwegianamerican.com/featured/washington-prairie-volunteers-uncover-more-than-spirit-of-giving/
https://www.norwegianamerican.com/featured/washington-prairie-volunteers-uncover-more-than-spirit-of-giving/
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One photograph shows two married sisters at work in the 1910s in Rock Dell, 

Minnesota. Kristi Skjervem Netegaard (dates unknown) spins and Torine Endresen 

Skjervem (dates unknown) cards (figure 2.47).177 This photograph offers a similar 

message to that relayed by the Wentzel painting of the mother and daughter spinning 

and carding back in Norway (figure 2.15). In other words, textile work was as much 

about the textile itself as the friendship between the women who made it.  

Involvement in what was known as Ladies Aid was also a way that women 

could make their mark and integrate using textile skills, alongside their Lutheran belief. 

This was usually a local organisation made up of women who raised money for their 

church. As Laurann Gilbertson has shown, a photograph showing women with their 

sewn or woven contributions following a ‘Trinity Ladies Aid Sale’ at Trefoldighet 

Lutheran Church in Dawson, Minnesota, around 1890, reveals how collective labour, 

and the products made, allowed women to mingle and make friends (figure 2.48).178 

This arena also facilitated the presentation of an incomer’s sewing and weaving skills. 

They could be exhibited on a platform where they could gain public respect. 

 Those who emigrated to rural parts of America were careful not to lose their 

identity. In this respect, textiles disclose that a rural women’s sense of self, over 

several generations, could remain tied to the homeland even when she became more 

American. Identity was perpetuated through language, with immigrants continuing to 

speak Norwegian at home. But identity was also provided through the making, keeping 

and use of traditional dress, tapestries and small-scale weavings or embroideries. 

Vesterheim: The National Norwegian-American Museum and Heritage Center in 

Decorah, Iowa, contains hundreds of items that rural immigrants from Norway knitted, 

sewed and wove in their domestic quarters from the start of emigration onwards. Many 

are identical to those created in Norway.179 The changing decades, from the 1880s to 

the 1900s, seems to have done little to vary certain styles and designs. Indeed, the 

average Norwegian American woman might even become ultra-conformist in her 

lifestyle and behavioural instincts, especially compared to those who did not move 

away. 

 Strict conservatism may be seen in the way that migrants used traditional 

textiles to celebrate ‘Norwegian’ festivities. The photograph of the two sisters spinning 

reveals that women gave up wearing traditional dress on a daily basis soon after 

 
177 Gilbertson, “Textile Production in Norwegian America,” 161.  
178 Ibid., 171.  
179 See, “Collections and Research,” Vesterheim: The National Norwegian-American Museum and 
Heritage Center, accessed 1 October, 2018, https://vesterheim.org/collections-research/.  

https://vesterheim.org/collections-research/
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coming to America. But a panoramic photograph by the Norwegian American 

photographer Knut L. Fenney (dates unknown) from 1930 shows hundreds of people of 

Norwegian descent standing together for the ‘Den Norsk StoreFest’ (‘The Big 

Norwegian Festival’). This was held in Minneapolis between the 10th and 12th of June, 

1930 (figure 2.49 a). As the detail from the photograph indicates, there are those who 

are dressed in ordinary contemporary clothing, but the crowd is peppered with others, 

mainly women, who wear traditional costume or bunader (figure 2.49 b). Small banners 

hold the emblems of the Sons of Norway and Daughters of Norway, organisations that 

were established in 1895 and 1908 respectively, and which still thrive today. The 

indication being that the interests of those descended from regional Norwegians 

remained of upmost importance. Although some immigrants chose to forget their 

former nationality altogether, especially in the city, countless others used what they 

wore, and made, to show how they cherished their past. 

 

Conclusion  

 

Life in the New World could be challenging, but bonde and husmann women used their 

textile skills to create a sense of home, earn extra money and assist with the 

management of a prairie farm. Women were willing and able to rely on experiences 

and behavioural codes honed in Norway, which saw them working hard, and being 

appreciated for it. What inland and coastal regions lost when Wentzel’s walking women 

left for new lives overseas, America gained. Women’s textile craft found its way to 

foreign lands and, to an extent, influenced culture in the Midwest. Determined as they 

were, emigrant women remained responsible for plants and animals, religious 

education and festive celebrations. They provided a sense of security for both 

themselves and their community. But migrant women’s textile work also carried stories 

connected to certain regions, as well as a country, further afield. What could have been 

regarded as old fashioned and outdated in the old world, had extra mileage in the new.   

 By conducting regionally specific lives in Norway, rural women were given 

enormous responsibility. Despite concerns around the loss of custom, or changes to 

rural life, their steadfastness helped propel the country forwards and into an era in 

which it could stand on its own. This was economically, politically and culturally helpful. 

Whether they were produced and kept in the vicinity, or worn away, traded or sold, 

woven items should be reassessed as some of the most significant of embodied acts in 
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Norwegian culture during an age defined by female and national independence. The 

regional woman could make life’s necessities by hand and often on her own accord. 

Imagery portrays her as self-sufficient, but also as a team worker. By producing more 

than was required, either for selling or storage, textiles allowed women to establish 

themselves as well-prepared, reliable and conscientious citizens. However subtle the 

difference between one style of dress and another, rural textiles reveal originality, 

practical education and common-sense. It is unhelpful to regard rural Norway as a 

uniform whole, for the country was regionally divided, with each distinct community 

playing host to specific wants and needs.  

 There seems to have been an overriding sentiment that what was already 

working well did not need to be changed. This complimented the impression that work 

was connected to the cycle of life, which was controlled by the rotation of the seasons. 

Terminating one step within the circular economy might detrimentally alter the 

community’s wherewithal. Although staying close to the land was a desire usually 

upheld by poorer, aging members of a local population, imagery shows that they did 

not all reject new technologies. Furthermore, that many of the women in Grostøl’s 

photographs are middle-aged suggests that they would have been young around the 

year 1900. This thereby disproves the notion that it was always the youth who who left 

for the city. Rural women were not averse to using new tools for activities that they had 

always performed. These tools occasionally helped extend the practice in question and 

continue to uphold agricultural duties when it was the men who migrated.  

 Tapestries and coverlets show how weaving allowed women to assert their 

preferred standards of artistic taste and express opinions. Patterns and colours, and as 

a local style of dress, renders the woman a designer, consumer and exhibitor. She 

becomes a keeper of secrets, an authority on regional ideology and a modest Christian 

who understood how and when to interweave folk and pagan stories in order to make a 

statement. Depending on where her pieces were shown, a woman’s creative skills in 

this field allowed her to exude confidence in an intimate environment. Against the 

backdrop of sweeping alterations in gender relations, the emergence of the opinionated 

and controlled ‘New Woman’ was therefore neither as sudden nor as unusual in 

Norway as previously believed. Images of women involved in tasks that were related to 

textiles should be judged as emblems of female control which were historic to Norway. 

There is little evidence to suggest that pictures of female makers sewing, weaving or 

gathering textile fibres were indicative of suppression imposed by male superiors. 
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Rather, women’s work had long been crucial in agricultural environments, and 

feminism was, as will be argued in Part Three, a principally urban debate. The 

modernisation and security of the sovereign nation was, however, influenced by 

longstanding traditions and surviving procedures. These were carried along by coastal 

and inland women regardless of the creeping industrial age.  
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Part Three: Urban Designs and Textile Skills in Kristiania 
 

Wentzel’s The Emigrants (figure 2.46) documents the migration of men and women 

from rural areas of Norway towards rural parts of America. But in spite of the title, the 

scene might alternatively be understood as charting the movement of regional 

communities towards waged employment in Kristiania.1 Part One exposed that, by the 

end of the nineteenth century, members of farming and fishing communities were 

replacing familiar views of fields and mountains with an unfamiliar labyrinth of urban 

architecture, electricity cables, paved streets and tenement housing. As the old and 

young follow the loaded wagon, they may have been lured by the promise of a future 

encased in city bricks and mortar. Whether the two women were relocating to 

accompany their family, or sent by their elders to start out as independent wage 

workers, their hands would have been as implicit as men’s in the construction of the 

modern capital.  

 Part Three looks at the extent to which textile-related work facilitated a woman’s 

engagement with, and response to, challenges imposed upon her within an urban 

territory. It also assesses whether urban-made textiles contain important information 

about lives in a politicised and capitalist society dominated by Kristiania’s working and 

middle classes. Photography, painting and textile items are addressed in an effort to 

show how cloth, weavings and garments had practical, decorative, economic and 

occasionally didactic functions. The ensuing chapters therefore assess how textiles 

were designed, constructed and distributed within Kristiania compared to the rural 

regions. They ask why and how items incorporated old fashioned and contemporary 

impulses and influences in terms of their design, how they were used and what textiles 

reveal about the effect of urban living on the psyche of married and unmarried women 

of either bonde, husmann or bourgeois origins.  

 If the women in Wentzel’s artwork continued to work with textiles when they 

came to Kristiania, what compelled them to do so and what did the city offer that was 

exciting? Were aspects of their employment in keeping with that with which they were 

already familiar, and did migrant women import ideas and skills from the regions that 

were thereafter regarded as unusual, dismissible or desirable by an urban audience? 

By considering the making of cloth, woven items and clothing in a workplace that was 

now detached from the home, one may wonder to what end there developed a closer 

relationship between a woman’s aptitude with needle and thread and her political 

 
1 Industrialisation occurred in other centers, too, such as Bergen, Trondhjem and Lillehammer, Rjukan and 
Kristiansand. However, the development in Kristiania exceeded that which took place elsewhere.   
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rights. For instance, by observing the design, construction and usage of textiles that 

were public-facing, such as feminist banners for marches in the streets, or decorative 

tapestries for international exhibition, could urban relocation subject a migrant’s textile-

making aptitude to a new kind of national or economic test? And what of her skills as a 

designer in a capitalist society? If political intentions now came into play, women may 

not have retained the freedom to create what they wanted, especially when there was 

a middle-class buyer or a bourgeois spectator responsible for their employment.   

 With these questions in mind, Chapters Ten to Seventeen build on Chapters 

Three to Nine and draw into question some of the themes dealt with in earlier sections. 

Not least, the value of manual labour, female independence, community spirit and 

national versus regional identity. As a result, and through comparable discussions 

brought out in earlier sections, chapters dedicated to urban expansion expose 

examples of continuity. For instance, the communal networks that remained, and 

attitude towards work that persisted and characterised the lives of Lutheran women. 

Chapters also point to alternative ways of working and experimentation amongst 

clusters of female workers. Textile pieces that were once deemed specific to one area 

of Norway only, and which were owned and controlled by local women, moved to the 

city and adopted new meanings. In the process, they became emblems of national 

autonomy managed by Kristiania’s urban elite. What this uncovers in relation to the 

progressive identity of urban-based women, and whether this adjustment worked to 

their benefit and well-being, is open to question.  

 Whereas the rural regions, especially areas such as Telemark, bore medieval 

influences and could carry a heavy mark of tradition, Kristiania presented women with 

the chance to reinvent themselves and open their minds to unique experiences and 

ideas. Just as the rural terrain created a myriad of conditions which affected the nature 

and value of any textile work performed, the city’s built-up facade, commercial quarters 

and residential suburbs influenced how rural migrants, working-class and middle-class 

women could house themselves, find a job on their own accord and create or buy 

textiles for personal enjoyment. Industrial activity had occurred in parts of Kristiania 

during earlier decades. Travels Through Norway and Lapland, which was written by the 

German geologist and palaeontologist, Leopold von Buch (1874-1953), recounted an 

expedition to Norway between 1806 and 1808. The author discussed how the iron 

industry was already altering the natural environment surrounding Kristiania with the 
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noise of falling water and knocking hammers.2 But, as Chapter One demonstrated, it 

was the rigorous mechanisation and steep population growth of the mid-to-late 

nineteenth century that significantly altered the face of the capital and the way in which 

her neighbourhoods developed. By 1900, Kristiania had grown from around thirty 

thousand inhabitants in 1855, to nearly 230,000.3 Ten years later, Willson puts the 

figure at 232,800.4 When the city’s limits expanded in 1859 to include Grünerløkka and 

Grønland to the east, and again in 1878, a larger city with an industrial hub around the 

Aker River was formed.  

 Female inhabitants would, it is argued, develop strongly defined, yet constantly 

shifting attitudes towards their own worth and identity depending on where they lived 

and worked, who paid their wages and how much they received.5 As the map of 

Kristiania from 1911 suggests (map H), divisions between the east and west sides of 

the city became more pronounced and obviously delineated by the Aker River which 

split the city in two. The east was inhabited by the working-class, due to the direction of 

the prevailing wind which blew smoke from the factories in this direction. The west was 

home to the prosperous, upper ranks of society. Visual evidence shows that poorer 

rural women regularly secured paid work in jobs connected to textiles when they 

settled in Kristiania, usually in domestic quarters, shops or ateliers, or in textile 

factories. While approximately 12,700 of Norway’s population of around 885,000 were 

working as factory employees by 1850, by 1915, this had increased to eighty 

thousand.6 That one of the most important industries was the textile industry, with over 

150 textile factories established by the end of the nineteenth century, shows how textile 

skills kept women, and Norway, moving forwards.7  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 Leopold von Buch, Travels through Norway and Lapland During the Years 1806, 1807 and 1808 
(London: H. Colburn, 1813), 25.  
3 Santa, Norsk Folkemuseum, 131. 
4 Willson, Norway at Home, 105. 
5  Santa, Norsk Folkemuseum, 131. Else Boye, Christiania 1814-1905 (Oslo: Grøndahl, 1976).  
6 Beckett, The Fjords and the Folk of Norway, 46.  
7 Amnéus and Klær, “Industry,” 395. 



173 
 

In Cora Sandel’s novel Alberta and Jacob (Alberte og Jakob), an autobiographical story 

about a young girl growing up in the north of Norway during the 1880s and 1890s, the 

reader is given a sense of the excitement that young, open-minded women may have 

felt about the prospect of moving to the city:8  

 

To get away, out into the world! Beyond this all details were blurred. She 
imagined somewhere open, free, bathed in sunshine. And a throng of people, 
none of them her relatives, none of whom could criticize her appearance and 
character, and to whom she was not responsible for being other than herself.9  

 

The book was not published until 1926, and the novel traces the experience of a girl 

reared in a middle-class household in the far north of Norway during the 1880s and 

1890s. This aside, the memoir helpfully demonstrates how the sights and sounds of a 

bigger city down south may have drawn numerous young women away from their 

regions and relations towards an exciting urban lifestyle. As well as presenting liberty 

from provincial attitudes and restrictive family ties, as well as frequent opportunities for 

social interaction, a job in the city conceivably led to exhilarating prospects connected 

to fashion, travel, education, healthcare and personal development.  

 It may have been difficult for rural migrants to find work beyond that which was 

similar to what they already practiced in relation to agriculture or fishing. Statistics 

outlining the occupations of women living in Kristiania, as well as Kristiansand, Bergen 

and Trondheim, who emigrated to Minnesota in America between 1886 and 1924 show 

that different jobs were indeed opening up to women as time passed. Of these, around 

1,285, or eighty-five percent, allowed women to earn their own money as employees.10 

However, closer inspection uncovers that the line of work to which these emigrating 

women usually committed themselves, most of whom had become working-class, 

remained connected to domestic and textile-related tasks.  

 

 

 

 
8 Cora Sandel’s book was the first of a trilogy written as a memoir about a childhood in Tromsø. The 
subsequent novels, Alberta and Freedom (Alberte og Friheten, published in 1931) and Alberta Alone (Bare 
Alberte, 1939), continue to follow the experiences of Alberta as she moves from Tromsø to Paris and 
finally back Norway.  
9 Cora Sandel, Alberta and Jacob [1926], trans. Elizabeth Rokkan (London: Peter Owen, 2003), 98. 
10 Mauk, David C., “Finding their Way in the City: Norwegian Immigrant Women and Their Daughters in 
Urban Areas, 1880s-1920s,” in Norwegian American Women: Migration, Communities, and Identities, ed. 
Betty A. Bergland and Lori A. Lahlum (St Paul, Minnesota: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 2011), 132.  
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Irrefutably, then, Part Three starts from the basis that there already existed a level of 

continuity between work in the regions, and work in the city, by virtue of the textile skills 

that women took with them and made money from. As Tilly and Scott have written with 

regards to women’s paid employment in industrialising Europe:  

 

The location of work did change and that change eventually led to whole series 
of other differences; but, initially, there must have been some comfort for a 
family sending a daughter to a far-off city in the fact that they were sending her 
to do familiar, women’s work.11  

 

The words of H. E. Berner adds to this observation. He argues that new kinds of 

women’s work in the city was evident, but that much of this remained linked to what 

women were already known for doing well. ‘Women’s participation in the intellectual 

and economic development of the nation of late years is everywhere apparent ’, he 

expressed in 1900. But he went on, ‘it is not only as self-supporters but as contributors 

to the support of others (relations).’12  

 When rural migrants used textile skills to become part of a highly effective, and 

economically successful working class when they arrived in the metropolis, they also 

became aspirational. And while one may consider how bonde or husmann women took 

up textile work in the city, it is also helpful to ask how, why and to what degree, the 

customary skills for which they were traditionally known, such as domestic weaving 

and dress design, began to be adopted by the cultural elite and middle-class artist. It is 

at this point that one may return to the suggestion that the growth of the city inspired a 

‘swapping’ of cultures, tastes and expertise. In other words, rural migrants moved away 

from their rural textile culture, but higher class, professional men and women adopted it 

in their absence.  

 The research driving this section has been assisted by the availability of 

people’s memories and experiences collected in literary or visual form, and stored in 

city archives and museums. Much of this is related to the documentation of the swift 

urbanisation that swept through Kristiania from the 1880s onwards. A Year in Vaterland 

(Et År i Vaterland), written by the Norwegian author and former teacher Tilla Valstad 

(1871-1957), refers to how little houses with small rooms and crooked windows in 

eastern parts were replaced by towering apartment blocks during the closing decades 

of the nineteenth century.13 Development seems to have startled many rather, who 

 
11 Tilly and Scott, “Women’s Work and the Family in Nineteenth Century Europe,” 54.  
12 Berner, “Social Conditions,” 218. 
13 Tilla Valstad, Et år i Vaterland (Oslo: Gyldendal, 1925). Santa, Norsk Folkemuseum, 142.  
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documented change in progress. Indeed, the photograph collection of Oslo Bilder, 

which represents all districts in the city, opens a window to the lives of the working and 

middle classes, and reveals how women conducted their lives in public and in private. 

The object and image collections of the Museum of Science and Technology, founded 

in 1914, and the photographs belonging to Arbark, founded in 1908, provides equally 

helpful information about the experiences of textile factory employees. Archives 

belonging to the Oslo’s Worker’s Museum (Arbeider Museet) which forms part of the 

Oslo Museum, are enlightening.  

 Research into women’s lives in the east needs to be balanced with research 

into lives lived in the west. As such, artefacts and images in the collections of the 

Decorative Arts Museum, the Oslo Museum, and some parts of the Museum of Cultural 

History, have been informative. Moreover, limited attention has been paid to the 

interiors of three middle-class villas which are based in and around the west of the city. 

They include Ibsen’s apartment, which sits opposite the Royal Palace, and which is 

open to the public. And two homes that remain in private hands: Aschehougs Villa, built 

in 1875, and which belonged to the founder of the Aschehoug publishing firm William 

Nygaard (1865-1952) from 1894; and the home of Frida Hansen, which is in Skøyen, 

just beyond Frogner, and today owned by her descendent. These impressive, 

upholstered living quarters largely remain intact and unchanged. As they were 

decorated at the end of the nineteenth century by their owners, they prove helpful 

when trying to fathom how higher-class women lived and decorated their domestic 

dwellings with tapestries and soft furnishings. 

 To mirror the narrative of Part Two, focus in this section falls on five areas. 

These include the area around the Aker River (map I), Vika (map J), Grønland and 

Grünerløkka (maps K and L) in the east, and Frogner (map M) towards the west. The 

chapters that follow, like those that came earlier, cover women’s practical engagement 

as part of the economy, their creative contribution and, briefly, the active participation 

of migrants in parts of America. After addressing the extent to which urban topography 

influenced women’s economic contribution and attitudes towards textile work, the truths 

and mistruths behind the image of the factory-hand in the east, and the seamstress in 

the west are challenged. Rather than confirming that these women were suppressed, it 

is suggested that they were positively empowered through paid textile work. This may 

be shown in the way that they joined together as a political force on the streets of the 

city, and formed their own women’s rights movement. This is followed by an 

examination of how working-class women, who often came from bonde or husmann 
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families, as well as middle-class women, used different sorts of domestic textiles to 

express their newfound urban status in domestic designs. It would appear that better-

off homes started to adopt, for the first time, rurally-inspired, handmade textiles to 

express patriotism and a more sophisticated status. It is suggested that women lower 

down the social hierarchy lost what they had in common with their rural cousins when 

they opted for mass-produced, purchasable textile items. Whether this was to save 

time or fit into city life is assessed. Two chapters then consider how the urban 

treatment changed the meaning of the handmade tapestry and dress. The thesis ends 

with a short section that surveys the textile skills that working-class women took with 

them when they migrated to cities in the New World.   

 

10. Finding her Way in the East and West 

 

The journey towards Kristiania from the inland valleys or coastal districts might have 

been the first time that a woman had experienced travel to a civic centre or considered 

permanent relocation. As Norway’s roads improved, and as the railway lines extended, 

the numbers of women who were able and willing to move to a municipal environment 

and find paid work increased. ‘Having made a start at railways,’ writes Willson, ‘Norway 

did not stop.’14 After Eidsvoll, Kongsvinger, which lies to the east of the country, was 

connected to Kristiania by rail in 1862, Drammen in the south west in 1872, and Hamar 

in Hedmark, towards the north east in 1880.15 By 1905, and certainly by 1910 as the 

map shows, there was a network of tracks that went in and out of the capital (map B). 

Nonetheless, as discussed in Chapter One, it was the districts that lay within close 

proximity to Kristiania that were most acutely affected by urbanisation, and there 

remained many which were unconnected due to topographical difficulties.  

Kristiania’s urban design, and the quickened pace of city life, would have 

influenced how a woman’s daily life played out, regardless of where her journey began. 

Completed around a decade before The Emigrants (figure 2.45) was painted, Munch’s 

artwork Evening on Karl Johan (Aften på Karl Johan), 1892 (figure 3.1, see map O), 

shows how, during the same year that Peterssen produced Shearing Sheep (figure 

2.2), urban employment might have been experienced by women once used to a 

pastoral existence. A line of zombie-like men and women walk towards us in dark attire 

befitting the archetypal city worker. Their blank expressions betray an exhausted, 

 
14 Willson, Norway at Home, 197. 
15 Edgar Hovland, “Recovery and Growth: The Norwegian Economy, 1815-1875,” in Norway: A History 
from the Vikings to Our Own Times, ed. Danielsen et al., (Oslo: Universitetsforlaget AS, 1995), 249. 
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inner-city populace conditioned by hours spent in enclosed spaces. Behind them, 

walking in the opposite direction on Kristiania’s main boulevard, is a single, lonely 

figure on the other side of the road.16 The city, as Knut Hamsun’s protagonist 

witnessed for in Hunger, was where a newcomer could be embraced by the crowd or 

left to suffer in isolation.  

Photographs of factory staff in the Arbark archives reveal that if a young woman 

was unmarried and childless, it was easy to find work in a textile factory which spun 

cotton fabric. This might be in a firm overlooking Kristiania’s Aker River, which started 

at Lake Maridalsvannet in the north-east of the city, and ran downwards for around five 

miles until it reached the Kristiania Fjord (map I). The foremost employers during our 

period were the Nydalens Spinnery (Nydalens Compagnie, or Nydalens Spinnerei), 

founded in 1845, and the Hjula Weavery (Hjula Væveri), founded with capital from a 

brewery, and which established its main premises by the Aker River just north from 

Grünerløkka in 1854 (map L).17 The buildings of both enterprises are still visible today. 

One can walk up the riverbank and observe how these companies would have been 

surrounded by other recently built buildings and designed to teeter over waterfalls to 

maximise waterpower.  

In a photograph taken close to the Hjula Weavery between 1890 and 1900, one 

obtains a sense of how a female newcomer must have found her work, 

accommodation and daily routine encased by this alien environment (figure 3.2). The 

brick buildings, haphazard structures and rising smoke might have felt suffocating 

compared to the wooden farm-houses and two-story barns of the cluster farmsteads to 

which she was used. Being within such close proximity to other businesses, like the 

Norwegian Horseshoe Factory (Den Norske Hesteskosømfabrik), which is also shown 

in the photograph, or canning and matchstick factories, may have added to a 

claustrophobic environment. There are no people in this picture; a subtle reminder, 

perhaps, that the average female factory worker’s existence now came under the 

command of an invisible supervisor rather than a band of brothers or sisters. Munch’s 

painting from Karl Johan serves to illustrate that the hands of the clock rather than the 

sun, moon and seasons would typically govern an urban employee’s day. 

 A woman’s performance as a textile factory operative living by the Aker River 

was, however, not necessarily more of a struggle than that which was experienced in 

rural parts. Another glance at the photograph of the ‘Eagle’s Nest’ farm (figure 1.2) is 

 
16 Prideaux, Edvard Munch, 135. Kent, The Soul of the North, 171.  
17 Bruland, British Technology and European Industrialization, 41. Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 
127. 
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sufficient evidence of the wretchedness inflicted on women and children by an 

agricultural existence. Here, illnesses, physical ailments and financial anxiety were 

prevalent. In some cases, therefore, a young woman’s work in a textile factory with 

complimentary accommodation might deliver welcome change.18 In respects, there 

may have also been similarities between a poorer woman’s life in the countryside and 

the city. Factory accommodation was still next to a woman’s place of work in Kristiania, 

just as it was in rural areas, and photographs and museum collections disclose that 

women still tended to live in groups to share resources. Documentation related to the 

working-day at the Oslo Worker’s Museum, and Evening on Karl Johan, indicate that a 

factory employee’s working hours would still stretch from the break of day until after 

sundown.   

It is conceivable that the compact size of Kristiania, and the central location of 

the textile factory, might give rise to newfound excitement for some residents seeking a 

liberated existence. As experience of the journey today demonstrates, walking 

downstream from the Hjula Weavery towards Karl Johan Gate would take around ten 

to fifteen minutes. As a result, being close to the ‘full swing of political and social life’, 

especially when, for instance, the government was in session and there was a buzz 

about the town, would mean that a woman could easily come into contact with an 

assortment of attractions.19 From the open-air cafés, to the boats by the Kristiania 

Fjord, green spaces of the Royal Palace park, and buildings made of ‘beautiful 

Norwegian stones such as granite, labradorite, soapstone and marble’, the city 

experience may have been as thrilling as it was unnerving.20 This is not to deny that 

some women endured extreme hardship when they came to Kristiania. It is, however, 

plausible that employment in the textile sector occasionally delivered a degree of 

positive realignment regarding a woman’s working and domestic experience. 

A preserved Hjula Weavery worker’s home, known as Apartment Brenna 

(Leiligheten Brenna) shows what life may have been like inside an apartment around 

1900. For the three women who lived here, it would appear that a textile factory job 

near to the centre of town could provide access to time-saving inventions and shop-

 
18 As well as the Hjula Weavery’s worker accommodation, the east of the city included more housing for 
workers, such as Åkerbergveien 50, which was built in 1900. This had around seventy flats of one or two 
rooms with a kitchen.  
19 Willson, Norway at Home, 110. 
20 Johan Meyer, “Architecture,” in Norway: Official Publication for the Paris Exhibition 1900, ed. Sten 
Konow and Karl Fischer (Kristiania: Aktie - Bogtrykkeriet, 1900), 616.  
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bought decorations otherwise out of reach in the countryside.21 Inside, there are 

modern conveniences such as shared sanitary facilities, an equipped kitchen, 

dedicated sleeping quarters and a communal living space. The rooms are adorned with 

pictures, painted chairs, crocheted cloths and a small fireplace with an iron stove. 

While Garborg’s autobiographical novel from 1883, The Making of Daniel Braut, traces 

the experiences of a farm-lad who became a student in Kristiania, the book offers 

some indication of the kinds of home-life a woman from a similar position might enjoy 

when she started work in a factory and lived in a small municipal property. Daniel lives 

in a garret in Akersgata, a street near the Aker River, next to where the textile factories 

were. His room, with its low, sloping ceiling and windows set between the roof with a 

view of nooks, crannies, other building’s roofs and chimneys, contrasts with the 

crowded farmhouse owned by his family. In the city, kinsfolk would no longer come and 

go as they pleased, so he would have privacy to think, read and behave as he wished. 

In Kristiania, in his quarters, ‘Daniel was happy’, writes Garborg. ‘The room was small 

and cosy, and the limited view meant that he felt safe and well hidden away.’22  

 As Kristiania was growing in size and population, the maps show that it 

remained a small city with pronounced distinctions between one working-class area 

and another (map H). Within these places, there were discrepancies between the types 

of textile work that a woman might follow as part of paid and unpaid activity. Some 

eastern parts were poorer than others and were where the earnings of the working 

poor were ‘so small that one may well wonder how they manage to keep soul and body 

together.’23 A photograph taken by Worm-Petersen shows the half-timbered, dirty, 

congested slum area of Vika during the 1880s from the vantage point of the harbour 

and looking up towards the luminous Royal Palace (figure 3.3) (map J). It conveys 

how, a short distance from the Aker River and the centre of town, vulnerable young 

women whose earnings from textile work were insufficient could become embroiled in a 

lifestyle of prostitution and begging. Women may have made money from factory or 

seamstress work, but these jobs were not always well-paid. Nor did they continuously 

provide safe and consistent accommodation in the way that factory work might. Krohg’s 

novel from 1886, Albertine, and the accompanying painting Albertine in the Police 

Doctor’s Waiting Room (Albertine i Politilegens Venteværelse), finished in February 

1887, concentrate on the obstacles facing a young, single migrant woman who falls on 

 
21 “Leiligheten Brenna,” Oslo Workers Museum, accessed 15 April, 2015, 
https://www.oslomuseum.no/arbeidermuseet/museumsleiligheten-brenna/. The house now belongs to the 
Oslo Workers Museum, which organises visits and tours. 
22 Garborg, The Making of Daniel Braut, 68-69.  
23 Willson, Norway at Home, 172.  

https://www.oslomuseum.no/arbeidermuseet/museumsleiligheten-brenna/
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the wrong sides of the tracks. Both trace how, having started out as a seamstress, a 

girl called Albertine becomes a street worker in Vika after she is unable to rely on the 

meagre wages acquired by sewing clothes for other women (figure 3.4).24  

By 1900 both Vika and Pipavika were known for housing rural migrants who 

frequently ended up making money through unlawful means.25 As the Norwegian 

historian Kari Telshe shows, there were other places connected to hardship, poverty 

and crime, which were seized upon by reporters. Their opinion pieces helped define 

the idea of the working-class ‘immoral east’ versus the ‘decent bourgeois west’. On the 

9th May, 1893 a journalist writing in the newspaper Dagbladet picked out one road in 

particular as indicative of Kristiania’s most rotten borough. ‘There is no street in 

Kristiania that is more notorious than Fjerdingen’, he wrote. ‘On hearing its name, 

everyone in Kristiania will associate it with the most sordid prostitution.’26  

Indeed, the problem of poorly paid seamstress work which could give way to 

paid sex was, as photographic portraits of prostitutes displayed in Oslo’s National 

Gallery exhibition on Krohg in 2012 showed, a very real one.27 The headshots from the 

Kristiania Police Department for Public Morals (Kristiania Sedelighetspolitis Arkiv), now 

in the Museum of Justice (Justismuseet), reveal fresh-faced girls in shawls not unlike 

those worn by the women walking down from the mountains in The Emigrants. This 

could be an indication that they had only recently left work on farms or fisheries and 

were now struggling to survive without the protection of a family. Krohg’s painting of 

Albertine therefore added a visual narrative to conversations that were already being 

generated around the subject of naïve young girls who were enduring urban life without 

decent wages or strong female support. Dressed in her drab, homespun dress, Krohg’s 

protagonist is identifiable as an inexperienced newcomer in a wicked, malevolent city. 

Around her, fancily dressed ‘Vika harlots’ strut and pose in dresses of silks, velvets and 

full facial makeup.28 If deluxe textiles and silver were used to adorn festival attire in 

rural communities to expose regional history and usher in spiritual protection, it seems 

ironic that similar luxurious materials were adopted to decorate the ‘fallen woman’ and 

even encourage illegal actions.  

 
24 Krohg worked on the novel and painting at the same time and initially gave both works the same title. 
The longer title for the painting was given later.  
25 Anette Walmann, “Prostitusjonsdebatt på 1800-Tallet,” Oslo City Archive, accessed 20 August, 2018, 
https://blogg.oslobyarkiv.no/blog/2016/06/30/prostitusjonsdebatt-pa-1800-tallet/.  
26 Kari Telshe, “Master of His House: Moral Geography, Sexuality and the Home in the city of Kristiania at 
the end of the Nineteenth Century,” in Essays in Honour of Sølvi Sogner on her 70th Anniversary, 17th 
March 2002, ed. Hilde Sandvik, Kari Telse and Gunnar Thorvalsen (Oslo: University of Oslo, 2002), 219.  
27 Terje Borgersen, “Bag de Nedslupne Portiérerne,” 118. 
28 Christian Krohg, Albertine [1886], (Oslo: Gyldendal, 1976), 106. 

https://blogg.oslobyarkiv.no/blog/2016/06/30/prostitusjonsdebatt-pa-1800-tallet/
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 Overcrowding in certain areas of eastern Kristiania could lead to poverty and 

associated illnesses. Another problem that resulted from the expansion of the city’s 

environs and influx of workers was the unavailability of space for crops and livestock. 

The cultivation of plants and animal husbandry was essential in rural parts of the 

country in order to provide food, as well as raw fibres for weaving and sewing. When 

this became an impossibility in Kristiania, it redirected women towards an increasingly 

commercial existence.29 By the end of the century, homes in Grønland and 

Grünerløkka were mostly built as flats akin to the aforementioned Apartment Brenna 

which lay near the Aker River and Hjula (maps K and L). One may explore these 

districts today and observe the dates of buildings etched onto the fronts of apartment 

buildings that were built consistently year after year from the 1880s onwards. These 

provided more accommodation for more immigrants where sites were expensive. In 

1866 the main street of Grünerløkka, which featured the same name, had a total 

population of 13,600. By 1900 this had reached 22,000 at a time when only five streets 

in Kristiania had a population of over three thousand.30  

A painting by Frits Thaulow (1847-1906), Old Farm at Grünerløkken (Gammelt 

Herresete på Grünerløkken), 1882 shows a woman picking cabbages in Grünerløkka 

(figure 3.5).31 Clutching a wicker basket, she trawls the land for produce with which to 

sell or feed a family. However, in many cases, this was a way of life which, in the 

central parts of a growing metropolis, was on its way out by the time that Thaulow was 

painting. It would become increasingly difficult to find space, or a reason, for growing 

things, especially when produce could be shop-bought. But the relative proximity of the 

countryside to the centre of Kristiania sometimes meant that a woman’s engagement 

with rural life continued. Beckett observes how, even in 1915, lower-class workers 

would still return to their family farm from June until August to assist with seasonal 

budeier work.32 This may have contributed to a dual identity for rural migrants, 

especially those who had travelled in from rural areas which lay within reach of the city. 

For example, in Askim in Østfold where Eiebakke painted Laying the Table. This may 

 
29 Santa, Norsk Folkemuseum, 131-153.  
30  “Grünerløkka,” Lokalhistoriewiki, accessed 23 November, 2018, 
https://lokalhistoriewiki.no/wiki/Gr%C3%BCnerl%C3%B8kka. 
31 According to the historian Einar Østvedt, the woman is Alexandra Lasson, who would marry Thaulow in 
1886. She was also the sister of Oda Krohg. This painting was shown at the Autumn Art Exhibition in 
1882, and can be seen in Ludwik Szaciński’s photograph from that same year (figure 1.8). Øystein 
Sjåstad, “Frits Thaulow,” in Fra Dahl Til Munch: Nordisk Maleri Fra Canica Kunstsamling, ed. Knut Ljøgodt 
and Andrea E. Kragerud (Tromsø: Nordnorsk Kunstmuseum, 2015), 179-183. Einar Østvedt, Frits 
Thaulow: Mannen of Verket (Oslo: Dreyers Forlag, 1951). Note that the other painting exhibited is Gustav 
Wentzel’s Breakfast, 1882 (figure 3.20).  
32 Beckett, The Fjords and the Folk of Norway, 57. 

https://lokalhistoriewiki.no/wiki/Gr%C3%BCnerl%C3%B8kka
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have conditioned an entirely new identity for young women: one that was split between 

the farm and the factory, the old and the developing world.  

Even so, the notion of endurance in the face of demographic change, and how 

rural migrants who resided in the east occasionally had to rely on cost-saving, inherited 

skills like sewing is revealed in photographs by Nanna Broch (1879-1971). As a 

housing inspector on Oslo’s board of public health from 1919 until 1945, Broch spent 

time documenting women’s lives in residential neighbourhoods like Grønland and 

Grünerløkka.33 Her images, now in the archives of the Oslo Museum, were mostly 

created later in the 1930s. But they offer some idea about how women probably lived 

indoors during the period covered in this thesis. One sees how congestion in some 

tenement blocks could mean that the poorest of women continued to work as they had 

done so for generations: their homes are sparsely decorated, and they are shown in 

small groups, supposedly sharing materials and tending to domestic needs through 

teamwork.   

The extent to which photographers and artists might be held as accountable as 

journalists for creating a ‘moral map’ of Kristiania should, however, be underlined. 

Those with a political objective occasionally exaggerated poverty levels through visual 

and literary efforts. Countless urban-bound women probably experienced a life that 

was potentially more stable than not, and for which their waged textile work made for a 

more decent lifestyle. Indeed, when British visitors remarked on the lives of Norway’s 

urban poor, they sometimes showed respect towards the efforts made to look after the 

needy. The ‘methods of dealing with the relief of the poor which are followed in 

Norway,’ wrote Willson, ‘may be commended to the attention of all who are interested 

in the problems of poverty.’34 Beckett similarly pointed out that, although increasing 

numbers of people flocked towards Kristiania, the average rent remained low, family 

wants remained humble, and alcoholism controlled by laws set in place in the 1840s.35 

The average annual consumption of alcohol was eight litres by around 1840. By 1915 it 

was one of the lowest in Europe at 2.2 litres.36 By the 1880s, charities were also in 

operation to help women who, like the seamstress Albertine, had fallen on hard times. 

The Salvation Army (Frelsesarmeen) was established in the eastern area of Grønland 

in 1888 by the Swede, Hanna Ouchterlony (1838-1924). It had its own magazine, 

Krigsraadet, and the mission spread to Arendal, Kongsberg, Horten, Drammen and 

 
33 “Boliginspektør Nanna Broch,” The National Archives of Norway (Archiverket), accessed 23 August, 
2018, https://bit.ly/2wTGyvi.  
34 Willson, Norway at Home, 172.  
35 Beckett, The Fjords and the Folk of Norway, 56.  
36 Ibid., 56-57.  

https://bit.ly/2wTGyvi
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Kongsvinger.37 Articles in women’s journals, such as Urd, equally extolled the efforts of 

the Norwegian Red Cross (Det Rød Kors). On the 3rd June, 1899 an article described 

the good work of the organisation from its base in Kristian Augusts Gate, two roads up 

from Karl Johan, and a five or ten walk from Vika.38  

Krohg’s portrayals of a sordid sex world, Munch’s painting Evening on Karl 

Johan, and Broch’s snapshots of the most impoverished household unquestionably 

require careful contextual analysis. Before using such images as proof that a woman’s 

urban life was more destitute and trying than that experienced in the countryside, it is 

important to remember that these intended to encourage a strong reaction from the 

public. Often, imagery was chosen which stimulated debate or reflected an artist or 

writer’s own idea about urbanisation and a women’s changing role in society. 

Photographic and painted imagery did not always represent reality, especially 

according to the real lower-class women who experienced it.  

 When it came to married, working-class or rural migrant women, domestic 

quarters in urban streets were frequently used for the sewing or mending of garments 

with commercial value. This diverged from the practice in the regions, where things 

were traded, but usually intended for immediate familial use. The reliance on one wage 

earned by a man could place extreme pressures on the average household in the east 

but also the west, especially when more items needed to be purchased due to less 

being available from the land. Statistics indicate that life in the city could be poor in 

terms of time but costly in terms of keeping up appearances. That by 1900 around 

forty-five percent of wages were spent on food and fifteen percent on clothes indicates 

why women needed to make money.39 The average wage for Kristiania’s working 

woman at this time was around 253 kronor per year. This was almost half of what was 

earned by men, who were in receipt of 533 kronor, and who had a fifteen percent wage 

increase between 1890 and 1898.40 Willson indicates that ten to twelve years later, the 

average wages earned by a factory spinner were between 1.4 and 1.60 kronor per day. 

Men made double that, at 2.50 to three kronor a day.41  

 If textile work ‘at home’ was a necessity for both working- and middle-class 

women, then this commonality brought the gender together, regardless of background: 

textile work created within the domestic quarters could be used to provide surplus 

cash, as well as a means of expression or protest. Ibsen’s play, A Doll’s House, 1879, 

 
37 “Til Norge,” Frelsesarmeen, accessed 20 May, 2018, https://bit.ly/2QfjcJl.  
38 “Det Rød Kors,” Urd, 3 June, 1899.  
39 Berner, “Social Conditions,” 204. 
40 Ibid., 202-204. 
41 Willson, Norway at Home, 189. 

https://bit.ly/2QfjcJl
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contains a discussion between the widowed Mrs Linden and the married Nora that 

implies that traditional skills could be turned to for financial reasons and benefit the 

bourgeoisie: 

 

Nora: …We simply hadn’t the money for me to waste; we both had to work. 
 
Mrs Linden: You as well? 
 
Nora: Yes, with odds and ends of needlework – crochet and embroidery and so 
on. [Casually] And in other ways too. You see, when we married, Torvald gave 
up his government post – there wasn’t any hope of promotion in his department, 
and of course he had to earn more money than before. But he overworked 
dreadfully that first year; you see, he had to take on all sorts of extra jobs, and 
he worked from morning till night.42  

 

A hand-coloured photograph taken by Worm-Petersen between 1900 and 1912 (figure 

3.6) illustrates a correlation or harmony between the classes. It shows a shop, known 

as Husflidens Butikk, or Handicraft Shop, situated on Karl Johan Gate. Handmade 

household goods clutter the interior: woven tapestries, simple cloths and rolls of fabric. 

As a woman goes about her shopping, the indication is that, while Munch’s workers 

were trudging through their working day, other people of Kristiania, both rich and poor, 

and from both sides of the Aker River, were semi-reliant on one another through the 

exchange of decorative textiles.  

Members of Kristiania’s burgeoning bourgeoisie who favoured the latest fashion 

for the home and the body stimulated the need for many of the textile-related jobs 

taken by working-class women. The dress collection in Oslo’s Decorative Arts Museum 

reveals that society women encouraged a market for the purchasing and wearing of 

contemporary styles of clothing for public and private engagements. Indeed, how one 

dressed became more important than ever, as a letter from ‘Uncle the Colonel’ to 

Alberta’s mother confirms in Alberta and Jacob: ‘I am sure,’ he writes, ‘what importance 

society attaches to external appearance.’43 Ibsen’s upholstered apartment, and the 

interior of Aschehougs Villa also show how interior design, complete with woven and 

sewn cushions, curtains and carpets, was similarly the order of the day.  

By the 1880s onwards, therefore, there was an ever-greater need for the rapid 

production and quick acquisition of factory-made cotton for soft furnishings, all of which 

could be cared for by household staff. Factories in the east, and households in the 

 
42 Henrik Ibsen, A Doll’s House and Other Plays, trans. Peter Watts (Hammondsworth: Penguin, 1965), 
1.1.255-265.  
43 Sandel, Alberta and Jacob, 221.  
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west, were making a domestic and non-commercial mode of production an enterprise 

driven by marketable needs. But while there were commonalities between women in 

the sense that textile work brought them together across class boundaries, textiles that 

formed part of a certain closed higher-class lifestyle also divided women from one 

another. The sense of a closed-off, bourgeois private life is suggested by a photograph 

from 1903 by Beer Wilse which shows an almost deserted pavement lying underneath 

the large windows of smart apartment blocks in Frognerveien, a street in Frogner 

(figure 3.7) (map M). Such seclusion, and division, must have been at odds with the 

open, shared home life experienced by women in rural parts. 

 

11. Inside Hjula: Weaving Becomes Mechanised 

 

Tilly and Scott have written that one of the most enduring images of industrialisation 

‘created by contemporaries and transmitted by historians,’ was that of the female 

factory worker. She was ‘the prototype of the wage-earning woman.’44 While their book, 

Women, Work and Family, predominantly relates to English and French employees, 

their findings have relevance for their Norwegian counterparts. ‘Many observers saw 

cotton mills as synonymous with industrialization,’ they state, and ‘talked of the impact 

of industrialization on women largely in terms of work in textile factories.’ Indeed, it was 

common that the factory operative was removed from her family and sent away to earn 

money in the city. Irrespective of the more positive facets of a factory worker’s life, 

which were touched on in Chapter Ten, the factory operative was generally perceived 

as toiling from dawn until dusk. She was observed as destructive to Christian morals 

and domestic responsibilities, and illustrative of a fractured urban community. 

However, Tilly and Scott make a valid point when they say that, ‘the impact of 

industrialization on women’s employment was more varied and far less dramatic than 

the standard image of the mill girl implies.’45 

Whereas the worker herself was considered problematic and rarely shown in 

imagery, the building of the cotton textile mill seems to have been regarded as a more 

rather positive and acceptable symbol of industrialisation.’46 Just as in England, painted 

and photographed depictions of Kristiania’s factory buildings were created from the 

early stages of mechanisation. These proposed that, even paradoxically, the 

companies in which a woman laboured advertised Norway as a modern country worthy 

 
44 Tilly and Scott, Women, Work and Family, 63. 
45 Ibid., 64 
46 Ibid., 66.  
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of foreign investment. Such an attitude is glimpsed in a painting by Thaulow, which 

shows the external façade of what may have been Kristiania’s Hjula Weavery or one of 

the factories along the banks of the Aker River (figure 3.8).47 Finished in January or 

February of 1898, it was then exhibited at the Paris Salon and subsequently given the 

title, Factory in the Snow, Norway (Fabrique dans la Neige, en Norvège) by its French 

owners.48 As the research of the art historian Einar Østvedt showed, writes Øystein 

Sjåstad, Thaulow regularly painted parts of the rising city.49 His canvas from 1898 

reveals the natural world being pushed, pulled and compressed by the onset of the 

machine-driven city. 

Artworks such as these showed a painterly interest in how modernity was 

stimulating progress within the urban domain. They also corresponded to other printed 

materials now in the Museum of Science and Technology, which similarly celebrated 

the industrial age by way of the textile factory. Letterheads and stationary from Hjula 

from between 1859 and 1872 feature imprints of cogs, wheels and smoking chimneys 

(figure 3.9). If anything, these demonstrated how a state-of-the-art factory matched the 

sophisticated technological understanding of a male entrepreneur. From the 1860s 

onward, internationally inspired industrialists, like Halvor Schou (1823-1879) who 

founded Hjula, and his son, Olaf, who later owned the company, may even be 

associated with the circulation of what the Danish art historian Hanne Abildgaard has 

called the ‘factory portrait’.50 These represented the prowess and intelligence of 

Norway’s industrial pioneers and endorsed the textile factory as one of the nation’s 

most lucrative and celebrated initiatives. Rarely did they provide an indication of the 

human, usually female, energies that managed the technology behind the factory 

gates.  

 While painters like Backer were showing an interest in the country’s domestic 

weaving tradition, propelled by the woman’s hand, those driving the industrial 

revolution were encouraging the cultivation of a national façade informed by scientific 

and mechanical proficiency. The effort of the latter had started earlier, just after the 

middle of the century. Following a visit to Manchester, Halvor Schou used a letter to 

the Scottish engineer, Sir William Fairbairn (1789-1874), to underline Norway’s wish to 

 
47 Frank Claustrat et al., eds., Frits Thaulow: Paysagiste Par Nature (Gent: Snoeck Ducaju & Zoon, 2016), 
172.  
48 Frits Thaulow painted several factory facades towards 1900, not just in Norway but also in France: 
Usines à Ivry, 1883 (National Gallery, Oslo); Haugfossen (Modum), 1883 (National Gallery, Oslo); Vieille 
Fabrique sur la Somme, le Soir, 1896-1897 (Musée d’Art Moderne et Contemporain, Strasborg); Nouvelle 
Fabrique à Lillehammer, 1905-1906 (Petit Palais, Musée des Beaux Arts de la Ville de Paris). See, 
Claustrat et al., Frits Thaulow, 35, 62-63, 113, 125-126.   
49 Sjåstad, “Frits Thaulow,” 179-181.  
50 Hanne Abildgaard, Industriens Billeder (Copenhagen: Arbejdermuseet, 2007), 255.  
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build herself into a force that was technically advanced and autonomous. In 1862 

Schou specifically addressed the space allotted to Norwegian industry at London’s 

International Exhibition, or Great London Exposition, held from the 1st May to the 1st 

November in South Kensington. This was an opportunity to observe the very best 

engineering expertise, with spaces allocated to machinery for preparing, spinning, and 

weaving materials like cotton, wool, flax and silk.51 Sweden and Norway were two 

separate kingdoms, Schou explained, with distinct governments, financial assets and 

legislative regulations. Accordingly, Norway was already flourishing without the need to 

rely on her overlord. ‘Neither of the two nations wish to have their industrial production 

mixed together,’ he emphasised.52  

Twenty years later, industrialists were taking a leading role in the redefinition of 

Norway as a commercial power. They were also seeking to promote the idea of a 

sophisticated country in possession of a burgeoning art scene that was in accord with 

that known elsewhere in Europe. As such, art and business were working in unison. 

However, although the mechanisation of the textile industry was occurring at a rapid 

pace, her industrial fortunes depended on help from overseas. Bruland explains that 

Britain, the technical leader in the field, was a crucial component.53 Receipts for looms 

and other tools found in the Hjula Weavery Archive at the Museum of Science and 

Technology reveal that British companies provided looms from companies such as the 

Manchester-based Parr, Curtis & Madely. In 1859, for instance, Schou acquired ten 

machines from the company at a considerable cost (figure 3.10).54 While men may 

have had the money and business acumen, and Britain may have lent the machinery, it 

was, however, the women standing in a staff photograph from Hjula in 1882 who 

maximised the productivity of these purchases (figure 3.11). Data provided by the 

census of 1875 shows that, by this date there were five thousand weaving jobs in the 

textile mills alone.55 Bruland indicates that by then, Nydalens employed over seven 

hundred staff, who generally concentrated on the production of coarse yarns.56 By 

1895, the total number of textile employees had almost doubled from what it was 

twenty years earlier. It now stood at 8,805 in 167 establishments.57  

 
51 John Agnew, “The 1862 London International Exhibition: Machinery on Show and its Message,” The 
International Journal for the History of Engineering & Technology 85, no. 1 (January 2015): 1, 7.  
52 Bruland, British Technology and European Industrialization, 26. 
53 Ibid., 37. 
54 Britain became Norway’s biggest trading partner for machinery, equipment, fish and timber. By World 
War One, imports and exports from Britain surpassed those from Germany. Derry, A History of Modern 
Norway, 272-273.  
55 Sjåvik, Historical Dictionary of Norway, 106.  
56 Bruland, British Technology and European Industrialization, 41.  
57 Amnéus and Klær, “Industry,” 395.  
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Although there are photographs of women lined up in staff portraits, looking 

neat and tidy, it is unusual to find imagery that shows women in action, looking as they 

would during a long day’s work: weary, uncombed, quietly industrious. Wilhelm Peter’s 

painting, From the Hjula Weavery (Fra Hjula Veveri), which was completed in 1888 and 

given to the National Gallery in 1909 by Olaf Schou, is an exception (figure 3.12).58 It is 

one of only a few paintings that offers insight into the inner workings of the factory, and 

the experiences of female staff. Just as Evening Scene (figure 2.13) exposed women 

making textiles together in the home, Peters’s painting enables the careful analysis of 

the circumstantial environment, and personal characteristics, driving the physical 

application of a team of nameless factory weavers. 

 From the Hjula Weavery shows three women, each of a different age, 

positioned at various intervals on the factory floor. The murkiness of the palette and the 

overcrowded painted interior exudes an atmosphere that was probably noisy, smelly 

and damp. Each figure, respectively representing a generation, goes about her 

purpose. A small girl stands looking at what could be identified as a food-carton or 

water can in the hands of a seated, middle-aged woman. Behind the pair, a young 

woman masters the levers on a loom, apparently without respite. Stretching back into 

the factory floor, additional weavers echo her movement. While these three main 

figures could be regarded as unrelated, and divided from one another by way of action 

and age, they are employed in activities that bring them together, much like a family. 

As with Evening Scene, or the photograph showing the seven women working together 

to create linen (figure 2.10), each woman offers the other support and reinforcement. In 

essence, one may speak of a triangular system of everlasting care amongst the female 

community and how this occurred in the factory just as it did in the farmhouse.  

Peters’s painting touches on how aspects of a rural woman’s culture, for 

instance their Lutheran work ethic or the completion of mundane tasks, continued 

when they came to the city. Between 1881 and 1883, Peters spent time with Christian 

Krohg in Skagen in the far north of Denmark. Whilst there, he became influenced by 

the themes and theories of the Modern Breakthrough.59 This stimulated the idea that 

naturalism in literature and, as David Jackson argues, painting, might give rise to art 

which reflected modern life. Many of its adherents were also interested in current 

 
58 Oslo’s National Gallery contains an earlier pastel by Peters showing women working in the Hjula 
Weavery. This was finished in 1886, and was probably a sketch for the painting.  This earlier picture differs 
slightly from the painting. It shows young women working the looms, but there is no older woman or child 
in the image. In addition, there is another pencil sketch from 1887 in the Museum of Cultural History. This 
shows two young women, one of them working and another carrying a sack of what appears to be cotton 
debris. A young girl carrying a lunch box watches them.  
59 Leif Østby, “Wilhelm Peters,” NKL, accessed 20 August, 2018, https://nkl.snl.no/Wilhelm_Peters.  
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problems, such as the struggle between the working classes and bourgeoisie, growth 

of science in the face of religion, or the changing roles of women.60 Peters’s experience 

conceivably explains why he, like Krohg, may have been inspired to paint ordinary 

women at work in a manner, and with a message, that could transform society, and stir 

emotion in the observer. After returning to Norway, Peters set about representing the 

hard graft of those employed in industrial enterprises. From the women in the textile 

factories by the Aker River, to the male and child labour in the Hurdal glass works, 

whom he painted before the factory’s closure in 1895, the regularly overlooked 

working-class were shown applying themselves through hard graft.61 Despite the grim 

surroundings, they were characterised as strong, indispensable parts of an upcoming 

country of which Peters himself was part.62  

Given this background, and Peters’s employment as a teacher at Kristiania’s 

Royal College of Art and Crafts (Statens Håndverks og Kunstindustriskole) between 

1884 and 1923, the Hjula artwork was perhaps intended to equally reveal the 

pressures placed on women when weaving in a factory interior instead of a domestic 

setting.63 The internal environment in which Peters’s figures work is at odds with what 

was known within the farmhouse. Even so, the young woman functioning the looms 

shows a familiarity with procedure, if not a duty towards her colleagues and the 

establishment that employed her. Meanwhile, the older seated woman holds what 

looks to a food carton with provisions for the workers. Her willingness to assist is 

reminiscent of the way in which the woman in Laying the Table (figure 2.26) was also 

at the ready to provide nourishment for those present. Thus, a woman’s readiness to 

help during times of need did not disappear, it merely changed location. Moreover, the 

purpose of all of Peter’s weaving women was, as on the farm, to work hard enough to 

feed a family. But there were differences: whereas old and young, married and 

unmarried women jointly contributed to the household economy in rural households, 

factory workers tended to be single women without dependents, and their work was 

detached from the home.  

 It is easy to imagine that weaving in rural areas of Norway was pleasurable 

compared to factory weaving. But it is not necessarily correct to see the working of a 

hand loom as more or less satisfying than the working of a machine. Managing a large, 

heavy piece of wooden apparatus, and especially one that was constructed several 

 
60 Jackson, Nordic Art, 11-25.  
61 Peters’s painting of the workers in the Hurdal glass workers is undated, and lies in a Private Collection.  
62 Østby, “Wilhelm Peters.”  
63 Ibid. 



190 
 

generations earlier, could require huge amounts of stamina. Marit Anny’s Weaving 

School contained examples of apparatus that might be old and slow, or break down, 

and the procedure of working these, or mending them, could be repetitive and time 

consuming. Hence, the creation of cloth in the regions did not necessarily lead to a 

stronger sense of achievement than elsewhere. Moreover, a sentimental view of the 

cottage industries forgets that the cultivation of raw fibres when the harvest was poor 

and the weather was cold was not easy. This pressure was added to by what ensued: 

the carding of dirty wool, the messy habit of dying it, then spinning all night and day, 

and finally weaving the yarn into a useable piece. Weaving in a factory probably had as 

many downsides as weaving in the farmhouse.  

The large amount of plain cloth produced by the standing woman in Peters’s 

artwork would have met the needs of many. In short, urban communities were as 

dependent on a woman’s textile weaving skills as rural groups were in the countryside. 

In the Worker’s Museum are logbooks showing the many types of cotton weaves that 

were available from Hjula by the turn of the twentieth century. Likewise, Skram’s novel 

Constance Ring informs us of the sufficient amounts of upholstery that decorated the 

main couple’s smartly furnished apartment and would require factory made cloth. From 

‘the fabric of the bed curtains’, to the ‘linen closet’ and ‘vast array of presents’ that the 

Rings received for their wedding, Constance and her husband exist in a domain part-

provided for by the working hands of Kristiania’s textile factory employees.64 Producing 

so much fabric might have been hard, but it met a requirement that kept many women 

in a job. 

The idea that Kristiania’s weaving women were commodities owned by their 

employers and without their own lives or points of view is partly disproved by the work 

of Oskar Braaten (1881-1939).65 In books like Around the Factory: Depictions from One 

End of Kristiania (Kring Fabrikken: Skildringar Fraa Ein Utkant av Kristiania), published 

in 1910, plays like The Child: Public Life in Four Acts (Ungen: Folkeliv I Fire Akter) from 

1911, and novels such as The Factory: Narratives (Fabrikken: Fortællinger) from 1918, 

a more lyrical side of factory life comes to the fore.66 Born in Sagene, to the north of 

Grünerløkka, Braaten’s stories were based on his own observations and experiences 

of working-class life. They offer an intricate picture of how factory-working women who 

lived in close quarters tended to help one another, rely on all-female networks, and 

 
64 Skram, Constance Ring, 28-29. 
65 Hans K. Skei, “Oskar Braaten,” NBL, accessed 25 June, 2018, https://nbl.snl.no/Oskar_Braaten.  
66 Oskar Braaten, Kring Fabrikken: Skildringar Fraa Ein Utkant av Kristiania (Kristiania, 1910); Ungen: 
Folkeliv i Fire Akter (Kristiania: Norli, 1911); Fabrikken: Fortællinger (Kristiania: Aschehoug, 1918).  
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could indeed be well looked after by their employer. In keeping with the theory 

presented at the start of this chapter, Braaten’s fictional accounts expose how factory-

working women occasionally enjoyed the freedom to explore the city. They might even 

spend their earnings on themselves and use their bodies as they pleased. In time, they 

could also use their involvement with textile work to become political.  

Braaten did not deny the problems that women faced as young factory 

employees. For instance, unwanted pregnancy and physical abuse, health issues from 

working the looms, or extreme tiredness. Nor did he keep these facts from the wider 

public. According to the Danish writer Aage Lind, The Child was premiered at 

Kristiania’s National Theatre, before being recorded at the National Theatre in Bergen 

in 1913 and performed at the Theatre Royal in Copenhagen in 1916.67 It was a play 

that touched on the issue of illegitimate birth, which was one of the biggest problems 

faced by factory workers at the time. Indeed, the absence of what Tilly and Scott call 

‘the moral force of the family, local community and church’, poor finances and severe 

economic pressures placed on men, sometimes prevented the fulfilment of marital 

expectations in the city.68 But despite al this, Braaten showed how the local community 

could be a force for good and assist by caring for the child so that her mother could 

keep her job. Braaten was interested in exposing a more nuanced portrait of Hjula’s 

factory workers than otherwise seen. Thus, in The Child we see how it was no more 

likely that single mothers and illegitimate children were ostracised by a community in 

the city than they were in the countryside. Hønse-Lovisa was an all-important fictional 

figure in Braaten’s play. Based on real life, she runs a small house to the side of the 

Hjula Weavery, named ‘Hønsereiret’. The way in which this lady takes care of single 

mothers and their offspring symbolises that there could be as strong a network of 

support in Kristiania as in rural parts. 

 Wearing her apron and standing before the factory floor, the small girl in From 

the Hjula Weavery could represent one of these illegitimate children, or orphans. She 

might also be the daughter of a family that needed her wages from extra textile-factory 

work. But we know from the photograph showing two children on the ‘Eagle’s Nest’ 

farm (figure 1.2) that economic productivity in both the countryside and the city 

depended on the regular contribution of people of all ages. Children from Sogn and 

Fjordane were put to work outdoors and indoors, and were expected to endure bad 

weather and steep terrain to gather crops, before moving indoors to assist their 

 
67 Aage Lind, Oskar Braaten (Oslo: Aschehoug, 1962), 54-55.  
68 Ibid., 57.  
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mothers with tasks like carding and spinning. The participation of girls and boys in 

textile work was therefore already rooted in Norwegian life. In this sense, child labour 

should be seen in the context of its time, and part of a long history during which 

youngsters were put to work at a tender age and treated as valuable participants. Work 

was, after all, regarded a Lutheran characteristic that offered moral discipline in the 

urban sphere. Changed standards of living amongst the working classes did not 

eliminate the need for children to undertake tricky and potentially hazardous jobs. It 

was not until the Factory Act of 1892 (Fabrikktilsynsloven) that boys and girls under 

twelve were banned from working in factories.69 Before then, and presumably on 

occasion afterwards, children performed a variety of tasks that were auxiliary to their 

parents or their guardians. One may deduce that a household’s needs determined the 

family’s level of physical exertion, because more mouths required more workers. This 

mirrored the case in the countryside. As Tilly and Scott say, it was ‘the 

interdependence of work and residence, of household labor [sic] needs, subsidence 

requirements, and family relationships [that] constituted the ‘family economy.’70  

While the principle of child labour remained the same, the actual physical 

experience, location and impact on the child’s body, was different. In time, it was this 

that led to urgent legal modifications. In the textile factory, before official changes came 

into effect in 1892, children were expected to be quiet, diligent and endure the 

suffocating traps of metal rods and relenting noise of whirring wheels and cogs. The 

looms in the collection of the Museum of Science and Technology hint at how tiny 

children would work barefoot in order to climb into small spaces to mend otherwise 

unreachable parts. It was probably expected that they would later turn the pennies 

earned over to their parents or guardian. The gloomy hues used on Peters’s canvas, 

and the low ceiling of wires, rods and beams, accentuate how harmful the debris and 

pollution in the air could be for the very young, let alone the female workers. But 

despite artistic efforts to change the tide, factory owners and parents often supported 

child labour. Finnish historian Marjatta Rahikanien explains that there were many 

countries which had higher numbers of children employed compared to Norway.71 But 

Tilly and Scott clarify that the parents of children who worked might be forced to 

approve their involvement if they desperately needed the income. Again, although their 
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analysis refers to work in England and France, it is reasonable to suggest that a similar 

attitude belonged to deprived parents of Norwegian children.72  

 The Factory Act of 1892 applied to children but also women and men employed 

in industrial work. It made sweeping changes in a textile industry that increasingly 

required reform. As well as banning very young children from working, the act 

stipulated that women be prohibited from employment underground and from caring for 

or taking charge of machines. Women could not be employed for the first six weeks 

after childbirth. Men were not allowed to work from six o’clock in the evening before a 

Sunday or holy day, to ten o’clock of the evening of the holy day.73 In 1909, a second 

Factory Act was introduced. This extended protective regulations to workshops 

equipped with engines of more than one horse-power, or places employing more than 

five people in handicraft work.74 The law also ensured that child workers between the 

ages of twelve to fourteen worked no longer than a five-hour day, that they were 

restricted to ‘lighter tasks’, and that they had a medical certificate of fitness. Work on 

Sundays and holidays was also constrained. By 1915, this was followed by the 

introduction of a ten-hour day and fifty-four-hour week for all adult workers.75 It is 

conceivable that the rigorous changes introduced by these two acts show that some 

women and children were starting to become harmed by industrial life, and that they 

were prized assets who required protection.  

 

12. Albertine and the Seamstresses 

 

Krohg’s book and painting about Albertine reveal that as the demand for clothes grew 

among middle-class women, jobs in the dress-making industry also increased. 

Norwegian women coming to the cities pursued work as seamstresses in homes and 

sweat shops. At a time when dressmaking and the decoration of the interior was a big 

business across Europe, it was not unusual to find women working as seamstresses 

for wealthier clients in Kristiania.  By 1895, around 1,943 people were employed in the 

dress-making industry, the majority of whom would have been female.76 The example 

of Szaciński’s photograph from 1907 (figure 1.4) offers some indication of the many 

seamstresses and members of household staff who would have found work in the west 

of the city. Tilly and Scott discuss how it was regularly the mothers who close 
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seamstress work for their young daughters in France. ‘Most rural and urban girls were 

sent to work in the family interest,’ they state, and a capital city, in their case Paris, 

contained a prosperous garment industry.77 Because Kristiania modelled itself on other 

fashionable cities, we find a similar story there. But seamstress work in Norway was 

popular because women were already known for their sewing and embroidery abilities. 

Moreover, while Norwegian seamstresses might become part of a domestic staff, or a 

workshop, they could also work from home. This made such work a recognised 

profession and, in a few cases, more straightforward for it demonstrated continuity with 

the past. What was an ancient activity governed by women stayed within the working 

domestic interior, where it had always been, and where it was always more likely to be 

accepted because it did not draw women away from their domestic responsibilities.  

Kristiania’s seamstress could be tasked with making clothes for one well-off 

client, or for a whole family. Research shows that there were as many different types 

as seamstresses as there were dresses that were made. When offering insight into 

how it may have felt to be a seamstress working alone in Kristiania during our period, 

one of the most striking paintings is Tired (Trett) by Krohg, from 1885 (figure 3.13). 

This naturalist painting could be seen as part of the so-called ‘Albertine’ ‘motif’: it 

appears to demonstrate how Krohg’s character from the book of the same name 

attempted to make ends meet before her deterioration into prostitution. It is also one of 

a series of paintings by Krohg on the subject of the seamstress, and the downtrodden 

woman, which started to appear at the beginning of the decade. Vibeke Waallann 

Hansen points to the fact that Krohg also painted Daybreak (Daggry) in 1880 and The 

Seamstress (Sypiken) in 1881. Both show young women, fast asleep, with fabric in 

their hands and sewing machines before them.78 The subject of the suffering 

seamstress was one with which Krohg was clearly preoccupied, but perhaps as much 

as a character study as a certification of social discord. All of his paintings suggest that 

the worker in the picture, shown in various poses, had been labouring all night and was 

exhausted.  

Krohg’s representations should not be taken as examples befitting all 

seamstresses of the day. When his images are assessed carefully, one sees that the 

domestic interiors in which each girl sits, from the most scantily decorated room to the 

upholstered parlour, reveal each sitter as belonging to a fairly diverse working 

 
77 Tilly and Scott, Women, Work and Family, 115.  
78 Vibeke Waallann Hansen, “Christian Krohgs Realism. Bilder Som Griper,” in Christian Krohg: Bilder Som 
Griper, ed. Vibeke Waallann Hansen, Erik Mørstad, Birgitte Sauge and Marianne Yvenes (Oslo: 
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environment. In each, she would have had a different kind of client and working 

experience. Some would be decent employers, others more exploitative. In Tired, to 

take one example, we are shown the living-quarters of a run-down household. The 

muslin curtain, peeling paint on the ceiling, basic wooden table and discarded egg cup 

and spoon indicate that this is a room in the east of the city that belonged to someone 

facing financial difficulties. The seamstress, slumped in her chair, bears a physical 

resemblance to the Albertine figure, as depicted in some of Krohg’s sketches, such as 

An Admonition (En Formaning), 1884. These were related to his novel, and produced 

before his final painting of 1887 when Albertine is taken to see the Police Doctor, and 

whereupon she is raped (figure 3.4). Tired therefore joins a fabricated account 

concerning the seamstress who endured a wearisome state of personal affairs as an 

outcast, criminal and penniless worker. While the sewing machine and lamp in the 

picture could be seen as modern conveniences that may have made women like 

Albertine more industrious, this painting indicates that new technologies put pressure 

on women to succeed. Krohg’s painting is little less than a portrayal of female 

exploitation at the hands of the client for whom Albertine is making a dress.  

When presented with a sewing machine and lasting light, either electric or gas, 

women might alternatively establish themselves as independent, self-sufficient wage 

earners. If a seamstress was able to manage her own time, and the expectations of a 

customer, opportunities for personal achievement and professional advancement might 

abound. The woman in Tired is controlled by an invisible manager, and her name as a 

maker and designer may have been forgotten over time. But this did not mean that all 

seamstresses’ involvement in Kristiania’s fashion scene was unrewarding. Working 

with expensive tulles, taffetas and velvets, may have brought a seamstress pleasure. 

Indeed, the creation of gowns, such as that which adorns the physique of Mrs 

Elisabeth Fearnley (1854-1932), who was depicted in pastel by Nørregaard in 1892 

(figure 3.14), required dexterity and a talented eye for design.79  

 In 1883 Szaciński photographed a group of nine women from Frøken Larsen’s 

Sewing Establishment (Frøken Larsens Syetablissement), an atelier based in 

Grünerløkka, on Helgesens Gate. In contrast to Krohg’s representation of the lonely life 

of Albertine, this image discloses that sewing garments in the city could be sociable 

and entertaining if performed as part of a team (figure 3.15). The photograph is also an 

indication that, by lending their own name to their own businesses, women in the east 

 
79 Anne Wichstrøm, “Asta Nørregaard: Aspects of Professionalism,” Woman's Art Journal 23, no. 1 
(Spring-Summer 2002): 7; Asta Nørregaard: En Livshistorie, 124-125, 205. Elisabeth was wife of the 
shipping magnate Thomas Fearnley (1841-1927).  
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of the city, like Frøken Larsen, could be credited for their proficiency. Frøken Larsen’s 

seamstresses look out with a confident, direct gaze whilst each woman performs a 

different task. Paper patterns, small stitching tools, mannequins and a sewing machine 

on the table are symbols of their trade. The quilted fabric in the hands of the sitter 

closest to us, and the fur-lined capes hanging on the wall behind the figures, propose 

that these women are sewing chic garments for affluent women in time for the icy 

winter.  

Group-work through sewing was an opportunity to share things, including the 

sewing machine. Moreover, it was a cost-effective and time saving way of performing 

that allowed for various sizes and shapes of otherwise expensive tools to be used for 

embroidery, hemming and pleating. As a collective, opposed to an individual, women 

could protect one another from criticism when opting to use a traditional custom, 

namely sewing, for the creation of radical fashions. As the American cultural historian, 

Talia Schaffer revealed with regards to Victorian domestic handicraft, this pursuit 

became a procedure through which objects that were once considered outside the 

norm, like new styles of dress, could be re-shaped, re-ordered and thereby made 

suitable.80 Modern attire may be regarded as a way that Norwegian women could 

jointly create works of art across new media. It also allowed them to promote new 

designs that spoke of themselves as ordered and sensible creators, and of their 

audience as having sophisticated tastes.  

Like the mechanical loom, the sewing machine was another symbol of 

modernity which made home crafting faster and more straightforward. The Singer 

Manufacturing Company produced the most popular machines; not only are there 

many examples of these in the collection of the Museum of Science and Technology, 

but they appear in Tired and Szaciński’s photograph of the seamstresses (figures 3.13 

and 3.15). A sewing machine enabled one woman to sew a lot of individual items while 

using a single stitch type. Unlike hand sewing, the machine allowed the fabric to glide 

in and out of the device at rapid speed, without the inconvenience of extra needles and 

thimbles. Because the demand for what might be called the early-stages of ‘fast 

fashion’ was immense, it was often imperative that women used the sewing machine. 

This was especially so when Norway received her own royal family and acquired a 

Queen whose stylish garb stimulated interest amongst aspiring women who lusted 

after a wider range of fashions. Kjellberg’s research into Maud’s wardrobe reveals the 
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royal as trend-setter even before 1905. After bringing many dresses with her for her 

coronation journey, she continued to show an interest in clothing by being one of the 

first to promote the wearing of sports dress, as shown through her penchant for riding-

dress, tennis and skiing attire.81 However, Maud’s wardrobe had been, and continued 

to be sewn by dressmakers and seamstresses in England, such as Redfern, or in 

France, such as Morin-Blosier. Makers in Norway tended to be regularly shunned by 

the Queen, much to their disappointment.82 Nevertheless, overall disinterest from Her 

Royal Highness conceivably inspired Norwegian seamstresses to work harder and 

keep up with international competition after 1905. There was certainly a need to satisfy 

women who, like Mrs Fearnley, wore high fashion all their lives in the guise of the 

European aristocracy.  

Styles of urban dress were swiftly changing between the 1880s and 1905. This 

we see from the range of colourful, embellished and sometimes outlandish dresses 

worn by many of Nørregaard’s lady-like sitters, whom she depicted in the 1890s and 

early 1900s. An indication of Kristiania’s passion for fashion also comes from the 

prostitutes in Albertine in the Police Doctor’s Waiting Room, or Szaciński’s photograph 

showing smartly dressed women being served by a maid (figure 1.4 and 3.4).83 

Clothing was as important for the cultivation and formation of urban identity as the 

affirmation of regional distinctiveness. It was also a way that poorer women, sometimes 

involved in more suspect professions, could fabricate a status for themselves and climb 

the social ranks. The fascination with the physical facade was encouraged by the 

growing numbers of magazines aimed at women, which contained illustrations and 

articles on the subject of the ‘proper’ women’s ‘look’. In the main pages, and in the 

classified sections of weekly magazines like Urd, female writers instruct their readers in 

what to make, purchase and wear as well as how to behave, eat and think. These 

articles, and the extravagant gown worn by Elisabeth Fearnley in the pastel, show that 

a seamstress’s effort was usually creative and socially bound. The product, the dress, 

was made of many pieces, from the hem to the collar, and a series of joint decisions 

between the maker and the weaver which would help create a work of art for the 

woman’s body.  

Articles in Urd from the late 1890s, demonstrate that the embroidered blouse 

and bodice part of the dress required the most attention from a skilled seamstress 

 
81 Kjellberg, Dronning Maud, 132-135. 
82 Ibid., 135-138.  
83 Anne Wichstrøm’s work on Asta Nørregaard reveals that Kristiania had many well-to-do women who 
enjoyed showing off their clothing in portraits of themselves. Wichstrøm, “Asta Nørregaard: Aspects of 
Professionalism,” 7-8.   
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(figure 3.16). The main fabrics used for the upper part of the outfit were made from 

cotton, net and lace, cleverly pieced together with delicate insertions, and then trimmed 

with what could be satin strappings and velvet ribbons. From fashionable dresses kept 

in the collection of the National Museum in Oslo and the Museum of Cultural History, 

one also sees how factory-woven cotton would be handed to a seamstress for 

embroidering with delicate leaves, flowers or small, raised spots.84 Looking back at 

Queen Maud’s coronation dress, with it overlaying embroidery by Silkehuset, one sees 

that Norwegian seamstresses were well-known for their embroidery skills within their 

own country and proud of such a skill.85 Since the level of ornamentation in vogue at 

the time only increased, it would appear that ours was an era defined by the petit-

mains of Norwegian women who ran couture businesses. Their standards were on a 

par with French and Italian couturiers, but they have been forgotten with time. 

 Unless a woman was able to buy ready-made dresses from a department store 

such as Kristiania’s Glasmagasinet, founded in 1739, or Steen & Strøm, founded as a 

small shop in 1797, every bustle, collar, cuff, lace edge and tulle skirt was made by 

hand. The maker in question, such as the women shown in Frøken Larsen’s Sewing 

Establishment, or Krohg’s Tired, needed to work considerately, and be careful not to 

rip, dirty or stretch the fabric. The work was, in respects, similar to what went into the 

creation of the traditional dress. Dress making, both in the city and the countryside, 

was an imaginative exercise in the way the factory weaving was not. It also permitted 

more intimate, physical interaction between the classes in a city where women were 

otherwise divided into two halves of the city.  

In novels such as Amalie Skram’s Lucie, published in 1888, stylish clothing is 

shown to be attractive and interesting to many women in Kristiania rather than the few. 

The book traces the misalliance between Lucie, a former prostitute from Tivoli, the 

entertainment district in Pipervika, and Theodor Gerner, a bourgeois lawyer from 

Kristiania’s west.86 Early on in the story, Skram describes a meeting between Lucie, 

who has married into high society and lives near Drammensveien in Frogner and one 

of her old friends, the street-walker, Nilsen, who resides in the east.87 Nielsen is 

 
84 See, Kjellberg, Mote: Trender & Designere Oslo 1900-2000.  
85 Kjellberg, Dronning Maud, 32-33.  
86 Kristiania’s Tivoli was an entertainment district founded in 1877 in Pipervika. It was modelled on the 
Tivoli in Copenhagen, and featured restaurants, dance venues and theatre venues. In 1937 the area was 
demolished, as a result of the renovation of Pipervika and the construction of Oslo City Hall. Ida Pernille 
Dahl, “Christiania Tivoli i et Klassesamfunn,” University of Oslo, accessed 19 September, 2018 
(https://www.norgeshistorie.no/industrialisering-og-demokrati/mennesker/1556_christiania-tivoli-i-et-
klassesamfunn.html).  
87 The novel takes place in various areas around Kristiania, with mentions of particular streets, landmarks 
and districts in the east and west.  

https://www.norgeshistorie.no/industrialisering-og-demokrati/mennesker/1556_christiania-tivoli-i-et-klassesamfunn.html
https://www.norgeshistorie.no/industrialisering-og-demokrati/mennesker/1556_christiania-tivoli-i-et-klassesamfunn.html


199 
 

bewitched by Lucie’s glamorous garments and her reaction underscores how even the 

poorest women were succumbing to social pressures to dress well in order to fit in: 

 

‘Then I’ll walk with you a bit. I want to promenade with you, Luciekins. My stock 
goes up when I walk beside such a queenly coat, yes by God!’ She laughed 
and bit her thick lower lip. ‘Silk plush with sealskin trim and matching hat! Oh 
God, other people’s clothes look like rags.’ She glanced sadly down at her own 
worn garment, a tight-fitting coat with ancient mock fur trim, and gave her cat 
skin muff a shake. ‘But as long as you’ve got a fashionable hat and a pair of 
decent gloves, I always say.’88  

 

Whereas women in places like Setesdal might wear the same dress daily to save time 

and money, Lucie and Nielsen want to ‘look the part’ and indulge in different outfits 

made of silks, furs and leathers. But this would come at a cost. We know that a woman 

like Albertine could not afford to buy herself nice dresses, hats or gloves made of 

expensive materials. An interest in fashion was therefore a story of conspicuous and 

sometimes destructive consumption.  

Compared to most higher-class clients, the dress of the poorest seamstress, 

complete with the ubiquitous shawl as seen on the figure of Albertine in Krohg’s 

painting, would identify her as lower-class. This standard uniform, with a plain skirt and 

limp, pouched blouse, gives a wilted, crumpled and droopy look. But like rural women, 

most of Kristiania’s lowest-level seamstress wore clothing that facilitated a job and 

made daily work easier. There is an indication of this in An Everyday Story (Et 

Hverdagshistorie), which was written by Dikken Zwilgmeyer and published in 1885, the 

same date that Tired was painted. A character named Mrs Bruvold is described as 

being worked to the bone to meet the demands of her family. Much of her strife comes 

from general tasks required to keep her children and husband agreeably clothed, as 

opposed to herself. To make money, she works as a seamstress. ‘Little Mrs Bruvold 

toiled and slaved, sewed, darned, knit, patched, cooked and washed her way through 

seven days each week,’ writes Zwilgmeyer. In addition, she ‘rose at four o’clock the 

next morning so that she could sew and earn enough money to have Peder Even’s 

boots resoled.’89  

 We end by returning to the notion that there were many different types of 

dressmaker in Kristiania. Nørregaard’s portrait of Mrs Fearnley indicates that the 

sitter’s luscious dress would be completed by very high-class dressmaker (figure 3.14). 

 
88 Amalie Skram, Lucie [1888], trans. Katherine Hanson and Judith Messick (London: Norvik Press, 2001), 
32.  
89 Dikken Zwilgmeyer, “An Everyday Story,” in An Everyday Story: Norwegian Women’s Fiction, ed. 
Katherine Hanson (Seattle: The Seal Press, 1984), 40-41.  
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Like the fictional seamstress Maisa Jons in Jonas Lie’s (1833-1908) novel of the same 

name from 1888, the maker could have been part of a household-staff and therefore 

given access to her client’s tastes. Perhaps this inspired her to rise above her station 

through her own appearance and mannerisms.90 There were also those seamstresses 

who, as suppliers for large stores in Kristiania, like Steen & Strom, might be called 

‘mainstream’. Or who, like Mrs Bruvold, did odd jobs that fitted around a demanding 

family life. Some women, like Krohg’s Albertine, had their labour ‘sweated’ out of them 

by customers who required a regular change in dress. And there were those who 

worked as private seamstresses in family homes, loyally serving the needs of many 

ages for generation after generation. The ‘tyranny of Queen fashion’ as Maxwell calls 

the obsession for a constantly refreshed style, meant that however exciting the 

occupation of the maker and sympathetic the consumer, no dressmaker received much 

money.91 The combined effect of long hours and basic pay ensured that, as we will 

show, it was not long before groups of seamstresses took to the streets to lobby for 

more money and improved working conditions. Needlework may have been a way that 

women could become fashionable yet also retain a level of modesty and grace. But, as 

Maxwell discusses, fashion contributed to ‘sartorial nationalism’ as people started to 

look back at the old days and a way to escape over excess.92  

  

13. The Fane: Becoming Political 

 

The art historian Terje Borgersen has written that Krohg was provoked to write 

Albertine after being irritated by the arrogance with which power was being exercised 

in Kristiania’s social, political and cultural circles.93 When Krohg’s book and painting 

were first released and unveiled in public, the reception that they received underlines 

the plight of the worst affected seamstresses living in Kristiania. The story and painting 

emphasised the willingness of members of Norway’s cultural elite to step up when it 

came to protecting the rights of poorer workers. They also demonstrated the extent to 

which art could coerce Prime Minister Sverdrup’s Liberal government to listen, take 

note, and act. The day after Krohg’s book was published, the 20th December, 1886, 

the Minister for Justice ordered that it be confiscated by the police and Krohg be fined 

 
90 Josef Wiehr, “The Women Characters of Jonas Lie,” The Journal of English and Germanic Philology 28, 
no. 1 (January 1929): 63-64. Jonas Lie, Maisa Jons, (Kjøbenhavn, 1888). 
91 Maxwell, Patriots against Fashion, 29.  
92 Ibid. 
93 Borgersen, ‘‘Bag de Nedslupne Portiérene,” 106. 
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one hundred kronor.94 This resulted in a public outcry, with workers and students 

staging protests.95 But the removal was upheld by the City Court Oslo (Kristiania 

Tingrett) and the Supreme Court (Høyesterett). Nonetheless, the debate on ‘fallen 

women’ and prostitution was again intensified when Albertine in the Police Doctor’s 

Waiting Room, was unveiled the following year.96 While Sverdrup defended his fellow 

Minister's actions and the confiscation, he eventually pledged to exterminate the 

problems described in the novel, and thus limit the prospect of more migrant women 

falling into destitution. Public prostitution was made illegal in Kristiania by the end of 

1887. Krohg had been intent and victorious in emphasising the hypocrisy of society 

whilst upholding the dignity of women. His efforts reveal the power of artistic renditions 

when it came to stimulating social change. 

Krohg’s purposes were honourable, but lower-, working class and rural migrant 

women were not incapable of taking matters into their own hands and securing results. 

Those involved in textile making as factory weavers or seamstresses were willing and 

prepared to challenge the ongoing problem of poverty and unfair experiences within 

the workplace. If migrant women did not, or could not, use pen and ink to press for 

change, they turned to the inherited weaving and sewing skills that they already 

possessed as women and as workers. In 1901, The Seamstresses Union (Syerskernes 

Forening), which had been formed in 1891, became part of The Labour Party's 

Women's Federation (Arbeiderpartiets Kvindeforbund).97 Alongside slogans created to 

accompany the cause, the Union was represented by large-scale banners, known as 

fane. These were sewn with wool, silk and cotton by the members, placed on long 

poles, and marched through the streets like a political trademark. The collections of the 

Museum of Cultural History, the Museum of Science and Technology and Arbark show 

that, particularly during the early decades of the twentieth century, fabric fane were 

also used for other unions.98 For instance, for organisations and unions that 

represented male workers around the country such as those belonging to carpenters in 

Telemark, or train workers in Trondelag.  

 
94 Ibid., 116. Katherine Hanson and Judith Messick, “Afterword,” in Skram, Lucie, 153.  
95 Katherine Hanson and Judith Messick, “Afterword,” in Skram, Lucie, 154.  
96 Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 261-262.  
97 The Labour Party's Women's League, or Federation (Arbeiderpartiets Kvindeforbund) contained five 
separate associations which intended to work together for women’s social and political liberation and 
protect women’s professional and economic interests. Inger Furseth, A Comparative Study of Social and 
Religious Movements in Norway, 1780s-1905 (Lewiston, New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 2002), 351-352.  
98 Lill-Anne Jensen, “Norske Fagforeningsfaner - En Egen Fanetradisjon?” in Arbeiderhistorie: Årbok for 
Arbeiderbevegelsens Arkiv og Bibliotek. 1999 (Oslo: Arbeiderbevegelsens Arkiv og Bibliotek, 1999): 128-
145. 
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When it came to the vocations specifically related to women, like the needle-

trades, pictures were added to fane that showed young women engaged in appropriate 

activities. These intended to represent their worth as devoted employees contributing 

to the contemporary nation with a collective and personal future to uphold. Fane for 

textile unions that show women with spindles, or with a sewing machine, rendered the 

Norwegian woman an indigenous version of Britannia. She who was otherwise 

regarded as a lowly textile labourer by members of the public was celebrated by her 

own colleagues and paraded through the streets for all to see. Krohg’s painting, Tired, 

features a subject in a manner that is almost identical to that shown on the fane 

created by The Seamstresses Union in 1894 to honour its foundation three years 

earlier (figure 3.17).99 As discussed, Krohg’s paintings were comments on the unhappy 

conditions suffered by seamstresses who supposedly worked through the night for little 

reward. But on the fane, a similar motif shows the woman sitting upright, wearing a 

bright pink blouse and carefully observing her fabric as it slides under the needle. 

Working-class women viewed themselves as attentive, devoted and resilient. They 

were professionals, and not to be pitied.  

Woven banners thus became visual statements of intent that were owned and 

controlled by the very people they represented. They were designed, made and held 

by working-class women in a manner that accentuated the ongoing status of a gender 

that had once provided for the regional home, and was now helping to build a country. 

The example shows how Kristiania’s female communities were no more reticent than 

they were when working, surviving and persevering in the countryside. Women pooled 

their resources with intent to capitalise on a national sentiment predisposed towards 

the growth of liberalism and the rise of the radical left and the Labour Party.100 The 

former had started to fight for male suffrage earlier in 1886, and was already fighting 

for male and female workers’ rights by the same that the Labour Party took up the 

cause.101 It would seem that the evolving prominence of the Labour Party aided the 

sense of empowerment amongst working-class women, as much as it did for men.  

The photograph of staff at the Hjula Weavery (figure 3.11) and painting of the 

Hjula weavers (figure 3.12) may underline the importance of avoiding assumptions 

concerning the level of expertise, and the level of self-esteem, that a few women 

acquired as urban employees. Whereas workers rose in prominence through 

seamstress work, others obtained promotion though industrial engagement on the 

 
99 Jensen, “Norske Fagforeningsfaner,” 129.  
100 The Labour Party formed its first Government in 1928. Caraman, Norway, 212.  
101 Derry, A History of Modern Norway, 146. 
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factory floor. Wage labour was part of a changing pattern of employment that favoured 

women’s rights as well as their individual triumph. During the initial stages of industry, 

most factory managers were literate, married men who would go through the finished 

product and penalize the weavers for mistakes.102 Towards the end of the century, 

archives at Arbark show that it was women, some of whom started out in textile 

factories like Anna Pleym (1869-1957) and Hanna Bergstrøm (1885-1948), who were 

becoming factory inspectors, managers, and leading lights in working-class politics and 

trade unionism. As the size of productive units grew, and moved jobs away from the 

household towards workshops and factories, there was increased organisation and the 

creation of a formal structure. Through this, women could rise to become more 

powerful. 

 Anna Pleym was a notable facilitator in the development of the working-class 

feminist movement. A staff photograph taken at Nydalens in 1889 reveals how she 

began as a youthful employee in the textile factory (figure 3.18). Pleym was sixteen 

years old when she started work in 1885 alongside other employees who were mostly 

women and children. After marrying and having three children, she gave up work to 

become a housewife. However, a series of misfortunes, including the death of her 

husband, forced her to fall back on her textile skills and resume factory work in 1898. 

This time she took a job as a weaver at the Hjula Weavery, and soon began to climb 

the ranks. After a succession of promotions within the company, Pleym became part of 

Hjula’s first Female Workers Union (Hjula Kvinnelige Fagforeningand), and was 

appointed chairwoman in 1910. From 1908 to 1916 she was a member of the 

Norwegian Workers Union (Norsk Arbeidsmandsforbundand) and played an active role 

in the Sagenes Woman’s Union (Sagenes Politiske Kvinneforening) which she led from 

1913 to 1916.103 Pleym’s story, while little known today, indicates how a woman from 

the lower ranks of society was stimulated in her desire to help other women. We also 

see how she was unafraid to assume a position of leadership through her employment 

in the textile industry. Like Pleym, the source of Hannah Bergstrøm’s power was also 

urban textile work together with the organised political party. Born in Stockholm, 

Bergstrøm founded a trade union in Malmo, Sweden, in 1906. She soon immigrated to 

Norway and settled in Kristiania where she found work as a seamstress. Thereafter, 

she became active in The Seamstress Union, and would go on to join the Communist 

 
102  
103 There is little written down about Anna Pleym, aside from the documentation that accompanies 
photographs and information about the Hjula staff now at Arbark. See also, “Anna Pleym,” 
Lokalhistoriewiki, accessed 19 September, 2018, 
https://lokalhistoriewiki.no/wiki/Anna_Pleym_(1869%E2%80%931957).  
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Party (Norges Kommunistiske Parti) in 1925. Four years later, Bergstrøm became 

Chair of its Women's Committee and a member of Politburo, the Executive Committee 

for Communist Parties.104  

 The textile-working women involved in the Labour unions should be partly held 

accountable for playing a significant role in the strengthening of a party-political identity 

of a country on the brink of independence. Regrettably, it was rare for their merits and 

triumphs to be recorded in paint, let alone photography. The struggle of the seamstress 

and factory hands were, as we have shown, chronicled in paintings by those enthused 

by the mission of the Modern Breakthrough, including Krohg and Peters. This situation 

contrasts with the representation of well-known middle-class feminists who were 

equally instrumental in the fight for women’s rights. The majority of these women were 

dedicated to improving conditions for their gender, largely via their participation in the 

NKF. But unlike those from lower down the social ranks, their efforts were 

memorialised on canvas. One finds images of activists like the painter Kitty Kielland, 

the writer, artist and feminist Aasta Hansteen, and the feminist Randi Blehr, who led 

the NKF from 1895 until 1899, and again from 1903 until 1922.105 Despite efforts put 

towards the representation of the other face of society, the fine arts predominantly 

remained a middle-class concern. For this reason, and because painting found its 

place in the public gallery, attention has usually turned to the efforts of the bourgeois 

feminists, as opposed to their working-class counterparts.  

It is therefore necessary to look at photographic records, as well as other 

sources such as staff record books and fane, to obtain an understanding of the female 

cause from the grassroots level. Working-class feminists took to the streets and used 

textiles as a means to an end in terms of their subsistence. On the other hand, Middle-

class women showed their political worth by working from the comfort of their own 

homes, turning to the fine and decorative arts, and relying on the support of their well-

connected husbands, fathers, brothers and friends. For instance, Blehr’s husband, Otto 

Blehr (1847-1927) was Prime Minister between 1902 and 1903. Kielland, who came 

from a prominent Stavanger family, was sister to one of the nation’s best loved 

novelists, Alexander Kielland (1849-1906), whose books often feature strong 

women.106 Together they pushed for women to be educated to university level, to 

 
104 “Hanna Bergstrøm," in Arbeidernes Leksikon 1, ed. Jakob Friis and Trong Hegna (Oslo: 
Arbeidermagasinets Forlag, 1931), 645.  
105 For instance, Erik Werenskiold, Kitty Kielland, 1891 (National Gallery, Oslo); Oda Krohg, Randi Blehr, 
1902 (Private Collection); Oda Krohg, Aasta Hansteen, 1903 (National Gallery, Oslo).  
106 Kielland had great faith in women's abilities and strength, as shown in books such as Poison (Gift), 
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become professional and to have better healthcare. However, as Chapters Fourteen 

and Fifteen will show, this is not to say that these well-born feminists did not also make 

their own voice heard through dress and tapestry work. The items that they made to 

state their case differed to things made by working-class women. Ironically, middle-

class women drew on the rural traditions for which lower-class women had long been 

appreciated in the countryside, but which were now starting to be lost when some 

moved to the city. 

 

14. Rural Textiles form the Nation’s Modern Home 

 

One of Nanna Broch’s legacies included the establishment of Østkantutstillingen, an 

association with creative and social aims that translates as The East Side Exhibition. 

This was set up in 1923, hence later than the period covered in this thesis.107 However, 

the mission behind it is worth mentioning in relation to how a ‘taste’ for soft furnishings 

amongst the rural migrant and working-class population in Kristiania was gradually 

influenced by commerce and aesthetic requirements, as opposed to exclusively 

practical necessities. Broch’s organisation intended to advise Kristiania’s working 

classes on how best to cheaply, and attractively, furnish their homes. By the 1930s, it 

was organising a series of displays on diverse, but relevant themes connected to the 

lifestyles of those who lived in the east of the city. For instance, on subjects like the 

benefits of refined, well-thought-out home furnishings, handicrafts and paints, as well 

as issues that were affecting working-class society, such as hygiene and 

drunkenness.108  

The existence of the East Side Exhibition, alongside Broch’s photographs of 

working-class life, reveal that when poorer women like Albertine migrated to the city, 

the demands of work could result in less time, space or financial means to create 

things within the home. If there was no spare money or time available, then interior 

design and handicraft work that took place within the domestic environment was not a 

priority. But the urban experience exacerbated an unachievable desire amongst some 

poorer women to cultivate a lifestyle that forced them to live beyond their means. The 

 
1883, and Betty’s Founder (Bettys Formynder), 1887. He was also part of the ‘Big Four’, which included 
three other writers inspired by the Modern Breakthrough: Ibsen, Bjørnson, and Lie. As their books and 
plays show, all were committed to the woman’s cause and used the written word to raise awareness of 
women’s rights.   
107 Knut Are Tvedt, “Østkantutstillingen,” SNL, accessed 22 August, 2018, 
https://snl.no/%C3%98stkantutstillingen.  
108 Inger Elisabeth Haavet, “Nanna Broch,” NBL, accessed 27 July, 2018, https://nbl.snl.no/Nanna_Broch. 
Tvedt, “Østkantutstillingen.”  
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main purpose of working-class life was, like rural life, to put food on the table. But the 

latter also aimed to rise in status through the annexation of land rather than through the 

collection and preservation of commodities. As Beckett reminds his readers when 

recalling the rural communities that he encountered during his travels: ‘The interior of 

their wooden houses contains the barest necessities.’109 Lutheranism had helped 

preserve a level of simplicity and certainty that a moral life corresponded to the 

discovery of inner truth, and that introspection was more important than the expression 

of emotion through expensive possessions.110  

This conviction, and this struggle to avoid the collection of superfluous 

household supplies in rural parts, is exemplified through Knut Hamsun’s Growth of the 

Soil (Markens Grøde). The Nobel Prize-winning novel of 1917 addresses how a farmer, 

Isak, who is working in the early years of the new century, and his wife, Inger, depend 

on their relationship with the natural environment, with its peaty soil, woods and 

streams, in order to reach a state of personal and familial satisfaction.111 The academic 

Monika Zagar suggests that Hamsun’s novel displays his aversion to modernity and 

inclination towards primitivism and the agrarian lifestyle. Yet the book also helps 

describe the core characteristics that defined local people. In other words, hard work, 

modesty and collective ambition.112 A shift in terms of domestic culture could therefore 

occur when women moved towards the metropolis. They might become caught in a 

whirlwind of choice in which a habitat where things were bought in a shop, and not 

made in a home, defined their identities. As the apartment belonging to the Hjula 

workers showed, bonde and husmann women gradually tended to become working-

class after they moved to Kristiania. They certainly retained characteristics of the rural 

lifestyle, such as the desire to be gainfully employed in local initiatives. But city-living 

led to a changed mindset with regards to how a home was used, and how it looked.  

In contrast to Hamsun’s story, Skram’s book Lucie presents a closely-observed, 

realistic depiction of a cross-section of Kristiania society at the end of the 1880s. The 

domestic spaces that the author describes range from those hosting high society 

parties, to those which were dark and dingy tenements reeking of stale smoke. Just as 

Lucie’s clothing was made by a lowly seamstress and represented a woman ‘on the 

 
109 Beckett, The Fjords and the Folk of Norway, 191.  
110 Carl G. Gustavson, "German Lutheranism: A Psychological Study," Journal of the History of Ideas 11, 
no. 2 (April 1950): 144.  
111 Knut Hamsun, Growth of the Soil [1917], trans W. Worster (London: Picador, 1980), 7-8.  
112 Monika Zagar, Knut Hamsun: The Dark Side of Literary Brilliance (Washington: University of 
Washington Press, 2009).  
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make’, so too did her choice in textiles for the private interior. These were chosen by 

her, but cared for by a housekeeper:  

 

Soon she would have to see about buying herself some new curtains, because 
the ones over there were getting too dirty. Heavy linen with wide embroidered 
tulle borders, not useless little rags like that flimsy gauze. Then she could let 
Synnøve take the dirty ones home and wash them.113  

 

Lucie has little else to do but concern herself with domestic and personal appearances. 

Access to her husband’s money allows her to achieve her goals. It is interesting to 

compare such ambitious behaviour to the way in which Inger, the farmer’s wife in 

Growth of the Soil, thinks about working within her own home and caring for it herself: 

 

Inger had learned a great deal about among the townfolk [sic], and it would be a 
pity not to turn it to account. She took to her spinning-wheel and loom again - 
true enough, she was even quicker and neater than before - a trifle too quick - 
especially when Isak was looking on; he couldn’t make out how anyone could 
learn to use their fingers that way.114 

 

Although Inger lusts after new things in ways that she did not before her spell in the 

town, such as irons, flowers and more windows for her house. But she still uses the 

domestic interior for labour, if only to impress her husband.     

It would have been difficult in the countryside for a woman to find up-to-date 

information about the latest tastes when it came to the domestic interior. City-based 

women like Lucie could be influenced by a spread of illustrated magazines and guides, 

shop-windows on Karl Johan Gate and gossip concerning etiquette and social norms. 

Copies of Urd contain as much about the decoration of the home as the body. Indeed, 

in keeping with Broch’s developing interest in domestic design and its relationship to 

social satisfaction, an earlier book by the Swedish feminist and reformer, Ellen Key 

(1849-1926), which was titled Beauty for All (Skönhet för Alla), was published in 1899 

and translated into Norwegian in 1902.115 Not only does this indicate where some 

notion of the happy woman’s decorated home originate, but how middle-class women 

could be encouraged to become angels of the hearth. Key was a follower of the British 

Arts and Crafts Movement, and used her book to argue that the joy of a family could be 

rooted in the way in which they designed their domestic surroundings. She was as 

 
113 Skram, Lucie, 9. 
114 Hamsun, Growth of the Soil, 95-96. 
115 Ellen Key, Skönhet för Alla (Stockholm, 1899). While the book was translated into Norwegian in 1902, 
the Norwegian women’s magazine, Urd, contains an article about Ellen Key in 1899. See, “Ellen Key,” Urd, 
4 November, 1899.  
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critical of the housing conditions of the poor as Broch.116 While the book was intended 

for the middle-class reader, its message trickled down through the classes and had 

implications for the way in which all Scandinavian women, regardless of background, 

treated their home as a place for work, rest, relaxation and contentment. As the 

Swedish historian of the decorative arts Denise Hagströmer says:  

 

Key’s domestic ideal of beauty required a balance of simplicity, practicality, 
utility, order and sobriety - happy home life being seen as a powerful 
disincentive to the antisocial dangers of the tavern.117  
 

Key’s theory may have had implications for the way in which rural textiles, such 

as the bedspreads, weavings and embroideries that were discussed earlier, could 

represent the motivation of an ambitious Norwegian family. This idea would have been 

at odds with the lifestyle choices of poorer people living in the countryside. In other 

words, a growing interest in the handmade tapestry, which was once intended to 

convey Biblical stories, or coverlets, once used for warmth, or white-work, once 

intended for religious ceremonies, all began to be enjoyed as items that could indicate 

a happy home, familial comfort and social satisfaction. These textiles became less 

valuable for their practical worth, and more for their decorative excellence and, in time, 

their national connotations. Nonetheless, Broch’s photographs and Krohg’s Albertine 

reveal how some of the poorest homes in Kristiania remained places where all that was 

made or purchased had to be used up or worn away. 

Two types of working-class interior may be referred to in terms of how the 

domestic display of textiles could signify the division of the working-class: there were 

those who were at the bottom of the proletariat and whose lack of decor hinted at a 

poverty of aspiration; and those whose domestic quarters represented inhabitants who 

were upcoming, mobile and determined. The book Albertine, as well as Broch’s 

photography, shows how the poorest of Kristiania’s working-class or rural migrant 

population might live with little or no home comforts. The protagonist shares a flat in 

Nordbygate, Grønland, with her family.118 Her standard of living is low, with her father a 

drunken sailor, her sister Oline working as a public woman in Vika, and her brother, 

Edvard, terminally ill. Broch’s imagery illustrates how Albertine’s family home might 

have looked. One photograph shows a room, probably in Grønland, with barely any 

 
116 Denise Hagströmer, “Sweden,” in International Arts and Crafts, ed. Karen Livingstone and Linda Parry 
(London: V&A, 2005), 279-280.  
117 Hagströmer, “Sweden,” 280.  
118 Borgersen, “Bag de Nedslupne,” 107. 
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furnishing and no decoration (figure 3.19). Two young girls, their hair tied with rags, 

stand in a cramped interior strewn with washing and cooking utensils.119 The eldest, 

aged around twelve, stares at the floor, her hands by her side, whilst beside her a pan 

steams with the porridge or soup. The youngest, perhaps a sister aged around six or 

seven, loiters to the right. She also avoids looking at the camera. The humble interior 

and lifeless postures of these girls, as if they are being scolded by an invisible mother, 

expose shame perhaps bought upon them through hardship, loneliness and what might 

be a lack of parenting.  

In Skram’s book Constance Ring, the reader learns how the daily grind of both 

first and second-generation migrants to Kristiania could leave the city’s lowest classes 

with neither the room, time nor money for household goods that were inessential. In the 

book, Constance ventures from her well-to-do apartment in the west to visit the 

notorious area of Vika in the east, in search of a family who had recently moved to the 

city and required charity. After exploring one road, known as Ruseløkkveien, which still 

exists in Oslo in 2018, they are found living in a tiny, rubbish-strewn cellar room, with 

little in the way of furniture or decoration. Children, crusted with dirt and soot and 

covered in sores, entertain themselves while their intoxicated and exhausted father 

sleeps in a corner. The woman of the household, a migrant from Western Norway, is 

the main bread-winner in the family due to her husband’s depression. By staying out all 

day begging and sometimes stealing, she has little capacity to oversee the upkeep of a 

home, its beautification or cleanliness.120   

 If this example described women who lived at the very bottom, then the 

upholstery shown in a painting by Gustav Wentzel confirms that some working-class 

women were determined to rise to the top through collected possessions. Breakfast 

(Frokost), finished in 1882, reveals how some women could be compelled to use the 

decoration of the home to emulate a taste for opulence favoured by women like 

Constance or Lucie (figure 3.20).121 Patricia Berman and Vibeke Waallann Hansen 

have said that it is possible that Wentzel was depicting his childhood home.122 One 

sees what could be Wentzel’s mother and brother eating breakfast in a cluttered room. 

 
119 Many of Broch’s photographs were taken in Grønland.  
120 Skram, Constance Ring, 138-145 
121 This was shown at the Autumn Art Exhibition in 1882, and can be seen in Szaciński’s photograph from 
that same year (figure 1.8). Note that the other painting exhibited is Frits Thaulow, Old Farm at 
Grünnerløkken, 1882 (figure 3.5).  
122 Patricia Berman, “Nils Gustav Wentzel,” in Northern Light: Nordic Art at the Turn of the Century, ed. 
Kirk Varnedoe (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1988), 250-251. Vibeke Waallann Hansen, 
“Gustav Wentzel,” in The National Museum: Highlights – Art from Antiquity to 1944, ed. Vibeke Waallann 
Hansen, Ellen J. Lerberg and Marianne Yvenes (Oslo: Nationalmuseet for Kunst, Arkitectur og Design, 
2014), 152. 



210 
 

Around them are factory-made textile fragments, from white muslin curtains and a 

fabric blind featuring the print of a city square, to a chair covered in chintz, and a sofa 

with a striped silk and cotton seat. These are displayed alongside other objects that 

would have belonged to the world of the bourgeoisie living on the other side of the city: 

ornate crockery, framed prints and patterned wallpaper.  

We know that Breakfast shows a working-class home, and that the artist 

originally came from a lower-class family. Yet we also see how the artist’s mother has 

used textiles to emulate a middle-class lifestyle without complete success. Closer 

inspection reveals many of the pieces in the apartment to be in various states of 

disrepair, chaotically arranged, cheaply made or overused. The china is chipped, the 

wallpaper is stained and the bed is unmade. Effort has been made to create a sense 

that this home is not in the east of Kristiania at all: if looked at carefully, the blind’s print 

shows Frederik V’s monument in Palace Square in front of Amalienborg Slot, 

Amalienborg Palace in Copenhagen.123 This may be an effort to suggest that Wentzel’s 

family had connections to the Danish upper classes who formerly ruled Norway, or 

shield the view from the window which opened up to a busy street. There is, however, 

a final twist to this painting. Barely visible in the auxiliary room is the back of a man, 

perhaps the artist’s father, who was a carpenter.124 His presence hints at the 

haphazard employment often endured by men in the city, and the pressures placed on 

women like Wentzel’s mother with regards to financial stability and the keeping up of 

appearances.  

 Many rural migrants gradually set aside, or were driven to give up, their interest 

in making textiles by hand. However, towards the 1890s, Kristiania’s higher-classes 

started to enthusiastically collect the sorts of regionally inspired textiles that were 

discussed in Part Two. The working-class households described above may have lost 

traditions connected to regional creativity that the higher-class home seems to have 

acquired. At this point, we can return to the photograph by Worm-Petersen that shows 

the shop selling tapestries and cloths on Karl John Gate (figure 3.6). Such items could 

eventually be used to furnish an apartment, such as that shown in a photograph from 

1897 by the amateur photographer, Ferdinand Lorentz Prall Elster (1880-1953) (figure 

3.21). In this, a young, well-dressed man poses in an attractively furnished drawing-

room, adorned with hand-made pieces including a piece of Hardanger embroidery on 

 
123 Thiis, Scandinavian Art Illustrated, 421.  
124 Wentzel’s father also appears in his breakthrough painting, A Carpenter’s Workshop 
(Snekkerverksted), 1881. This was refused exhibition at the Christiania Art Society, a decision which is 
widely held to have sparked the ‘artists strike’ which led to the eventual establishment of the State Art 
Exhibition in 1884.  
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which stands a silver plate containing a selection of postcards. What was formerly and 

sometimes dismissively associated with rural life thus gained new meaning. The sitter’s 

stature, and the elegant room in which he sits, shows that this piece of whitework no 

longer has the same function as the whitework shown in Laying the Table (figure 2.26). 

It is now a symbol of patriotism and the modern palate.   

One must be careful not to assume that all the better-off Norwegians who 

collected tapestries, and ‘enthusiastic buyers’ of embroidery whom Beatrix Jungman 

mentions in Norway, were unaware of the original meaning or context within which 

rural textile items were made.125 But to echo what was presented at the start of this 

thesis, buyers were increasingly influenced by the dominant fashion for textured, 

patterned and simply designed decorative textiles to express patriotism. This also 

allowed them to keep up with European fashion.126 Yet the urban elite’s overwhelming 

interest in rural culture could have negative consequences for the makers in question. 

In Norway, this might be when the tapestries and embroideries made by indigenous 

communities started to be driven by commercial objectives. Glambek writes that the 

pressures placed on the producers of rural handicraft to make things according to what 

was deemed aesthetically and nationally acceptable also led to ‘moving and heart-

breaking consequences’ when makers lost control of their own expertise.127 Looked at 

another way, interest from Norway's middle-class buyer drew attention to an otherwise 

overlooked artform in a wider sense. This interest played an important part when it 

came to safe-keeping customary techniques. As elsewhere in Europe, it also led to a 

level of distinction in terms of design.128 

The penchant for rurally-inspired domestic textiles fitted into another fashion of 

the time: the concept that an interior could be a complete ‘synthesis of the arts’.129 The 

term to describe this, Gesamtkunstwerk may be translated from German as a ‘total 

work of art’, an ‘ideal work of art’ or a ‘universal artwork’. In essence, something that 

makes use of all or many art forms, and indeed strives to do so.130 The Finnish art 

historian Marja Lehelma has discussed how, across over Europe, the closing decades 

 
125 Jungman, Norway, 122-123.  
126 Linda Parry, “Arts and Crafts: Textiles,” International Arts and Crafts, ed. Karen Livingstone and Linda 
Parry (London: V&A, 2005), 218-223. 
127 Glambek, “Norway,” 289. 
128 Parry, “Arts and Crafts: Textiles,” 218.  
129 Ibid. 
130 Gesamtkunstwerk was first used as a term in 1827 by the philosopher and writer Eusebius Trahndorff 
(1783-1863) in Ästhetik oder Lehre von der Weltanschauung und Kunst (Aesthetics of the Study of World 
View and Art). In 1849, Richard Wagner (1813-1883) mentioned the word in his essay, “Art and 
Revolution,” to describe the ideal relationship between music, text and dance. He regarded this as the 
highest art form and the art-work of the future. Krisztina Lajosi, “Wagner and the (Re)mediation of Art: 
Gesamtkunstwerk and Nineteenth-Century Theories of Media,” Frame 23, no. 2 (November 2010): 43.  
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of the nineteenth century witnessed a transition from painterly styles, like realism and 

naturalism, towards an approach that accentuated the position of the decorative arts 

and a harmony of different creative forms illuminated by the notion of the 

Gesamtkunstwerk.131 By the 1890s, the formation of a domestic space in which every 

furnishing was treated as a beautiful item was also popular in Norway. It is at this 

juncture that the thesis may open a discussion about the creation of the tapestry artist 

as a paid professional, the decorative arts museum as a cabinet of national curiosities, 

and the selling and exhibition of textile craft on the international stage. These changed 

the cultural face of Norway and started to artificially regulate textile craft in ways 

otherwise unforeseen.    

In 1900, Lorentz Dietrichson told international audiences at the Paris Exhibition 

that, among Norway’s ‘national woven articles, the cloths with figures woven upon 

them occupy an especially prominent position.’132 The idea that a tapestry, such as that 

made in Gudbrandsdalen, could be a national art form drew interest from indigenous 

and foreign spectators alike. Many had previously dismissed Norway’s fine art scene, 

despite the successes of artists at the Paris Salon in the 1880s and 1890s. Beatrix 

Jungman was disappointed that Kristiania had only one picture-dealer of importance. 

From the paintings that she saw in 1905, she concluded that Norwegian art is ‘so 

intensely affected as to say absolutely nothing to the beholder.’133 She had more to say 

about Norway’s historic textile crafts: 

 
Arts in which the Norwegians have excelled since early times, and continue to 
excel, are those of weaving and embroidery. In these their nation shows an 
originality and charm, both of colour and of design, which are truly admirable. 
From as early as the twelfth century relics of cloths with figures interwoven are 
extant.134  

 

Jungman continued with her appraisal by noting that the museums showed ‘excellent 

examples of every branch of this art.’ Weaving for the enjoyment of the collector was, 

she said, ‘a thriving industry.’135 Leithe and Ueland have since relayed that the turn of 

the twentieth century was indeed a time when urban citizens ‘en-masse were rekindling 

an interest in folk culture’, and when museums and their directors were promoting 

 
131 Marja Lahelma, “Symbolism in Norway and Finland,” in The Magic North: Finnish and Norwegian Art 
Around 1900, ed. Timo Huusko (Oslo: National Museum for Art, Architecture and Design, 2015), 11.  
132 Lorentz Dietrichson, “Industrial Arts and Sculpture,” in Norway: Official Publication for the Paris 
Exhibition 1900, ed. Sten Konow and Karl Fischer (Kristiania: Aktie - Bogtrykkeriet, 1900), 576.  
133 Jungman, Norway, 118 
134 Ibid., 121-122.  
135 Ibid., 122.  
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efforts to ‘rediscover ancient Norwegian weaving traditions.’136 Dietrichson, as well as 

his colleague, Jens Thiis, believed that it was their responsibility as cultural leaders to 

rescue items, like the tapestry from, as they saw it, falling into decline. Even though art 

textiles were being made, wrote Dietrichson, ‘hardly anything but ‘aaklæder’ 

(ornamental hangings) [sic] are now woven by our peasants’. Nevertheless, he said, ‘a 

great effort is being made to arouse the slumbering faculties.’137 We know from 

Grostøl’s photographs, Noss’s research and items in the collections in the regional folk 

museums that this was not entirely true. But Dietrichson was speaking for a certain 

audience, and from a position of detached authority. In areas of Norway, weaving and 

embroidery continued, mainly because there was no option to stop. It is therefore more 

accurate to propose that when ‘picture-weaving’, as Jungman calls it, with its ‘quaint 

conventional designs, often geometrical, or a continued repetition of one or two very 

simple expressions in the form of a doubtful animal’, entered the city, it became a 

domestic item with dual meaning.138 Urban people looked at life and art differently to 

their rural cousins, hence, as will be explained, the once humble tapestry began to 

have two fairly distinct connotations. Arguably, however, this only contributed to its 

durability over time.  

The emergence of the decorative tapestry was assisted by the establishment of 

three decorative arts museums. As Chapter Two relayed these were founded in 

Kristiania, Trondheim and Bergen between 1876 and 1893, and were instrumental in 

making tapestry an official, national art-form. Not only did the existence and missions 

of these museums place intensifying demands on the making, collection and 

purchasing of handmade tapestries, but they energised a craze for older styles of 

textile work amongst the middle-classes. Some items would be commissioned and 

made by groups of women in ateliers. Others would be made by men, like Gerhard 

Munthe. Indeed, the relocation of the tapestry to the city brought new connotations, but 

also a swapping of gender roles. Jobs linked to textiles that had formerly belonged to 

the female hand now started to be performed by that belonging to the male. This is not 

to deny that some of the best examples were still designed and woven by women, like 

Frida Hansen. Indeed, independent women increasingly worked for themselves as paid 

professionals. Faced by an ever-interested and judgemental urban audience, weavers 

 
136 Hanne Beate Ueland and Janne Leithe “Frida Hansen (1855-1931): ‘The Stavanger Woman in 
European Woven Art,’” in Frida Hansen: Art Nouveau i Full Blomst, ed. Hanne Beate Ueland, Janne Leithe 
and Inger M.L. Gudmundson, (Stavanger: Stavanger Kunstmuseum, 2015), 62.  
137 Lorentz Dietrichson, “Industrial Arts and Sculpture,” 579. 
138 Jungman, Norway, 122.  
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now created items that had varying consequences for all women and the whole nation 

depending on who was critiquing, and who was buying.  

 

15. Two Weavers of Significance 

 

This chapter compares and contrasts the work of two tapestry artists, one male and 

one female, both of whom worked in Kristiania during our period and became well-

known for their skills. Before addressing their output, a word might be said about how 

the global context in which these artists were working encouraged their professional 

productivity. The British curators Linda Parry and Karen Livingstone have looked at 

how the years around 1900 saw the idealistic principles of the British Arts and Crafts 

Movement being taken up around Europe, and showed how these were adapted to 

each country’s cultural climate.139 This thesis has demonstrated that the Norwegian 

decorative tapestry was able to thrive partly on account of the historic tradition of 

weaving that already existed. But as Parry and Livingstone’s work underlines, the 

practice was aided by a coexisting interest and wider appreciation for what John 

Ruskin (1819-1900) believed to be the ‘nobility of craftmanship.’140 Anger and concern 

at the age of the machine led to a widespread revaluation of conventionally hand-

crafted pieces made by designer-makers. In Norway, it also stimulated the 

development of an aesthetic that favoured stylistic simplicity inspired by the trends of 

Art Nouveau, intermixed with high quality designs inspired by pre-industrial examples.  

Artistic modification in relation to the Norwegian decorative tapestry should be 

regarded as part of a cultural transformation that swept across the Nordic region. 

Sweden and Finland were also seeking ways to expose their national identities and, in 

the case of the latter, emphasise their desire for independence.141 At the World 

Exhibition in Paris in 1900, for instance, Finland used an exhibition space named ‘The 

Iris Room’, complete with cloths, weavings and wall-hangings, to promote a case for 

sovereignty against overrule from Russia.142 This example is one of several that 

underscores how, when the 1895 postcard showing the Norwegian mother and 

daughter from Hardanger flanked by examples of historic textiles was circulated, the 

tapestry was already a fashionable item seized upon for political purposes (figure 

 
139 Karen Livingstone and Linda Parry, “Introduction: International Arts and Crafts” in International Arts and 
Crafts, ed. Karen Livingstone and Linda Parry (London: V&A, 2005), 10-37.  
140 Livingstone and Parry, “Introduction,” 14.  
141 Hagströmer, “Sweden,” 266-275. Glambek, “Norway,” 286-293. See also Tone Skedsmo, ed. Norge 
Rundt Århundreskiftet (Oslo: Nasjonalmuseet for Kunst, Arkitektur og Design, 1994).  
142 Marianne Aav, “Finland,” in International Arts and Crafts, ed. Karen Livingstone and Linda Parry 
(London: V&A, 2005), 271.  
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2.36). Norway was regarded by many, including Jungman, as one of the last bastions 

of the pre-industrial age. It was also consciously used, by men like Thiis and 

Dietrichson, to brand the nation as an untouched destination that deserved protection.  

 

i. Gerhard Munthe 

 

As the traditional tapestry started to acquire recognition as a vessel for national values, 

the reassessment introduced some difficulty for the maker in question. Part Two 

showed how a weaving was formerly and even formally connected to a woman’s world: 

women knew how to collect raw fibres and work with them to make each individual 

piece; they knew the stories of the Bible well; spent time inside the home; and enjoyed 

an inborn tradition of textile production. Anonymous women were both the designers 

and the weavers of each piece. In rural Norway, as Gjerde describes, it was usually 

deemed inappropriate for men to adopt female duties when work was so strictly 

segregated, and when men had their own chores to undertake.143 As Isak’s character 

in Growth of the Soil relays, men were expected to clear land, plant crops, cut trees 

and spend time away from the homestead throughout the year.144 Women needed to 

keep house and home, and see to various outdoor duties. Yet the development of the 

international art scene, Norway’s own soul-searching as a free country, and industrial 

identity, delivered complications when it came to how, where and why the cultural and 

intellectual elite considered lines of work that had customary and gendered 

associations.   

The British art historian Pamela Gerrish Nunn describes that, ‘when it came to 

creativity, it was allowed that working-class women might work for a living, but it was 

not expected that they had any ‘taste’ or refinement of sensibility.’ On the other hand, a 

middle-class woman could be ‘expected to possess or cultivate sensibility and an 

interest in ‘culture’, but as aids to her personal charm, not as work.’145 Even though 

new laws in 1884, 1889 and 1890 allowed Norwegian women to study and take exams 

for subjects at the University of Kristiania, founded in 1811, sit on the boards of schools 

and train as teachers, it was still easier and more socially acceptable for a man to 

 
143 Gjerde, From Peasants to Farmers, 67-68.  
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make a living as a professional artist than it was for a woman.146 This was especially so 

for she who was working-class or from a bonde or husmann family.  

All the same, it seems contradictory, even discriminating, that men could 

become professional tapestry artists. Weaving, and indeed all textile work, had long 

been associated with women and female, even feminine, qualities. They knew how to 

handle a hand-loom, dye raw materials, and employ a wide variety of techniques to 

complete a design. But this changed once tapestries came to Kristiania, and partly due 

to the differentiation between the process of production, and the process of design. As 

described in Chapter Ten, city women no longer worked on the land to obtain raw 

fibres with which to work, and they increasingly laboured in places that were separated 

from the family unit. They also began to work in competition rather than in harmony 

with men; although both parties made money for the family, their jobs did not 

complement each other in the way that they might on the coast or inland. This split the 

process of textile making into stages that happened in different arenas rather than one 

place, such as the local farmstead: raw fibres could be purchased from a shop; a 

studio was used to create a design; items were made in an atelier; and the finished 

product might be sold in a shop, such as that on Karl Johan (figure 3.6), or exhibited in 

a museum. Women were no longer in control of all stages, and a male maker could, 

arguably, command certain stages from which he was previously excluded.    

Because ‘professional’ was connected to the male gender, becoming qualified 

as a female tapestry maker, in receipt of her own wage, largely depended on the 

groundwork done by men. This was also the case in the fine arts. As Lange has 

written, talented women, like Backer, Kielland and Ring Reusch, had to rely on 

instruction from male teachers and male specialists before they could gain acceptance 

as painters in their own right.147 This situation was, perhaps, encouraging for women. 

In other words, men helped women move into a professional capacity by paving the 

way for them. Thus, the strides made by Gerhard Munthe as a tapestry designer 

conceivably encouraged more women to become professionals, and show their pieces 

on the international stage in ways that they had never done before. Munthe was not 

necessarily one who supressed women to obtain a level of fame for himself. He was a 

designer who gave an ancient object a new lease of life when it arrived in the city and 

started to be used, admired and mastered by an urban-bound audience as opposed to 

exclusively a rural community.  

 
146 Ingun Aastebøl, Kvinnesak – Er Det Noen Sak? (Kongsvinger: Kvinnemuseet – Museene i Glåmdal, 
2011), 16, 20, 21.  
147 Lange, “The Breakthrough,” 84. 
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An evaluation of Munthe’s oeuvre reveals how he helped create an 

environment in which the Norwegian tapestry went from being hidden to being seen, 

celebrated and internationally enjoyed. It went from having a precise, local influence, to 

having nation-wide implications. While Munthe came late to the craft, as a male 

designer rather than a weaver, he was as experimental as he was faithful to tradition in 

his approach. Some art historians argue that Munthe unfairly stole the show from 

talented women.148 But on the other hand, it is plausible that his fame drew long-due 

attention to tapestry and textile weavings, and thus set the stage for the breakthrough 

of professional woman textile artists. For instance, Frida Hansen and later, Hannah 

Ryggen (1894-1970) who was active from the 1930s and during the post-war period, 

and Else Marie Jacobsen (1927-2012), who worked from the 1950s until after 2000.149  

 Munthe’s rise to fame within the fields of the decorative arts in the 1890s was 

partly propelled by his reputation as one of the foremost artists of what Jan Kokkin calls 

the ‘1880s generation’.150 When he started to dabble in textile design, he was in his 

forties, and already a painter of rural, realist landscapes which were well received by 

the public. His subsequent achievement as an artist willing to experiment with craft as 

well as painting, might have been easier than if he were a bourgeois female controlled 

by societal expectations. After training in Dusseldorf and Munich during the 1870s and 

1880s, Munthe returned to Norway and worked alongside other artists from his 

homeland. It also helped that his nationalistic sympathies, which would later be 

detected in his weaving designs, were already evident by 1886. That year, he joined 

Werenskiold, Peterssen, Kielland and Backer at Christian Skredsvig’s (1854-1924) 

farm, in Bærum, which lies to the west of Kristiania, for what became known as the 

Fleskum Colony (Fleskumsommeren). As Michelle Facos writes, although each artist 

developed their own style, ‘they evolved a collective National Romantic style of 

depicting light and atmospheric conditions in the northernmost latitudes, a goal to 

which their Swedish colleagues would soon aspire.’151 Marit Werenskiold has also 

shown how the aim from that summer was to create a new approach to painting for the 

 
148 Janne Leithe, Curator, interviewed at Stavanger Art Museum, 15 September, 2015. 
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2015). Jacobsen was born in Kristiansand and created tapestries using the Gobelin technique. She is 
known for her altarpieces. See, Janne Leithe, Else Marie Jacobsen: Levd Liv, Vevd Liv (Kristiansand: 
Søgne, Janne Leithe, 2012). 
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151 Facos, Nationalism and the Nordic Imagination, 31.  
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benefit of the confident country.152 Munthe was therefore part of a ground-breaking 

moment in Norwegian art which was thereafter held as one of the seeds from which a 

strong, modern culture would grow. This episode launched his career in Norway, and 

provided a platform from which he could confidently move into textile design.  

From the early 1890s, Munthe became interested in folk art as a different 

means through which to encapsulate the essence of his nation. Having celebrated her 

great outdoors through his painted representations of nature, he strived to rejoice in 

her domestic talents through the decorative arts. This was done in a manner and with a 

style that melded ancient with modern. As the Norwegian art historian Ellen Lerberg 

observes, ‘his desire to integrate, and thereby preserve, Norwegian heritage would 

subsequently set the tone for several of his works.’153 After some of Munthe’s tapestry 

designs in watercolour were exhibited at the Black and White Exhibition (Sort Hvitt 

Utstillingen) in Kristiania in 1893, and then at the World Columbian Exposition in 

Chicago that same year, it was obvious that Munthe’s designs had currency internally 

and worldwide. He was thereafter celebrated by his well-connected acquaintances, 

including the ever-supportive Jens Thiis and the rather more critical and pessimistic, 

Andreas Aubert. Both were friends of Munthe, and supportive of his emerging role as 

an artistic trailblazer following his involvement in the Fleskum Colony.154 When Thiis 

described Munthe’s work to visitors to the Paris Exhibition in 1900, where the artist’s 

designs were exhibited and much-admired, he praised his capacity to look outwards as 

well as inwards: 

 

Munthe is not only an artist but also a missionary; and he appears to have set 
himself the task of healing the eye for colour, weakened by an international 
fashionable art. And his colour propaganda in the field of cloth weaving has not 
been in vain; for his style of cloth is now the prevailing one in the flourishing 
Norwegian art of weaving.155  

 

The end of the nineteenth century was an opportune moment from which to capitalise 

on a passion for all things decorative. As the Norwegian art historian Stephen Tschudi-

Madsen stated, Europe was interested in, and complemented by the emergence of 

 
152 Werenskiold, “Fleskum-Kolonien 1886 og den Norske Sommernatt. Naturalisme eller Nyromantikk?” 2-
30.   
153 Ellen Lerberg, “Gerhard Munthe,” in The Magic North: Finnish and Norwegian Art Around 1900, ed. 
Timo Huusko (Oslo: National Museum for Art, Architecture and Design, 2015), 215. 
154 Tone Skedsmo, ed. Tradisjon og Fornyelse: Norge Rundt Århundreskiftet (Oslo: Nasjonalgalleriet, 
1994), 7. 
155 Thiis, “Painting,” 560.  
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Norway’s arresting, highly unique ‘Dragon’ style of architecture (Dragestil), which was 

mixed with an element of Art Nouveau, known as Jugendstil.156  

Munthe was driven by inspiration from trolls and fairy tales, myths and legends, 

including Snorri Sturluson’s Sagas of the Norse Kings (Heimskringla). This was not just 

notable in his textile designs, but those for books and illustrations such as those 

created for the Snorri Sagas produced between 1896 and 1899.157 Thus, Munthe’s 

style may be described as genuine, exciting and inventive, and his designs for 

tapestries produced with energy and a sense of enlightenment. In this way, it was 

refreshing, especially given the mass copying and conservatism that was referred to in 

Chapter Six. As Thiis recalled in 1903 when writing about the success of Munthe’s 

weavings, ‘we longed for the kind of art that broke loose from the narrow confines of 

the easel. For us, Munthe’s work was a kind of redemption – a liberation.’158 Six years 

later, Munthe looked back at the development of Norway’s international decorative arts 

movement, of which his designs for tapestry were part:  

 

When we talk about our times, it could be called a time of individualism in the 
arts… it might be described as a period that is free of serfdom, a time that has 
shrugged off the shackles of a previous uniformity. There are those that shake 
their heads at all this freedom.159  
 

Munthe’s professional success was rooted in his drive to mix the old with the new. He 

also ensured that the cultural changes capturing his country worked in his favour. 

 A recent exhibition held at the National Gallery in Oslo disclosed the variety of 

designs produced by Munthe.160 However, it also identified that nearly all the textile 

items were woven by female experts. An entire room was dedicated to tapestries, with 

other galleries littered with smaller-scale textiles created for chairs or wall hangings. 

These sat alongside items of glass, wood and ceramics, also designed by Munthe’s 

hand. Included in the display was the weaving, The Horse of Hades (Helhesten), from 

1892, which was originally shown as one of eleven decorative, stylised watercolours at 

the Black and White Exhibition, and soon after made into a tapestry that was 

 
156 Stephen, Tschudi-Madsen, Sources of Art Nouveau (Oslo: H. Aschehoug & Co, 1955), 207-208. An 
example of Dragon architecture may be seen at the Holmenkollen Park Hotel in Oslo, which was opened 
in 1894. 
157 Munthe was occupied with illustrating the works of Snorri Sturluson, together with Werenskiold, whom 
he had met in Munich, as well as Halfdan Egedius, Christian Krohg and Eilif Peterssen.  
158 Jens Thiis, Gerhard Munthe – En Studie (Trondhjem, 1903), 28.  
159 Gerhard Munthe, Rythmisk Kunst (Christiania Kunstforening Udstilling, February, 1909), 21; Andreas 
Aubert, Det Nye Norges Malerkunst: Attenhundre og Fjorten til Nittenhundre. Kunsthistorie i Grundlinje av 
Andreas Aubert (Kristiania: Cammermeyers Forlag, 1904), 4.  
160 Jan Kokkin, Gerhard Munthe: Norwegian Pioneer of Modernism (Stuttgart: Arnoldsche Art Publishers, 
2018).  
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immediately purchased by the National Gallery (figure 3.22).161 This item is interesting, 

for it highlights Munthe’s departure from naturalistic painting towards the stylised 

decorative arts. Moreover, not only does it epitomise Munthe’s interest in Viking motifs, 

which were often geometric in form, but demonstrates his interest in stories from Norse 

mythology and medieval history. One detects a fondness for brightly coloured hues as 

observed in women’s older tapestries and folk costumes, or designs borrowed from 

rosemåling. 

Munthe was indeed praised in the national press as an artist whose dedication 

to all things natural and historic were evidenced through his use of colour, figuration 

and form. It was useful for the ‘idea’ of the sovereign, strident nation that he was 

celebrated as a sensation further afield, particularly after his tapestry designs were 

exhibited in Paris, Chicago, Stockholm and Venice.162 Writing in 1894 in Dagens 

Nyheter, one of Sweden’s foremost national papers, the Swedish artist Prince Eugen 

(1865-1947) referred to Munthe’s designs as showing ‘unusual talent and fantasy.’163 In 

Göteborgs Handels och Sjöfartstidning, a daily newspaper published in Gothenburg, 

the journalist, Karl Johan Warburg (1852-1918), spoke of falling under Munthe’s fairy-

tale spell:  

 

The whole world shall change shape before our astounded eyes… Dragons 
shall roam in desolate places and the bird Phoenix shall soar in the heavens 
from its nest of fire. We shall lay our hands on the basilisk and see the jewel in 
the toad’s eye.164  

 

Even in England, Munthe was a triumph. In 1896 an article written by Karl V. Hammer 

(dates unknown) was printed in The Studio and noted that:  

 

The main motive of his work is to retain that which is national and traditional. He 
has on several occasions publicly stated his views upon tradition, and I cannot 
do better than quote the following passage from an article written by him: “Each 
nation must be regarded as an individual whose talents are of a distinct stamp. 
The nation has, like the individual, its own dispositions and its own likings, just 
as also it possesses its own train of ideas.”165  

 

 
161 Knut Berg, “Gerhard Munthe,” in Dreams of a Summer Night: Scandinavian Painting at the Turn of the 
Century, ed. Leena Ahtola-Moorhouse, Carl Thomas Edam and Birgitta Schreiber (London: Arts Council of 
Great Britain, 1986), 200-202.  
162 Knut Berg, “Gerhard Munthe,” 202. 
163 Prince Eugen, Dagens Nyheter, 17 January, 1894. Prins Eugen was a Swedish prince, and Napoleon 
Nicolaus of Sweden and Norway, Duke of Närke. He was the youngest son of the Swedish King Oscar II 
(1829-1907).  
164 Karl Johan Warburg, Göteborgs Handels och Sjöfartstidning, 19 February,1894. 
165 Hammer, “Gerhard Munthe, Decorative Artist,” 221-222.  
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Part of Munthe’s international success may be explained by the clarity of his tapestry 

designs. Like the weavings from Gudbrandsdalen reviewed earlier, Munthe’s versions 

tended to be visually sturdy, robust and bold. They would have been easy to 

understand by the public in terms of narrative, whilst showing a connection to a 

simultaneous fondness for folk art, or the craft of the so-called common people. In this 

way, they could become part of the intercontinental art scene rather than one that 

looked inwards.   

 It was not only through tapestry design that Munthe stepped into a woman’s 

world. The creation of his family home, Leveld, where he lived with his wife Sigrun 

Munthe (1869-1957) from 1899, reveals an interest in interior decoration. His house 

became a ‘synthesis of the arts’, and a pure example of Gesamtkunstwerk. Located in 

Lysaker, which lies around three miles from Frogner, the house sat amongst the artist’s 

colony which was named after the area. By the end of the nineteenth century, this 

decorative arts colony, the Lysaker Circle, was flourishing and drawing the support of 

other distinguished artists and thinkers, such as Werenskiold and Peterssen, the 

explorer Fridtjof Nansen (1861-1930) and Moltke Moe. What made the Colony 

noteworthy was its determination that traditional forms of rural craft were adopted for 

new art forms imbued with contemporary purposes, like nation building.166 Munthe’s 

watercolours showing his home’s stue indicate how Leveld became a focal point for the 

colony, with the artist reworking what was once a sparsely designed main living room 

into a place for the exhibition of art as opposed to productivity and work.  

In one of these representations from 1902, every inch of the room is decorated, 

with items hinting at rural craft. There are paintings on the wall, weavings and rugs on 

the floor, and intricate murals around the fireplace (figure 3.23).167 Munthe’s foray into 

domestic design was partly inspired by the Swedish artist, Carl Larsson, with whom he 

corresponded by letter, and whose work he would have known from reproductions of 

the Swedish artist’s illustrations. Larsson’s watercolours of his cottage, Lilla Hyttnäs, 

which lies near Falun in Sweden, were started in 1894 and show painted furniture, as 

well as brightly coloured textiles informed by Swedish traditions. In 1899, Ett Hem, or A 

Home, was published, which showed all of Larsson’s watercolours in one volume.168 

But Larsson’s interiors were a product of the artist’s poverty in ways that Munthe’s 

 
166 Bodil Stenseth, En Norsk Elite: Nasjonsbyggerne på Lysaker 1890–1940 (Oslo: Aschehoug, 2002). Nils 
Messel, “Fra Realistisk Virkelighetsskildring til Dekorativ Form: Lysaker Kretsen og den ‘Norske’ 
Tradisjon’,” Kunst og Kultur 65, no.3 (1982): 152-171. 
167 The design on the mural around the fireplace bears a resemblance to the embroidery by Erik and Sofie 
Werenskiold made in 1904 (3.24).  
168 Carl Larsson, Ett Hem: 24 Målningar med Text (Stockholm: Bonniers Förlag, 1899).  
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were not. Munthe, as we know, was driven by a national inclination, and for this, Leveld 

came to be regarded as one of the most original artist homes in Norway - drawing both 

admiration and a little criticism.169 In May 1898, a year before Munthe moved into the 

house, Werenskiold wrote to the artist Bernt Grønvold (1859-1923) that his friend’s 

evolving home ‘was lovely - it glows with colour - almost too much.’170 

There is an important distinction to make between the artist as designer and the 

artist as maker. Munthe’s tapestries were planned by the artist himself, as his 

watercolour designs disclose. But they were woven by women who had expertise in 

areas that he did not. Just as Karin Larsson was responsible for making the textiles in 

Lylla Hyttnäs, from the bedspreads to the cushions, Sigrun Munthe was the creator of 

some of the pieces displayed in Leveld.171 Her involvement is hinted at by her presence 

in a photographic portrait taken by an unknown photographer which show Mr and Mrs 

Munthe sitting in Leveld’s sitting room (figure 3.25).172 If this is supposed to 

demonstrate an equal artistic partnership, Sigrun’s pose, and the way that she sits 

beneath an oil painting by Christian Krohg from 1885, showing her husband smoking a 

cigarette, suggests the opposite. It would appear that her husband was the dominant 

force in the marriage, and we are led to believe that it was he who was responsible for 

the home’s contented atmosphere on account of his professional ability. Sigrid sits 

upright, staring into the distance, looking detached and uncomfortable. She grasps the 

arms of her chair with a nervous intensity that exposes a frustrated temperament.173  

Sigrid did not, and perhaps could not, pursue a career for herself in the way that 

her husband did. But while Munthe created the designs for his tapestries, he was 

lacking in the skills or disposition to weave them himself. As a designer, he was 

therefore only part of the final product. It was Sigrun who made the woollen pictures 

out of his designs, as well as the pieces in the home, just as Sofie Werenskiold would 

do so when it came to her husband’s designs for linen and silk appliqué. For this 

reason, it is arguably erroneous to attribute the quality of the artwork, Playing 

Mermaids (Lekende Havfruer), 1904, to Erik alone. In fact, it was his wife who used her 

 
169 Skedsmo, Tradisjon og Fornyelse, 12. 
170 Tone Skedsmo, “Hos Kunstnere, Polarforskere og Mesener,” Kunst og Kultur, no. 3 (1982): 137.  
171 Lerberg, “Gerhard Munthe,” 215. Sigrun and Munthe divorced in 1919. Kokkin, “Gerhard Munthe,” 187. 
172 Kokkin, Gerhard Munthe:  En Radikal  Stilskaper, 100.  
173 Asta Nørregaard also painted Sigrun Munthe in 1891. The portrait is part of a private collection. It also 
also shows Sigrun with an expression that suggests insecurity or sadness. Wichstrøm, Asta Nørregaard: 
En Livshistorie, 123.  
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needle and thread to make what was probably his idea into a reality (figure 3.25).174 

But Munthe was not oblivious to women’s talents in the history of tapestry making. He 

had seen tapestries and coverlets made by women on journeys around the Norwegian 

valleys during the 1870s and 1880s. In respects, it was these that partly inspired his 

pursuit of the decorative arts. This could be noted as a tribute to women as opposed to 

an attempt to steal their craft.175 In one of his sketch books from 1870, titled Ideas, 

Motifs and Studies by Gerhard Munthe (Ideer, Motiver, og Studier af Gerhard Munthe), 

there is even a detailed pencil study of a medieval tapestry, which would have been by 

a woman, complete with copious notes (figure 3.26).  

Women, both those who were living and dead, may be understood as the 

source of Munthe’s ideas and drive. Aside from Munthe’s wife, designs were also 

woven by other women whose names were occasionally recorded in writing and which 

are available to us today. The tapestries shown in the 2018 exhibition on Munthe 

featured names such as Ulrikke Greve (1868-1951), Kristine Johannssen (dates 

unknown), Augusta Christensen (dates unknown) and Frida Hansen. These were 

talented, proficient women. Christensen went on to head the weaving school at the 

Trondheim Decorative Arts Museum (Nordenfjeldske Kunstindustrimuseum).176 Hansen 

became a celebrated artist in her own right, and continued to weave for Munthe into 

the 1900s.177 Nonetheless, despite their skills and successes, there remains less 

written information available that relates to the lives of these weavers, aside from a few 

biographical references online, or books on Hansen. One needs to rely on credits to 

their involvement in tapestry art as obtained through museum metadata. But as stated 

earlier, it is the writing of art history, and the wider economic or political context of 

Norway during the twentieth century, that may be held as responsible as the 

dominance of the male artist for many women weaver’s exclusion from the canon.  

 

ii. Frida Hansen 

 

The publication of Anniken Thue’s book, Frida Hansen. A European in Norwegian 

Textile Art around 1900 (Frida Hansen. En Europeer i Norsk Tekstilkunst Omkrig 1900) 

 
174 This textile only contains Erik’s initials. Other examples contain the letters ‘SW’ alongside ‘EW’ which 
reveal a collaboration. For instance, on the linen and silk appliqué, The Bear and the Fox (Bjørnen og 
Reven), 1908 (Private Collection). Note that the mermaid embroidery nears a resemblance to the mural 
design around the fireplace in Munthe’s watercolour of Leveld’s stue from 1902 (figure 3.23).  
175 Waallann Hansen, “Symbolism and National Identity,” 46. 
176 Kokkin, Gerhard Munthe: En Radikal Stilskaper, 76.  
177 Patricia Berman, “Gerhard Munthe,” in Northern Light: Nordic Art at the Turn of the Century, ed. Kirk 
Varnedoe (New Haven and London: Brooklyn Museum, 1988), 197.  
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in 1986 drew attention to one of Norway’s most significant but overlooked tapestry 

artists.178 While Hansen had been well-known in her day, her name had largely 

vanished after the 1930s. Writing more than half a century after Hansen’s death, 

Thue’s research reversed the tide and showed how phenomenal a weaver Hansen 

was. She also underlined how significant Hansen remained for the identity of Norway, 

and the progress of Norwegian women. However, another thirty years would pass until 

Hansen was the subject of a solo exhibition. The last had been in 1973 in Oslo at the 

Decorative Arts Museum, and the next was in 2015 at the Stavanger Art Museum.179 

From the latter, two things became clear: Hansen was one whose talent, working ability 

and focus superseded that of every other textile and tapestry artist of her day; and the 

coexistence of this female tapestry artist alongside Munthe created a tension whereby 

the woven tapestry could still be used as a useful medium through which women could 

demonstrate a desire for national liberation and female aptitude.  

By relating Hansen’s career, which began in her early thirties, to that of 

Munthe’s, the inconsistencies and disparities that blighted Norwegian cultural society 

become apparent. One sees how confusing social expectations could be for middle-

class women when it came to how they were supposed to live and dabble in working 

life. Whereas Munthe freely chose tapestry design to expand his repertoire as an artist 

and patriot, Hansen, like other women of her class, did so initially as a pastime but 

eventually as a way to make money in order to live.180  

Hansen provides a particularly interesting case study for looking at how 

successfully rural craft passed from the hands of rural makers into those of middle-

class women. She progressed her abilities as a designer, maker and business-woman 

through tapestry work for which she was paid. She also became responsible for 

making, exhibiting and selling her wall hangings and door portières, made using a 

technique that she patented in 1897.181 Added to this were delicate table runners and 

oversized tapestries that were executed on a scale of the Flemish tapestries. All the 

while, like rural women before her, Hansen was careful to retain control over how she 

practiced her art, participated in the national and international market, and cultivated a 

reputation for herself as a sought-after specialist. She also ensured that her tapestries 

spoke for, and to, women.  

 
178 Anniken Thue, Frida Hansen. En Europeer i Norsk Tekstilkunst Omkrig 1900 (Oslo: 
Universitetsforlaget, 1986).  
179 Ueland and Leithe, Frida Hansen, 152. Anniken Thue, Frida Hansen (1855-1931): Europeeren i Norsk 
Vevkunst (Oslo: Kunstindustrimuseet, 1973).  
180 Ueland and Leithe, “Frida Hansen (1855-1931),” 62-63. 
181 See, Thue, Frida Hansen, 58, 100; Frida Hansen (1855-1931), 6.  
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 Like many other female artists, Hansen was born into a middle-class family. At 

nineteen, she married the merchant Hans Wilhelm Severin Hansen (1842-1920) in 

Stavanger in 1873. Before becoming a wife, she had received drawing and painting 

lessons from, amongst others, the Stavanger-born Kitty Kielland.182 However, as was 

the case with others of her status, marital life directed Hansen’s attention towards the 

upkeep of a family home, over and above a profession. Köhlerhuset in Hillevåg, near 

Stavanger, with its beautiful garden of roses and other flowers, became the couple’s 

residence in 1875. However, when the family business, Plough & Sundt, went bankrupt 

in 1883, Hansen’s husband was forced to move abroad and leave his wife without the 

means to support a young family. Between 1884 and 1888, two of Hansen’s children 

passed away. Hence, as a single woman with no money to spare, she needed to find a 

way to pay for her lifestyle and the rearing of a child. In a sense, Hansen was no 

different from Anna Pleym, who was also forced to find ways to make money to stay 

afloat. Nor was she any different from rural women who needed to find waged work 

when men emigrated to America or migrated to Kristiania. But as a respectable woman 

from a good family, she could not turn to any form of employment.183 Hansen therefore 

decided to start her own embroidery business from her residence in Stavanger at the 

end of the 1880s.184 As a young woman starting out on her own, Hansen had the time 

and independence to become aware of the procedures needed to repair old tapestries 

and åkle. As Ueland and Leithe describe, she managed this by learning directly from 

rural women living in coastal areas who were acquainted with historic techniques. She 

also studied alongside Randi Blehr who, around the time that Hansen was starting out, 

was organising a weaving course. This was taught by Kjerstina Hauglum (1867-1919) 

who wove tapestries in the same way as medieval women had done so centuries 

earlier, and she made a strong impact on Hansen.185  

 Whereas Munthe explored the art and craft of tapestry design through looking, 

Hansen researched the subject by doing as well as observing. Her respect for 

customary forms of textile work, from the use of raw materials to the dying and weaving 

on old-style wooden looms, informed her decision to become a participant on 

Hauglum’s weaving course in 1889. This took place in Lærdal, a municipality which lies 

in the south eastern part of Sogn and Fjordane, and around seventy miles from Øystre 

Slidre in Oppland (map C). The experience soon led to the purchase of Hansen’s first 

 
182 Ibid., 62. Thue, Frida Hansen (1855-1931), 9.  
183 Ueland and Leithe, “Frida Hansen (1855-1931),” 63.  
184 Thue, Frida Hansen (1855-1931), 8-9.  
185 Ibid.  
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Oppstad loom, an upright weaving apparatus and on which she would thereafter make 

tapestries and other decorative textiles (figure 3.27). During this time, Hansen also 

visited farms throughout Ryfylke and Jæren, which lie in Rogaland, just south of 

Hordaland, and where Backer’s painting At the Loom was set (map E). It was here that 

she was able to gather recipes for plant-based dyes. By 1890, a small weaving studio 

had been established: the Atelier for Hand Weaving and the Norwegian Tapestry 

(Atelier for Haandvævede Norske Tæpper).186 It is at this point that Hansen’s purpose 

became clear: to help herself, but also to help women through the ancient craft of 

weaving. As she later recollected: 

 

It went through me like wildfire… Yes, that I would now do! I would learn how to 
make weavings such as this and make them available as decor but also in 
order to provide a livelihood for many.187 

 

Like Munthe, Hansen was courageously imaginative and, while she was inspired by 

tradition, eager to use her abilities to compare, contrast and absorb different ideas from 

her homeland as well as further afield. After learning how to work with fibres and looms 

according to custom, she left Norway to train in Cologne then Paris in 1895. It was here 

that she absorbed ideas about Art Nouveau.188 Yet her evolving goal was to extend her 

expertise, acquire state-of-the-art techniques and see how the art of tapestry and 

weaving could remain a universal occurrence that satisfied a spectrum of demands.  

In her capacity as a designer and weaver, Hansen seems to have been driven 

by three concerns: to make money; to help fellow women; and to express personal and 

widely held opinions using a visual language that rightfully belonged to her gender. To 

some extent, this was also the norm for women in rural societies. Part Two showed 

how textiles were also employed for cost-effective reasons, to keep women involved 

and working collaboratively, and to allow them to teach others and share ideas. 

Hansen showed signs of artistic talent early on, perhaps due to her earlier training as a 

painter. She similarly displayed aptitude as a businesswoman not short of 

organisational skills, financial sense and suitable attributes. Hansen’s practical attitude, 

attention to detail and stamina, all of which were characteristics which defined the 

dispositions of rural women, allowed her to start her own small shop and company. 

Ironically, these were also deemed characteristics that clashed with the notion of what 

 
186 Thue, Frida Hansen (1855-1931), 9.  
187 Ibid., 31.  
188 Ueland and Leithe, Frida Hansen, “Frida Hansen (1855-1931),” 64. 
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a well-adjusted middle-class woman in Kristiania society was supposed to be: demure, 

discreet and domesticated.  

 In 1892, Hansen founded a bigger atelier for tapestry weaving in Kristiania, 

which was based in Tullinløkka, not far from the Royal Palace. Here, she and her 

female assistants worked together, like those women seen in Evening Scene (figure 

2.13), to produce decorative floor carpets (gulvteppe, gulvløper), a range of tapestries 

or wall hangings (billedvev, rutevev, slyng om en tråd), cushions (pute), screens 

(skjerm) and more. Her biggest customer was the Norwegian Society for Home 

Industry, the organisation founded by Kristiania’s Decorative Arts Museum in 1891. As 

Leithe and Ueland explain, Hansen also did some consulting work, thus increasing the 

possibility that women, like her, could move into a career and earn their own living 

whilst also extending her celebrity.189 Such progress did not necessarily mean that, as 

a woman working in a professional world led by men, Hansen could afford to be 

radically experimental in terms of how she ran her organisation, or pursued a career. 

She needed to be strategic and show resolve when developing an atelier that reflected 

a respected identity of both a practicing female artist and owner of a company.  

Like the women who marched with fane, or other female artists like Backer, 

Hansen drew on support from her own gender, and surrounded herself with the best 

knowledge and expertise from which to push the boundaries of tradition. She kept 

close contact with other influential women, such as Blehr, Backer and Kielland, 

throughout her life. In 1897 she even partnered with Blehr to set up the share-holding 

company, The Norwegian Åkle and Pictorial Weaving Studio (Norsk Aaklæede og 

Billedtæppe Væveri, or NABV). The list of shareholders points to Hansen’s persuasive 

character. Kielland and Backer backed her company, and Krohg, Hans Gude and the 

Bergen-based museum director, Johan Bøgh were listed as shareholders. Olav Schou, 

by then the owner of the Hjula Weavery, was on the board of directors. It was at the 

NABV that Hansen personally oversaw the work of around twenty employees. To 

ensure that its artistic quality was high, there was even a jury that included the artists 

Peterssen and Backer.190  

 At the same time that Hansen’s first weaving studio was founded back in 1892, 

Munthe was starting to produce his designs for tapestries. Towards the end of the 

decade, her second studio, the NABV, was also moving from strength to strength just 

as Munthe was making headway with his own artworks, partaking in the Lysaker Circle 

 
189 Ibid., 63 
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and creating designs for Leveld. In 1899, a newer, more official name was chosen for 

Hansen’s establishment: The Norwegian Image Weavery (Det Norske Billedvæveri, or 

DNB). This activity perhaps provided the necessary competition to spur each artist on: 

Hansen’s professional improvement may have been seen to rival Munthe’s way of 

working, while Hansen may have felt the need to show her worth as a woman with an 

innate talent. However, according to Bøgh, comparison between Munthe and Hansen 

happened too frequently. As he wrote in Morgenbladet on the 29th August, 1898: 

 

It’s impossible... to compare all our modern tapestries with Munthe’s drawings, 
or rather to demand that everyone follow in Munthe’s footsteps. Frida Hansen is 
an independent artist who energetically pursues her own goals.191 

 

Of course, Hansen ran a workshop while Munthe did not. And, unlike her male 

counterpart, she personally directed all aspects of the making-process. She oversaw 

the acquisition of the woollen or plant fibres, their dying and weaving on the oversized 

looms, followed by the finished product’s exposure to the public gaze through sale or 

exhibition. Photographs showing the DNB’s workshop indicate that, just as women 

divided tasks between themselves in the countryside, Hansen’s female employees 

completed different chores in order to function impeccably as a unit.192 Some women 

used vegetable dye to colour wool in large cauldrons, others were given instructions to 

weave flowers, figures and text on various looms at their disposal.193 The tapestries 

could be made on a small, medium or large-scale apparatus.  

Like Halvor Schou, the founder of the Hjula Weavery who was referred to in 

Chapter Eleven, Hansen was forward thinking when it came to using the printed-press 

for her professional benefit. Advertisements were placed in journals and interviews 

given to newspapers and magazines, such as the popular Self Help (Selvhjelp) 

magazine (figure 3.28). She authored her own publications, including Home Craft and 

Decorative Art in Norway (Husflid og Kunstindustri i Norge), which came out in 1899. 

This was the year that her company was renamed, and that Ellen Key published 

Beauty for All. Hansen’s texts were not as influential as Key’s, but they could be 

understood as her contribution to the debate about the promotion of home craft. It also 

considered the way in which arts and crafts could benefit the many not the few with 

regards to the cultivation of a contented domestic habitat.194  

 
191 Johan Bøgh, Morgenbladet, 29 August, 1898. See, Thue, Frida Hansen, 64.  
192 Lincoln, The Art of Norway, 177.  
193 Thue, Frida Hansen, 54-57.  
194 Frida Hansen, Husflid og Kunstindustri i Norge (Kristiania: Aschehoug, 1899).  
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 By exhibiting pieces in international fairs, Hansen, like Munthe, ensured that 

strategic efforts were made locally and abroad to sell what she made. After 1893, the 

year that Hansen’s tapestries were shown as part of ‘The Norwegian Society for Home 

Industry’ display at the World Fair in Chicago, her personal talent, in conjunction with 

that of her group of weavers, started to be discussed more widely. That so few women 

were exhibiting on such a scale renders Hansen’s effort astounding, and inspirational. 

Her tapestries and weavings started to be shown in the main cities across Norway, and 

in other parts of Scandinavia, central Europe and America. Works were exhibited at the 

Universal Art and Industry Exhibition in Stockholm (Allmänna Konst och 

Industriutställningen) in 1897, the Hirschwald Exhibition in Berlin in 1899, the Glasgow 

International Exhibition in 1901 and at the Carnegie Institute in Pittsburgh in 1915.195 

Her tapestry, The Little Mermaid (Den Lille Havfrue), made in 1925, was even exhibited 

at the Honolulu Academy of Arts in Hawaii in 1927.196 Hansen also started to win 

awards, including a gold medal at the Woman’s Exhibition at Earls Court held in 

London in 1900, gold at the Paris Exhibition in 1900, and gold at Turin’s International 

Exhibition of Modern Decorative Art in 1902. She and the DNB were appointed 

Officiers d’Académie of the French State in 1906, and was awarded the Norwegian 

King’s gold Medal of Merit (Kongens Fortjenstmedalje) nine years later.197 Within a 

relatively short space of time, Hansen grew from novice to expert. Alongside Munthe, 

she brought contemporary Norwegian decorative art, in the form of the tapestry, to 

global attention.   

 While her training history and business acumen was notable, the awards 

Hansen received were for her artistic ability. Compared to Munthe’s designs, Hansen’s 

revealed a side to her country that was strong and bound to the past, but equally 

romantic, wistful and mysterious. Writing about Hansen’s artistic practice in 1902, an 

art critic for the newspaper Stavanger Aftenblad praised her for finding a voice of her 

own by using motifs and a technique that was universally attractive. For him, Hansen’s 

style entered ‘into each and every nation’s artistic consciousness, yet without drowning 

in its Norwegian roots. It has been part national art in a European innovative sense.’198 

This was true: the decoration that Hansen used in her monumental tapestries and 

other pieces included a constant combination of fairy-tales, sagas, Greek myths and 

Bible stories. She also opted for a wide array of flowers which appealed to many: 
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bluebells, daisies, roses and carnations.199 Inspiration came from studying older 

Norwegian tapestries and newer Art Nouveau artworks from Paris and Germany. Even 

so, Leithe says that Hansen’s interest in flowers stemmed from a childhood spent at 

the family home in Hillevåg.200  

A theme that connects many of Hansen’s innovative designs with those known 

from the Norwegian past was the representation of the resilient female figure. As 

discussed in relation to tapestries from Gudbrandsdalen, such as those featuring the 

parable of the Five Wise and Five Foolish Virgins (figure 2.23), just as older tapestries 

had an instructive function in local communities, Hansen’s versions were littered with 

symbolic meaning for women living in the modern age. Her voice was heard at a time 

when what it meant to be female was being questioned, and continuously changing. 

Dandelion (Løvetand) shows how Hansen captured the concerns of women relatively 

early on (figure 3.29).201 The artefact was commissioned by the NKF, finished in 1893 

at the same time as Munthe’s watercolours were exhibited, and then shown in the 

Women’s Pavilion at the World Columbian Exposition in Chicago. The Milky Way 

(Melkeveien), completed by Hansen and the NABV in 1898, provides another example 

of how Hansen was able to represent her gender and their hopes and fears (figure 

3.30). Displayed in Bergen that year, followed by Berlin and then London, and at the 

Paris Exhibition in 1900, this tapestry provided Hansen with her international 

breakthrough.202  

 While Dandelion uses the flower as the weaving’s leitmotif, it is the woman that 

exists as the artwork’s focal point. Positioned in the middle of the tapestry, which is 

comprised of the colours red, white and yellow gold, and with her arms reaching 

around two columns, a woman stands tall, in profile. She is positioned in front of an 

image of what appears to be the Virgin Mary, or possibly the Last Supper with Mary at 

the head of the table.203 Walking around the central woman are twenty-three other 

female figures. Slight in stature and dressed in red and white with cone-shaped hats, 

their outfits indicate that they are part of the same collective or community. Closer 

inspection prompts the proposal that these might be Norwegian nisse, who were 

mythological characters from Nordic folklore and believed to bring good luck. They 
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appear in Asbjørnsen and Moe’s Norwegian Folktales, and are clever independent 

beings that, despite their size, possess immense strength, help others and act as 

guardians of a farm or household.204 However, Inger M. L. Gubdmundson sees these 

as tiny women carrying dandelions in various states of bloom.205 The border of the 

square is made up of what could be twenty-seven meadow flowers, such as the white 

buttercup which has five petals and a yellow centre, or the strawberry flower or 

daisy.206 These motifs, and the use of gold, yellow and white, are symbols that seem to 

refer to the developing fight for women’s rights in innumerable of ways. Yellow and 

gold were to become the colours of the American suffrage movement, where this 

tapestry was shown after it was made, and dandelions were connected to the feminist 

cause into the next century.207  

The various texts and signs woven into a geometric pattern around the design 

are also noteworthy. As Gudmundson says, the way in which these are laid out could 

resemble the ground-plan of a church.208 In conjunction with the picture of the Virgin 

Mary, this would connect women’s rights to a Christian message which, perhaps, was 

intended to fuel the feminist’s moral cause. One text, which appears in the small boxes 

that are to be read clockwise from the top left-hand corner, refers to the four elements 

of earth, fire, air and water. The ancient symbol for these, which looks like the letter ‘A’, 

also appears on the clothes of the woman, and inside the smaller squares within the 

larger form. Other texts, in four diamonds, refer to the seasons. These may point to the 

passing of time, and the transience of life on earth as in heaven.209 But there is a third 

text, which exists as the tapestry’s most important indicator when it comes to its 

meaning and message. Borrowed from Norway’s poet, Henrik Wergeland (1808-1845), 

it is from the prologue to his musical play The Campbells, or the Son Returned 

(Campbellerne eller Den Hjemkomne Søn), written in 1837.210 As Gudmundson shows, 

the words can be translated as follows: ‘When the field lies dark and lush with 

dandelions, the herb that grows the more it is trampled.’211 By the time that Dandelion 
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was created, Weregeland was still revered by many as a ‘national poet’, including 

spokespersons like Bjørnson and the artist Gustav Vigeland (1869-1943) who sculpted 

him in 1908. He was regarded as the original Norwegian patriot who advocated ‘the 

intensity of genius in a great future for his small country.’212 It would seem that 

women’s loyalist, but independent minded form of politics, was being advertised by 

Hansen, as well as their religious and ethical conviction. Hansen’s use of symbolism 

underlines how a durable, forceful woman, as maker and model, could be directly 

related to the potential for development.213  

 In The Milky Way we again see walking women accompanied by text and 

imagery related to nature, but also the zodiac and Christianity. It appears to be another 

effort to highlight female supremacy during a time of complicated gender roles. Striding 

before a starry, midnight-blue sky, six female figures with golden hair and bright haloes 

are robed in graceful garments. They process across the frame, moving from the upper 

right to the lower left, as if moving down from heaven towards earth. Each of their 

hands grasps a veil laden with stars, while what lies above them seems to be a 

constellation formed to represent Scorpius. The environment around these women is 

still and calm, and yet the repeated movement of the figures adds rhythm to the 

picture. The connection to astronomy associates these beings with characteristics 

purportedly associated with Scorpio people, in other words, those who are focused, 

intuitive, and brave. Again, textual references draw attention to the meaning behind 

these women’s action, their presence in the artwork, and Hansen’s personal intentions. 

The Hebrew text running along the bottom links The Milky Way, which may be 

understood as the blanket of stars in the hands of the ladies, to the Jewish and 

Christian story of creation in Genesis 1:15. ‘And let them be lights in the expanse of the 

sky to give light on earth,’ it reads.214 Gudmundson states that by referring to the story 

of creation, Hansen interprets a chronicle which had provided the basis for study by 

many other artists before her. From Michelangelo who painted the ceiling fresco in the 

Sistine Chapel between 1508 and 1512, to Tintoretto who painted The Origin of the 

Milky Way in 1575, and Rubens who painted it in 1637.215 In Hansen’s artwork, we are 

shown how a female artist could use a figure in her own form to equally represent 

God’s presence, and carry his message to the people.  
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 Despite Hansen’s achievement and popularity in her day, it is odd that so few of 

her works were purchased by Norwegian museums. Evidently, established directors 

admired Hansen’s weaving style, as did critics. But perhaps the intention to build 

collections that obviously reflected ‘Norwegian identity’ through the presentation of 

accepted ‘national’ values led to a favouring of Munthe’s style over and above that of 

Hansen’s. Maybe Munthe’s designs fitted their criterion more so than Hansen, who 

they saw as more international than national. Nevertheless, the exhibitions in which 

Hansen’s works were exhibited over the years, and the awards that she won, ensured 

that her tapestries and other weavings found their way into foreign collections. They 

can be found today in the Victoria and Albert Museum in London, the Museum 

Bellerive in Zurich and the Nordiska Museet in Stockholm.216 There is no denying that 

news about Norway, her values, and the role that women were playing in the 

redefinition of the state, were carried far and wide by Hansen’s creations. This 

extended the country’s reputation just when it was needed.  

That said, before Hansen’s death in 1930 there was a shift in artistic taste which 

probably had an impact on the way in which her particular style of tapestry was 

observed. A partiality for modernism crept in during the first decades of the twentieth 

century, which led to decreasing interest in the lavish and spontaneous lines and 

shapes of Art Nouveau that often typify Hansen’s personal style. Still, the dates of her 

weavings show that she was just as determined as the women in Grostøl’s 

photographs to work right up until the end, defy trends but ensure that her art was in 

sync with current events. The St. Olav Tapestry (Olavsteppet) was finished between 

1927 and 1931, hence right before she died. It was created to commemorate nine-

hundred years since Norway’s Christianisation. Although this weaving was 

commissioned by an American museum, Hansen was determined that it remain in her 

home country because so many of her pieces had already been taken abroad. In 1934, 

the citizens of Stavanger purchased the tapestry and presented it to Stavanger 

Cathedral.217 Sadly, however, this still remained one of the few examples of her work 

which was publically valued by her city of birth, let alone her own country.  
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16. Uses and Abuses of Traditional Dress 

 

Hansen’s creativity was mainly connected to the urban sphere. Even so, she looked to 

rural women for weaving techniques, and older regional tapestries for themes that had 

lasting significance. Tapestry work could bridge the gap between time, as well as class, 

location, occupation, and belief. This was so even as it was influenced by commerce 

and capitalism, internationalism and national politics. Likewise, the woman’s customary 

style of dress, initially introduced to the discussion in Chapters Seven and Eight, also 

underwent change before and after 1900. Once a staple part of country life, the end of 

the nineteenth century saw urban-based women embracing the attire as a way to 

confirm or authorise their identity as Norwegians and independent beings. A 

photograph from 1908, taken by Szaciński, shows a parade of women moving through 

the streets of Kristiania behind a fane in aid of The National Association (Den Nationale 

Forening) (figure 3.31). The occasion is the National Day (Grunnlovsdagen) which, by 

the time that the photograph was taken, was held on the seventeenth of May (Syttende 

Mai). The women, perhaps from the working-class, might have donned such outfits to 

acknowledge the regions from whence their families originally came. But the charged 

context of the photograph, and the collective activity of the walkers, suggest that 

regional dress was being adopted for political purposes that related to the rights of 

women and the authority of the nation.  

 Alexander Maxwell’s theory that an interest in ‘national’ clothing grew in 

opposition to a passion for fashion is important here. What he refers to as the ‘tyranny’ 

of ‘queen fashion’ harks back to the discussion in Chapter Twelve, which spoke of a 

growing demand for new clothing in Kristiania, and how this pressurised middle-class 

wearers to keep up appearances, and lower-class women to meet their 

requirements.218 Szacińsk’s marching women, in their identical Hardanger styles of 

clothing, seem to emphasise a solidarity that highlights their patriotism as much as 

their disinterest in sartorial diversity. The young women walk, two-by-two, or as part of 

a trio, in a long line whilst being watched by a crowd who wear contemporary dress. 

Thus, within this one photograph, there is friction. One set of women speak to the idea 

of Anderson’s ‘imagined community’, their outfits emphasising that a sovereign land 

might develop around the notion of a shared, composed, undeviating nation. The other 

group fits with the concept of the internationally orientated populous, who sought 

sartorial bonds with other countries who lived for the moment. Szaciński’s photograph 
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confirms how, in the words of Anderson, ‘if nation-states are widely conceded to be 

‘new’ and ‘historical’, the nations to which they give political expression always loom 

out of an immemorial past.’219 It again shows how an impression of the emergent 

Norway could be manifest in the figure of the female.  

 It has already been conferred that rural regions were conscious of presenting 

some sense of unity through dress. From Telemark to Hordaland, subtle variations in 

style and symbolism represented crucial differences concerning a woman’s lifestyle, 

marital status and regional origin. Szaciński’s photograph conveys that, when women 

arrived in the city, some of this diversity and the way that it might be echoed in clothing 

was discarded. The National Day was initially associated with Wergeland, due to his 

fame as Norway’s national poet.220 However, it was Bjørnson who developed the 

celebrations as we know them today, especially after 1863 when he wrote the words 

for the National Anthem, Ja, Vi Elsker Dette Landet, or Yes, We Love This Country.221 

In the early years, young boys were chosen to parade before the King of Sweden-

Norway in traditional-style breeches and jackets. By 1899, girls were also allowed to 

join the march.  By 1908, three years after Norway had obtained her own King and 

Queen, girls and women were joining the parade and wearing traditional attire to 

celebrate their independent country.  

Attentiveness towards a standard style of dress, and how it could come from 

the culture of Norway’s ‘common people’ matched Bjørnson’s theory that power should 

come from ordinary men and women. Like Johann von Gottfried Herder (1744-1803), a 

German philosopher of the late eighteenth century for whom the folk, or völker, were 

historical actors capable of pushing humanity along God’s path, Bjørnson believed that 

there was only one estate within the state:222 the common man. It was to this group that 

the King belonged, together with the highest official and the lowliest individual.223 But 

because most rural people already had a form of regional uniform, as it were, and 

because the late nineteenth century was already defined by national consciousness, 

the reworking of women’s traditional dress into the country’s emblem did not 

spontaneously occur. Rather, as with the tapestry, nationalism gave traditional dress a 

new lease of life.  
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 For a national bunad to be used as a means to unify the country, it needed to 

remain largely unaltered over time. It was envisioned as static, unchanged and 

definitive emblem according to circulating ideologies connected to the single nation. As 

the Norwegian Institute of Bunad and Folk Costume convey, the notion of the unaltered 

bunad became important in the political-cultural contemporary debate concerning a 

visible expression of sovereignty.224 But even so, to create a lasting and popular staple 

style for the national bunad, as worn by Maud in Nyblin’s photograph, by Szaciński’s 

parading women, and by the daughter in the postcard from 1895 (2.36), aspects of the 

customary dress needed to be kept, removed or even added to. The intention was to 

finely align the dress with conventional ideas of popular fashion to make it desirable, 

whilst retaining the essence of tradition. For instance, the pinning of the starched white 

linen apron, headdress and use of silver remained largely due to their attractive 

qualities, but higher collared blouses and chic hairstyles were encouraged due to their 

popularity at the time.  

The subtle rearrangement of clothing for the sake of urban political gain could 

be seen as limiting the public understanding, as conveyed through symbolism in dress, 

of a woman’s range of competences. Choices of fabric and pattern had long meant that 

rural clothing could communicate a woman’s capacity as a farm worker with various 

duties, as well as a good Lutheran and keeper of the household. Noss’s book on the 

krone and skaut made clear how the headdress was customarily regarded as the most 

important, indispensable aspect of the dress. This was mainly due to the messages it 

carried concerning the wearer’s marital status, age and working routine, and less so 

because it was visually arresting. While images show that the use of this aspect of 

dress was not entirely lost when folk attire started to be reviewed in national terms, the 

headdress started to be seen in ornamental as opposed to practical terms. Arguably, 

this gradually led to a general misunderstanding of the capabilities of rural peoples 

among those outside of the regions.  

However, by making traditional clothing, by way of the Hardanger style of dress, 

something that could be agreeably worn by more rather than fewer women, popularity 

in the city may have increased the longevity of the folk costume.225 Agnete Sivertsen, 

Director of the Hardanger and Voss Folk Museum (Hardanger og Voss Folkmuseum), 

has stated in interview that the main reason that the Hardanger dress became the 

national dress was because it was already vaguely similar to contemporary fashions 
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from 1900.226 The waist was dropped, and the blouse’s sleeves were slightly puffed, 

much like the cotemporary style of dress seen in Urd in 1899 (figure 3.16). The 

Hardanger version was also one of the most visually arresting of all the folk costumes: 

its black, red and white colour scheme matched that of the Norwegian flag, hence it 

was eye catching and memorable. A photograph from 1910 by Beer Wilse shows how 

it was used to compliment the Norges flagg (figure 3.32). Taken for the Norwegian 

Tourist Board, the picture shows Hannah Bekkevold (dates unknown), an employee, 

half way up the country’s second highest mountain, the Glittertind, which lies in the 

Jotunheimen mountain district in both Oppland and Sogn and Fjordane, and which 

stands at 2,465 meters above sea level (map C). She is dressed in her pristine national 

costume whilst grasping the flag, thus appearing brave and commanding in a country 

that, at the time, wanted to expose similar characteristics.  

This Hardanger style of dress was also used as a prototype because of the 

unsurpassable, treacherous, beauty of the west coast with which it was associated. As 

the map of the Hordaland area reveals (map E), the tiny islands, cliff faces and fjords 

that cut into the land made for a topography quite unlike anything seen in northern 

Europe. In the eyes of those who visited from Britain, there was a grace to the way that 

local women would spend their day working in this remarkable setting. Describing her 

encounter with west coast culture in 1905, Beatrix Jungman recalled how: 

 

In the morning, drawing the curtains of our cabin, we beheld the glorious 
scenery of the famed Hardanger Fjord... The weather was magnificent, and 
thus, though it was rather late in the year, we enjoyed all the pleasure offered 
by Nature to visitors of this delightful arm of the sea.227  
 

Ten years later, in 1915, this concept of Norway, defined by her nature and her folk 

culture, was still seen as deriving from the west coast. Beckett told his readers that the 

unsurpassable loveliness of Hardanger had been extolled for many years and across 

many ages by writers, like Wergeland, who appropriately called it ‘wondrous 

beautiful.’228  

 Just as the country was intent on using the traditional clothing to emphasise 

national solidarity and sovereignty, women cashed in on the craze for their own political 

reasons. Breakfast, by Wentzel, showed how migrant and working-class women 

tended to copy and collect middle-class fashions if they had the means and the money 

 
226 Petter Løkken, “Dette er Norges Første Bunad,” Dagbladet, 16 June, 2012, 
https://www.dagbladet.no/tema/dette-er-norges-forste-bunad/63329601.  
227 Jungman, Norway, 56-57.  
228 Beckett, The Fjords and the Folk of Norway, 198.  

https://www.dagbladet.no/tema/dette-er-norges-forste-bunad/63329601


238 
 

to do so, especially from the 1880s onwards (figure 3.20). As 1900 drew closer, 

middle-class women started to collect items of clothing that were formerly connected to 

farming and fishing communitues in an effort to advocate their rights. Before 

addressing this phenomenon, it is worth considering how the dress was also used by 

women for more frivolous reasons, and which disclosed a playful side to high-society. 

Photographs by Lund show how women might commission or make, wear and treasure 

their own national bunad. Of course, higher-class members of Kristiania society would 

never allow folk culture to fully replace their own cosmopolitan culture. They could, 

however, enjoy it as a form of fancy-dress. Lund’s portraits show ladies posing in their 

costumes before painted backdrops, accompanied by fake props that usually depicted 

improbable events but which added to the idea of make-believe. In one from 1900, a 

woman and her child roll dough for flatbread (flatbrød) in full festival garb, whilst behind 

them an open fire ranges, ready for the paper-thin, wheat-based bread to be baked to 

a crisp (figure 3.33). Lund’s photographs highlight how Kristiania’s urban rich bought 

their way into what they regarded as authentic ‘peasant’, culture. They also indicate 

that Lund was adept at securing commercial potential from this light-hearted trend.229  

 In this vein, traditionally inspired garments began to be regarded as collectors’ 

items. As it became increasingly popular to have a bunad, it became necessary to find 

cheaper, quicker ways to make the garment rather than resorting to the lengthy time it 

took to make it, as referred to through the example of the Setesdal skirts. Outfits now in 

the collection of the Museum of Cultural History reveal that new costumes began to be 

made out of imported cotton, rather than handmade linen, and ready-made woollen 

cloth, as opposed to homespun created from sheep’s wool. A visit to the bunad and 

husflid shop today, Heimen Husfliden, which lies on Rosenkrantz Gate in Oslo, helps 

show that such materials were, and are, easier to wash and be cared for on a costume 

of which there were so many parts. Indeed, from the turn of the twentieth century, 

bunader started to be bought from shops as opposed to being completed by the 

women of a family and then passed down through the female line. 

 A photograph by Beer Wilse showing the silversmith Marius Hammer’s tourist 

shop-front in Hardanger, which was housed in a Dragestil design of building, similarly 

hints at how the bunad began to be sold as a souvenir (figure 3.34).230 The left-hand 

window features a selection of keepsakes, including horns and pewter beakers. The 

right contains a mannequin wearing a Hardanger bridal costume, beaded bibs 
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(platrons), and little national dolls. By the 1900s, when the picture was taken, tourism 

was feeding interest in the traditional dress as a commodity and a keepsake. The 

shopfront features the British coat of arms. Indeed in 1910 we find an advertisement for 

the shop in Cook’s Handbook to Norway and Denmark with Iceland and Spitsbergen. It 

tells us that the owner of this shop had been given a ‘Special Appointment’ as 

‘Silversmith to H.M the King of Great Britain and Ireland.’231 The coat of arms must 

have impressed British vacationers. It might also have inflated the price of a textile item 

that was, in other parts, free to make, trade and inherit.   

 The Hammer shop, and Jungman’s book Norway, expose how, while people 

involved in rural enterprises were moving towards the city, middle-class Norwegians 

and foreign tourists were travelling around the countryside. It was here that they could 

sample the pleasures of rural life, albeit from a distance that never allowed them to fully 

comprehend the less appealing aspects of day-to-day life in the regions. The souvenir 

trade was fuelled by Norway’s infrastructural development (map B). For instance, this 

allowed British visitors to journey by the ‘New High Mountain Railway’ from Kristiania at 

just past seven o’clock in the morning, and arrive in Bergen, the gateway to the west 

coast, by nine o’clock that night.232 Nevertheless, however watered down the rural 

culture was when shown to middle-class visitors, tourism in Odda and Ulvik in 

Hordaland (map E) provided work for rural women, some of whom desperately needed 

the money to live once the men from the family had left the land for work elsewhere. To 

make the holiday experience more ‘authentic’, the bunad was worn by maids and staff 

at Norway’s country hotels on the west coast, such as the Hardanger Hotel in Odda. In 

an effort to encourage visitors, this venue even produced its own postcards and other 

circulated printed materials showing women in Hardanger costumes serving at tables 

(figure 3.35). The popularity of the tourist brand for Norway by way of the dress, as it 

were, was also used on advertisements for shops and societies, such as The 

Norwegian Society for Home Industry. These were printed in travel guides, such as 

those produced by Thomas Cook & Son.233 If anything, these encouraged foreign 

visitors to spend their money in areas which had been financially poor for decades.  

 Calls for the independence of Norway coincided with calls for the independence 

of women. Fittingly, the wearing of the bunad at patriotic parades was in accord with its 

use by passionate feminists. ‘At present an active effort is being made to place women 
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on an equality with men in all municipal elections,’ H. E. Berner wrote in 1900.234 Thus, 

having addressed how the photograph by Szaciński showing women marching in their 

matching dresses may have celebrated a nation, this chapter considers how it also 

celebrated a gender. Working-class women formed their own movement as 

seamstresses and factory workers who took to the streets and pressed for fairer 

conditions in the workplace as well as better pay. Middle-class women used examples 

of the decorative and fine arts and literature to shine a light on the problems they 

suffered in a country they believed to be run in the interests of men. Some were also 

not averse to using the traditional dress in an imaginative and somewhat radical way to 

emphasise their right to as much freedom as rural women.   

 Hulda Garborg is often held responsible for the reworking of festive attire into a 

general statement for womanhood. She is recognised for spreading support for 

Norwegian folk dress on the basis of its variety rather than its homogeneousness.235 

Extra interest in loose attire, rather than a fashion which favoured corsets and heavy 

skirts, also increased the popularity of folk costume amongst middle-class women. This 

was partly stimulated by interest in the Reform Dress Movement of the late Victorian 

era.236 According to Oscara von Sydow (dates unknown), the secretary for the Reform 

Dress Society of Sweden, the movement became strong in her own country as well as 

in Norway.237 In due course, Garborg chose the loosely fitting bunad, and emerging 

partiality for traditional attire, as a means to draw attention to what she believed to be 

the high status of a type of woman who knew how to dress appropriately for work and 

well-being. She has since been labelled the pioneer of what became known as the 

‘bunad movement’, as well as a national tactician whose efforts occurred at a 

favourable moment.238 Garborg was determined to disprove the impression that only 

one style of dress should, or could, be used to represent the nation and all women. 

After all, there were, and there are, as many as four hundred different versions of the 

folk dress which were ready to be shown more broadly and cherished more 
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thoughtfully.239 An assortment of style was believed to work in the favour of women 

and, therefore, the country.  

 Garborg was born on a large estate outside Hamar, Hedmark, which lies on the 

border with Oppland (map O). However, after her father went bankrupt, and following 

her parents’ early divorce, she was reared by a mother who, like Hansen and 

Zwilgmeyer’s Mrs Bruvold, supported her family through work as a seamstress.240 In 

later life, Hulda became an author, theatre director, and wife of the esteemed writer, 

Arne Garborg. The couple would go on to become a powerful, cultural force.241 They 

became well connected within Kristiania’s intellectual circles and amongst the 

suffragists, who formed part of the NKF. While her husband used the written word to 

reflect the linguistic and intellectual development of a country with a rural backbone 

which was struggling to free itself of foreign influence, Hulda adopted and manipulated 

the traditional dress as a way to draw attention to women’s lives, and urge an increase 

in the sorts of freedoms that they enjoyed on the farm.  

 Garborg understood that clothing traditions, had constantly undergone 

modification according to how and why women wore them. In a thirty-page pamphlet 

about traditional dress, Norwegian Traditional Clothing (Norsk Klædebunad) produced 

in 1903, she showed how a situation could be cultivated whereby an array of traditional 

festive clothing would be used in keeping with times gone by.242 This was the first 

comprehensive bunad book of its kind. But Garborg was not always loyal to this point 

of view in the way in which she herself behaved. For instance, she decided to invent a 

new, modern bunad whose design was supposedly based on older forms. To find 

inspiration, she dutifully visited parts of rural Norway. However, she did not pay as 

close attention to what the rural dress in certain parts represented. As such, she 

sometimes left out important changes in order to achieve her goal. The Curator of the 

Valdres Folk Museum and Keeper of the Norwegian Institute for Bunad and Folk 

Dress, Camilla Rossing, has indicated in interview that during a visit to 

Gudbrandsdalen Garborg was determined to find a style which had not changed since 

the medieval age. Dismayed to find that such a dress didn’t exist in these parts, for the 

dress had moved more consistently with the times in terms of its design, she fabricated 
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a style of her own.243 We see this unique version being worn by Garborg in a 

photograph by Beer Wilse in which she is shown sitting alongside her husband (figure 

3.36).244 Featuring a little hat and pinafore, this style was used to promote Garborg’s 

aims as an individual campaigner. It also reflected the arrogance of the urban 

intellectual and cultural elite and how they manipulated rural history for their own ends.   

 Thus, Garborg was inclined to exaggerate versions of attire, even fabricate 

stories behind their existence, to achieve what she wanted - even if it was on behalf of 

the nation’s women and their reputation. She equally showed commercial interest in 

terms of what could be called the ‘carnival’ of the bunad, which was alluded to earlier. 

In other words, a passion for customary attire which contrasted with that of 

contemporary dress. This is demonstrated by Garborg’s involvement in the 

establishment of the pattern making business alongside Axel Waldemar Johansen 

(1880-1922). The shop which was mentioned earlier in this chapter, Heimen Husfliden, 

was founded in 1912 for the making and selling of dress of different patterns and 

designs.245 Today, it sells bunads from thirty different districts. For this reason alone, 

and even if some of the dresses are now made in China, Garborg should be 

commended as someone who, like Hansen, personally ensured that her professional 

capabilities assisted and aided other women of her time, and prolonged the notion that 

the folk dress was a woman’s weapon.  

 

17. City-to-City Migration: From New York to Seattle 

 

For women now living in America, the receipt of the Christmas card or postcard 

showing Maud in the Hardanger dress may have conjured up reminiscences of 

pastoral life, or a curiosity in political events taking place in the motherland. Having 

ended Part Two with an analysis of women, textile work and national sentiment in rural 

areas of the Unites States, Part Three ends with a comparable assessment. It asks 

how, why and to what degree women who had previously worked in cities like 

Kristiania were able to rely on textile-related work when they moved to cities in 

America. It considers to what extent they used seamstress, shop or domestic work to 

adapt to shifting economic, labour and cultural patterns overseas, and where this took 

them next. Photography, as well as museum collections, shows that city-to-city 

migration did not deter women who, as Gjerde points out, were already used to 
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relocating, finding work and fending for themselves. Research also reveals that, 

perhaps unsurprisingly, rudimentary textile skills remained essential and transferrable 

from city-to-city. Regardless of the national environment in which they were practiced, 

they were continuously required for the management of a household as much as the 

fiscal efficiency of the modern American metropolis. 

 Unlike rural women who moved to rural parts of the New World, the relocation 

of working-class women seems to have encouraged a faster, more complete loss of 

their Norwegian identity. This is evidenced by a decline in the creation of customary 

textiles for the home and body. The urban American experience ushered in further 

opportunities for socialising with other nationalities, which led to intermarriage and a 

different kind of education, but also the intermingling and gradual forgetting of native 

customs. Such loss may have also been caused by the hasty speed with which many 

of America’s cities, like New York, were growing.246 Accelerated modernity exacerbated 

the pressures that urban life placed on women and their ability to protect the traditions 

of their homeland as they moved from place to place.  

 Compared to those who moved from the farm to Kristiania, or who lived 

working-class lives in the capital, more female immigrants to America’s cities recorded 

their experiences in writing. There are letters, diaries and oral histories that have been 

collected by American historians, and which aid our understanding of the female 

experience.247 While representation in the fine arts is, again limited, photography also 

came into more regular use. Sources from the collection of the Minnesota Historical 

Society, for instance, reveal that women started out by living as they had in Norway. 

They relied on all-female communities, an ardent attitude towards labour, and 

traditional competencies associated with the needle trades and domestic duties. The 

American academic David C. Mauk has conducted research into the way in which 

women were able to find their way in cities like Chicago, Seattle, the Twin Cities of 

Minneapolis and St Paul in Minnesota, and New York.248 As Mauk shows, women 

frequently fell back on customary skills to make money of their own. Nonetheless, as 

time passed, they were not shy of using common textile skills as a base from which to 

grow into more demanding roles which carried different sorts of responsibilities: ‘The 

Norwegian enclaves in these four cities represent by far the largest and most influential 
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communities established in America,’ Mauk writes. ‘Their size supported a broad range 

of religious, social, political and educational activities and institutions - and with them a 

greater range of choices for their female residents.’249  

 Earlier generations of women moved to urban areas in America from rural 

origins. As 1900 dawned, city-to-city migration from across Scandinavia became more 

frequent. The painting Emigrants at Larsen’s Plads (Udvandrere på Larsens Plads), 

1890, by the Danish artist Edvard Petersen (1841-1911) (figure 3.37) offers a sense of 

how the latter part of the nineteenth century attracted growing numbers of women. 

Larsen’s Plads was a site in the port of Copenhagen from where many ships set off for 

the New World. It was at the start of a westbound route that began in Denmark before 

calling at Kristiania and Kristiansand in Norway, then crossing the Atlantic for New York 

City. The painting shows what could be as many as eight women preparing to travel, 

their ages ranging from the very young to the very old. A woman cries, possibly seeing 

off her son and his wife, whilst a lower-class family of women squat on the pavement 

eating oranges before their long journey. It may be that they are travelling to join men 

who had made the journey before them. Meanwhile, watching the scene, is a shawled 

woman standing alone. Perhaps she is a seamstress like Albertine, willing to start a 

new life elsewhere. Surrounded by duffel bags, satchels and small cases, the majority 

of these women would never be reunited with the families they left behind. But the 

excitement of the American job-market, and the fact that women had the skills to fit in 

and find work, conceivably made the separation worthwhile.  

 By the time that a ship set sail in the 1890s, it is reasonable to expect that many 

of the women moving overseas had probably saved up for their own ticket, or been 

sent one from relatives already in America. Because of the growing job-market in 

Kristiania, many of these later city-to-city travellers, as opposed to those discussed in 

Chapter Nine, would have spent much of their lives in urban areas already. When they 

arrived, their onward journey could take them to an urban settlement where work could 

be found, until they located family members with whom to live, or simply unearthed a 

city environment that was advantageous to their needs.  

 The historian Odd S. Lovoll has conducted ample research into Norwegian 

women who made their way to Chicago between 1880 and 1895. He shows that 

around a quarter of those leaving Kristiania initially landed in New York City, before 
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heading to Illinois by train and then settling in Chicago.250 This city was a destination 

because it had America’s second largest employment market, and was close to the 

Midwestern Norwegian rural settlements that were touched on in Chapter Nine. It also 

had the largest Scandinavian population of any city in America, thus it was a 

destination that was especially attractive for young, single Norwegian women who 

sought a familiar community, however distant it happened to be.251 Despite the push 

west, Brooklyn in New York City retained a number of immigrants, both male and 

female, mainly because it was regarded as a stimulating place and had a large number 

of jobs on offer.252 The stream of women moving right across to Seattle, which lies 

around three thousand miles across from New York, was small until travel by railway 

became easier around 1900, and after an expanding economy provided more jobs.253 

By the twentieth century, the Twin Cities in Minnesota, which lies on the route west 

between New York and Seattle, was indisputably the centre of Norwegian America, 

with children being born to couples who were of Norwegian heritage on both sides. 

Mauk explains that the 1880s had witnessed the largest group of newcomers that the 

Cities ever received in a ten-year period.254 Many were probably the most determined 

and single minded of women, increasingly keen to assert their freedom.  

 As was the norm in Kristiania, a city where rural women took up textile work in 

the factory, home or atelier, the first generation of working-class immigrants and some 

middle-class women tended to fall into work connected to domesticity and textiles. 

They worked as seamstresses, or sometimes in shops, and certainly in other people’s 

homes. As Marylin Motz points out, and as Chapter Fourteen showed, the ‘cult of 

domesticity’, and a belief that women should devote themselves to a happy home and 

family, provided a purpose and vocation on both sides of the world.255 It was a fad that 

provided a means to make money, sometimes immediately, meet different people and 

find a way to integrate. A photograph by an unknown photographer from 1890 which 

shows women working in ‘Mary Molloy’s dressmaking shop’ around the year 1890 

reveals how Norwegian American women may have managed to function when they 
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arrived in cities such as St Paul or Minneapolis (figure 3.38).256 The similarity between 

this photograph and that showing Frøken Larsen’s Sewing Establishment taken seven 

years earlier (figure 3.15) is obvious. It proves that there was continuity when it came 

to work built around the idea of female companionship. Like other second-generation 

immigrants elsewhere, Norwegian women might use this basis to find extra energy 

within a more open American society to move beyond their textile-related work and try 

new kinds of employment.  

 Mauk provides an example of this trend through the story of Matilda Lilleby 

McReynolds, known as Telia (1868-1932). She was born to Norwegian immigrants in 

Renville Country, Minnesota and followed her sister to Minneapolis in the 1890s in her 

twenties. It is likely that before leaving home Telia, had assisted her mother with 

domestic work, such as sewing, and thus acquired relevant textile skills as well as an 

understanding of what constituted decent, first-rate domestic labour. As she grew 

older, Telia intended to progress as an individual worker and sought employment as a 

seamstress in the bigger city. Upon arrival in Minneapolis, she initially worked for 

another family, thus making money from the skills that she had acquired from her 

mother. Her career advanced steadily, even after she married Mr Lucian Alden 

McReynolds in 1901. The decision to remain employed, regardless of her marital 

status, was probably more easily made in America than it would have been in 

Kristiania. It was also a wise one: her husband passed away nine years later thus 

leaving Telia to fend for herself. This in itself is another indication of precariousness of 

life during our period, and why women’s work was useful. Mauk writes that Telia 

‘became the family’s sole breadwinner, which made her sewing and business skills all 

the more important.’257 As time passed, this employment brought her into contact with 

women of high society who, not only desired her skills as a dressmaker, but allowed 

her to feel at home in what must have been a large, overwhelming metropolis. It was 

here, however, that may have started to see her future as an American rather than as a 

Norwegian.  

 Dressmakers and seamstresses in the Twin Cities during the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century were frequently Norwegian Americans. Some were 

‘working in the needle trades temporarily,’ says Mauk, and ‘others becoming career 

seamstresses and dressmakers.’258 This was an environment that encouraged 

Norwegian women with the couturier skills discussed in Chapter Twelve to show their 
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worth in obvious ways, thereby obtain recognition. Most of the first and second 

generation Norwegian American women engaged in paid work in Brooklyn, 

Minneapolis and St Paul during the years 1892, 1900 and 1920 are recorded in the 

census as ‘skilled workers’. In 1900, fourteen percent recorded that they were 

‘dressmakers’ and almost nineteen percent called themselves servants, the highest 

figure of all. By 1920, however, the largest percentage fell to stenographers and 

clerks.259 This change is testimony to the fact that women were becoming more 

educated whilst living abroad, were willing to break out of a mould that long defined 

their identity, and were encouraged by a progressive American mindset to develop in 

their professions or find entirely new lines of work. This is not to suggest that those 

who stayed engaged in textile-related housework found it unsatisfying, or a waste of 

time. In American cities, work usually took place indoors, often in newly built homes 

where women could live ‘on site’, and regularly try modern devices which were more 

readily available than they were in Norway. Like their Kristiania-based equivalents, 

women could stride out on their own, and embrace the highlights of a city such as New 

York, which was also lived in by Sicilians, Germans and Irish.260   

 One of the most prominent spokespersons on the exhilarating opportunities that 

awaited Norwegian women in America, especially with regards to professionalisation 

and education, was Aasta Hansteen. Having first become known in Norway as a 

painter, Hansteen, along with her foster-daughter, arrived in America in 1880.261 As a 

single mother and with few connections of her own, she was able to confirm her 

professional identity as a writer and journalist during her nine-year stay in the country. 

Boston became her home for six years, followed by Chicago for two and a half years. 

Her musings on her new environment, and her meetings with social reformers such as 

Lucy Stone (1818-1893), Julia Ward Howe (1819-1910), Mary Livermore (1820-1905) 

and Wendell Phillips (1811-1884) reveal that the spell in America compelled and 

encouraged her to speak out. She gave talks, wrote articles and obtained a greater 

sense of self-sovereignty than she had in Kristiania.262  

 Part Two showed how rural migrants often held on to their memories of Norway 

through items that were made in the home, and which they shared within the immigrant 

community. Urban migrants lost much of their Norwegian culture more quickly, 

specifically in terms of material goods made in the guise of traditional artefacts. Rather 
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than keeping woven or sewn commodities to remind them of their past, women gave 

older textile pieces to museums, and acquired fashionable replacements from shops 

which reflected their new American identity. New York’s Metropolitan Museum contains 

a selection of items that were bequeathed by Norwegians in the early part of the 

nineteenth century. There is a small, crumpled example of Hardanger embroidery 

which a Norwegian-turned-New Yorker named Miss Elise Hansen Silljan (dates 

unknown) bequeathed in 1908 (figure 3.39). Indeed, as the previous statistics from the 

1920s exposed, if women were to play a greater vocational role in the overall 

construction of America’s cities, they needed to start with a clean slate and not hold on 

to the past. As well as being employed as clerks and stenographers, they became 

teachers, members of the medical community and saleswomen.263 These were 

professions which did not require traditional skills or strength rooted in a notion of 

heritage. Moreover, intermarriage with men from other immigrant groups, including 

Americans who spoke English, also led women away from their past, and presumably 

from traditional textile traditions. That women were more likely than men to settle 

permanently in America underlines how urban-to-urban migration was a success story 

for many who took to the high seas.264  

 How did American society view Norwegian women and their textile work? As 

much as Norwegian women may have admired Americans, the same might be said 

about how Americans viewed Norwegians. Frida Hansen’s involvement in the World 

Columbia Exposition in Chicago in 1893 is a case in point. The artwork that she made 

for the event, Dandelion, made a lasting point about the extent to which Norwegian 

women’s work, as well as their creativity, was admired in American circles. Not only 

was the tapestry commissioned by the NKF for exhibition in the Women’s Pavilion, but 

it was also intended for display at the International Women’s Congress which was held 

around the same time.265 Hansen was a member of the exhibition committee, whose 

responsibility it was to help the American public understand how Norwegian women 

were involved in ordinary society, as well as the historical development of women’s 

social contributions and their legal status. Gudmundson says that alongside the 

Dandelion tapestry other customary textiles were exhibited, including the national 

costume and åkler.266 If Norwegian migrants in urban parts of America may have 

yearned to integrate in the New World, American society, like the British, appears to 
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have looked over her shoulder at Norway as somewhere that women were encouraged 

to make money, speak out and feel liberated. This admiration and encouragement is 

supported by a final photograph taken by Arthur Gran (dates unknown) in 1913 (figure 

3.40). It shows Norwegian women marching in New York alongside a placard in aid of 

American women that reads, ‘Women of Norway Vote! Are Women of New York 

Inferior?’267 

 

Conclusion  

 

Hansen showed that rural Norwegian women’s traditional textile craft could be 

preserved and reassessed, especially at a time when people in her country needed to 

be more self-sufficient. In her opinion, it would seem, big industry could be resisted and 

the skills that had been passed down from mother to daughter protected. As she said 

herself: 

 

Young artists should not forget the tremendous inheritance our forefathers, by 
their example, have given us... Decorative art should be a role model for 
utilitarian craft, such that all homes, large and small, can be helped to create 
beauty, harmony and enjoyment.268  

 

Hansen’s skills as a tapestry designer reveals how women’s traditions were reinvented 

for a modern audience. They were moved into the present age, enjoyed by different 

audience, and consequently kept alive. This is not to ignore that, along the way, skills 

and expertise were lost. Indeed, although effective use of the traditional dress as a 

Norwegian emblem depended on entertaining the interests of those who were also 

living beyond the country’s borders, such as British tourists or American citizens, it was 

similarly about simplifying the style so that it could appeal to the masses. In other 

words, updating the garment for a population who had increasingly dissimilar lives to 

lead, and tailoring it for assorted types of women living in a new century. The intention 

of Norway’s nation builders, which was sometimes upheld by artists, was to cultivate a 

visual product or artefact which, when carried by the physique of women of both high 

and low status, offered a simple, effective impression of a country that was completely 

unique.  

 Becoming prosperous as an evolving nation also meant encouraging women to 

work in the city, mature in their professional identity, and contribute to a healthy 
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economy as labourers in receipt of a decent wage. This final chapter has shown how 

women of different generations and backgrounds put time and energy into the urban 

workforce. One may conclude that without women’s factory work there would be no 

middle-class who engaged in a capitalist economy which, in turn, stimulated a modern 

sense of middle-class self. Without the migration of poorer women, many of whom 

were from bonde or husmann families, into industrial or domestic life, there would be 

no Labour Party who would openly fight for better conditions for workers in textile 

factories or for seamstresses.  

 The chapter finishes with a previously unacknowledged revelation that the study 

of urban-made textiles can be used to show that, when women moved to the city to find 

work, their lives, sensibilities and identities could be revolutionised for positive as well 

as detrimental ends. While it is true that a metropolitan existence could worsen 

women’s experiences in some ways, the development of the city using female labour 

might also add to the continuation of proudly upheld rural customs as a matter of 

endurance and for positive ends. It is clear that weaving and sewing still held meaning 

and had a place within the Norwegian and even the American economy as well as the 

creative identity of the country. Female bonde migrants who became working-class 

also relied on some of the characteristics of labour learned on farms or in fishing 

communities. They may have been working for monetary reward, at all times of day, 

and in a space that was detached from their own private home. But clearly women still 

worked in teams, for long hours, and remained intent on looking after a family. 

 A comparison between three images shows that there are as many similarities 

as differences between the domestic wage-work being practiced by seamstresses in 

Holbø’s Evening Scene, as Frøken Larsen and Mary Molloy’s small tailoring 

companies (figures 2.13, 3.15, 3.38). Urbanisation meant that defining characteristics 

that allowed regional women to prosper, such as a durable work ethic, remained of 

supreme worth. The assessment of visual culture in Part Three, during which we have 

looked at painting, photography and objects, has proved that women were facilitated by 

a reliance on textiles in their move to Kristiania or overseas. This was also aided by 

transferable textile and household skills, as well as new environments, that allowed 

them to make a living. Women were equally aided in their quest for individuality by the 

sometimes-radical re-assessment of traditional, regional aspects of women’s culture, 

such as the dress and the tapestry. What emerges is how new ideas and points of view 

connected to these items allowed women to carve out or demonstrate forthright, 

politicised and strident characters that supported the direction of the nation at large.  
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Conclusion 
 
 

Whether they were shown on the gallery wall, the body, in the home, as part 

of a painting or photograph, this thesis has exposed how and why textiles may be 

used to disclose important information relating to Norwegian women’s lives during 

the decades around national independence. It is clear that cloth, tapestries and 

items of dress prove that women were influential in Norway in an assortment of 

ways, and that they presided over an important sub-culture of which these items 

were part. Whereas previous studies have surpassed or forgotten to investigate or 

incorporate women’s stories, this thesis has made a valuable, scholarly contribution 

to the field of art history by using textile objects to show how woman’s culture played 

an ever-important role in the consolidation of the old Norway and shaping of the new 

nation. Women have been held up as present, visible, active and, at times, 

authoritative contributors through their manual labour, related skills and behavioural 

instincts connected to, or stimulated by, textile work. This, in and of itself, had 

lasting impact across regional, social and economic boundaries, but also for the 

rights of women over time and the fashioning of a visual language of national 

identity that did not solely rely on the fine arts.  

The preceding chapters have shown, in detail, that women’s textile work, be 

it decorative or functional, was admired over the decades by artists and 

photographers. It was also wanted by members of the public, whose opinions and 

views have, hitherto, been too often left out of conclusive evidence pertaining 

Norway’s position around the turn of the twentieth century. What is remarkable is 

that rural and urban women were, in fact, the keepers of conformity through the 

ongoing need for basic cloth. But they were equally instigators of change through 

their involvement in the weaving industry or decorative arts movement. From the 

1880s until after 1905, it is reasonable to use the evidence in this thesis to state that 

regional and urban women did not become less significant as the country around 

them changed. Rather, they expressively reshaped their cause as required, and 

remained effective and sought after. Our reliance on object-based research has 

shown that tried and tested means, including routines connected to the designing, 

weaving or sewing of goods for the body or home were used by old and young 

women consciously and unconsciously. These practical rather than intellectual skills 

increased their social status and enabled their community to survive. It was a 

contribution encouraged by the surrounding environment, as well as the communal 
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society in which people lived. It was also stimulated by the help of leading figures in 

the fields of politics and culture.  

After noticing a gap in the field of art history pertaining gender and social 

history, this thesis has strived to show that women and their textile skills have, 

before now, been ignored or forgotten by British art historians to detrimental effect. 

However, visual source material relating to textiles and rural, working- and middle-

class women is evidently in decent supply and waiting to be challenged and 

assessed. This assessment is even more vital given that during the years before 

and after 1900 so-called seemingly ordinary items, like the dress or a piece of linen 

homespun, were regularly prized by Norwegian and foreign visitors. The time-lapse 

between their appreciation then, and our appreciation now, has meant that an 

analysis of rural and urban areas, museum collections, photographic records and 

case studies is desperately needed. As this study shows, not least to refresh or 

even re-evaluate how historians of different disciplines look at, and attempt to 

understand, a gender and a society. Given the size of Norway, and the variety of 

textile and visual sources uncovered, this research provides only a starting point 

from which to continue to look to images, women and textiles to uncover a complex, 

often contradictory country.  

As we began by showing, the autonomous nation that Maud acquired when 

she became Queen encompassed innovative systems, strategies and structures. 

Paintings, photographs and artefacts discussed in this thesis consistently reveal that 

women managed to fit into this new society. This was usually through practical 

capabilities, many of which had been honed in the countryside, and which provided 

them with crucial skills and instincts that would serve them well in the city. We know 

that their involvement in the circular economy depended on textile work indoors and 

out, not to mention the exchange of skills and the meeting of seasonal deadlines. 

Moreover, Part Two revealed that to fully appreciate the extent of women’s ongoing 

and overall role in society, a more hands-on assessment of their exertion in coastal 

and inland parts is essential. This way, we proved that it was away from the city that 

women initially obtained respected positions as resourceful keepers of stability 

alongside men. This was both in terms of their day-to-day activities, but also the 

extent of their responsibilities when men were unavailable. Tracing the move into 

city life for some, such as Frida Hansen or those who emigrated abroad, shows that 

skills acquired through the gathering of raw fibres for weaving, or the design of items 

connected to Biblical or pagan tales, reflected well on women in their capacity as 
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leaders. Such abilities similarly provided a secure basis from which to launch into 

different lines of textile work if they migrated to the city.  

In Part Three it was demonstrated through an assessment of imagery and 

item that the urgency with which women’s dexterous and hard-working capabilities 

were needed did not cease when they moved to Kristiania’s eastern suburbs. The 

rapid development of the urban domain relied on an unwavering willingness to 

commit to the regimen of the textile factory, or supervise work within the home. This 

determined, ardent attitude towards labour was sustained by the small size of 

Norway’s population and large scale of the nation, which required all hands-on deck. 

It was equally aided by a resilient belief in orthodox Lutheranism and how this 

orientated daily life through the eyes of God. But, as the creation of the christening 

blanket and Gudbrandsdalen tapestries exposed, faith equally provided women with 

the motivation to become mothers, tell stories and imagine a world far beyond their 

own. Therefore, as the monetary economy grew, and as women started to work for 

wages, the kinds of textile work that they practiced changed and adopted new 

meanings. This altered how lives were lived away from the domestic interior, and 

influenced how others understood the role of women.  

Comparable chapters in Part Two and Three used detailed evaluation to 

show how traditional dress became national dress, and a symbol of imagined 

nationalism as opposed to regional belonging. A garment once painstakingly sewn 

to facilitate physical toil on the land, with added embellishment that hinted at 

superstitious or religious sentiment, became an item that was purchased and 

associated with gender politics and patriotism. Customary clothing, such as that 

worn on a Setesdal farm, had been created and worn by many to maximise the 

bounty of nature. When similar attire was embraced in the city, and employed as a 

tool for women’s rights or national identity, it was regarded as an aspect of a 

consumer culture that denoted status and political meaning. Imagery has relayed 

how ‘traditional’ textiles on the body were used consciously and critically to establish 

a woman’s position in society as something that could be valued according to her 

outward appearance and class, not merely her ability with the needle. But still, one 

may deduce that while women lost what they had in common when they arrived in 

Kristiania and started different sorts of working-class lives on either side of the Aker 

River, women of many ages and backgrounds might be united through the mere 

wearing of symbolic dress.  
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Visual culture, as defined according to this thesis in Part One, clearly shows 

that the manufacture of a woven or sewn piece, and its use as a communicative 

device, depended on collective work between women. The stories behind 

photographs, paintings and objects disclose that ‘sisterhoods’ of crop-pickers, 

weavers or designers did not wane over the years, nor were they confined to rural 

areas. The success behind the creation, trading, wearing and reception of textiles 

relay that women from bonde, husmann and middle-class backgrounds relied on all-

female clusters to meet a goal. This enabled a level of modification that favoured 

their lives. As photography attests, group work was evident on the farm, for instance 

via the breaking of stalks for the making of linen, or within the private, upholstered 

interior. It was also depicted in photography and painting as a symbolic theme: 

women working together are shown in Evening Scene (figure 2.13), the photographs 

showing women with their textiles following a Trinity Ladies Aid Sale in America, and 

at Frøken Larsen’s Sewing Establishment in Kristiania (figures 2.48, 3.15). From our 

proven understanding of women’s lives, this would be to offer support to one 

another but equally maximise output. We know from both visual and textual 

assessment that what began in the home and was part of the nuclear family 

economy endured when women took to the road and changed location. Yet before 

this study, it has rarely been emphasised that this this basis of activity provided a 

robust, authoritative front that allowed women to protect one another during periods 

of socio-economic or political turbulence. For instance, the embroidered fane in aid 

of the seamstress union publically communicated how the unity of the workforce 

through textile work meant that women could hope to achieve their aims. 

Partnerships, perhaps more than independent activity, seems to have encouraged a 

woman’s accomplishment and her endurance in a growing variety of ways. All-

female networks could be used to a woman’s advantage in the cultural sector. 

These were no less frequent amongst painters, tapestry artists or fashion designers.  

 Nevertheless, however helpful women’s co-operatives were, the fact that 

women’s lives have been little investigated by British historians shows how they 

occasionally hid the distinctiveness of women in their capacity as trailblazers. We 

The final sections of Part Two and Three proved that women’s move to America as 

part of a collective may be applicable here. Textile work performed by many was 

clearly essential in the New World. But from the outset, emigrant women were 

probably more independently courageous and strident than those who stayed 

behind. In this sense, and comparing sources from American and Norwegian 



255 
 

archives, it is hard to speak of a typical Norwegian woman: equipped with her 

thread, spinning wheels, loom and needles, she might be a rover, a risk-taker or a 

cohesive homemaker. Sometimes autonomous textile workers in the metropolitan 

milieu did well, and sometimes they fell on hard times. Krohg’s fictional seamstress 

Albertine showed that single young women’s involvement in the needle trades did 

not render them immune from poverty or exploitation. Even so, there are as many 

examples through imagery and objects that relate to forceful women who used 

traditional textile pursuits to create a path for themselves as single entities who 

could be adept at navigating the streets of Kristiania or Minneapolis.  

Anna Pleym, Frida Hansen and Matilda Lilleby McReynolds are three such 

women, all from different backgrounds, who used their weaving and sewing skills to 

progress in their careers. The example of these women, and the textile pieces for 

which they were responsible, is unique in showing how women shrewdly built on a 

reputation that their sex had already cultivated in Norwegian society: that women 

were skilled weavers, tapestry designers and decorators, and that this work could 

never be done well by men. It was a continuation that delivered a degree of inner 

confidence to women with which they might develop and progress their talents in 

public. Although Part Three plainly revealed that Gerhard Munthe was a proficient 

tapestry designer, it also demonstrated that he did not have the same range of 

making, fashioning and selling skills as Frida Hansen. Even so, the range of jobs 

open to professional women in the city was smaller than those in the countryside. 

This discloses that women may have had little choice other than to follow a line of 

work that was already part of their gender’s reputation. The narrative of the thesis 

has proven that textile work was less susceptible to criticism than other forms of 

employment. Thus, for some spectators within Norway, women’s excellence in the 

field of tapestry work was not necessarily seen as remarkable. 

Our story of women and textiles, from the country to the city, has also 

revealed that as more women left home to take up paid employment, and as the 

atelier or studio replaced the domestic interior as a place to weave or sew, problems 

developed that sometimes challenged the female identity. Photographs from 

working-class Kristiania showed how the split between work and living quarters 

occasionally left less time for the upkeep of a home or rearing of a family, care for 

the sick or the creation of pieces that reflected a woman’s inner most thoughts. Still, 

most women who took up paid work, like Albertine or even Backer, were single, 

without dependents or in need of financial assistance. The professional successes 
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of Pleym, Hansen and McReynolds within the textile business were the product of 

private lives that demanded they earn a living and depart from familial duty in the 

domestic sphere. Commuting between the urban apartment and the urban 

workplace was not easy, as shown by the exhausted women returning from work in 

Munch’s Evening on Karl Johan suggest (figure 3.1). Indeed, our assessment of 

women’s lives in Part Three underlines that women were sometimes unwelcome in 

the working world because of the concept that family life could be incompatible with 

paid employment. Paid textile work was therefore a mixed blessing. It could be 

ennobling in and of itself, and it might accrue a host of practical and psychological 

benefits. But it was also a means to an end, a necessary part of being alive. A job 

could bring autonomy, self-direction, the desire to improve and the energising sense 

of being connected to a national cause. By looking at the culture around the images 

and objects produced, we see how the story of the new capital city rested on a 

complicated system of interdependence which could, at times, forget the lower-class 

individual in amongst the desire for middle-class solidarity. Because the intellectual 

elite depended on those below them, and because they have tended to be the 

subject of more research since the 1950s, textile work by anonymous women 

sometimes rendered the lowly worker invisible.  

The object-based research around which this thesis is based has meant that 

some textiles, specifically tapestries, can be celebrated as woman’s means of telling 

stories and communicating ideas, regardless of time and place. Clearly, as their 

survival as part of museum collections show, and their presentation in international 

exhibitions expose, in order to help one another, and preview the worth of a borough 

or country, women as well as the wider public used and enjoyed pictorial weavings. 

This was for a multitude of reasons. For a far longer period of time than the fine arts 

in Norway, textiles were accepted, displayed and sold as impressive vessels that 

carried prominent and meaningful symbols. One detects a feminine aesthetic, both 

in terms of what was shown in a design, and what the tapestry was supposed to 

achieve. The figure of the upright female in weavings from Oppland had a prominent 

position, which spoke to women in the community (figure 2.23). A similar device was 

evident in monumental pieces woven by Hansen, whose tapestries showed the 

woman as a motif surrounded by swirling lines or evocative symbolism (figure 3.29). 

That these were shown in Norway and beyond, hence extending the reputation of 

Norway and her womenfolk, is valuable evidence for the way in which women were 

complicit in the visual language of national identity. Tapestries could be private and 
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public-facing items which, Munthe aside, remained women’s unique tool for 

distributing their intimate hopes and fears, political rights and artistic abilities. Even 

though they became more openly accountable and publicly answerable for their 

actions in the city, the time-honoured tapestry remained a device controlled by the 

female hand and discerning eye.  

This thesis raises the profile of textile items in new and stimulating ways. 

The structure of the dissertation, and sources assessed, shows that women may be 

divided into two camps to fully comprehend their interaction in old and new 

Norwegian society. There were those in the city who developed an urban identity, 

and those in the countryside who showed a sensitivity towards a rural sense of self. 

Until now, it has rarely been noted by historians that both were important for an 

overall Norwegian identity that had resonance in the past and present. Tempting as 

it may be to see the changes that took place as removing women from the regions 

and placing them in urban work, the thesis proves that women’s textiles remained 

as essential for a strong rural culture as they did in urban culture. These worlds 

occasionally interacted, as shown through the photograph of Maud by Nyblin, a 

foreign, city-based aristocrat clothed in peasant dress (figure 0.2). Yet they also 

continued as separate and distinct, with each performing different roles.  

By drawing attention to women’s textiles as well as associated activities, this 

dissertation is equally unique in that it has approached Norwegian history from a 

gendered point of view and an object-led position. This has provided a far more 

rational portrait of a nation and her people, and filled a gap in existing scholarship. 

While women were sometimes silent or excluded from participating in public 

decisions, the involvement of visual culture reveals that they were not passive 

observers. Rather, a focus on textiles has facilitated an analysis of additional un-

explored objects and associated skills which show women to have obviously, albeit 

subtly, challenged the prospect of subordination, adapted to new experiences and 

modestly resisted pressure to constantly or radically change course. The use of 

textiles as a medium for research has shown that women contributed to 

communities in Norway but also America. The methodology also allows us to 

recover a largely unseen side to a nation with a composite and candid history. This 

thesis serves as a strong introduction to finding fresh perspectives in Norwegian 

history that stands apart from more traditional practices in art history. After all, it has 

considered only the experiences of women from select areas of Norway, and the 

nation’s capital. Women, their work, and their representation in visual culture may 
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now be explored in northern Norway, the Arctic, the southern coast and the 

borderlands with Sweden. And in other cities, like Bergen, whose female inhabitants 

may have looked outwards towards Scotland, or Kristiansand, whose women might 

have looked down towards Denmark. Moreover, what of women who used textiles to 

make headway in other parts of the English-speaking world, such as Australia, 

Britain and Canada? An analysis of these similarly overlooked aspects of Norway’s 

past, and influence, trough the theme of textiles may as yet disclose equally 

provocative values and neglected dimensions to women’s lives.  


