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production and consumption. However, in the two instances modernization is 
linked to different acting forces: in Norway, it is presented as a civic-national 
project, whereas in China the narratives put more emphasis on the role of the state 
in the modernization of the country. These examples show how modernity, 
understood as an intellectual tool that helps to integrate innovation and make 
sense of social change, can be variously framed in museum narratives to support 
different kinds of nation-building projects. 

Conclusions 
Stephan Berger and the research group working on the project Representations of 
the Past: The Writing of National Histories in Europe8 have authoritatively 
documented the parallels that can be traced among European countries in the uses 
of the past for nation-building purposes. In line with Berger’s (2007) opening of 
the analysis to a global perspective, this paper has extended the comparative 
methodology further, to include a non-European country, such as China. The focus 
of the analysis was narrowed to museum representations of the nation and the 
examples from China were used to highlight specificities and generalizable 
features of national narratives in the museums of Norway. The analysis of 
museum representations of national past in Norway and China suggests that if 
national pasts are obviously unique to the historical trajectories of each country, 
their museum renditions point at a set of intriguing analogies in structures and 
strategies of historical representation. In Norway, as in China, national narratives 
of the past present what Anthony Smith (2004: 227) defined as the three requisites 
of a past that is useful to nation-building processes: authenticity, inspiration, and 
the capacity for reinterpretation. Museums play a key role in this respect, as 
displays contribute to validate the authenticity of national mythologies, to amplify 
and renew their inspirational potential, and to constantly reinterpret, revise, re-
frame and make anew the past to fulfil present needs. 

Museum displays of the nation in Norway convey a range of national 
mythologies, including the romantic folklorized rural past, the idealized relation 
with Nature, Vikings’ heritage, and the salvaging role of Christianity. This 
suggests that national narratives are not monolithic, but segmented and composite. 
In China too, museum displays of the nation unfold segmented national narratives 
– at times these even underpin different and incongruous perspectives on the 
nation. In both countries, despite a stress on historical continuity, the selective 
amnesia applied by museums to specific historical periods and events reveals 
historical hiatuses and discontinuities, whilst also casting light on the engineering 
of collective memory at work in displays. In the museums of both Norway and 
China, national narratives of the past find their counterpart in narratives of 
modernity. In both instances, modernity is formulated in terms of the (mostly 
technological) modernity of national structures and services.  
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In sum, coherence, continuity, longevity, civilisation and modernity emerge as 
the foundational endowments of the nation. In particular, these may be understood 
as structural components of national narratives in the museums of both Norway 
and China – significantly, both newly established nations in need to ground their 
present legitimacy in a long, uninterrupted and glorious past. In both Norway and 
China museums (and all the more national museums) appear to have developed a 
comparable répertoire of concepts, symbols, metaphors, images, narrative modes 
and visual strategies that are systematically used in representations of the nation. 
These elements are the building blocks of national master narratives, understood 
in the sense of Krijn Thijis (2008: 69ff) that is, as systems of abstract structures 
which are variously combined in narrative templates, which are then “filled” with 
specific historical narratives. Such structural analogies between Norway and 
China lend support to the hypothesis that an international canon is in place for the 
representation of the nation in museums. This does not, however, affect the 
contents of representations and narratives, which are context dependent and bound 
to specific national features (modes of nation-building, political ideology, current 
socio-economic context etc.). This discrepancy between structures and content 
reveals how an established set of modes of representation of the nation in 
museums is variously deployed in the framework of different political agendas. 
Whilst no country is so cohesive as to do without the unifying and legitimizing 
power of master narratives of the past, the perceived need to do so, and the 
strategies to implement it may vary significantly from a country to another. 
Analogies and divergences in these processes are valuable indicators of broader 
historical and global dynamics of social and political change. In particular, 
detailing and qualifying differences and analogies in museum representations of 
the nation in a cross-country perspective opens the ground of enquiry to new 
questions. What historical and contemporary political, social and cultural factors 
determine convergences and divergences in the master narratives developed by 
different nations? If an international canon for the museum representation of the 
nation exists, how can this be defined? What kind of museological and 
nationalistic considerations inform it? How did it come into being, through which 
historical processes? Answering these questions bears the potential to lead to more 
refined understandings of the roles that museums play in contemporary societies, 
the various ways in which similar roles are fulfilled, their historical roots and 
future implications.  
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Notes 
1 Although the concept of folk lied at the core of Norwegian nationalism, the concept initially 

implied a reference to “the Norwegian people” as opposed to the State (Aronsson et al. 2008: 
258). 

2 Norwegian Museum of Cultural History website: 
 http://www.norskfolke.museum.no/en/target-groups/About-the-Museum/The-History-of-

Norsk-Folkemuseum/ (last accessed November 2010). 
3 The exhibition We won the land opened in 1994, when the city of Lillehammer hosted the 

Winter Olympic Games. Maihaugen Museum website: http://www.maihaugen.no/en/. A 
multimedia presentation of the main sections of the exhibition is available here: 
http://www.randistoraas.no/eng/index.php?Side=1&counter=2 . I wish to thank Dr. Line 
Esborg, at the Department of Culture Studies and Oriental Languages (IKOS), University of 
Oslo, for the insights she provided about this exhibition in occasion of a seminar presentation 
she gave at the IKOS in November 2009. 

4 Military Museum, Beijing. Visited in May 2006. 
5 Site of the First Congress of the Communist Party, Shanghai. Last visited in April 2006. 
6 All quotations in this paragraph are from exhibition panels at the Norwegian Museum of 

Cultural History. Last visited, January 2010. 
7 In the winter 2009-10, the Museum of the City of Oslo hosted the temporary exhibition In the 

spotlight. The theatre history of Oslo and its performing arts. The exhibition explored the 
development of theatre performances in Norway as part of the nation-building process – from 
the creation of the Christiania Norwegian Theatre in 1854 devoted to the presentation of 
Norwegian plays in the new national language (the new Norwegian based on rural dialects), 
up to contemporary performances revisiting classics such as Ibsen in a cross-cultural, creative 
fresh perspectives.  

8 See http://www.uni-leipzig.de/zhsesf/index.php?option=com_frontpage&Itemid=1  
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other media. Those who feel that their Wallenberg is insulted by Swedish crooner 
Carola’s Raoul – hjälte för vårt land (Raoul – Hero for our country), sung at the 
Livets ord (Word of Life) church in Uppsala in 1993, or cannot find comfort in 
the fact that troubadour and guitar-hero Ben Olander travels in Sweden and 
abroad with his Wallenberg-alleluias,17 might at least find some relief in the fact 
that – so far – Wallenberg’s image does not show up on beer-coasters and cheeses 
as does his hero-colleague Jeanne D’Arc. Neither does there so far exist a Wal-
lenberg Action Hero figure, and although there are some children’s books, there is 
no comic or computer game which features him as protagonist. The closest one 
gets to this is the Swedish Institute’s Raoul Wallenberg exhibition in the virtual 
online world Second Life, in the official virtual Swedish Embassy the Second 
House of Sweden.18 It thus still seems inappropriate to describe Wallenberg as a 
“celebrity” (Levine 2010: 3), because celebrities are made up and made famous,19 
while heroes are self-made. However, tendencies to exploit the commercial poten-
tial of the Wallenberg narrative are nonetheless recognizable, e.g. when musicals 
of his story were performed on Broadway. Moreover, the free newspaper Metro 
has pointed to Wallenberg’s fashion potential and praised him for his elegant and 
timeless dress style (Metro 2007; see Schult 2007/2010). So who knows what the 
future holds?  

Raoul Wallenberg as a fashion icon in the newspaper Metro. 
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Furthermore, many unexploited themes remain – consider only that Barack Ob-
ama and Raoul Wallenberg were born on the same date (not in the same year of 
course), and what it would mean for the commemorations of Wallenberg if once 
again a President of the United States (after Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan), 
this time an African-American, proclaimed Wallenberg to be his role model. Ob-
ama aims to be reelected in 2012 – the year of Wallenberg’s 100th anniversary. It 
seems certain that the vast potential of the Raoul Wallenberg myth will guarantee 
its continued remix also in the future, appearing in different shapes in all kinds of 
media. 

So Whose Raoul Wallenberg is it After All?  

This article has explored the interdependence between man and myth. Of course 
neither Raoul Wallenberg as historic person nor as myth can be owned – neither 
by historians nor by anyone else. Filmmakers, curators, sculptors, painters, and 
novelists, politicians, teachers and preachers, journalists and troubadours across 
cultural boundaries all present their image of Wallenberg. Some support the exist-
ing narrative, some contribute to the myth with new facets; others may question it. 
All the same, a mythic tale cannot be owned.  

Long ago the Wallenberg story got a life of its own. And its independence from 
its historical roots will only become increasingly apparent when the last survivors 
and closest family members – who so far have acted as authorities on Wallenberg 
– have passed away. Raoul Wallenberg’s closest family may have their own im-
age of their relative which they treasure in private, but it seems that they are aware 
that the image or myth of Raoul Wallenberg is not owned by any one person.  

The storytellers have adjusted their narratives according to their own time and 
place, to their professions or to the media in question. And however different 
these narratives may at first appear, they all emanate from the same basic narra-
tive. Interestingly, this basic narrative along, with the purposes for why the story 
is retold and researched, have much in common. The storytellers’ aim is nearly 
always that prosperity remembers the man considered extraordinary, a man be-
lieved to provide orientation and moral guidance in the present. How such com-
memoration of Wallenberg in fact should be expressed so as to be most effective, 
is of course a subject of dispute.  

I would argue that the Wallenberg story even in the future will not be heavily 
exploited for entirely improper purposes, nor will it be forgotten. The core narra-
tive depicts Raoul Wallenberg as an archetype of moral good. This will be illu-
strated with a final example, however odd it may seem at first. It is taken from 
Woody Allen’s motion picture Deconstruction Harry from 1997 (Cp Schult 
2007/2010). 

The confused protagonist Harry is obsessed with sex and suffers from writer’s 
block. He is in desperate need of moral guidance. But who can guide him when 
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even the President of the United States is a bad example? Here, Raoul Wallen-
berg, like a hero ex machina, comes to his salvation: “Look, take Raoul Wallen-
berg. Did he want to bang every cocktail waitress in Europe? Probably not!” 
These are the words of Allen’s cynical alter-ego Harry in the 17th minute of the 
movie. For Harry, Wallenberg embodies morality and selflessness. While every-
body else is no good, this man does not let him down. Despite Harry’s cynicism 
and confusion, it becomes clear that Wallenberg acts as a kind of role model for 
Harry. It is due to Wallenberg’s popularity in the States that his example can func-
tion in this way even in the fast medium of a movie; within seconds, the audience 
associates Wallenberg with moral good, with values which seem to be lost but 
nevertheless longed for. Wallenberg represents the person who is genuinely en-
gaged in the fate of others, uncorrupted by private escapades or hidden motives.  

In all likelihood, Wallenberg’s life was brutally ended prematurely. But there 
will be no end to the Wallenberg story. There cannot be an end to a myth of such 
dimensions. This type of Raoul Wallenberg remix will continue and find new ex-
pressions. It is not only for Harry that Raoul Wallenberg is a hero to hold on to 
even after the inglorious 20th century.  

 
Children playing on Kirsten Ortweds Wallenberg memorial (2001) in central Stockholm, Sweden 

© Tanja Schult. 
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Notes 

1  The summary of Wallenberg’s life as well as other parts of this article rest on my book A 
Hero's Many Faces. Raoul Wallenberg in Contemporary Monuments from 2009. These ex-
tracts are reproduced with the permission of Palgrave Macmillan.  

 Furthermore I would like to thank the Birgit and Gad Rausing Foundation for the fellowship 
which enabled me to write this article. 

2  See the letter by Raoul’s maternal grandmother, Sophie Wising, from 9 August 1912 to his 
paternal grandmother Annie Wallenberg, in Maj von Dardel, Raoul (Stockholm, 1984: 30). 
The book contains correspondence predominately concerning Wallenberg’s childhood. For 
Wallenberg’s childhood see also the unpublished folder Raoul Wallenberg – en karaktär, en 
livsinriktning compiled in 2002 by Louise Schlyter, formerly Curator of Culture at the Cul-
tural Activities and Recreation Department at the City of Lidingö. 

3  There are, however, many possible uses. For the history of the term “myth” and its changing 
meanings (see Müller 2002: 309–346). 

4  Of course there are many more uses and genres not taken up in this article. 
5  Compare my disputation lecture at Humboldt University Berlin “Heldenbilder am Ende eines 

unheroischen Jahrhunderts. Über die kulturgeschichtliche Wirkung Raoul Wallenbergs.”, Oc-
tober 2007 (Schult 2007/2010)  

6  For the brief history of the first Wallenberg monument, see Schult 2009: 88ff. 
7  The translation of the Hungarian text into German and English can be found at the Raoul 

Wallenberg-föreningens arkiv (F 4:3) in Riksarkivet, Stockholm. 
8  This passage as well as the next passages are based on the survivors’ and colleagues’ testimo-

nies which we presented in the exhibition RaoulWallenbergImages. They were taken from the 
documentaries by Küng, Klabunde, Bierman, and SVT’s Ramp, if no other reference is given.  

9  See e.g. the homepage of the IRWF (www.raoulwallenberg.net; last entered 27 October 
2010). Furthermore there exist several Raoul Wallenberg Prizes which in their turn draw at-
tention to important accomplishments by others. 

10  In the press cuttings’ archive of the Sigtuna Foundation one can find more than 1000 articles 
written on Raoul Wallenberg between 1945 and the late 1990s, predominately from Swedish 
newspapers. Although that even this extensive collection does not hold all the articles ever 
published in Swedish newspapers, it can nonetheless give an idea of the media’s and the pub-
lic’s interest. I want to thank the Harald and Louise Ekman Foundation for the fellowship 
which made it possible for me to study the Wallenberg articles at the Sigtuna Foundation in 
October 2010.  

11  See the committee’s homepage www.raoulwallenberg.org/awards.htm (last entered 27 Octo-
ber 2010). 

12  Except for maybe Mária Ember’s Wallenberg book, Wallenberg Budapesten (Budapest: 
Városháza) which was however published in Hungarian; those who could read German could 
at least read an article of Ember in András Masát, Márton Méhes och Wolfgang Rackebrandt 
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(2002). But even Ember was not an employed academic, but an educated historian, working 
in a publishing house and as a journalist. I thank Georg Sessler and Gábor Forgács for infor-
mation according to Ember’s professional background. 

13  In my book I elaborate these issues in detail, cp Schult 2009: 41–50. 
14  The play was published in 2008 by the Hungarian publishing house Kolor Optika. The pub-

lisher’s (Katalin Forgács) husband, Gábor Forgács, was working at the Swedish Legation in 
autumn 1944 and also his father Vilmós had worked together with Wallenberg. 

15  Every day, all major Swedish newspapers have a notice with Dawit’s portrait and the number 
of days he is imprisoned. See also the homepage www.freedawit.com (last entered 27 Octo-
ber 2010) For the most recent attempt of the media to draw attention to the case see the article 
editorial “Vi ger oss inte”, Dagens Nyheter 1/10 2010. 

16  Directed by Lamont Johnson, manuscript by Gerald Green (who also wrote the manuscript 
for the much recognized series Holocaust). As mentioned above, the film was based on the 
book Lost hero: The Mystery of Raoul Wallenberg written by Frederick E. Werbell och 
Thurston B. Clarke from 1982. 

17  Ben Olander’s songs can be listen to on the singer’s homepage www.ben-olander.com/ 
18  For Raoul Wallenberg’s Office in Second Life see http://www.osaarchivum.org/secondlife/ 

See also the short clip on YouTube http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C2ipTTZfg2w (both 
sites were last entered 27 October 2010). 

19 Cp. Boorstin 1985: 48. 
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