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Introduction

There is a certain magic to the North—a subtle, ever-shifting interplay of light and
landscape that has long shaped the way its people see and express the world around
them. In Scandinavia, where daylight thins to a murmur in winter and erupts into
endless radiance at midsummer, artists have always looked to the skies, the
wilderness, and their own inner worlds for inspiration. Nowhere is this more vividly
reflected than in the history of Scandinavian photography, a field whose visionaries
have, time and again, changed the way the world views not only the Nordic region but
the art and purpose of photography itself.

This book sets out to trace that compelling story, exploring how photographers from
Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Iceland have harnessed their unique
environments—both physical and cultural—to forge a visual tradition both distinctive
and globally influential. From the earliest days of glass plates and daguerreotypes to
the contemporary digital vanguard, Scandinavian image-makers have responded to a
landscape marked by extremes: jagged fjords and quiet forests, bustling cities, and
lonely coasts; piercing winter darkness and luminous summer nights.

A central thread running throughout this history is the region’s profound relationship
with light. Here, light is not simply a technical consideration, but a poetic force—a
means of storytelling and self-expression. Photographers have learned to read and use
the faint blue glow of the polar twilight, the silvery sheen of snowbound days, and the
golden haze above summer lakes. These changing qualities of light serve as both
inspiration and challenge, encouraging technical innovation and artistic sensitivity.

Equally significant are the social and cultural currents that flow through Scandinavian
photography. As the region modernized in the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
cameras became tools for documenting transformation, preserving fading traditions,
and questioning societal norms. Gender, class, and personal identity came under the
lens, often in tandem with an exploration of broader national narratives. The
Scandinavian ethos—a blend of egalitarianism, introspection, and respect for
nature—manifested in everything from celebrated landscape images to intimate family
portraits.

Innovation, too, marks the Nordic photographic tradition. Pioneers developed novel
techniques to cope with the challenges of the environment, while later generations
experimented with abstraction, color, and conceptual art. The emergence of female
photographers in the late 20th century signaled new directions, bringing personal
experience and social commentary more forcefully into the frame. Today,
Scandinavian photographers lead globally in themes such as environmentalism,
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urbanization, and digital media, securing their place in international galleries and
shaping the future of the artform.

As we embark on this journey through time and vision, this book invites both
newcomers and connoisseurs to discover not only the hallmark images and celebrated
names but also the lived realities, cultural touchstones, and enduring questions that
define Nordic photography. Whether you are a photographer, an art lover, or simply a
curious traveler, the chapters ahead will illuminate how Nordic visionaries have—again
and again—captured light and, in doing so, expanded the very way the world sees.
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CHAPTER ONE: Dawn of a Medium: Photography
Arrives in Scandinavia

The year 1839 marked a pivotal moment in human history, as the invention of
photography was announced to the world. It wasn't long before this revolutionary new
medium made its way north, captivating the curious minds of Scandinavia. The region,
with its distinctive light and dramatic landscapes, proved fertile ground for the
burgeoning art and science of photography. From the bustling streets of Copenhagen
to the rugged coastlines of Norway, early photographic innovators quickly began to
adapt the technology to their unique surroundings.

In Denmark, the adoption of photography was particularly swift. Just three years after
Daguerre's announcement, Copenhagen saw the opening of its first photographic
studio in 1842. This initial studio quickly multiplied, and by 1850, the city boasted over
a hundred photographic establishments, with more appearing in the provinces. This
rapid proliferation suggests a strong public appetite for this new form of image-
making, particularly for portraits.

One of the earliest recorded photographs in Denmark is attributed to Peter Faber, a
man known for his songwriting and pioneering work in telegraphy. In July 1840, Faber
captured a daguerreotype of Ulfeldts Plads in Copenhagen. This early image offers a
fascinating glimpse into the nascent stages of photography in the Nordic region. The
long exposure times of daguerreotypes meant that subjects had to remain perfectly
still for extended periods, explaining why the only visible figure in Faber's photograph
is @ man sleeping, undisturbed by the camera's gaze.

As photography took hold, a unique characteristic emerged among early Nordic
practitioners: a "personal union" of photographers who frequently traveled and worked
across national borders. This fluid movement between Denmark, Norway, and Sweden,
and later Finland and Iceland, contributed to a shared photographic heritage in the
early decades. Figures such as Mathias Hansen, Axel Lindahl, and Daniel Nyblin
exemplified this trend, changing their homelands within the Nordic region and
enriching the photographic landscape wherever they went.

Mathias Hansen, a Norwegian-born daguerreotypist, established himself in Christiania
(now Oslo) in 1855. By 1856, he was accompanying Crown Prince Carl (later King Carl
XV) on a journey through Norway, equipped with portable apparatus to capture
images of people in their traditional dress, as well as cities and landscapes. Hansen's
talent earned him the prestigious title of Sweden and Norway's first Royal Court
Photographer in Stockholm in 1859, where he eventually settled. His portraits,
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influenced by French styles, often depicted sitters with dignity against simple
backdrops, a chair, a desk, or a draped cloth. He was also known for his large-format
photographs, contact-printed from substantial glass negatives.

Axel Lindahl, a Swedish photographer born in Mariestad in 1841, also contributed
significantly to the early photographic documentation of the Nordic landscape. He
opened his first studio in Uddevalla with his brother Udo in 1865. While he initially
focused on the Swedish west coast, Lindahl later expanded his interests to Norwegian
landscapes, eventually selling his Swedish studio in 1883 to dedicate himself
exclusively to photographing Norway. Lindahl’s work, which includes over 3,500
negative plates now held in the archives of the Norsk Folkemuseum in Oslo, is noted
for its harmonious aesthetic, contrasting with the more dramatic approaches of some
of his contemporaries.

Another prominent early figure was Marcus Selmer, a Danish portrait photographer
who established Bergen's first permanent photographic studio in Norway in 1853.
Selmer was a pharmacist by training who discovered daguerreotype photography
while working for his uncle. His studio was ingeniously constructed almost entirely of
glass to maximize the limited daylight during Norway's long winters, allowing him to
work year-round. Selmer quickly became a leading daguerreotypist in Bergen, his
clientele including many of the city's notable figures. He also traveled extensively
through Norway, capturing landscapes and images of people in traditional costumes,
which were later published in a catalogue in 1872. In 1880, Selmer was appointed
royal photographer.

In Sweden, Oscar Gustave Rejlander, though primarily active in Britain, originated
from Stockholm, born in 1813. He settled in England around 1840 and is often hailed
as the "father of art photography" for his pioneering use of combination printing and
his efforts to elevate photography to the status of fine art. Rejlander's works reveal
influences from Italian Renaissance, Spanish Baroque, Dutch 17th-century painting,
and the British Pre-Raphaelites, often featuring "tableaux vivants" or staged scenes in
his studio. His most famous work, "The Two Ways of Life" (1857), was a complex
allegorical image created from over thirty negatives, which, despite initial controversy
due to its nude figures, was purchased by Queen Victoria for Prince Albert.

The burgeoning photographic scene also saw the rise of remarkable female pioneers.
Rosalie Sjoman, born in Kalmar, Sweden, in 1833, opened a successful studio in
Stockholm in 1864 after being widowed. She quickly became one of Stockholm's most
highly regarded portrait photographers, known for her advanced techniques, including
coating images with collodion for a luminous effect, and producing dye-colored
portraits. Bertha Valerius, a Swedish portrait painter and photographer, opened her
own studio in Stockholm in 1862 and was considered one of the city's most notable
photographers by 1863. She became the first woman to be appointed royal portrait
artist in 1864, producing numerous cartes de visite for the royal family. Anna Ollson,
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born in Grava, Sweden, in 1841, dedicated 53 years to documenting Karlstad,
producing nearly 30,000 photographs. Her work became particularly significant after a
devastating fire in Karlstad in 1865, as her images captured the city's transformation.
Ollson began her career as an assistant to Fredrik Renard in Karlstad in 1864 and later
took over Gosta Florman's studio in 1868.

The 50th anniversary of photography in 1889 was celebrated with joint Nordic
retrospectives in Christiania (Oslo), underscoring the growing importance of the
medium and the collaborative spirit that characterized its early development in the
region. These early innovators, with their technical ingenuity and artistic sensibilities,
laid the groundwork for the rich and diverse photographic traditions that would
flourish in Scandinavia for generations to come.

Practical Tip: When seeking to appreciate early Scandinavian photography, look for
hallmarks of the daguerreotype and early paper print processes. Notice the meticulous
staging in studio portraits, often employing painted backdrops and props. Pay
attention to the light; early photographers often utilized natural light sources, leading
to a unique softness or dramatic contrast depending on the Nordic climate. Many of
these early works can be found in national archives and museum collections.
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