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This paper will argue that the concept of kvinde (woman) was redefined in the 19th century in the 

Nordic countries. Danish Romanticists such as Adam Oehlenschläger (1779-1850), B.S. 

Ingemann (1789-1862) and N.F.S. Grundtvig (1778-1872) used and disseminated sagas and 

myths from Old Norse mythology to re-conceptualize the concept of kvinde in their romantic 

poetry, and emotions played a key role in this process. By the end of the 19th century kvinde had 

become the most used concept, instead of fruentimmer which fell out of the Danish vocabulary. 

Alongside this reconceptualization, the emotions that kvinde represented became crucial to the 

Danish women’s movement in the late 19th century. The paper is a preliminary attempt to 

establish the concept of kvinde in the Nordic countries in a conceptual and emotional framework, 

arguing that the concept of kvinde needs to be further researched as a central concept in the 

political history of the 19th century, closely tied to concepts such as ‘nation’ and ‘people’. 

Most state-of-the art research on nations and nationalism such as Benedict Anderson’s Imagined 

Community (1983), Ernest Gellner’s Nations and Nationalism (1984), Eric Hobsbawm and 

Terence Ranger’s The Invention of Tradition (1983) and finally A.D. Smith’s The Ethnic Origins 

of Nations (1986) seem to forget questions of gender, being more or less gender blind. These, in 

many other ways, seminal and important books, do not put gender on the agenda at all. Whereas 

the invented nature of nationalism has found wide theoretical currency, explorations of the 

gendering of the national imaginary have been conspicuously paltry, and no nation in the world 

has ever given women and men the same access to the rights and resources of the nation state 

(Mcclintock 1993: 61). Denmark and the other Nordic countries have been some of the most 

early and progressive nation states in the world to foster gender equality among its people, the 

welfare state often conceived to be a primary component in this development (Borchhorst & 

Dahlerup 2015). In the paper I propose to conceive the conceptual transition of the concept of 
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kvinde to be even more defining in this development, a development closely tied to those 

emotions identified with kvinde.    

 

The Concept of Kvinde 

In his analysis of historical concepts in the period between 1750 and 1850, Koselleck argued that 

this period saw the transformation from an old order to a new (Brunner, Contze, Koselleck 

1972). Modernity rose, and a way to grasp this transition was to study the keywords and concepts 

we use when we describe the world to each other: “Die leitende Fragestellung is, die Auflösung 

der alten und die Entstehung der Modernen Welt in der Geschcite ihrer begrifflichen Erfassung 

to untersuchen.” Some of the most popular concepts to study in the historical research dealing 

with the 19th century have been those of ‘people’ and ‘nation’, also in a Nordic context (Feldbæk 

1991-1992; Korsgaard 2005; Nevers 2011), as well as sub-categories of these larger concept, for 

example ‘worker’ (Vilstrup 2017). These concepts are closely associated to the rising nation state 

and although there is recognition of women as an important part in establishing the nation in a 

European, as well as in a Nordic perspective, the concept of kvinde has only received very little 

attention across Europe. So far, I have found two studies on the concept of woman; Eira Junttis 

study of the concept of nainen (woman) in Finland (Juntti 2010), and Ute Freverts study on 

“Mann und Weib” (Frevert 1995). Frevert urged for the importance to study categories of gender 

as conceptual history too: Auch das Geschlect, so meine These, zählt zu jenen 

Ordnungsbegriffen, die zwar älter als die moderne Zeit sind, in 19. Jahrhundert aber eine 

veränderte radikale qualitet erwaben (Frevert 1995: 16). Frevert has since developed her 

conceptual approach in combination with the history of emotions – we will return to that.  

If we step back and watch the European vocabulary from a distance, some of the most basic 

words we use are historically connected to either farming and/or the body (Lass 1997).  

 

English: 

Eye 

Danish: 

Øje 

Swedish: 

Öga 

German: 

Auge 

French: 

Æil 

Italian: 

Occhio 

Spanish: 

Ojo 
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At face value, kvinde (woman, Frau, femme) seems a familiar subject matter. So familiar, that we 

might think that the signifying words to describe it has remained the same across time and space. 

This stability, however, is not the case, quite contrary to ‘man’:  

 

 

 

English:  

Man 

Danish: 

Mand 

Swedish: 

Mand 

German: 

Mann 

French: 

Homme 

Italian: 

Uomo 

Spanish: 

Hombre 

 

English: 

Woman 

Danish: 

Kvinde 

Swedish: 

Kvinna 

German: 

Frau 

French: 

Femme 

Italian: 

Donna 

Spanish: 

Mujer 

 

 

Whereas the concept of ‘man’ seems to be extraordinary stable in different European languages, 

the concept of ‘woman’ (from latin: femina) does not host the same stability in the signifying 

words to describe it. Except for Finnish, all the Nordic languages (Danish, Icelandic, Norwegian, 

Swedish) have kvinde as their basic concept. This small language history indicates, that there 

would be interesting grounds for comparison in a European perspective. But for now, we will 

rest with the Danish case. As Mediestream show, a Danish database containing all newspapers 

from the 17th century onwards,1 we can trace how the concept of kvinde became more and more 

popular as opposed to the concept of fruentimmer in Danish newspapers in the 19th century. 

                                                           
1 Mediestream is developed and operated by The Royal Danish Library.  
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(Fossat, Skov, Martinsen 2018, forthcoming) 

As the graph shows, in the beginning of the 19th century the concept of kvinde was hardly used in 

the Danish vocabulary. By the end of the 19th century the concept had become so common that 

the Danish women’s movement (Dansk Kvindesamfund, established in 1871) used it in their title 

of their first magazine, “Kvinden og Samfundet” (Woman and Society). Kvinde became a 

universal concept with no analogies to race, class or marital status which had been the case 

before. Historically, kvinde had been used to describe the lower classes but fell out of the Danish 

vocabulary to be reinvented again in the 1840’ties in broader bourgeois circles. Before its 

circulation in other spheres, the concept figured primarily in poetic language. As poets began to 

merge folks’ culture into elite circles, they took the concept of kvinde and transformed it and 

slowly it rose to become the most used concept. In the beginning of the 19th century in the 

Nordic countries, Old Norse mythology was slowly becoming the master theme of interpretation 

and inspiration as opposed to the Latinized, classic heritage (Fibiger Bang 2004). The rise of 

philology, in Denmark represented by Rasmus Rask (1787-1832), spurred interest in ancient 

texts and using and merging Old Norse poetry into modern genres became highly popular. 

Female figures such as shieldmaids, valkyries and amazones figure in ancient texts such as 

Adam of Bremen’s Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificum (11th century), Saxo 

Grammaticus’ Gesta Danorum (12th century), Njals Saga (13th century), The Prose Edda (13th 

century), to mention but a few. These female figures are strong, combatant and independent 
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personas and they have all-important tasks to fulfill as full-blown members of society. 

Shieldmaids (skjoldmøer) are female warriors who go to battle and fight at war. Valkyies, on the 

other hand, are supra natural creatures who choose which warriors can live or die. The amazon 

became a prominent female character too, although she was of Greek mythology – but that did 

not bother a romantic poet in the 19th century. Thus poets merged, used, mixed and matched 

female characters from Old Norse mythology as they pleased, fitting them into a 19th century 

romantic context.  

Nikolai Frederik Severin Grundtvig was such a romantic. Grundtvig holds a prominent place as a 

founding father in the Nordic countries, having initiated the Folk High School movement and 

being one of the Danish constitutional fathers (Hall, Korsgaard, Pedersen 2015). His songs, 

hymns and values of life were carried across the Atlantic with the more than two million settlers 

of Nordic origin that emigrated to find themselves a better life in America in the 19th century, 

primarily in the Midwest. Grundtvig was a polymath, but his primary occupation throughout his 

lifetime was as a priest, in the Church of Vartov in Copenhagen. Grundtvig, so my thesis, played 

a crucial role in the conceptual transformation from fruentimmer to kvinde. Grundtvig literally 

calls upon an ancient Nordic woman to awaken in this poem from 1809: 

 

”Dana, thaw the frozen locks” 

Award his struggle with love 

Show him that you are his sister 

Sprung from the same loins 

You are a woman, but not the southern 

soft, weak woman. Remember! 

You are meant to be a shield maiden 

Born to fight and love” (Grundtvig 1809) 

 

In these lines of verse, Grundtvig combines his interest in male/female with the Nordic past, 

albeit in a romantic setting. The woman is equally valued next to her male counterpart. She is 
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conceived a sister, a kvinde and a shieldmaid, born to battle and love, and she is strong and not 

weak. Grundtvig urged women to speak:  

 

Oh, aged woman, raise your voice! 

It shall not hushed be here below, 

So long as in the ancient North 

Warm rivers from the heart-springs flow, 

So long as here on Denmark’s ground 

Church bells and sweet church singing sound! (Grundtvig 1840) 

  

Grundtvig’s literary production has been widely examined, not least his ideas on man and 

woman from a theological perspective, where he held his own special views. As put by historian 

Uffe Jonas, Grundtvig was something “as rare as a protestant Mary-worshipper who cherished 

the wisdom and heart-like capacities in women as a model for humankind at large” (Jonas 2015: 

62).  However, there has never been a systematic analysis on his ideas and thought on gender, in 

particular his use and coining of the concept of kvinde. As this essay argues, time is ripe to do so, 

including reconsidering Grundtvig’s influence on the women’s movement since he seems to have 

coined and developed the concept of kvinde in his huge literary productions together with other 

romanticists. What seems to make Grundtvig special is that he transferred his ideas on kvinde 

into other spheres. Thus, it was in not only poetry and theology that Grundtvig was occupied 

with questions of gender. That is an important notion. In 1851, two years after the 

implementation of a new Danish constitution, the bourgeois young woman, Mathilde Fibiger 

(1830-1872), wrote a critical novel about women’s status in society, a novel conceived to be the 

first Danish feminist manifest (Fibiger 1850). Fibiger’s novel caused a scandal in Copenhagen 

but as one of few Grundtvig defended Fibigers right to express her thought on gender. Grundtvig 

invited Fibiger to stay in his house during the turmoil and he urged her to speak at a public event, 

causing Fibigers brother to write an angry letter, begging Grundtvig to not let Fibiger arouse 

more scandal – at that point, in 1851, women were not allowed to speak in public. Grundtvig 

wrote a poem for her cause the same year, urging her to stay true to her ideals. In doing so, he 

envisioned Fibiger’s fictitious heroine, Clara Raphael, as a shieldmaid:  
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Clara lit the beacon-fire 

In the fight for women’s rights, 

Lost her mother and is looking 

For a girl-friend in the fight. 

‘Will you stand and show your face?’ 

Sister in her mother’s place? 

 

In the field you cannot miss her 

Such a little heathen girl 

Who could sense the hero’s footstep, 

Sprang up at the lur-horn’s call 

As a shield-maid she would gain 

Honour even ere he cam 

Take her to your heart and nurse her, 

Let your mother-wings be spread. 

With your pale white index finger, 

Paint her cheeks a rosy red. 

Teach her what you know and keep 

Of the love that courses deep. 

 

Then will she gain understanding 

Of the strange thing here bestowed: 

All the rays of Christ in glory, 

Path of life to sun’s abode, 

Church path up and down free: 

Faith and hope and charity(Grundtvig  
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Beacon-fire, heathen girl, shieldmaid. Here Grundtvig reveals some of his sources, on which his 

idea on kvinde was build. Old Norse mythology, The Bible and folk’s poetry are easy to identify 

in the above poem. 

Via plays, novels, music and other cultural genres, the female warrior became a popular figure 

amongst the bourgeoisie in Copenhagen and other Scandinavian cities (Ljøgodt 2012). We have 

evidence from several women, that the appearance of such figures fueled interest in Old Norse 

mythology quite literally. For example, artist Lucie Marie Ingemann (1792-1868) describes how 

she, having watched the ballet Laguerta, wanted to become a female warrior. Laguerta figures in 

Saxo’s Gesta Danorum as the wife of the Viking leader Regnar Lodbrok. In 1789 the poet 

Christen Pram used the myth in his historical drama, and by 1801 the story had become a ballet, 

choreographed by Vicenzo Galeotti and performed at The Royal Theater in Copenhagen where 

Lucie watched it. Thus Laguerta is an example of, how female characters from Old Norse 

Mythology began to circulate in artistic life, having an impact of real lives. Lucie dressed out as 

Laguerta, her shield being a pot lid and her helmet made of tin foil (L. Ingemann 1828/1996: 

15). Another source of the impact that combatant women from Old Norse Mythology provided, 

is found in a letter correspondence between the two salon hostesses Charlotte Schimmelmann 

(1757-1816) and Charlotte Schiller (1766-1826) during the Napoleonic wars, as Denmark-

Norway was under attack from the British. Schiller tells in a letter from 1814, August 17, how 

apparently in Norway, an army of 300 amazons was said to be mobilized for battle (Sørensen, 

Ballegaard 2011: 164). Evidently, we must expect this information to be false; however, the 

story is evidence of the occupancy with female figures from Old Norse Mythology in the 

beginning of the 19th century – across the Scandinavian countries, where the idea of a common 

Nordic past developed all. References to Icelandic sagas and history writers, the Old Norse 

language, as well as references to a shared Lutheran church, all implied and evoked the idea of a 

common Nordic past. In the novel, The Childhood of King Erik Menved, translated to the English 

in 1843, a Norwegian and a Danish girl are discussing the ancient Nordic past. Inge speaks: 

Is it not tiresome …that we girls must always sit with our hands in our laps, and 

allow the men to act as they think proper, without ever being asked our opinion, as if 

it were a matter of course that we must have none at variance with their own? I 

should think however, that we are quite as numerous as they, and have souls as 



Conference paper, History of Emotions, George Mason University, Washington, 2018. 

 
 

9 
 

whole and true in every respect. In the olden times, our Norwegian damsels were not 

so submissive as they now are; then, there were whole armies of skioldmöer,* which 

the valiant Stærkodder himself had reason to acknowledge (Ingemann 1846:270). 

 

In Ingemann’s first historical novel, Waldemar the Conqueror, surnamed Seier (1826), the wife 

of the protagonist of the novel, Rigmor, leaves her home to go fight for her fatherland. She 

disguises as a man and leaves her children in the dark night. Rigmor gives thoughts to her 

actions. Was it wrong of her to leave her ‘innocent children’? Meeting up with the old servant of 

their house, he tries to convince her not to go: “Dear Lady, is this a joke? You surely do not want 

to participate in the battle?!” Rigmor answers: “Did you think I came here to polish boots and 

spures?” (Ingemann 1826: 442, my translation). Strikingly, these passages do not appear in the 

English and German translations of the novel (and that has puzzled me)! Although it is 

dangerous to conclude too much from absence, it is tempting to suggest, that these passages were 

found, perhaps, too progressive and provocative for English readers? Ingemanns novel was 

published more than fifty years before playwright Henrik Ibsens published ‘A Doll’s House’ 

(1879) where Nora leaves her home and children, causing great scandal all across Europe.  

Hanna Enefalks study of the role assigned to women during student festivities at Uppsala 

University in 1856, 1875 and 1877 confirm the cultural construction of a Nordic kvinde too: 

Three the Nordic Countries are, the Nordic maid but one, as one song put it (Enefalk 2011: 213-

40). Finally yet importantly, the crush for medievalism in the 19th century brought romanticists 

into the history of Queen Margaret I (1353-1412). She was a powerful ruler who united the three 

Nordic countries in the city of Kalmar in 1397. Born in Denmark, raised in Sweden and married 

to a Norwegian prince, she came to personify the strong and capable Nordic kvinde (Etting). The 

narrative of Margaret had a distinct political potential, since in the 1830s liberal politicians 

would argue strongly in favour of Scandinavism, a political cooperation of various degrees 

among the three Nordic countries, Sweden, Norway and Denmark (Fabricius Møller, Hemstad 

2017). Pan-Scandinavism was influenced by national romanticism and a desire to discover the 

common cultural roots of the Scandinavian countries. Margaret was a perfect match. Thus 

historical novels, poems and songs flourished with descriptions of Margret and her deeds 

throughout the 19th century where she became incredible fashionable in popular culture. 
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Eventually, the persistent representation of female warriors and capable historic females proved 

useful for the early Danish women’s movement. Danish suffragist Pauline Worm, described 

herself as A bit of a poet, even more so a thinker but mostly a Valkyrie (Busk-Jensen 2003).  

At the cover of the first magazine of Dansk Kvindesamfund figured a portrait of Queen Margaret.  

 

[The journal Kvinden og Samfundet, was The Danish Women’s movement first journal, published in 1885].  

 

Until today, the idea of a specific Nordic kvinde has been persistent. A book has asked, Is there a 

Nordic Feminism? (Fehr, Jonasdottir, Dahlerup 1998) and there can be no doubt, that, 

historically, the Nordic countries do have much in common; as has been rightfully argued, the 

idea of 'Norden' is not (only) an invented tradition (Götz, 2003: 325). Yet, at the same time, the 

idea of something distinctively ‘Nordic’ is also a construction. It depends on the context 

addressed how to conceive of the concept of 'Nordic'. In the beginning and middle of the 19th 

century, the idea served the building of national and Scandinavian identities in the aftermath of 

the Napoleonic wars. Eventually this cultural construction: functioned as a demarcation from 

https://www.google.dk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiHx4Xa3t3VAhWBHJoKHb4_CzQQjRwIBw&url=https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kvinden_%26_Samfundet&psig=AFQjCNEgB-dAzkXxNF0YQRJ7X0T1mzSgxg&ust=1503041125939504
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Europe: a democratic, Protestant, progressive, and egalitarian North against a Catholic, 

conservative and capitalist Europe (Sørensen, Stråth 1997: 22). This has been widely examined, 

in particular the idea of the Nordic peasant and the original peasants’ freedom (Stråth 1997; 

Keyser Nielsen 2009; Martinsen 2012) but as this paper suggests, the cultural construction of 

Norden might also have served the building of a specific gender image amongst kvinder 

(women). Thus, a gender perspective is missing as part of the political transformation not as an 

individual case having nothing to do with politics and society what so ever. Gender is still a 

useful category of analysis (Scott 1986/2010). 

 

The Cultural Construction of Female Emotions in the 19th Century 

For Romanticists, the ideal woman was on equal terms with the ideal man. She was strong, 

combatant, did not fear anything and her being completed that of the man. As for example in the 

Danish national anthem written by Adam Oehlenschläger (1779-1850) in 1819, There is a lovely 

Land, in which the concept of kvinde (Quinde, the old spelling of the concept) has a central and 

prominence place: 

 

That country is still lovely, 

because the sea waves so blue frolic, 

and the foliage stands so green 

And noble women, beautiful maidens,  

and men and brisk swains 

inhabit the Danes' islands 

 

Next to her male counterpart (men) kvinde is just as central and important in the national 

representation of the fatherland (Adriansen 2003:198).  

What was conceived to be female emotions was not identified in women only but could be found 

in men too. As Grundtvig wrote of his friend, the poet B.S. Ingemann: “You are the greatest 

poetess of Denmark” (Grundtvig 1838/1882) or “Man are thou, yet a poetess/You hold the Muse 

in your Hearst/ I am a Mann/ I hold no Muse” (Grundtvig 1817). For Grundtvig, Ingemann 
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seemed to be a complete human being, and thus closer to God (Martinsen 2017). Another source 

in the reconceptualization of kvinde, was the Bible. When Grundtvig preached the creation of 

man his take off was the version of the Bible where God created Adam and Eve, man and 

woman, as equals (Book of Genesis, chapter 1). They were different, but equal, one could not be 

without the other. As opposed to the version of the creation myth where Eve is created from 

Adams limb (Book of Genesis, chapter 2). Grundtvigs ideas of maleness and femaleness stand in 

a complex relationship. Needless to say, he was no feminist in the modern sense, but his ideas of 

manliness are permeated by (what he conceived to be) feminine ideals such as dialogue, wisdom, 

poetry, compassion and tenderness (Jonas 2015: 63). For Grundtvig, a complete human being 

then, was someone in touch with both his or hers manly and female side since God had created 

man and woman as one flesh. The idea of spiritual hermaphroditism was relative uncontroversial 

in the beginning of the 19th century. The poet Ingemann wrote of female emotions, which he, as 

he wrote in a letter to Grundtvig, “believed every man could identify with” (Grundtvig 1882:), 

and the case of famous H.C. Andersen is well-known, as well as wellresearched (Andersen 2005; 

Heede 2005). It is striking to read in a Danish lexicon, how, as a poet, Grundtvig accordingly 

conceived of Ingemann as his “female supplement” (Dansk Biografisk Leksikon 1887: 287).  

 

However, something seems to change in the manner emotions were conceived in the latter part of 

the 19th century and that had gendered connotations. Ute Frevert has suggested that we might 

identify a second “Sattelzeit” concerning emotions: ”our assumption (is) that a second Sattelzeit 

emerges in the latter nineteenth century, and this fundamentally reorganizes knowledge of 

emotions” (Frevert 2016: 11-12). The vocabulary of emotions shrank, as well as the connection 

between emotions and philosophy vanished. Now emotions were about psychology and the body. 

In contrast to the traditional conceptual approach, the approach following a second Sattelzeit is 

marked by historical anthropology. In this case, in my paper, what was valued and cherished as 

femaleness in the beginning of the 19th century by poets such as Oehlenschläger, Ingemann and 

Grundtvig, came to have different connotations after c. 1870 and the breakthrough in the social 

sciences. The Danish scholar Bente Rosenbech has identified the same pattern for women 

entering academia in Denmark (Rosenbeck 2014). Thus, Ingemann now went from “kvindelig” 

(positive, female/feminine) to “kvindagtig” (negative, effeminate/womanish). As put by one 
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Ingemann scholar, although Ingemann has always been conceived as a great poet, his talent has 

never been fully acknowledge which Kofoed ascribes to the gendering of Ingemann (Kofoed). 

Not until the 1950 did someone begin to question the idea of Ingemann as effeminate: Ingemann 

was not at all womanish but was in fact ’a man of flesh and blood’ with passionate impulses 

which nowadays would be called ’erotic complexes (Bernbaum 1950: 132-34). Evidently, 

emotions are cultural constructs too, and as this paper suggests it seems fertile to examine the 

transformation of the emotions in the 19th century alongside the concept of woman – and the 

concept of man, for that matter. 

 

Conclusion 

By the end of the 19th century, the concept of kvinde (woman) was established as the most used 

concept for the female sex instead of fruentimmer, which fell slowly out of the vocabulary except 

as epithets. Danish romanticists such as Oehlenschläger, Ingemann and Grundtvig used and 

disseminated sagas and myths from Old Norse mythology to re-conceptualize the concept of 

kvinde, using also folk’s texts and the Bible to do so. In particular Grundtvig seems to have 

coined and developed the concept of kvinde. Female emotions could not only be found in women 

but men could likewise be identified with adjectives such as mild, sweet, gentle, warm and 

tender, as exemplified in the relationship between Grundtvig and Ingemann. These positive 

emotions became negative in the end of the 19th century, accordingly a second sattelzeit 

regarding the emotions, occurred. An overall argument is that nationalism as an ideology could 

be a progressive force for change, for women too, and that the concept of kvinde should be 

studied alongside concepts such as nation and people. Further studies in a conceptual and 

emotional framework could verify the hypothesis put forward in this essay, as well as a 

comparative perspective seems highly relevant. 
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