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Abstract: This article analyzes the debate that ensued from a suggestion to 
relocate three Norwegian Viking ships from Bygdøy to Bjørvika. People do not 
only debate the ships’ material vulnerability but they also express different 
views of what a modern museum is and should be. Some want to upgrade and 
preserve the existing museum, while others want to relocate the ships and 
integrate them in a wider culture-led urban regeneration agenda. The ships are 
torn between local, regional, and national political interests, and people have 
different opinions about the histories in which they should be inscribed. The 
empirical corpus is primarily made up of newspaper articles from the last 20 
years, and the different arguments are systemized and presented thematically. In 
the closing remark, the article suggests that the Viking Ship Museum would 
benefit from a more clearly defined long-term agenda.  
 
[Keywords: Museums; material culture; urban development; museum debate; 
heritage objects; The Viking Ship Museum; The Oseberg ship; Bygdøy, 
Bjørvika, Oslo, Norway. Keywords in italics are derived from the American 
Folklore Society Ethnographic Thesaurus, a standard nomenclature for the 
ethnographic disciplines.]  

 
 
Introduction 
 
This article provides a glimpse into a Norwegian heritage debate. The issue of material objects 
and the different narratives in which they are—and could be—inscribed constitute a fulcrum in 
the debate. The question is whether three Norwegian Viking ships and a collection of fragile 
archeological finds from the Viking Age will suffer damage if they are relocated to a new 
museum. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett has argued that heritage objects are “made, not found” 
(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998:3). Her point is that there is no heritage object prior to its 
identification, evaluation, conservation, celebration, and so forth (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 
1998:149). However, the wooden fragile objects were found; they were excavated from 
Norwegian burial mounds. The objects existed prior to any human recognition of them, and their 
physical condition is now a main issue in the public debate. Thus, the following case study may 
be read as an example of the dialectical relation between heritage as a discursive collective 
process and the materiality of the objects. Objects influence the way people talk about them, and 
the way people talk about objects may trigger actions that influence the objects’ physical 
condition. Heritage practices may therefore be seen as performative, as they carry a potential to 
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bring into being what they enact (Hafstein 2012:508).  
 
Several attempts have been made to account for the “rising tide of heritage” (Hafstein 2009:11). 
Some of the points suggested are a renewed interest in, for example, history, heritage’s 
association with the tourist industry, local patriotism, globalization, urban development, and 
commodification of culture (Hafstein 2009:11-12)—all of which are constituents in the 
Norwegian debate. Heritage creates a discursive space in which different issues can be discussed 
and disputed (Hafstein 2009:13). However, not only heritage scholars debate the relocation issue; 
politicians and laypersons also participate. Heritage may therefore be viewed as a “meta-
cultural” process, in that it extends “museological values and methods (collection, 
documentation, preservation, presentation, evaluation, and interpretation)” (Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett 2006:161). The following case study may be read as an example of heritage as a public 
performance where actors try to re-order the relation between people and objects. Heritage, then, 
is not only a description, but an intervention into the social and physical sphere as well (Hafstein 
2012:508).  
 
 
Case Presentation 
  
Some people with an interest in cultural heritage may know about the Norwegian Viking ships, 
in particular the Oseberg ship (Figure 1). It was pulled ashore and used as a burial ship for two 
women in the year 834. The ship also contained a number of burial gifts, including several 
sledges, five carved animal heads, five beds, fifteen horses, six dogs, and two small cows 
(Museum of Cultural History, 2012). In 1904, the ship was excavated from the Oseberg farm in 
Vestfold County in eastern Norway. Since 1957, the Oseberg finds have been exhibited in the 
Viking Ship Museum—a separate unit in the Museum of Cultural History. The museum is 
located at the Bygdøy peninsula a few kilometers southwest of the city center of Oslo, the capital 
of Norway.  
 
The debate was triggered by the suggestion to relocate the Viking ships to a new planned 
Museum of Cultural History in Bjørvika—a harbor that is currently being transformed into an 
urban waterfront project. A new Opera House and a sequence of high-rise office blocks named 
Barcode are already completed (Figure 2). The goal is to create a vibrant urban community with 
over a million square meters of buildings for residential, commercial, and cultural purposes. The 
decision to relocate the Viking ships to Bjørvika, which was made a couple of decades ago, has 
led to a long-lasting public debate, demonstrating that museums represent an important element 
of democratic concern.  
 
People have been questioning whether the ships and other objects will withstand the 
consequences of removal, but not only the question of the ships’ material vulnerability has been 
debated. People have also expressed different views of what a modern museum is or should be. 
Different curatorial and educational approaches have been debated, as well as relocation 
scenarios and museum constellations, and—more fundamentally—different views have been 
expressed as to in what histories the ships ought to be inscribed. While dealing with local,  
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Figure 1. The Oseberg Viking ship exhibited at The Viking Ship Museum at Bygdøy, Oslo, 
Norway. Licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0 Wikimedia Commons.  
 

 
Figure 2. The “Barcode” sequence of high-rise buildings in Bjørvika, Oslo, Norway. Licensed 
under CC BY-SA 3.0 Wikimedia Commons.  
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regional, and national politics, the debate has uncovered diverse views of authenticity. The aim 
of this empirical analysis is to map people’s attitude to the management of the Viking ships, 
regardless of their specific interest in cultural heritage issues. 
 
The corpus is mainly obtained through the Nordic media database, Retriever. The major part is 
made up of newspapers (paper and internet). The search was based on a selection of key words 
(for example, Viking ships and Bygdøy). Actually, several thousand newspaper pages referring to 
the Viking ships and Bygdøy have been published during the past 20 years, most of which have 
addressed the proposition to relocate the Viking ships to Bjørvika. Issues dealing with the 
Museum of Cultural History—with no reference to the Viking ships—have been omitted from 
the corpus. The objective has been to identify the main arguments for or against relocation. The 
public debate has been the chief concern. The study may be read as a micro-historical account of 
the debate. A large empirical corpus is systematized. It may be used for further research, or as an 
essential document for anyone who wants to learn more about this long and heated debate. For 
this purpose, the empirical-analytical representation of the relocation quarrel is emphasized.  
 
 
The Ships’ Material Vulnerability 
  
What has caused most disputes in the museum debate is the question of the ships’ material 
vulnerability. Although Oslo already has a record of controversy about the location of museums 
and other buildings of culture (see for example Skrede 2014), the debate about the Viking ships 
is unique in terms of the potential material consequences if something goes wrong. In the early 
stages of the debate, Aftenposten claimed that wooden material older than 1,000 years is not fit to 
be moved elsewhere (Editorial 1995:8), which, however, did not avert years of newspaper 
coverage of the ships’ destiny. While firms of consultant engineers submitted many reports on 
this issue, conclusions have diverged a lot. Reports have been interpreted differently to suit 
different arguments.  
 
Former manager of the Museum of Cultural History, Egil Mikkelsen, was previously strongly 
opposed to relocation. In a newspaper interview in 1995, he stated that “moving the ships and the 
Oseberg finds might end in a scandal because of the fragile shape of the objects” (Sandvig 
1995:10). He argued that, unlike many other people, he viewed the matter realistically rather than 
emotionally. Former City Antiquarian, Hans Jacob Hansteen, similarly voiced a rational 
approach, claiming that he would be worried by the slightest risk of transportation damage 
(Klem 1995c:18). Long-standing ship archaeologist at the Viking Ship Museum, Arne Emil 
Christensen, was worried that certain treasures might be converted into “brown powder” if they 
were relocated (Løken 1995:2). As for the Shetelig’s sledge from the Oseberg finds, which is 
made up of 1,078 glued fragments and stored in an air-conditioned cabinet, Christensen argued 
that the public cannot afford the risk that vibrations might pulverize the entire sledge (Klem 
1995b:15). The so-called Velure committee, appointed by former Minister of Culture, Åse 
Kleveland, also opposed relocation. According to the committee, the technical challenges would 
involve so many elements of uncertainty that they did not approve of the plans (Klem 1996:3). 
Yngve Kvistad even drew a parallel with the debate in the Ukrainian Department of Science 
prior to the building of the Tsjernobyl nuclear power plant (Kvistad 2010:2). They also disagreed 
about the level of danger, what could possibly happen, and what could be done to repair minor 
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damages to the ships. Arne Emil Christensen argued, “as long as something can possibly go 
wrong, we cannot run the risk of relocation” (Kolsrud 2001:18). Engineer Jørgen Andersen 
explained the principle of risk assessment as “the risk of accident multiplied by the consequences 
of accident” (Andersen 2010:4). He added that, as for the Viking ships, their value is 
“immeasurable” and therefore relocation could not be approved (Andersen 2010:4).  
 
While material-based opposition to relocation has been strong, there are also people who support 
it. Egil Mikkelsen, who previously criticized the plans, later viewed them in a positive light, 
arguing that the counter-arguments had not convinced him, and that one has to distinguish 
between total destruction and minor damage—reparable damage ought to be tolerated (Dagsland 
2002:40). He accounted for his change of mind by referring to the thorough examination of the 
storage and security of the ships—as well as to various problems encountered by visitors at the 
Viking Ship Museum—which become arguments in favor of relocation (Toft 2006). On October 
16, 2006, the Museum of Cultural History Board voted for relocation of the Viking ships on 
certain conditions. After receiving a risk assessment review from Det Norske Veritas and 
Scandpower Risk Management, former Rector at the University of Oslo, Geir Ellingsrud, 
referred to the conclusion that it is possible to relocate the Viking ships without causing too 
much damage. He confirmed that all analyses had been thoroughly examined by the museum 
Board, which had subsequently recommended relocation of ships and other burial finds 
(Ellingsrud 2006:12). A corresponding report from the consultant company, Safetec, also argued, 
“if a specially designed transportation frame construction is built, the ships can probably be 
relocated with minor risk of serious damage” (Røsholm 2002:44). While considering the 
rebuilding of today’s museum at Bygdøy to be a greater risk, Ellingsrud assured that the ships 
were bound for Bjørvika (Kristensen 2006:46). Svein Gullbekk rejected Arne Emil Christensen’s 
arguments, claiming that he was exaggerating the risk of damage (Gullbekk 2010:5). A recent 
report from an international expert committee, however, concluded that relocation would incur a 
considerable risk. A new building connected to the Viking Ship Museum is the recommended 
idea (International Expert Committee 2012). Expert committee head, David Saunders, does not 
believe that irreparable damage will be caused by relocation; yet, he recommends complete 3D 
recording of the objects—in order that they might be recovered in case of damage. Former 
director of the Museum of Cultural History, Rane Willerslev, announced that the museum 
supports the idea of a new Viking Ship Museum at Bygdøy (Hagen 2012:84). Former Minister of 
Knowledge, Kristin Halvorsen, confirmed that the report would bring the debate about relocation 
to a close (Christiansen 2012:12). However, the relocation conflict is not settled yet; today 
Statsbygg [the Norwegian government’s key adviser in construction and property affairs] is 
making plans for a new Viking Period Museum in connection with the existing buildings at 
Bygdøy. Therefore, some sort of relocation may still be conceived—be it merely local—and the 
question whether objects will be exposed to damage during the building process has to be 
considered. 
 
On the basis of this review of the debate so far—which has largely focused on the ships’ 
stability—at least two substantial dividing lines may be identified: the first deals with the 
acceptance or non-acceptance of risk. The opponents do not accept relocation as long as there is 
a risk, while the supporters of relocation argue that a small risk is worth taking—that is, as long 
as it is small. The other dividing line deals with what one wants to achieve besides providing 
security for the ships as material artifacts. Egil Mikkelsen, one of the most outspoken supporters 
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of relocation, argued that the report had not paid appropriate attention to the proximity to Oslo 
Central Station, which is Norway’s most important traffic hub, and that the decision of former 
Minister of Knowledge, Halvorsen, was a rather rash conclusion (Lillebø 2012:21). This example 
illustrates that potential rewards besides the conservation of the ships are included in the pro-
location arguments. It is important to bear in mind, however, that the report referred to by 
Mikkelsen, made to order by the Ministry of Education and Research, was titled “Risk 
Assessment of Moving of Historical Viking Ships from Bygdøy” (International Expert 
Committee 2012). As the title suggests, the commission of the expert committee does not include 
the kind of assessment for which Mikkelsen called. In what follows, however, I will comment on 
some matters of this kind, including the ships’ material surroundings—the museum building—
and questions of dissemination. 
 
 
Tourism and Urban Development 
 
After meeting an enthusiastic French tourist at the Viking Ship Museum—who was wondering 
why Oslo had hidden the Viking ships in such a distant area—Svein Erik Haugen proclaimed: 
“move the Viking ships to Sørenga,” a neighborhood in Bjørvika (Haugen 1999:43). A 
corresponding view was advocated by cultural journalist, Gudleiv Forr, in Dagbladet, who stated 
that Oslo may develop an international-standard museum arena provided that politicians have 
visions and capital. In support of Bjørvika, Forr argued that the Viking ships would become a 
tourist attraction on a level with Guggenheim in Bilbao (Forr 2000:2). Similarly, Egil Mikkelsen 
drew attention to tourism, pointing out the walking distance from the cruise ships to Bjørvika. He 
also emphasized the fact that the head office of DnB NOR (Norway’s largest financial service 
group) will be situated in Bjørvika, arguing that the bank might be more likely to sponsor 
institutions close it its headquarters (Christiansen 2009:8). Mikkelsen also believed that the 
museum café in Bjørvika would draw more guests than a museum at Bygdøy, arguing that no one 
travels to Bygdøy to visit a restaurant (Christiansen 2009:8). He claimed that the Viking ships 
would become “essential elements in the future development of Bjørvika—together with the new 
Opera House” (Mikkelsen 2001:8). John Tore Norenberg, conservative head of the city 
development committee, argued that coaches have a rather tight schedule: “coaches cannot afford 
half hour traffic locks either way to the museum and back; instead they will rather choose 
alternative destinations!” (Norenberg 2009:27). Gudleiv Forr stated that in Bjørvika the tourists 
have time to spare for the Viking ships before re-embarking and sailing on (Forr 2010a:62). After 
the decision not to move the Viking ships, Dagbladet stated that a new museum that does not 
include the ships cannot, unfortunately, become “the tourist magnet it was intended to be” 
(Editorial 2012:2) and downplayed the material risk element. In these examples, relocation of the 
ships is motivated by potential synergies—in this case, tourism and a greater number of visitors. 
 
The Viking ships today rank second—next to Holmenkollen (a ski jump)—as the tourist 
attraction drawing most visitors in Oslo; still, further growth is a high priority. In the early stages 
of the debate, “The Progress Party” (Fremskrittspartiet) announced that moving the Viking ships 
to Bjørvika would make for “the most exciting urban development project in this century” 
(Christiansen 1997:32). Per Rekdal, senior adviser at the Museum of Cultural History, argued 
that the Viking ships in Bjørvika would generate “spin-off businesses in more lively 
surroundings” (Rekdal 2009:17). Obviously, this view was inspired by Richard Florida’s (2002) 
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ideas, which have been a source of inspiration to city council heads all over the world. The 
arguments draw on neoliberal ideology, focusing on competition between cities (Peck 2004:740-
741). To Dagsavisen, Mikkelsen reported that he had not given up the campaign in favor of 
Bjørvika: “I have read the book about how the Opera came to Bjørvika” (Lilleås 2012). Arne 
Emil Christensen, though delighted by the tourists’ interest in the Vikings, still expressed 
concerned about potentially “uncritical and vulgar effects of tourism” (Grande 1997:10). There 
were, however, other ideas of boosting Bygdøy’s qualities for tourists. Going by ferry from 
Midelalderbyen (the Medieval City) to Bygdøy, tourists would experience Oslo from the sea 
(Borgen 2009:41) and get “a wonderful sightseeing on the fjord into the bargain” (Nissen-Lie 
2009:19). Besides, Bygdøy would provide unique maritime surroundings for visitors. In these 
arguments, the travel to the museum is an attraction in its own right.  
 
 
The Maritime Surroundings of Bygdøy 
 
Along with the idea of travelling by boat to Bygdøy, many debaters emphasized the maritime 
surroundings on the peninsula as an argument for why the Viking ships should remain where 
they are today. In an editorial, Aftenposten warned us against moving the ships because it would 
imply “tearing up their roots in a traditional maritime environment—where they contribute to 
mapping the long lines in the life of a nation of seafarers” (Editorial, 1997). The Maritime 
Museum, the Viking ships, the Fram Museum, and the Kon-Tiki Museum represent the world’s 
largest collection of maritime museums in the same area (Kolsrud 2001:18). “Why should we not 
preserve the unity of our four maritime museums at Bygdøy?” Jan G. Langfeldt asked (Langfeldt 
2010:3). Maja Bauge, Director of the Kon-Tiki museum, was distressed by the situation, arguing 
that the Viking ships do not belong in Bjørvika: “Norway is one of the most important seafaring 
nations in the world; and the four maritime museums at Bygdøy are telling the story of 
Norwegian navigation up to the present time” (Bauge 2010:5). Jon Winge, writer and engineer, 
made the point that “Bygdøy is to Norway what Greenwich is to London: The lovely 
surroundings of Bygdøy accommodate the country’s most important maritime museum”—a 
museum cluster that draws crowds of visitors (Winge 2010:26). He called for improvements of 
infrastructure and facilities in order to further revitalize the unique museum environment at 
Bygdøy:  
 

key words are more efficient cooperation between the museums, sea travel (even 
the trip from Rådhuset [the city hall] to Bygdøy is an experience to asphalt 
people), as well as improved communication between the two centres (the 
museums at Bygdøy and the Viking ships/Folkemuseet” [Folkemuseet is an open-
air museum located next to the Viking Ship Museum]). [Winge 2010:26] 

 
According to Winge, “foreigners can hardly believe their own eyes when seeing the huge amount 
of historically convincing museum material in the same place” (Winge 2010:26). In an early 
warning against moving to Bjørvika, tourism director Tor Sannerud described the story of 
Norwegians’ relationship to the sea and seafaring as the governing idea in the museum 
environment at Bygdøy; he further argued that relocation would inevitably cause a decline in the 
number of visitors to the remaining museums (Klem 1995a:17). Norwegians are known for their 
relationship to the sea (in past and present), which is used in the marketing of Bygdøy (Klem 
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1996:3). Thor Heyerdahl, son of the famous adventurer, warned that if the Viking ships are 
moved to a new museum of cultural history in Bjørvika, relocation of the Kon-Tiki museum to 
Heyerdahl’s home town, Larvik, might have to be considered (Andreassen 2010:6). This 
argument is based on the premise that moving the Viking ships will disrupt the internationally 
unique museum environment at Bygdøy (Andreassen 2010:6). Undoubtedly, there is a tourism 
argument in favor of Bygdøy, which, however, attracts less attention than the tourism argument 
in favor of Bjørvika. 
 
 
Burial or Sea? 
 
A basic argument against relocation has been the view that ships and building constitute an 
inseparable unity. Engineer Knut Røsholm is convinced that all those who care about Norwegian 
maritime history agree that the ships should remain in “Arnstein Arneberg’s [architect] beautiful 
building, which is a museum cathedral admired by people all over the world” (Røsholm 
2002:44). Elisabeth Seip, secretary general of the Society for the Preservation of Ancient 
Norwegian Monuments argued that the Viking Ship Museum represents an exceptionally 
successful marriage between building and objects, and that it ought to be preserved in its present 
form (Seip 2009:16). Historian and cultural mediator Kjell Brynildsen argued that the relocation 
plans were jeopardizing some of the nation’s most valuable treasures. He emphasized the 
symbiotic relationship between building, interior, and objects created by one of our most 
prominent architects (Brynildsen 2006:11). The protection campaign of former Director for 
Cultural Heritage, Nils Marstein, was based on a similar judgment. He emphasized the basically 
sacral elements that enhance the value of the ships: “the interpretation of the building as a tomb 
underscores the burial element” (Directorate for Cultural Heritage 2006). He further argued that 
the “Viking Ship Museum…is one of the few museums that highlight[s] the formal relationship 
between architecture and exhibited objects” (Directorate for Cultural Heritage 2006). Ellen Semb 
agreed that the building and the ships evoke a sacral atmosphere in the tomblike monument to 
the heyday of Norwegian history. She regretted, however, that “the Viking age is limited to burial 
customs without encompassing broader perspectives” (Semb 2010:16). Correspondingly, Ulf 
Grønvold argued that although the ships were excavated from burial mounds, the Viking Ship 
Museum should not be a museum of Norse burial customs. Today, the ships primarily tell us the 
story of discoveries and daring voyages over vast stretches of open sea (Grønvold 2010:3). He 
concluded by calling the sites of excavation a straitjacket and “a metaphor that commands all our 
imagination” (Grønvold 2010:3). Dagfinn Skre, professor of archaeology, questioned whether 
the ships are “forever to be embedded in a story that is irrelevant to modern people” (Skre 
2006:11). Former Director of the Museum of Cultural History, Rane Willerslev, however, while 
acknowledging the validity of the argument against displaying pagan ships in a sacral building, 
regarded it as a brilliant idea (Kraft 2012:31). In this context, the discussion whether the ships 
are to be inscribed in a burial or sea narrative is more important than the discussion of their 
vulnerability. Those who advocate the present solution, firmly believe that their arguments are so 
good that the risk of moving hardly need to be considered. 
 
While many people want to preserve the Viking Ship Museum as Gesamtkunstwerk, others find 
the Bjørvika surroundings more suitable because of their proximity to water. Egil Mikkelsen 
suggested the idea of moving the Viking ships to the reconstructed waterfront of medieval 
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Bjørvika (Mikkelsen 2001:8). Similarly, the support of relocation expressed by Norse philologist 
Magnus Rindal—early in the process—was partly based on the prospect of moving the ships 
towards the sea; the study of the zoning plan for Bjørvika, however, caused him to change his 
mind. He argued that the ships would be caught behind a wall of houses, which is unacceptable 
(Rindal 2006:12). He claimed that the view towards Hovedøya (the Main Island) and Akershus 
slott (Akershus Fortress) is gone, and that we cannot allow the ships to hide behind blocks of 
houses on the shores of an artificial lake (Rindal 2003:44). Maja Bauge argued that moving “the 
Viking ships behind the Barcode row, where they are caught up in the busy traffic of railway and 
cars,” means moving the Vikings to surroundings in which they do not belong (Bauge 2010:5). 
Rane Willerslev believed that the dream of a museum in Bjørvika could hardly come true after 
all, because a planned rail project in the area seemed to encroach on more land than anticipated 
(Slettholm 2012:12). Culture committee Head, Britt Hildeng (Labour Party), however, was 
thrilled by the idea of a museum area displaying the history of Norwegian seafaring. 
Astonishingly, the area she had in mind was not Bygdøy, but instead Sørenga (the 
aforementioned neighborhood in Bjørvika). The increasing number of finds made in these 
surroundings suggests that the area is the right one for the Viking ships because it initiates the 
history of Oslo, she reported to Aftenposten (Herbjørnsrud 1997:28). Later, former City Council 
Head, Erling Lae argued in favor of moving the Viking ships to their appropriate environment, to 
“a new mediaeval museum by the sea—alongside the Opera in Bjørvika” (Brække 2007:34). 
However, many debaters criticized these arguments, one critic stating that the Viking ships 
belong in Vestfold County (a few hours’ drive south of Oslo) because they were discovered there 
(Wigestrand 1997:2). A number of county and municipal majors in Vestfold also argued in favor 
of moving the Vikings ships back to the discovery places within their own county (Vasvik et al. 
2006:11). It is also interesting to note that Lae changed his mind after he was appointed County 
Governor of Vestfold. A few years ago, he reported to Uniforum: “if foolish Oslo politicians 
insist on relocating the ships to Bjørvika, they may just as well be moved to the places of their 
origin in Vestfold” (Toft 2010). 
 
 
The History of the Nation or the History of Oslo 
 
Many people have countered the view that the Viking ships naturally belong to the maritime 
environment of Bjørvika, by referring not only to the sea or places of discovery, but also to the 
story to be told. Olav Aaraas, Director of Norsk Folkemuseum, who has taken an active part in 
this discussion, warns us against paying too much attention to matters of local interest, arguing 
that the ships represent values of national (even international) importance. His view is supported 
by two arguments. The first is the claim that a new museum of cultural history—no matter 
whether the Viking ships are included in it or not—would inevitably become an illogical 
museum construction because the exhibited objects are of pre-Reformation origin. He called for 
a union, or cooperation, with the Norsk Folkemuseum, which mainly covers the post-
Reformation era (Aaraas 2004:52). Secondly, he referred to the city museum of Oslo—Oslo 
Museum—as the appropriate museum for disseminating the history of Oslo. He advocated the 
relocation of this museum to Bjørvika, where it would tell the story of Oslo from the Middle 
Ages to the present day—spanning the time from St. Clemen’s Church to Barcode (Aaraas 
2010:32). He further warned against entrusting the city’s oldest history to the custody of a state 
museum, which would be an odd violation of historical continuity (Aaraas 2004:52). By 
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emphasizing the value of the ships as “world famous national treasures rather than aspects of the 
history of Oslo” (Aaraas 2009:5), Aaraas is echoing the view of a number of debaters, for 
example Elisabeth Seip, who argued that Bjørvika is not “the appropriate museum area for the 
Viking ships. In Bjørvika, the story of the past is attached to mediaeval Oslo rather than to the 
Viking era” (Seip 2009:16). Aaraas’ argument was also supported by Knut Olav Almås, a former 
commentator in Aftenposten: by the relocation of Oslo Museum to Bjørvika, the history of Oslo 
would be told in the “Mediaeval Park setting; the Viking ships, however, are hardly relevant as 
far as this history is concerned” (Åmås 2010:3). A sense of frustration also bothered Henrik 
Wigestrand, who criticized claims that the ships naturally belong to Oslo, “claims which prove 
that historical facts are subordinated to bureaucratic arguments” (Wigestrand 1997:2). He 
admitted, however, that this is what one might expect from a short-sighted city council that 
precipitated Oslo’s 1,000th anniversary by many decades—in order to partake in the anniversary 
celebration (Wigestrand 1997:2). When asked by Dagsavisen about the advantage of moving the 
Viking ships to Bjørvika, Mikkelsen emphasized their access to Middelalderparken (the 
Medieval Park) and ancient Oslo (Larsen 2010:26). As for Aaraas’ argument that the 
Reformation represents an artificial divide, a statement co-authored by Mikkelsen and current 
Rector of the University of Oslo, Ole Petter Ottersen, emphasizes the quite different collections 
of the Norsk Folkemuseum and the Museum of Cultural History, the former mainly representing 
archaeology and the latter focusing on ethnology (Ottersen and Mikkelsen 2009:5). Therefore, 
they claim, the scientific staff of either museum is only complementary to a small degree. This 
kind of statement is made rather rarely these days, the rewards of interdisciplinary cooperation 
being more commonly highlighted. June 15, 2012, however, the Museum of Cultural History 
issued a press release to the University Board, signed by Rane Willerled and Eilif Holte, 
recommending the building of a display and dissemination bridge between a Viking museum and 
the Norsk Folkemuseum. The bridge would facilitate access to the stave-church and medieval 
collection of the Norsk Folkemuseum. At the same time, joint plans for service facilities at the 
two museums should be examined (Museum of Cultural History 2012). 
 
 
Neglected and Outdated 
 
Many people have argued that the Viking Ship Museum at Bygdøy is outdated and unsuitable as 
a museum. One topic of discussion deals with the renovation of service facilities and the question 
whether such renovation requires relocation of the museum or not. Egil Mikkelsen argued that 
the buildings accommodating the ships have no air-conditioning, which makes them cold in the 
winter and hot in the summer. He further regretted that “there is no café in the Viking Ship 
Museum, the shop is too small, the ticket office is situated rather awkwardly, the parking areas 
are too small, and the traffic outside is rather chaotic” (Mikkelsen, 2001). Mikkelsen’s 
complaints were shared by Gudleiv Forr, who also referred to the current lack of any service 
facilities at the museum (Forr 2002:2). Chair of the Museum of Cultural History Board, Trine 
Syvertsen, while regretting the lack of air-conditioning, also identified the security risk of 
“allowing crowds of spectators close to the ships” (Syvertsen 2006:12). She also called for better 
precautions against vandalism, fire, and other potential dangers. She further argued that the ships 
do not meet “the requirements of a modern museum, partly due to the lack of important 
facilities” (Syvertsen 2006:12). Hans Magnus Borge, Chair of Bygdøy Høyre (the Conservative 
Party), agreed with the condition report, claiming that the Viking Ship Museum does not fulfill 
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“the requirements of a modern museum.” He called it a “one time museum: if you have seen it, 
you have seen it” (Borge 2010:5). Jens A. Riisnæs described a recent visit to the Viking Ship 
Museum as a shocking, saddening, and embarrassing experience. According to Riisnæs, the ships 
are quite “fantastic; however, the museum provides little information, little interactivity, little 
history, dim lighting, and confusing exhibitions” (Riisnæs 2011:14). He even argued that tourists 
who look forward to watching something spectacular end up as visitors in a museum belonging 
to the Soviet era (Riisnæs 2011:14). Riisnæs’ argument implies that the spectacular requires 
something beyond the ships—because the ships are already stored in the museum. He called for 
an experience arena and a 3D movie about the Viking age (Riisnæs 2011:14). Mikkelsen asked 
an Aftenposten journalist the following rhetorical question: “why does the National Gallery 
attract so many visitors?” Mikkelsen answered his own question: “because those who visit the 
café only are also counted” (Christiansen 2009:8). The true story that Mikkelsen did not tell, 
however, is the fact that the Viking Ship Museum, the café not included, draws more visitors 
than the National Gallery, which suggests that Mikkelsen’s café argument does not quite explain 
why people visit museums. Arne Emil Christensen, while admitting to shortcomings of air-
conditioning and security, argued that improvements can be made on the spot at far lower 
expenses than a new building and the moving process would incur—and at no risk caused by 
moving (Christensen 2006:12). He added that despite a period of 15 years available for 
renovation planning, no initiative to this effect had been taken. In a message to the museum 
management, he summed this up as follows: “apparently, sins of omission are conveniently used 
as a pro-relocation argument” (Christensen 2006:12). An article co-authored by Knut Paasche at 
Norwegian Institute for Cultural Heritage Research contends that the “Viking ship collection has 
frequently been subject to unfair treatment” by the university as well as by the government 
(Christensen and Paasche 2012:4). According to Bjarne Rogan, professor of cultural history at 
the University of Oslo, the museum management had “given a new café a higher priority than 
museum subjects, including exhibitions.” He believed that this was due to the fact that “most 
museum arguments support Bygdøy” (Rogan 2010a:5). Former medieval archaeologist, Inger 
Helene Vibe-Müller, characterized Mikkelsen’s arguments as rather oversimplified and 
unbalanced because they contained neither remonstrance nor a necessary discussion. She also 
called for a critical media approach (Vibe-Müller 2006:12).  
 
Maintenance neglect and old-fashioned methods of dissemination are two main arguments in the 
debate about the Viking Ship Museum. While the maintenance lag is an indisputable fact, 
opinions differ regarding the negative connotations of archaism. Although the ships and other 
artifacts may be viewed as archaic per se, many debaters call for the re-actualization of artifacts 
by means of modern methods of museum education and advanced technology. This might be the 
reason why Gudleiv Forr warned us against the conservation proposed by the Director for 
Cultural Heritage, as conservation would gradually convert “the Viking Ship Museum into a 
museum of a museum” (Forr 2009:58). 
 
 
The Replica as an Exhibition Strategy 
 
We can easily understand the wish of many people to move the Viking ships to a new museum of 
cultural history in Bjørvika, while we can also easily understand the arguments of those who 
want to keep them where they are—at Bygdøy. The idea of a dual solution has also been 
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suggested, which will provide security for the ships—whether in Arnstein Arneberg’s house or in 
a new building next to it—while also benefiting from the accessibility and attractiveness of 
Bjørvika. Anders Frøholm argued that Sørenga would inevitably trap the ships behind a wall of 
houses, which will bereave visitors of the opportunity of watching them in their natural 
environment. He therefore suggested the idea of making true replicas of the ships and displaying 
them on the sea part of the year (Frøholm 1997:29). Peter N. Waage also supported the idea of 
replicas, drawing a parallel to Michelangelo’s David in Florence, where the replica is displayed 
in front of the city hall, while the original is accommodated by the museum (Waage 2007:2). 
What makes something authentic, Waage rhetorically asked: “is it form? Material?—or does 
authenticity rather deal with the relationship between the objects and their surroundings?” 
(Waage 2007:2). Waage added that the replicas—notably floating ship replicas—might be 
imbued with an authenticity of their own; at the same time, the replicas would protect the 
original ships against rough weather, vandalism, and considerations of prestige (Waage 2007:2).  
 
Cultural journalist in Aftenposten, Lotte Sandberg, commented on the practical and philosophical 
implications of this kind of scenario by emphasizing “the pedagogical value of ship replicas as 
well as their substantial contribution to our knowledge” (Sandberg 2010:10). Quoting recent 
research, she identified the material fetishism of the original, although new theories of cultural 
heritage tend to emphasize the symbolic content rather than the “question of authenticity” 
(Sandberg 2010:10). By storing fragile originals at Bygdøy and displaying good replicas in 
Bjørvika, we would allow people to “touch the ships, and even climb aboard” (Sandberg 
2010:10). Jon Winge advocated the idea of replicas in Bjørvika: “They are nearly as good as the 
originals, and much cheaper—and safer” (Winge 2010:26). He further commented on the replica 
of Gol stavkirke (a stave-church), arguing that “the replica status does not detract from the 
visitor’s experience” (Winge 2010:26). It is difficult to identify arguments against the replica; 
which might be due to the debaters’ support of conservation at Bygdøy—or moving to 
Bjørvika—while dual solutions are hardly considered. 
 
 
Opposition to the Plans 
 
Chief curator at the Norsk Folkemuseum, Terje Planke, argued that Mikkelsen and the Museum 
of Cultural History had systematically focused on the movability of the ships, without duly 
recognizing the “Viking Ship Museum as an institution with its own history of culture” (Planke 
2009:4). He described their “strategy” as an attempt to “downgrade their own institution, 
including dissemination and storing conditions” (Planke 2009:4). A more optimistic view was 
expressed by long-standing relocation advocate and Mikkelsen supporter, Gudleiv Forr. Prior to 
Mikkelsen’s retirement—at the announcing time of the director vacancy—he argued that the new 
director “will require considerable strategic skills,” because “from the very first day, he will be 
involved in a fight for a new house” (Forr 2010b:2). Forr’s argument seems to be based on the 
premise of the director sharing his own view in favor of Bjørvika. However, shortly after 
Mikkelsen resigned office as Director for the Museum of Cultural History, the fields of museum 
research launched another campaign against relocation (Østrem 2011:11). In an early statement, 
then Director, Rane Willerslev, proclaimed that his own position was against moving the ships 
(Gundersen and Gossner 2012:29). When the report was published, he rejoiced at the prospect of 
retaining the ships at Bygdøy (Røed 2012:45). Kristin Halvorsen, who described the 
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“recommendations of the report as a model of clarity” (Christiansen 2012:12), considered the 
debate about relocation of the Viking ships to have “come to a close” (Semmingsen 2012:24). 
Public opinion has also been opposed to moving the ships; only 11 per cent of 803 Oslo citizens 
interviewed in 2010 argued in favor of Bjørvika, while 64 per cent argued in favor of Bygdøy (A. 
Christiansen 2010). A questionnaire conducted 15 years before rendered equal figures, 64 per 
cent of 604 considering relocation to be a bad idea (Nielsen 1997). 
 
 
Summing Up 
 
In general terms, one may argue that the working of a museum is mainly made up of 
“representation, interpretation, and dissemination” (Austbø 2012:30-31). In the context of the 
Viking ships, however, this argument is based on the conception of the material durability of the 
objects. In this case, the (fragile) materiality has to be included. As for the question of 
transportation risk, different views crystallize about risk proportions. Some people argue that the 
risk is too great to permit moving (at least not further than warranted by the state of the ships), 
whereas others consider the risk to be so small that the ships can, and should, be moved to 
Bjørvika. Many opponents to relocation also argue that risk is unjustifiable because the ships are 
world heritage objects that one is obliged to preserve for future generations. The Bjørvika 
champions, however, argue that there is only a minor risk of reparable transportation damage; 
therefore, they want the ships to be integrated in the urban development project in Bjørvika. 
 
Irrespective of the ships’ material durability, there are various reasons for moving to Bjørvika. 
One argument is related to the development of an international tourist arena in the vicinity of the 
cruise ship harbor; relocation champions also argue that Bygdøy is rather too remote, and that 
going there means travelling on roads heavily trafficked by coaches. Some people argue that the 
Oslo Central Station surroundings would be a more appropriate area of tourist reception than 
provided by the road to the present museum, whereas others have focused on the experience of 
watching Oslo from the sea, on a ferry from Medieval Oslo to Bygdøy. The Bygdøy alternative, 
while ensuring the preservation of the present museum, would also solve traffic problems. In 
prolongation of this argument, some people emphasize the maritime environment already 
existing at Bygdøy as a reason why the Viking ships should remain where they are today. The 
museums at Bygdøy encompass all Norwegian seafaring history—the Norwegian Maritime 
Museum, the Viking Ship Museum, the Fram Museum, and the Kon-Tiki Museum.  
 
Another element of controversy is the question of whether the ships are to be inscribed in a 
burial or sea narrative. Those who argue against moving the ships regard ship and building as an 
inseparable entity—as Gesamtkunstwerk—that tells the story of Norse burial customs, whereas 
Bjørvika supporters emphasize proximity to water as essential for the display of the ships in their 
natural environment. Their vision is to move the ships to the reconstructed waterfront in Bjørvika 
(despite the wish of some people to move the ships back to Vestfold, where they were found and 
excavated). Others argue, however, that the Viking ships do not naturally belong in Bjørvika 
because they do not represent the history of Oslo. Another argument set forth is that the Museum 
of Cultural History in Bjørvika would be an illogical museum construction, because it would 
primarily represent the pre-Reformation era. Therefore, the recommended solution is to initiate a 
cooperation project with the Norsk Folkemuseum, which mainly represents the post-Reformation 
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era. By so doing, one would be able to tell a continuous story from the Viking age up to the 
present time. 
 
The service facilities at Bygdøy—and the question of whether the museum is outdated or not— 
are also matters of controversy. The museum has no air-conditioning, and visitors moving close 
to the ships represent a security risk. Moreover, the collection is not sufficiently guarded against 
fire and other potential dangers. The museum also suffers from maintenance lag, and the 
exhibition, which is said to be rather old-fashioned, does not quite fulfill visitors’ expectations. 
While these deficiencies are used as relocation arguments by some people, others argue that most 
faults can be remedied in the present museum. A dual solution has also been suggested, which 
allows the ships to stay at Bygdøy, while true replicas are made and set afloat in Bjørvika. This 
kind of solution would be inexpensive and safe—and possibly a success—provided that one does 
not succumb to original fetishism and the disparagement of replicas. 
 
Summing up, one may argue that the museum field has been the main engine of the debate, 
supplemented, however, by other voices of public debate. The debate has also caught the interest 
of journalists and lay debaters, who have taken an active part in recommending various 
alternative solutions. The debate as performance is metacultural; it is cultural representations of 
cultural representations—in this case, the exhibition at the Viking Ship Museum. It is at this 
meta-level of representation that debates primarily take place (Hafstein 2009:18). Despite 
disagreement about the nature of a museum institution—in the museum field and in society at 
large—the campaign for the proposal has mainly been conducted by a group of people, headed 
by Mikkelsen, who have supported the local policy of integrating the ships in the urban 
development project in Bjørvika. 
 
 
Concluding Discussion  
 
A common critique of the developments in heritage studies is that it tends to reduce heritage to 
discursive processes, and that scholars have become more interested in the people behind the 
artifacts than in the artifacts themselves (Olsen 2010:38-39). This is also evident in the many 
attempts to inscribe the Viking ships into new narratives. In the academic world, social 
constructivism and the linguistic turn have brought along a growing interest in how the world is 
represented, and attempting to deconstruct people’s perceptions of heritage has become a top 
priority (Rogan 2010b:260). Therefore, some people have voiced a need to deal more adequately 
with “things,” and more specifically, the interconnectedness of people and objects (Harrison 
2012:113). In the case of the Viking ships, discursive work has not been able to annul the 
physical risk of relocating the fragile objects. The Viking ship debate illustrates that material 
heritage cannot be reduced to a discursive metacultural performance only; it rather engages in an 
interdependent relationship with the material objects.  
  
The concept of “discourse coalition” (Hajer 1995:65) can be attached to a group of actors—for 
example debaters—who share an opinion of an issue, in this case, for or against relocation of the 
Viking ships. Although the debaters do not necessarily share general views or political 
ideologies, they partake in the metacultural debate because they share some basic ideas. This is a 
valid description of the re-localization debate. A successful discourse coalition has a potential to 
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be institutionalized. As for the debate about the Viking ships, it is primarily a discourse coalition 
approaching institutionalization status, that is, the coalition that highlights the Bjørvika 
advantages of tourism development, accessibility, and the Bilbao-effect potential. However, the 
Bjørvika candidacy has been effectively thwarted by assessment reviews about the material 
vulnerability of the ships—as well as by reasoned arguments stating that the ships should remain 
where they are today—at Bygdøy.  
 
Because of their status as international treasures, the Viking ships are torn between different 
interests. The faith in the ability of museums to reclaim city areas is inspired by a “just add 
culture and stir”-philosophy which has achieved a hegemonic status among many urban 
developers (Gibson and Stevenson 2007:1). One may argue that the rise of cultural heritage is an 
example of a “newfound valuation of cultural practices and objects in terms of their expediency 
for economic and political purposes” (Hafstein 2012:503). Yet, a distinction can be made 
between museums that serve public interest and have a responsibility for their “products,” and 
those primarily concerned with profit (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998:171). The Viking Ship 
museum serves as an important social institution that, however, cannot encompass everything 
and serve all purposes. In the matters of cultural economics, there are several values other than 
economic. For example, “existence value,” which refers to the value of the mere existence of a 
cultural asset, while “bequest value” refers to the value that an asset may have for later 
generations (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2006:30). Adhering to these values, one would advise against 
relocation. On the other hand, “prestige value” is about the value of being proclaimed world 
heritage, and this value is often used to gain economic profit in terms of tourism (Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett 2006:30). However, there would be little prestige in damaged treasures.  
 
The arguments in favor of Bjørvika seem to emphasize an increasing number of visitors rather 
than the discussion of the suitability of Bjørvika as a stage for historical display and 
dissemination. Furthermore, those in favor of relocating the Viking ships have tried to construct a 
“spatial narrative” around Bjørvika that tries to “re-aestheticize” the area to fit the gaze of the 
tourists (Mordue 2010:174). Still, the Bjørvika neighborhood is quite similar to waterfront 
projects found elsewhere. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998) argues for “the value of difference:” to 
compete for tourists, a location must become a “destination,” and this destination must be 
distinguishable. “Sameness” is therefore a problem for the tourist industry that aspires to 
“hereness” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998:152-153). Hypothetically, one may wonder if relocating 
the Viking ships to Bjørvika would be enough to create this uniqueness, considering the fact that 
the ships would be located behind modern high-rise office blocks primarily housing finance 
institutions. Many scholars have criticized urban regeneration projects that disregard each city’s 
local characteristics. Tourists search for the unique and local, rather than waterfronts that have 
the same “international” look, and tourists often prefer the old and historical to the new (Chang 
and Huang 2010:2096-2099). It has also been observed that when all cities pursue similar 
strategies, it may result in the very sameness that they are trying to avoid (Zukin 2010:231). 
There is a captious irony in this: the more Europe becomes Disneyfied, the less special it 
becomes (Harvey 2002:95).  
 
Dagfinn Skre argued that the fate of the ships should no longer be “determined by other agendas, 
and that the ships have to develop an agenda of its own” (Skre 2006:11). He further claimed that 
their future has to be separated from the relocation issue in order to ensure provident 
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conservation and dissemination of the ships and not focused only on immediate measures like 
those proposed by the University Board (Skre 2006:11). The empirical corpus seems to support 
this argument, as the debate obviously reflects a lack of long-term reasoning. Furthermore, there 
has been a lack of will and means for regular maintenance, and different relocation scenarios are 
entangled in local policy resolutions and national political aims. The debate demonstrates that 
many people tend to emphasize the various purposes the ships can serve, rather than the ideal 
future management of the ships and other objects. If more debaters had acknowledged that 
heritage is also about objects—fragile in this case—the ships might not have been drawn into the 
urban development project in Bjørvika. In the long run, the museum seems to require a more 
clearly defined agenda as a basis for future decision-making.  
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