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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
It was a striking image: a human skull penetrated with several rusted bolts. It was the kind of
object you looked at but couldn’t quite compute – huge bits of metal just aren’t supposed to
stick out of people’s heads.
It was September 2016 and I was three weeks into a five-week holiday to northern Europe,
exploring Gotlands Museum in the beautiful medieval city of Visby. I had already visited
plenty of museums: admiring Munch’s Scream in Oslo, the magnificently preserved Vasa in
Stockholm and huge polar bears in Svalbard Museum far north of the Arctic Circle. Still to
come would be the idiosyncratic Penis Museum in Reykjavik and the overwhelming riches of
St Petersburg’s Winter Palace. In all of these places I took countless photos, documenting my
museum journey on my Instagram account for those back home in Australia – entertaining my
family and friends and making my colleagues at the Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery
jealous. But even after visiting so many different museums during those five weeks, that
pierced skull at Gotlands Museum remained a highlight image in my own holiday memory.
Almost exactly two years after that initial visit to Gotlands Museum, after something of a life
overhaul, I found myself back in Visby studying for a Master of Sustainable Destination
Development at Uppsala University Campus Gotland. And once again, that skull captured my
imagination. During the first weeks of the course our class went on an excursion to the museum,
where I was drawn to the skull and the exhibition 1361 – The Battle for Gotland that is home
to it. It was just as immersive and powerful as I remembered.
So why was I so interested in that skull? What was it about the exhibition that was so appealing?
When I first encountered the term ‘dark tourism’ while studying the applied heritage politics
track of my master programme, I began to understand.
1.1 Statement of purpose
Travellers throughout history have been drawn to ‘the Other’: the bizarre differences,
extraordinary customs and strange practices of foreign cultures and lands (Seaton 2009, p. 76).
But the universal, unknowable ‘Other’ for all tourists is death – and this is the central element
of what Seaton has termed ‘thanatourism’, or travel to locations motivated by the desire for
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encounters with death (1996; 2009). Over the past century this phenomenon – which is also
known as ‘dark tourism’ – has become both widespread and diverse (Stone and Sharpley 2008,
p. 574). Tourists can now encounter death at a wide range of sites: from the locations of natural
disasters and human catastrophes, to re-purposed places of suffering such as prisons and
military installations, and also at purpose-built dark tourism attractions (Seaton 2009, p. 95).
Established cultural and heritage attractions are also embracing the ‘Otherness of death’ by
using the appeal of thanatourism as a thematisation strategy to reach broader audiences and
diversify their appeal (Seaton 2009, p. 90).
In this thesis, my aim is to describe and understand the phenomenon of dark tourism in a
museum context, using Gotlands Museum and its adoption of thanatourism theming as a case
study.
Before beginning my research, I formulated the hypothesis that the museum was increasingly
using thanatourism theming in its presentation of Gotland’s history to create a more
entertaining experience for visitors. To investigate this hypothesis, I firstly examined the ways
in which the museum is presenting Gotland’s dark history through its exhibitions and public
programmes, before examining whether this presentation constitutes an example of
thanatourism theming. I also asked why the museum has decided to present Gotland’s history
in this way and whether there is a demand amongst visitors for this type of presentation. Finally,
I examined whether this thanatourism thematisation strategy is important for the museum to
attract visitors and remain sustainable as an institution.
I investigated three research questions: How does Gotlands Museum present Gotland’s dark
history?; How and why has the museum adopted thanatourism as a thematisation strategy?;
and finally, How does thanatourism theming help Gotlands Museum pursue future
sustainability?

Delimitations of study
I limited my focus to the 1361 – The Battle for Gotland and Medieval Gotland exhibitions at
Gotlands Museum. There are several other exhibitions on display at Gotlands Museum,
concerned with subjects such as geology, Stone Age and Viking Age Gotland, but these are
not the focus of this research. Gotlands Museum offers a wide range of public programmes that
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cover several topics and are suitable for visitors of all ages, however I have focused only on
those which are concerned with discussing elements of Gotland’s dark history, in particular the
Battle of Visby. This includes all tours and school programmes that visit the 1361 exhibition,
The Bloody Summer city walking tour, ‘ghost’ city walking tours, lectures on Gotland’s dark
heritage (including both medieval history and the prevalence of Nazism during the 1930s), and
the Ficklampan på Museet (Flashlight on the Museum) ‘ghost’ tour initially created for
children but now also in demand amongst adult groups. I limited my sample to only include
Gotlands Museum staff, instead of broadening it out to people who work for other institutions
in Visby such as Medieval Week or to the visitors themselves, to keep the focus on the museum
itself and what it is presenting as an institution.
1.2 Gotlands Museum background
Gotlands Museum was established in 1875 by the Friends of Gotlands Historical Museum, and
it remains one of the few museums in Sweden to be owned by an association (Gotlands
Museum 2019). It is the county museum of Gotland and is the main museum in the UNESCO
World Heritage-listed Hanseatic Town of Visby. Approximately 55 per cent of the museum’s
income is self-funded through entrance fees, sales and commissioning activities, as well as gifts
and sponsorship, with the remainder of its funding coming from the Swedish Government and
Region Gotland (Gotlands Museum 2018, p. 6). The main campus of the museum, located on
Strandgatan in Visby, is known as Fornsalen and showcases Gotland’s cultural history. The
museum also administers a nearby art gallery, ruins of medieval churches within the Visby city
walls and three museum farms in the Gotland countryside (Gotlands Museum 2019). Just under
50 full-time staff are employed across the museum’s sites (Gotlands Museum 2019). In 2018,
the museum attracted 345,000 visitors across its sites, making it the most visited county
museum in Sweden for the fifth year in a row (Gotlands Museum 2018, p. 4). For comparison,
the permanent population of the whole island of Gotland is just over 59,000 (Region Gotland
2019). Many of the museum’s visitors come from mainland Sweden (Interviewee 1), which is
a trend also seen in general tourist visitation to Gotland, with Swedish visitors accounting for
88 per cent of guest nights in 2017 (Region Gotland 2018). Gotlands Museum’s vision is to be
a museum for everyone, and it aims to make Gotland’s art, history and natural and cultural
heritage accessible to Gotlanders and visitors from all over the world (Gotlands Museum 2018,
p. 6).
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1.3 Material and method
At the beginning of my master programme, I decided that I wanted to undertake in-depth case
study research at Gotlands Museum for my thesis. As discussed, during my previous visits as
a tourist I was particularly drawn to the 1361 – The Battle for Gotland exhibition. I had met
some museum staff on our initial excursion at the start of Autumn semester 2018, and then in
the early part of Spring semester 2019 I was part of a group that worked closely with the
museum during the master programme course ‘Project in Multidisciplinary Teams’. During
that course, our group interviewed several staff involved with the museum’s tour guide
programme and formulated a proposal to assist with recruiting guides through a collaboration
with Uppsala University. This group project introduced me to three of the people who I would
go on to interview as part of this research.
My interest in working with Gotlands Museum was also professional. In August 2018 I took a
year’s leave of absence from my position as Communications Officer at the Tasmanian
Museum and Art Gallery (TMAG) in Hobart, Australia in order to move to Visby to undertake
the Master of Sustainable Destination Development programme. I have worked at TMAG since
2012 and therefore have a good understanding of how a museum operates, as well as the
pressures and challenges it can face. However, TMAG does not present dark history in the
same way, or to the same extent, as Gotlands Museum, so through undertaking this research I
hoped to gain new insights to take back to my Tasmanian colleagues. My prior museum
experience was helpful in conducting this research, as it allowed me to relate to my interview
subjects on a more equal footing, museum professional-to-museum professional, rather than
student-to-museum professional. Having been involved in exhibition and public programme
design from a communications perspective at TMAG also informed my observations of how
these tasks are undertaken at Gotlands Museum.

Interviews
My main research method for this thesis involved undertaking five in-depth semi-structured
interviews with people who are current staff members at Gotlands Museum. I chose qualitative
interview methods due to the fact that they can offer valid and reliable information as well as
insight about the subjective meanings of social phenomena (Sinding and Aronson 2003, p. 95),
thus making them a useful tool for this research. I have had extensive previous experience in
interviewing, because my bachelor degree is in media and communications, and I worked as a
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journalist in newspapers and television for five years prior to my career at TMAG. However,
academic interviewing is very different from journalistic interviewing, and so I was conscious
of not steering my interviewees towards any particular responses, as journalists commonly do.
I found all five of my interviews to be extremely helpful in investigating my hypothesis, as
they each generated plenty of material which I was able to classify into distinct themes. My
interviewees were all very open and helpful, and offered informed insights into both Gotlands
Museum’s operations and into museum trends more generally.
I used a combination of purposive and snowball sampling to select the interview participants.
The five participants were chosen according to their role at the museum and their knowledge
of and involvement in creating the 1361 exhibition and their involvement in presenting public
programmes related to Gotland’s dark history. The interview participants have been
anonymized for the purpose of this thesis, and so I will refer to them by number (1-5).
Interviewees 1 and 2 work in the education and public programmes area of the museum,
Interviewee 3 works in the collections area and Interviewees 4 and 5 work in the business and
marketing area. Two of my interviewees were male (Interviewees 1 and 2) and the remainder
were female (Interviewees 3, 4 and 5), and they have worked at the museum for varying lengths
of time, ranging from 5 years (Interviewee 2) to 33 years (Interviewee 3). In determining the
size of my interview sample, I considered the question of theoretical saturation, keeping in
mind that it is difficult to know how many people should be interviewed in order to achieve
saturation and there is a lack of guidelines in this area (Guest et al. 2006, p. 60). However, I
decided that as this was a student research project with a limited time frame, it was more
important for me to focus on the quality, detail and depth of the data I collected instead of on
the number of interviews (Bell et al. 2019, p. 399). As discussed, I had previously interviewed
three of the participants as part of an earlier project (Interviewees 1, 2 and 5) so I was familiar
with their expertise and knowledge. These participants were also able to suggest one more
interviewee (Interviewee 4). My supervisor suggested another interviewee, whom I did not
interview because when I contacted her via email she suggested I speak to another person
(Interviewee 3). The interviews were undertaken privately, one-on-one at various locations at
the museum: in the interviewee’s private offices (Interviewees 1, 2, 4 and 5), or, in one case,
in the children’s educational room before museum opening hours (Interviewee 3).
Language was an issue I had not fully considered before beginning the interview process. All
of my interviewees did not speak English as their first language. While all five of the people I
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interviewed had a good level of English skills, there were occasions in most of the interviews
where there were pauses while the interviewee tried to locate the correct English word they
wanted to use. On these occasions I attempted to assist the interviewee by suggesting words or
phrases they may have been looking for, but I was conscious at the time of not putting words
in their mouths. I transcribed each interview I conducted as soon as possible after the event, so
that the conversation was still fresh in my mind. I did this manually, and not using any form of
automated transcription service, due to the fact that my interviewees were not native English
speakers and I was concerned that an automated programme might not be accurate because
sometimes interviewees spoke in Swedish while they attempted to find the English word they
wanted to use. I was conscious to transcribe everything both I and the interviewee said, to make
sure that I did not miss any important details. As is usual with people speaking English as a
second language, sometimes my interviewees used slightly incorrect grammar, and although
due to my experience in copy editing my instincts were to correct this as I transcribed, I kept
the language as it was spoken in the final transcripts.
Observation
Observation was another important tool I used as part of this case study research. Before
commencing my interviews, I spent several hours at Gotlands Museum undertaking personal
in-depth observation of the 1361 exhibition, as well as the exhibition Medieval Gotland. During
my time in the galleries I carefully considered each display and object, and took photographs
using my iPhone of everything I observed to refer back to later in my analysis and discussion.
A selection of these photographs appears in Appendices 1 and 2. After I had been through each
room in the exhibition, I stopped and found a place to sit so I could record my observations
and feelings in a notebook. My handwritten notes describe my main impressions of each part
of the exhibitions, as well as my feelings about the exhibitions’ content and any objects or
information I considered to be highlights. As soon as I got home from my visit to the museum,
I transcribed these notes so I had an electronic record of my observations.
On the day I visited the museum, a Wednesday in late March, it was open from 11:00 am to
4:00 pm and there were very few visitors due to it still being the museum’s (and Gotland’s)
low season. While I was in the 1361 and Medieval Gotland galleries I observed only one other
visitor passing through. Although I am used to being alone in museum galleries at TMAG after
hours because I work there, I found it very unusual to be alone in another museum during
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visitor hours. This feeling of being alone perhaps heightened the dark nature of the exhibition
content for me and helped shape my perceptions of the exhibition. After going through the
1361 exhibition and the subsequent Medieval Gotland gallery about the island under Danish
rule, I found myself in the medieval basement exhibition. Being in the basement alone and after
having spent several hours reading about and seeing objects related to Gotland’s dark history
really affected me; I experienced a feeling of being ‘spooked’ and had to leave the room quite
quickly. This was also a somewhat scary experience due to the exit being a very narrow
medieval staircase leading back to the upper floors of the Medieval Gotland exhibition. I
certainly left the museum that day feeling that I had had a dark tourism experience.
In addition to in-depth observation of the exhibitions, I was also keen to observe some of the
museum’s dark history-focused public programming first-hand. Much of this programming is
seasonal and mostly conducted in Swedish, so there were limited opportunities for me to
observe it taking place during the window I had for undertaking this thesis research. For
example, the Ficklampan tours only run during certain school holidays and the ghost tours of
the city only on special occasions such as Halloween or Valentine’s Day. However, I did have
the opportunity to undertake participant observation of The Bloody Summer guided city tour
which tells the story of the Battle of Visby. The tour runs during summer and only in Swedish,
but staff conducted a special tour in English at the end of April which I was able to attend and
observe for the purposes of my research. I took several photographs during the tour, a selection
of which can be seen in Appendix 3. While it would have given me a more complete picture to
have been able to observe all programmes the museum presents that include dark content, it
was useful to at least be able to observe The Bloody Summer as it focuses exclusively on the
battle and links strongly back to the 1361 exhibition. Although this was not a regular tour in
the sense that it was specially conducted for me and not part of the museum’s usual tour
programme, it was still able to give me a good insight into the content of the tour and its
presentation style. I recruited several fellow students and teachers to undertake the tour with
me, and while they were not a typical cross section of visitors that would usually be found on
the museum’s tours, I was still able to observe their reactions to inform my research. Dark
tourism researchers have frequently conducted participant observation of guided tours, and
have found this ethnographic method of data collection to be useful in examining the sociology
of relations in the micro-spaces of leisure and hospitality (Seaton 2002, p. 310).
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Documents
Other material I collected during my research included documents and digital resources. I was
able to analyse the museum’s marketing materials such as promotional brochures, as well as
the museum’s smartphone app and website. In addition, I collected other documents relevant
to the research, including media articles about the opening of the Medieval Gotland and 1361
exhibitions, the original press release about the Medieval Gotland exhibition and a
contemporary interview about the 1361 exhibition with the designer which featured in a
museum blog (Miljand 2011). I selected these documents to provide a fuller picture of the
exhibition and other people’s reactions to it, outside of the personal perspectives of my
interviewees and my own observations.
I did encounter some issues with the documentary analysis due to my limited knowledge of
Swedish. While the exhibition texts throughout Gotlands Museum are presented in both
Swedish and English, as is the museum’s app, website and marketing brochure, any other
documents I collected were only available in Swedish. This includes media articles and press
releases about the exhibitions, as well as the museum’s 2018 annual report (Gotlands Museum
2018), which contained relevant information for this research. While I was able to use my own
basic Swedish skills to navigate websites and find the documents in question, I needed to use
Google Translate in order to understand their content fully. This also meant that I was unable
to read much of the historical literature available about the Battle of Visby, including books
for sale in the museum’s shop, as this is mostly published in Swedish.
1.4 History of research
History and heritage
There is no doubt that people today continue to be fascinated by the past. As Lowenthal (2015,
p. 1) notes, the past is everywhere and none of it eludes our intense involvement. Over the past
decades, ‘history’ and genres of the ‘historical’ have grown exponentially as cultural artefact,
discourse, product and focus, with ‘history’ becoming a leisure pursuit and the ‘historical’ a
cultural trope (de Groot 2016, p. 2). People now consume the past in a wide variety of ways
and in many different places: in museums, on television, at home, through local clubs and
societies and via the internet (de Groot 2016, p. 2). This illustrates the rise of heritage, which
is a mode of cultural production in the present that has recourse to the past (Kirshenblatt-
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Gimblett 1998, p. 7). Lowenthal (1998) describes a ‘cult of heritage’ which has become
dominant the world over, becoming a chief focus of national patriotism and a prime lure of
tourism: “From ethnic roots to history theme parks, Hollywood to the Holocaust, the whole
world is busy lauding – or lamenting – some past, be it fact or fiction” (1998, p. xiii).
Indeed, heritage tourism continues to grow worldwide; since the 1980s there has been an
increasing fragmentation and specialisation of tourism products and destinations, which has
led to heritage tourism becoming ‘big business’ (Prentice 2004, p. 267). Large numbers of
people visit museums and heritage sites and almost everywhere and everything from the past
may be conserved (Urry and Larsen 2011, p. 113–115). A notable and growing subsector of
heritage tourism involves visitors being drawn to places of ‘dark heritage’, sites, attractions
and exhibitions which offer a (re)presentation of death and suffering (Stone 2006, p. 146).
Thanatourism and dark tourism
Travel to such dark heritage sites was first discussed in academic tourism literature in the mid1990s, with authors describing tourists’ desire to visit places such as the book depository in
Dallas from where John F. Kennedy was assassinated or former Nazi concentration camps in
Europe (Foley and Lennon 1996; Tunbridge and Ashworth 1996). Other authors pointed out
that visitors had been travelling to sites of death such as battlefields and cemeteries well before
the 20th century (Seaton 1996), and indeed the ‘death-like’ aspects of Scandinavia and northern
Europe held a particular fascination for travellers during the 18th and 19th century (Walchester
2018, p. 103). Seaton (1996) described this concept as ‘thanatourism’ or travel to a location
wholly or partially motivated by the desire for actual or symbolic encounters with death. He
outlined five broad categories of thanatourism behaviour: witnessing public enactments of
death (e.g. onlookers at disaster scenes); seeing sites of mass or individual death (e.g. visiting
concentration camps or JFK’s death site); travel to internment sites or memorials (e.g. visiting
war memorials and cemeteries); viewing evidence or representations of death at an
unconnected site (e.g. museums) and finally travelling to re-enactments of death (e.g. reenactments of historical battles) (Seaton 1996).
The term ‘dark tourism’ was coined by Foley and Lennon (1996), who argued that there had
been a significant growth in tourism to sites associated with death and that this was due to the
development of media and communication-driven tourism motivations and technologies such
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as simulations, replications and virtual experiences in the late 20th century. A major distinction
between dark tourism and thanatourism is that dark tourism (as conceived by Foley and
Lennon) is regarded as a contemporary phenomenon, whereas thanatourism has a much longer
historical lineage (Light 2017, p. 279). However, definitions of both terms have changed over
time and the distinctions between the two as they were initially formulated in the 1990s has
become blurred, and thus many researchers now elide the two concepts and use the terms dark
tourism and thanatourism interchangeably (Light 2017, p. 282). This is the approach I will use
in this thesis, as I will be incorporating research from authors who use both terms, however as
dark tourism has become a generic term for any form of tourism that is associated with death,
disaster or anything unpleasant (Light 2017, p. 282), that term may be more commonly used.
Stone (2006) broadened the concept of dark tourism by proposing a ‘spectrum’ of dark tourism
sites, which accounts for multiple shades of dark tourism products and experiences from
darkest to lightest, building on Seaton’s (1996) categories of thanatourism behaviour. He
identified seven ‘dark suppliers’, including ‘dark exhibitions’ which revolve around death,
suffering or the macabre with an often commemorative, educational and reflective message
(Stone 2006, p. 152-153). Seaton (2009) built on his own theorisation of thanatourism by
proposing a new framework for understanding the distinctive ways thanatourism attractions
are managed. He identified four kinds of thanatourism site, drawing on Said’s (1975)
distinctions between ‘beginnings’ and ‘origins’ of cultural formations (Seaton 2009, p. 95).
Seaton described an emerging of practice of thanatourism thematisation amongst cultural
attractions and destinations, describing the concept as ‘purposeful Otherness’ (2009, p. 91; see
chapter 1.5 for further discussion). In recent years, the relationship between tourism and death
has become a mainstream research topic within tourism studies, witnessed by a steady increase
in the number of papers in peer-reviewed journals about dark tourism, and it also enjoys a high
profile outside the academic environment within popular media and online (Light 2017, p.
276). Researchers such as Wright (2018) have also considered dark tourism into the future,
predicting that tourism operators might move to thrill consumers with spectacles of death based
on recent horrors, building on the current trend of death being displayed as fun, scary
entertainment.
Museums and museology
Museums are a key feature in the dark tourism landscape, and they have a role to play in the
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intersection between dark tourism and place identity (Frew 2018, p. 703). Also, in addition to
their traditional mandate of collecting and exhibiting objects, museums are increasingly
evoking serious dialogue as well as stirring emotions, primarily through presenting contentious
issues such as war, death and dying (Trofanenko 2011, p. 492). This is particularly the case
when it comes to presenting educational programmes for children focused on dark topics, and
researchers have found that educational visits to dark tourism sites improve motivation and
engagement for the subject in which the visit was initiated (Israfilova and Khoo-Lattimore
2018, p. 8). In Sweden the presentation of difficult history in museums is perhaps less evident,
with national museums largely avoiding the topic of Sweden’s imperialistic history and its
political ambitions of expansion during the 16th to 18th centuries (Widén 2011, p. 881). More
challenging themes are however present in the presentation of Swedish industrial heritage and
the lives of workers, which became a strong focus for heritage organisations during the 1980s
and 1990s (Pashkevich 2017, p. 109).
The presentation of dark and difficult topics is evidence of the ‘new museology’, a theoretical
and philosophical movement linked to a shift in focus and intention within the museum world,
away from the functional idea of museums (McCall and Gray 2014, p. 20). Hooper-Greenhill
explains how at the end of the 20th century, old structures were being replaced with new forms
of museums, new ways of working with objects, new attitudes to exhibitions and, above all,
new ways of relating to museum publics (1994, p. 6). She describes how previously visitors
were content to stroll through displays and rarely sought more than a tangential visual
experience of objects, but now there was a “clear and consistent demand” for a close and active
encounter with objects and exhibits and a “physical experience using all the senses” (HooperGreenhill 1994, p. 6). As part of the new museology, Bourdieu’s landmark and highly
influential concept of ‘cultural capital’ (1984) has been adopted by museums, galleries and
heritage sites through the emphasis they place on access. That is, where formerly museums
were seen as places only available to those in possession of a high level of cultural capital in
order to interpret their experience, now museums ensure their activities and exhibitions can be
experienced by those without specialised forms of cultural capital (Newman 2004, p. 257).
Museums have also become essential to the tourism experience. As Kirshenblatt-Gimblett
notes, tourism needs destinations and museums are premier attractions; not only destinations
on an itinerary but also nodes in a network of attractions that form the recreational geography
of a region and, increasingly, the globe (1998, p. 132). Lumley claims the heritage phenomenon
13

has changed the way museums present history, with a new generation of museums making the
past into an ‘experience’, brought to life in 3-D and showcasing the everyday life of people
(2004, p. 25). Urry and Larsen link the rise of heritage to spectacular growth in the number of
museums worldwide, noting a “remarkable” increase in the range of histories represented: “it
is almost as though the worse the previous historical experience the more authentic and
appealing the resulting attraction” (2011, p. 125). These heritage-style experiences also
challenge notions of authenticity, due to the “curious mixing of the museum and theatre” (Urry
and Larsen 2011, p. 126). De Groot describes historicised performance as key to contemporary
society’s obsession with ‘authenticity’, because personal experience is in some part the key to
such legitimacy (2016, p. 105–106).
Museums use theatrical and performance techniques to present history, introducing narrative
and possibility in order to enliven and animate their collections, and this has been demonstrated
to be extremely effective, particularly with engaging children (de Groot 2016, p. 125).
However, despite embracing new museology and their increasing status as tourist attractions,
museums still retain their desire to be seen as offering an educational experience as opposed to
a purely entertainment one. They judge it necessary to remain clearly distinct from theme parks
that integrate knowledge supply with entertainment; for example, many curators are suspicious
of experimenting with game-like experiences in exhibitions (Tan et al. 2008, p. 95).
De Groot argues that the museum experience is fundamental to the way that history is
experienced in society, and that over the past 20 years museums have changed their strategies
and their practice in response to new theories and particular demands on them from
government, communities and economics (2016, p. 290–294). Museums have found
themselves in a competitive leisure market and have had to adopt a market-sensitive approach
to education and attendance (de Groot 2016, p. 298). Some authors have suggested that the
educational and cultural activities they present have become inextricably entwined with
commerce and entertainment, leading to the museum becoming a sort of ‘cultural supermarket’
(van Aalst and Boogaarts 2002, p. 197). The growth of theme parks, shopping malls and
heritage centres has forced museums to compete by running prominent museum shops and
cafés, and also to mount spectacular displays and exhibitions (Urry and Larsen 2011, p. 126).
Tourists, therefore, are an important market for museums because the number of visitors, not
the number of visits, determines the total disposable income brought through a museum’s doors
(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998, p. 137). While there is resistance amongst professionals to
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museums becoming solely market-oriented instead of content-driven, they acknowledge this
resistance is “close to being heretical” (Saumarez Smith 2006, p. 551).
The need for museums to become market-oriented in order to be financially viable echoes the
challenges faced by all tourism organisations in achieving sustainability. Sustainable tourism
development is defined as development which meets the needs of present tourists and host
regions while protecting and enhancing opportunities for the future (WTO 1998, p. 21). Models
of sustainable development traditionally consist of three separate but connected rings of
environment, society and economy, with the implication that each sector is, at least in part,
independent of the others (Hopwood et al. 2005, p. 48).
1.5 Theory
In this thesis, I will draw particularly on the work of three authors mentioned in chapter 1.4 in
order to analyse the material I have collected through interviews, observations and documents.
It is also important for me to note that much of my literature relates to museums in the
Anglophone sphere, particularly the UK and Australia; however I feel that it is also broadly
applicable in a Swedish context.
Firstly, I will extensively draw on de Groot’s discussion of the ways in which ‘history’ and
genres of the ‘historical’ have grown in both interest and variety exponentially over the past
decades (2016, p. 2). I will particularly use his work regarding the role of museums in our
highly-historicised society to discuss the ways in which Gotlands Museum presents the island’s
dark history. As de Groot states, museums and heritage sites are often the places that reflect
shifts in public history practice the most clearly, as they represent a nexus point of public
funding, education, commemoration, museological theory and visitor experience (2016, p.
290). De Groot also describes multiple ways the past is used in the present day: as fantasy, as
lifestyle choice, to reflect on contemporary life, as part of the cultural economy, as something
that confers cultural capital, as something to win or to desire and a means of embodying
difference (de Groot 2016, p. 312). All of these ways of using the past can be seen in Gotlands
Museum’s presentation of history. De Groot concludes that while it is clear that history has
become one of a set of heritage experiences and referentials, simultaneously the importance of
the past, and the importance of authenticity, empathy, reality and historical truth, has never
been higher (2016, p. 311).
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In discussing the relationship between dark tourism and museums, I will focus on Seaton’s
(2009) concept of ‘purposeful Otherness’ to analyse Gotlands Museum’s presentation of dark
history, to both examine the motivations of museum staff in creating exhibitions and public
programmes and assess the resulting outcomes. Seaton identifies four kinds of thanatourism
site, drawing on Said’s (1975) distinctions between ‘beginnings’ and ‘origins’ of cultural
formations: sites of natural disaster and human catastrophe such as Ground Zero or Pompeii;
sites that move from non-tourism to tourism functions, such as military installations and
prisons; specifically-created thanatourism attractions such as the London Dungeon or Madame
Tussauds; and finally, the use of thanatourism as a temporary thematisation strategy for cultural
attractions and destinations, such as museum exhibitions about war or ghost tours in urban
centres (Seaton 2009, p. 95). Drawing on the well-established tourism concept of ‘the Other’
by considering the powerfulness of death as the ‘ultimate Other’, Seaton describes this final
type of thanatourism site as embracing ‘purposeful Otherness’, in which the auratic
fascinations of death are harnessed by institutional managers to aims and objectives that derive
from the core identity of their institutions, rather than seeming to be an extraneous method of
‘milking the macabre’ (2009, p. 91). Seaton uses the ‘heritage force field’ model to discuss
how four primary groups of stakeholders must be considered in the management of a
thanatourism site: owners and controllers; represented subject groups; host communities; and
visitors – he also adds a fifth (secondary) group, the media (2009, p. 98–106). He describes
visitors as a crucial group, and outlines how a good visitor experience at a thanatourism site
may be produced by achieving an aura of ‘purposeful Otherness’, in which the macabre is
harnessed to serious aims and narratives (such as military history and national heritage), which
are appropriate to the site or institution concerned (2009, p. 100–101). Seaton adds that
successful management of a thanatourism site also depends upon correctly identifying target
markets and making sure that what is exhibited, and the way in which it is delivered, will be of
interest to them (2009, p. 101).
I will use Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s (1998) theories about the relationship between museums and
tourism to help analyse the reasons why Gotlands Museum is embracing the strategy of
thanatourism theming outlined by Seaton (2009). Kirshenblatt-Gimblett particularly describes
the increasingly close relationship between modern museums and the tourism industry, and
discusses how the notion of ‘service’ and a close relationship with ‘customers’ is now just as
important to museums as it is to tourism enterprises, leading to the creation of ‘experiences’
becoming the major activity of museums (1998, p. 138). She discusses how there is a
16

presumption within the museum community that visitors are no longer interested in the quiet
contemplation of objects in a ‘cathedral of culture’, but rather they want to have an experience
(1998, p. 139). In this way, museums are further modelling themselves on the tourism industry
by adopting a market-driven approach to packaging up the ‘museum product’ as an experience
to be sold on to tourists (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998, p. 139). However Kirshenblatt-Gimblett
also notes that, due to the degree they operate in the public interest and with public funds,
museums have a responsibility to their ‘product’ that distinguishes them from purely marketdriven amusements, such as Disney theme parks, whose primary responsibility is profitability
(1998, p. 171).
The material collected from my research comprised transcripts from my five interviews, my
transcribed notes and observations from my exhibition visit and The Bloody Summer guided
tour, my photographs of the exhibitions and the tour, and the documents and digital resources
I collected. In order to analyse this wide range of material, I first identified themes in the
interview transcripts. The three main themes I identified were: the museum’s presentation of
history; thanatourism theming; and museum sustainability. I then examined my own notes,
observations and photographs, as well as the collected documents and digital resources, to see
if these three themes were also relevant. I then related these themes to the theories discussed
above, in order to make connections between comments made by my interviewees and the
theories espoused by de Groot, Seaton, Kirshenblatt-Gimblett and others.
1.6 Outline of thesis
In this thesis I will investigate how Gotlands Museum is offering its visitors a dark tourism
experience through its exhibitions and programmes, and look at the reasons why this is taking
place. In order to answer my research questions, I will present my analysis in three chapters.
Firstly, in chapter 2 I will explore the way Gotlands Museum presents history in general, and
Gotland’s dark history in particular. In chapter 3, I will examine how the museum’s
presentation of history constitutes a dark tourism experience for visitors through the adoption
of thanatourism theming. Finally, in chapter 4 I will investigate why the museum has embraced
the ‘purposeful Otherness’ of death though thanatourism theming and whether it is a sensible
plan for the museum into the future. I will conclude my thesis in chapter 5 with a discussion of
my findings, the limitations of my study and possibilities for future research.
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CHAPTER 2: PRESENTATION OF HISTORY
2.1 Introduction
In this chapter, my aim is to explore the way Gotlands Museum presents history in general, and
Gotland’s dark history in particular. I intend to reveal how the museum is concerned with the
authenticity of its presentation, and the importance of telling the stories of ‘real’ people. As de
Groot (2016, p. 291) argues, the museum experience is fundamental to the way that we
experience ‘history’ in society, but it is one that presents the ‘visit’ to the past in particularly
controlled ways. Although the rise of heritage has been linked by several authors to changes in
the way museums present history (Lumley 2004; Urry and Larsen 2011), previous work has
not specifically explored how museum professionals present Gotland’s history and the factors
that influence this presentation. My main focus will be on this under-researched area of
museum practice on Gotland, through interviews with museum professionals and observations
of Gotlands Museum’s exhibitions and programmes. I will begin by discussing the museum
professionals’ perceptions of Gotland and its history, highlighting their sense of the island
being immersed in history, as well as examining what history they believe visitors want to see;
before considering how the museum uses storytelling in presenting ‘authentic’ and ‘real’ stories
of the past; and finally addressing current and future trends in the way the museum presents
Gotland’s history.
2.2 Perceptions of Gotland’s history
My findings chime with the work of de Groot (2016, p. 311), who concludes that, while it is
clear that history has become one of a set of heritage experiences and referentials,
simultaneously the importance of the past, and the importance of authenticity, empathy, reality
and historical truth, has never been higher. My interviewees described a sense of Gotland being
surrounded by history, and Gotlanders themselves being strongly interested in the island’s
history, and drew a connection between this and tourism imperatives, including the role of the
museum in attracting visitors:
“Gotland is history, in so many ways. You know, you come here to see the
town wall, to see the church ruins. History is everywhere, so I think that’s
one of the most important things for tourism on Gotland.” (Interviewee 1)
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An interesting claim made in my interviews, and also in The Bloody Summer tour, was that a
feeling of distrust still lingers between residents of Gotland’s countryside and those who live
within the walled city of Visby, dating back to the Civil War in the late 13th century: “…to this
day you can hear people, old people out on the countryside when they drink coffee [saying]
‘oh you cannot trust Visby citizens’…” (Interviewee 2). One interviewee linked this lingering
feeling of hostility between town and country to a broader desire to keep the island’s history
alive: “…it’s our story, it happened here and sometimes people are also a bit, not proud, but
‘this is our story and we have something exciting to tell’” (Interviewee 3). Of course, without
a broader survey of Gotland residents it is difficult to verify whether this claim is true, and
while it could be an interesting avenue for future study, it does not impact upon the broader
focus of this research.
Two main periods of Gotland’s history were highlighted as important by my interviewees:
firstly the island’s medieval history, including Visby’s prosperous times as a Hanseatic city,
the Civil War and the Battle of Visby; and secondly the history of the island during the Viking
period, something they had noticed a surge of interest in, particularly from international
visitors. Gotland’s Medieval Week festival, held every year in August and attracting visitors
from all over the world, was mentioned by all my interviewees as an important way the island’s
medieval history is presented. However, one interviewee claimed there was not a strong link
between the museum’s presentation of medieval history and that sought by visitors to Medieval
Week: “…they’re interested in making clothes, drinking beer and so on. So I think that’s the
most important thing for them, to live as a medieval person for a week” (Interviewee 1). This
suggests that the Medieval Week visitors are more interested in experiencing a recreation of
history, rather than looking at the real artefacts at the museum, due to the importance placed
upon personal experience in the search for authenticity (de Groot 2016, p. 105–106). Of course,
without surveying Medieval Week visitors themselves, it is difficult to know whether this is
accurate; however, as the festival is outside the limitations of this study, it does not impact
upon this research.
2.3 Storytelling in the museum
My interviewees made several claims about what they believed visitors were interested in at
the museum, although again it is difficult to confirm these without surveying visitors
themselves. They claimed that artefacts remained a key attraction for museum visitors:
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“…people like to look at objects, the real things that were used and made, from the period”
(Interviewee 3). But they also noted the importance of telling the story behind the artefacts,
and allowing visitors to interact with the artefacts, or accurate replicas of them, as much as
possible: “…they would like to try things, swords and hats and helmets…they want more to
try, more to do, more to feel” (Interviewee 4). All my interviewees perceived an increasing
desire for more Viking Age history to be presented in the museum, and theorised that this was
due to the influence of popular culture such as the internationally broadcast TV drama series
Vikings. Interviewees also said this interest was driving museum practice: “…the
Americans…ask all the time about Vikings, so we have thought about, maybe we have to do
Viking programmes only for Americans…” (Interviewee 2).
The importance of storytelling at Gotlands Museum, and in particular relating the stories of
real people, was emphasised by each of my interviewees. This interest in representing ordinary
peoples’ lives is an example of ‘living history’, a concept common in folk museums such as
Skansen in Stockholm, in which material artefacts are only given meaning when considered in
relation to people rather than to a more amorphous historicalness (de Groot 2016, p. 123). An
interesting idea discussed by several interviewees was that learning the stories of ordinary
people from the past, instead of famous historical figures, could help convey a wider truth
about and deeper understanding of society today:
“I want to tell stories that make people laugh, and I want to tell stories that
make people react…I think it’s great if we can tell stories that they can react
to in a modern sense – that they can react to war and cruelty to mankind in
any way, and can feel that we can do better, we can learn from the mistakes
of history.” (Interviewee 1)
Interviewees also linked the importance of storytelling to the concept of bringing history alive,
in particular through the modernised 1361 exhibition and its accompanying public
programmes. In particular, personal guided tours were stressed as vital to the presentation of
history: “…you need real guides, it doesn’t work with only showcases, only screens, apps,
whatever” (Interviewee 2). The museum does have its own app, which can be downloaded by
visitors for free and used on Apple and Android devices. It provides a tour around the museum,
featuring mostly factual information that eschews the storytelling approach of the in-person
guided tours, although it does provide extra photographs that are not available in the exhibitions
(OnSpotStory 2018).
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2.4 Authenticity and emotion
A word that each interviewee repeated was ‘real’, placing emphasis on the ‘real’ people who
lived in the past and the actuality of their lives and experience. This was also particularly
stressed when talking about the exhibition 1361 and the human remains featured within it:
“…you want people to realise that this is what happened, it’s not a film, it’s not just a story or
saga, it happened for real and these are real people here” (Interviewee 3). This ‘realness’ of the
history on display at the museum is deeply connected to the concept of authenticity, which
each interviewee believed to be vital for the museum to present: “[we] try to tell the story about
the true battle, what did actually happen, because there are so many sagas and stories… but we
wanted to say what really happened” (Interviewee 5). So, while these fragments of history
which are deemed to be authentic are important, Gotlands Museum also appears to be
attempting to be part of a continuing cultural conversation, through its presentation of the real
stories of ordinary people (de Groot 2016, p. 294).
Another word consistently repeated by my interviewees was ‘feeling’, particularly when
discussing the revamped 1361 exhibition in comparison to the museum’s previous displays of
medieval history. One interviewee described the decision to move to a ‘living history’ model
of presentation based on the inadequacy of the previous display: “...then it was just the artefacts.
No history around it, and no feeling about what really happened” (Interviewee 5). Interviewees
also discussed the feelings of visitors as being paramount when deciding how to present
history, in particular the story of the Battle of Visby: “I think it’s most important to feel the
feeling of the war, and how the people felt when they were in it” (Interviewee 4); “…even if
you’re not staying in the exhibition, you’re just passing through, you can feel the bad feeling
about the messy, bloody battle” (Interviewee 5). As de Groot notes (2016, p. 46), empathy and
connection are crucial to history education, and so by displaying the story of the Battle of Visby
in such a way that it evokes emotion amongst visitors, Gotlands Museum is able to convey the
history more effectively.
2.5 Uses of the past into the future
A key theme that emerged from my interviews was that the public’s interest in history shows
no signs of abating; indeed, younger generations are showing an increasing interest in and
desire for historical experiences at the museum. This chimes with de Groot’s contention that
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‘history’ and genres of the ‘historical’ have grown in both interest and variety exponentially
over the past decades (de Groot 2016, p. 2). My interviewees expressed complex and thoughtful
reflections on the place of history within today’s society, including the notion that it can mean
different things to different people: “I think that some history is there to amuse us, and I do
believe that some history can be very helpful for us, that we can maybe change people’s views”
(Interviewee 1). All interviewees discussed the variety of programmes the museum creates for
children, and noted that there was a demand for history-related content amongst young people:
“…they are so interested, and they listen so much and have such interesting
views. I thought when I was a kid going to school, you know 20 or 30 years
ago, people wouldn’t have listened like that. It shows that society has
evolved in a different sense, and I have hope in the future.” (Interviewee 2)
A key point made by several interviewees was that it was important for Gotlands Museum, and
indeed museums in general, to take note of current events when considering how to present
events from the past. In 2019 the museum began discussing the history of Nazism on Gotland
in the 1930s, first with a lecture on the topic and then by integrating the story into guided tours
of Visby, which was purely driven by current political and societal discourse: “… if we didn’t
have the political situation that we have today in Sweden, I probably wouldn’t have done these
Nazi lectures” (Interviewee 1). This use of history to reflect on contemporary life demonstrates
just one of the multiple ways the past is used in the present day, as outlined by de Groot (2016,
p. 312). As my research has revealed, the other uses of the past discussed by de Groot can also
be found to varying degrees in the context of Gotlands Museum: as fantasy, lifestyle choice,
part of the cultural economy, something that confers cultural capital, something to win or to
desire and a means of embodying difference (de Groot 2016, p. 312). The past as fantasy can
be seen in the imaginative storytelling tours offered to both adults and children; and as both
lifestyle choice and something to desire in the reenactors living as ‘real’ medieval people
during Medieval Week. The museum would not exist as a viable entity without the past,
therefore it is a key part of the cultural economy; visitors to the museum gain cultural capital
through learning about the past (see discussion in chapter 4.3); and finally the past as a means
of embodying difference can be seen in the presentation of stories about hardships suffered by
‘real’ people in the medieval period that are utterly unrecognisable to us today.
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CHAPTER 3: THANATOURISM THEMING
3.1 Introduction
Having examined the ways Gotlands Museum presents history, my intention in this chapter is
to illuminate how this presentation of history constitutes a dark tourism experience for visitors.
There has been much scholarship connecting dark tourism experiences with place, focusing on
the growth in tourism to sites where atrocities have occurred (Foley and Lennon 1996;
Tunbridge and Ashworth 1996; Stone 2006); however research into dark tourism experiences
happening at unconnected sites such as museums is more limited. My research is designed to
remedy that weakness by demonstrating how the experiences offered to visitors at Gotlands
Museum are similar to the experiences offered to visitors at other heritage attractions that are
more easily identifiable as dark tourism locations. I will use Seaton’s (2009) concept of
institutions utilising the ‘purposeful Otherness’ of death in employing thanatourism theming
for exhibitions and programmes, in order to analyse the motivations of museum staff in creating
a dark tourism experience. I will begin by describing how staff at Gotlands Museum have
created a dark tourism experience for visitors using thanatourism theming and discuss how
they attempted to balance spectacle and educational motivations; then I will examine visitors’
fascination with the ‘Otherness’ of death as evidenced by the exhibitions and programmes at
the museum; before discussing successful thanatourism theming, focusing on the museum’s
popular Ficklampan på Museet tours as a perfect example. Finally I will consider whether
Gotlands Museum has been able to avoid ‘milking the macabre’ as it highlights the island’s
dark history in order to attract more visitors.
3.2 Dark tourism experiences at Gotlands Museum
Gotland’s dark heritage, in particular the story of Danish King Valdemar Atterdag invading
and slaughtering over half the male population during the Battle of Visby in 1361, is a key part
of the island’s history: “…up till only a hundred years ago, or even less, when a child on
Gotland had been naughty they didn’t frighten them with trolls and so on, they frightened them
with Danes” (Interview 1). Therefore, according to several of my interviewees it is only natural
that several exhibitions and programmes at Gotlands Museum should focus on exploring these
deadly events that had such a large impact upon the island – and in some cases are still felt by
people today (see chapter 2.2). In 2011, the museum commemorated the 650th anniversary of
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the Battle of Visby by opening the exhibition 1361 – The Battle for Gotland. This exhibition
tells the story of the horror in an immersive way, using light and sound to create an ominous
mood within the gallery and employing modern exhibition design techniques and technology
such as video, interactive screens and hands-on activities like trying on armour (see Appendix
1a). There are splashes of ‘blood’ everywhere that reinforce the exhibition’s dark themes and
‘arrows’ are embedded in the walls to recreate the feeling of being in the thick of battle (see
Appendices 1b and 1c). Replica suits of armour hang from the real Visby city gate that was
closed on those fleeing Atterdag’s men in an evocative tableau that makes it seem like the
soldiers themselves are being hung outside the city walls (see Appendix 1d). In an online
interview prior to the opening of 1361, exhibition designer Desirée Kjellberg said she had been
inspired by Frank Miller’s graphic novel 300, about the ancient battle of Thermopylae, in
creating the ‘bloody’ design: “On the one hand, we do not want to profit from others’
misfortune or get visitors to faint, but the exhibition is after all a massacre!” (Miljand 2011).
However, the main focus of the exhibition is the human remains of those who fought in the
battle: skeletons still wearing their rusted armour, skulls shot through with bolts and brutally
severed leg bones (see Appendices 1e and 1f). As Kjellberg states, “…the objects are very
important to me, and much of my work is about ‘hiding’ the displays as much as possible so
that the objects can be in the centre” (Miljand 2011). Speaking from my own experience as a
visitor, you feel like you come away from the exhibition having witnessed death that took place
much more recently than the Middle Ages. 1361 is now situated as part of a broader exhibition,
Medieval Gotland, which was opened by the King and Queen of Sweden in 2012 and conveys
the “exciting and dramatic” history of the island throughout the medieval period (Gotlands
Museum 2012). This exhibition, too, embraces modern design techniques and does not shy
away from representing dark history in often shocking ways: the skeleton of a baby is displayed
to discuss folklore and superstition; and a large digitally-altered image depicts a man being
hanged from Visby’s medieval gallows, Galgberget (see Appendix 2).
To complement these exhibitions, museum staff run several guided tours and other special
programmes that discuss Gotland’s dark history. One tour in particular, The Bloody Summer,
focuses entirely on the Battle of Visby and visits significant locations related to the battle both
in and outside the Visby city walls (see Appendices 3a and 3b). The first part of the tour sets
the scene with historical background about life for peasants in medieval Gotland and the rise
of Atterdag in Denmark, who was described by the guide leading my tour as someone who
wanted to “make Denmark great again” – a comparison to current US politics which helped to
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immediately characterise Atterdag in my mind as a ruler with overarching confidence and
ambition. The content turned decidedly ‘bloody’ about halfway through the tour as it reached
the city wall, when the guide set down the bag he had been carrying and pulled out a human
skull – which caused members of my tour group to gasp and take a step backward (see
Appendices 3c and 3d). The guide used the skull, and a replica Warhammer he also pulled out
of the bag, to describe the violent injuries suffered by Gotlanders at the hands of Atterdag’s
army, which caused several of my fellow tour group members to grimace and look upset. The
tour ended at the site where battle victims were buried, which has been marked with a stone
cross since the late 14th century and where more than 500 bodies were unearthed by
archaeologists from Gotlands Museum in the early 20th century (see Appendix 3e).
3.3 The ‘purposeful Otherness’ of death
Gotlands Museum, in its creation of the exhibitions 1361 and Medieval Gotland and their
associated public programmes, is a mostly perfect example of Seaton’s (2009) fourth category
of thanatourism site, which he has described as emerging in recent years: cultural attractions
and destinations that use thanatourism as a temporary thematisation strategy, also known as
embracing ‘purposeful Otherness’. One caveat is the fact that 1361 and Medieval Gotland are
intended to be permanent exhibitions, not temporary; however as they are just two of several
different exhibitions at the museum, and other exhibitions are not connected to thanatourism
themes, I feel that this comparison is useful for the purposes of this thesis.
Seaton (2009) explains that ‘purposeful Otherness’ involves institutions harnessing the ‘auratic
fascinations of death’ in order to meet aims and objectives that derive from their core identity,
by purposefully anchoring the macabre appeal in serious aims and narratives (such as military
history and national heritage). My interviewees described the challenges of balancing the
spectacle of death with the more serious educative aims of the museum. They detailed the indepth discussions that took place amongst those who put the exhibitions together, trying to
decide how sensational they should be and what level of detail should be included: “…you put
it in a showcase and people say ‘oh’ and ‘ah’ and ‘look, how terrible’, but you always have to
remember that it’s all about people, actual real living people that came across this terrible
incident” (Interviewee 3); “…we had a lot of discussions about what’s okay and what’s not
okay…but it’s also about the visitors coming, to make the experience good, even if it’s
horrifying” (Interviewee 5). Without further research to survey visitors on their reactions to the
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exhibition, it is difficult to fully assess whether Gotlands Museum has been successful in
balancing spectacle and education. However, all of my interviewees claimed that the exhibition
had been extremely popular with visitors and they said they had not received any complaints
about the darkness of the content. One of my interviewees felt that the museum was able to use
the dark material in the exhibition – particularly the weapons and human remains – to tell
broader stories:
“I often tell the schoolchildren: this is what war is. War is not a computer
game when you run around with a gun shooting other people, this is what
war is – it’s grief, it’s people getting destroyed, families getting destroyed,
it’s tears, it’s sorrow…so I have actually used the material to tell that kind of
story, and I think it has worked out well” (Interviewee 1).
Several of my interviewees said it was important for the museum to present dark history such
as the story of 1361, and that it was part of the organisation’s core identity to educate visitors
and address challenging topics: “…if we wouldn’t touch it, people would think we were
cowards. And it’s not okay to be a coward in 2019…” (Interviewee 2). Indeed, on the museum’s
website it says it hopes to be an “autonomous arena” for democratic discussions and talks, with
the aim of challenging ingrained thoughts and principles (Gotlands Museum 2019). It is
interesting to note that my interviewees said this was not necessarily the case at the museum in
the past, because while the museum may not have deliberately avoided presenting difficult
topics, less was made of Gotland’s darker history within exhibitions and programmes. This
may be connected to the rise of thanatourism and dark tourism, however it is perhaps more
likely due to broader changes in society leading to less topics being considered ‘taboo’, such
as death: “…it’s a lot more common to talk about that in general, and that you can see in the
museum as well I think” (Interviewee 3). This ability to talk about previously taboo topics may
also help explain the museum’s recent foray into presenting Gotland’s Nazi history through
lectures and tours. It also demonstrates how the museum aims to use dark events of the past to
illuminate issues in society today, in this case the rise of far-right politics in Sweden and
Europe. However, one of my interviewees also noted concerns about balancing spectacle and
education in this programming: “That was what I was afraid of, that [people] would be
fascinated, in my opinion, in the wrong way. But I haven’t had anything like that” (Interviewee
1).
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In examining visitors’ fascination with dark topics, and in particular with death, it is useful to
consider Seaton’s (2009) discussion of ‘the Other’ in tourism and his description of death as
the most powerful of all the ‘Others’. His contention is that tourists throughout history have
sought out ‘the Other’: people, things and practices that are strange and unfamiliar; and that
death is the ‘ultimate Other’ because it is both universal and unknowable. Hence, that is why
people are attracted to the ‘Otherness of death’ at thanatourism and dark tourism attractions.
My interviewees had all noted this attraction to and fascination with death, violence and gore
amongst the visitors to Gotlands Museum: “When I look at the kind of guided tours that get
popular, we people are quite nasty! We like blood and we like war and we like that kind of
thing… it actually attracts visitors” (Interviewee 1); “[If] people are not listening, I can always
start talking about horrible things and then it’s quiet…maybe that’s something in us human
beings that we, you know, get interested in the dark sides” (Interviewee 2). Some interviewees
even held their own theories as to why exhibitions such as 1361 were so appealing to visitors,
which coalesce with Seaton’s theory of the ‘Otherness of death’: “…you can sort of channel
all your fears and scary feelings into something that happened to someone else, or happened
600 years ago, that you don’t have to face” (Interviewee 3). All interviewees agreed that the
museum had actively sought to capitalise on this fascination with death by adopting
thanatourism theming in the 1361 and Medieval Gotland exhibitions, and through the guided
tours and special programmes. Perhaps the most concise illustration of this is expressed in the
following anecdote:
“We do a tour in the town that when I started was called ‘1361’ – and there
weren’t any visitors, no one wanted to book that tour…So I renamed it and
called it ‘The Bloody Summer 1361’, and we had full groups. Because then
it was interesting of course” (Interviewee 1).
My interviewees reported that while some visitors were shocked by the dark elements of the
exhibitions, particularly the human remains, they said that they felt all people, particularly
children, were drawn to them in some way: “I think it’s easier to talk about this with children…I
think it’s more natural, and they don’t have these thoughts about bones that often adults have”
(Interviewee 1). Interestingly, when discussing reactions to the guided tours, all three
interviewees who had led tour groups through the exhibition reported similar stories about the
reactions of Danish visitors: “A few Danish tourists have taken it personally, like they feel guilt
or something” (Interviewee 2); “One [Danish] man said to me ‘I feel like a murderer’”
(Interviewee 1). Feelings of guilt are one of a range of emotions visitors often experience at
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memorial museums (Frew 2018, p. 699), so it is interesting to note this can also occur in the
context of a guided tour at a history museum.

3.4 Motivations for thanatourism theming
In his discussion of ‘purposeful Otherness’, Seaton describes how institutions adopt
thanatourism theming to reach new and wider audiences or persuade the public to “take a new
look” at their services (2009, p. 91). This certainly chimes with my data, as my interviewees
all agreed that the dark history on display is highlighted in the museum’s marketing in a bid to
attract more visitors. Indeed, an image of 1361 is featured in pride of place on the cover of the
museum’s main visitor information brochure (see Appendix 4): “It’s a popular [image]…I
think it’s attractive for guests” (Interviewee 4); “[It’s] dramatic – people like drama, that’s for
sure” (Interviewee 5). Of course, it is difficult to assess the accuracy of these claims without
surveying visitors themselves, and it is possible that visitors would still be interested in the
museum’s exhibitions and programmes even if death was not highlighted through the use of
thanatourism theming. However, it is certainly true that Gotlands Museum staff believe that –
to paraphrase one of my interviewees and adapt the old advertising maxim ‘sex sells’ – death
sells. This belief is evident in what my interviewees described as the museum’s most popular
programme, Ficklampan på Museet (Flashlight on the Museum), a ‘spooky’ theatrical tour of
the museum which has been running for the past several years, initially inspired by the popular
US film Night at the Museum (Interviewee 1). During the tour, staff members dress up as dead
people from Gotland’s past and hide throughout the museum. A guide takes the group around
the darkened galleries with the aid of a flashlight, and the various ‘ghosts’ jump out at relevant
points to explain who they are and how they died: “…it’s very, very popular….[people] get
scared but they want to get scared. We can’t do it too soft because then they are disappointed”
(Interviewee 1); “…we made [the tour] only for children from the start, but then adults started
to book them. And we’d say, ‘you know that this is for children?’ [and they’d say] ‘yes but it’s
so good, we want to go ourselves’” (Interviewee 5). According to Interviewee 1, Gotlands
Museum was the first in Sweden to offer such tours, then other museums in the country
followed suit. It was also noted that the tours ‘sell themselves’ and there is little need to market
them as they fill up so quickly (Interviewee 4). The Ficklampan tours are a perfect example of
the successful presentation of thanatourism theming within a museum, because as Seaton notes,
institutions must capitalise on the ‘Otherness’ of death through imaginative and dramatic
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methods of ‘performance’ likely to stimulate audiences and leave them marvelling (2009, p.
107).

3.5 Milking the macabre?
It is important to note that, while acknowledging the huge popularity of the Ficklampan tours
and the success of the 1361 and Medieval Gotland exhibitions, my interviewees could also see
some potential drawbacks in the museum adopting thanatourism theming. Primarily, they were
concerned about exploiting Gotland’s dark history, and particularly disrespecting the dead, in
museum marketing and programming. As Seaton notes, institutions must evaluate the effects
of thanatourism theming in relation to their own goals and core identity, and make sure that
their exhibitions and programmes have serious substance, in order to avoid the impression that
they are an exploitative ‘milking of the macabre’ (2009, p. 107). My interviewees mentioned
this when discussing the fact that events such as the Battle of Visby happened such a long time
ago, that it now seems permissible to make jokes and have fun with the history in a way that
they would be unable to do with Gotland’s Nazi history, for example:
“I think people have such a hard time to relate to it, it’s such a long time
ago…I mean, everyone has watched Game of Thrones on television and
people are chopping heads off all the time, so it’s sort of hard to make people
realise it’s the real thing” (Interviewee 3).
One interviewee said he aimed to make sure that people understood the true horror of the events
of the distant past, particularly when giving guided tours: “I don’t want them to laugh…I mean
I don’t want them to feel horror or anything, but I want them to understand in a deeper sense”
(Interviewee 2). Certainly, it could be said that the highly theatrical Ficklampan tours are an
example of having fun with serious history, and this could lead to audiences viewing real events
that took place in the past in the same way as they view fantasy series on television. However,
dark themes have dominated entertainment for centuries, and, as one of my interviewees
pointed out, it can be possible to strike a balance between having fun with and respecting the
dark themes of history:
“When you go to see Shakespeare, you have the part where you get very
amused, but you also have the part at the end when everyone is killing each
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other. But you’re still amused when you go away from a Shakespeare play.
And I think history could work in the same way” (Interviewee 1).

It is clear from my research that there is potential for thanatourism-themed programming to
overshadow the rest of the museum’s programming, and indeed several interviewees noted that
darker themes – due to their popularity – were starting to crowd out other stories: “You cannot
only focus on [the dark side]…I know [there is] so much dark stuff just naturally, so I [try to]
to lift up other stuff too” (Interviewee 2). But perhaps the strongest concerns about the museum
‘milking the macabre’ were voiced by Interviewee 3 in connection with marketing and the use
of thanatourism theming to attract visitors:
“I think we sometimes almost exploit the fact that we have this story…Of
course we should have an exhibition and guided tours and talk about it,
but…I, and many with me, feel that we use the scary stuff, the dark stuff,
ghosts, too much in our advertising and programmes. It sells, sure it
does…but it’s a bit more challenging to make other parts of the history as
tempting as the skeletons” (Interviewee 3).
My interviewees who work in the business and marketing area agreed that they needed to be
sensitive in using images of death, such as graphic photographs of the skulls in 1361, because
it was important to respect the dead. “We had a big picture of a skull in the rusty helmet, it was
when I started here, maybe 10 years ago…and we got some complaints [that] it’s not ethical to
show it in that way” (Interviewee 4). However, highlighting the museum’s dark content in
marketing, particularly the more sensitive objects such as the 1361 skulls, can have a purpose
beyond just shocking people to try and make them come to the museum. By sharing these
images it can spark an interest amongst visitors to learn more about the real people who
suffered such horrors, and thus also allow them to reflect further on the ‘Otherness’ of death:
“I think those people behind the skeletons want their story to be told” (Interviewee 5).
Seaton claims that managing the ‘purposeful Otherness’ of thanatourism within an institution
requires “the surefooted tact of a funeral director, the sense of the past of a historian, the
educational insight of a school teacher, and sometimes the spin and showmanship of a celebrity
publicist” (2009, p. 107). My data shows that Gotlands Museum staff are conscious of the
importance of using tact in dealing with death – even if those concerned passed away over 650
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years ago – and strive to respect the dead in their exhibitions and tours, and also in the
museum’s marketing. Also, given that they work at a history museum, it is perhaps not
surprising that my interviewees possessed a ‘historian’s sense of the past’, particularly in their
insistence on the importance of using events from the past to understand society today. They
also displayed a strong educational insight, as they stressed the fact that educational motives,
which are at the core of the museum’s identity, are important in their thanatourism theming,
rather than purely entertainment. Finally, spin and showmanship are evident particularly
through the hugely successful Ficklampan tours, which as my interviewees note entertain and
educate young and old alike, and help the museum reach out to new and wider audiences.
However, it is also important to note that not all staff are fully comfortable with the museum’s
embrace of thanatourism theming, and I will further discuss this in chapter 4 as I consider the
sustainability implications of this strategy.
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CHAPTER 4: MUSEUM SUSTAINABILITY
4.1 Introduction
Having established that Gotlands Museum is adopting thanatourism theming and embracing
the ‘purposeful Otherness of death’, in this chapter I will look at why this is happening and
whether it is a sensible plan for the museum into the future. Seaton says that institutions adopt
thanatourism theming to reach new and wider audiences or to persuade the public to “take a
new look” at their services (2009, p. 91). It is my contention that this is evidence of the move
towards the ‘new museology’ and also a sustainability strategy for museums who increasingly
need to attract more visitors to survive. While there has been much scholarship on new
museology and the changes museums have made in their practice and strategy over the past 20
years in response to demands made on them from government, communities and economics
(McCall and Gray 2014; de Groot 2016), Seaton’s (2009) discussion of the reasons why
institutions adopt thanatourism theming has not been further researched in the context of
institutional sustainability. My research is designed to remedy this by examining the
motivations of Gotlands Museum in adopting thanatourism theming in the exhibitions
Medieval Gotland and 1361 – The Battle for Gotland, and in the range of public programmes
it offers, particularly The Bloody Summer guided tour and the Ficklampan på Museet tour. I
will begin by explaining how the museum has moved from old to new museology through both
its presentation of exhibitions and programmes and also within its organisational structure; I
will then look at the museum’s aim to attract more visitors by ensuring accessibility and
providing ‘what visitors want’ and examine differing viewpoints on the merits of this approach;
before discussing the commercial imperatives now driving the museum. Finally, I will discuss
the museum’s role as a tourist attraction and look at whether new museological practices –
including thanatourism theming – are helping the museum remain a sustainable institution into
the future.
4.2 From old to new museology
As discussed in chapter 3, Gotlands Museum opened the 1361 exhibition in 2011, and the
Medieval Gotland exhibition in 2012. Before this, the display of medieval history within the
museum had remained largely unchanged since the late 1960s (Interviewee 3).
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“…it was very much more an old museum…the kind of old museum where
[museum staff] thought that people who came here actually had knowledge
before they came, and now of course we try to give an exhibition that can be
interesting for everyone, even for small children” (Interviewee 1).
The previous exhibitions focused on what one of my interviewees described as “the old way
of telling history” (Interviewee 1), explaining when kings and important men lived and died.
All my interviewees said that this mode of presenting history was outdated, and that was why
it was important to tell the stories of ordinary, ‘real’ people in the new exhibitions (see
discussion in chapter 2.4). They discussed how the museum revamped these ‘old’ exhibitions
to make them more interesting and accessible for a modern audience by including more
technology and interactive activities and creating more of an ‘experience’ for visitors: “It was
more in an academic way in [the old] days, and now it has to be more of a show…to attract
people to come here” (Interviewee 1); “…it must be more [of] the ‘wow’ feeling” (Interviewee
4). My interviewees highlighted in particular the section of 1361 where visitors can try on
replica armour (see Appendix 1a), and the sound and lighting used within the galleries to create
a foreboding atmosphere, as helping to create a sensory experience for visitors. However, there
is a fine line between embracing new museology to create an exciting spectacle for visitors and
respecting the traditional museum mandate of caring for and preserving objects, and defining
this line is a challenge for museums everywhere. This was addressed by one of my
interviewees, who said that while new museology was “the future”, real objects were key to
providing visitors with an authentic experience: “…it’s also important to keep the
artefacts…the soul of a museum is the artefacts” (Interviewee 5). The 1361 exhibition clearly
demonstrates how Gotlands Museum is embracing new museology, by satisfying visitor
demands for close and active encounters with objects and exhibitions and providing them with
a “physical experience using all the senses” (Hooper-Greenhill 1994, p. 6). However, because
objects from the battle are put at the centre of the exhibition – as the designer explained
(Miljand 2011) – 1361 also reflects the importance placed on artefacts, as in ‘old’ museum
practice; this shows that it may be possible for old and new museology to work together.
At this point in my discussion of Gotlands Museum’s practice, it is important to note that while
all five of my interviewees agreed on most themes examined in this thesis, there was a
noticeable division of opinion between Interviewee 3 and the others particularly regarding the
museum’s adoption of new museology. Interviewee 3 works in the collections area of the

33

museum and was the longest-serving museum employee amongst my interviewees (having
worked there for 33 years), whereas the other interviewees worked in the more public-facing
areas of the museum (public programmes, business and marketing) and had generally worked
at the museum for shorter time periods. These differences in area of employment and length of
service can perhaps explain the differences of opinion, but it is also important to consider the
impact of new museology in this area as well. My interviewees discussed how over the past
decades, as the museum placed increasing emphasis on the importance of audience engagement
and visitor experience in addition to the traditional museum focus on objects and collections,
all staff in the museum had become valued for their expertise, not just those with academic
knowledge about the collections: “…today when we are working on projects, everyone is
important – it’s not just the professors or the history people” (Interviewee 5). This has perhaps
led to concerns amongst academic and collections staff that the museum’s focus has shifted
away from what they see as the important educational aims of their area towards the more
commercial and visitor-driven aims of the public programmes and marketing areas. I have
observed this concern amongst staff at my own workplace; I work in the marketing area at
TMAG and I often find that I have differing views about museum practice to my colleagues in
the collections area.
4.3 Attracting visitors and building new audiences
With the difference of opinion between interviewees in mind, a key theme that emerged in my
research was the importance of Gotlands Museum attracting visitors and giving them what they
want. Attracting visitors was the main reason given by each of my interviewees for the
museum’s embrace of new museology features such as interactivity in exhibitions and the
provision of more ‘experiences’ for visitors: “…almost every year, I think that I can see…that
we have to do more and more to get people to come here” (Interviewee 1); “…maybe if we can
attract more people [by] making it a bit more fun, we can also educate them more” (Interviewee
2). These responses show that staff seem to subscribe to the presumption within the museum
community that visitors are no longer interested in the quiet contemplation of objects in a
‘cathedral of culture’, but rather they want to have an experience (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998,
p. 139). In the same way, several of my interviewees believed that it was important for the
museum to listen to visitors and present what they want to see in order to both satisfy current
audiences and also in particular to build new ones: “…if we are not listening to new visitors
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and new target groups, we can sit there with our artefacts in 50 years and have no one interested
in them” (Interviewee 5).
In terms of building new audiences, the notion of making exhibitions and programmes suitable
for visitors of all ages, including children and families, emerged as a common theme. One
interviewee described how the 1361 exhibition was designed to provide three ‘layers’ of
engagement: the first for casual visitors who just want to walk through and get a feeling of the
history, so they can read the large text on the wall and catch a glimpse of the armour on display;
the second for more engaged visitors who want to spend about 20–30 minutes in the gallery,
and so they can read the longer texts to gain an understanding of what the objects were used
for; and finally the third layer for those visitors who want to gain a deeper understanding and
spend a longer time in the gallery, so they can delve into further detailed information provided
on interactive computer screens (Interviewee 5). Several of my interviewees stressed the
importance of accessibility, and said they did not want the museum to seem like an elite
institution only visited by the wealthy or “academics and their children”: “I want the museum
to be a democratic museum where everyone is welcome and where everyone can find
something of their interest” (Interviewee 1). The ideology of social inclusion inherent in threelayer exhibition engagement approach, coupled with my interviewees’ expressed desire to
reach new and untapped audiences, demonstrates how Gotlands Museum is attempting to
ensure its activities are available to those who do not possess the ‘cultural capital’ needed to
decode the messages presented (Bourdieu 1984). Newman outlines how by adopting this
approach, museums judge what forms of cultural capital their visitors possess and design
interpretation accordingly by, for example, avoiding technical or specialist terms and instead
making links to the lives of visitors (2004, p. 258).
However, this visitor-centric approach and the move to make the museum more accessible in
order to attract new audiences were not universally praised by my interviewees as the best
strategy for Gotlands Museum. Of particular note are concerns voiced about what was
described as a ‘simplification’ of the interpretation provided in the 1361 and Medieval Gotland
exhibitions, in much the same way as Newman describes this approach being criticised by those
who say it doesn’t allow visitors to widen the scope of their cultural capital (2004, p. 258):
“We keep telling ourselves that people want action, they want experience,
they want events, they want something happening…I think we underestimate
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our visitors…we don’t challenge our visitors [and] I’m sure most of our
visitors could take a lot more information and on another level sometimes”
(Interviewee 3).
This demonstrates a legitimate concern that the museum could be at risk of ‘dumbing down’
its content by trying to make it appeal to the broadest range of people possible:
“I think that [Gotlands Museum’s exhibitions] are [now] made to entertain
the visitors and they pick stories that are funny or sad and so on, but there
aren’t any depths. I think it’s quite shallow…I don’t see the depth in history
which I would prefer in some parts” (Interviewee 1).
This concern about the ‘shallowness’ of exhibition content also echoes concerns about the
thanatourism content as discussed in chapter 3.5, and the need to ensure that the museum is not
‘milking the macabre’ by employing thanatourism theming (Seaton 2009). It stresses that the
museum must strike a balance between embracing the emphasis on spectacle that comes with
new museology and respecting its educational aims, and that the customer-centric approach of
the tourism industry may not always be the best strategy for the museum.
4.4 The museum as tourist attraction
In considering the balancing act between education and spectacle the museum must perform,
one pragmatic truth emerged in my research: the need for the museum to make money in order
to be financially viable and survive as an institution: “If you do things that make a lot of people
come to the museum…you earn more money. And [in] the museum sector, as [in] many sectors,
we always have to fight for…money” (Interviewee 3); “…we have a goal that we want more
visitors to get more money, so that we can do better exhibitions for the visitors and make them
[happier]” (Interviewee 5). My interviewees discussed the various ways the museum makes
money from visitors, including through museum entrance fees and fees for guided tours and
special programmes such as Ficklampan på Museet: “The city tours in the summer are very
important for us, and they bring more money in, and the entrance [fee] too is very important
for us” (Interviewee 4). My interviewees also described how the museum is used for
commercial purposes, with local businesses and conference groups paying to host special
events and book guided tours at the museum: “Guided tours with companies seem to be going
up a lot…especially between April and October, even sometimes I do [them] in the middle of
the winter” (Interviewee 2). This is further evidence of museums modelling themselves on the
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tourism industry by adopting a market-driven approach to packaging up the ‘museum product’
(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998, p. 139). However, as Kirshenblatt-Gimblett also notes, museums
have a responsibility to their ‘product’ that distinguishes them from purely market-driven
amusement whose primary aim is profitability (1998, p. 171). There is thus a danger that
Gotlands Museum may be focusing too much on the need to make money to the detriment of
their core aims, and placing too much emphasis on economic sustainability instead of social
and cultural sustainability. However, my interviewees did stress that educational aims were
present in all the museum’s for-profit activities: “[during commercial events] if they want to
just mingle and talk to each other they can do that, but we have staff in the rooms who can
actually tell them about the history and the exhibitions” (Interviewee 1); “We also see that it’s
an important thing…to just be in the inspiring museum, and it can hopefully awaken [their]
interest in Gotland’s history” (Interviewee 5).
The need for Gotlands Museum to attract visitors and thus remain financially viable is also
inextricably linked to the museum’s role as “Gotland’s most frequently visited [tourist]
attraction” (Gotlands Museum 2019). As Kirshenblatt-Gimblett states, museums need visitors
and the tourism industry, more than any other sector of the economy, can “deliver the hordes
to museum doors” (1998, p. 136). While my interviewees were confident of the museum’s
importance as a tourist attraction, some claimed that the museum faced strong competition for
visitors from the rest of Gotland’s tourism industry:
“…we don’t have any other museums to compete with, but we compete with
everything. We compete with restaurants, we compete with Pippihuset
[Pippi Longstocking’s House], we compete with Fårö, we compete with all
the things you can do on Gotland” (Interviewee 1).
However, it is difficult to assess whether this concern is accurate without undertaking further
research into visitor behaviour and motivations. It could be the case that visitors coming to
Gotland for entertainment and leisure activities such as the Pippi Longstocking theme park or
the beaches of Fårö are not likely to be interested in educational activities such as Gotlands
Museum, no matter what exhibitions or programmes are on offer. One tourism-related concern
that perhaps has more validity is the influence of the weather on tourists coming to the museum,
with several interviewees mentioning 2018’s sunny summer which led to fewer tourists coming
through the museum because – my interviewees presumed – they were enjoying the island’s
beaches instead: “[But] if you have a rainy day, you get 2000 people in here, without even
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having one single tour or anything” (Interviewee 3). The importance of collaboration with the
tourism industry, in order to attract visitors, was also highlighted by my interviewees: “We
promote each other a lot…we are in a lot of networks, because we also have to get the local
people to understand that…[the museum] is important for the island” (Interviewee 4). This
cross-promotion may be beneficial in bringing more visitors to the museum, but it again places
the museum in the tourism space alongside leisure and entertainment activities and may add to
the perception of competition.

4.5 Thanatourism theming for sustainability
So as visitors – both locals and tourists – are so important in helping Gotlands Museum earn
the money it needs to continue its work, it is clear that the museum’s financial sustainability is
dependent upon it using whatever tools are available to attract the largest and most diverse
audience. However, tourism organisations must not only take into account economic factors in
developing and managing their attractions sustainably, as environmental, social and cultural
considerations also play an important role (Richards and Hall 2002). While Gotlands Museum
works to address environmental sustainability through a variety of programmes, including
projects caring for Visby’s ruins and town wall and heritage buildings and gardens around
Gotland, as well as operating three museum farms on the island (Gotlands Museum 2018),
environmental sustainability does not appear to be a consideration in the museum
implementing thanatourism theming. Of course, if the museum has more money due to visitors
being attracted by thanatourism themes, it has more money for all its programmes, including
those involving the environment. However, I did find that thanatourism theming may be just
as important in helping the museum achieve social and cultural sustainability as it is in helping
it achieve economic sustainability. A theme reinforced repeatedly in my interviews was the
crucial role of Gotlands Museum in preserving the island’s history for future generations: “It’s
the museum of the people and their history…and hopefully…[we] can be proud of our history
together” (Interviewee 5). I found that the museum works to achieve social and cultural
sustainability through its attempts to address the gender and class imbalance of history in
exhibitions and programmes. Where formerly the museum presented only the stories of kings,
today it presents the stories of ordinary people too: “There’s been [too] much, especially when
you talk about the medieval history, too much of men and too much of violence, so we want to
lift [the stories of] women and children also” (Interviewee 2). However, it is difficult to say
whether adopting thanatourism theming assists the museum in becoming more socially and
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culturally sustainable, or whether it threatens this sustainability. The story of the Battle of
Visby remains very male-centric, which is reflected in The Bloody Summer tour which
discusses mostly the exploits of men, however the 1361 exhibition does provide text telling the
story of the battle from the point of view of a peasant girl which provides much-needed balance.
Also, the way 1361 is created in three different layers assists in making the exhibition more
accessible to a wide range of audiences, not just the cultural elites; this demonstrates an
ideology of social inclusion and is thus a culturally and socially sustainable strategy.
The World Tourism Organisation defines sustainable tourism development as development
which meets the needs of present tourists and host regions while protecting and enhancing
opportunities for the future (WTO 1998, p. 21). Gotlands Museum’s move towards developing
exhibitions and programmes that have a ‘wow’ factor, such as 1361 and The Bloody Summer
and Ficklampan tours, can certainly be seen as a way to meet the needs of present tourists. It
also meets the needs of the host region, because as one of my interviewees succinctly put it:
“we are an island [that] lives and breathes because of tourism” (Interviewee 1) – so if tourists
are happy, the region is happy. In terms of protecting and enhancing opportunities for the
future, several of my interviewees also believed that this embrace of new museology in the
form of thanatourism theming will play a key role: “It is the future. We have to find new target
groups and to thrill people to start their interest of history” (Interviewee 5); “…depending on
resources and so on, I really would like more [tours such as Ficklampan], absolutely”
(Interviewee 2); “I think we have to do more and more, especially with children, to actually
get their imagination going” (Interviewee 1).
It is also important to consider the potential drawbacks to adopting thanatourism theming as a
sustainability strategy, which were particularly articulated by Interviewee 3. While she
recognised the museum’s need to remain economically sustainable, she sounded a note of
caution about ensuring the museum’s core aims were not forgotten in favour of ‘milking the
macabre’ (Seaton 2009):
“I know it’s not the easiest thing to make a Viking Age farm look interesting,
but as a museum I think…that’s sort of our role to try to take the more socalled boring history or ordinary history and make that exciting. Somehow.
It’s a lot harder of course, but I think we focus a bit too much on the scary
ghost things” (Interviewee 3).
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Both Interviewee 3 and Interviewee 1 shared concerns about the ‘shallowness’ of content in
the 1361 and Medieval Gotland exhibitions, and the potential for the museum to ‘dumb down’
its content too far in the pursuit of attracting new visitors (who may prefer entertainment and
leisure activities and not want to visit a museum anyway) does need to be considered.
Interviewee 3 also voiced a worry that the museum was exploiting its dark history through
thanatourism theming, and should present more ‘boring’ topics instead: “I think we…sort of
tend to give people what people want, but we should maybe sometimes try to give people what
we want to give them, because we have so much more…” (Interviewee 3). However, giving
people “what we want to give them” could be considered to be a remnant of the old museology
and therefore not an inclusive – nor socially or culturally sustainable – strategy. It is important
to listen to visitors, but this does not have to mean that the museum’s educational aims have to
suffer, as the success of the Ficklampan tour demonstrates. By adopting thanatourism theming,
the museum is helping to avoid the old museology practice of only showing the lives of those
who were powerful and important – in 1361 and its associated programmes the “people behind
the skeletons” are finally getting their stories told (Interviewee 5).
While it is possible that thanatourism theming is simply a trend in museum practice that will
fade, the reality of the museum needing to attract visitors will remain and so it is important to
listen to those visitors and not just “give them what [the museum] wants”. Listening to visitors
is a key part of new museology, so I think that new museology is a key part of museum
sustainability. This process is an ongoing one, and the museum must continually work hard to
ensure it remains sustainable, not just financially, but also socially and culturally: “…we can’t
sit here and feel that we have done enough because we haven’t, we must do more” (Interviewee
4). Developing popular new exhibitions such as 1361 and programmes such as The Bloody
Summer and Ficklampan – which not only raise revenue and educate diverse visitor groups but
also preserve Gotland’s history – is evidence that Gotlands Museum is continuing this work
towards sustainability.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION
5.1 Aim and research questions
The aim of my thesis was to describe how and understand why Gotlands Museum is offering
its visitors a dark tourism experience by adopting thanatourism theming in its exhibitions and
programmes. I hypothesised that the museum was using thanatourism theming in its
presentation of Gotland’s dark history in order to create a more entertaining experience for
visitors, and I wanted to explore the connections between this strategy and the museum’s future
sustainability. My findings proved my initial hypothesis correct, but also provided a deeper
understanding of the reasons behind the museum’s use of thanatourism theming which builds
on existing research in this field.
My first research question asked how Gotlands Museum presents the island’s dark history. I
found that Gotland has a unique story to tell and storytelling is at the heart of Gotlands
Museum. The museum strives to present the real stories of real people and encourages visitors
to experience feelings and emotions while at the museum. My interviewees made the case that
it is important for the museum to tackle difficult topics such as Gotland’s dark, violent medieval
history, and it is also important for the museum to link history with contemporary events, as
shown by the recent decision to offer programming about Nazism on the island.
My second research question asked how and why the museum had adopted thanatourism as a
thematisation strategy. I found that humans are fascinated by death, and in the eyes of museum
staff, death sells at Gotlands Museum. The Ficklampan på Museet ghost tours ‘sell themselves’
and are the most popular programmes at the museum amongst both young and old. The guided
city tour about the Battle of Visby was immediately full as soon as its name was changed from
1361 to The Bloody Summer. The skeletons in the 1361 exhibition take pride of place on the
front cover of the museum’s promotional brochure because they are thought to be attractive to
visitors. But I also found that the museum’s goal in these programmes is to highlight the
educational aspects of Gotland’s dark history, instead of exploiting the macabre for
entertainment reasons. Therefore the ‘ghosts’ on the Ficklampan tour explain their deaths in
the context of the island’s history, the first half of The Bloody Summer tour focuses on historical
and political context before discussing the battle itself, and the skeletons in 1361 are featured
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in marketing and advertising because staff want to make sure the real stories of these people
and the suffering they experienced are not forgotten.
My third and final research question asked how thanatourism theming helps Gotlands Museum
pursue future sustainability. I found that attracting visitors is front of mind for Gotlands
Museum, and that visitors bring in money through entrance fees, programme and tour fees as
well as through commercial hires by local businesses and conferences. I discovered that
museums, like many other sectors, are always needing to fight for more money to undertake
their work (exhibitions, programmes and collection maintenance). I found that to attract more
visitors, the museum feels it needs to find untapped audiences of people who are not
traditionally museum goers; therefore, it must ensure the museum is accessible to everyone,
not just the cultural elite. Another key theme to emerge was that the museum’s role has changed
over the past decades; it can no longer present only what it wants to present, it must listen to
visitors and put on a show to thrill people and make them want to visit. My findings show that
staff see Gotlands Museum as a tourist attraction that must compete with all the other tourist
attractions on Gotland for visitors, which is why they feel they must embrace the tourism
industry’s methods – creating an ‘experience’ and putting customers first – in order to survive.
I found that the museum is doing this by adopting thanatourism theming as a financial
sustainability strategy, which is helping it attract new and expanded audiences by harnessing
peoples’ fascination with death and purposefully anchoring it in the narrative of Gotland’s dark
history. I also found that thanatourism theming has the potential to contribute to sustainability
in other ways, particular through the ideology of social inclusion involved in the presentation
of exhibitions and programmes. In this way I found that, by embracing the ‘purposeful
Otherness’ of death, Gotlands Museum is attempting to achieve economic, social and cultural
sustainability.
5.2 Major findings
My most significant finding in this research relates to the use of thanatourism theming at the
museum. Although my hypothesis was that the museum was using thanatourism themes in
order to create a more entertaining experience for visitors, I did not anticipate the ways in which
the museum had connected these themes to more than just entertainment imperatives nor the
wider impact this theming has as a sustainability strategy for the museum. It is clear that
Gotlands Museum is attempting to harness people’s fascination with death and the macabre by
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purposefully anchoring it into the serious narrative of Gotland’s history. In this way, the use of
thanatourism theming does not conflict with the museum’s core identity (Seaton 2009),
because a theme that highlights the significance of death and violence throughout Gotland’s
history is consistent with the institutional identity and mission of the county’s historical
museum. This finding is important because it shows how thanatourism theming can be used by
museums without necessarily compromising their core aims and mission: Gotlands Museum is
using death to educate visitors, not just about the past but also about contemporary events. As
my interviewees stated, the medieval bones in the 1361 exhibition can help explain the horror
of modern warfare to schoolchildren, and the lectures about Nazism on Gotland in the 1930s
can sound a warning about the dangers of contemporary far-right politics in Sweden
(Interviewee 1).
My findings also build and expand upon the work of Seaton (2009) in studying how cultural
institutions use thanatourism as a thematisation strategy. Seaton described this use as a
temporary strategy for short-term exhibitions that, while related to the institution’s core
identity, was just one thematic permutation of the institution’s heterogenous collection of
resources (2009, p. 91). He described two successful instances of thanatourism theming, both
involving temporary exhibitions, at the Wellcome Foundation in London and the State Library
of Victoria in Melbourne, and he also discussed how small entrepreneurial organisations have
also adopted thanatourism themes in urban tourism enterprises such as ghost tours of
Edinburgh or Jack the Ripper walks in London. However, Seaton did not examine institutions
using thanatourism theming in a more permanent exhibition context nor in public
programming. That is why my research findings are important, because they provide evidence
of a cultural institution (Gotlands Museum) successfully embracing the ‘purposeful Otherness’
of death through both permanent exhibitions (the Medieval Gotland and 1361 exhibitions) and
public programming (The Bloody Summer, Ficklampan på Museet and city ghost tours) in order
to achieve the same result as those institutions using thanatourism theming as a temporary
strategy: reaching new and wider audiences.
That leads into my second major finding from this research, which relates to the fundamental
changes that have taken place within Gotlands Museum as an institution and precipitated its
adoption of thanatourism theming. This finding can be divided into several component parts,
all related to the need for the museum to ensure its future sustainability. Firstly, I found that
the need to attract visitors is front of mind for staff at Gotlands Museum, because without
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visitors the museum will cease to exist. Although the museum has several higher aims and
goals, such as education and preserving history for future generations, without attracting
visitors these aims will not be met. This finding is important because it demonstrates new
museology at work: modern museums (such as Gotlands Museum) can no longer operate in
the same way they did in the past, and simply present want they want to present. They must
consider visitor’s needs and desires, and present thrilling exhibitions and programmes that have
the ‘wow’ factor in order to attract people, in order to gain money, in order to survive as
institutions. As several of my interviewees discussed, the museum needed to change the ‘old’
and ‘boring’ exhibition about the Battle of Visby in order to make it more of a ‘show’ to attract
visitors, and that is why the new 1361 exhibition features interactive activities and technology
to give audiences more of an ‘experience’ within the museum. Of course, not everyone at the
museum agrees with this strategy, professing a desire to still be able to give visitors “what [the
museum] wants to give them” (Interviewee 3). Indeed, if visitors are only given what they want
to see they may not learn anything new, and there are also valid concerns that the museum may
overlook less ‘exciting’ stories, such as life on a Viking Age farm, in favour of darker themes,
leading to an uneven representation of Gotland’s history (Interviewee 3). However, I found
that it is possible to fulfil the museum’s educative aims while also listening to visitors in order
to build new audiences and develop existing ones, as demonstrated by the success of the
Ficklampan tours.
Another key theme was that in addition to listening to visitors and giving them what they want,
the museum has also needed to become more accessible. Because it needs to attract more
visitors, the museum must find untapped audiences. In order to do this, staff feel the museum
must be able to appeal to all people – not just those who are considered to be traditional
museum-goers. That means they need to consider the content of exhibitions and make sure it
is accessible to all people, not just those with ‘cultural capital’ or a level of prior knowledge.
As my interviewees discussed, they created the new 1361 exhibition in three ‘layers’ to appeal
to as many different visitors as possible (Interviewee 5). Although they didn’t specify which
of the three types of visitor was the most beneficial for the museum to attract, from my own
experience at TMAG I believe it is just as important to attract the traditional museum-goers
who tend to look for more in-depth experiences and are more likely to return, as it is to attract
the first-time ‘superficial’ visitors who are not familiar with museums, as they may be inspired
and encourage their friends and family to visit. My interviewees also stressed the importance
of being a ‘democratic’ museum where everyone is welcome and can find something that
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interests them, not only the elites and their families (Interviewee 1). These approaches facilitate
social inclusion and demonstrate the ways in which thanatourism theming can assist the
museum in achieving social sustainability. However, one of my interviewees raised valid
concerns that these approaches have the potential to lead to a shallowness in exhibition content
and visitors not being challenged to get more out of their museum experience (Interviewee 3).
This finding is important because it demonstrates the balance that museums must achieve
between appealing to as many people as possible while also not losing their identity and
reputation as educational institutions through the ‘dumbing down’ of their content.
I found that perhaps the biggest change that has taken place at Gotlands Museum has been its
embrace of a dual identity as both a tourist attraction and an educational institution, and this is
connected to both its need to attract more visitors and to be more accessible. This dual identity
is also inextricably linked to the museum’s future sustainability. As a tourist attraction, the
museum needs to make money in order to be financially sustainable. Currently 55 per cent of
the museum’s income is self-funded, with entrance fees and sales activities playing an
important role (Gotlands Museum 2018, p. 6). Without this self-generated revenue that is
mainly dependent upon visitors, my interviewees told me that the museum would be unable to
undertake its work and present exhibitions and programmes (Interviewee 5).
Through my research I found that staff feel that the museum must compete with all other tourist
attractions on Gotland for visitors, despite the museum already describing itself as the mostvisited attraction on the island (Gotlands Museum 2019). That means that they have embraced
the methods of the tourism industry, such as focusing on creating ‘experiences’ and putting the
customer (in this case, visitor) first (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998). As my interviewees
discussed, Gotland “lives and breathes” because of tourism (Interviewee 1), and it is important
not just for the museum to attract the tourists who come to the island but also to make the locals
understand how important the museum is for the tourism industry (Interviewee 4). This finding
is important because it demonstrates how museums are now an integral part of the tourism
landscape, and so they must therefore adopt the principles of sustainable tourism development
– that which ‘meets the needs of present tourists and host regions while protecting and
enhancing opportunities for the future’ (WTO 1998, p. 21) – to survive. Of course, there is a
risk that economic sustainability becomes paramount above all other forms of sustainability in
this model if the museum focuses solely on meeting the needs of present tourists, and so it must
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ensure that it is thinking ahead to the future by ensuring social and cultural sustainability is
integrated into its exhibitions, programmes and operations.
Building on these findings, my argument is that the impact of new museology combined with
the influence of the tourism industry on the museum landscape has led to Gotlands Museum
adopting thanatourism theming in order to be sustainable. By implementing popular
exhibitions such as 1361 and programmes such as Ficklampan and The Bloody Summer it is
able to not only raise revenue by attracting more visitors to be economically sustainable, it is
able to be culturally and socially sustainable by educating diverse groups, telling diverse stories
and preserving Gotland’s history for future generations. However, it is important to note that
thanatourism theming is not necessarily the perfect solution for Gotlands Museum to remain
sustainable into the future. In my research I uncovered valid concerns about the potential
‘dumbing down’ of the museum’s content as part of new museological exhibitions such as
1361, and the focus on male-dominated stories of violence inherent in thanatourism is also
neither culturally nor socially sustainable.

5.3 Relationship to previous research
My findings are consistent with previous research in the field of thanatourism and dark tourism,
but they also serve to build on existing theory through the examination of a little-researched
aspect of the field. As discussed in Chapter 1, thanatourism and dark tourism research has
become mainstream in recent years, with a steady increase in papers in peer-reviewed journals
and a high profile outside the academic environment (Light 2017, p. 276). There has thus been
plenty of research into dark tourism as a form of commercialisation of death, as Stone notes
“death sells and probably always will either through macabre intrigue, genuine interest, or
puerile titillation” (2018, p. 202). There has also been much scholarship focused on dark
tourism experiences taking place at the first three types of sites mentioned by Seaton (2009):
locations where natural disasters or human atrocities have occurred; repurposed sites with a
dark past such as prisons; and finally purpose-built dark tourism attractions (see for example
Foley and Lennon 1996; Tunbridge and Ashworth 1996; Stone 2006). However, little research
has taken place into thanatourism as a temporary thematisation strategy adopted by cultural
institutions such as museums, Seaton’s fourth type of thanatourism site (2009). Where
thanatourism and dark tourism research has been done at museums, it has primarily related to
the sub-genre of ‘Holocaust tourism’ and focused on institutions such as the US Holocaust
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Memorial Museum in Washington DC and the Yad Vashem Holocaust Museum in Jerusalem
(Lennon and Foley 1999; Oren and Shani 2012). As discussed previously in this chapter,
Seaton’s own work focused on temporary museum exhibitions as successful examples of
thanatourism theming and did not look at institutions adopting thanatourism themes on a more
permanent basis in their exhibitions and public programmes (2009). In this way, my research
is able to make an original contribution to the existing literature by providing an example of
thanatourism being adopted as a permanent thematisation strategy at a general history museum.

5.4 Limitations of study
In considering my findings, it also is important for me to note the limitations within this study.
Firstly, my analysis has concentrated on the case of one museum and, as critics note, there is
limited external validity and generalizability of case study research (Bell et al. 2019, p. 65).
Therefore, my research does not provide evidence of a general trend in museums adopting
thanatourism theming on a more permanent basis to pursue sustainability – I can only make
this finding in relation to Gotlands Museum. Secondly, my research focused on a sample of
only five staff members from Gotlands Museum; due to time restrictions I was not able to
interview every staff member, and also I discovered that some people who had worked on
creating the 1361 and Medieval Gotland exhibitions had retired or moved on from the museum.
Therefore, while I am satisfied with the quality, detail and depth of the data collected in my
interviews, it is difficult to determine whether theoretical saturation has been achieved through
my sample size, because it is hard to know how many people should be interviewed in order to
achieve saturation (Guest et al. 2006, p. 60). Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, while the
opinions and behaviour of museum visitors was a major theme of this study, I did not survey
visitors as part of this research. This was mostly due to the time restrictions involved in this
study, but also due to the potential for there to be language barriers involved for me to survey
a random sample of visitors to Gotlands Museum. My findings about what visitors want to see
in the museum (such as more exciting exhibitions and programmes) and their motivations for
visiting are based on the opinions of my interviewees. Of course, as museum staff they spend
a lot of time surveying and observing visitors themselves and use this information to inform
their work; however, to truly understand visitor motivations and behaviour the most reliable
method would be to talk to visitors themselves.
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5.5 Suggestions for future research
In order to build on the findings made in my thesis, I think there are several possible areas for
future research. Firstly, one avenue would be to undertake case study research at a selection of
other cultural heritage institutions that present history in a similar way to Gotlands Museum,
and to compare and contrast them. In particular, a useful case study would be the Swedish
History Museum (Historiska museet) in Stockholm, which also features a permanent exhibition
telling the story of the Battle of Visby (titled Medieval Massacre – the Battle of Gotland 1361)
as well as other exhibitions and programmes that deal with dark themes, including a temporary
exhibition titled Speaking Memories – The Last Witness of the Holocaust (on show 25 January
– 1 September 2019). This research would provide more evidence of how museums present
dark history and also would examine if and how other museums employ thanatourism theming
to attract visitors.
Secondly, an important area to investigate would be the visitors themselves who are attending
these museums, because without further research into visitor behaviour and motivations it will
not be possible to get a fully rounded picture of the phenomenon of thanatourism theming at
cultural institutions. In order to build upon Seaton’s discussion of institutions harnessing the
‘purposeful Otherness’ of death (2009), and to further explore the findings in my thesis, it
would be useful to gain evidence of people’s fascination with death and their motivations for
visiting thanatourism-themed attractions through visitor surveying. A quantitative survey of a
large number of visitors to one or more institutions could be used to discern visitor motivations
in visiting exhibitions or booking programmes and tours, and also to determine whether
marketing imagery and advertising play a role in influencing their visit. This quantitative
surveying could be followed up with further in-depth qualitative surveying of a smaller number
of visitors to discuss the appeal of thanatourism themes and their use in museum exhibitions
and programmes.
By undertaking further research into both other similar cultural institutions as well as the people
who visit them, a broader picture of Seaton’s fourth type of thanatourism site (2009) would
emerge and it may be possible to make more general findings about museums adapting
thanatourism theming as a sustainability strategy.
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5.6 Reflection
Undertaking this research has been a fascinating and beneficial learning experience. I have
particularly learned a lot about new museology and developed my understanding of economic,
cultural and social sustainability within museums. Though I have worked in a museum for the
past six years, conducting research within a museum environment has allowed me to gain a
deeper insight into my profession of museum communications and appreciate the role I play
within my own institution. It also afforded me an insight into the many facets of the research
process, including the challenges that come with conducting a study within such a limited time
frame. I also feel that I have gained more of an understanding of dark tourism, thanatourism
and my own tourist behaviour, including why I was so drawn to that skull in the 1361 exhibition
almost three years ago. I think that there is more to be explored in relation to the topic of
thanatourism theming at museums, and it is my hope that more research is conducted into this
area in the future.
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1
Photographs of the exhibition 1361 – The Battle for Gotland
(a)

Armour and chainmail for visitors to try on; a video screen (top right) shows how the items
would have been worn in the medieval period. The armour hanging on a simple clothes rack
makes it seem more ‘everyday’ and encourages visitors to touch it and try it on.
(b)

Blood splash on the title wall of the 1361 exhibition. This was based on the design of the
graphic novel 300 and it helps prepare the visitor for the violent and bloodthirsty content to
come. Before the visitor is even inside the exhibition, they know to expect dark themes.
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(c)

Arrows painted on and embedded into the walls of the exhibition help create the atmosphere
of the battle within the gallery. Here, the visitor can get a sense of the arrows flying through
the air above them thanks to the painted pattern, and the blood splash adds extra impact.
(d)

Replicas of the armour found in the graves of those who died in the Battle of Visby, hung on
the real Visby Gate which remained closed to the Gotlanders during the battle. This display is
very evocative; it feels like the soldiers themselves are being hung on the gate, almost as if they
have been executed outside the city wall like common criminals. It reinforces the story told in
the exhibition about tensions between Visby and the Gotland countryside.
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(e)

Human remains, including skulls still in their chainmail coifs and severed leg bones. This
display forms the centrepiece of the 1361 exhibition, and is very dramatic; the glass case feels
like a sort of tomb for these unknown soldiers that visitors are able to peek inside.
(f)

This skull with rusted bolts is highlighted in its own special case and draws the eye of visitors.
Staff describe it as an ‘incorrect’ skull: the accompanying text panel explains that the bolts
were found in the mass grave in the early 20th century and placed in the skull afterwards when
it was prepared for display. However, it is now believed the wounds to the skull were made
with a Warhammer, not bolts. Nevertheless, it is a striking image – incorrect or not.
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Appendix 2
Photographs of the exhibition Medieval Gotland
(a)

The grave of a child found buried with a pair of iron scissors, thought to keep evil and dark
forces away. This case is located in a dark corner of the exhibition, but there are spotlights on
the tiny skeleton which heightens the sense of shock in seeing the body of a dead baby.
(b)

A digitally altered image showing a person hanging from the Galgberget gallows in Visby; in
the background are medieval illustrations in a display about the Black Death. This image is
particularly shocking as it seems to be a real photograph of an execution that has taken place
in recent memory; it is not until you look closer that you realise that it has been altered.
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Appendix 3
Photographs of The Bloody Summer guided tour of Visby
(a)

The Bloody Summer tour group outside the Visby city wall, near Skolporten. From this image
it seems that the tour participants are engaged in the guide’s storytelling as they are following
his direction and looking at a point of interest he is indicating.
(b)

Guide demonstrating how Danish soldiers fired arrows at the Gotlandic troops. Again the tour
participants are closely watching the guide as he kneels in the dirt to recreate how the soldiers
would have acted during the early stages of the Battle of Visby.
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(c)

(d)

Guide with replica skull. There is a wider space
around the guide because the tour participants
took a step backwards when he revealed the skull.

Close-up image of the guide with
a replica Warhammer showing how
the holes were made in the skull.

(e)

End of the tour at the memorial cross and site of excavated graves. The tour participants are
gathered closer to the guide at this last stop and seem to be listening intently to his final story.
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Appendix 4
Cover of Gotlands Museum visitor information brochure
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