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Abstract 

Duphorn, W. 2019. Uses and Issues – The case of Visby Cathedral. An analysis of values and 

frictions associated with usage at a venue that is both cultural heritage and an active religious 

institution. 

This thesis is a case study of Visby Cathedral, cultural heritage with a rich history that has 

been an active site of worship since medieval times. This has resulted in an interest in the 

cathedral as a tourist destination which has increased exponentially since the city became a 

world heritage. The main aim of this thesis was to see how the heritagization of the cathedral 

affects it through the public uses that take place within the cathedral to see which values are 

promoted. Following this the frictions that are caused by the uses was studied to garner a 

better understanding of how the identity of the cathedral was impacted on both internal and 

external levels. My hypothesis going in was that much of the identifiable frictions were 

caused by the difference between the religious and cultural identity of the cathedral. In the 

analysis four use-categories with separate key functions: Religious, Art & Music, Political 

and Tourism. While all usages did not cause friction, all categories did to varying degrees of 

severity. The religious use still appears to be the core influencing factor since the recent 

incorporation of the overriding values of inclusion of acceptance originated within these uses 

which inspire all categories of use. Much of the experienced friction appears to be the result 

of push-back to these values. This could indicate that to a clash between modern cultural ideas 

and traditional Christian perspectives are at the core of the issues as the hypothesis suggested 

but the different nature and number of identifiable values and frictions at play suggests that 

while this is likely a factor, it is not the only one. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

I am not a religious man! This may be an odd sentence to start this thesis with, but I felt that it 

was appropriate to be clear with my perspective from the get-go. Faith is not something that 

has ever been a part of my life and while I have attempted to wrap my head around the 

prospect of adopting a belief in a higher power, so far it has not happened. I have always felt 

more comfortable basing my conclusions or discussions on provable facts, this combined with 

my interest in exploration, research and the past led me to study archaeology. In recent years 

however, I have developed an increasing interest in the notion of culture within society as a 

structure of norms which alter and is altered by the social behaviour of those who exist within 

it. Currently I live on Gotland and I have for the better part of the past six years as a part of 

my schooling. For this entire time, I have been aware of Visby Cathedral, one of the city’s 

most iconic landmarks, one of the top tourist attractions in the city. At one point I lived less 

than 100 meters away from it. But I never entered, first when a school trip took me there did. I 

entertain the notion of going inside the cathedral. That made me curious about why I had 

thought like this and about the cathedral itself. Recently I had the opportunity to spend some 

time at the cathedral as a part of a school project where my team was asked to help the church 

with some issues.  

Interest in the cathedral as a tourist destination has intensified in recent years, which has 

resulted in an increased number of visitors during the intense summer season. As a result of 

this, the value of the cathedral as a cultural heritage has received increased attention in recent 

times. In other cases, when institutions with a clear religious identity adapt to this new 

interest, it can be perceived in different ways. Some view the increase in visitors as an 

opportunity that allows the institution to share the unique facets of the locale and their faith 

with a broader audience, while others perceived it as a threat to its more traditional function as 

a place of worship (Kasim 2011: 442–443; Wiśniewski 2018: 205–206).  

Regardless of which side you agree with the fact remains that Visby Cathedral, like all 

other churches in Sweden, has a dual function as both places for liturgical and architectural 

theology and as objects of cultural-historical (and often purely historical as well) significance 

(Bexell & Weman 2008:15; Wangefelt Ström 2011: 30). Modern museums whose identity is 

generally purely cultural are undergoing a similar change in orientation from their traditional 

use as display halls for artefacts to experiences which actively engage the visitors. This shift 

in usage and presentation can easily result in a crisis of identity both internally within the 

organizations and externally, for the visitors/users which must be negotiated (Kirshenblatt-
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Gimblett 1998: 138). Based on this argument I understand that the concept of dual function 

and dual usage while, likely, necessary for religious institutions to survive in the secular west, 

is not easily implemented and got curious as to why.  

1.1 Statement of purpose 

My goal is to conduct a case study of the usages of Visby Cathedral to see what factors affects 

the use of the cathedral and how the values attached to the uses impact the identity of the 

Cathedral in return. This is interesting to me since the cathedral is both cultural heritage and a 

popular tourist destination and these usually involve different values and usages. This is not 

an in-depth analysis; the main aim is to identify key points of value and friction to see if they 

can offer insight on how the current open uses affect not only the cathedral itself as a heritage 

site but also the effects its usage has on the visitors. 

1.1.1 Research questions 

• How is Visby cathedral used? Who are the users? 

• Which aspects of the usage cause friction? How and for whom?  

• How can this be explained theoretically?  

Originally my focus was to conduct an in-depth study of the friction the cathedral experiences 

as a tourist destination since friction tends to follow the incorporation of functions which can 

impact the site´s sacred atmosphere and be perceived as problematic by devout believers and 

locals. As I continued my research, I found this approach to be quite narrowminded since it 

fails to take the benefits into consideration. In addition, by focusing solely on dual usage 

regarding tourism (a period which on Gotland is relatively short and first intensified with the 

introduction of cruise tourism last year) the friction that naturally occurs within the cathedral 

in its role as a religious institution was not included. To mitigate this, I adopted a broader 

approach which aims to identify usages, their attached primary values and the friction that 

they create or are affected by.  

Only open usages (meaning in this context uses which include non-staff members) that 

take place within Visby cathedral itself were included given the limited time at my disposal. 

This also affected the gathering of materials, so I decided to focus on interviews conducted 

with two key members at the cathedral, The Dean Mats Hermansson and Maria Norderbrim 

who was previously in charge of the practical running of the cathedral. The theoretical 

perspectives which will guide much of the analysis consist primarily of Bourdieu’s (1977) 

perspective on habitus with which the effect of social and cultural norms are in focus, Nora’s 
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(1989) lieux de memoire where the contrast between history and memory is key and 

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s (1998) theory on heritagization.  

1.2 History of research 

Since this paper aims to understand how the use of Visby cathedral has been affected by the 

increased attention it has received as a tourist destination this chapter needs to cover the 

historical and cultural background to the cathedral, how churches function in modern Swedish 

society and the effect of tourism on religious heritage sites. 

1.2.1 Visby athedral and its cultural setting  

Construction of Visby Cathedral, or Visby S:ta Maria Domkyrka to give it its full Swedish 

name, began ca. 1175 and continued on and off until the 27th of July in 1225 when it was 

consecrated (Svahnström 1978: 167–168). The cathedral was originally a Catholic German 

merchant church and it remained as such for centuries. It survived several historic events such 

as a civil war (1288), the plague (the 1350s), the battle of Visby (1361) during which it is 

written that the church rang its bells and the Lübeck invasion (1525). During this time 

improvements and additions to the church were made. The church/cathedral has remained as 

an active religious institution with only one break likely following a fire in the early 15th 

century. The church became Lutheran during the reformation by decree of the Danish king 

Kristian III in the 1530s and soon after in ca 1533 becomes the parish church for all of Visby 

(Hermansson & Söderlund 2017: 133–136). Gotland was a part of Linköping’s diocese during 

the Middle Ages and first became a diocese of its own in 1572 it was also at this time that it 

became known as a cathedral. The leader of the diocese was referred to as superintendent 

until 1740 when they were granted the title of Bishop, which is still held to this day 

(Svahnström 1978: 13ff; Hermansson & Söderlund 2017: 136). Visby diocese today includes 

92 medieval churches, 39 congregations and 10 parishes. Visby parish (Visby 

domkyrkoförsamling) includes two more modern churches aside from Visby Cathedral, the 

Visborg church (Visborgskyrkan) and the Terra Nova church (Ysander 1941: 5, 8–12; 

Svenska kyrkan 2019-05-03).  

A new focus for how central Visby was to be presented was developed in the early 1980s 

by a small group of public officials spearheaded by Marita Jonsson who accrued increasing 

control over central Visby (Ronström 2007: 140ff). The new focus was on the city’s medieval 

past and a massive project which included both highlighting the medieval elements of the city 

and physically and mentally adapting that which fit the aesthetic they strived to project 

(Johansson 2009: 129-132). This homogenising heritagisation process was widely successful 
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in attracting both visitors and outside attention and it led to the city being awarded world 

heritage status by UNESCO in 1995 as the ‘Hanseatic town of Visby’ (Ronström 2008a: 208–

206; 2008b: 6, 12–13). It is important to note that while Visby has for a long time been known 

as and presented itself as a medieval city this is purely a modern construct that is a result of a 

process of selection of those influences from the city’s past that fit the new image of Visby, 

and a corresponding disselection of which ones to obscure and/or remove (Johansson 2009: 

256). With this World Heritage status comes restrictions and guidelines that influence how it 

is developed, depicted and presented (inside the walls), both architecturally and regarding 

tourism, to this day (Ronström 2008a: 200–202). This kind of agenda-driven heritagization 

process is in no way a new concept, it has happened in Sweden since the idea of preserving 

cultural heritage was inscribed into law in the 17th century. The results of cultural heritage and 

sacred spaces inevitably lead to an exchange of values for the sites affected (Wangefelt Ström 

2011: 33–37). This has aided in preserving physical remains, buildings or artefacts, by 

increasingly musealising them and either removing them from their original context or 

altering it to fit new mandated regulations. When this is done in a Swedish, Lutheran context 

this tends to lead to sites of religious importance experiencing a sort of desacralisation as their 

content is something that is lived or experienced to something that is learned about through 

signs, books and tours (Wangefelt Ström 2011: 35–36, 49–50). This has led to the cathedral 

experiencing an increase in attention as well. Its central location (which wasn’t originally 

planned, Svahnström 1978: 9), combined with its “authentic” medieval appearance and rich 

cultural heritage, has made it a vital part of the post-modern mindscape which Visby aims to 

project.  

1.2.2 The place for churches and Christianity in modern Sweden 

In order to conduct the analysis a basic understanding of what the purpose, use and value of a 

church and its inherent heritage in modern Sweden must be established beforehand.  The 

insight presented in this segment has been sourced from articles in the book Kyrkorummet - 

Kulturarv och Gudstjänst (Bexell & Weman: 2008) which loosely translates Church – 

Cultural heritage and Worship which was compiled following a symposium attended by a 

multidisciplinary group. The book contains a collection of articles that treat how things have 

changed after the organisation Svenska kyrkan (Church of Sweden) adopted new guidelines in 

the year 2000 which brought the organization closer to the cultural heritage sector (2008: 11). 

2000 was also the year the Church was first given financial aid from the state. The state 

has for a long time helped the Swedish Church collect its membership fee as a part of the tax 



 

5 

 

payment. The aid the Church receives is called kyrkoantikvarisk ersättning (church 

antiquarian compensation) and it helps to cover some of the costs regarding the upkeep and 

preservation of the churches, but the brunt of their finances is still garnered through the 

membership base (Thidevall 2008: 25). The new guidelines also state that the dioceses 

themselves rather than the Church of Sweden have the power, and obligation, to make 

decisions regarding how the space within the churches is to be used and what should receive 

funding. Since Sweden is secular, the funds are limited so there needs to be a strategy in place 

as to how to allocate the funds following the quality demands that have been set by the 

County Administrative Board (Länsstyrelsen). Based on German and English examples, this 

will invariably lead to harsh decisions needing to be taken on a local level regarding the need 

for experts’ involvement in the upkeep of the churches and an increased demand on the 

congregation to freely accept responsibility for the churches continued existence (Arnell 

2008: 206–208; Bexell 2008: 157). The level of volunteer participation which is likely 

required is unlikely to garner the required support as it is not a “natural” part of the secular 

Swedish mentality compared to the one in Germany or England where this concept works. A 

church depends on an active congregation or strong local interest in the usages it provides; if 

it is not used it will be little more than a redundant building (Sjögren 2008: 173–174; 

Dahlberg 2008: 181–184). Support for the idea that antiquarian and cultural preservation is 

directly tied to the churches being used has received increasing support since the new 

guidelines were established.  

The use of churches is in decline in Sweden, fewer people attend sermons or other 

“churchly” activities which has led to many churches closing their doors. New approaches to 

attract visitors and possibly new uses which need to meld ideas from both religious and 

cultural heritage viewpoints, are needed to halt this effect (Thidevall 2008: 27–30). This is not 

a recent concern, membership and attendance in religious institutions have been decreasing in 

the west as we enter a post-modern society. New approaches to life are created as social and 

cultural patterns are more loosely defined. There are no more forced religious events and new 

notions spread fast with today’s technology. The ability to choose has never been as 

widespread and while this has led us (secularised individuals) to adopt a more global 

consciousness it at the same time isolates us (Lidbeck, Persson & Wäreborn 2008: 93). This 

has led to a congregation in Malmö Cathedral adopting three key concepts into their business 

model. Firstly, The living rite states that all forms of Christian worship should be designed to 

reach the modern listener by presenting the theology in a relevant manner. The second, The 
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important conversation, which states that churches should serve as forums for discussion 

where both clergy, believers and non-believers can communicate. Thirdly, The open church, 

which describes churches as spaces that should be open for all who need a respite from the 

stress modern life entails, regardless of their religious affiliation (Lidbeck, Person & 

Wäreborn 2008: 95–97).  

The idea of churches as a space that exists solely for those who believe or a space where 

only religious activities take place is not viable given the inclusion of their identity as cultural 

heritages. What signifies a “living church room” can be described as regularly conducted 

sermons but that is not necessarily the case. It can be argued that the value of the churches as 

gathering places and their capacity to change themselves to adapt themselves to their users, 

especially during times of crisis is a more accurate way of instilling the halls with life (Toll 

Koril 2008: 224–226). The introduction of the “new” cultural values to a church does not 

necessarily rob it of its old value, this is true even for protected buildings (Mandahl 2008: 

286–287) which Visby Cathedral and most of the city inside the wall is. The display of art and 

performance of music has long been key tenets in building the sacred atmosphere in the 

church.  

In recent times some parishes have started to move away from the necessity of that which 

is displayed in a church necessarily having a sacral value. Whether this is acceptable is 

debated. The inclusion of modern art in churches has been viewed as disturbing by some 

while it is seen as pedagogic by others (Brander Jonsson 2008: 291–295). The use of churches 

as concert halls (which does occur) generates an increase in the number of visitors and income 

but invites the question of which music is deemed appropriate (Samuelsson 2008: 329). These 

issues and possibilities are at the core of all uses of a “Christian space” that fall outside of the 

parameters that are dictated by tradition. Since there are no clear guidelines in these matters a 

prospective debate regarding priorities is needed on a case by case basis (Thidevall 2008: 29). 

1.2.3 Religious heritage and touristic appeal 

Research into how tourism affects active religious heritages is rare in Scandinavia so this 

segment will include global sources from differing geographical locales and cultural setting 

which can offer relevant insight that can be used in this thesis. 

An early article in this field of research released in 2004 by Simon Woodward called Faith 

and Tourism: Planning Tourism in Relation to Places of Worship incorporated case studies of 

cities with a strong attractor in their religious heritage to study the benefits and costs that one 

needed to be aware of when planning religious tourism to sacred sites. He presents the value 
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of tourism as an additional source of income, attracting a much greater number of visitors and 

the prospect of it serving as a catalyst for wider economic growth in the surrounding area 

(2004: 173–175). The possibility of the visitors becoming converts during their stay or 

attracting mainstream attention have also been viewed as potential boons of such 

developments, especially in rural destinations (Rotherham 2007: 75; Simone-Charteris & 

Boyd 2010: 246–248; Wiśniewski 2018: 208–211). Faith-based tourism is a major part of 

today’s international tourism industry and is increasingly recognized in Scandinavia as well 

(Duda 2016: 39).  

While religious tourism is on the rise here the largest and fastest growing Nordic tourism 

sector is nature tourism, which receives more attention on a governmental level given the 

immediate environmental risks (Øian et al. 2018: 81–82). This can be understood and the fact 

that Scandinavia is secular has resulted in most locals being disinterested in their religious 

past. This mindset does not consider the wealth of forgotten or obscure history and places 

with a religious connection that could be developed into religious heritage sites that might 

appeal to non-locals. Outside of the S:t Olof pilgrim trail in Norway, this is not really 

something that has been capitalized on (Duda 2016: 39–40, 42).  

There are risks or drawbacks that need to be taken into consideration before embarking 

on a venture like this. Aside from pilgrim tourists, most of the visitors are more likely, 

especially in the west, to have a much greater interest in history, architecture and culture than 

the religious nature of the site. Overcrowding and increased commercialization are also likely 

to impact the natural, spiritual ambience of the locale which might disturb religious activities 

(Woodward 2004: 176, 182, 184; Levi & Kocher 2009: 19–21). It would also, invariably, put 

much higher pressure on the site’s infrastructure (Woodward 2004: 179–181, 184). In 

addition to this one of the key tenets of today’s idea of sustainable cultural tourism is the 

value of protection and preservation. The idea of cultural tourism purely as a source of 

income can be appealing but attention must be also be paid to how this affects natural, cultural 

and social environments or the possibility of them being destroyed or losing the identity 

which drew attention in the first place (Eser, Dalgin & Çeken. 2013: 18).  

Woodward’s article concludes with three suggestions regarding how sustainable tourism 

could be managed to achieve a mutually beneficial balance: 1) holistic planning; 2) tailor the 

management plan to local circumstances, and 3) all stakeholders must be involved in the 

planning (Woodward 2004: 185). This is a basic outlook that many scholars share though it is 

understood that it will not always be feasible since it demands a high degree of cooperation, 
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expertise and resources which might not be accessible. This is true regardless of religion or 

setting in relation to cultural tourism development (Kasim 2011: 453–456; Ruoss & Alfarè 

2013: 107–108; Lu et al. 2017: 13–15; Chantziantou & Dionysopolou 2017: 14–15; 41; 

Salman Al-Mamoori 2017: 76–77, 81). Sustainable tourism is a complicated issue and there is 

currently no single, generally accepted definition of the term, nor is there ever likely to be one 

(Gössling et al. 2009: 1ff). It requires tourism to be developed in a way that makes the site 

appealing to visitors, while at the same time not unduly disturbing the religious or social life 

at the site, its ‘authentic’ atmosphere or its physical form (Rotherham 2007: 69; Kasim 2011: 

454; Eser, Dalgin & Çeken. 2013: 20–21). 

 Based on an American case study of Christian missions, Bremer (2004) argues that there 

are four concerns which are shared by religious adherents and tourists. Firstly, an attachment 

and attraction to special sites, secondly the construction of the site’s identity in relation to the 

self, thirdly the authenticity of the site’s aesthetic qualities and fourthly commodification 

(Bremer 2004: 3–6). These shared concerns do suggest that all visitors are likely to have an 

active interest in the site, though the nature of their interest might differ, and that many wish 

for a “real” yet packaged experience. Research on how tourists prefer to interpret heritage 

sites conducted at the Wailing Wall reached the conclusion that people appreciate the 

opportunity to freely interpret religious sites with access to information tailored to their 

specific interests. Aside from the educational aspect, an emotional connection to the site was 

valued by visitors, preferably with a connection to their own heritage (Poria, Biran & Reichel 

2009: 101–103).  

Given the similarities, making a clear distinction between the religious and the touristic 

might appear futile (Bremer 2004: 7). In the eye of the tourist industry they are similar since 

requirements are the same, accommodation, food and drink, transport and souvenirs. From the 

perspective of the visitor however the answer might be different. Rarely do pilgrims or 

religious tourists identify themselves as such and if they do, there is usually a connotation 

which separates them from “normal” tourists. This notion of visitors differentiating 

themselves from each other is, however, decreasing as religious heritages become increasing 

popular, secular and religious interests begin to intersect (Stausberg 2011: 64–66; Collins-

Kreiner & Wall 2015: 693–694, 704–705).  

One thing that has often separated pilgrim tourists no matter their motivation (religion, 

culture, etc.) that are increasingly becoming sought after by most visitors regardless of 

financial standing, is an authentic, spiritual experience to take part of at heritage sites (Derre 
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2010: 6–7; Carbone, Corinto & Malek 2016: 155, 164). Defining the word ‘authentic’ in 

regard to tourism is not without issue. There are different thoughts on the matter and while 

there is a consensus that striving for an authentic experience can be the motivator for a 

journey, what is perceived as authentic can vary between individuals (Wang 1999: 358–362, 

365–366; Derre 2010: 4; Terziyska 2012). The unique aspects of a religious heritage and the 

spaces therein can to many serves to inspire a sense of authenticity directly tied to the sites 

sacred identity. Sacred spaces are not discovered, they are constructed by people with specific 

interests (Chidester & Lidenthal 1995: 15); all boundaries we encounter there, physical or 

perceived, with which we negotiate our relationship to the heritage, have been placed there 

(Hecht 1994: 222). This in and of itself does not necessarily impact the authenticity of the 

experience but it does imply that there is an agenda attached to it, whether we notice it or not 

(Stausberg 2011: 64–66; Collins-Kreiner & Wall 2015: 693–694).  

1.3 Theory 

This kind of research is rarely conducted, especially in a Scandinavian context. For this 

reason, choosing the theory has consisted of looking at studies of museums and heritage sites 

without a religious connection and choosing some which could be adapted to this, in some 

ways more nuanced, source material. Therefore, the theories outlined here are not meant to be 

used on their own in this project, they will work in conjunction with each other, how will be 

explained at the end of this portion of the essay. This might seem convoluted but since this 

project aims to study a rather convoluted site this was done to best answer the research 

questions. 

1.4 Theoretical background 

As mentioned previously Visby has undergone a process where the city inside the walls 

underwent a transformation to appear more medieval by transforming local physical memory 

into history (Ronström 2008a: 120 ff, 210), this change is both noticeable and ongoing today. 

The cathedral exists within the physical sphere of this medieval focus and it also has an 

inherent value as a religious institution and a cultural heritage. Whether it can be considered a 

pure site of memory in and of itself is not easily determined since it retains its original use 

which most heritage sites do not.  

Some insight into this can likely be garnered by implementing Barbara Kirshenblatt-

Gimblett’s theory on heritage production which centres around the concept of transvaluation. 

As described in Destination Culture (1998) the heritagization process function as a way for 

the undervalued or non-viable parts of the past, be it intangible or tangible, to get a chance to 
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exist in a new form, as exhibits of themselves. The process of exhibiting heritage is invariably 

fundamental in its transformation of that which is displayed. It is impossible to have a neutral 

display, even if the exhibitors are unaware of it and try to recreate a semblance of the original 

context there will always be an agenda of some sort at play which influences how the display 

is perceived (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 149–53, 159). This production of heritage can be 

performed to preserve and protect but it also includes the local heritage becoming a tourist 

export product as the values tied to the act of displaying relies upon the visitor (be they local, 

tourist, etc.) interest. While this heritagization process can be vital in the heritages continued 

existence, it will invariably result in a problematic relationship between that which is 

presented and the instrument (museums, exhibitions, heritage performers, etc.) of its 

presentation (1998: 153–6). Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s term the agency of display refers to the 

importance of studying the way in which, depending on how the display is planned, certain 

aspects of the exhibit will be brought forward for all to see clearly while at the same time 

obscuring others (Ronström 2008a: 182–183; Wangefelt-Ström 2011: 31). This theory was 

originally derived using physical displays in museums but it can also be used in this case 

since the cathedral itself is physical heritage which displays itself while still maintaining 

many usages, both old and new, with varied connected values that can offer insight into how 

the heritage production is organized.  

In contrast to Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s view of commodification as a process that in a 

sense reinvigorates a site by transforming it, Pierre Nora in his work with sites of memory (or 

lieux de mémoire) presented in the article “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de 

Memoire” (1989) presents a more fatalistic view of this process. Much of Nora´s work centres 

around the dichotomy of the two terms: ‘memory’ and ‘history’ which he views as 

diametrically opposed. Memory is described as alive, a product of living societies; it is in a 

constant process of evolution as it is remembered and forgotten. There is also an oblivious 

nature to the memory as it can go dormant, be reinvented, manipulated and appropriated 

which can alter or deform the memory from its original state. History on the other hand is 

more akin to death, it is a reconstruction of the past, it is problematic and incomplete as it is 

incapable of representing a nuanced or “real” version of the past (Nora 1989: 8; 2001: 367–8). 

As Nora describes it the production of sites of memory is a relatively modern concept 

which has come about by us having experienced a turning point, a separation with the past 

that has led to the creation of specific, determined sites or events of memory since real 

environments of memory (milieux de mémoire) born out of spontaneous, “natural” 
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remembrance have disappeared (Nora 1989: 7; Ronström 1998: 1–2). Sites of memory consist 

of three coexisting aspects: The material, the symbolic and the functional. Their nature will 

always include contradictory elements as they are born out of the will to remember as 

products of the shared overdetermination between history and memory. For this reason, they 

can be viewed as both natural and artificial, viewed as uncomplicated and accessible by some 

while being ambiguous and abstract to others (Nora 1989: 17,18–19). The purpose of these 

sites can be explained as an attempt to “stop time” and enforce remembrance within a defined 

symbolic. However, there is also a dichotomous struggle of identity that is taking place within 

them as they are inherently capable of redefining and recycling their own meaning and value 

via how they are experienced and organized (Nora 1989: 19). While I do not share Nora’s 

view of memory and history as being diametrically opposite, I think that there is a relevance 

to the likelihood that local interest in the value of the site as a space for living memory 

(largely anchored to its identity as a Christian gathering place) has dwindled and its identity as 

cultural heritage has become increasingly important. Especially since Visby has undergone a 

process where the city inside the walls underwent a transformation to appear more medieval 

by transforming local physical memory into history (Ronström 2008: 120 ff, 210), this change 

is both noticeable and ongoing today. The cathedral exists within the physical sphere of this 

medieval focus and it also has an inherent value as a religious institution and a cultural 

heritage. Whether it can be considered a pure site of memory in and of itself is not easily 

defined since it retains its original use which most such sites do not but I believe that the 

contrast between history and memory could aid in the understanding of why the use of the 

cathedral often becomes a topic of internal and external discussion. 

Nora’s romantic approach to cultural analysis is not without its critics who point out that 

it promotes the idea of heritage production as a hierarchical rewriting of what Nora perceives 

as the original, nationalistic history dictated by a social elite. When Legnér employed this 

theory, he presented the idea of the construction of memory sites as resulting from interactive 

efforts from many attached actors rather than a few elevated individuals. In addition to this he 

also presents the propagating effect of how this is perceived by both locals and tourists as 

influencing how the memory site is produced (Legnér 2016: 22–24). I agree with this 

interpretation, but I felt that I needed to further clarify the notion of perception before i moved 

forward.  

John Urry’s concept of the tourist gaze as outlined in The tourist Gaze 3.0 (Urry & 

Larsen 2011) offers insight on this very topic. Urry describes tourism as that which is deemed 
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as extraordinary and pleasurable in contrast to the mundanity tied to the ordinary. Unlike the 

previous version of the tourist gaze, 3.0 presents this concept not only as a visual gaze which 

aims to identify pleasurable qualities which can be accessed in a locale it also sees it as 

performative and embodied practices (2011: 14–15). This new multi-sensuous view of gazing 

shifts focusses from the purely visual aspect to include doing, touching, hearing and being 

within the term, since the demand for options involving all senses and interactive 

opportunities at a tourist destination is on the rise (2011: 190, 195). This urge to engage all 

senses while experiencing is in no ways a new concept, it was adopted by, among others 

Aristotle in his sensualist approach to empirism (Kusnetzov 1987: 41–42). Even with these 

new inclusions the core of the concept remains the same, the tourist experience must be out of 

the ordinary. There must be distinct, unique experiences that differ from everyday life and 

engage one or more senses (Urry & Larsen 2011: 15). In many ways this ties back to Pierre 

Bourdieu´s habitus concept, there isn´t a defined tourist gaze. The gaze is constructed and 

learnt via the social conditions the individual evolves in (2011: 3–5).  

Bourdieu’s theory of the habitus concept first presented in the book Outline of a Theory 

of Practice (1977)  states that a person’s Habitus or “social baggage” which has been formed 

by the individual’s prior social experiences (how they were raised, the lifestyle they lead, 

which social class they exist in, etc.) directly affects how they choose to act, how they 

perceive and what they value (Bourdieu 1977: 85–87; Bell 1992:79–80). Bourdieu further 

developed this theory and its applicability to art exhibits in modern museums in The Rules of 

Art (1996) where he identified three interdependent dimensions: 1) the artwork or the artists 

performance, often produced with a specific idea in mind, 2) the spaces in which the art is 

displayed or performed which had their own cultural identities and, 3) the audience who all 

have their own individual habitus that influences how they will perceive the installation. By 

treating these as separate dimensions working in relation to each other, Bourdieu believed that 

their cultural meaning could be analysed (Bourdieu, 1996: 47ff).  

In other words, focused on the symbolic value of the environment and people’s 

disposition towards it that has been shaped by their individual habitus (which affects how they 

understand and react to what is displayed) creates a way of analysing the relationships at play 

regardless of cultural setting (Bourdieu and Darbel 1991:111–12). While this theoretical 

approach was first devised with art museums in mind it is equally applicable to other 

museums or heritage sites with some modifications. There are limitations in Bourdieu’s 

original version that need to be mentioned and that is his focus on hierarchies of aesthetic 
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taste which often involved positive or negative connotations (Prior 2005:124–125; Dicks 

2016:52, 59–62). Individuals from all classes and creeds experience and remember heritage 

based on their own perspectives. For this reason, an approach which neglects diversity would 

hamper the analysis so rather than taste, cultural and social value will be used in the analysis 

conducted here as this takes social identity into consideration and allows for the study of the 

position-taking process performed by individuals and groups (Robbins 1999: 31; Dicks 

2016:52–53,54–55).  

1.4.1 My theoretical approach 

The identity of Visby Cathedral is naturally muddled. As Sweden has become increasingly 

secularised, something that has marginalized all religious institutions and the more recent 

intensified focus on the city’s medieval past has placed the cathedral in a interesting position. 

This change would have resulted in a transition of values that have resulted in frictions 

between those who appreciate the changes and those who prefer its past identity. The core of 

my analysis will consist of Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s heritagization concept (1998), specifically 

her notion of transvaluation and the agency of display. This entails that I, after having 

presented the different usages, will attempt to identify their inherent values for the actors and 

the visitors and the core areas of friction. Since I have conducted interviews with two primary 

actors and gathered various material, I have a reasonably good understanding of the actors but 

not so much the visitor. To mitigate this, I have used Urry’s (2011) notion of the tourist gaze 

in a more general sense to help identify the values the visitors get from the usages 

(experiences) offered by the cathedral. This has been used in concord with visitor reviews and 

research from other religious heritages to form an understanding of what different types of 

visitors want from the cathedral experience. As I am aware, there is some internal 

disagreement and at times, debate at the cathedral regarding how established usages and the 

more modern inclusions should take form. While I, as explained, don’t consider the cathedral 

a “pure” memory site I think that the inclusion of Nora’s (1977) thought on memory and 

history and the idea of such sites being perpetually capable of reinventing its values combined 

with Legner´s (2016) addition of multiple sources, both actors and visitors, sharing 

responsibility could help clarify the underlying causes of tension which currently affect the 

operation of the cathedral. At the final stage of the analysis, Bourdieu’s (1989) habitus 

concept will be incorporated with the others with the aim of explaining the underlying cause 

for the identifiable friction tied to the use of the cathedral. 
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1.5 Material and Method 

Originally a general-purposive sampling which targeted all members or operatives who were 

involved in the running of open usages of the cathedral was intended as this would give me a 

good understanding of the different requirements and values related to the uses (Bryman & 

Bell 2011: 441–442). However, I quickly found that the sheer amount of usages and actors 

made this impossible given the amount of time this thesis is limited by. In addition to this, I 

later found out that the uses are spread among the three churches which constitute the parish, 

and the cathedral is currently experiencing a period of personnel changes that would have 

impacted my research had I chosen this approach (Hermansson 2019-04-17). For this reason, I 

changed my research design to focus more on the implications of how the different usages 

affected the cathedral as both a heritage site and a place of worship. It also affected the 

material I gathered and my methods of collecting it. My aim was to go in as an outsider 

looking in which is key to etic observation and conversation analysis (Morris et al. 1999: 

781–782) but my heavy reliance on textual sources, focus on specific themes and key-words 

and the critical analysis of the sources indicates that my final version is more akin to the 

approach of close reading (Tahir 2011: 1-6). I am also aware of the fact that I am an 

individual who has grown up in a social and cultural context which has largely been moulded 

by Christian influences, though they are not always perceivable. (Hagevi 2009:180–182). This 

will affect my view which will invariably, to some extent, be emic in nature. The strengths of 

my largely inductive theoretical approach as compared to a deductive one is that by 

incorporating my empirical findings within the theoretical frameworks.  

1.5.1 Hypothesis and clarification of terminology 

I have an idea of what I expect to find given my previous work with tourism issues in the 

cathedral and my individual perceptions influenced by my life experiences (Bourdieu 1977: 

85–87). Going into the thesis project, my hypothesis was that there was a clear duality at play 

between the cultural and religious use of the cathedral. While I did not think that it was 

responsible for all issues, I did believe that it was felt in most, if not all, of the use of the 

cathedral. I feel I need to clarify my interpretation of the terms use, function and friction 

before continuing.  

The word ‘use’ will in this thesis be used to describe the social activities which are 

conducted within the cathedral while ‘function’ will be used to describe the interpreted key 

effects of the uses to separate them uses into manageable categories. As Nadel (1951) 

summarizes function it is: 1) a synonym for ‘operating’, 2) non-random and a part of all social 
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facts, 3) It denotes a complex interdependence of many social elements through which it can 

be given the sense that it has physics and 4) “function can mean the specific effectiveness of 

any element whereby it fulfils the requirements of the situation” (Nadel 1951: 368-369). The 

first two are like my use of the term ‘use’ based on Radcliffe-Brown’s (1952) work which 

builds upon Nadel’s where he wrote that that ‘function’ is the contribution of a partial activity 

to the total activity and “what appears to be the same social usage in two societies may have 

different functions in the two” which suggests that in order to define social and make valid 

comparisons between different groups both the form and function of the usage must be 

considered (Radcliffe-Brown 1952: 184). While I don’t deal with two separate societies, I did 

go into this project with the assumption of a duality at play between the religious and the 

cultural, two different value systems, within one society. I have interpreted ‘friction’ as the 

tension that builds between how the functions of the different uses are experienced by 

involved parties, be they actors or participants. To identify these, I have used the uses as a 

starting point and through my analysis aimed to identify key points of tension or ‘friction’ that 

I have analysed further theoretically.  

Friction in this paper refers to perceived harmful outcomes of the cathedrals usage that 

have resulted in pushback in some way. This kind problematic relationship is a key 

component to the heritage production process as the re-creation of the “traditional” exhibition 

or use to fit a new purpose. However, the alienating “foreignness” which often is a root cause 

of the perceived friction is also a strength of the process. The new messages incorporated in 

the heritages use work as cultural forms. These “new” uses actively encourage the visitor, be 

they member or tourist, to broaden their understanding of the ever-changing identity of the 

heritage in question (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 156–158). My main way of identifying 

areas where friction had occurred was via the interviews. While opinions differed whether it 

was an issue, both my interviewees admitted that tensiuon existed in connection to some uses 

and the values at the core of the experienced frictions often became apparent in the interview. 

To delve deeper into this I used other sources (articles, reviews, previous research, etc.) when 

needed to try to identify what values were at the core of the experienced tension. 

1.5.2 Interviews (and a conversation) 

Two interviews were conducted as a part of this thesis, both with members who had influence 

over the cathedral’s operations. The first one took place a part of the group project that served 

to inspire this thesis. This interview that lasted around an hour was conducted on February 5th, 

2019 by me, Patrick Choufani and Lorne Philbot with Maria Norderbrim who held the 
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position of domkyrkoklockare at the cathedral and oversaw much of its practical operation. 

The interview took place within the side chapel of the cathedral which serves as entrance 

during the tourist season which created a relaxed atmosphere. Since the focus of the group 

work was mainly targeted towards the cathedral’s tourism-related concerns which we needed 

to know more about, the structure of the interview was by necessity structured in nature with 

few deviations from the topic at hand. This interview and my latter research (much of which 

has been incorporated in the previous research segment) resulted in me having a general 

understanding of the cathedrals life as a tourist attraction tourism. However, I had little 

understanding of what the concerns in the religious sector are (as stated in the introduction, I 

am not religious). I consulted my mentor who suggested that I contact the Dean (Domprost) 

Mats Hermansson, who is a leading figure at the cathedral and is either involved in, 

knowledgeable of, or the instigator of many of its functions (Pers comm. Ronström 2019-04-

03). I decided to conduct a un- to semi-structured interview where the interviewee can speak 

freely, and the interviewer mainly interjects to focus more intently on relevant topics when 

deemed necessary (Bernard 2013: 192; Bryman & Bell 2011: 467–468). My reasoning for this 

was that my main interest was to see how Mats, in his capacity of Dean viewed the current 

situation and the various uses of the cathedral, but also had some specific questions that I 

needed answered. The interview took place on the 17th of April, 2017 at the cathedral 

expedition located right next to the cathedral itself and lasted for 136 minutes The atmosphere 

was amicable and any nervousness I felt during the initial stage of the interview quickly 

subsided. The fact that I much of this thesis revolves around two central interviews that were 

likely influenced by the perceptions (or habitus) of the interviewed individuals (Bourdieu 

1977: 85-87) will likely influence the outcome of the analysis. Since the aim here is to garner 

a general understanding, I believe that the fact that my interviewees held or hold positions 

within the cathedral which entail oversight and control of operation should prove sufficient. In 

addition, I also spoke with Sabine Gebert Persson in the university lobby of Campus Gotland 

about her work with a project that analysed how cruise tourists in 2017 clustered in Visby for 

about half an hour on the 16th of May 2019. 

1.5.3 Observation 

The interviews gave me an idea of the actors’ perspective, but I felt that I needed more on the 

visitors, specifically to the religious events. To study this, I decided to conduct participant 

observation of Easter Vigil, one of the major religious events of the year which happened the 

same week, the 20th of April 2019. The strength of this method is that it afforded me an 
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opportunity to observe both how mass was conducted, the actions included and to interpret 

people’s mood and comfort level based on how they acted (Pripp & Öhlander 2011: 115). I 

did not have space for a complete rendition of events in this paper, but I have included some 

aspects that may offer insight that I did not get from my interviews or other sources. 

1.5.4 Internet & written sources 

I gathered most of these sources in preparation for my interview with Mats. This included two 

books he had written about the cathedral, promotional material from the cathedral’s billboard, 

their Easter newsletter, the cathedral’s webpage and web-based articles that involved the 

cathedral. I also spent time within the cathedral to observe how it promoted itself using 

information signs and art in the cathedral to see which image of it is projected. I continued to 

gather such material during my analysis. These sources have proven instrumental during the 

writing process but I feel that I need to clarify that I have never taken any of the information 

in them as unadulterated facts, since there is an agenda attached to them just like there is to 

the interviews (Hörnfeldt 2011:239). 
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2 ANALYSIS 

The analysis has been separated into two stages. This decision was made since I believe it was 

the best way to facilitate the research and answer the research questions in a coherent manner. 

The first portions will focus on presenting usages, functions and some of the reasoning behind 

them.  

2.1 Usages and users 

The first portion of the analysis will deal with the first question “How is Visby Vathedral 

used? Who are the users?”. Unsurprisingly, since Visby Cathedral is both a religious 

institution and a popular cultural heritage there is a multitude of activities which take place 

within its walls. I considered whether I should present the uses separately, but I believe that 

presenting them in groups of association would be better since this allows me to present them 

in context and there will be far less repetition since many usages share similar motivations 

and values. I’m starting with the most classical uses most associated with a protestant church. 

2.1.1 Religious activities 

This is a broad category which includes all activities in the cathedral that are performed in 

service to God. These usages are open to all but mainly attracts the followers of the Church. 

The term worship (in Swedish, Gudstjänst = favour of god) is a term that encompasses all 

communal religious activities conducted in order to praise God. As described in the book 

Visby Cathedral, where heaven and earth meet, all these activities can trace their origin to the 

last supper when Jesus broke bread with his apostles. This original “mealtime chat” has 

evolved through time as scripture was added, temples were erected and the sharing of food 

took a more symbolic role but the core of spreading the word of god at a communal event 

remains (Valthersson & Hermansson 2009: 25; Hermansson & Söderlund 2017: 78). Based 

on my observation and understanding I have separated these worship activities into two 

broader categories, open and private ceremonies.  

Most of the religious ceremonies which are performed in the cathedral are open, meaning 

that all can attend. This type of open, common sermon or mass takes place several times a 

week within the cathedral. According to the schedule on the assembly webpage morning and 

evening on Wednesdays and midday on Saturdays and each Sunday a bigger sermon referred 

to as High mass (Högmässa) are performed at the cathedral. These are not the only open 

sermons which the assembly offers. As mentioned, Visby Cathedral works in concert with 

two other churches who also perform mass and sermons. There are also other places, such as 
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Visby hospital or Gråbo Retirement home that are used for mass weekly, bi-weekly or 

monthly (Visby domkyrkoförsamling, Gudstjänst 2019-04-03). One of the key functions of 

mass is to make the scripture relevant by relating them to current events. In Mats 

Hermansson’s own words: 

First you read a Bible text, then you need to say something wise about it in 

the sermon, and it must always relate to contemporary times, always 

connect. A Bishop I know from Västerås said regarding sermon and 

common worship (Gudstjänstlivet) that take place within the church, that if 

it isn’t about that which happens outside then it’s not a sermon. It is 

essential that they are connected, with society and contemporary issues.  

(Mats Hermanson. 190417) 

I had the opportunity to observe this in action when I attended Easter mass. I was invited 

to attend during my interview with Mats that took place the 17th of April in the middle of 

Easter week, one of the two most vital times of a year (the other being Christmas) for 

Christian institutions that are always accompanied with intensified scheduled worship 

activities. Prior to our meeting the news of the fire in the Notre-Dame Cathedral in Paris had 

made headlines and was very much in the social consciousness. During the Easter mass, Mats 

spoke of fear in general and of his own personal fear of fire starting in Visby Cathedral. While 

he never mentioned Notre-Dame the influence of this event was clear to me. This may appear 

as a dour way to approach a sermon during a mass which is supposed to be more jovial, since 

it celebrates the resurrection of Jesus Christ on the third day. Personally, I don’t think it was. 

The overarching theme of his sermon was “don´t be afraid” (a message that is personal to 

both him and the cathedral itself, more on this later) and while some part of the sermon 

treated the horrors of the world and the fear one might feel when confronted with it most of it 

was devoted to a broader sense of comradery, acceptance and hope as means with which one 

might alleviate the fears that can easily hamper the perspective of the individual.  

In contrast to the more inclusive mass there are more private services such as marriages 

and funerals taking place in the cathedral. These ceremonies are generally meant for specific 

individuals who share a connection to the individuals around whom the ceremonies revolve. 

While mass deals with worldly concerns that often impact all and can change in presentation, 

the private sermons have clear directives which they must meet. Taking funerals as an 

example. This is a ceremony with a clear conclusion, the goal of the ceremony is to aid the 
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deceased in passing into a Christian heaven and to provide the attendees with a space to 

grieve and say their farewells. The function of the service cannot be as worldly here since 

focus must remain on the deceased and their journey. Most burials in Visby parish take place 

in a funerary chapel north of Visby, but if the deceased wished for it there is an option to be 

buried in Visby Cathedral. These burials taking place on Fridays are generally bigger in scope 

and most of those buried at the cathedral held an official position, have celebrity status or 

contributed greatly to the church in life. The cathedral also offers drop-in weddings in the 

cathedral. This practice has been in use since the end of 2012 and is not limited to 

heterosexual couples. Since 2014 this service has been incorporated as a part of “Gotland 

Pride!”. In relation to this the cathedral brands itself as the “Love Cathedral”. All that is 

required is proof of identity, Hindersprovningshandlingar (Tax documents that prove that you 

are eligible to marry in Sweden) and a partner (Kiderud 2014-09-30; Zielinski 2018-11-19). 

There are some activities which exist in both the private and inclusive categories such as 

confirmation and, in some cases, (if requested) baptism. These two ceremonies are pivotal and 

connected events in the life of a Christian since the baptism function as a start of the 

individual’s Christian life and the confirmation which usually occurs during the individual’s 

mid-teen years is their way of committing to this path. Confirmation lectures are given at the 

cathedral and if enough participants can be gathered, a summer riding camp set outside of 

Visby is organized. During Easter mass, another event for the youths undergoing confirmation 

was organized referred to as “Dygna i domen” loosely to translated as “an all-nighter in the 

dome”. This started after mass had ended around 1 pm when the confirmation pupils stayed 

behind to spend the night at the cathedral, during which time a youth minister spoke to them 

about the meaning of the confirmation experience after which they would watch a movie with 

a religious theme. Prior to this, a baptism of one of these pupils that had previously not been 

baptised occurred. During this baptism, close to all members of the congregation, which was 

quite sizeable (based on my approximation around 150 individuals) and the clergymen present 

gathered around the baptismal font to welcome the individual into their new Christian life. 

According to Mats, currently ca. 38% of Visby’s 8th graders (15-year olds) undergo 

confirmation which is relatively good if one looks at the national standards (Mats Hermansson 

190417). 

This might indicate that religious visitation is quite high, such is not necessarily the case. 

Mats describe the visitors to the cathedral as belonging to one of three categories. Firstly, 

people who are members of the Swedish Church and actively attend and participate in 
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sermons, mass and the other activities at the cathedral. This is a rather small, but vital part of 

the social life of the congregation. Secondly, people who are members of the Swedish Church 

but don’t actively participate. Currently, Mats stated, this category constitutes ca. 57% of 

Visby’s inhabitants, some of these attend the bigger ceremonies such as Christmas and Easter 

mass but are not regular attendees. While this group is not as active as the former group their 

contribution to the cathedral via their membership fee is vital to all uses of the cathedral or 

indeed any churches. The final category is all who land outside these two groups. This entails 

all foreign visitors, all mainland Swedes and all Gotlanders who are not members of the 

Swedish Church. All the uses presented in this portion are largely sustained by participation 

from the first category with some participation from the second on special events and when 

they have need of some of the more private services the cathedral offers. The third category is 

unlikely to be involved unless specifically invited to a private event such as a wedding, a 

funeral or a baptism.  

2.1.2 Art and music 

Using the church hall to present art and music which may not be perceived as belonging in a 

traditional sense was something that Mats Hermansson spoke about with emphasis on what he 

perceived as a mission of the church to offer freedom to people who feel restricted in some 

way.  A quote that can be found on the next page I believe clarifies his stance quite well. He 

describes the approach in Lutheran churches as in some ways being limited in so far as it is at 

times unable to clearly identify and highlight the current issues with modern society in an 

effective manner. He believes that this can be mitigated via the inclusion of art in the church 

space, especially works made by younger artists who have a clearer view of the relevant and 

largely unknown “backside of society” that more established artists, leading chroniclers’, 

politicians or priests often fail to recognize. It also important since it functions to start a 

dialogue or discussion about both what the artists aimed to depict and how this is perceived 

by the viewers. The dialogue that is inspired by this offers a chance to external analysis (in 

Swedish omvärldsanalys) which he also perceives as a valuable element of displaying art in 

the church. 

It’s important to work with different languages in the church. We are used 

to talking, especially in the west after Luther, a lot of preaching, talking and 

chat, “The Word” you know. But the mission of the Church is really to 

mediate the illegible, that which cannot be put into words. And we chose 

the word to impart this, that’s a logical somersault of sorts. That’s why I 
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think it’s important to use other languages, for example music, for example 

dance, for example art. I believe that’s the theological reason for why the 

arts are important.                                                      

(Mats Hermansson 190417) 

The type of exhibits that are on display varies. Sometimes there’s an overarching theme 

and other times it is left to the artists themselves how they wish to relate their art to the 

showroom. Mats explained that he occasionally gets the question “where’s the limit?” to 

which he replies that that is up to the artist. The same is true for music. The classical notion of 

church music is not one he accepts, “music that is played in the church becomes church 

music” be it Händel, Bach, country or pop all are welcome. 

Choir practise is the most prominent of the activities more akin to the classical definition 

of a hobby and it is also the only one that takes place within the cathedral. The others use the 

rooms in the expedition and are excluded from this analysis since they don’t take place within 

the cathedral itself. While it can be argued that choir singing should be included in the 

previous category since a function of the choirs is to help create the ambience of the services 

by participating with their singing since they are musical in nature and it is not a purely 

religious activity that counts non-churchgoers among their members I elected to include it 

here. At present there are at least seven active choir groups at the cathedral according to Mats. 

Three for children, one for youths and three additional ones. Aside from their use in mass and 

services, the groups occasionally hold their own concerts at the cathedral. The prospect of 

travelling to Gotland and singing in the cathedral has attracted many mainland choirs to the 

island who are also allowed to either participate, during sermons or with their own show as 

the local choirs. The choirs consist of both members and non-members of the Swedish 

Church, all are welcome. Currently there is no cost of membership in the choirs, but this 

might change since the cathedral supplies trained choir leaders and beautiful venues with 

acoustics designed for choir song (Samuelsson 2009: 324) which the members of the Swedish 

Church help to pay for. This is not a decision that has been made yet, but the prospect of non-

members paying a choir-fee is a possibility in the future.  

The use of churches as venues for the displaying of modern art and as concert halls is not 

unique to Visby Cathedral and is often met with resistance (Brander Jonsson 2008: 291–295). 

This is true for Visby Cathedral as well. He describes the opposition to the inclusive 

initiatives he spearheads, especially these pertaining to modern art as more traditionally 
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conservative elements often raise the issue that this is not fitting within the church 

environment and that it serves to make the traditionally sacral more worldly. This debate is 

ongoing and incorporates both clergy and parish members and will be revisited in the portion 

of the analysis which aims to analyse the friction that results from the different usages. 

2.1.3 Political platform 

All actions and usages of the cathedral can be viewed as political in one way or another. 

In one of his books, Mats refers to the political and unifying value of the original gatherings 

which live on today in the Sunday mass (Söderlund & Hermansson 2017: 92). This aside, 

several usages which are actively political are relatively few. Most of them take place during 

Almedalsveckan (the Almedalen week) when Visby becomes a hotbed of political activity. 

This week leaders of the political parties in Sweden gather in Visby the present and discuss 

their position. For the past 11 years the cathedral has been involved in this process. Leading 

members of the parties are invited to converse with Mats and a local journalist whilst sharing 

bread and wine in what is referred to as Nicodemus mass (“Nikodemusmässa”). The meetings 

in the cathedral take place at 10 o’ clock at night after the intense debate of the day has died 

down. These events tend to attract a lot of people, often several hundred according to Mats. 

The key function of this discussion is to have a calm conversation during which the politicians 

are allowed both to present their thoughts in a safe atmosphere and rest after an often rather 

intense day. The topics covered vary from broad and global, to narrow and personal 

(Söderlund & Hermansson 2017: 112).  

Matters pertaining to the Swedish Church are avoided since “it is not the Churchly 

questions but the human questions that are also shared by the Church” (Mats Hermansson 

190417) that should guide the interview. While this is, and has been true so far, he does 

confirm that this might change in extreme circumstances. The example he used as such an 

extreme that might happen soon was if a motion is carried forward that the state will no longer 

aid in the collection of the membership fee as it currently does (Thidevall 2008: 25). Usually a 

majority of the crowd consists of either party functionaries or sympathizers who are interested 

in the thoughts of their chosen leaders. On steady attendance are people who work with the 

official opinion such as journalists and opinion-formers. Equally common are Christion 

organizations which also tend to flock to the island for Almedalsveckan and often gather in 

the cathedral at night. The security police are active in and around the cathedral and Visby in 

general during this week and will step in if needed but so far this has not happened during a 

Nikodemus mass.  
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Recently there has been a lot of focus on the question of refugees in the parish, especially 

regarding the refugee children who are being deported since many of them were taken in by 

Gotlandic families and had by this point assimilated and become members of both their new 

families and the community. This is a matter that is personal to Mats since one of the boys 

that may be deported in the future currently lives with his family. In response to this, Mats 

organized a sleepover in the cathedral where he spent the week sleeping in the church to draw 

attention to the conditions the deported boys were now living in. During this week people 

were invited to stay with him, both to share their stories and to spend the night in the 

cathedral. He was very clear on the political value of mass I alluded to at the beginning of this 

segment here, “the breaking of the bread is a political act which signifies that there is enough 

for everybody if we share. Refugees as well” (Mats Hermansson 190417). Over the week 

more people joined him, many of them were from the families who had lost their children to 

deportation, and the last night there were thirty people sleeping in the cathedral. This issue 

also led to a meeting in the cathedral which took place after Sunday mass that was attended by 

around 70–80 people. The two local MPs in charge were invited to discuss the deportation 

question. Aside from the Nicodemus mass this is the only issue that has been so pertinent 

locally so that the church has acted but if needed there might be other such activities 

organized in the future. 

2.1.4 Visby Cathedral: Tourist destination 

This, like the religious use category is broad and capturing all uses relating to tourism in the 

cathedral would be impossible here. For this reason, the focus has been placed on activities 

which involve organized oversight and maintenance by the cathedral. Much of this 

management is done by teenagers from the parish who work as extra hosts in the cathedral as 

a paid summer job. Mats described that only parish members were used as extra hosts and that 

it is a good opportunity for them. While he did not elaborate on this, there is also an extra 

function to including parish members at a younger age since it not only ties them closer to the 

Church which they will potentially continue to be a part of it also introduces them to the 

modern life of the church as a major tourist destination. In addition to this, it also exposes 

them to some of the new influences which some of the current members have found 

challenging (more on this in the next portion of the analysis). The three key uses that are only 

active during the summer are operated by these extra hosts, these are guided tours, a café and 

a souvenir shop. 
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There are two types of guided tours, one short and one longer, more extensive version. 

Many of the tourists, especially those who come to the island via cruise ships, are brought to 

the cathedral by other guides who are not allowed to continue their tours inside the cathedral. 

They were allowed in the past but it, to use Mats words, resulted in a “heavenly cacophony”, 

and this was before the tourist numbers reached today’s numbers. The current city guides 

instruct the members of their tours what to see or they join one of the shorter tours. This short 

tour goes through the main halls of the church with a key function of giving a basic 

understanding of the cathedral’s history and the identity of the church. For those with more 

time there is a more extensive and interactive tour performed by older, more experienced 

hosts. In this tour the guide takes on the role of the ghost of a fictional wilful bell ringer from 

the 18th century named Konrad. This tour is more exciting and its function more extensive in 

its presentation of the cathedral’s history and current image through the incorporation of 

interactive elements, and in addition to the main room the guide leads the visitors up to the 

usually inaccessible attic of the cathedral. While I have not attended one of these tours I have 

been to this attic and it has an interesting atmosphere. Unlike the main hall which is covered 

in gold and colour the attic has no decoration. It currently serves as a storage room for semi-

wrapped statues and artefacts that are not currently in use or on display. This combined with 

the cramped winding stairway through which it is accessed likely creates a slightly eerie 

atmosphere for the visitor that as far as I understood it is capitalised on in the narrative by 

“Konrad”. An issue pointed out by Maria was that while the tours are popular there was no 

clear scheduling. This was especially problematic since the cruise tourism first started in 

earnest last year (2018), which resulted in an increase in visitors on specific times that could 

seldom utilize this service. In addition to this the quality of the tours was generally low since 

the guides were not trained professionals (Maria Norderbrim 190205).  

During the summer the side chapel is opened and transformed into a new lobby since the 

normal one is too small, dark and cramped to accommodate the number of tourists the 

cathedral now attracts. This entrance houses both the souvenir shop and the café during the 

tourist season both of which function to service visitors with food and goods. The café is 

popular and has, as far as I could learn, not been a target of internal debate, this is not the case 

for the Souvenir shop. This was an issue my project group (which I alluded to in the intro) 

worked on since there were different expectations of it among the cathedral’s leadership. 

Many of the board members did not believe that it brought in enough money. This can 

possibly be explained by the fact that most of the products were thicker books (most in 
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Swedish) about Christianity in Sweden or Gotlandic history and items that were appealing to 

devout believers but with little mass appeal. Norderbrim also explained that the notion of 

expanding the souvenir shop with more “normal” souvenir types with a higher economic yield 

had been debated for years and so far had not been accepted (Maria Norderbrim 190205). 

This was a topic I spoke with Mats about, and he confirmed that this was an ongoing debate. 

He also spoke about the issue of taxes related to sales. The current system where the items are 

mostly unique to the cathedral places them in a lower tax-bracket as it can be viewed as a 

localized service. However, if “normal” souvenirs are introduced to a higher degree and this 

results in higher sales, this may change but exactly where the lines are in is not yet clear, so 

the debate continues. 

There are two additional uses, unique to the cathedral, that appeal to tourists. The first is a 

stone ship constructed from local limestone which functions is more spiritual in nature as 

visitors can leave notes with prayers, concerns or thoughts as an interactive symbolic gesture. 

This ship is intended to be open to all regardless of whether they are believers or not and it 

tends to result in a great number of notes left, often to the level where it fills the ship. These 

symbolic acts culminate in a ritual in October where the notes are burned. Originally it was 

only on display from May to September but last year it was left as a permanent installation 

and is already half-full. The other use is slightly different, since the visitors have no chance of 

direct interaction with it. The last couple of summers and the upcoming one as well one of the 

towers have been used to house a beehive. Since last year, the entrance of it can be viewed on 

a live feed on a screen within the cathedral. As Mats describes it, this installation was inspired 

by Mats and others within the cathedral being increasingly aware of the current crisis the bees 

are facing. This suggests that there is both awareness and educational functions attached to its 

planned use. The beehive which is tended to by a beekeeper thrives in the cathedral given its 

central location that places the hive within range of all the fruit orchards and flower gardens 

that can be found inside the walls. Since the Swedish summer coincides with the intense 

tourism season that draws thousands to the cathedral each day, tying the beehive to the 

tourist-experience was likely smart since it aids in the goal of spreading awareness. Last year 

jars of honey produced by the cathedral’s beehive were the main seller in the souvenir shop. 

This could potentially be an indicator that visitors absorbed the message. From a more cynical 

point of view, it could suggest that the local “gimmick” was appreciated suggesting an 

additional function of entertainment in the eye of the tourists. Regardless, it has resulted in the 
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beekeeping and honey production remaining as a part of the tourist experience at the 

cathedral. 

A project that was conducted last year aimed to identify which parts of Visby were most 

densely visited by cruise tourists. Different days and ships were targeted to get a more 

encompassing view of how different conditions affected the tourists. To learn more of the 

results of this project I met with Associate professor Sabine Gebert Persson was involved in 

the project along with, among others, Ulrika Persson-Fischier who is the head of the program 

in which this thesis is written. The data collection consisted of willing participants taking a 

GPS device with them as they walked through Visby and the filling of a survey as they 

returned. When the participants saw something, they found interesting, they clicked a button 

on the device, these ‘clicks’ become points of interest. The collected ‘clicks’ coincided with 

one of 800,000 predetermined measurement points that constitute a map of inner Visby. 

Looking at their concentration patterns on this map as the GPS data had been collected, it 

effectively showed what features are most interesting to the participating cruise tourists. In 

total 280 GPS devices were handed out and 2,498 klicks were registered. These indicate that 

there are two types of tourist attracted to Visby, those focused on shopping and those focused 

on culture. In these maps there was a “hotspot” of activity around the cathedral, that was 

sustained through the day. It only dipped during lunch hours but still showed an even number 

to the restaurants and eateries that experienced an increase in visitation then. The concluding 

survey indicates that most visitors appreciated the cathedral’s cultural values, suggesting that 

it likely speaks more to the culturally inclined tourists (Sabine Gebert Persson 190516). To 

get a better understanding specifically of how visitors experience the cathedral I looked up 

reviews on TripAdvisor (190512).  Most of the reviews were very positive and the cathedral 

held a 4.5 out of 5 score based on 155 reviews. While no reviews fell below average, among 

the 77 of 87 written reviews that I could read (language barriers excluded the others), most 

applauded its beauty and relaxing atmosphere and to a lesser extent its history.  

A side effect of the increased tourism is that the toilets of the cathedral experience 

intensified use over the summers since there is a lack of public toilets in the city. Much like 

the souvenir issue this is a matter that is debated and the question of to what extent the 

cathedral should make their toilets accessible and the question of payment are hot topics. 

Currently there are three toilets open for public use. There is no enforced payment system, but 

a collection box is located outside. This box and also the other donation boxes in the cathedral 

receive a lot of foreign currency which can be problematic since there is no way to exchange 
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them to Swedish kronor on the island. There has been talk of putting the cathedral on the 

region’s map for public toilets in return for monetary aid. This has been dismissed since this 

may attract more people to the toilets rather than the cathedral itself, and the suggested sum 

wouldn’t cover the toilet related maintenance that the current use requires (Maria Norderbrim 

190205; Mats Hermansson 190417). There is a direct physical threat to the cathedral and that 

is directly related with the increased tourism. Last year a mold infestation was discovered in 

some of the wood details of the cathedral. What brought this on is the fact that the cathedral 

must keep its doors open to accommodate the tourists which lets in the summer air outside the 

cathedral. As the cooler air inside the cathedral meets the warmer, outside air condensation 

begins which raises the humidity inside the cathedral. This is a threat not only to the 

decorations in the cathedral but also most of its decorative features. In response to this, this 

year an airlock will be constructed and attached to the entrance of the cathedral which should 

hopefully lessen the threat (Maria Norderbrim 190205; Pers conv. Sabine Gebert Persson 

190516). 

2.2 Values and friction 

This portion will build on the findings presented in the previous part of the analysis to see 

how it can be explained theoretically. As described in the theory chapter, several theoretical 

approaches will be used to garner a deeper understanding of the different values of the usages 

and their resulting friction. Having presented the identified values, focus will shift to the 

frictions. The final segments will revisit some of the usages that have been met with 

resistance or dislike and analyse why they are viewed as abrasive.  

2.2.1 Identifying the values of the usages 

Both to keep the continuity going and the sheer number of different usages and since the 

values are largely shared within the categories I separated them into earlier, I will continue to 

use them here starting with religious usage. But first, since this is focused on individually 

perceived values, the current climate must be addressed. During the same time that Sweden 

was secularised it transformed from an agrarian and industrial society in which weekly church 

visitation was the norm to a society centred around individual choice where this type of 

recurring visitation became less popular. This pluralism resulted in a shift where the 

individual is increasingly influenced by their immediate surroundings (i.e. family and friends 

and experiences) when constructing their world view and opinions rather than the government 

and the Church (Bäckström, Edgardh Beckman & Petterson 2004: 34–35). This has had an 

impact on both the attendance to regular mass and sermons (which I have spoken of 
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previously) and how different people value the experience, the values I find in the services are 

not necessarily the same as those of a believer. Based on my readings (Lidbeck, Persson & 

Wäreborn 2008: 95–97; Bexell 2008: 330–333), the material I have gathered for this paper 

and the times I have attended religious events in the past, I have identified three terminal 

values (most desirable to the individual) that I believe are core to the modern believer in a 

Swedish Lutheran context. They are: a sense of belonging and feeling safe or comfortable in 

the church room, the topic being relevant to the individuals in attendance and the notion of 

salvation through the word of God. There are of course instrumental values at play (ambience, 

mood, etc.) that help propagate these three that are more palpable and vary to some extent 

between sermons, but I believe that the core values to the participating members remain 

unchanged. The extent to which these core values impact the individual is likely to vary 

depending on how vital they are to their worldview, and they are likely more important to 

active members who attend mass or sermon regularly. Of these three, belonging and security 

are likely true to an extent with all believers and some non-believers who occasionally attend, 

but the dependency on salvation requires actual faith for it to become important to the 

individual (Lidbeck, Persson & Wäreborn 2008: 94). While participating in Church activities 

is dwindling the importance of salvation has become increasingly important, especially 

among the demographic of 15–39-year olds. This increased sacralisation suggests that there is 

a broader appeal to the value of salvation among the public. But it is likely a reaction to 

Sweden’s advanced secularisation and reflects more on a general sense of religiosity rather 

than Christianity (Hagevi 2009: 291–293). 

The instrumental values that enforce these values for the believers effectively impact the 

atmosphere within the cathedral and this likely helps create value with more “mainstream” 

appeal: Relaxation (Lidbeck, Person & Wäreborn 2008: 95–97). The value of the cathedral as 

a place to breathe and gather oneself in a stressful world is one that I spoke of previously and 

one that the cathedral actively works on propagating both in and outside of its religious usage. 

The TripAdvisor reviews suggest that this effort is both effective and appreciated since the 

key values I could identify there were that it offered a beautiful aesthetic and a generally 

pleasant atmosphere. I think this is a pretty good summary of the values a non-believer takes 

from the cathedral, regardless of whether they consider themselves tourists or not carries with 

them from the current presentation (i.e. the content of signs and tours) of the cathedral. The 

value members in the cathedral place in its function as a tourist destination is based on what I 

understand from the interviews I have conducted (Maria Norderbrim 190205; Mats 
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Hermansson 190417). The region appears to value its capability to attract tourists to the city 

and as a place for tourists to alleviate themselves, since they have expressed interest in the 

notion of it becoming a public bathroom of sorts. The controlling actors are split on the issue, 

some see it as a possibility to garner additional revenue from the visitors and place focus on 

its monetary value while others view the possibility of it generating increased interest in the 

cathedral and the causes it champions as its most important aspect. While these two notions 

are in no way mutually exclusive, they have resulted in some internal friction that will be 

looked at closer in a later segment. 

To quantifiably assess the value of art might be impossible given that value is a social 

and cultural construct that is hard to clearly define, especially regarding a matter so influenced 

by opinion as art. Broadly described there are two major points within society that are 

impacted by art, those are economic and the social values (Walmsley & Oliver 2011: 13–14). 

While there can be an economic value to the art on display, since it in some cases has been 

contracted, there is no immediate financial value generated by the cathedral given that 

entrance is always free. The social values, however, are both more numerous and less 

straightforward. Like with tourism there is a value to both art and music in so far that it 

attracts individuals who otherwise might not come. This goes double regarding its use as a 

concert hall since many choirs are attracted to Gotland partly to perform in the cathedral. 

There is also a religious and communal value to the choirs since there are several active choirs 

at the church who meet frequently and often either stage their own concerts or get 

incorporated in a religious event. There is, of course, a visual or auditory transmissive value 

attached that helps in creating the ambience of the cathedral which in turn influences all other 

usages which take place inside it, but other than that there are no clear values of it that I could 

identify. At least not regarding the cathedral as a room, but there is a wealth of values for the 

individual. These values are easier to identify but harder to establish, since their meaning and 

value can differ greatly depending on the looker or listener. To list all values is impossible but 

to list but some areas of the individual that can be influenced by art is a general sense of well-

being and mental stimulation, it can emotionally engage and serve as an empathetic extension, 

it can help generate a dialogue on both a personal and political level to name but a few 

(Brown 2006: 21; White & Hede 2008: 27). As the quote on page 20 suggests, these social 

values are key to the art on display in the church since it is meant to generate a dialogue 

which sermons may not be able to. 
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The use of the cathedral as a political platform is likely the most foreign to it, at least in 

today’s secularised society and it is also the most infrequent since it only (apart from two 

recent exceptions) exists for one week each year. The meetings conducted during 

Almedalsveckan are conducted as a mass; it is understandable that some of the values from a 

religious mass transfer, specifically the safety of the room and the relevance of the topic. 

These two values are key to conducting the dialogues in the first place while the third, sacral 

value is kept outside of the debate purposefully since it could, in this context, impede the aim 

of having a relaxing conversation (Mats Hermansson 190417). It is designed to be a safe 

space for the invited to air their thoughts on both a personal and political level, that in 

addition is enforced by security personnel. While this is true regarding the Nicodemus mass, 

the values attached to the more recent actions are different. Here the cathedral first took an 

active political position and decided to stand in opposition against a governmental decision, 

specifically that of deportation. This likely speaks to two functions of the cathedral. Firstly, it 

serves as a response to the members of the parish who had been affected by this decision by 

proving that the cathedral is capable of listening to their concerns, adapting to their needs and 

supporting them during times of crisis (Toll Koril 2008: 224–226). That this was later 

followed up on by inviting local politicians to speak on the matter clarified that it also wanted 

to aid in the process of seeking answers. Based on all this, there is likely a value of 

dependability and/or unity attached to these specific actions as well as one of raising 

awareness on relevant topics, similarly to Nicodemus mass, and in extension “normal” 

religious services. It also serves to reaffirm the values or ideals that the church has adopted. 

These can be seen quite clearly in the new brand of the church as a “Love Cathedral”. This 

brand was partly intended to increase the number of weddings at the cathedral through drop-in 

services and generate additional revenue, so there is a financial value attached. However, the 

fact that it started during Pride week in 2014, specifically to cater to those who may not be 

able to marry in other places, suggest that there are also other values attached to the new 

brand (Kiderud 2014-09-30). Those are, acceptance, inclusion and love for all and those likely 

play some part in most public usages of the cathedral. This can result in some controversy at 

times, and it has. 

Having identified what I believe to be some of the core values for both actors and visitors 

within the various uses of the cathedral, I will now present the greatest points of dissonance 

that I have found during my research. 
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2.2.2 “Unsuitable art” 

I presented Mats’ thoughts on art and music previously, he made his position quite clear in a 

quote on page 19, and as he is the leading figure at the church his view has greatly impacted 

the cathedral’s approach to music and art within its halls. This approach, especially regarding 

art on display, has been met with resistance from some of those working in the cathedral and 

the more active members of the parish’ triggered by the fact that art that is not religious in 

nature is displayed in the cathedral, a hallowed space, unchangeable space. The idea of people 

having a pre-determined image of what the church space should entail is in no way new in 

Sweden or indeed anywhere else, especially to devout believers with a strong personal 

connection to the church in question. Any outside influence that challenges this identity is 

often met with distrust or dislike (Woodward 2004: 176, 182). This could be the case here, but 

there is also the possibility that the art challenges other preconceived notions that have little to 

do with the church itself. Rather it alters this space that can be perceived as a safe and 

unchanging haven by petitioners via the inclusion of art that aims to challenge the observer. 

There is one artwork that characterises this in a succinct manner. An image of the painting in 

question, which was painted by Mats himself, can be found on the title page. The painting 

depicts Jesus with his right hand raised blessing the beholder. In his left hand he is holding an 

open book with the words “VAR INTE RÄDD” (“DON’T BE AFRAID”) in capital letters 

and a small rainbow can be seen over his heart. This Rainbow marking is a clear way of 

showing support for LGBTQ (Referred to as HBTQ in Sweden) rights for all. In concert with 

this, the building itself was granted rainbow mark status. It was the first church in Sweden to 

do this and it required that the staff also received training in discrimination prevention efforts 

(Ottestig 2013-11-09; Persson 2013-11-11). The painting was first put up during the 

GOTLAND PRIDE event in 2013. The cathedral also transforms the cathedral itself to an 

artwork of sorts during the pride week by attaching coloured plastics to the plain windows in 

the attic and shining spotlights through them, resulting in the cathedral emitting rainbow light 

in the evenings. This light show is only active during the Annual pride week, but the painting 

had remained on central display in the cathedral since 2013. Within a relatively short time the 

painting has become a key piece of the image of the cathedral which has resulted in postcards 

depicting it now being purchasable in the cathedral’s souvenir shop. This painting, that Mats 

refers to as “Pride-Jesus” was designed to make the cathedral’s stance clear to all, and while it 

has granted the cathedral mainstream popularity, it has resulted in some local controversy. 

One parish member’s interpretation of the painting led her to leave since she no longer felt 

welcome. As Mats described it their reason for feeling alienated was that they did not identify 
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as gay and was therefore no longer welcome a notion that they could not be dissuaded from. 

He further explained that this is not the only such case, there are other more conservative 

members who do not attend anymore since they don’t know which art will meet them there. 

While this was not the intent, it was an effect he was prepared for and explained quite 

succinctly with the following sentence: “That which is intended to be the most inclusive is 

interpreted as exclusive in the eye of the beholder” (Mats Hermansson 190417).  

2.2.3 Political opposition 

As mentioned, the cathedral at times serves as a political platform of sorts, especially during 

the Almedalen week, and while the Nicodemus mass has not caused any issues, the intensely 

charged political atmosphere of Almedalsveckan has resulted in some controversy. One such 

controversy occurred last year and resulted in a media outcry. The event was one I knew 

about beforehand and one Mats spoke of, unprompted, during the interview. It resulted from 

Mats ringing the church bells to hinder the preaching of what he believed to be hate speech 

taking place in the cemetery on cathedral grounds. He was mistaken about this and 

unknowingly interrupted a seminar held by an opinion maker named Tomas Gür. This 

resulted in a media outcry and many people spoke out against the Church and Mats himself, 

among them was Carl Bildt, former prime minister of Sweden who tweeted “If this is true the 

Church should be and - Really! – beg for forgiveness” (My translation of the original Swedish 

tweet; Thornéus & Jeppsson 2018-07-04). Mats replied to this that it was a rash decision 

prompted both by prior use of church grounds that was not allowed and the crowd 

appropriating chairs that he regretted this overreaction (Berglund 2018-07-05; Wolf & 

Zetterman 2018-07-05). The way he explained the event in his interview with me, another 

reason was that they believed that Gür and his audience were members of the Nordic 

resistance movement (Nordiska motståndsrörelsen) which is a white supremacist organization 

that tend to make their presence known during the Almedalen week. Word of the intended 

slight to the Nordic resistance movement spread, and they decided to respond with a death 

threat. This is not the only time Mats publicly stated opinions have caused people to react 

with outrage or threats, but he states quite matter-of-factly: 

These questions, the ones about everybody’s equal value, they tend to 

trigger hate. If you are clear on these questions you must take it (the 

attacks). I believe that’s part of the mission 

                                                                               Mats Hermanson. 190417. 
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The reaction to this mistake is interesting in and of itself, since it was both harsh and fast. 

This could suggest that there is a general view of the Church as an organization with no right 

to speak out on political matters. After all, Sweden is secular, meaning that Church and state 

are divided and while the number of members of the Swedish Church are relatively high the 

number of devout believers is much lower. It is therefore interesting to note that social 

research undertaken by Magnus Hagevi suggests that membership in the Swedish Church can 

have some effect on the political affiliation of the individual. However, this appears to only be 

the case for active members who tend to be more right leaning. The more passive members 

were similar to the atheists in how little influence the stance of the Swedish Church had on 

their political belief (Hagevi 2006: 144–145;147–148). This lends credence to the 

fragmentization theory that states that religion no longer has the same influence over politics 

and could potentially explain why the outcry was so vocal when the cathedral took a misstep. 

As the Swedish Church has increasingly turned away from its more conservative roots, an 

increased interest in the Church can be found among younger demographics who find the 

new, less “by the book” approach appealing (Hagevi 2001: 69–71). This new broadly 

accepted approach has resulted in increased isolation of the right-leaning, conservative 

members among the devoutly religious. This could result in them feeling threatened and, 

following the reaction theory, lead to them to reacting in a stronger way against influences 

that threatens the normal, safe, sacral spaces they frequent (Hagevi 328–330). This will not be 

studied further here but the friction within the congregation in regard to new features and the 

opposition the cathedral met when it took a political stance suggests that the idea of the 

Church as a fixed entity that is supposed to remain within specific, predetermined bounds is 

active both internally and externally. 

2.2.4 Culturally tinged tourist view? 

The third friction is more ephemeral but is similar in nature to the previous two in that it 

presupposes something that the cathedral cannot always or possibly ever provide. I found this 

as I looked up reviews on TripAdvisor (19-05-12) to see how tourists experienced the 

cathedral. Most of the reviews were very positive and the cathedral held a 4.5 out of 5 scores 

based on 155 reviews. While no reviews fell below average, among the 77 of 87 written 

reviews that I could read (language barriers excluded the others) and most applauded its 

beauty and atmosphere there were many that implied that there wasn’t really anything special 

there to see that separated it from other Swedish churches. The tourists’ focus appears to have 

been placed mainly on history and aesthetic features based on the reviews (especially the non-
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Scandinavian ones) with far fewer mentions of its religious aspects. While this is not 

necessarily a problem, the fact that the cathedral’s identity as an active religious institution 

isn’t a bigger part of the experience could cause problems in the future. This is especially 

likely if the visitation to the site continues to be as high as it was last year or increases further, 

since this will invariably result in an increased use of the infrastructure that is already strained 

and a greater reliance on aspects of the cathedrals history which can easily be incorporated in 

quick experience (Woodward 2004: 176, 182, 184; Levi & Kocher 2009: 19–21) rather than 

the more challenging prospect of incorporating the religious life of the cathedral in the tourist 

experience to a greater extent. Something that could also be threatened by this is the 

atmosphere of the church that was described as calm and peaceful. This could be damaging to 

the experience of the visitor since it was applauded by many on TripAdvisor who clearly 

expressed that they found the atmosphere of the cathedral to have a relaxing effect. This is 

something that is important to the cathedral and this value has been mentioned in both books 

Mats has written about the cathedral (Valthersson & Hermansson 2009: 15; Hermansson & 

Söderlund 2017: 63). It was also something we spoke of in the interview where he presented 

his view of the cathedral, and indeed all churches on Gotland as potential spaces of refuge 

from the stress incurred during daily life. Based on the reviews, the cathedral is effective at 

this at present, and there were only scant complaints regarding the number of people in the 

cathedral and no mention of toilet-related issues, which is often a big problem for protected 

heritages that also serve as tourist destinations (Levi & Kocher 2009: 19–21). This and last 

years, mould infestation is an issue from the point of view of the cathedral, however, given 

that it constitutes threats to all its uses. The increased visitation last year not only caused 

mould it also resulted in the toilets temporarily being blocked off in the cathedral and tourists 

shooed out of the reception when they attempted to use the facilities there. This has led to a 

discussion being held internally at the cathedral and an attempted dialogue with the region. 

Maria describes that she had repeatedly attempted to establish a line of communication with 

the region but had so far been unsuccessful (Maria Norderbrim 190205). This was something 

we attempted to address as a part of the group project which inspired this essay, but we were 

unsuccessful as well. The inclusion of the airlock may help the mould situation (Pers conv. 

Sabine Gebert Persson 190516) but there is currently no plan to change from last year’s toilet 

policy and limit the accessibility to the cathedrals toilets for visitors (Mats Hermansson 

190417). Given that the cathedral likely will continue to be a tourism hotspot this year, this 

may result in similar toilet related tensions occurring this season, unless the issue is 

addressed. 
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Surprisingly, there were no direct mentions of a sense of inclusion or acceptance in the 

TripAdvisor reviews (190512). This is quite odd since the cathedral has branded itself 

“Sweden’s Cathedral of Love” and at the core of this new identity are these two ideals. Had 

this message been clearly conveyed to the visitors there, I believe there should have been at 

least some mention of it. There were no mentions whatsoever of Pride-Jesus and given that it 

was designed to convey the message of acceptance for all sexual identities that likely could be 

perceived as challenging, especially inside a sacred space, I personally find baffling. This 

could possibly be explained by tourists expecting a focus on medieval history and aesthetics 

from the experience, based on its setting within “Hanseatic Visby” that has largely been 

constructed around these two features of Visby (Ronström 2007: 200–202). This focus is 

largely mirrored by the information accessible in the cathedral that mainly focuses on 

historical events that affected the church. While this could explain the view of many of the 

tourists, it does not cover groups of people such as religious tourists or pilgrims who come 

specifically to experience the cathedral as a religious institution and who have a greater 

interest in Christianity. There is information on this available, but most of it can be found 

either in Hermanson’s books which I have referenced in this article and that can be bought in 

the shop or by asking a priest (this option was praised in the reviews), should one be present. 

Prior research suggests that religious tourists who come to the religious sites might have 

an expectation on the three core values of the religious usages to be incorporated in a way that 

lets them attach to the cathedral on a more emotional level (Poria, Biran & Reichel 2009: 

101–103). The cathedral’s attempt at rebranding themselves as “Sweden’s Love Cathedral” 

with a heavy focus on the values of equality, acceptance and love for all could be a way to 

generate such a connection not only from religious tourists but all who visit. Still, there are no 

indicators that this message has been successfully conveyed yet. The fact that there are few 

(3) reviews that suggest that this was an issue could indicate that we have reached a point 

where secular and religious interest has intersected to such a degree that a clear separation 

between religious and non-religious tourists is rarely discernible (Stausberg 2011: 64–66; 

Collins-Kreiner & Wall 2015: 693–694, 704–705). Since a study of visitor experience at 

Visby cathedral has yet to happen this cannot be considered as more than speculation at 

present, however. While there are no clear indicators of this based on the reviews it is a 

concern in the Swedish Church that the religious nature of destination churches is rarely 

integrated in the tourist experience. This is a concern especially for foreign, non-western 

tourists who haven’t encountered organized Christianity before and therefore have limited to 
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no understanding of how the cathedral or the Swedish Church operates. For this reason, the 

cathedral has invested in the creation of an exhibit that should be finished next year that aims 

to give a basic understanding of Christianity and the religious value of the cathedral (Mats 

Hermansson 190417). The goal is for this to help non-believers to connect with the cathedral 

on a deeper level which is good, but it won’t necessarily solve one of the key issues that cause 

friction among members of the board and the church council, the fact that the tourism isn’t 

generating enough income. 

 One of the main reasons why this is an issue is that not all perceive it as such. Mats and 

others with him view it as a function that allows the cathedral to spread, through which the 

cathedral can connect with far more people than normal. This increase in visitation is 

accompanied by increasing costs rather than income for the cathedral, since it would entail 

additional manpower devoted to infrastructure (toilet maintenance, air-lock construction and 

cleaning specifically) and service to offer the visitors a pleasant experience and at the same 

time preserving the cathedral. In sharp contrast to this, the other side expects tourism to 

generate additional funds which are needed for the upkeep of the cathedral. As Maria, who 

previously oversaw the destination development aspect of the cathedral, pointed out several 

flaws that made this unlikely during the tourism season in 2018. Firstly, the guided tours are 

not conducted by professionals and there was no clear schedule for when they began. 

Secondly, the increased pressure that comes with the cruise ships result in fewer people 

connecting to the cathedral, this in turn makes them less likely to donate. It has also resulted 

in a higher degree of foreign currency being collected that cannot be exchanged on the island. 

Thirdly, the souvenirs are mainly geared towards Christians which results in few people 

buying anything. Honey being the biggest seller last year could be an indicator of this 

absence. (Maria Norderbrim 190205). Regarding the souvenir shop inventory there have been 

several discussions but a shared consensus on updating the stock was never reached. One 

reason for this is that a shift from the unique items they have now might place them in a 

higher tax bracket (Mats Hermansson 190417). While this may be true the fact that the 

cathedral is a hotspot of tourist activity for people who are likely more interested in its 

cultural and aesthetic values rather than the religious, and that shopping is a key interest of 

cruise tourists (Maria Norderbrim 190205; Pers conv. Sabine Gebert Persson 190516) could 

indicate that incorporating a broader assortment of goods could outweigh this risk, at least 

from a financial viewpoint.  
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2.2.5 Theoretical analysis 

So far, I have presented some of the core values at play within the cathedral’s various uses 

and the main points of contention. The next step is to study the relationships that link them to 

see why some usages cause extreme friction while others hardly have an impact at all outside 

their target group, and at times within it.  

As mentioned, the number of active members in the cathedral is quite low and indeed 

Sweden in general and continues to dwindle (Thidevall 2008: 25), something that is reflected 

in the regular attendance at the religious activities which constitute the cathedral’s most 

regular scheduled use. While I don’t believe it is the only reason, the addition of new usages 

or reinterpretation of older ones has proven successful in drawing in a new crowd. Maybe 

new crowds would be a more apt description, since these new usages cater more to those with 

a specific interest that the cathedral incorporates in an activity. The Almedalen week with a 

changing roster of parties and the various exhibitions and concerts that vary in both style and 

theme are examples of this. While one cannot equate visitation numbers to cultural 

preservation the addition of these usages and the increase in visitation has resulted in the 

cathedral garnering a broader and more accessible identity. Looking at these new usages as 

part of the production of the cathedral as a cultural heritage, they have been successful and 

may even be vital to its continued existence. I do not mean this on a physical level but as an 

institution, given that membership in the Swedish Church, the main source of revenue of the 

cathedral is dwindling nationwide. While this is a positive heritage production, it will 

invariably result in a problematic relationship between the actors’ perception of the heritage 

and the way it is used (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 153–6). This has also proven true for 

Visby Cathedral and, based on the examples I just presented, it affects it on multiple levels. 

That the most intense setback occurred when the bells of the cathedral were used to interrupt a 

political gathering could be an indicator of the wider view of the limitations of a religious 

institution in Sweden. The response was swift and within a day, the entire nation was both 

aware and, based on published articles, outraged. There is of course a level of sensationalism 

involved, but it could also be a reflection of the fact that Sweden as a secularised country 

where Church and state are firmly separated means that many view the idea of a religious 

institution using its might to push for a political agenda as offensive (Hagevi 2009: 280–282). 

In contrast to this the other, more recent political acts of the cathedral that targeted the 

political decision on the deportation of immigrant youths were not met with resistance. While 

both actions were political, they were also different in nature. The bellringing was 
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spontaneous, and a decision made inhouse that reflected the views of the leadership of the 

cathedral and took place during a week when political tension in the city is at an all-year high. 

In contrast, the recent events were planned and invited local participation and was a response 

to their concerns and took place off-season. This falls more in line with what is expected of a 

modern church, it adapts to the needs of the people (Toll Koril 2008: 224–226) which may 

result in the usage becoming political at times. However, these instances are very much 

exceptions to the norm that is possibly only acceptable on the proviso that it adheres to and 

incorporates some religious values, like the Nicodemus mass.  

As far as I understand it based on my research, in both the eyes of most members and the 

local actors the perception of the cathedral is, at its core, one of a religious space. As 

discussed earlier there are certain values attached to religious use, how these values are 

interpreted, however, differs (Thidevall 2008: 29). This can and has led to both internal and 

external friction. While all usages I looked at (aside from the choirs) had some element of 

friction attached, it was strongest and most discernible on a local level when it came to the 

function of the cathedral as a venue for displaying art and playing music. While there are 

different views on this, they all tie together in one debate on whether certain forms of 

aesthetic expression are deemed suitable for the church hall. The idea of the cathedral as a 

constructed memory site could be useful in understanding this. The view of the church room 

as a haven where the visitors can feel both relaxed and welcomed is one the cathedral actively 

works on propagating by incorporating new elements in old usages. It is here where the main 

divide presents itself, since the efforts intended to make the cathedral more inclusive, partly 

achieved by the inclusion of new forms of art and music, can in effect exclude people who 

either take offence to the message or who don’t believe that the cathedral is the right place for 

this message (Legnér 2016: 22–24). This could indicate that while the actors who organize 

this reinvent and manipulate existing conventions of the cathedral to attract new people this 

change is experienced as an incomplete and false version of their cathedral. Using Nora’s 

terminology the controlling actors who push these practices view the church space as a living 

“memory” capable of being reinvented while those who oppose it see their work as “history”, 

an attempt to reconstruct a non-existent past (Nora 1989: 8; 2001: 367–8). This explanation 

may be a tad simplistic and I don’t mean to suggest that it is the only reason for why there is a 

debate on how the spaces of the cathedral should be used. I do, however believe that it could 

offer a basic explanation as to why there are recurring debates at the cathedral regarding 

changes or additions that deviate from the “norm”.  
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This new, more accepting initiative started earlier since drop-in weddings started in 2012 

and “Pride Jesus” has been on display since 2013, but the definition of the value of inclusivity 

as more all-encompassing than some members may be comfortable with was most clearly 

cemented through the incorporation of the “Love Cathedral” brand in 2014. The resulting 

friction has, as stated, resulted in members leaving the church, something that is viewed by 

the board members who spearhead this initiative as regrettable but acceptable. This speaks to 

a difference in the habitus of the individuals who end up on separate sides of this issue given 

their own perspective on the cathedral and how it should be used (Bourdieu and Darbel 1991: 

111–12; Dicks 2016: 52–53, 54–55). There is no way to determine if there is a common cause 

which has influenced the habitus of the individuals on separate sides without closer analysis 

conducted on an individual level (Robbins 199: 31). However, the fact that several activities 

have resulted in a similar divide among the members suggest that not only the specific usages 

that people take offence to, but the underlying values, tie them together (Bourdieu 1996: 

47ff). The fact that such an extreme form of binary opposition from members with a more 

traditional view towards a more modern mindset is in no way new, either to churches as 

institutions or to modern western society in general (Galland & Lemel 2008: 167, 186). 

However, the fact that this reaction is not met with a stronger response indicates how strongly 

both sides in this case believe that their view of how the cathedral should function is the right 

one.  

Having established that there is friction among the local members, now we turn our eye 

to the visitors. I have previously explained the limitations to my analysis of the visitor 

experience, but from my understanding those who visit the cathedral were generally very 

satisfied with what was offered. Something else that was clear was that which was offered 

was primarily an aesthetically beautiful cathedral with an interesting history. Having spent 

some time in the cathedral myself, though not during the tourist season, this is an 

interpretation that I agree with. The cathedral is richly decorated with both old and new 

influences on display and the signs at the cathedral actively promote both its history and the 

history of the artefacts, but there is little that informs the visitor about the active, religious life 

of the cathedral. While I can’t claim that it is actively being obscured, the agency of display 

suggests that from a heritage production standpoint, focus is currently being placed on 

promoting the historical cultural aspect of the cathedral rather than its current social and 

religious values (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 150–152). This focus on the value of the past, 

specifically the medieval past, and the value of exhibition is likely influenced to some extent 
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by the fact that the cathedral is situated in the “Hanseatic town of Visby” (Ronström 2008a: 

200–202). While this approach appears to have been effective at accommodating a wide array 

of visitors, there are flaws. One relatively common comment was that the cathedral was 

“normal” or “like any other church” which indicates that the cathedral may be failing to create 

a unique, authentic atmosphere outside of the wider heritage identity that encompasses the 

entire city. I have spoken about how other usages have cause friction through the fact that 

they are different, but there is little of this that is clear to the visitors, a possible exception 

being “Pride-Jesus” on central display within the main hall. However, the fact that this 

artwork wasn’t mentioned in the reviews suggests that the message, which was intended to be 

very clear, either didn’t come across or had no discernible impact.  

There is a value to difference within a heritage site, some authentic or unique aspect or 

atmosphere that shows the visitor that they are in a special place (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 

152–153). So far, based on reviews the touristic atmosphere and experiences the cathedral 

offers appear to be perceived as natural and authentic as a medieval cathedral. The fact that it 

speaks to and to some extent engages most visitors on some level could suggest that from a 

tourism viewpoint it is a successful example of produced authenticity (Steiner & Reisinger 

2004: 301). This could mean that even if the number of visitors continue to increase, the fiscal 

reward from it will not necessarily increase to the same degree, since it fails to attract the 

attention of religious tourists or those who wish for a more emotional connection towards 

whom the products for sale are mainly geared (Maria Norderbrim 190205). There are plans to 

improve the transmission of the ‘sacred’ value of Christianity and the cathedral itself by next 

(2020) tourist season. If it proves successful in engaging this segment of the visitors, it would 

help make the cathedral a more sustainable tourist destination by attracting to a larger base 

composed of especially interested visitors who are more likely to spend money in in the 

cathedral or donate towards its preservation. It is also more likely that individuals who feel a 

connection to the cathedral become converts (Rotherham 2007: 69, 74–75). The inclusion of a 

greater focus on religious aspects would be a balancing act of incorporating both the more 

recently adopted values and the more traditional ones in a way that the cathedral has struggled 

with in the past and still is on some fronts. This is a natural part of heritage production 

however and making space for both the traditional religious usages and the more modern 

vision of the cathedral will effectively raise their separate values, something that likely will 

result in new frictions being generated (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 156-157).  
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3 DISCUSSION 

I will start the discussion with a short summary after which I will revisit some parts of it that I 

believe deserve additional attention. My goal in this chapter is not to clearly identify but 

rather to highlight features that I believe are vital to understanding the complexity of Visby 

Cathedral as cultural heritage, religious institution and tourist destination and suggest future 

research possibilities based on my findings. 

My goal with this thesis was to see how the usages of Visby Cathedral are affected by 

both the ongoing heritagization process and its existence as a religious institution. I started by 

identifying four separate areas of usage: Religious, Art & Music, Political and Tourism. 

Following this I identified values that both separated and connected these differing usages and 

the friction this created. Based on what I could see, the religious usage is still at the core and it 

influences all other usages. The more modern influences which largely focused on the values 

of inclusion and acceptance has increasingly served to guide the cathedral in all its actions. 

This is likely most noticeable in the cathedral’s new branding and the incorporation of 

modern art within the main hall of the cathedral. This has led to some local members of the 

Church taking offence since they no longer feel welcome, included or accepted. This in and of 

itself could speak to a clash between traditional and modern ideals (Thidevall 2008: 29). This 

is not how most visitors to the cathedral experience it. Judging from available sources, their 

view of the cathedral is largely positive, especially its cultural and aesthetic values are 

praised, possibly since they largely reaffirm the identity that covers all of Visby as a World 

Heritage site.  

The fact that this appreciation is not mirrored in the income gained is another cause for 

internal tension though there are differing opinions as to whether it is an issue at all. The 

strongest adverse reaction the cathedral has been involved with was the result of an 

overreaction in 2018 to a believed offensive agenda. This national outrage could indicate that 

the divide is not only a local issue, it may also have to do with what is deemed acceptable 

within the sacred space of the cathedral in a country where Church and state have been largely 

divided (Högevi 2009: 280–282). When I started writing this thesis, I believed that the fact 

that Visby Cathedral is increasingly becoming a cultural heritage site rather than a “pure” 

church was the cause for most of the experienced issues, especially the effects of the 

heritagization process which exhibits and promotes a version of the past (Kirshenblatt-

Gimblett 1998: 150–152) that propagates a false identity that is experienced as offensive 

(Nora 1989: 8; 2001: 367–8).  In contrast to this it appears as if the inclusion of the more 
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modern usage into the cathedral causes far more tension between actors whose differing 

habitus makes friction inevitable (Bourdieu and Darbel 1991:11–12). Granted, this conclusion 

is based on a relatively small number of sources and it is likely influenced by both mine and 

my subjects bias to a certain degree. However, the fact that close to all usages I studied in 

some way served to form friction that caused either an internal or external debate does suggest 

that while the dual usage of the cathedral is functional, there are issues that need additional 

attention. Further research which incorporates more actors at the cathedral specifically 

focused on identifying what influences their individual habitus. Based on the results of my 

interview with Mats Hermansson I believe that non to semi-structured interviews with other 

actors inside the cathedral may prove useful in identifying their positioning towards the 

current state of the cathedral (Bernard 2013: 192; Bryman & Bell 2011: 467–468). Other than 

the actors the including members of the uses in the analysis could be used to see how the 

values the actors aim to convey are received since there are signs that communication may be 

at a factor in many of the experienced issues at the cathedral on both an internal and external 

level. 

Whether or not the current version of the cathedral as a tourism destination is debatable 

and might differ depending on who is asked. The idea of an ideal sustainable tourist 

destination as a venture which is holistically planned to local circumstances in which all 

stakeholders are involved is generally accepted among researchers and could prove insightful 

in this case (Woodward 2004: 185). Based on these criteria it would be hard to describe Visby 

Cathedral as sustainable currently. There is sparse communication and little cooperation 

between the cathedral and the wider tourism sector such as the cruise tours who bring visitors 

from the cruise ships to the cathedral or the region that is ultimately responsible for the 

tourism development in the city. While this is not the sole cause it was a mitigating factor in 

the unpreparedness during last year’s tourism season. This was felt in differing ways but the 

most pressing issues this caused were the overuse of the free toilets and the mould infestation 

caused by the close to permanently open doors since these present clear, physical threats to 

the cathedral (Maria Norderbrim 190205; Pers conv. Sabine Gebert Persson 190516). This 

type of repercussion of intensified tourism is not uncommon and it tends to affect most 

religious heritages during their initial stages of mass popularity (Kasim 2011: 453–456; Ruoss 

& Alfarè 2013: 107–108; Lu et al. 2017: 13–15; Chantziantou & Dionysopolou 2017: 14–15; 

41; Salman Al-Mamoori 2017: 76–77, 81). There have been attempts at the cathedral to 

mitigate these physical threats this season, whether they are effective remains to be seen.  
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So far, this does not appear to impact the experience of the non-regular visitors, at least 

not in a way that could be clearly measured in this thesis. The perceived authenticity of the 

atmosphere of a site is key to religious heritages (Kasim 2011: 454; Eser, Dalgin & Çeken. 

2013: 20–21) which it appears that the cathedral is successful in “generating”. While what is 

perceived as authentic can differ depending on the individual (Wang 1999: 358–362, 365–36) 

and there no mentions (neither in the TripAdvisor reviews or the ongoing tourism research 

project) of what exactly it is that makes the atmosphere ‘authentic’, there are indicators that 

most of the visitors are attracted and respond more to the cultural heritage values of the 

cathedral rather than its sacred status. This may have been aided by the fact that the cathedral 

is located inside a constructed medieval world heritage (Ronström 2007: 200–202) itself 

located in a secular nation that propagates culture over religion (Hagevi 2009: 280). 

My analytical approach in this thesis based upon an understanding of the functions within 

the uses of the cathedral with the aim of understanding their social difference and similarities 

between different uses (Radcliffe-Brown 1952: 184). This combined with the understanding 

of the heritagization as a process which incorporates many different parts into one new, 

transformed, whole (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 149–53, 159) could indicate that there is a 

broader “use” of sorts at play within the cathedral that in a sense is made up of a combination 

of many, if not all the presented uses, that of the cathedral as a cultural heritage. I cannot state 

whether this is true or not at present but given the importance of a perceived authentic 

atmosphere to a tourist destination (Rotherham 2007: 69) further research into this may be 

beneficial to the cathedral. Unlike my qualitative research which relied heavily on two key 

figures at the cathedral and sources which directly treat it as either a cultural heritage or a 

church a quantitative approach focused on collecting data from visitors to the cathedral either 

via surveys of brief, structured interviews would likely reveal much that was missed here. An 

approach which incorporates both the active visitors to the church, non-active visitors and 

tourists (both religious and non-religious) with different backgrounds would be beneficial in 

this research as their interpretation may vary accordingly (Bryman & Bell 2011: 190, 193-

194). Given the extreme numbers of visitors during the tourist season combined with 

observation of how the members from different groups act as the participate in the uses could 

yield useable data (Morris et al. 1999: 781–782). 
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