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The publication of Bland tomtar och troll(Among Gnomes and Trolls) represents a pivotal intersection of Nordic

folklore, National Romanticism, and the evolution of mass-market print media in early 20th-century Sweden.

Originally established in 1907 by the publishing house Åhlén & Åkerlund, this annual anthology transitioned from a

seasonal Christmas magazine into a cornerstone of Swedish cultural heritage. For the technical writer and cultural

historian, the series provides a rich repository for analyzing the formalization of visual folklore and the mechanical

processes of early color lithography and book production.

The Historical and Socio-Political Context of Swedish Folklore

To understand the depth of Bland tomtar och troll, one must first examine the socio-political climate of Sweden 

during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. This era was defined by National Romanticism, a movement that

sought to define a unique national identity through the exaltation of indigenous landscapes, history, and peasant

culture. As Sweden modernized and industrialized, there was a growing intellectual anxiety regarding the loss of

traditional oral narratives. The creation of a standardized, printed anthology of fairy tales served as a mechanism

for preserving—and in many cases, reinventing—the Swedish folk identity.

The technical scope of the project was ambitious. Unlike previous folklore collections that targeted academic 

audiences (such as the works of the Brothers Grimm), Bland tomtar och trollwas designed for a broad, literate

middle-class and their children. This required a synergy between high-quality narrative prose and evocative visual

art, creating a multi-modal educational tool that could effectively compete with rising international media influences.

The Artistic Framework: The John Bauer Paradigm

The technical and aesthetic success of Bland tomtar och troll is inextricably linked to the work of John Bauer, the 

lead illustrator from 1907 to 1915 (with the exception of 1911). Bauer’s technical approach to illustration deviated 

significantly from his contemporaries. His style synthesized Art Nouveau(Jugendstil) and Italian Renaissance

influences with the stark, brooding qualities of the Swedish forest.

Technical Characteristics of Bauer’s Illustration Style

•  Chiaroscuro and Tonality: Bauer utilized a sophisticated palette of muted earth tones—ochre, deep greens, 

and charcoal greys—relying on high-contrast lighting to create a sense of depth and mystery. This was not merely 

an aesthetic choice but a technical necessity to ensure high-fidelity reproduction in early 20th-century printing 

presses.

•  Geometric Stylization: Trolls were often depicted as massive, boulder-like entities, integrating them into the 

geology of the Swedish landscape. This anthropomorphic representation of nature served to reinforce the 

connection between the land and its mythological inhabitants.

•  Negative Space: Bauer’s mastery of negative space allowed for complex compositions that remained legible 

even on lower-grade paper stocks typically used for mass-market annuals.

Following Bauer’s tragic death in 1918, the mantle was passed to other illustrators, most notably Gustaf Tenggren . 

Tenggren’s tenure (1917–1926) introduced a more vibrant, dynamic style that eventually facilitated his transition to 



Lead Concept Artist at the Walt Disney Studios, where he influenced the visual architecture of Snow White and the 

Seven Dwarfs and Pinocchio.

Technical Specifications of Early Publication

The production of Bland tomtar och trollrequired a sophisticated workflow involving editorial selection, artistic

commission, and advanced print engineering. The following table provides a comparison of the technical evolution

across key eras of the publication.



Feature Early Era (1907–1918) Middle Era (1920–1970) Modern Era (1970–
Present)

Primary Illustrator John Bauer Gustaf Tenggren / Einar 
Norelius

Various (Hans Arnold, etc.)

Printing Process Lithography / Four-color 
process

Offset Lithography High-speed Digital/Offset

Binding Type Softcover / Limited 
Hardcover

Standardized Hardcover Glazed Casebound

Paper Stock Textured matte; high 
absorption

Coated semi-gloss High-opacity acid-free

Folklore Taxonomy: Differentiating Gnomes and Trolls

A core educational component of the series is the categorization of Swedish mythological beings. The title itself 

suggests a binary, but the internal mythology is far more complex. In the technical sense of folklore classification 

(as per the Aarne-Thompson-Uther Index), the entities in Bland tomtar och troll fulfill specific archetypal roles.

1. The Tomte (Gnome)

The Tomte(or Nisse) is technically a domestic deity or tutelary spirit associated with the farmstead. In the context

of the annual, the Tomte is depicted as a diminutive, bearded figure in a red cap. His role is functional: he is the

guardian of the household's prosperity, demanding respect and ritualized offerings (such as the traditional

Christmas porridge).

2. The Troll

Unlike the Tomte, the Troll represents the untamed wilderness (the utmark). Trolls in Swedish folklore are not 

monolithic. They range from the jätte(giant-like) trolls of the high mountains to the smaller, more mischievous forest

trolls. Technically, Bauer’s trolls served as an allegory for the dangers and wonders of the Swedish forest, acting as

a bridge between the human world and the primordial chaos of nature.

Procedural Workflow for Content Curation

The success of the annual was largely due to a rigorous editorial process that ensured the quality of both text and

image. The typical production cycle followed a standardized sequence:

1.  Manuscript Solicitation: Editors would solicit stories from prominent Swedish authors, including Alfred 

Smedberg, Cyrus Granér, and Helena Nyblom.

2.  Thematic Alignment: Stories were reviewed for their adherence to Swedish cultural values—emphasizing 

bravery, kindness, and a deep respect for nature.

3.  Artistic Commission: Selected manuscripts were sent to the illustrator. The artist was tasked with creating at 

least one full-page color plate and several monochrome vignettes per story.

4.  Technical Mock-up: The layout was designed to balance the text density with the visual weight of the 

illustrations, a process known as typographic orchestration.

5.  Mass Distribution: Launched annually in late autumn, the books were strategically marketed as essential 

Christmas gifts, a practice that cemented their place in the Swedish domestic ritual.



Re-Imagining the Swedish Nation: Textual and Visual Synergy

Academic research, such as the 2014 study by M.O. Anderson, highlights how Bland tomtar och trollfunctioned as

a tool for "Re-Imagining the Swedish Nation." This was achieved by creating a shared visual and narrative

vocabulary. When a child in Skåne and a child in Norrland read the same story and saw John Bauer’s specific

rendition of a troll, they were participating in a unified cultural experience that transcended regional differences.

Mechanism of National Consolidation

The technical mechanism used was the standardization of the imaginary. By providing a concrete visual

reference for abstract folklore concepts, the publication limited the drift of oral tradition and replaced it with a

standardized national mythos. This process is similar to how modern branding establishes a "style guide" to ensure

consistency across different platforms. In this case, the "platform" was the collective consciousness of the Swedish

people.

Field Guide: Collecting and Identifying Rare Editions

For bibliophiles and technical collectors, certain editions of Bland tomtar och trollhold significantly higher value due

to their print history and the rarity of the specific illustrations included. The 1913 edition, for instance, is highly

sought after for its pristine examples of Bauer's peak creative period.

Identification Checklist for Collectors:

•  Publication Date: Verify the year against the known illustrator (e.g., 1907-1915 for Bauer).

•  Plate Integrity: Check if the color plates are tipped-in (glued separately) or printed directly on the page. Early 

high-quality editions often used tipped-in plates for better color reproduction.

•  Binding Condition: Original cloth-backed boards with pictorial covers are the standard for collectors.

•  Printer's Mark: Look for the Åhlén & Åkerlund or Semic imprint to verify authenticity.

Comparison of Narrative Themes: Swedish vs. Continental European 
Folklore

To provide a broader educational perspective, it is useful to compare the thematic structures of Bland tomtar och 

troll with the more widely known Germanic or French fairy tale traditions.



Theme Swedish Folklore (Bland tomtar 
och troll)

Continental Folklore (Grimm/
Perrault)

Nature Relationship Nature is a sentient, often neutral or 
protective force.

Nature is a dark, adversarial space 
(the "Black Forest").

Moral Complexity Trolls can be dim-witted but often 
possess a sense of honor or sadness.

Evil is often absolute (e.g., the Wicked 
Witch).

Class Dynamics The protagonist is often a humble 
farmhand or a simple girl who 
succeeds through kindness.

The protagonist often seeks to 
ascend to royalty (becoming a Prince/
Princess).

Visual Representation Integrated into the landscape; earthy 
and organic.

Often grotesque or stylized based on 
human deformity.

The 1979 Revival and Modern Interpretations

The 1979 edition, often cited in technical bibliographies, marked a significant milestone in the series' longevity. By

the late 1970s, the publication had to navigate a changing media landscape dominated by television and

international animation. The 1979 hardcover edition acted as a "re-anchoring" of the brand, utilizing modern

printing techniques to restore the vibrancy of Bauer and Tenggren's original works while introducing new stories

that reflected contemporary Swedish values.

Technically, this period saw the transition to high-opacity, acid-free paper, ensuring that the illustrations would not

yellow over time. This era also saw the introduction of comprehensive anthologies—books that collected the "best

of" the past 70 years—serving as a technical archive for the series' history.

Case Study: The Impact of Printing Technology on Illustration Style

A technical analysis of the 1913 edition versus the 1991 Semic reprint reveals the limitations and strengths of 

different printing eras. In 1913, the use of four-color process printing(CMYK) was in its infancy. Artists like Bauer

had to provide paintings with distinct tonal separations to avoid "muddy" results when the ink hit the absorbent

paper of the time.

The Problem of Color Bleed

Early illustrators faced the challenge of ink gain(where the ink spreads as it dries). To solve this, Bauer used

heavy black outlines for his figures. This was not just a stylistic choice; it was a technical workaround to maintain

definition. By the 1991 reprint, offset lithography allowed for much finer detail and subtle color gradations, meaning

the heavy outlines were no longer technically necessary, yet they were maintained to preserve the "Bauer look."

This illustrates how a technical limitation can evolve into a permanent aesthetic hallmark.

Broader Implications for Contemporary Fantasy

The influence of Bland tomtar och troll extends far beyond the borders of Sweden. The visual language established 

by Bauer and Tenggren has permeated global popular culture, influencing the design of creatures in The Lord of 

the Rings, The Dark Crystal, and various modern video games (e.g., God of War, Bramble: The Mountain King).

The technical achievement of the series lies in its ability to create a consistent, believable secondary world—a 

precursor to the modern concept of "world-building." By treating the forest and its inhabitants with the same level of 



anatomical and geological detail as a scientific study, the illustrators and writers created a form of "folk realism" that 

remains the gold standard for fantasy illustration. As we move into the digital age, the legacy of Bland tomtar och 

trollcontinues to serve as a vital case study in how text and image can converge to create a lasting national and

international mythological framework.

Ultimately, the enduring success of this annual publication is a testament to the power of high-quality production 

values and a deep understanding of the source material. Whether analyzed through the lens of art history, print 

engineering, or folklore studies, Bland tomtar och trollremains a definitive example of cultural curation at its most

effective.
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