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attention Solvang received from the outside world so obviously 
played off the theatricality issue by mentioning the Hollywood set. 
It is also worth noting that although the journalist sees it all as a 
Hollywood set, it is done in an admiring way, not out of indignation 
at the deception. 

Today, Solvang has its distinguished architecture and a busy 
season all year round during which 1.5 million tourists visit 
annually. Solvang still hosts the annual Danish festival, has quiet 
tree-lined streets, horse-drawn wagons, a Hans Christian Andersen 
Park, windmills, Danish pastries, and dozens of quaint shops to 
explore. The commercial center of the town consists of hotels, 
restaurants, and shops; not far away one can find a fine golf course, 
wine tours, and visits to Arabian and miniature horse-breeding 
farms. Nearby there is a casino, Michael Jackson's famous 
Neverland ranch, and Santa Barbara. This is a small "Danish" town 
living off of other people's leisure. It looks like a theme park and fits 
well the tourist landscape of California, as described by Umberto 
Eco after his travel in Hyper reality in the 1970s.2 

Solvang was carefully constructed and built up by an architect 
who also helped create the Bavarian Village of Leavenworth in the 
state of Washington, as well as by a carpenter who came from 
Hollywood, where he had built film sets. The same carpenter also 
helped to construct The Madonna Inn and to restore the Hearst 
Castle. Both men went to Europe several times on fieldtrips so that 
they could come back to Solvang and build the perfect fakes. Both 
entrepreneurs are American with Danish surnames: Jepsen and 
Petersen. 

The Ideas of Heritage, Environment, and Tourism 
When pondering the terms "heritage" and "environment" or 
"cultural landscape" before coming to Solvang, I came to the same 
conclusion as Clifford Geertz regarding the somewhat similar 
concept of place, namely that "cultural landscape makes a poor 
abstraction. Separated from its materializations it has little 
meaning."3 

When I first began researching Solvang, I wanted to take a look at 
the Danish community of Solvang, which also represents a themed 
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space and a popular tourist destination, in order to investigate 
whether or not Solvang really offers for sale "A little bit of 
Denmark" to the hordes of tourists who visit every year. The 
questions I posed were the following: 

• Are the marks on the land really Danish? 
• Is it an emotional/cultural landscape to the inhabitants and 

the tourists? 
• Is it a purely Disneyfied heritage theme park? 
• Is it a bit of Denmark frozen in time? 
• What is the sense and meaning of the place for those living 

there, and for those just visiting? 

These questions are still legitimate, and I will answer them during 
the next couple of years. While writing this article, however, I was 
more interested in the visible cultural landscape, the iconographic 
architecture such as the fake windmills. Plunging into the Danish 
town for research purposes, I came to realize that my thesis could be 
deepened. I found two cultural landscapes: a visible cultural 
landscape, which I call "the tourist landscape," and an invisible 
cultural landscape. And the phenomenon turned out to be even 
more complex when I saw that the two cultural landscapes can 
coexist without problems and even reinforce one another. 

Investigating first the visible landscape, the tourist landscape, I 
took a glider over the town, hoping to get a glimpse of an absurd, 
"Danish-looking" environment in the middle of a California 
landscape. I was disappointed because all I saw from the silence up 
there was a pretty normal American-looking town. I was hoping for 
an image of something slightly bizarre, but this did not happen. I 
also collected street signs written in Danish, as well as Danish words 
on menus, benches, and other places, and I clapped my hands every 
time I found misspellings and mispronunciations-just see, the roots 
are not going that deep! It would have been so easy if I could have 
shown that Solvang is just a constructed stage, which I actually can 
claim to some extent. However, at the same time, I had come to 
realize that Solvang was resting on deep feelings, pride of history, 
retail practices, and local politics. Whereas I had expected to get a 
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simplified picture of a town that makes its money selling heritage, I 
forgot to recognize that maybe Solvang was created because of the 
tourist demand, as Don Lago claims, 

It isn't just genuine pride that makes it unfair to accuse 
Solvang of selling its heritage for profit. It's also the fact that 
no one can manipulate a million people a year into going out 
of their way to pay a town hundreds of millions of dollars to 
act Danish. It is the tourists who have created Solvang and 
not vice versa, and they have demanded that Solvang exists 
because of what was lacking elsewhere. I am sure it is not a 
coincidence that Solvang happened in the shadow of Los 
Angeles.4 

"I took a glider over the town, hoping to get a glimpse of an absurd, 'Danish' 
looking environment in the middle of a Californian landscape. I was 

disappointed, because all I saw from the silent up there was a pretty normal 
American looking town." This and following photos by the author. 

Perhaps I had forgotten to consider Solvang as a special "Danish" 
location and not just a rather American folkloristic creation placed in 
a Danish colony. The combination of the Old Danish settlement and 
the modem tendency of selling folklore for profit is an intriguing 
one. The discussion about the American relation to "reals" and 
"fakes" is not a new one, and its essence can be summed up in the 
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following quotations. Miles Orvell, speaking about America and 
"the real thing," says, "During the last 25 years Americans have not 
merely tolerated the facsimile representation with grudging good 
humor. They have loved it."5 And as Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 
pointed out, creating replicas and recreations of foreign destinations 
11 

•• .is for many not a substitute, but even more compelling than the 
destinations it recreates. The simulation offers its own pleasure, the 
eeriness of the hyper-real."6 

It remains to authenticate the history of the place. Is the fact that 
the Danish people dress up, sell Danish goods, and respond in 
Danish, if required, of any importance? Is the Danish representation 
in Solvang authoritative because of the presence of some Danes or 
some Danishness? Or, is the idea about the putative origin of 
Solvang-Denmark-irrelevant? 

In this way the cultural landscape of Solvang turned out to be 
rather confusing to me after having been let in on the thoughts of the 
Chamber of Commerce versus the local store owners, versus the not
local store owners, versus everybody else, because Solvang might 
look like Disneyland, but Solvang also is just another city where 
people live and work.7 Or, as Huell Houser, a famous tourist guide 
on TV, puts it, "I got some information in the mail that let me know 
that this place not only is a great place for tourists to visit, but this is 
a real town with real people living here, and more importantly it is a 
town with a very rich history."8 

In Solvang three 
languages are 
spoken. English, 
Spanish and 
Danish. Danish 
is the least spoken. 

The problem of cultural landscapes is getting more and more 
complex. Solvang is a cultural landscape within a tourist landscape, 

134 


