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Abstract
This article reviews the formation of the idea of national parks in 

Finland between the 1880s and 1910s. It argues that both the term and 

the concept of national park evolved in a long-lasting deliberative pro-

cess between competing definitions. The main actors in this process 

were geographers, forestry scientists and NGOs devoted to popular edu-

cation and the promotion of tourism. As a result of the debates, iconic 

landscapes and species were located in Finnish nature inside the wholly 

artificial boundaries of the national parks. Eventually, both the science 

and tourism poles of the decades-long debate were incorporated into 

the plans and visions for Finland’s national parks in the early twentieth 

century. The national park debate between the 1880s and 1910s focused 

mainly on landscapes, land formations and vegetation zones, and not so 

much on the wildlife or indeed the people who lived inside these areas.

Keywords: environmental history, environmental values, Finland, 
Lapland, national parks, nature conservation

Introduction

In 1938, Finland finally established its first national parks in the fells 
of Pallas-Yllästunturi and Pyhätunturi in Lapland; in the Heinäsaaret 
Islands off the north-east coast of Petsamo; and on Stora Träskö Island 
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off the Cape of Porkkala in the Gulf of Finland. It had taken nearly sixty 
years of deliberation for these national parks to see the light of day.

In this article, we argue that the multifaceted development and for-
mation of the national park concept in the Finnish context between 
1880 and 1910 was the result of a long process involving competing 
definitions. The main actors in these deliberations were botanists, geog-
raphers, forestry scientists and NGOs devoted to popular education and 
the promotion of tourism. The main forums for these debates were sci-
entific societies and their periodicals, parliamentary committees, and 
the press. We do not, however, approach the issue purely from a rhe-
torical angle, but also analyse how the idea of a national park became 
embedded in the material environment. As a result of the deliberations, 
iconic landscapes were located within the wholly artificial boundaries 
of national parks. It is therefore equally important to consider why cer-
tain areas and species were excluded from the conservation and preser-
vation plans tied up with the management of national parks.

The aim of this study is to understand how the national park con-
cept, a term originally adopted from abroad, gradually established itself 
as an idea in twentieth-century Finnish conservation and preservation 
circles. We examine national parks by looking at the pragmatic use of 
language by those parties arguing for conservation and preservation. As 
the debates progressed, ideas were used that could be clearly linked to 
pressing contemporary real-world conservation concerns, such as the 
loss of forests, unique scenic places and so-called natural monuments.

Existing studies on the history of Finnish national parks1 are mostly 
in Finnish, and they do not approach the subject from the same per-
spective as our study. That is, they do not focus on the long-term pro-
cess of deliberation that was involved. Globally, the history of national 
parks has been studied from various angles, from Roderick Nash’s 
account of changing attitudes towards wilderness as a national concept2 
to Bernhard Gissibl’s approach of contemplating national parks as an 
expression of ‘cosmopolitics’.3 National park histories are usually a 
mixture of national and environmental history, but they may also fea-
ture the transnational transfer of knowledge, and the adoption of ideas 
across borders, though in a less fundamental way than portrayed by 
Gissibl.4

The essential debate over the founding of national parks in Finland 
began in the 1880s following a proposal by the explorer Adolf Erik 
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Nordenskiöld, and it was over by the 1910s as the more pressing con-
cerns of World War I (1914–18) and the Finnish Civil War (27 January 
to 15 May 1918) took over. The debate resurfaced in the early 1920s, 
but the ideas at this point largely rested on the plans and ideas that 
had previously been outlined in the period preceding the wars. In the 
1920s and early 1930s, the discussion was more about practical legal, 
organizational and land ownership details than any major new theoreti-
cal angles. For this reason, our study focuses on the late-nineteenth and 
early-twentieth-century debate about creating a national park system 
in Finland. Although it remained a top-down process, and was never 
a popular social or political movement,5 the national park debate was 
clearly one manifestation of the spirit of the age, which was to cre-
ate institutions and symbols that would enhance the country’s image 
of itself as a modern, civilized nation. This ongoing nation-building 
process used education to define good citizenship and articulate desired 
social futures, with a certain notion about progress.

Before we proceed, some background information on Finnish his-
tory is in order. Following Sweden’s defeat in the war against Russia 
in 1809, the country became the autonomous Grand Duchy of Finland, 
and remained so until the Russian Revolution (1917). This meant that 
although it was now part of the Russian Empire, the country had its own 
senate, local officials, legislation, currency, and so on. Swedish and, 
after 1863, Finnish were its official languages. The decades  spanning 
the 1880s and the 1910s witnessed significant social and political 
upheavals. In Finland, economic liberalization and the civic activi-
ties of various new organizations gained momentum from the 1860s 
onwards and began to have a fundamental effect on the ways in which 
the surrounding world was perceived. The pace of industrialization in 
Finland may seem slow when compared to other countries in Europe, 
but the forest industry grew in the late nineteenth century, and this 
affected the way people viewed the ‘exploitation’ of their woodlands. 
The idea of a distinct Finnish identity evolved in parallel with Finnish 
as a national language, which was seen to be equal, if not superior, to 
Swedish. Nevertheless, Swedish retained its dominant position as the 
administrative and scientific language of the country until the turn of 
the century. The growing nationalism was focused on culture, turning 
people’s thoughts to language, ethnicity, history and a Finnish identity, 
as distinct from either Russian or Swedish. It also played a part, as we 
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shall see, in the way artists and park enthusiasts alike sought to frame 
discussions about the natural environment in national romantic terms.

Modernization is a key concept to describe the developments in late-
nineteenth and early-twentieth-century Finland. It is, however, a com-
plicated term, since it covers the social and cultural realms as well as 
the urban and rural spheres. The shared experience of ‘modernization’ 
is open to various interpretations. One aspect was a shift from a rigid 
system of representation by the traditional estates to a more civic, class-
based society, in which there was greater room for individual liberty, 
the economy became more liberalized and there was more freedom of 
movement for workers – which, in turn, caused further industrializa-
tion. Another aspect of modernization was that citizens had the chance 
to organize themselves into civic groups which articulated positive 
visions of nationalism and societal progress. Debates about national 
parks also relied on this trend to form civic associations, as the discus-
sions they provoked proved to be an excellent vehicle for developing 
distinctive ideas about modernization, culture and memory.

Today, Finland’s National Parks are very popular among both 
domestic and foreign tourists, attracting over three million visitors in 
2017 alone.6 In the 1880s, however, it was not apparent that the parks 
would be so successful in attracting attention and support.

Adolf Erik Nordenskiöld’s Proposal

Baron Adolf Erik Nordenskiöld was a famous Swedish-speaking 
Finnish Arctic explorer who, in 1880, suggested that ‘national parks’ 
(Rikspark) be set up to represent key natural features of the Nordic 
region, so that they could be protected from human activities. By 
‘human activities’ he meant the lowering of lakes, the draining of wet-
lands and the felling of forests.7 As he was an influential scientist, this 
proposal received quite a lot of publicity in both Finland and Sweden. 
His reasoning sprang from a conviction that scientific, technological 
and economic progress were causing an irreparable transformation 
of the ‘landscape of our forefathers’. This needed not so much to be 
stopped as to be channelled in the right direction, since the transfor-
mation in his opinion could benefit society in many ways. His ideas 
on nature conservation were thus grounded in cultural ambitions rather 
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than in any deep ecological concern. According to Nordenskiöld, the 
best examples of the nation’s wild ancestral regions could be found in 
the extensive Crown lands in the north of Finland and Sweden. National 
parks could be established easily there as was no need to negotiate with 
private land owners. Within these national park areas, the exploitation 
of natural resources and the killing of animals (except those deemed 
‘harmful’) would be prohibited. In Nordenskiöld’s vision, ‘in addition 
to fertile woodland and meadowland’, the ideal national park would 
also feature ‘tree- covered hills, lakes, heaths and bogs’ so that ‘the view 
would not become unbalanced’.8

Nordenskiöld’s proposal did not specify or rule out certain kinds of 
landscapes for the national parks in Finland and Sweden. On the con-
trary, he argued that they should include a variety of geographical fea-
tures, flora and fauna, excluding only the most harmful predators. His 
image of national parks was thus a naturalistic one, including rough and 
uninviting terrain as well as the picturesque. For Nordenskiöld, national 
parks were to be ‘natural museums’ showing what ‘harsh conditions’ 
the people’s ancestors had been forced to overcome to evolve into the 
‘tough people of the North’.9 In this respect, it was an utterly romantic 
view of what national parks could represent for a modernizing nation 
state. He did not seek to eliminate human impact on nature altogether, 
but to regulate it within a conserved area. In this sense, his proposal can 
be seen as a reaction to ‘modernity’,10 as it entailed a degree of loss (e.g. 
pristine forests) at the expense of advancement – even if his attitude 
to that loss was ambivalent, if not welcoming. The same contradiction 
between nature conservation and notions of progress can also be seen 
in Nordenskiöld’s attitude to ‘harmful’ predators, which in his mind 
could be simply eliminated from the park. It was a utilitarian view of 
national parks; they were the product of a system of selection driven by 
humans, and the parks were important due to their cultural and educa-
tional resonance.

Nordenskiöld’s initial proposals proved to be influential, serving as 
the basis for arguments and concepts which emerged later on regarding 
national parks. To begin with, the discussion was driven by a rather 
narrow scientific elite, taking place in learned societies and their jour-
nals, or in committees appointed by the senate of the Grand Duchy of 
Finland. Occasionally, the Finnish press would publish stories about the 
issue, but national parks were far from being front page news during the 
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period in question. They were generally dwarfed by the more burning 
social and political questions of the time, such as the plight of leasehold 
farmers and the russification of Finland.

The question of national parks was debated by forest scientists who 
mostly wanted to reframe Nordenskiöld’s original plans. Anton Gabriel 
Blomqvist, the director of the Forestry School of Evo and the founder 
of the Finnish Forest Association (Finska Forstföreningen), supported 
Nordenskiöld’s proposal, but approached it from a more scientific stand-
point. For Blomqvist, national parks were not only ‘natural museums 
… for the study of nature’, for those ‘who loved nature’ and for recrea-
tion; they were also ‘a sanctuary for indigenous plant and animal spe-
cies’. He referred to ideas justifying the establishment of national parks 
that had already been presented by George Perkins Marsh in The Earth 
as Modified by Human Action (1864).11 In addition, Blomqvist made 
Nordenskiöld’s idea more concrete by specifying that each national park 
in Finland should be at least 3000 hectares. However, he disagreed with 
Blomqvist’s idea that Crown lands should be used, since timber con-
tinued to be felled and land cleared there. Blomqvist saw Aavasaksa in 
Lapland as a suitable area for a park that might represent a typical north-
ern landscape, while further south, he reasoned, a national park could be 
established somewhere near a railway station so that visitors could get 
there easily.12 As a result of the expedition by the Italian Giuseppe Acerbi 
to the fell in 1799, and the romantic paintings depicting it, Aavasaksa 
had become a destination recognized among the European gentry as the 
best place to see the midnight sun. What is more, the fell could now be 
reached not only by boat via the River Torne, but also by road. By pro-
posing Aavasaksa as a national park site, Blomqvist seems to have been 
taking aesthetic aspects into account as well as more scientific ambitions.

Blomqvist’s plan aroused a mixture of both interest and suspicion 
among Finnish forest scientists. Some agreed with Nordenskiöld’s and 
Blomqvist’s ideas, while others judged the idea too costly to ever be 
realized. Chief Forester Adolf Wilhelm von Zweydberg, one of the ear-
liest national park supporters in the early 1880s, went one step further 
to realizing Blomqvist’s plan by suggesting that Ähtäri or Keuruu in 
Central Finland might be ideal places for a southern national park, since 
both were near a train station.13

There was a pause in the debate about national parks until 1891, when 
the topic was reopened by Ragnar Hult, an academic at the Department 
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of Geography at the Imperial Alexander University in Finland. By 
stressing the importance of natural parks to Finnish culture, science and 
the economy, he returned to the central points of Nordenskiöld’s and 
Blomqvist’s plans. At the same time he emphasized the benefits that 
could be gained by establishing these ‘laboratories of nature’, as he 
called them. Natural parks fostered silvicultural aims, and they could 
act like outdoor research stations, providing botanists and foresters with 
a protected area where the ‘coexistence of plant species’, ‘interaction 
of plants and the soil’ and the ‘water cycle’ in a ‘natural environment’ 
could be observed. Although Hult saw the clear cultural relevance of the 
plans for national park, he clearly stressed their scientific and utilitarian 
value. Environmental protection was no longer the chief goal in these 
plans; unlike Nordenskiöld, Hult thought that there was actually ‘too 
much wilderness area in Finland’.14 There were some conservationist 
elements in his proposal, but they were somewhat conflicted. Hult’s 
plans bear resemblance to the conservation ideas of the Russian zoolo-
gist, Grigorii Aleksandrovich Kozhevnikov, who saw virgin natural 
environments as models of efficiency and productivity, which agricul-
turalists and forest scientists should strive to emulate. Kozhevnikov’s 
ideas about the organization of ‘protected areas’ (zapovedniki), rested 
on the assumption that truly rational economic activity was impossible 
without prior scientific study of a virgin natural environment; protected 
areas should be left pristine so that they could then be observed by sci-
entists.15 It is unclear as to whether Hult actually knew Kozhevnikov’s 
writings, but the resemblance is noticeable.

Within a decade the arguments for founding national parks had thus 
veered towards a scientific bias. Nordenskiöld had argued that national 
parks, with their wild terrains representing the nation’s uncivilized past, 
should be established for the Finnish people as much as for scientists 
and their research. For him, the untamed wilderness of the north rep-
resented iconic landscapes that would serve the educational purpose 
of reminding Finns of the hardships their ancestors had once had to 
endure. Blomqvist, too, centred his plans on Aavasaksa in Lapland, 
which was already an iconic, touristic showcase, but diverged slightly 
from Nordenskiöld’s socio-historical objectives by emphasising the 
recreational aspects: natural parks should also be for those who ‘loved 
nature’. Finally, Hult emphasized more than Blomqvist the scientific 
and economic utility of national parks, and placing those over national 
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and aesthetic concerns. All of these arguments for establishing national 
parks would re-emerge in the 1890s and 1900s.

Breaking away from Plans for Scientific National Parks

The debate on national parks would move away from scientific argu-
ments only in the late 1890s. It had been carried out among a small 
circle of scientists but there had been no concrete results; it seemed the 
plans of this educated elite were out of touch with the realities faced by 
farmers, who had to contend with frosts, flooding, animal pests and plant 
disease. Late nineteenth-century Finland was an agricultural economy, 
and for those making their living from the soil, nature had to be tamed 
and cultivated. By 1897 not one single natural park had been estab-
lished, nor had the subject ever been discussed in the Senate of Finland.

The debate was nevertheless revived in the late 1890s by geogra-
phers Johan Peter Norrlin and Johan Evert Rosberg, the newspaperman 
and photographer I.K. Inha and the newly established Finnish Tourist 
Association (Suomen matkailijayhdistys). Norrlin’s plan was first 
mooted at a meeting of Societas Pro Flora et Fauna Fennica, the oldest 
scientific society in Finland, and appeared in its journal in 1898. In many 
respects it was a synthesis of plans that had come before. Norrlin used 
the term ‘nature reserve’ (naturpark), which suggested what the latest 
ideas were about: the protection of certain areas from human activi-
ties that might alter the natural environment, and scientific research 
into virgin natural environments. By emphasizing the importance of 
nature reserves for forest science and silviculture, Norrlin seemed to 
be drawing the central ideas for his plan from Blomqvist and Hult. 
He can therefore be seen as a conservationist with a strong scientific- 
utilitarian view. Norrlin, nevertheless, also proposed that national parks 
or nature reserves might be established by private landowners and run 
on a relatively tight budget. In that case, they would be quite small in 
size, and there could be many throughout the country. These protected 
areas would have cultural importance for locals and scientific value for 
those who sought to understand the natural world better. Larger national 
parks would cost more and be the responsibility of the state; conse-
quently, Norrlin argued, they would take longer to establish.16

While Norrlin emphasized the scientific and silvicultural value of 
national parks as a social justification for their establishment, Rosberg 
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approached the issue from a different angle. He started from the premise 
that national parks might serve both as a tourism resource and a means 
for highlighting the uniqueness of the Finnish landscape. Rosberg 
described how the national park system had evolved in the USA; then 
it was discussed in Finland by Nordenskiöld, Blomqvist and Hult. He 
pointed out that for designated areas to become ‘real national parks’, all 
‘forestry, agriculture and killing and imprisonment of animals’ would 
have to be prohibited. Rosberg expressed concern about the fact that 
some of ‘the most beautiful wildlife’, especially some species of goose 
and whooper swan, had become endangered. This was the first time that 
the protection of animal species had specifically featured in the Finnish 
national park debate. Rosberg stated that ‘future generations will deem 
us barbarians for having destroyed and damaged all that once made the 
Finnish landscape uniquely beautiful, unless we take immediate action 
to ensure that at least one strip of land is saved from the transformative 
forces of civilization.’ Rosberg’s ideal location for one such ‘strip of 
land’ was Kuusamo-Oulanka in north-eastern Finland, ‘with its lofty 
fells and deep lakes in the Koillismaa region of Northern Ostrobothnia’.17

Rosberg was therefore a conservationist in both idealistic and ethi-
cal terms. He seemed to be aware of developments in conservation in 
Central Europe and, in line with national romantic ideas, drew attention 
to aesthetic and ethical aspects rather than the purely scientific and silvi-
cultural. As a person who had worked for over ten years as a secondary 
school teacher before becoming Professor of Geography at the Imperial 
Alexander University of Finland in 1902, he clearly considered popu-
lar educational goals to be of the utmost importance. For Rosberg, the 
tree-covered hills and boulder-strewn rapids of north-eastern Finland 
represented the most iconic of landscapes. People would come away 
from the park feeling morally edified and filled with a sense of their 
country’s beauty.

I.K. Inha also highlighted the touristic potential of national parks, 
travelling across Finland to take photographs of traditional landscapes 
and ways of life that he thought were dying out as a result of mod-
ernization. Inha saw Imatrankoski, the rapids at Imatra in Southern 
Karelia and an iconic tourist attraction since the late eighteenth century, 
as an ideal place for one such national park. The surrounding area had 
already been given the status of ‘nature reserve’ by Tsar Nicholas I in 
1842, but according to Inha ‘the banks of the rapids were so ravaged, 
that the charm visitors would hope to witness is not as it once was’. 
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Imatrankoski had in his view been neglected and, as ‘an ideal land-
scape attracting thousands of tourists’, it deserved greater status as ‘a 
large and beautiful national park’. By becoming a national park, Inha 
believed the ‘ugly industrial and tourism facilities’ that had already 
been built and planned could be stopped from encroaching on the area 
any further. He thought that the natural environment contained elements 
that were harmonious and purposeful, and urged the Finnish Senate to 
appoint a national park committee to advance the issue.18 Inha believed 
that Imatrankoski could be a kind of aesthetic showpiece for national 
parks, like Yellowstone in the USA.19 In this respect, nature fulfilled 
a nostalgic role and aestheticized as a powerful, free and long-lasting 
entity. Inha’s position may have reflected the Finnish cultural elite’s 
longing for political and intellectual freedom, as the russification of 
Finland gathered pace under Tsar Nicholas II. This conservative policy 
was aimed at both limiting the political autonomy of the Grand Duchy 
of Finland and redefining its cultural identity.

In 1899, the Finnish Tourist Association (FTA) pointed out that the 
nature reserve of Punkaharju in Southern Savonia would make an ideal 
location for a large national park. Tsar Alexander I had made it a nature 
reserve in 1803 to protect the esker forests from further logging, and 
Punkaharju had since become an iconic tourist attraction. However, 
the association was indignant about the plans of a private company 
(Keuhkotautisten parantola Oy) to build a tuberculosis sanatorium in the 
area, as they believed the esker forests should be reserved exclusively 
for tourism. The association pointed out that Punkaharju was already 
valued as a de facto national park with its ‘wonderful open lakes’ that 
would ‘compel the visitors to show devotion and admiration’ for this 
‘sanctuary of nature.’ Within such a landscape, a sanatorium would 
cause ‘unfortunate confusion’, they reasoned,20 adding that while they 
understood its importance, in this case, the location was wrongly cho-
sen. ‘Punkaharju is above all a tourism area,’ the association stressed, 
‘but it is our national park, and it should remain so – undisturbed’.21 
These thoughts were also shared by the Artists’ Association of Finland.22

The national park visions of Rosberg, Inha and the FTA differed 
from the scientific justifications of the 1880s and early 1890s. They 
took a wholly aesthetic and ethical approach, suggesting sites that 
not only already had the status of being an iconic landscape for tour-
ists, but also held a firm place in the imagery of romantic nationalism. 
Famous Finnish artists like Eero Järnefelt and Axel Gallén often painted 
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expansive panoramas of coniferous forests, hills and lakes, convey-
ing the unrestrained ‘wild’ power of the nation and the sacredness of 
untouched nature. Low-lying wetlands, for instance, which are equally 
common in Finland, were hardly ever depicted in these works of art. 
These national romantic illustrations also took pride of place in popu-
lar non-fiction books that aimed to promote a sense of Finnishness.23 
In a sense this was a concerned cultural response to a modernization 
that coveted these landscapes as resource frontiers for forestry and min-
ing. The Finnish wilderness of the north and east was born out of the 
sociocultural imaginations of the neo-romantic artists that depicted it, 
and the chief protagonists of the national park movement championed 
it. Although these landscapes were largely uninhabited by humans, they 
were nevertheless familiar. North-eastern Finland had provided good 
hunting grounds for centuries, of elk, roe deer and wild reindeer, for 
instance; the lakes and rivers offered good fishing, apart from serving as 
routes of communication. In Lapland, the reality was that this imagined 
wilderness had been inhabited for centuries already by the Saami people. 
Their traditional reindeer-herding areas and sacred monuments that had 
been important to their culture, were excluded from this national, roman-
tic meaning-making process.

Blomqvist, von Zweydberg and Norrlin prioritized scientifically rel-
evant forest areas, while Rosberg, Inha, and those who wished to pro-
mote tourism in Finland put distinctive scenery before everything else. 
For the latter, national parks were therefore showpieces of Finland’s 
nature rather than natural research stations or pieces of an ancestral 
environment that needed preserving. The establishment of the FTA in 
1887 had meant that tourism in Finland became increasingly organ-
ized, and the debate on national parks was caught up in these goals. 
National parks were now seen as a means of consolidating the Finnish 
national identity, and they had become more prominent than ever since 
Nordenskiöld’s first proposal.

From Conwentz’s Ideas to the Return of Silvicultural 
Ambitions

Originally Nordenskiöld and Blomqvist had determined that quite 
an extensive land area would be required for a national park, so that 
enough natural species could be represented. In Rosberg’s, Inha’s and 
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the FTA’s vision, the land area thought necessary for a national park had 
decreased substantially in size. By the 1900s this trend continued, with 
small primeval forest areas being suggested, and even a single boulder 
or tree being considered as a nationally valuable monument.

At a meeting of the Geographical Society of Finland in 1905, Johan 
Axel Palmén, professor of zoology at the Imperial Alexander University 
explained how the ideas about a ‘natural monument’ (Naturdenkmal) 
adduced by the German botanist Hugo Conwentz could be adopted in 
Finland. Palmén had studied at the University of Heidelberg and was 
familiar with German conservation ideas.24 Conwentz had been asked 
to come up with a conservation plan for Prussia in 1898 and in that plan, 
as well as in the reports that followed, he paid attention to the protection 
of singular features of nature, not to mention small and threatened for-
est areas. Conwentz drew his ideas from a mixture of scientific, cultural 
and recreational ambitions contained in the political-cultural concept of 
Heimat, which aimed to extend the idea of natural heritage preservation 
to building national and regional identities.25 German nature preserva-
tion ideas were gradually and partly adopted in many European coun-
tries, including the Netherlands, Russia, Sweden and Switzerland.26 In 
1904 in Sweden a bill was presented in Parliament by the botanist Karl 
Starbäck, in which he proposed the establishment of national parks and 
justified his ideas in Conwentz’s terms by underlining the connection 
between regionalism and a reverence for nature.27

Palmén was well aware of the Swedish debate on founding national 
parks. He saw regionalism as a way to interest local inhabitants in 
conservation. Palmén also wished that those who had previously been 
working independently of each other might make common cause to 
further national park and nature conservation issues together. He saw 
the projected high costs of national parks and the difficulty of find-
ing suitable areas that were large enough as the main obstacles to their 
establishment. Natural monuments, however, would be more afford-
able in every sense, and easier to realize. The establishment of natural 
monuments could be initiated, for example, by ‘civic organizations or 
locals without need for the state’s financial backing’. To begin with, 
these monuments could be organized by ‘the Geographical Society of 
Finland until a separate organization including local branches could 
be established to take charge over the coordination task.’ Good exam-
ples of natural monuments could be the odd rock formations of glacial 
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erratics, or small patches of extant primeval forest areas that were now 
surrounded by fields. These were threatened by ‘expanding agriculture 
and the thoughtlessness of humans.’ Certain environmental concerns 
run through Palmén’s writings, but, at the same time, he clearly valued 
modernization as essential to the well-being and wealth of the nation.28 
Palmén also sketched out ideas for the protection of some animal spe-
cies, drawing attention to the Saimaa ringed seal as an example of one 
species that needed to be saved from extinction, although he did not 
specify how. He also reasoned that large predators such as brown bears 
and wolves would inevitably disappear from Finland ‘as a result of pro-
gress,’ which was, however, not such a significant loss in his opinion.29

Palmén’s plan turned out to be quite different from the original 
ideas of Nordenskiöld. It did not bear any real fruits until the 1920s, 
when the legal status of natural monuments was included in the 
Nature Conservation Act (1923). German ideas on nature conserva-
tion thus influenced the final form of the act, but the chief arguments 
for actually founding national parks were the same as they had been 
for Nordenskiöld, Blomqvist, Hult, Norrlin, Rosberg and Inha. This 
became evident in 1905 when the leading Finnish scientific societies 
appointed a committee to promote the establishment of a national park.

On May 22, 1905, representatives of seven leading scientific 
organizations were called together for a meeting by the Finnish Forest 
Association (FFA) to push things forward and reframe the plans for a 
national park, which had again ground to a halt. The FFA, the Finnish 
Geographical Society, the FTA and Societas pro Fauna et Flora 
Fennica, were complemented by the Geological Society of Finland, 
the Finnish Hunter’s Association and the Geographical Association of 
Finland. The representatives of these organizations included prominent 
Finnish scientists of the time, such as Palmén, Fredrik Elfving (profes-
sor of botany), Theodor Homén (professor of applied physics), Wilhem 
Ramsay (professor of geology), Arthur Rindell (professor of agricul-
tural chemistry), Johan Evert Rosberg (professor of geography) and 
Jakob Johannes Sederholm (director of the Geological Commission).30

This National Park Committee (NPC) reiterated the plans of 
Blomqvist and von Zweydberg to found two parks, one in the north 
and another in Central Finland. As Nordenskiöld had once done, the 
committee suggested that state-owned Crown lands would make the 
best areas for a national park as the land acquisition would cost less. 
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Regionalism was certainly taken into account by the committee, but 
national identity and scientific ambitions came first. The sites sug-
gested were once again Kuusamo-Oulanka in the northeast and Kuru-
Ruovesi in Central Finland, as previously suggested by Blomqvist, von 
Zweydberg and Rosberg. The new regions proposed for national parks 
were the tree-covered hills of Kivalo outside Kemi in Lapland and the 
Tolvajärvi esker forest in Karelia.31

In the end, the committee followed the Swedish example and pub-
lished a questionnaire,32 formulated by Elfving, Palmén and Sederholm, 
in leading Finnish newspapers to get feedback from the countryside and 
gather reasonable proposals (within certain restrictions) from locals on 
their opinions about a site for a national park or nature reserve. From 
now on, the committee mostly used the preservationist term ‘nature 
reserve’ when referring to Nordenskiöld’s plans. The committee looked 
for an area of approximately 100–400 square kilometres, representing all 
the major kinds of Finnish terrain, on which they could obtain detailed 
information about waterways, forests and plant species.33 This was a 
very ambitious plan and partly explains why the questionnaire did not 
produce the results hoped for, in either of the two proposed areas.34 The 
NPC members themselves finally took charge of the task, though most 
of the fieldwork was conducted by the state’s foresters, who also filled 
out the questionnaire. By 1907, the committee had decided on a short-
list of areas to be surveyed in more detail. This included Saariselkä and 
Pallas in Lapland, Kuusamo-Oulanka in the northeast and Tolvajärvi in 
Karelia.35

At roughly the same time, in 1906, the Grand Duchy’s Senate 
appointed a commission to determine where ‘protected forest areas’ 
(suojametsäalue) should be founded. The commission was established 
because a report on silviculture by the Board of Forestry had suggested 
that an area for preservation be marked out somewhere in the north-
ern fell district.36 The resulting ‘Protected Forest Areas Commission’ 
(PFAC) began to conduct field investigations in the north, and this would 
turn out to have a considerable influence on the national park debate. 
‘Protected forest’ was originally a German concept (Schutzwälder), 
which was understandable considering that most Finnish forest sci-
entists had been trained at German universities or forestry schools. 
Many of them had also made field trips to the Royal Saxon Academy 
of Forestry in Tharandt, which had already become a model for Finnish 
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forestry education in the 1850s.37 On the one hand, protected forests 
were addressing environmental concerns over aesthetically and eco-
nomically valuable natural environments; on the other, they represented 
the growing ambitions of nation states to reassert control over their 
resource frontiers. A ‘frontier’ in this context implied that these desig-
nated areas were on the periphery, and thus involved the projection of 
values onto a distant place.38

In Finland the idea of protected forests turned out somewhat differ-
ently than in Central Europe. Chief Forester Gustaf Emil Wichmann, 
surveyor Olli Pajari and professor of geography Johan Evert Rosberg 
were sent on behalf of the PFAC to Sweden and Norway to familiar-
ize themselves with the protection of the Arctic and sub-Arctic conifer 
forest areas. The result was a report in 1910 expressing a concern over 
the vulnerability of forest resources in Lapland. Forests in the north, 
the report stated, should be ‘carefully treasured’ rather than overcut 
to prevent deforestation due to the growing demand for timber. It was 
the state’s responsibility to limit the depletion of forest resources in 
Lapland, so that the forest might be conserved in what had become 
a very vulnerable environment. The report proposed that the area of 
protected forest should cover a fairly large ‘expanse of fell’ and include 
‘mountain birch zones and pinewoods’, somewhere between the par-
ishes of Muonio and Saariselkä.39 This was an area of traditional impor-
tance to the area’s Saami inhabitants, but the report did not take this 
into account.

The PFAC suggested that a national park be established somewhere 
close to a protected forest area. It referred to the fact that nine national 
parks had been established in Sweden in 1909, and that each of these 
represented a particular kind of terrain. Sweden had not tried to find 
one single area in which all kinds of Scandinavian terrain could be 
found, but had instead established a network of national parks extend-
ing the length of the country, even if most were in Swedish Lapland. 
Indeed, the PFAC also suggested that Pallas-Ounastunturi and Pyhä-
Luostotunturi in Finnish Lapland would be the best place for Finland’s 
first national parks. As Rosberg was one of the three involved in com-
piling the report, it is hardly any wonder that it also recommended that 
a national park be created around the Oulanka in the northeast to protect 
it from further logging and settlement;40 Rosberg had already suggested 
this area in 1897.
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One of the reasons the PFAC recommended these three areas was 
because they partially matched those suggested by the NPC in 1907. 
Pallastunturi was seen ‘to represent typical northern fell and forestry at 
its best.’ As for the Pyhätunturi fell, it was a unique place not only to 
‘carry out geological research’, but because it afforded ‘beautiful views 
of the mountain area.’ Both areas were located quite close to a train 
station in Rovaniemi, opened only a year earlier, and from there it was 
only a short trip by boat to Pyhätunturi, and by road to Pallastunturi. 
The idea was that these national parks would benefit both scientists 
and tourists alike;41 a nature conservation model that could embrace 
both aesthetic-touristic aspects and scientific-utilitarian ends. The north 
looked more inviting as the state was the biggest landowner there. 
Somewhat ironically, increased modernization now made it easier to 
reach these areas via better transport networks; the same process threat-
ened virgin forests, as the demand for raw materials grew. Trains not 
only transported people and ideas, but also timber, thereby making log-
ging in the north finally profitable.

By referring to parts of Finnish Lapland as the ‘wilderness’, the 
PFAC effectively practised a form of colonialism which left the Saami 
out of the meaning-making process. The plan was based on an asym-
metric perspective, in which Lapland was seen as some distant exotic 
place. The Saami, for instance, would be prevented from letting their 
reindeer graze in the national park areas. This was justified on grounds 
that “reindeer would destroy the native flora in a few years”.42 The 
exclusion of reindeer herding would have effectively meant the exclu-
sion of the Saami from their historic lands, as many of them relied on 
this traditional livelihood.

Outcomes of the National Park Debate before Finnish 
Independence

Even though this topic had been discussed since the 1880s, the national 
park issue had still not been resolved by 1910, and in the next few years, 
far more pressing issues pushed it into the background. In Finland, the 
1910s were marked by the Great War, the collapse of the Russian empire 
and the Finnish Civil War and its aftermath. Another reason why this 
issue had been protracted for so long was that it had remained an elitist 
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subject. It had failed to mobilize the general population to think about 
which areas should be treated as nationally important and worth pro-
tecting. As we saw, it was not until the late 1930s that the first national 
parks were finally established in Finland, almost thirty years later than 
Sweden and twenty years later than Switzerland. But it was not the only 
country where the issue had taken decades to result in anything tangi-
ble. National parks were not established until 1951 in the UK, 1962 
in Norway, 1963 in France, 1970 in Germany, 1974 in Denmark and 
Greenland, and 1981 in Austria. This was because in each case, the 
national park issue was a complicated mix of concerns regarding edu-
cation, conservation, regional and scientific policies, tourism and land 
ownership, all of which had to be reconciled before any concrete action 
could be taken.

The deliberations over founding national parks in Finland, neverthe-
less, mattered to the evolving public debate about the need for conser-
vation and preservation. In that debate common goals for the protection 
of nature and/or specific animal species were defined. By the beginning 
of the twentieth century, the terms ‘national park’ and ‘nature reserve’ 
had become part of the political lexicon, even if by twenty-first-century 
standards they were often used inconsistently. Members of the Finnish 
Parliament, for example, referred to national parks while debating the 
prohibition of elk hunting in 1907.43 The Agrarian Party, which was not 
very pro-conservation, used the term rhetorically in pursuit of its bid to 
have the Hunting Act changed so that farmers could hunt in ‘all areas 
except natural parks’.44 At the very least, this shows that ‘national park’ 
as a place where hunting was forbidden was already a concept that MPs 
understood, even if parks had only been discussed on an abstract level. 
It was understood that national parks implied conservation of some 
kind, even if the debate was generally considered to be more about 
regulating human use rather than eliminating human impact altogether.

Between 1880 and 1914, the protected areas of special national 
importance had slowly taken shape, and the idea of a national park had 
become more exact. The geographical emphasis of these plans began 
by focusing on the north of the country. The state was the major land-
owner there, so it would be relatively simple to procure the land; but 
another reason was that in the eyes of the urban scientific elite, Lapland 
represented the last remaining extensive wilderness still untouched by 
forestry or large-scale human activity. Wilderness had evolved, up to a 
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point, into a romanticized space with exclusive practices related to the 
traditional livelihood of the Saami, which had been only partly commer-
cialized. The finest examples of the fells of Lapland were thus promoted 
as a nationally unique landscape, the protection of which was considered 
beneficial to both science and tourism. It was felt that a large, nationally 
significant conservation area should include fells or tree- covered hills 
with aesthetically stunning views over the wilds and lakes. In addition, 
the flora and rock strata needed to be scientifically valuable to botanists, 
forestry scientists, geographers and geologists alike. National parks 
would epitomize the cultural mastery of nature in new ways, underlin-
ing the human capacity to conserve a piece of it for future generations. 
In a sense, areas assigned to national parks were scientific frontiers to 
be fully explored as well as tourism frontiers that were ready for con-
trolled commercialization of the landscape. At the same time, imposing 
landscapes were expected to arouse admiration and elevate the national 
spirit, in a similar way to new architectural monuments.45

The role of wildlife inside national parks remained somewhat nebu-
lous though, perhaps due to the fact that zoologists had only a minor 
part in the national park debate. Another factor was that early animal 
protection movements in Finland focused more on the rights of domes-
tic animals and the protection of small birds than other animals. There 
were some, like Blomqvist and Rosberg, who wished to protect every 
species of animal within the national park. Rosberg argued, for instance, 
that certain species of goose and the whooper swan were integral parts 
of Finland’s natural environment and expressed concerns over their 
endangerment. Interestingly, from the 1950s onwards, whooper swans 
did in fact become one of the most iconic birds in Finland, and it is still 
a species that tourists hope to see in national parks today. Nordenskiöld, 
meanwhile, wanted to protect all animal species except those he called 
‘harmful predators’ such as wolves and bears. Forestry scientists, on 
the other hand, did not pay so much attention to animal species. Even 
reindeer were considered a harmful mammal, the herding of which they 
suggested should not be allowed within national park boundaries. This 
now seems quite curious, considering that since the 1950s reindeer 
have perhaps been the most iconic animal species of Lapland and one 
which all national parks generally wish to include.

When these issues were discussed again after the interlude of World 
War I, the science versus tourism poles of the earlier debate re-emerged. 
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Rolf Palmgren, the first Government Inspector for the Protection of 
Nature in the early 1920s, justified the establishment of national parks 
along the same lines as Johan Evert Rosberg had done twenty years 
earlier. The key argument was that every civilized nation should con-
serve select pieces of its natural environment so that future generations 
could share in the same natural heritage.46 Palmgren’s successor, how-
ever, professor of botany Kaarlo Linkola took a more science-oriented 
approach, similar to that of Blomqvist and Hult decades earlier.47

So it was that the first Finnish national parks finally became estab-
lished at Pallastunturi and Pyhätunturi in Lapland, following the pro-
posals of the NPC and the PFAC. The Kuusamo-Oulanka region that 
had been much discussed earlier as the other possible location, even-
tually became Oulanka National Park in 1956. The end result was a 
hybrid system that included characteristics that had been advocated by 
both the science and tourism parties throughout the decades-long dis-
cussions. It should be borne in mind that this debate had been kept up 
between the 1880s and 1910s by a few educated individuals. It never 
included the general public or popular organizations; it seems that their 
interests were more related to social reform and political freedom.

Conclusion

We have analyzed the debates over the founding of national parks in 
Finland that took place between the 1880s and 1910s. Although the first 
national parks were not established until the 1930s, most of the main 
ideas had already been lain out in the early stages of the debate. The 
topic interested both people in scientific circles who wanted to protect 
the natural environment and those who wished to promote tourism and 
recognized that a national identity could be founded on natural features 
of the landscape. Nationality became embedded in the material world, 
while at the same time the material world became a tool in the young 
nation’s new ‘civilizing’ mission. Consequently, national parks were 
justified in both scientific and sociocultural terms during the period in 
question, and the concept of a national park became more institutional-
ized. This had an effect, for instance, on parliamentary rhetoric with 
regard to conservation policies and also on the development of a new 
geography syllabus for elementary schools.
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Generally speaking, the science-oriented arguments for national 
parks were proposed by prominent forest scientists and natural geog-
raphers, who wished to promote the establishment of national parks 
for the benefit of applied research and silviculture. They saw forests 
as iconic landscapes for scientific-utilitarian reasons. National identity, 
although it was advertised in their plans, was not at the core of their rea-
soning. It was, however, at the core of the tourism-oriented arguments 
for national parks. The geographer Johan Evert Rosberg, the journalist 
and photographer I.K. Inha, and the FTA all saw national parks as a 
crucial tool for popular education and promoting tourism. For these 
conservationists, national parks were showpieces of Finland’s natural 
environment, whose wilderness could be romanticized and commer-
cialized up to a point through tourism. Picturesque vistas afforded from 
the brow of a tree-covered hill or a windswept fell over a wide expanse 
of forests and lakes, fast-flowing rapids and glacial outcrops were val-
ued above all and framed as iconic landscapes. In these national park 
debates from the 1880s to the 1910s, evocations of wilderness, or places 
which were conceived as such, manifested to some extent the nation’s 
own longing for freedom in the decades leading up to its independence.

Eventually, both the science and tourism poles of the decades-long 
debate were incorporated into the plans and visions for Finland’s national 
parks in the early twentieth century. The crisp outlines of national parks 
in Pallastunturi and Pyhätunturi and the Oulanka River near the Russian 
border emerged out of the fog that had shrouded their precise location 
since 1880 (when a location in Lapland had first been suggested) and 
1890 (when Koillismaa was first brought to the table). In the eyes of the 
upper middle classes in Southern Finland, these areas represented an 
ideal pristine wilderness, relatively untouched by human hands. There 
was room for both scientific research and views of stunning scenery 
in these locations, so both parties in the debate were accommodated. 
Moreover, the question of land ownership was relatively simple, as the 
state was the biggest landowner there. Finally, the plans relating to the 
establishment of Protected Forest Areas in Lapland reinforced argu-
ments for the national parks being situated there. However, the indig-
enous Saami people were clearly not given a voice in these discussions; 
if they had, reindeer herding would certainly not have been prohibited 
in the proposed national park areas. The national park debate between 
the 1880s and 1910s focused mainly on landscapes, land formations and 
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vegetation zones, and not so much on the wildlife or indeed the people 
who lived inside these areas. The issue was perhaps more about finding 
and outlining suitably iconic landscapes for a young nation state, than 
necessarily conserving all aspects of the natural environment.
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