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Fig. 30. The beach of Tranquebar with its old fortification ruins from the Danish era (1620-1845) 
draws visitors from beyond the immediate region. Here people are gathered for the celebration of 
the popular harvest festival, Pongal. Text and photo: Helle Jørgensen, 2008. (National Museum 
of Denmark).
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Tranquebar: A forgotten Danish colony?

This paper by Astrid N. Andersen focuses on the present-day encounters 
in Tranquebar between various Danish actors and members of the fisher 
community. Through three significant notes of convergence between the 
different versions of the past, the question of cultural encounters is studied 
as encounters between different historico-political horizons and mnemonic 
modes of remembrance that are described in phenomenological terms.  

The main argument of the article claims that these preliminary differences 
result in difficulties of understanding the motives and acts of the other, and 
also result in new narratives influenced by the new encounters in Tranquebar 
between local inhabitants and Danish visitors. See, Fig. 31.

See, Andersen, Astrid N. (2009). “Tranquebar: A forgotten Danish colony?”, in Esther 
Fihl & A.R. Venkatachalapathy (eds.),  Cultural Encounters in Tranquebar: Past and 
Present. Special issue of Review of Development and Change: Vol. XIV no. 1-2. http://
natmus.dk/fileadmin/user_upload/natmus/forskning/dokumenter/Tranquebar/RDC_
XIV_Tranquebar.pdf (assessed 21 February 2017).

Fig. 31. Moorthy (age between 25) and his grandfather Muthuaiyyan (age 85) telling stories about 
places in Tranquebar. One of the stories told is one with missionaries Bartholomæus Ziegenbalg 
and Henrich Plütschau who in 1706 arrived in Tranquebar sent by the Danish King Frederik 
IV. It is underlined how the missionaries established schools for the local children of all religious 
observations – schools which many children of today will attend. Photo: Astrid Nonbo Andersen 
2008. (National Museum of Denmark).

http://natmus.dk/fileadmin/user_upload/natmus/forskning/dokumenter/Tranquebar/RDC_XIV_Tranquebar.pdf
http://natmus.dk/fileadmin/user_upload/natmus/forskning/dokumenter/Tranquebar/RDC_XIV_Tranquebar.pdf
http://natmus.dk/fileadmin/user_upload/natmus/forskning/dokumenter/Tranquebar/RDC_XIV_Tranquebar.pdf
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Fig. 32. Geographer and popular historian Sophie Petersen paid a visit to Tranquebar in 1932 and 
again in 1950 and on both occasions, she took photos. This photo shows King Street with some 
of its large and stately houses from the Danish era (1620-1845). The Land Gate is seen at the end 
of the street. Photo: Sophie Petersen, 1950. (National Museum of Denmark).  

Fig. 33. A view from near the seashore in Tranquebar. To the left stands the monument memo-
rising the landing in 1706 of the first Danish-Halle missionaries. In the front to the right is seen 
the residence of the former British Collector. Further down lays the Salt Office, which building 
previously served as the residence of the Danish governor between 1784-1845. Photo: Sophie 
Petersen, 1950. (National Museum of Denmark).
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Danish post-colonial melancholia in the 20th century

This article by Kirsten  Thisted focuses on Sophie Petersen’s book Danmarks 
gamle Tropekolonier  (Denmark’s Former Tropical Colonies) from 1946: an 
outstanding example of a widespread Danish narrative about Denmark as a 
tiny benevolent and thoroughly humanistic nation, which ironically sacrifi-
ced its imperial potentials for the sake of justice, but thereby gained greater 
honour on a moral and ethical level. See, Fig. 32 and 33.

The narrative above seems to have found its final form after the sale of 
the Danish West Indies, the last Danish tropical colony; perhaps as a sort of 
compensation and explanation for the ‘loss’ of colonial empire.  However, at 
the same time, the narrative played an important role legitimizing Denmark’s 
claim on all of Greenland in the name of its people. It again gained relevance 
in connection with the German occupation of Denmark and the decoloni-
zation following World War II.  

Petersen’s book was invoked again and again over the following decades. 
Even in the present day the narrative of the benevolent former Danish em-
pire is still reproduced—also when the explicit goal has been to create a 
counter-narrative. A possible explanation is found in theories of nation, re-
membering and narration. Finally, the article discusses whether the continu-
ing interest in the former colonies and the history of the past Danish empire 
should be seen (only) as a sign of postcolonial melancholia: a reaction against 
globalization, migration and altered geopolitical and racial balances of pow-
er, or whether it might (also) be seen in a more positive light as an effort to 
appreciate history and create new and more equal meetings across borders.

See, Thisted, Kirsten. (2009). “Where once Dannebrog waved for more than 200 years: 
Banal nationalism, narrative templates and post-colonial melancholia”, in Esther Fihl 
& A.R. Venkatachalapathy (eds.): Cultural Encounters in Tranquebar: Past and Present. 
Special issue of Review of Development and Change, vol. XIV, no. 1-2. http://natmus.
dk/fileadmin/user_upload/natmus/forskning/dokumenter/Tranquebar/RDC_XIV_
Tranquebar.pdf (assessed 21 February 2017).

http://natmus.dk/fileadmin/user_upload/natmus/forskning/dokumenter/Tranquebar/Skriftserie/Tranquebar_Initiativets_Skriftserie_nr_02_2008.pdf
http://natmus.dk/fileadmin/user_upload/natmus/forskning/dokumenter/Tranquebar/Skriftserie/Tranquebar_Initiativets_Skriftserie_nr_02_2008.pdf
http://natmus.dk/fileadmin/user_upload/natmus/forskning/dokumenter/Tranquebar/Skriftserie/Tranquebar_Initiativets_Skriftserie_nr_02_2008.pdf
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The constructive dialogues which have taken place directly as well as indi-
rectly between the many projects suspended in the net of studies within the 
Tranquebar Initiative of the National Museum of Denmark, have proved 
very important for the results and have in several ways challenged the state 
of the art and broken new grounds within the study of cultural encounters.

Perspectives from anthropology, archaeology, architecture, ethnography, 
history, Indology, literature and religious studies have fertilized one another 
when reflecting on the question of what sort of place Tranquebar is and what 
the special kind of colonial materiality does to the place. Not only the lives 
lived now and back in history, but also the material structures themselves 
offer a multi-faceted ambience of the place. Analytically, several of the stu-
dies have highlighted the coexistence of differing embodied historical expe-
riences, as well as different uses of the same townscape.

The in-depth ethnographic studies of the life-worlds of specific persons 
in cultural context today and the in-depth historical studies of live-worlds 
of specific persons in cultural context back in history have broadened the 
topic of movements of people, items, money and ideas across cultural bor-
ders. These ethnographic and historic studies have demonstrated that the 

Closing remarks
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movements have for centuries created space for innovative forms of commu-
nication and social practice. The movements established translocal, inter-
regional and intercontinental connections that triggered cultural encounters 
in colonial times, and they have come to inform the encounters evolving in 
and beyond Tranquebar today.

The concept of time has been essential to many of the studies within the 
Tranquebar Initiative. Varied experiences of historicity and the convergence 
between different versions of the past have been documented. Some of these 
studies point to the tension between the self-experienced historical identity 
of a social group and the identity ascribed to them by others, often involving 
social negotiation of the power to define history. Different mnemonic modes 
of remembrance have been documented in various narratives connected to 
the place Tranquebar, e.g. in life-stories, storytelling, colonial letter writing, 
national narratives and in the restoring of historic buildings. Dealing with 
the shared Indian-Danish cultural heritage from colonial times has made it 
crystal clear that present social relations and politics are closely connected to 
the meanings associated with the past.

The multi-faceted results from the Tranquebar Initiative feed into the  
growing international interest in the study of places with a rich colonial and 
postcolonial history not only in India but also elsewhere in the world.
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Films and videos from the Tranquebar Initiative 

The films and videos are produced by or with participants in the Tranquebar Iniative 
(2004-2016). Some of the older films have been collected and formatted while others 
are edited from raw footages. The films vary between Danish, English and Tamil voices 
and texts. The link leads to the film with information on script maker, editor, filmmaker, 
photographer, etc.

1985
Tranquebar. A historic place of cultural meetings. Raw footage from 1985 
http://video.ku.dk/tranquebar-a-historic-place-of-cultural-1 

Preservation and cultural heritage in Tranquebar. Raw footage from 1985 
http://video.ku.dk/preservation-and-cultural-heritage-in-1 

Islam in Tranquebar. Raw footage from 1985 
http://video.ku.dk/islam-in-tranquebar-raw-footage-from

Hinduism in Tranquebar. Raw footage from 1985 
http://video.ku.dk/hinduism-in-tranquebar-raw-footage-from-1985 

Fishery in Tranquebar. Raw footage from 1985 
http://video.ku.dk/fishery-in-tranquebar-raw-footage-from-1985 

European style buildings in Tranquebar. Raw footage from 1985 
http://video.ku.dk/european-style-buildings-in-tranquebar 

Christianity in Tranquebar. Raw footage from 1985 
http://video.ku.dk/christianity-in-tranquebar-raw-footage-from-1985 

Childhood and schooling in Tranquebar. Raw footage from 1985 
http://video.ku.dk/childhood-and-schooling-in-tranquebar-1 

With an oxcart through the streets of Tranquebar. Raw footage from 1985 
http://video.ku.dk/with-an-oxcart-through-the-streets-of-tranquebar

1988
Tharangambadi – byen med de syngende bølger. En film om Tranquebar – Danmarks 
første koloni og et kulturmøde gennem 350 år 
http://video.ku.dk/tharangambadi-byen-med-de-syngende 

1990
Sentian – uden familien går det ikke 
http://video.ku.dk/sentian-uden-familien-gar-det-ikke 
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Nabeesa – uden familien går det ikke 
http://video.ku.dk/nabeesa-uden-familien-gar-det-ikke 

Kavitha – uden familien går det ikke 
http://video.ku.dk/kavitha-uden-familien-gar-det-ikke 

Fremmed i Tranquebar – Om danske udsendinge i kolonitiden og deres opfattelse af 
sydindisk kultur 
http://video.ku.dk/fremmed-i-tranquebar-om-danske 

2004
Royalt besøg i Tranquebar 
http://video.ku.dk/royalt-besog-i-tranquebar 

2007
Galathea3 Uge-revy fra Accra med Esther Fihl 
http://video.ku.dk/galathea3-uge-revy-fra-accra-med-esther 

Temaaften om Tranquebar. Danish National Broadcast. TV Dr-2 
Producer Vagn Olsen, vist 16. august 2007 fra 20:00-22:00; 16. august 2008 fra 
20:00-22:00; 24. december 2008 fra 20:00-22:00. (Kept in the archives of the 
National Museum of Denmark).

A wedding in Tranquebar. Raw footage from 2007 
http://video.ku.dk/a-wedding-in-tranquebar-raw-footage-from-2007 

2008
Dagligt liv på Fort Dansborg - Video-interview med Nils Engberg 
http://video.ku.dk/dagligt-liv-pa-fort-dansborg 

Tranquebar i dansk litteratur - Video-interview med Kirsten Thisted 
http://video.ku.dk/tranquebar-i-dansk-litteratur 

Kulturarv i en tværkulturel kontekst i Tranquebar - Video-interview med Helle 
Jørgensen 
http://video.ku.dk/kulturarv-i-en-tvaerkulturel-kontekst-i 

Fiskersamfundet i Tranquebar - Video-interview med Esther Fihl 
http://video.ku.dk/fiskersamfundet-i-tranquebar 

Lavkasternes Tranquebar - Video-interview med Caroline Lillelund 
http://video.ku.dk/lavkasternes-tranquebar 

Børn i et imperialt kulturmøde - Video-interview med Karen Vallgårda 
http://video.ku.dk/born-i-et-imperialt-kulturmode 
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Dansk kolonialisme i Tranquebar - Video-interview med Esther Fihl 
http://video.ku.dk/dansk-kolonialisme-i-tranquebar 

Excavation at Fort Dansborg 
http://samlinger.natmus.dk/ 

2011
Tharangambadi - Restoration of Governor Bungalow – Tamil version 
http://video.ku.dk/tharangambadi-restoration-of-governor-bungalow-1

Tharangambadi - Restoration of Governor Bungalow – English version: 
http://video.ku.dk/tharangambadi-restoration-of-governor-bungalow 

2012
The Rishi of Time Change - Episode 1 Tamil version 
http://video.ku.dk/the-rishi-of-time-change-episode-1-tamil-version 

The Rishi of Time Change - Episode 2 Tamil version 
http://video.ku.dk/the-rishi-of-time-change-episode-2-tamil-version 

The Rishi of Time Change - Episode 3 Tamil version 
http://video.ku.dk/the-rishi-of-time-change-episode-3-1 

The Rishi of Time Change - Episode 1 English version 
http://video.ku.dk/the-rishi-of-time-change-episode-1-english 

The Rishi of Time Change - Episode 2 English version 
http://video.ku.dk/the-rishi-of-time-change-episode-2 

The Rishi of Time Change - Episode 3 English version 
http://video.ku.dk/the-rishi-of-time-change-episode-3 

2013
Forskning og det at stille spørgsmål – videointerview med Esther Fihl 2013 
http://video.ku.dk/forskning-og-det-at-stille-sporgsmal 

Kulturmøder gennem 400 år – videointerview med Esther Fihl 2013 
http://video.ku.dk/kulturmoder-gennem-400-ar-videointerview-med 

Tsunamioffer og NGOer mødes  – videointerview med Esther Fihl 2013 
http://video.ku.dk/tsunamioffer-og-ngoer-modes-videointerview-med 

Kulturmøder. Rum hvor forskellige agendaer mødes – videointerview med Esther Fihl 
2013 
http://video.ku.dk/kulturmoder-rum-hvor-forskellige-agendaer-modes 
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Cases fra en fiskerlandsby i Sydindien – videointerview med Esther Fihl 2013 
http://video.ku.dk/cases-fra-en-fiskerlandsby-i-sydindien 

Forskellige reaktioner fra omverdenen – videointerview med Esther Fihl 2013 
http://video.ku.dk/forskellige-reaktioner-fra-omverdenen 

Kasterådets ”alternative” rum – videointerview med Esther Fihl 2013 
http://video.ku.dk/kasteradets-alternative-rum-videointerview-med 

Kasterådets rolle – videointerview med Esther Fihl 2013 
https://video.ku.dk/kasteradets-rolle-videointerview-med-esther-fihl 

Kvindernes kritiske stemme – videointerview med Esther Fihl 2013 
http://video.ku.dk/kvindernes-kritiske-stemme-videointerview-med 

Den ”anden” tsunami – videointerview med Esther Fihl 2013 
http://video.ku.dk/den-anden-tsunami-videointerview-med-esther-fihl 

Efter tsunaimien – videointerview med Esther Fihl 2013 
http://video.ku.dk/efter-tsunaimien-videointerview-med-esther-fihl 

At tale om kultur – videointerview med Esther Fihl 2013 
http://video.ku.dk/at-tale-om-kultur-videointerview-med-esther-fihl 

Fotos og livshistorier – videointerview med Esther Fihl 2013 
http://video.ku.dk/fotos-og-livshistorier-videointerview-med-esther 

Spørgsmål, svar og overraskelser i felten – videointerview med Esther Fihl 2013 
http://video.ku.dk/sporgsmal-svar-og-overraskelser-i-felten 

Tillid og langtidsfeltarbejde – videointerview med Esther Fihl 2013 
http://video.ku.dk/tillid-og-langtidsfeltarbejde-videointerview-med 

2014
Keeping Strange Company 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kJQlCeZTTFk 
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Web-based educational material from the Tranquebar 
Initiative

Hvor ligger Tranquebar? 
virtuelgalathea3.dk/artikel/hvor-ligger-tranquebar 

Tranquebar set fra satelit 
virtuelgalathea3.dk/artikel/tranquebar-set-fra-satellit

Tranquebar før og nu 
virtuelgalathea3.dk/artikel/tranquebar-f-r-og-nu 

Tranquebar – i dag en indisk landsby 
virtuelgalathea3.dk/artikel/tranquebar-i-dag-en-indisk-landsby

Tranquebars fiskere 
virtuelgalathea3.dk/projekt/tranquebars-fiskere 

Katamaraner - en ældre form for fiskefartøj 
virtuelgalathea3.dk/artikel/katamaraner-en-ldre-form-fiskefart-j-0 

Plastfiberbåde 
virtuelgalathea3.dk/artikel/plastfiberb-de-0 

Ændringer af fiskernes strand 
virtuelgalathea3.dk/artikel/ndringer-af-fiskernes-strand-0 

Tropisk klima og vandets betydning 
virtuelgalathea3.dk/artikel/tropisk-klima-og-vandets-betydning-0

Tsunamier 
virtuelgalathea3.dk/projekt/tsunamier 

Tsunamien i december 2004 
virtuelgalathea3.dk/artikel/tsunamien-i-december-2004-0 

Kystovervågning fra satellit 
virtuelgalathea3.dk/artikel/kystoverv-gning-fra-satellit 
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