
The Vasa Museum in one hour 
Translated and adapted to English from ”Vasamuseet på en timme” – ©Vasamuseet by Peter Eriksson. Intended for internal use by 
Elderberry AB. 
Teachers’ resource 
 
This is a teachers’ resource for those who want to work with a class or a group in the museum 
without a guide. This resource answers the most common questions and provides an overview 
of the Vasa's history. Follow it as a script or use selected parts. Suited for all age groups by 
adapting language. 
 

Location: right in front of the ship, entrance level, 4th floor 
 
Introduction 
 
Stop and reflect on your meeting this amazing ship! What do you think? Share your impressions 
with each other. 
 
How did the ship come to the museum? 
 
In 1988, the Vasa was relocated to this building - a former dry dock, or a repair basin for ships. 
The dock outside is filled with water in the summertime. If you go closer to the prow (the front 
of the ship) and look over the railing, you can see the water through the glass plates. The Vasa is 
still resting on the pontoon used to transport her into the museum. The building was then 
finished by constructing the wall behind the stern (the back end of a ship).  
 
Why can't I board the Vasa? 
 
The Vasa is the only 17th-century ship exhibited on dry land. Over a million people visit the 
museum every year. The weight of the visitors and the vibrations from their steps would quickly 
destroy the ship, so only researchers and conservationists are allowed on board.  
 

Location: the model ship with white sails in 1:10 scale, entrance level, 4th 
floor 

 
How much of the ship is genuine? 
 
98% of the wood is original. The reconstructed pieces have a smoother surface and is can be 
lighter in colour. This serves to highlight the fact that they are reconstructed pieces. The model 
shows how the Vasa looked when she was newly built. Compare the model with the ship as she 
is today. 
 
Only the bottom parts of the masts are original. Outside, on the museum roof, you can see 
reconstructed masts showing their original heights – 52 meters when fully rigged.  
 
Everything made of iron has been replaced as the original material has rusted away. More than 
5,000 iron bolts were used after the salvage in the 1960’s, but they too have started to rust away. 
Since 2011, the old iron bolts are being replaced with new stainless steel bolts. The replacement 
will continue for many years 
 
The gun ports are empty.  The cannons were salvaged already in the 17th century. Two of the 
surviving cannons are on display in the ”Battle”-exhibition on the 5th floor. 
 



All the ropes are new. Some remnants of sails and rope can be found in the exhibition "The 
sailing ship" on the 6th floor. They are actually the world's oldest preserved sails. 
 
 
Is the Vasa decaying? 
 
It is important that the climate is stable in the museum, so humidity and temperature must be 
kept constant. The climate is controlled by an advanced system that ensures that it is always 18 
degrees centigrade around the ship itself. 
What looks like chimneys on the floor at the bottom are parts of the climate system. Light can 
also be harmful to the ship, so it is quite dark in the museum. 
 
The preservative PEG (polyethylene glycol) has made the ship's surface looks smooth, but it 
protects the wood. You can see some yellowish spots on the ship. Most of these spots are residue 
from the PEG, whilst some indicate a harmful chemical reaction when iron remains in the wood 
has oxidized. 
Museum conservators and carpenters are constantly working to prevent the decay and they 
have succeeded in slowing it down considerably. If you see someone on board it’s most likely 
someone who controls how the wood feels or is replacing the old iron bolts. 
 

Location: the exhibition "The king's Ship", entrance level 4th floor 
 
Why did the Vasa sink? 
 
Gather around the model that shows the moment when Vasa sank on the 10th of August 1628. 
See how the water gushes in through the gun ports. If they had been closed, the ship might have 
stayed afloat for a bit longer... 
 
Beneath the model, you can see some of the original stone ballast. The ballast served to stabilize 
the ship, but when the ship leaned over, the stones shifted and created an imbalance. Feel free to 
touch the stones. 
 
On the adjacent wall there’s a cross-section model of the hull. The balance of a ship depends on 
the relations between the ballast, cargo, cannons, crew, hull shape, wind speed, etc. If one of 
these changes, it affects the other.  We’ll never know the exact reason why the Vasa sank as we 
don’t know exactly how many persons were on board, nor do we know the cargo and it’s 
placement. The simple answer is that Vasa sank as she was not properly balanced. The part of 
the ship that was above the water was too heavy in relation to the part that was under water. As 
the ship was built with great expertise, we know that there were no faults in the construction. 
 
 
Whose fault was it? 
 
The slideshow in the adjacent room recreates the hearing held at Stockholm castle one month 
after the accident.  The aim was to find the responsible person, but no one was ever convicted or 
blamed. 
  
 

  



Location: aft (back) of the ship, 6th floor 
 
 
Why are there so many sculptures on a warship? 
 
Lavish and colourful sculptures adorned the ship in order to impress and strike awe. The 
decoration was carefully planned for best effect. 
 
The decoration was to deter the enemy, instil trust amongst the population and encourage the 
crew.  The meaning of grotesque faces, Roman warriors and protective angels was as easily read 
by people in the 17th century as the language of advertising is to us today. 
 
 
An example: Above the heads of the two large lions are the letters G A and R S 
It is to be read as Gustavus Adolphus Rex Sueciae, which is Latin for Gustav Adolf - King of 
Sweden. Above the letters is a boy  - it’s the ten-year-old Gustav receiving the future kingship 
from his father, Charles IX, symbolized by the two griffins, one on each side of him, handing over 
the crown. This was a clear signal to the Polish King Sigismund, who was of the opinion that it 
was he who had the right to be king over Sweden. 
 

Location: the exhibition "Life on Board", 5th floor 
 
How did the people live on board? 
 
At one end of the exhibition there’s a full-scale replica  of a part of the gun deck. The soldiers and 
sailors worked, ate and slept between the cannons. They had no mattresses or other furniture. 
They would work and sleep in the same clothes, perhaps for several months, without the 
possibility to change or wash the clothing. 
 
In the display cabinets, there are clothes and things that needed to mend them: needles thread 
and materials used for shoe repair. There are visible patches on the jacket, as it has been 
mended several times.  
 
Compare the eating utensils  in the two display cabinets on each side of the large pot: 
 
The officers had plates of earthenware, tin bottles, silver spoons and drinking glasses, often 
imported from Europe. Sailors and soldiers had plates and pitchers of wood. The wooden spoons 
were often homemade.  
 
There’s a board game in one of the cabinets. It shows the crew planned for some leisure time. 
Sometimes the leisure time lasted longer than planned, as you can’t sail without a wind. 
Smoking tobacco was becoming modern, and was considered to be good for your health, so there 
are pipes as well. 
 
How did they go to the bathroom? 
 
The officers had their own chamber pots, which were stored inside the cabin and emptied into 
the sea. You can see some of chamber pots in a display cabinet.  
 
The rest of the crew, several hundred people, would share the two latrines! They are placed in 
the galleon, at the front of the ship. They look like square boxes without lids and bottom. One of 
them is visible from the 6th floor. 
 



They could also urinate from the side of the ship, provided that the wind was in right direction. 
 

Location: the exhibition "Battle", 5th floor 

 
How did a naval battle take place? 
 
It could go several years between naval battles, even during a war, as they fought on land as 
well. When not in battle, the ships were used to transport soldiers and to block the ports of the 
enemy. 
 
The Vasa was never used in battle, but all large ships in Europe had the same tactics: cannons 
were fired towards enemy ships from a distance. Handheld guns and cutting weapons were used 
in direct combat. The goal was to take over enemy ships, not to destroy it. 
 
Look and feel how different the cannon balls are, depending on their intended target. 
 

To end the visit 
 
Sit somewhere in the museum and share the impressions from your visit. 
 
It has involved both the 17th century and the current state of the ship. As the ship sank just half 
an hour after setting sail on its maiden voyage, the Vasa was never used in battle. Do you think it 
was good or bad that the ship sank?  

 


