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Nordic Noir 

 

 

 

I have been invited here to Budapest to talk to you about Nordic Noir - about the dark side of the 

countries that are considered to be the richest and happiest in the world.  

This is how we usually show ourselves to the world:  

 

As you probably know, hygge is an international trend now, the Scandinavian way of life shown as 

relaxed, cosy and with a lot of wood and white materials. In Norway, we were very impressed with 

ourselves for inspiring this trend, until we realised that this is of course the Danish hygge, not the 

Norwegian - we just share the same word. We have hygge, too - but maybe not as stylish.  

The opposite of the hygge-trend could be said to be the Nordic Noir - crime fiction from the Nordic 

countries. This is a much older trend, and it did not start in Norway either - but in Sweden in the 70s 

with Sjöwall och Wahløø. When I travel around Europe now, I see the Nordic crime fiction 

everywhere - books, films and TV-series - it has become huge.  

What sort of fiction is this? The heroes are usually police, and mostly - but not always - middleaged 

men who drink too much and have emotional problems.  
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What you see here are some representative examples of covers to the foreign translations of these 

books. You can see someone alone in the forest, or a little lonesome cabin, or some sort of half 

industrial empty seaside wreckage - or my favourite, just nobody at all.  

In contrast to classic British crime fiction, the Nordic Noir is more about the community we live in 

than about solving the mystery. These books deal with the dark forces underneath the perfect Nordic 

gloss: poverty, alcoholism, psychiatric problems, desperation, people who are not able to conform to 

the high pressure being part of an almost perfect society.  

 

As literature and art often do, the Nordic Noir genre points a finger to some of our very real Nordic 

dark sides: Loneliness - we are in fact very few people on a vast amount of land and we have a lot of 

nature, mountains, sea and woods. We also have a special natural fenomenon, mørketiden – when 

the sun doesn’t shine at all in the winter up north, which can of course also take its toll on the human 

psyche. So alcohol, loneliness and depression are classic problems in the real life in the north.  

So far I have said “us” - but we are of course five very different countries. One illustration: As I was 

part of a European journalistic exchange program some years back, I suddenly found myself at a 

table in the back with an Icelander and a Finn. What did we talk about? Nothing. We were simply 

exhausted by the meeting of strangers all day long, and loved to just sit there with our beers and 

observe without saying a word. But the Swede and the Dane - they were happily chatting and 

toasting with the rest of the Europeans.  

A true sign of being Norwegian is that the most positive you tell your friends after going for a Sunday 

walk in the woods is not that the weather was beautiful, or that you saw a new type of flower - but 

that you did not meet anyone else.  
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So, we are not a very urban people. And although living in small villages close to nature has some 

very positive sides, it definitely also has its downsides. We have a phenomenon we call “the animal of 

the village”, bygdedyret. This is a word for social control, that everyone knows everything about you - 

and that you are very harsly judged if you talk, dress or behave differently from the rest of the 

village. This pressure is - I think - a part of our society we do not really understand or see - at least 

not until we move to the city or abroad and feel the new freedom.  

Of course, strict social norms is a reason why young people move to the cities everywhere. But in 

Norway, this social control seems to be stronger than in the rest of Europe. According to a world 

wide survey of 33 countries in 2011 Norway was in the group with the strictes social control together 

with countries like India and South Korea. Hungary was in the other end of the specter - which of 

course might also have its downsides, that you do not care enough about people outside your own 

family.  

Well, back to the Nordic community and our differences.  

Finland is sort of an outsider because of the completely different language, Iceland because it is so 

small, Norway because we are not in the EU, Sweden because it is not a member of NATO.  

You could also argue that only Sweden and Denmark are really European countries, with culture and 

long traditions of wealth and nobility and alliances and being part of the continent. In Norway there 

were just some poor farmers and fishermen huddling along, being passed as a package from 

Denmark to Sweden in 1814 and then struggling to have enough food on the table until we found oil 

around 1970 and became rich and important.  

As some of the differences between our countries can be joked about and are subject of comedy (the 

Danes are for instance known for having a language so difficult to understand that they do not even 

understand each other)  - there are also some differences that we all have to take seriously to avoid 

conflict. Some of them are linked to the Second World War.  

The five Nordic countries had very different roles in in this war: Finland was attacked by the Soviet 

Union in 1939, fought on the German side and ended up after the war in a special relationship with 

the Soviet Union, but allied with the west. They lost by far the most, land and people.  

Iceland was occupied by the allied forces. Norway and Denmark were occupied by the Germans. 

Sweden was neutral.  

 

This is Narvik in the north of Norway, under German attack in 1940. One of the long term issues we 

have had in dealing with the war, is that the northern part of Norway suffered much more than the 
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south. At the same time, our understanding of the war has afterwards mostly been shaped in the 

southern part.  

And as you know very well in Hungary, war makes trauma - everyone wants to be heroes or martyrs - 

to talk about betrayal and collaboration is much more difficult.  

Even in Norway, with our realitively uncomplicated war, it took until 1994 to talk openly about how 

Norwegians confiscated the properties of Jews that were deported. And to what degree Norwegians 

were to blame for these deportations is still discussed.  

In Denmark this was very different - there the civil society was engaged in saving the Danish Jews. On 

the other hand, Denmark still has a debate about whether they resisted the Germans enough, or if 

they should have tried harder.  

Sweden was neutral, they were the home of Norwegian and Jewish refugees - but the Swedish 

companies and state finances also profited on the war. If you scratch the surface of the relationship 

between Norway and Sweden, there is some underlying tension still there because of this.   

So, like in the rest of Europe, the second world war is still subject to debates - sometimes painful - in 

the Nordic countries. In addition, the countries have their own separate national traumas. I’ll give 

you some examples.   

Finland first - maybe the country with the most complex history to deal with - not only did they have 

the hardest time in the Second World War, but they also suffered a brutal civil war, one hundred 

years ago. I am told that still today people tend to know which families fought on which side.  

 

This is Tampere, a town that was practically destroyed in this civil war in 1918.  

A very different sort of national trauma is the murder of the Swedish prime-minister Olof Palme in 

1986. Personally I remember this very well, because my parents were in shock as I came down to 

breakfast the morning after the murder. That the leader of a democratic state in the peaceful 

northern Europe could be gunned down on the street in the middle of Stockholm was so dramatic 

that it has been called the end of the innosence for the Nordic countries.  
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17 years later the foreign minister of Sweden was also murdered, Anna Lindh, while shopping in a 

mall - but this killer was actually caught and is still in prison. The murder of Palme has never been 

solved and is true trauma for Sweden, an issue that again and again surfaces with the hope of 

reaching some sort of closure.  

In addition to this, Sweden also has a kind of trauma connected to the gigantic tsunami in Asia in 

2004. 543 Swedes were killed, and the criticism of how the Swedish authorities mismanaged this 

catastrophe is still a huge subject.  

I also asked some Danish friends about what sort of national trauma they have, and my conclusion 

could be several or none, I do not really know - because they mentioned very different issues. One is 

the loss of Schleswig-Holstein to Germany in 1864. A second, the history of being a colonial power 

and thereby responsible for abuse and violence. A third, the conflict surrounding the caricatures of 

Muhammed published in Jyllandsposten in 2005 - and the aftermath of attacks against Danish 

embassies and also terror attacks in Copenhagen ten years later.  

 

Norways biggest trauma after the war I think you all remember. It was the brutal mass killing on the 

22nd of July 2011. The right wing extremist Anders Behring Breivik murdered in total 77 people, a lot 

of them teenagers. First there were a bomb attack against a governmnet building in the centre of 

Oslo, then a shooting at the island of Utøya, where the young social democrates had their traditional 

summer camp.  

Now, almost seven years later, we are still struggling in how to deal with this - for instance, there has 

been a huge and painful debate about the memorial. I also have friends that will never say his name, 

they just call him “barnemorderen”,  the “murderer of children”.  

I have to admit, it feels a little uncomfortable talking to you about this troublesome themes in our 

Nordic history - especially Utøya.  
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When I first started preparing this talk, I did not even think about mentioning the attacks on the 22nd 

of July - but a journalist friend of mine from Finland suggested it. This is also a sign of national trauma 

- the silence, and the wish to hide it away as something completely singular that has nothing to do 

with the rest of our nation or who we are.  

As I wrote this presentation, I also realized that the subject is uncomfortable for other reasons as 

well: One is that the history of Hungary and the post-communist Europe is so painful and dramatic. 

The problems you are currently facing here are so major compared to what Norwegians are dealing 

with. This makes me think that talking about the challenges we up in the north face might seem sort 

of irrelevant to you.    

In addition, it is the feeling that you can not possibly understand what Utøya means to us. It requires 

so much context to realise what a national trauma is really about, that it might be wasted even to try 

to explain.  

But exactly such feelings of singularity are necessary to overcome, because it is actually truly possible 

- I believe - to understand each other, if the will is there, and the trust. Trust is of course needed not 

only for individual human beings to communicate about painful experiences, but also for nations. 

Our Nordic ambassadors will discuss this more in a little while.  

 

Thank you for listening.    

 


