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Introduction


Why are so many non-Nordic nations currently obsessed with all things Scandinavian? Within these handsomely illustrated pages, you’ll find some damned good indicators.


As someone who writes and broadcasts on all aspects of Scandinavian culture – from Ingmar Bergman and Faroe Island sweater-wearing coppers to Edvard Grieg and Goth hackers with dragon tattoos – I’ve been able to shamelessly indulge my passions over the years, sampling the best that Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Finland and that Nordic interloper, Iceland, have to offer, not least the food; as I have learnt, there is far more to Scandinavian cooking than cinnamon buns and pickled herrings.


What was once a specialist pursuit, I’ve noted with pleasure, is now a passion shared by many, with a keen and burgeoning interest in Scandinavian design, travel, lifestyle, fashion, history cuisine and culture emerging worldwide. We are now as familiar with stories about the Vikings raiding Ireland for women as we are with


The Bridge’s barely socialized Saga Norén changing her


T-shirt in front of her embarrassed colleagues. And thanks to the Swedish versions of Wallander (not
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the pretend Swedish version with Kenneth Branagh), we know that the short-fused detective’s name is pronounced with a ‘V’, not a ‘W’. All things Scandinavian? We just can’t get enough of ’em.


Tell people that you are setting out on a four-country tour to meet nearly 50 Scandinavian directors, actors, designers and writers, and the response is, I have discovered, one of envy. And tell them that you are planning to do this not by plane but by train – and mostly by sleeper, at that – and the comments become even more glowing: ‘How romantic! Sipping aquavit as one glides across the Øresund Bridge (the eponymous conduit of The Bridge) from Sweden to Denmark – wonderful!’ Well, yes; but that red-eye trip was as exhausting as it was exhilarating, though it was the perfect preparation for dipping into the delightful pages that follow – and I’m struck by how many of the key icons discussed so knowledgeably here conjure up the spirit of these Scandinavian countries.


I’ll be surprised if you can find anything important missing from this survey. Starting with perhaps the most famous raft in modern history, the Kon-Tiki, with its doughty crew comprising five Norwegians and one Swede, we are reminded that it was the adventurer Thor Heyerdahl who set the template for every audacious nautical voyage since. And did the 
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original Thor, the Thunder God (not the comic-book version), really hurl down ‘thunderstones’ from the heavens? You’ll find an answer in the following pages.


You will also explore the turbulent world of the Icelandic sagas, so influential on later fantasy writers such as J. R. R. Tolkien and Terry Pratchett. Also influential, of course, is the violent Scandinavia-set saga of Beowulf, not to mention the equally bloodthirsty trolls – that’s the original trolls who waylaid unwary travellers rather than those who now prowl the internet. And have you heard of door harps? Or love spoons? You may well be looking to buy some after reading about them in Nordicana.


And the landscapes. Ah, the landscapes! I’ll let you discover for yourself the sections on the exquisite beauty of the fjords. Design? Few would deny how dominant Scandinavian design now is (and it’s so much more than just furniture). And what about the architecture? There’s the aforementioned Øresund Bridge ‫ and speaking of that, if I’m really honest, the section I enjoy most is the one on cultural and noir icons. The three leading ladies of Nordic noir are celebrated here, of course; dragon-tattooed Lisbeth Salander, The Killing’s Sara


Lund and The Bridge’s Saga 


001-009 Intro_.indd 8 11/22/14 10:55 AM 
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Norén, as portrayed in all their difficult rule-breaking glory by Noomi Rapace, Sofie Gråbøl


and Sofia Helin, respectively – not to mention the woman whom we know to be the real


Danish Prime Minister, Brigitte Nyborg


(despite Sidse Babett Knudsen’s protestations that she’s just acting). But it’s not just actors and


actresses up for consideration: we’ve got key crime writers such as Henning Mankell (creator of our favourite dyspeptic copper, Kurt Wallander); Stieg Larsson; and the current, undisputed king of Scandinavian crime, Norway’s Jo Nesbø. You’ll also find other novelists who are bestsellers in the Nordic territories, such as glamorous Camilla Läckberg and amiable Arne Dahl.


Reading Nordicana is almost as good as making a trip to the Scandinavian countries – or it’s at least pleasurable homework for that Nordic trip that you will soon be desperate to make …


Barry Forshaw is the author of Nordic Noir, Euro Noir and Death in a Cold Climate: A Guide to Scandinavian Crime Fiction 
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kon-tiki


‘Now lads, let’s start the engines!’ was the first joke cracked on board the world-famous raft Kon-Tiki on 28 April 1947, as the crew of five Norwegians and one Swede watched the guide boat slowly disappear into the distance. In front of them lay almost 7,000 km (4,300 miles) of open ocean. One cannot blame them for feeling just a little uncertain about what lay ahead.


Ten years earlier, Norwegian writer and explorer Thor Heyerdahl (1914–2002) and his wife were living on the Polynesian island of Fatu Hiva. One night on the beach, an old man who had lived on the island his whole life told them the legend of his ancestors, who had arrived from the east with the sun, led by a chieftain called Tiki. The tale ignited an idea in Heyerdahl, who started to see a remarkable resemblance between the legends of Polynesia and South America, particularly the story of an Inca high priest and Sun God known as Kon-Tiki. When Kon-Tiki’s village was attacked, he and some companions escaped on a balsawood raft that carried them from Peru all the way across the Pacific Ocean. Heyerdahl became more and more convinced that the Polynesian islands were populated with pre-Columbian South American settlers, rather than the Asians to whose continent they belonged. He decided to try to prove his theory by demonstrating that the fabled raft journey was possible.


True to the legend, Heyerdahl built a raft out of nine balsawood logs, hemp, bamboo and banana leaves. No nails or wire were used, only natural materials. After 101 days at sea, the exhausted men reached the Polynesian island of Raroia. Heyerdahl’s theories were later proved to be unfounded, but that takes nothing away from the fact that this was a mightily impressive expedition indeed. 
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leif eriKson (C.970–1020)


Every year, on 9 October, American history enthusiasts celebrate the Icelander Leif Erikson, who is thought to have been the first European to set foot on the shores of the New World, 500 years before Columbus did.


Leif was the son of Eric the Red, a Viking explorer who is documented in the Icelandic Sagas (see page 19). Eric kept a German thrall (a person captured but not enslaved) named Thyrker who taught the boy Leif numerous valuable lessons and trades; he was taught to read and write in both Russian and Celtic languages, studied flora and fauna and learned how to use various types of weaponry. Leif was also fascinated by the ocean and listened intently to tales of sailors and adventurers such as his father.


Eric the Red was involved in a brawl in which his opponent died, and as a result he was exiled from Iceland for three years. He took his family and sailed west. He came upon Greenland and founded the first Nordic encampment there. At 24 years old, Leif was entrusted with captaining his first voyage to Norway, and upon returning to


Greenland he became restless and decided to seek out the rumoured, but uncharted, lands to the west. Leif and his crew set sail and first came upon Baffin Island before landing on the beautiful white beaches of Markland on the east coast of Canada. They went ashore in AD 1001, naming the land Vinland (now Newfoundland).


These pioneering explorations remained all but unknown to the rest of the world until they were written down in the Icelandic Sagas, and are now celebrated as an important part of global history. 
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thunderstones


Not only did you need to run for cover when the Norse god Thor lost his temper, causing thunder to roll across the darkened skies, but you also had to seek shelter from the threat of falling ‘thunderstones’.


Ancient legends describe how Thor would hurl sacred stones or dynestein (literally meaning ‘thunderstone’ in Old Norse) down to Earth when it thundered. Although it might not seem like it, Thor’s aim was to protect both gods and men from chaos and evil, and these showers of sharp little rocks scared wandering trolls, elves and other nasty creatures away from threatening civilization.


The thunderstones were generally made out of flint or quartz and to harness their protective power, the Vikings would turn the stones into something they could use and keep with them at all times, such as an axe or knife, or jewellery to be hung around the necks of their children. The stones were also built into the walls of houses as a method of protecting the inhabitants from supernatural attacks and lightning. Many of these stones have been found in Viking graves – some of them much older than the graves themselves, sometimes up to 5,000 years older than the Viking who was last in possession of it.


According to the Vikings, for it to be a true thunderstone, it had to fulfil three criteria: it had to look similar to an axe or a hammer; it had to have a ‘flaming’ pattern (typical of both flint and quartz); and it had to bear evidence of having fallen from the skies, meaning that it had to be somewhat damaged or have chipped edges to be ‘real’ enough to protect their near and dear. 
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vasa warship


It should have been a glorious day of national triumph in Stockholm harbour as the royal warship Vasa set sail on her proud maiden voyage on 10 August 1628. The cannon shot the salute and off on her journey she went, sailing slowly through the inlet to open water.


Sadly it ended anything but gloriously. After only 1,300 m (1,400 yd) of sailing, the Vasa, which was far too top heavy and imbalanced, got caught in crosswinds, started rocking violently and began taking in water through the open cannon shutters on the lower deck. The rocking of the ship caused loose cargo – including the heavy bronze cannon on the top deck – to roll around and catastrophe became inevitable. The ship had not passed the initial balance test carried out when she was in dock, a fact that had concerned some of the more senior crew, but after serious pressure from the king the fateful voyage went ahead. Accounts vary, but it is thought that 30 men, women and children (the crew had permission to bring guests on board for the first part of the voyage) perished that day.


This regal warship, which bore the proud name of the king’s ancestor Gustaf Vasa, had been commissioned by King Gustav II Adolf three years earlier. It was the largest and most heavily armed warship in the world; expensively decorated with hundreds of hand-carved, colourful, wooden statues and decorations. The carvings had symbolic messages and meanings: terrible faces to frighten enemies, Roman soldiers to instil trust in the crew and guardian angels to strengthen courage.


This fantastically elaborate and majestic ship lay almost forgotten on the seabed for 333 years, before it was carefully brought back to the surface in 1961. After 17 years of conservation, Vasa was returned to her former glory and can be admired today in the Vasa Museum in Stockholm. 
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Sagas


Iceland was not populated by Scandinavians until around AD 900, yet the country holds the most detailed surviving account of Viking history in the form of forty epic ‘Sagas’. These stories not only tell us all about the mischievous, vindictive and powerful Norse gods, but also provide astounding detail about what daily Viking life was like.


The forty narratives were mostly written down by unknown authors, although some stories have been linked to specific writers, between the years 1300 and 1400. The Sagas tell us about the medieval Viking farmers who travelled over the oceans to find a peaceful place to settle and establish a non-warring community. Soon after arriving, they were joined by travellers from the British Isles and Celtic influences mixed with the Scandinavian, creating a fusion of the two traditions, although the language remained predominantly Nordic.


The Sagas can be divided into three categories: Family Sagas, Heroic Sagas and the Kings’ Sagas. They were written as narratives, which let the reader feel close to the action, and one can only imagine what it was like to listen to these momentous stories of feuds, outlaws, ghosts and trolls around the fire under a starlit night sky in Iceland during the latter Middle Ages.


Many successful fantasy authors have made no secret about the fact that they were very much inspired by the Icelandic sagas: J. R. R. Tolkien, Sir Walter Scott and Terry Pratchett’s imaginations were all spurred by these tales. To have a look for yourself at this invaluable part of Scandinavian history, pay a visit to the National Museum of Iceland in Reykjavik, where the permanent collection provides a fascinating look back in time.
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beowulf


‘I am Ripper... Tearer... Slasher... Gouger. I am the teeth in the darkness, the talons in the night. Mine is strength... And lust... And power! I AM BEOWULF!’ So growls Ray Winstone in 2007’s movie interpretation of the ancient poem that details the adventures of the medieval warrior Beowulf.


The 3,000-line epic ode to the Scandinavian hero, ‘Beowulf’, is one of the oldest pieces of literature still in existence. The authorship of the poem is a mystery, and although it is debated whether Beowulf was actually a real man, many characters and events in the poem are known to have existed. Opinions about when ‘Beowulf’ was written also vary, although it was definitely composed before AD 1000 and maybe as early as AD 580, the assumed year of Beowulf’s death.


The poem describes how King Hrothgar of Denmark is being terrorized by a monstrous giant named Grendel who has slaughtered many of his men. The warrior Beowulf comes to his aid with 12 fighters and rips an arm from the beast. The arm is mounted on the wall in the King’s Hall as a trophy of Beowulf’s great victory. Grendel’s mother comes to the king’s court seeking revenge, and brave Beowulf chases her into the ocean to finish the battle.


They fight violently right next to Grendel’s corpse and Beowulf is yet again victorious. He is crowned king of his own tribe, but has to fight yet another enemy in the shape of a fierce dragon. He eventually defeats the creature, but nonetheless a wound from the dragon spells certain death for the brave fighter. Beowulf is buried like the king and hero he was, with all the treasures from the dragon’s hoard in his grave, overlooking the powerful ocean.
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trolls


Once upon a time trolls were amongst the most fearsome creatures of Nordic legend. At the epic battle of Ragnarök (which, in Norse mythology, signifies the end of the world), the trolls fought alongside the giants and all sorts of unearthly creatures in a hellish combat against the gods.


Yet unlike many of their cohort, the trolls have slowly but surely evolved from being a cruel bunch of savagely bloodthirsty brutes, to a milder, less-terrifying version of the legend. In ancient Norse tales, trolls were described as being somewhat slow and dim-witted, but also short-tempered and very large. If you weren’t careful they could easily gobble you up, along with all your cattle. They were thought to steal women, children and animals for both their own pleasure and for dinner. However later stories describe the trolls living quite happily in solitude deep in the mountains, tending to their crops and cattle. Female trolls often try to lure human men into their caves for company and it is rumoured that their half-human offspring live disguised in normal society.


While the number of Iceland’s 322,000 inhabitants who still believe in the world of fairies, elves, gnomes, trolls and even giants cannot be confirmed (although it’s definitely more than you might think), the people insist upon showing great respect for the nature and landscape of their country, and thus ensure the slumber of these ancient creatures is not disturbed. However, one word of warning: modern-day trolls are much better at disguising themselves than their slower-witted ancestors, and should you ever be unlucky enough to encounter one, the only advice you will need to follow is run! Run as fast as you can and don’t look back! 
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LEIF ERIKSON
(c.970-1020)
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‘Now lads, let’s start the engines!” was the first joke cracked on board the
world-famous raft Kon-Tiki on 28 April 1947, as the crew of five Norwegians
and one Swede watched the guide boat slowly disappear into the distance.
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THUNDERSTONES
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VASA WARSHIP

It should have been a glorious day of national triumph in Stockholm
harbour as the royal warship Vasa set sail on her proud maiden voyage
on 10 August 1628. The cannon shot the salute and off on her journey
she went, sailing slowly through the inlet to open water.
Sadly it ended anything but gloriously After only 1,300 m (1 400 yd) of
sailing, the Vasa, which was far too top heavy and imbalanced, got caught
in crosswinds, started rocking wolently and began t: klng in water through
the open cannon shutters on the lower deck. The rocking of the ship caused
loose cargo — including the heavy bronze cannon on the top deck — to roll
around and catastrophe became inevitable. The ship had not passed the
|n|t|a| balance test carried out when she was in dock, a fact that had
concerned some of the more senior crew, but after serious pressure from
the klng the fateful voyage went ahead. Accounts vary, but it is thought that
30 men, women and children (the crew had permission to bring guests on
board for the first part of the voyage) perished that da
This regal warship, which bore the proud name of the king’s ancestor Gustaf
Vasa, had been commissioned by King Gustav Il Adolf three years earlier. It
was the largest and most heavily armed warship in the world; e p nsively
decorated with hundreds fhand carved, colourful, wooden statu
decorations. The carvings had symbolic messages and meanings: ternble
faces to frighten enemies, Roman soldlers to instil trust in tne crew
guardian angels to strengthen courag
This fantastically elaborate and majestic ship lay almost forgotten on the
seabed for 333 years, before it was carefully brought back to the surface
in 1961. After 17 years of conservation, Vasa was returned to her former
glory and can be admired today in the Vasa Museum in Stockholm.
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SAGAS

Iceland was not populated by Scandinavians until around ab 900, yet
the country holds the most detal lled survwlng account of Viking history
the form of forty epic ‘Sagas’. torles not only tell us all about
h e mischievous, vindictive and p erful Norse gods, but also provide
astounding detail about what daily Viking Ilfe was like.
The forty narratlves were mostly written down by unknown authors, although
some stories have been linked to specific writers, between the years 1300
and 14OOY The Sagas tell us about the medieval Viking farmers who travelled
over the oceans to find a peaceful place to settle and establish a non-warrin
mmunity. Soon after arriving, they were joined by travellers from the British
Isles and Celtic influences mixed with the Scandinavian, creating a fusion of
the two traditions, although the language remained predominantly Nordic.
The Sagas can be divided into three categorles Family Sagas, Heroic Sagas
and the Kings’ Sagas. They were written as narratives, whlch let the reader
fee\ close to the action, and one can or\\y imagine what it was like to listen
ntous stories of feuds, outlaws, ghosts and trol\s around the
f\re under a starlit night sky in Iceland during the latter Middle Ages

Many successful fantasy authors have made no secret about the fact that

tales. To have a look for yourself at th\s invaluable part of Scandinavian
hlstory, pay a visit to the National Mu: m of Iceland in Reykjavik, where
e permanent collection provides a fascnnatlng look back in time.
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Introduction

Why are so many non-Nordic nations currently

obsessed with all things Scandinavian? Within

these handsomely illustrated pages, you'll find

some damned good indicators.

As someone who writes and broadcasts on all aspects
f Scandinavian culture — from Ingmar Bergman and

Goth h

to shamelessly indulge my passions over the years,
sampling the best that Denmark, Sweden, Norway,
Finland and that Nordic interloper, Iceland, have to
offer, not Ieast the food; as | have learnt, there is far

more to Scandinavian cookmg than cinnamon buns
and plckled herrings.

once a specialist pursuit, I've noted with

pleasure is now a passion shared by many, with a
keen and b oning interest in Scandmavwan deslgn
travel Ilfestyle fashion, history cuisine and c
emerging worldwide. We are now as farnlhar wwth
stories about the Vikings raiding
Ireland for women as we are with
The Brrdges barely socialized
Saga Norén changing her
T-shirt in front of her

Swedish versions
of Wallander (not
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the pretend Swedish version with Kenneth .
Branagh), we know that the short-fused ‘
detective’s name is pronounced wit vV

a ‘W' All things Scandinavian? We just can’t get

enough of 'em.

Tell people that you are setting out on a four-country
r to meet nearly 50 Scand\navwan directors, actors,

de5|g ers and writers, and the response is, | have
discovered, one of envy. And teII them that you are
planning to do this not by plane but by train — and
mostly by sleeper at that — and the co
becom en more glowing: "How romantic! Slpplng
aquawt as one glides across the @resund Bridge (the

epony! s conduit of The Bridge) from Sweden t
Denmark — wonderful” Well, yes; but that red-eye trip
was as exhausting as it was exhilarating, though it was
the perfect preparatlon for dipping into the dehghtful
pages that follo d I'm stru

the key icons discu so knowledgeably hel
conjure up the splrlt of these Scandlnawan countrles
I'll be surprised if you can find an

thing important
missing from

th\s survey. Starting wwth perha S

the most famous raft in modern h

the Kon-Tiki, W|th \ts doughty crew

comprising five wegians and on
are reminded that it was

mplate for every audacious
nautical voyage since. And did the
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Introduction

original Thor, the Thunder God (not the comic book
version), really hurl down ‘thunderstones’ fro
heavens? You'll find an answer in the followmg pages
You will also explore the turbulent world o
Iceland\c sagas so influential on later fantasy writers
Tolkien and Terry Pratchett. Also
|nf|uent|a| of course, |s the violent Scand\nawa set
saga of Beowulf, not to mention the equally
bloodth|rsty trolls ha t's the orlgmal trolls who
aylaid unwary travellers rather than those who now
prowl the internet. And have you heard of door harps?
Or love spoons? You may well be looking to buy some
after reading about them in Nordicana.
And the Iandscapes. Ah, the landscapes! I'll let you
discover for yourself the sections on the exquisite
beauty of the ﬁords Design? Few wou\d deny how
dominant Scandinavian design
d it’s so much more than just
ut he

cultural amd n0|r icons. The three
Ieadmg ladies of Nordic noir a

Lund and The Bridge’s Saga
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Norén, as portrayed in all their difficult rule-
breaking glory by Noomi Rapace Sofie Grabel
and Sofia Helm respectively — to mention the
woman whom we know to be the real
Danish Prime
(despite Sidse Babett Knuds
protestatlons that she S JUSt acting).
not just acto nd
actresses up for onslderatlon. we’
ot key crime writers such as Hel mmng
Mankell (creator of our favourite dysp:
copper, Kurt Wallander); Stieg Larsson; and the
current, undlsputed king of Scandinavian crime,
Norway’s Jo Nesbe. You'll also find other novellsts
who are estsellers in the Nordic territories, such a:
glamorous Camilla Lackberg and amiable Arne Dahl
Reading Nordicana is almost as good as making a trip
to the Scandinavian countries — or it’s at least
pleasurable homework for that Nordic trip that
you will soon be desperate to make .

Barry Forshaw is the author
of Nordic Noir, Euro Noir
and Death in a Cold Climate:
A Guide to Scandinavian |
Crime Fiction s
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