



  [image: cover]






   





  ALSO BY DAN BURSTEIN AND ARNE DE KEIJZER




  The Secrets Series




  Secrets of the Code




  Secrets of Angels & Demons




  Secrets of the Widow’s Son (by David A. Shugarts)




  Secrets of Mary Magdalene




  Secrets of 24




  Secrets of the Lost Symbol




  

    Big Dragon: The Future of China:


  




  What It Means for Business, the Economy, and the Global Order




  

    The Best Things Ever Said About the Rise, Fall, and Future of the Internet Economy


  




  

    PREVIOUS TITLES BY DAN BURSTEIN


  




  Blog!




  Road Warriors




  Turning the Tables




  Euroquake




  Yen!




  

    ALSO BY JOHN-HENRI HOLMBERG


  




  Drömmar om evigheten: science fictions historia




  Kvinnor i science fiction (with Per W. Insulander)




  Fantasy




  Dunkla drifter och mörka motiv: om psykologiska och romantiska thrillers




  Inre landskap och yttre rymd: science fictions historia I–II




  Filmtema




  

    AS EDITOR


  




  Framtiden inför rätta




  Den fantastiska julen




  Cyberpunk




  Första stora science fiction-boken




  När allt förändrades




  
 





  SECRETS OF THE TATTOOED GIRL




  The Unauthorised Guide to the Stieg Larsson Trilogy




  DAN BURSTEIN,


  ARNE DE KEIJZER and


  JOHN-HENRI HOLMBERG




  [image: ]




  
 





  For Julie, in celebration of our two Stockholm adventures forty years apart, and all the love in between.




  For David, with pride and happiness born of the experience of running our book marathons together.




  —Dan Burstein





  

    For Helen and Hannah, who make my heart sing.


	

	Thank you for everything, always.




    For Steven, and Bob, with love and admiration. And Brian and the rest of my extended family, whose friendship means so much.


  




  —Arne de Keijzer





  

    My part of this book is to the memory of Stieg, hoping that I’ve managed to do him justice, and to Eva, hoping that she will think so.


  




  —John-Henri Holmberg





  
 





  Contents




  Introduction by Dan Burstein




  PART ONE: THE MAN WHO CONQUERED THE WORLD




  1. The Author Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest




  

    

      The Profound Prescience of Stieg Larsson


      by Dan Burstein


    


  




  2. Why We Can’t Get Enough of the Tattooed Girl




  

    

      The Author Who Played with Fire


      by Christopher Hitchens




      The Girl Who Conquered the World


      by Laura Miller




      Lisbeth Salander, the Millennium Trilogy, and My Mother by Jenny McPhee




      The Novels You Read Are Not Necessarily the Novels Stieg Larsson Wrote by John-Henri Holmberg




      

        

          Part I: How Have the Millennium Novels Been Edited?




          Part II: The Troubled Translation from Swedish to English


        


      


    


  




  3. Stieg Larsson, Friend and Colleague




  

    

      Stieg’s “Baby”: The Past, Present, and Future of Expo Magazine an interview with Daniel Poohl




      My Colleague, Stieg Larsson


      an interview with Mikael Ekman




      “I Offered Them a Shrimp Sandwich”


      an interview with Robert Aschberg




      Exposing the Extreme Right


      an interview with Anna-Lena Lodenius




      Eva Gabrielsson on the Record a compilation




      In Her Own Words: Eva Gabrielsson Tells Her Story


      by Paul De Angelis


    


  




  4. The Wellsprings of His Imagination




  

    

      Stieg Larsson and Science Fiction


      by John-Henri Holmberg




      

        

          Part I: Stieg in Fandom: The Life and Times of a Trufan




          Part II: Reading (and Sometimes Writing) Science Fiction


        


      




      The Man Who Inhaled Crime Fiction


      by John-Henri Holmberg


    


  




  PART TWO: THE CLIMATE IS COLD, THE NIGHTS ARE LONG, THE LIQUOR IS HARD, AND THE CURTAINS ARE DRAWN




  5. The Fatal Attraction of Nordic Noir




  

    

      Inspector Norse from The Economist




      IKEA Noir by Brooks Riley




      The Scandinavian Invasion by Jordan Foster


    


  




  6. Making Waves: A Roundtable of Sweden’s Leading Crime Fiction Writers




  

    

      “What You’re Afraid of Has Already Happened” an interview with Anders Roslund and Börge Hellström




      Lars Kepler: The Character Who Came to Visit and Never Left an interview with Alexander and Alexandra Ahndoril




      Women, Crime Novels, and Sweden . . . and Zambia . . . and Vietnam . . . and Poland . . . and India . . . and . . . an interview with Karin

      Alfredsson




      “It Is Easier to Discuss the Number of Women on Corporate Boards Than It Is to Discuss Violence Against Women” an interview with Veronica von

      Schenck




      “Crime Fiction Should Taste Good While Reading, But Leave a Bitter Aftertaste” an interview with Katarina Wennstam


    


  




  7. Has Sweden Lost Its Swedishness?




  

    

      We’re All Swedes Now by Andrew Brown




      “Men Who Hate Women”: The Nonfiction Case Studies That May Have Influenced Larsson


      by Karin Alfredsson




      Nazis, Spies, and the Thriller Writer’s “Scalpel”


      by Carl Loof




      We’re Not Like Abba and Ikea: Some Shocking Truths About Sweden by Stephen Armstrong




      The Man Who Blew Up the Welfare State


      by Ian MacDougall




      “A Dark Sweden” by Mian Lodalen


    


  




  8. Engrossed in the World of Stieg Larsson




  

    

      The Death of Stieg Larsson: Mysteries Within the Mysteries by Laura Gordon Kutnick




      Lisbeth Salander Is the Cure to Elizabeth Gilbert


      by Lizzie Skurnick




      A Reader’s Odyssey by MeraLee Goldman


    


  




  9. Stieg Larsson Re-imagined




  

    

      The Girl Who Played with Larsson


      by Craig Faustus Buck




      Now Playing: Lisbeth Salander, Hollywood, and Feminism by Melissa Silverstein




      Noomi Versus Rooney: The Rumble in the Celluloid Jungle by Paul Berger




      “No One Asked Him How He Felt About Being Raped on Camera” an interview with Katarina Wennstam




      Lisbeth Salander Brought to Life on Stage


      by John-Henri Holmberg




      The Mystery of the Fourth Book


      by John-Henri Holmberg


    


  




  PART THREE: HOW STIG BECAME STIEG:


  AN INTIMATE PORTRAIT




  10. “I arrived in Stockholm with a cold autumn wind, a bottle of wine in my bag, and my glasses misted by rain.”




  

    

      The Stieg Larsson Story by John-Henri Holmberg




      

        

          Part I: Living at Home




          Part II: On His Own: Life in Umeå




          Part III: Stieg in Stockholm


        


      


    


  




  PART FOUR: THE MILLENNIUM FILES




  11. A Millennium Smorgasbord




  

    

      Thought Provocations and Reflections After Reading Stieg Larsson’s Trilogy: Lisbeth’s moral compass . . . Zalachenko . . . Photographic memory . . .

      Stieg Larsson’s niece . . . The girl with the golf club . . . Kafka’s ghost . . . The Millennium spirit(s) . . . Lisbeth and Asperger’s syndrome . . . and more . . . by Dan

      Burstein




      The Moral Geography of Stieg Larsson by Dan Burstein




      ABBA, IKEA, Volvo . . . and Larsson


      an interview with Ambassador Matthew Barzun




      Tea with the One-Time “Third Most Dangerous Man in Sweden” an interview with Paolo Roberto




      Stieg Larsson: Timeline of a Life by Julie O’Connor


    


  




  Acknowledgments




  Contributors




  

    [image: ]


  




  

    [image: ]


  




  
 





  INTRODUCTION




  As soon as the The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo was published in the United States in September 2008, the book’s memorable title and cover design seemed to pop up

  everywhere, calling out to me from bookstore shelves, movie marquees, and excited online buzz from Web sites and blogs. I had a vague impression that it was some sort of coming-of-age story about a

  girl with tattoos, and I had heard it had a lot of explicit sexual detail and violence. I wasn’t interested.




  Then something happened to change my thinking. It was May 2010. The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo was still on the top of the best-seller list and the electronic version had started

  outstripping the sales of the physical ones, already demonstrating that it would become the best-selling e-book of all time. On The New York Times best-seller list it had been followed

  closely by its successor, The Girl Who Played with Fire. The third volume, The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest, was about to be published in the United States and would also

  rocket to the top of the best-seller list.




  An old friend was visiting New York from California—MeraLee Goldman, whose own essay about how she first encountered The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo can be found in chapter 8. My

  wife, Julie, and I were going to meet her for dinner and see a Broadway show together. I have known MeraLee for fifty years, since I was a small child. She was one of my mother’s best friends

  and they had been in the same book groups throughout the 1960s and ’70s and up until my mother’s death in 1983. My mother was one of the best read and most deep-thinking readers I have

  ever known, and the book groups she and MeraLee participated in over the years usually focused on the most important and intellectually challenging books of their day.




  Over drinks after the play, MeraLee surprised us by asking if we had read The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. Given the book’s reputation for sexual violence and vengeance, the

  question was unexpected. Still caught up in Lisbeth Salander’s spell, MeraLee told us that if we read the book we would encounter a heroine like none other she had ever known in literature.

  She promised us a powerful reading experience.




  Knowing that I had created the Secrets series of best-selling books that served as reader’s guides to The Da Vinci Code and numerous other recent culture phenomena, MeraLee

  mentioned that there were a lot of unanswered questions about Stieg Larsson himself and that it might be a good idea to create a similar book to examine the compelling world of Stieg Larsson.




  I went home and downloaded The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo to my Kindle. Forty-eight hours later, I had finished Tattoo and started on the just-published The Girl Who Kicked the

  Hornet’s Nest (yes, I read them out of order the first time around).




  A few days later, I was in Cambridge to give a talk at an event at Harvard. I stopped in to the Harvard Coop to pick up the physical Larsson books to go along with the e-books I had downloaded.

  In the Coop, I found myself in a state of amazement. Arguably the most intellectually intense bookstore in America, it sported nine separate displays of Larsson books encompassing every area of the

  store. Already sensing we might be going to Stockholm soon, Julie suggested we pick out a variety of books about Sweden as well.




  Over the next few weeks I read and reread the three books that compose the Millennium trilogy and listened to them on audio as well. I began to understand Larsson’s architecture and his

  desire to tell an epochal tale on a grand and complex scale about the pervasiveness of violence and abuse against women, especially young and vulnerable women.




  I thought a lot about Lisbeth Salander and why she captivated reader attention and seemed to enter not just our heads or our hearts, but to get into our very bloodstreams. I was developing a

  sense of how huge the global phenomenon around Salander was, and how people old, young, and middle-aged, men and women, and those reading in forty or more languages had gravitated toward Lisbeth,

  these towering tales, and the urgent call to action Larsson had issued in the form of a series of “crime novels.”




  I began to feel that Lisbeth resonated with twenty-first-century audiences the way only a few characters in literary history had resonated in their own times. The comparables seemed to me to be

  Holden Caulfield in mid-twentieth century or Huck Finn in the late nineteenth century. And Mikael Blomkvist was no slouch of a character, either. I thought of Flaubert confessing, “Madame

  Bovary c’est moi,” and realized that Larsson had gone the great French novelist one better: Larsson was himself part Lisbeth and part Blomkvist. Different as they are, they

  represent the yin and yang of the author’s own male and female sides.




  I came across a commentary by Mario Vargas Llosa, who would win the Nobel Prize for literature a few months later, likening the experience of reading Larsson to the excitement of his youth in

  reading Charles Dickens, Victor Hugo, and Alexandre Dumas. Vargas Llosa was not the only notable to compare Larsson to Dickens: Charles McGrath, the former editor of The New York Times Book

  Review, spoke of American readers who had completed the first two Larsson books waiting for the publication of Hornet’s Nest the way they had once lined the docks in the nineteenth

  century awaiting the next installment of Dickens, or, in more recent times, the way they had lined up for each new Harry Potter book.




  I found crusading New York Times op-ed columnist Nicholas Kristof analogizing Larsson and the Millennium trilogy to Harriet Beecher Stowe and Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Just as

  Uncle Tom had awakened the world to the moral repugnance of slavery, Kristof said, perhaps the Larsson trilogy will awaken the world to the moral repugnance of sex trafficking.




  Despite the weight of Larsson’s “message,” I discovered his cliffhangers were more than good enough for Stephen King, the ultimate master of plot, who called his books

  “unputdownable.” And Larsson’s characters were memorable enough to elicit this comment from a critic for USA Today: “Then there’s Lisbeth, the digital

  age’s first true heroine. This 92-pound outcast with the social skills of a feral cat, the computer savvy of a WikiLeaker and the vengeful ferocity of a Norse goddess has hacked her way into

  the world’s psyche.”




  I mapped out the way Larsson used all sorts of techniques, tools, and genres to tell his story: The “locked room” mystery of Agatha Christie . . . the financial thriller . . . the

  police procedural . . . the noir crime novel of a Raymond Chandler or a Dashiell Hammett . . . the international espionage tale of John le Carré . . . courtroom drama . . . action plots out

  of Ludlum . . . the new tough female lead of a Sara Paretsky novel . . . the investigative reporter diligently working away to crack his story . . . the murderous and dysfunctional family . . . the

  super heroine of anime and fanzines . . . the frightening bureaucracy of the state as in Kafka.




  Although Larsson’s writing is clearly something new and different and can be identified more with U.S. and U.K. English-language female crime writers than with his Swedish predecessors and

  contemporaries, he is also not completely disconnected from the grit of the Nordic sociological crime novel that I myself had been reading in English translation most of my adult life. Indeed, it

  was easy to see elements in Larsson’s books of Maj Sjöwall and Per Wahlöö, whose Laughing Policeman and other Martin Beck novels I read in the early 1970s, or Peter

  Høeg’s Smilla’s Sense of Snow from the early ’90s, or Henning Mankell’s Wallander series, or his American breakout best seller, The Man from Beijing,

  which I had read just prior to encountering Larsson.




  Larsson marshaled all these genres, techniques, and source material for a grand purpose: to make his case that violence against women is the elephant in the room of our dysfunctional modern

  societies. Because we never treat violence against women and children as the overarching political or social issue that it should be (the way we treat unemployment, immigration, or civil rights as

  issues), he dedicated his fiction to forcing us, as readers, to confront the nightmarish status quo that we otherwise accept all too easily.




  The last twenty years of Larsson’s life were spent primarily focused on his highly engaged political and investigative journalism, exposing neo-Nazis in Sweden and the danger to democracy

  from the extreme right. He did this primarily through Expo, the crusading magazine of which he was a founder. He wrote only a few articles that specifically focused on violence and abuse

  against women and edited one book. But when he began to write fiction right after the turn of the millennium, he used what would become the Millennium trilogy as his outlet for exploring the big

  political and social issue that was not his main focus in Expo: the treatment of women in the modern world.




  While I think Larsson’s literary achievement is remarkable, I am not oblivious to how brilliant and simultaneously flawed his writing is—just like his lead characters. There are

  plenty of clunky scenes, trite dialogue, erroneous facts, and overused phrases. Some worry that Larsson walks too fine a line between exposing the sexual abuse of women and describing it so

  graphically as to be voyeuristic and exploitive. Others wonder whether the personal morality of Lisbeth is really an excuse for amorality, or whether she is interested in revenge to the exclusion

  of justice.




  Nora Ephron had a point when she parodied Larsson’s writing style with a withering satire in The New Yorker that depicted Blomkvist at Lisbeth’s door, beseeching her for help

  in restoring his umlaut key to his computer keyboard:




  

    

      

        “ ‘I need my umlaut,” Blomkvist said. “What if I want to go to Svavelsjö? Or Strängnäs? Or Södertälje? What if I want to write to

        Wadensjö? Or Ekström or Nyström?”




        It was a compelling argument.




        She opened the door.


      


    


  




  But even Ephron’s deft parody mainly serves to point up another example of the compelling power of Larsson’s fiction, especially with regard to American audiences. Neither the

  unpronounceable words, nor the unknown incidents in Swedish history, nor even those Swedish umlauts and other symbols could stop normally impatient-with-things-foreign Americans from buying

  millions upon millions of Larsson’s books and making his novels simultaneously nos. 1, 2, and 3 on the best-seller list. Indeed, Larsson sales are so brisk that workers at America’s

  rapidly vanishing physical bookstores have taken to calling the books “The Girl Who’s Paying Our Salaries for the Next Few Months.”




  By the end of June 2010, a strong visceral feeling came over me as I was reading and thinking about all of this. I was growing more committed to writing this book. And that was before I had

  spent much time looking into the intriguing facts about Larsson himself. When I did so, I became even more convinced that I was going to enjoy spending the next few months caught up in the issues

  Larsson’s work touches upon—from women’s rights to privacy, hacking, and technology; from the life of the outcasts on the margins of society to the efforts to define new personal

  and social morality in a postmodern world. Most of all, I wanted to dig into the mysteries of Stieg Larsson’s life and death.




  I wanted to know more about his sudden death of a heart attack at age fifty, just after he had signed his three-book publishing deal and before the books had actually appeared in print.




  I wanted to learn everything I could about the “coincidences” surrounding November 9, 2004, when Larsson, the out-of-shape neo-Nazi hunter who had faced numerous death threats in his

  journalistic career, reportedly discovered the elevator at his Expo magazine office not working, climbed seven flights of stairs, collapsed, and ultimately died way too young—on a day

  when he was supposed to be speaking at a Kristallnacht anniversary seminar.




  I wanted to understand how the legacy of this champion of women’s rights could end up becoming ensnared in an unending battle between the moral rights of Eva Gabrielsson, the woman he had

  lived with for thirty-two years and had been his life partner, and the legal rights of his brother and father who have ended up inheriting everything.




  And I wanted to know what happened to the mysterious “fourth book,” of which somewhere between 160 to 200 pages, or maybe more, were said to be on Stieg Larsson’s laptop at the

  time of his death. Does Eva have it? Does Expo have it, since the laptop itself was apparently Expo property? Do Erland and Joakim (the father and brother) have it? Is there a fifth manuscript as well? Do notes and

  plots exist for up to ten books, as Stieg hinted before his death?




  The mysteries about Stieg Larsson are legion. Every day for the last many months I have learned tantalizing bits of new information in answer to all of the above questions, and many more.




  Now it is time to share what we have learned about the phenomenon of Stieg Larsson, his ideas, his fiction, and his world. And that’s the ultimate point of this book.




  Arne de Keijzer and I have published six prior books in the Secrets series. In all of these works, we have endeavored to bring many voices, many experts in different disciplines, and many new

  and fresh ideas to the discussion. We have taken the same approach in assembling The Tattooed Girl: The Enigma of Stieg Larsson and the Secrets Behind the Most Compelling Thrillers of Our

  Time. We are, of course, responsible for all the content in the book, but this is an anthology and there is a wide diversity of opinion reflected in these pages. Each writer and contributor

  speaks to our readers with their own voice and their own point of view.




  Our partner in The Tattooed Girl is Swedish writer, editor, publisher, and translator John-Henri Holmberg, who first met Stieg Larsson at a science fiction fanzine convention in the early

  1970s when Stieg was still a teenager, and remained friends with him until Larsson’s unfortunate and untimely death in 2004. I commend John-Henri’s many special contributions to this

  book, including his groundbreaking, three-part biography of Larsson in chapter 10 and his fascinating reportage on Stieg’s early interest in science fiction and crime writing and how it

  influenced his crime novels, which can be found in chapter 4.




  In chapter 9, John-Henri tells us about the mysterious “fourth book,” which he perhaps knows more about than anyone other than Eva Gabrielsson. In chapter 2, he tells us that in some

  important ways, the books we read in English are not exactly the ones Larsson wrote, summarizing a variety of problems with the editing and translation of Larsson’s work that occurred after

  his death. A notable example is the difference between the original Swedish description of Lisbeth’s dragon tattoo and the completely different way her tattoo is described in the English

  translation. (Hint: It’s much larger in Swedish.)




  Throughout the book we bring you a series of provocative commentators and essayists, from Christopher Hitchens to Laura Miller, Jenny McPhee, and Lizzie Skurnick, all with their own unique take

  on Stieg Larsson’s life and the rich themes of his books. Key people who worked with Larsson, including Daniel Poohl, Stieg’s successor at Expo, tell their favorite Stieg stories

  and recount a variety of their experiences with him in chapter 3.




  Chapter 3 also features two essays that capture Eva Gabrielsson in her own words through the interviews she has given and the memoir she has written that details her life with Stieg, the great

  emotional toll his death took on her life, and the intense anger she feels toward those who, in her mind, want to steal his legacy and commercialize it. (Published in France as

  Millénium, Stieg et Moi, Actes Sud, January 2011, and soon to be published in the U.S. as “There Are Things I Want You to Know” About Stieg Larsson and Me,

  Seven Stories Press, June 2011.)




  In chapter 5, experts tell us about the Sweden that has lost its utopian veneer of “Swedishness.” The Sweden that appears in the novels of Larsson and other contemporary crime

  writers is one of a bleak, corrupt, violent, and crime-ravaged country.




  American publishers are now on a quest to find the “next Stieg Larsson.” While unlikely, since Larsson was such a unique person and such an unusual voice, there are a number of great

  new crime writers coming out of Scandinavia today. In chapter 6, we feature interviews with and essays by several of these writers, including Anders Roslund and Börge Hellström, whose

  newest book is on the New York Times best-seller list as I write this. And coming soon to our shores are Alexander and Alexandra Ahndoril who write together as “Lars Kepler,” as

  well as Karin Alfredsson, Veronica von Schenck, and Katarina Wennstam, all three of whom have created powerful female characters and socially significant plots in their crime novels.




  In chapter 8, Laura Gordon Kutnick provides a haunting perspective on the trilogy that brings together all the many questions still lingering about Larsson’s death and legacy. She also

  provides an amazing and surprising inventory of prescient allusions in the Millennium trilogy to events that only came into view after Larsson’s death, from sudden heart attacks to issues

  with estate and inheritance law.




  Other unique insights and thought-provoking sidelights await you, from commentaries about the efforts to turn The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo into a Hollywood film (premiering in December

  2011), to an interview with the U.S. ambassador to Sweden, to a talk with the real-life champion boxer, Paolo Roberto, who, after Larsson’s death, suddenly discovered himself a character in

  the novels.




  Much additional food for thought lies ahead in these pages. I hope you will find in them a fascinating and thought-provoking book that will help keep the discussion of Stieg Larsson and his

  world alive, even all these years after his death.




  —Dan Burstein, March 2011




  
 





  PART ONE




  THE MAN WHO CONQUERED THE WORLD


  



  With all my defenses as a reader and critic leveled by the hurricane force of his story, I just spent a few weeks reading Stieg Larsson’s Millennium trilogy. It left me

  with the happiness and excitement of febrile children and adolescents who read the series on the Musketeers by Dumas or the novels of Dickens and Victor Hugo, wondering at every turn of the page

  “What now, what will happen?” and the foreboding anguish of knowing that the story was going to end soon.




  

    

      —Mario Vargas Llosa, 2010 Nobel Prize winner for literature


    


  




 



  Like everyone, I’m reading the Stieg Larsson trilogy. I’m addicted. We’re in glorious Santa Barbara, but I don’t want to leave the house, or fall asleep

  at night so caught up in the web of books am I.




  

    

      —Lesley Stahl, 60 Minutes


    


  




 



  The political honesty, the rage at sexism, the suspense, the overpowering narrative, the focus on modern sexual mores, the sexual tension between Mikael and Lisbeth have made

  the Millennium trilogy not only a runaway commercial success but perhaps the best, most broadly focused examination of modern politics in popular fiction. To have written these three novels may

  have killed Larsson, but he left a monument behind, a modern masterpiece.




  

    

      —Patrick Anderson, The Washington Post


    


  


 


  
 





  1. THE AUTHOR WHO KICKED THE HORNET’S NEST




  THE PROFOUND PRESCIENCE OF STIEG LARSSON




  by Dan Burstein




  Most recent crime novels don’t call out to be read a second time for at least a few years, if ever. But in the case of the Millennium trilogy, I couldn’t wait.

  There’s so much in Stieg Larsson’s books that, like a good film you immediately want to see again, and in which you “see so much more” the second time around, they proved

  even more interesting to me on the second read than they were when I rushed through them the first time, compelled along by the plot, the perils, and the cliffhangers. Taking The Girl with the

  Dragon Tattoo, The Girl Who Played with Fire, and The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest together as the single whole trilogy that they compose, you can see that just below

  the surface of potboiler action there lie deep veins of Stieg Larsson’s cosmology. Lisbeth and Blomkvist walk the streets of Stockholm engaged in the plot of the book, while just beneath

  them, like the city’s vast tunnelbana metro system, Larsson elaborates, argues, and explores his social, political, moral, technological, economic, and psychological themes. His

  early-twenty-first-century critique of the world as we know it, as well as his vision for changing it, is interlaced with his plot. His worldview is there to reflect on, debate, and learn

  from—or not—at the reader’s discretion (although it occasionally surfaces in the reader’s face with a little too much didacticism).




  The best reviews of the Millennium trilogy highlight the breadth of Larsson’s vision. Writing in the Washington Post in May 2010, just after the publication of Hornet’s Nest,

  Patrick Anderson wondered out loud how these books, by an obscure and now deceased Swedish writer, who had never published much fiction before, came to capture the attention of the world. Arguing

  that, “The trilogy ranks among those novels that expand the horizons of popular fiction,” Anderson offered several reasons for the author’s posthumous success:




  

    

      

        The most obvious is the brilliance of Larsson’s narrative. It’s a rich, exciting, suspenseful story, with a huge cast, and involves us deeply in

        Lisbeth’s fate, even as it carries us into all levels of Swedish society.




        Another reason for the trilogy’s success is its political message. There are neo-Nazis, criminals and corporate villains in these books, but finally the enemy is corrupt government

        officials who wage war not only on individuals but on democracy itself. Readers throughout the world have recognized that rogue elements of government do operate in secret. To some degree,

        Larsson based his plot on real scandals in his own country, but the dangers he exposes are universal. . . .


      


    


  




  The third reason, Anderson hypothesized, is the passionate attack on sexism.




  

    

      

        All this—the political honesty, the rage at sexism, the suspense, the overpowering narrative, the focus on modern sexual mores, the sexual tension between Mikael and

        Lisbeth—has made the Millennium trilogy . . . not only a runaway commercial success but perhaps the best, most broadly focused examination of modern politics in popular

        fiction (emphasis added). . . . To have written these three novels may have killed Larsson, but he left a monument behind, a modern masterpiece.


      


    


  




  Like a twenty-first-century version of the best Norse sagas, Larsson’s tales are infinitely complex and feature a multiplicity of characters, plots, and subplots. Indeed, a family tree of

  the fictional Vanger family (worthy of a reader’s guide to a Tolstoy novel) is depicted in Tattoo to help keep all the players straight. But in addition to their plots, subplots, and

  clever mixture of crime and thriller genres, the books also tackle many real-world themes. Here are some of the most important ones.




  Men Who Hate Women




  Stieg Larsson’s stated intention was to call all three books Men Who Hate Women and then give each volume of the trilogy a relevant subtitle. As we know from

  published correspondence, Norstedts, the Swedish publisher, lobbied him to change this title, but he was insistent on it. In fact, he told his editors in essence that they could change many things

  about the books in editing, but not the title. The first book was published in Sweden accordingly. But the U.K. publisher who acquired the English-language publication rights after Larsson’s

  death (MacLehose/Quercus) changed the title to The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. In doing so, they made a brilliant commercial decision. But at the same time undercut the key statement the

  author was trying to make.




  Larsson is often described as a feminist; Eva Gabrielsson, his partner in life, said he described himself that way ever since she first met him as a teenager in the early 1970s. But his feminism

  was a different, more political, and more passionate feminism than what most readers would think of as a modern male who calls himself a feminist. In the first place, he dared to paint a detailed,

  thorough, and hyperrealistic picture of the pervasiveness of violence, abuse, rape, and murder of women. He attacked Sweden’s sacred cow of its self-image and its complacent pride in its

  gender-equalizing achievements. Yes, almost half the Parliament is female and yes, huge progress has been made in empowering women over the last several decades. But Larsson refused to accept the

  general progress in society as a reason not to excoriate that society’s deficiencies. He tracked numerous cases of women beaten, brutalized, raped, murdered, and systematically denied their

  rights and the protection of the state even in genteel Sweden. Several well-known real-life cases are mirrored in the plots of his books.




  We don’t know what Stieg Larsson would have thought if he had lived to learn about Göran Lindberg, but let’s just say when I read about this case in the summer of 2010, I

  thought I had fallen headfirst into a Larsson novel. Tragically, it was a true story. A former police chief and director of the Swedish National Police Academy, Lindberg presented himself as the

  consummate supporter of female members of the police force. He lectured and convened workshops designed to raise male policemen’s consciousness about working with their female partners,

  prevent sexual harassment, and make it easier for women to progress through police ranks. But when he was arrested in 2010, it was reported that even while he had been acting as such an enlightened

  figure, he had been a serial rapist (including raping a seventeen-year-old girl) and had been involved in procuring, prostitution, and various kinds of dehumanizing sexual acts with numerous women.

  (Lindberg was later convicted of aggravated rape, rape, assault, and 28 counts of purchasing sex, but not of the charge of the attempted rape of a minor.)




  Larsson wanted us to “get it” that people like Lindberg are not all that unusual in our cultures. The amount of abuse and violence that takes place is much greater than what is

  reported; the conviction percentages for the crimes that are reported are way too low; and the jail sentences are way too short and trivial. There was no condescension or do-gooding in

  Larsson’s approach to feminism. He wanted readers to be uncomfortable. He wanted us to experience, even for just a brief moment, the brutalization and suffering faced by women who are

  violated and abused.




  Stieg Larsson wanted to challenge us: how often do we see a horrific, gruesome story on TV about a serial rapist or killer, about a girl held hostage for years, about the operations of a

  sex-trafficking ring? Why don’t we connect the dots? Our culture becomes fascinated with tawdry tabloid stories about famous and powerful men who become involved with prostitutes and seamy

  relationships, or who abuse the women they live with. Whether it’s Elliot Spitzer, Tiger Woods, Senator David Vitter, Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi, or O. J. Simpson, we profess

  shock and decry the specific incidents, but we don’t face up to the pattern.




  While I was researching this book, I came across a New York Times report on sex trafficking in the middle of Manhattan. “Americans tend to associate ‘modern slavery’

  with illiterate girls in India or Cambodia. Yet there I was the other day, interviewing a college graduate who says she spent three years terrorized by pimps in a brothel in Midtown

  Manhattan,” wrote Nicholas Kristof in 2010, who proceeded to recount the story of Yumi Li (a nickname) who grew up in northeastern China but dreamed of going abroad. After university

  graduation in China, she became an accountant. Eventually she accepted an offer from an employment agent to be smuggled to New York, where she was supposed to be hired for a position using her

  accounting skills and paid $5,000 a month. Her relatives had to pledge their homes as collateral for her, in case she did not pay back the $50,000 smugglers’ fee from her earnings. But on

  arrival in New York, it turned out that Yumi was ordered to work in a brothel.




  According to Kristof, “She says that the four men who ran the smuggling operation—all Chinese or South Koreans—took her into their office on 36th Street in Midtown Manhattan.

  They beat her with their fists (but did not hit her in the face, for that might damage her commercial value), gang-raped her and videotaped her naked in humiliating poses. For extra intimidation,

  they held a gun to her head.”




  This is the kind of real-life story that occurs all too frequently in our world. Larsson is asking us: when are we going to stop treating these cases as despicable crimes at the margins of

  society, and face up to the fact that abuse of women is an epidemic at the heart of many advanced, Western countries—even those that have made great progress on jobs, rights, and economic

  opportunity for women?




  Taking Responsibility, Refusing to Be the Victim




  For Larsson, a conviction of a criminal in the courts or the passage of a new piece of crimes-against-women legislation is not enough. Lisbeth Salander is there to illustrate

  the alternative option. She makes it a rule not even to talk to the police. She solves problems her own way. She strikes such a nerve with so many at least in part because she takes the delivery of

  a severe Old Testament, eye-for-an-eye-type process of vengeance, retribution, and justice into her own hands.




  She famously responds to Bjurman’s brutal rape not by going to the police and hoping to get him arrested, convicted, and sent to jail, but by carefully planning to turn his existence into

  a permanent living hell. She punishes him with more than a taste of his own painful and humiliating medicine and forces him to watch the replay of his own evil deeds and accept responsibility for

  them. She traumatizes and ruins him forever by branding him with the tattoo that will remind him and anyone else who ever gets close to him of exactly who and what he is every day for the rest of

  his life. For good measure, Bjurman, who once took for granted his power and control over her, is turned into her vassal doing her bidding and reporting regularly to the authorities on her good

  behavior.




  Lisbeth is an avenging angel with the requisite combination of martial arts, computer hacking, and strategic thinking skills to seek and find just the right punishment for any man who harms her.

  In a few cases, such as Dr. Forbes in Fire, she even metes out justice to a man she doesn’t know who is about to do harm to a woman she doesn’t know.




  A 92-pound misfit and outcast, she will not allow herself to be a victim. She does not want Blomkvist’s sympathy or pity—or anyone else’s, including yours. As Christopher

  Marcus, the creator of one of the first Larsson fan sites, says on the home page of SallysFriends.net (with Sally referring obviously to Salander):




  

    

      

        [It is not easy to be] . . . friendly towards a troubled punk-hacker-girl, who all too often ends up getting in the way of serial killers, corrupt politicians or just get

        shot by Soviet ex-spies. . . . Idiots . . . have found out—the hard way—that being friends with a girl who plays with fire is perhaps a bit more than they bargained for. . . !




        Lisbeth Salander is not easy to befriend, and I don’t think any of us ever really will be able to. But we might do our best, again and again, to lend her a hand when she’s gotten

        herself into new trouble, treating her with dignity and respect. And even if we never get anything in return . . . well, maybe it will still be worth it. Maybe. With Lisbeth you never quite

        know for sure.


      


    


  




  Larsson knows every woman can’t nor should be Lisbeth Salander. But in every chapter he finds ways to promote independent, powerful, morally centered women. Almost all the leading female

  characters in the book (Erika Berger, Monica Figuerola, Sonja Modig, Annika Giannini, Malin Eriksson, Miriam Wu, and Harriet Vanger) are generally strong, independent, professional, and righteous.

  Many of them also appear to be capable of defining and enjoying their own sexuality without becoming anyone’s possession. Larsson has sprinkled bits of history into the text designed to teach

  us about women warriors like Boudicca, the Celtic Queen who organized one of the bloodiest rebellions against the Roman Empire two thousand years ago, or even stories of women disguising themselves

  as men to fight in the Civil War, a true part of American history that very few Americans have ever heard about.




  Larsson drew pieces of Lisbeth’s character from intriguing, innovative, and powerful female figures in popular culture. Pippi Longstocking is one such role model—physically strong,

  strong-willed, completely independent, nonconformist, always ready for adventure, defining her own sense of right and wrong, not accepting society’s standard parameters of normal behavior,

  and making no effort to play up to boys. Red-haired like Lisbeth, and living in a big house with an endowed budget provided by a fortune of somewhat mysterious origin (similar to Lisbeth in her

  apartment on Fiskargatan), Pippi is a clear inspiration to Larsson, as he himself highlighted in discussing the birth of the Lisbeth character in his own mind.




  Another major influence on Lisbeth is Modesty Blaise. (I have Stieg Larsson to thank for my introduction to Modesty, whom I had never heard of prior to the research for this book.) Although

  never catching a huge cultural wave in the United States, the Modesty Blaise comic strips, novels, and films were very popular in the U.K. and Scandinavia in the 1960s. And Stieg Larsson, as a

  teenager, was very fond of this character who is sometimes described as a female James Bond. But there’s much more to Modesty’s story than this. Created by Peter O’Donnell,

  Modesty first appears in a post–World War II refugee camp as a young girl with no memory of her past. She survives difficult experiences and privations, attaching herself to Lob, a wandering

  refugee /scholar who is the equivalent of Palmgren in the Millennium trilogy. She learns to fight and live by her wits, but she also learns great knowledge and life lessons from Lob. In Tangier she

  takes over a criminal network and becomes rich as a result. Like Lisbeth with Blomkvist, Modesty connects with a somewhat older man (Willie Garvin) who is comfortable in his role as her junior

  partner. She’s always the star of the show.




  Armed with her wealth from her days in The Network in Tangier (think: Hacker Republic), Modesty retires but is always willing to be called back into action, along with Willie, for a matter of

  particular interest. Modesty faces plenty of evildoers and is not afraid to kill, but like Lisbeth, she prefers not to. Instead, she fights her way out of situations with strategy, cunning, and

  skill.




  Yet another female character Stieg drew on was the eponymous heroine from Robert A. Heinlein’s 1982 novel, Friday. Heinlein was Larsson’s favorite sf author, and in Friday, we

  find a character who has superhuman abilities (like Lisbeth) but faces prejudice from the human community (like Lisbeth).




  Larsson promotes female authors of crime fiction, science fiction, and children’s books whenever he can. Like a well-constructed product placement, there are several scenes in which

  Blomkvist is relaxing by reading a crime novel that just happens to be written by a female crime writer. Among those specifically mentioned are Sara Paretsky, Dorothy Sayers, Val McDermid, Elizabeth

  George, Sue Grafton, Agatha Christie, Astrid Lindgren, and Enid Blyton.




  Hacking, Privacy, and WikiLeaks




  Just after I started to conceive of this book in June 2010, I read a lengthy New Yorker profile of Julian Assange, the founder of WikiLeaks. His was basically an unknown

  name to me then, although he was about to burst onto the world stage with a vengeance. Reading the profile of Assange, I thought: here is a real-world character who seems to be made out of equal

  parts Mikael Blomkvist and Lisbeth Salander. Like Blomkvist, Assange thinks of himself as a crusading journalist. He is (or at least claims to be) dedicated to openness, transparency, and cracking

  the codes of official secrets, cabals, and conspiracies set up to hide the truth from the people in the name of state security. Like Lisbeth, Assange is a consummate hacker. Like her, he grew up as

  an odd child, on the run from an abusive stepfather, moved all the time, and was without the traditional stabilizing influences of home, school, and family. Early personal computers, and early

  networks of teenage hackers, became his friends, just as Lisbeth is most socially comfortable when she is electronically connected to her Hacker Republic friends. Like Blomkvist to a degree, and

  like Lisbeth to an even greater degree, Assange developed his own moral code about whose secrets to hack and whose secrets to publish. The fact that Assange was recently conducting much of his

  activity from bases in Scandinavia made the parallelism even more compelling. When he later ended up in London trying to escape extradition to Sweden over allegations involving rape, failure to use

  a condom, and non-consensual sex, he seemed like even more of a Larsson creation.




  The technology in the Millennium trilogy is old, because seven to nine years have passed since Stieg Larsson wrote his novels. The PowerBook and the Palm Tungsten that figure so prominently in

  the novels are ancient artifacts today. But Larsson envisioned all the key issues of contemporary cyberculture. He understood how easily networks could be compromised. He imagined a world in which

  someone like Lisbeth could know the inner thoughts, sexual perversions, bank account data, and travel plans of friend and foe alike.




  The trilogy creates a culture in which traditional investigative reporting must be married up with cybersleuthing to find the truth. Larsson already knew that there really is no such thing as

  privacy anymore, despite the efforts of governments to continue to legislate it. When loose networks of real-life hackers decided in 2010 to attack credit card companies and others who had

  cooperated with government efforts to squelch WikiLeaks, they were mirroring a scene of Larsson’s creation at least seven years earlier where Lisbeth’s friends in the Hacker Republic

  offer to “shut down Stockholm” electronically if Swedish authorities continue to try to convict her for crimes she didn’t commit.




  Larsson was reportedly not much of a technologist, other than being nearly attached at the fingertips to his laptop, the same way he was with the typewriter he received as a birthday gift when

  he was twelve. But he understood we are moving into a murky world where the same technology that can compromise our privacy also makes it possible to patrol and intervene in the activities of the

  dark forces of governments, corporations, and financial criminals. And from his voracious reading of science fiction, he could imagine both the powerful potential, as well as the dangers, of all

  the technology we have at our disposal today.




  The Rise of the Extreme Right




  Much of Stieg Larsson’s time, energy, and intellectual passion from the 1980s until his death in 2004 was spent documenting the rise of the extreme right in Sweden and

  warning about its threat to democracy. Not long before he died, he reiterated his longstanding concerns about the Sweden Democrats, a pleasant enough sounding name for a group that has historic

  ties to neo-Nazis and seems to believe that the solution to all social problems is to severely limit or totally prohibit immigration. Larsson expected the SDs might get enough votes to win seats in

  Parliament by the time of the 2006 election. He didn’t live to see that election, and the SD party did not get enough votes to qualify for Parliament then. But his forecast was prescient just

  the same: by September 2010, the SD party got enough votes to occupy twenty seats in the Swedish Parliament today.




  Ruthless in his exposure of Nazis, neo-Nazis, and extremists of all kinds, Larsson is one of a small handful of Swedish writers to crack open the myth of Swedish World War II—era

  “neutrality.” As Blomkvist listens to Henrik Vanger tell the history of his dysfunctional family empire in Tattoo, the list of family members who are Nazis, Nazi sympathizers,

  and anti-Semites—not just during World War II but even today—continues to grow. Larsson is using his fiction to enter into the Swedish political debate: Swedes may believe in the idea

  of an open, tolerant, egalitarian, social democratic state, but it is an illusion, a “castle made of air,” as the Swedish title for the third book implies. The ugly (and generally

  undiscussed) role of Swedish Hitler supporters in World War II, plus the growth of the white power movement, various anti-immigrant movements, and actual neo-Nazi parties in contemporary

  Sweden—not to mention the periodic waves of anti-immigrant violence and attacks—sare all realities that Larsson believed should be confronted, not swept under the rug.




  A significant subplot of Hornet’s Nest revolves around the inadequacies of the Swedish constitution. While there are unique flaws and unexplained contradictions in the Swedish

  system, Larsson’s point is a broader one (and could well be applied to the United States and other countries): on the one hand we love our constitution and we know it is the bedrock of our

  freedoms and our system of laws. But many of us also know that, however well it has done in regenerating its relevance for more than two centuries, we now face issues and problems where the

  constitution provides little guidance. How can societies move forward on the road of expanding economic opportunity and promoting tolerance and personal freedom when the machinery of the state is

  increasingly bureaucratic, if not completely polarized, and the treatment of women, immigrants, and minorities is increasingly barbaric? Can we continue to progress as a society—with all the

  dehumanizing and decivilizing forces all around us—without a willingness to consider overhauling the way our institutions and social systems actually work?




  Of Millennials in Their Twenties and Boomers Facing their Fifties




  One of Larsson’s themes I find most intriguing is the relationship between the middle-aged Blomkvist and the young Lisbeth. This relationship mirrors the one between the

  Western world’s aging Baby Boomer generation—which in Sweden, as in America and elsewhere, was the generation that was committed to “changing the world” in the 1960s and

  ’70s—and the rising younger generation of Boomer offspring, known in the U.S. as the Millennials.




  Stieg Larsson was part of the Swedish 1960s generation that assumed that bringing about huge transformations in society was their role in life. By the turn of the millennium, it’s my guess

  that Larsson looked back with nostalgia on the great political and social upheavals of those days. The ideals, the comradeship, the energizing sense of meaning that the 1960s and ’70s had

  imbued in him were now memories more than realities. And he also knew that the world is a different place today, and that increasingly, its future depends not on the Blomkvists, but on the

  Lisbeths, who don’t see themselves on a generational mission to “change the world,” yet are more than ready to jump in to solve specific problems and right specific wrongs.




  Stieg Larsson was passionate about his political causes. He had been an activist in the anti-Vietnam war movement, a Maoist, and a Trotskyist, all while still in his teenage years. As you can

  see in our photo section, even when his classmates went for a ski weekend, he stayed inside with his typewriter to write a commentary on the French student movement of 1968. In the late 1970s he

  would go to Eritrea, in the early ’80s to Grenada. He stayed involved with the Trotskyist group he had joined in his youth probably longer than he wanted to, because he was a person who took

  movements and parties and loyalties seriously, even while critiquing their rigidity or intolerance. But by the mid to late 1980s, the causes of the political left had hit a low tide in terms of

  popular support, or even interest. The Berlin Wall would fall, and there would be a rush of people all over the world toward Western-style capitalism, materialism, freedom, and democracy. Russia,

  China, and most other socialist countries, whatever different directions they had evolved in during the twentieth century, were almost all shifting gears and heading into various forms of

  capitalism. It was not a great time to be a leftist intellectual.




  But then the waves of anti-immigrant violence hit Sweden and the neo-Nazis began their marginal but frightening ascendancy. By the mid ’90s, Stieg Larsson was reenergized around the causes

  of antiracism and antifascism and hard at work on Expo magazine. While Expo’s circulation was limited, its finances troubled, and its existence always threatened by right-wing

  attacks (Blomkvist’s Millennium is depicted in the books as far more influential than Expo ever was), my guess is that Expo was still an important, virtuous, and

  satisfying commitment for Larsson.




  Eventually, however, the neo-Nazi movement peaked and quieted down. Expo, even after finding its voice and institutionalizing itself as the leading authority on the extreme right-wing

  danger, had trouble remaining self-supporting.




  That he was concerned about his approaching fiftieth birthday well before the actual date in 2004 is obvious from many indicators in the books. He was in his late forties when he started writing

  his novels. With Expo facing constant financial problems, with the neo-Nazis not quite as visible as they had been a few years before, and with decades of evidence confirming that no

  revolution was going to happen in Sweden (and with so many of the revolutions elsewhere that held such promise for a romantic like Larsson having demonstrably failed), Stieg turned back the clock

  of his onrushing half-century mark by looking to his younger years. It was then that he had written all manner of stories and sketches in his childhood notebooks and in the fanzines he and his

  friends dreamed up in the 1970s.




  In talking with Robert Aschberg, I discovered that around this time (late 1990s, early 2000s), Stieg started sending Aschberg and a few other people short stories, dialogues, humor pieces, and a

  host of other extracts and commentaries, usually without explanation. These were his warm-up exercises for sitting down to write the Millennium trilogy, which he believed, from the moment he

  started, would be commercially successful and would lead to a “pension” plan for Eva and him.




  All of this is guesswork on my part, but I imagine this scene: laptop on the table, cigarettes and coffee at hand, nostalgic pop music (Elvis, jazz, Debbie Harry, David Bowie) playing, Stieg

  Larsson sat back and reflected on his life experiences, including all he had lived through intellectually and politically, and in more than three decades of love and intimacy with Eva. He thought

  about the sordid news events of our world and the strengths and weaknesses of individual moral codes in an era where there often seems to be no properly understood norms of right and wrong, and

  where many of the institutions of society have become severely corrupted. He sat back and let his storytelling gifts take over. Soon he realized that writing crime novels was one of the most

  enjoyable experiences he had ever had. He was in the flow and it was coming to him fast and furiously. He brought his incredible characters to life and set them off down their own roads into his

  plots, allowing him to burrow into the story and create his layers of meaning and political and social substance beneath the surface.




  There was no revolution in sight. But Stieg Larsson had the next best thing as he approached his fiftieth birthday—a three-book publishing contract that was going to allow him to reach

  more readers with his ideas than he ever could through Expo or any other kind of political journalism. News that his books had sold in the big German market, and that there was interest in a

  movie deal as well, also meant he could become his own benefactor. He and Eva were going to build a writer’s cottage of their own design and live together and write. He had finished the first

  three books and had already started on the fourth and fifth. He had ideas, notes, and plots for many, many more. In November 2004, he was thinking actively about Blomkvist and Salander in the

  arctic north of Canada’s Banks Island, where he had implied in correspondence the fourth book would be set.




  He had discovered something even more exciting than a revolutionary movement: the unfettered power of his own imagination.




  
 





  2. WHY WE CAN’T GET ENOUGH OF THE TATTOOED GIRL




  THE AUTHOR WHO PLAYED WITH FIRE




  by Christopher Hitchens




  

    

      One of the first big American media stories to recount the nonfiction drama of Stieg Larsson’s life and death was a 2009 report by Christopher Hitchens

      in Vanity Fair. The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo and The Girl Who Played with Fire had both become American best sellers; The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest was

      still to come in the U.S. market, as were the three Swedish movies. But with “Tattooed Girl”-mania beginning to move out of the bookstore and into the popular culture,

      Vanity Fair published this intriguing article, teasing the story to their readers by saying:




      “Just when Stieg Larsson was about to make his fortune with the mega-selling thriller The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, the crusading journalist dropped dead. Now some are

      asking how much of his fiction—which exposes Sweden’s dark currents of Fascism and sexual predation—is fact.” On his way toward an answer, Hitchens shares

      his insights into all things Larsson with his usual panache.




      In addition to his role as a contributing editor to Vanity Fair, Hitchens is a visiting professor at The New School and a widely published columnist and essayist. His book God

      Is Not Great was a National Book Award nominee. Hitchens’s most recent book is a memoir, Hitch-22.


    


  




  

    Originally published in Vanity Fair (December 2009) and reprinted with permission of the author.


  




  I suppose it’s justifiable to describe “best-selling” in quasi-tsunami terms because when it happens it’s partly a wall and partly a tide: first you see

  a towering, glistening rampart of books in Costco and the nation’s airports and then you are hit by a series of succeeding waves that deposit individual copies in the hands of people sitting

  right next to you. I was slightly wondering what might come crashing in after Hurricane Khaled. I didn’t guess that the next great inundation would originate not in the exotic kite-running

  spaces at the roof of the world but from an epicenter made almost banal for us by Volvo, Absolut, Saab, and Ikea.




  Yet it is from this society, of reassuring brand names and womb-to-tomb national health care, that Stieg Larsson conjured a detective double act so incongruous that it makes Holmes and Watson

  seem like siblings. I say “conjured” because Mr. Larsson also drew upon the bloody, haunted old Sweden of trolls and elves and ogres, and I put it in the past tense because, just as the

  first book in his “Millennium” trilogy, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, was about to make his fortune, he very suddenly became a dead person. In the Larsson universe the nasty

  trolls and hulking ogres are bent Swedish capitalists, cold-faced Baltic sex traffickers, blue-eyed Viking Aryan Nazis, and other Nordic riffraff who might have had their reasons to whack him. But

  if he now dwells in that Valhalla of the hack writer who posthumously beat all the odds, it’s surely because of his elf. Picture a feral waif. All right, picture a four-foot-eleven-inch

  “doll” with Asperger’s syndrome and generous breast implants. This is not Pippi Longstocking (to whom a few gestures are made in the narrative). This is Miss Goth, intermittently

  disguised as la gamine.




  Forget Miss Smilla’s sense of the snow and check out Lisbeth Salander’s taste in pussy rings, tattoos, girls, boys, motorcycles, and, above all, computer keyboards. (Once you accept

  that George MacDonald Fraser’s Flashman can pick up any known language in a few days, you have suspended enough disbelief to settle down and enjoy his adventures.) Miss Salander is so well

  accoutred with special features that she’s almost over-equipped. She is awarded a photographic memory, a chess mind to rival Bobby Fischer’s, a mathematical capacity that toys with

  Fermat’s last theorem as a cat bats a mouse, and the ability to “hack”—I apologize for the repetition of that word—into the deep intestinal computers of all banks and

  police departments. At the end of The Girl Who Played with Fire, she is for good measure granted the ability to return from the grave.




  With all these superheroine advantages, one wonders why she and her on-and-off sidekick, the lumbering but unstoppable reporter Mikael Blomkvist, don’t defeat the forces of Swedish Fascism

  and imperialism more effortlessly. But the other reason that Lisbeth Salander is such a source of fascination is this: the pint-size minxoid with the dragon tattoo is also a traumatized victim and

  doesn’t work or play well with others. She has been raped and tortured and otherwise abused ever since she could think, and her private phrase for her coming-of-age is “All the

  Evil”: words that go unelucidated until near the end of The Girl Who Played with Fire. The actress Noomi Rapace has already played Salander in a Swedish film of the first novel, which

  enjoyed a worldwide release. (When Hollywood gets to the casting stage, I suppose Philip Seymour Hoffman will be offered the ursine Blomkvist role, and though the coloring is wrong I keep thinking

  of Winona Ryder for Lisbeth.) According to Larsson’s father, the sympathy with which “the girl” is evoked is derived partly from the author’s own beloved niece, Therese, who

  is tattooed and has suffered from anorexia and dyslexia but can fix your computer problems.




  In life, Stieg Larsson described himself as, among other things, “a feminist,” and his character surrogate, Mikael Blomkvist, takes an ostentatiously severe line against the male

  domination of society and indeed of his own profession. (The original grim and Swedish title of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo is Men Who Hate Women, while the trilogy’s third

  book bore the more fairy-tale-like name The Castle in the Air That Blew Up: the clever rebranding of the series with the word “girl” on every cover was obviously critical.)

  Blomkvist’s moral righteousness comes in very useful for the action of the novels, because it allows the depiction of a great deal of cruelty to women, smuggled through customs under the

  disguise of a strong disapproval. Sweden used to be notorious, in the late 1960s, as the homeland of the film I Am Curious (Yellow), which went all the way to the Supreme Court when

  distributed in the United States and gave Sweden a world reputation as a place of smiling nudity and guilt-free sex. What a world of nursery innocence that was, compared with the child slavery and

  exploitation that are evoked with perhaps slightly too much relish by the crusading Blomkvist.




  His best excuse for his own prurience is that these serial killers and torture fanciers are practicing a form of capitalism and that their racket is protected by a pornographic alliance with a

  form of Fascism, its lower ranks made up of hideous bikers and meth runners. This is not just sex or crime—it’s politics! Most of the time, Larsson hauls himself along with writing such

  as this:




  

    

      

        The murder investigation was like a broken mosaic in which he could make out some pieces while others were simply missing. Somewhere there was a pattern. He could sense

        it, but he could not figure it out. Too many pieces were missing.


      


    


  




  No doubt they were, or there would be no book. (The plot of the first story is so heavily convoluted that it requires a page reproducing the Vanger dynasty’s family tree—the first

  time I can remember encountering such a dramatis personae since I read War and Peace.) But when he comes to the villain of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, a many-tentacled tycoon

  named Wennerström, Larsson’s prose is suddenly much more spirited. Wennerström had consecrated himself to “fraud that was so extensive it was no longer merely

  criminal—it was business.” Thats actually one of the best-turned lines in the whole thousand pages. If it sounds a bit like Bertolt Brecht on an average day, it’s because

  Larsson’s own views were old-shoe Communist.




  His background involved the unique bonding that comes from tough Red families and solid class loyalties. The hard-labor and factory and mining sector of Sweden is in the far and arduous

  North—this is also the home territory of most of the country’s storytellers—and Grandpa was a proletarian Communist up toward the Arctic. This during the Second World War, when

  quite a few Swedes were volunteering to serve Hitler’s New Order and join the SS. In a note the 23-year-old Larsson wrote before setting out for Africa, he bequeathed everything to the

  Communist party of his hometown, Umeå. The ownership of the immense later fortune that he never saw went by law to his father and brother, leaving his partner of 30 years, Eva Gabrielsson,

  with no legal claim, only a moral one that asserts she alone is fit to manage Larsson’s very lucrative legacy. And this is not the only murk that hangs around his death, at the age of 50, in

  2004.




  To be exact, Stieg Larsson died on November 9, 2004, which I can’t help noticing was the anniversary of Kristallnacht. Is it plausible that Sweden’s most public anti-Nazi just

  chanced to expire from natural causes on such a date? Larsson’s magazine, Expo, which has a fairly clear fictional cousinhood with “Millennium,” was an unceasing annoyance

  to the extreme right. He himself was the public figure most identified with the unmasking of white-supremacist and neo-Nazi organizations, many of them with a hard-earned reputation for homicidal

  violence. The Swedes are not the pacific herbivores that many people imagine: in the footnotes to his second novel Larsson reminds us that Prime Minister Olof Palme was gunned down in the street in

  1986 and that the foreign minister Anna Lindh was stabbed to death (in a Stockholm department store) in 2003. The first crime is still unsolved, and the verdict in the second case has by no means

  satisfied everybody.




  A report in the mainstream newspaper Aftonbladet describes the findings of another anti-Nazi researcher, named Bosse Schön, who unraveled a plot to murder Stieg Larsson that included

  a Swedish SS veteran. Another scheme misfired because on the night in question, 20 years ago, he saw skinheads with bats waiting outside his office and left by the rear exit. Web sites are devoted

  to further speculation: one blog is preoccupied with the theory that Prime Minister Palme’s uncaught assassin was behind the death of Larsson too. Larsson’s name and other details were

  found when the Swedish police searched the apartment of a Fascist arrested for a political murder. Larsson’s address, telephone number, and photograph, along with threats to people identified

  as “enemies of the white race,” were published in a neo-Nazi magazine: the authorities took it seriously enough to prosecute the editor.




  But Larsson died of an apparent coronary thrombosis, not from any mayhem. So he would have had to be poisoned, say, or somehow medically murdered. Such a hypothesis would point to some

  involvement “high up,” and anyone who has read the novels will know that in Larsson’s world the forces of law and order in Sweden are fetidly complicit with organized crime. So

  did he wind up, in effect, a character in one of his own tales? The people who might have the most interest in keeping the speculation alive—his publishers and publicists—choose not to

  believe it. “Sixty cigarettes a day, plus tremendous amounts of junk food and coffee and an enormous workload,” said Christopher MacLehose, Larsson’s literary discoverer in

  English and by a nice coincidence a publisher of Flashman, “would be the culprit. I gather he’d even had a warning heart murmur. Still, I have attended demonstrations by these

  Swedish right-wing thugs, and they are truly frightening. I also know someone with excellent contacts in the Swedish police and security world who assures me that everything described in the

  ‘Millennium’ novels actually took place. And, apparently, Larsson planned to write as many as 10 in all. So you can see how people could think that he might not have died but

  been ‘stopped.’”




  He left behind him enough manuscript pages for three books, the last of which—due out in the U.S. next summer—is entitled The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest, and the

  outlines and initial scribblings of a fourth. The market and appetite for them seems to be unappeasable, as does the demand for Henning Mankell’s “Detective Wallander” thrillers,

  the work of Peter (Smilla’s Sense of Snow) Høeg, and the stories of Arnaldur Indridason. These writers come from countries as diverse as Denmark and Iceland, but in Germany the

  genre already has a name Schwedenkrimi, or “Swedish crime writing.” Christopher MacLehose told me that he knows of bookstores that now have special sections for the Scandinavian

  phenomenon. “When Roger Straus and I first published Peter Høeg,” he said, “we thought we were doing something of a favor for Danish literature, and then ‘Miss

  Smilla’ abruptly sold a million copies in both England and America. Look, in almost everyone there is a memory of the sagas and the Norse myths. A lot of our story-telling got started in

  those long, cold, dark nights.”




  Perhaps. But Larsson is very much of our own time, setting himself to confront questions such as immigration, “gender,” white-collar crime, and, above all, the Internet. The plot of

  his first volume does involve a sort of excursion into antiquity—into the book of Leviticus, to be exact—but this is only for the purpose of encrypting a “Bible code.” And

  he is quite deliberately unromantic, giving us shopping lists, street directions, menus, and other details—often with their Swedish names—in full. The villains are evil, all right, but

  very stupid and self-thwartingly prone to spend more time (this always irritates me) telling their victims what they will do to them than actually doing it. There is much sex but absolutely no

  love, a great deal of violence but zero heroism. Reciprocal gestures are generally indicated by cliché: if a Larsson character wants to show assent he or she will “nod”; if he or

  she wants to manifest distress, then it will usually be by biting the lower lip. The passionate world of the sagas and the myths is a very long way away. Bleakness is all. That could even be the

  secret—the emotionless efficiency of Swedish technology, paradoxically combined with the wicked allure of the pitiless elfin avenger, plus a dash of paranoia surrounding the author’s

  demise. If Larsson had died as a brave martyr to a cause, it would have been strangely out of keeping; it’s actually more satisfying that he succumbed to the natural causes that are symptoms

  of modern life.




  
 





  THE GIRL WHO CONQUERED THE WORLD: WHY WE CAN’T GET ENOUGH OF STIEG LARSSON’S HACKER HEROINE




  by Laura Miller




  

    

      Laura Miller, co-founder and a senior writer at Salon.com, finds Larsson’s prose “as featureless as the Scandinavian

      landscape.” Yet his novels clearly enthrall readers. Why? It is the “unedited-documentary-footage texture” of the narrative, she says, and the

      “integration of the mundane and the mythic.” The trilogy, particularly through the character of Lisbeth Salander, also resonates with the warring impulses we

      find within ourselves, Miller says—the struggle to balance the need for the rule of law with the desire to spill the blood of revenge. In this essay, one of her

      regular “What To Read” columns, Miller uses the publication of The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest, the final installment of the Millennium trilogy, as

      her springboard for a thoughtful review.


    


  




  

    This article first appeared in Salon, com, at http://www.Salon.com. An online version remains in the Salon archives. Reprinted with permission.


  




  Can anyone be seriously contemplating reading The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest who hasn’t already read the two previous novels in Stieg Larsson’s

  bestselling Millennium Trilogy, The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo and The Girl Who Played with Fire? And can there be a reader of those first two books who hopes to resist the third?

  Anyone who has succumbed to Larsson fever knows what it is to lavish the waking hours of entire weekends on his weirdly matter-of-fact and even more weirdly addictive fiction, surfacing at the end

  of the binge, bleary-eyed and underfed, wondering what just happened.




  So let this installment of “What to Read” address the Millennium trilogy as a whole and ponder the secret of its appeal. Certainly the charm doesn’t lie in Larsson’s

  prose; it’s as flat and featureless as the Scandinavian landscape it ought to be evoking (but doesn’t). Those who have proved immune to the Larsson virus protest that the books are

  filled with clichés, but that presumes the author to be reaching for more color than he is. There are not a lot of hearts pounding or chills running down spines in The Girl Who Kicked the

  Hornet’s Nest. As Larsson went along, he almost entirely jettisoned the dime-store thriller theatrics; a heart does occasionally “sink like a stone” in the third book, but

  such moments are few and far between.




  Which is not to say that his writing became more terse and economical. If anything, Hornet’s Nest luxuriates in even more of the pointlessly meticulous, step-by-step detail that

  marked the first two novels. Here’s how one character begins her day:




  

    

      

        She blinked a few times and got up to turn on the coffeemaker before she took her shower. She dressed in black pants, a white polo shirt, and a muted brick-red jacket. She

        made two slices of toast with cheese, orange marmalade and a sliced avocado, and carried her breakfast into the living room in time for the 6:30 television news. She took a sip of coffee and

        had just opened her mouth to take a bite of toast when she heard the headlines.


      


    


  




  I should point out that this is a supporting character briefly introduced in the earlier books, and while she plays a more significant role in this novel, there’s really

  no reason to so exhaustively describe her morning. It’s the sort of thing that drives the Larsson naysayers nuts, and even some fans have been known to complain that certain portions of the

  books “drag.” So let me now testify: I love this stuff, although why, exactly, has long been something of a mystery to me.




  My favorite part of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (after the scene where Lisbeth Salander triumphs over the court-appointed guardian who abused her) is the part where crusading

  journalist Mikael Blomkvist sets up, box by box, a research office in a little cabin on a remote Swedish island. My favorite part of The Girl Who Played with Fire (after the chapter where

  Salander infiltrates the bad guys’ security system) is when she goes to Ikea to furnish her secret hideout and Larsson lists every last thing she buys there.




  Of course, I couldn’t bear to read 500-odd pages of Swedish people munching on toast and buying reasonably priced plastic wastebaskets if that’s all there was to it—if it

  weren’t for Salander, the titular “girl” and the core of what a marketing director might (and for all I know already does) refer to as “the franchise.” Larsson begins

  each of the four parts of The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest with a few paragraphs of canned factoids about women warriors in ancient and modern history, but Salander is not really

  a warrior. Like Larsson, she reserves a special hatred for misogynists (the Swedish title of the first novel in the trilogy translates literally as Men Who Hate Women), but unlike the

  activist and leftist journalist who created her, she is no crusader or soldier. What motivates Salander is not justice, but revenge.




  A folklorist once told me that revenge is the root of all narrative; few stories have more immediate practical utility to the teller than the brutal causality of “That man wronged me, and

  this is how I punished him for it.” You might expect a Nordic writer, someone emerging from a culture whose earliest literature is all about seeking retribution, to be acutely aware of this.

  For some reason, though, Larsson’s examples of fighting females are all taken from the classical world and the American Civil War, instead of the shield-maidens of Scandinavian lore, who

  (besides Pippi Longstocking) would seem to be Salander’s logical precedent.




  This is primitive stuff, and by the time you get to the beginning of The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest, with Salander surviving both a bullet wound in the head and being buried

  alive in a shallow grave, there’s a dangerous drift toward Tarantino country. What keeps Salander from turning into a cartoon like the Bride from Kill Bill is the

  unedited-documentary-footage texture of the novel’s narration. It’s this integration of the mundane and the mythic that enables the trilogy to hold its readers in thrall.




  The antagonists in the first novel were corporate; in the second they were organized criminals and their accomplices. The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest beards the ultimate

  villains in their den: abusers of legitimate state authority, specifically the Swedish Security Service, or Säpo, the national police. “I don’t believe in collective guilt,” says

  Blomkvist, that authorial sock puppet, and so Larsson takes great care to illustrate that the “system” isn’t inherently to blame, but rather individuals who warp it for their own

  ends.




  The climax of Hornet’s Nest is, naturally, a trial. Salander, who long ago (and with good cause) lost any faith in institutions or official authority, is vendetta personified,

  confronting the Enlightenment institution of the rule of law. One side is so satisfying, so charismatic, so immediately appealing to our instinctive sense of right and wrong; the other, as Larsson

  himself was no doubt aware, is the only thing keeping us from descending back into the bloody world of the Icelandic sagas. It’s a contest that still captivates us because we all feel those

  warring impulses within ourselves. The story may be ancient, but somehow it never gets old.




  
 





  LISBETH SALANDER, THE MILLENNIUM TRILOGY, AND MY MOTHER




  by Jenny McPhee




  

    

      In producing The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, The Girl Who Played with Fire, and The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest, Stieg Larsson has given us “a

      stunning feminist manifesto,” writes Jenny McPhee. “Even though his agenda is both repetitive and emphatic, it is so convincingly integrated into the plot and

      into the characters’ lives that rather than feel harangued, a reader feels refreshingly represented.”




      McPhee is the author of the novels A Man of No Moon, No Ordinary Matter, and The Center of Things, as well as a regular contributor to the web magazine Bookslut.


    


  




  

    This essay was written for the Bookslut blog ( www.bookslut.com) and appears here with permission of the author.


  




  My mother had been urging me to read Stieg Larsson’s Millennium trilogy. Like her, I love a good thriller but a ways into the first book, I had my doubts. There just

  wasnt much thrill in this thriller. Then, on page 263 of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, whose original title is Men Who Hate Women, protagonist extraordinaire Lisbeth Salander

  performs an act that made me laugh out loud, shiver with vicarious revenge, and definitively confer upon her Bombshell Status. (She has short black hair but makes ample use throughout the trilogy

  of a blond wig.) Under five feet and an anorexic-seeming 90 pounds (she eats voraciously), Salander uses a taser to immobilize her evil guardian, who previously had raped her brutally, and straps

  him to his bed. She then proceeds to tattoo across his belly “I AM A SADISTIC PIG, A PERVERT, AND A RAPIST.” I almost stood up and clapped.




  Though the Millennium trilogy does not offer up particularly great sentences, it does bestow upon us a truly great character in Lisbeth Salander. She is unpredictable and possessed of an

  Asperger-type social diffidence and secret genius. She has a photographic memory, is one of the world’s most talented hackers, has expert financial savvy, and at one point solves

  Fermat’s Last Theorem. Her petite body is a showcase of piercings and tattoos. She is bisexual, likes to use props during sex, and has a penchant for much older men. An excellent boxer

  (trained by a champion heavyweight), she is a natural with an array of weaponry. Her fierce protectiveness of her mother is the catalyst for the entire saga. She fits squarely into the tradition of

  anti-heroes who defy a corrupt authority and answers only to a higher morality: her own. She does not hesitate to use violence to right wrongs—usually injustices against women. She is a

  feminist version of Dirty Harry.




  She is no Lara Croft or Charlie’s Angel who must pay the price for her physical prowess by titillating the phantom male reader/viewer with her 36-24-36 scantily clad body. In fact,

  Lisbeth’s breasts are so underdeveloped that in the second book she has them enhanced (begging the question: do women undergo plastic surgery to feel better about their self-image or to

  change how they imagine they appear to a male gaze? Lisbeth’s motivation is clearly the former). The books contain plenty of titillation, including sexual violence towards women. I put such

  easy manipulation on a par with using terminally-ill children or the Holocaust to raise emotional content. The author, however, balances the sexual violence with other kinds of titillating sexual

  encounters between consenting adults. The possibilities are infinite for sexual fantasy, Larsson indicates, and need not be limited to the porn industry’s paltry choices. Furthermore, Larsson

  seems to be acutely aware of what will turn on his readership. The ideal reader of these books is a heterosexual woman with a fairly fluid concept of sexual preference. Not a bad strategy given

  that women make up the vast majority of the fiction reading population.




  I fully understand why my mother, a member of NOW since the ’70s, had been urging me to read these books. Revenge is sweet; for women it rarely comes in such a guilt-free, hugely

  entertaining package. Few women have been so violently abused as the twenty-something Lisbeth Salander, but as epigraphs in the first book note, a very high percentage of women in Sweden (and by

  extrapolation everywhere since Swedish society claims to be the most egalitarian in the world) will encounter some form of sexual harassment during their lifetimes. Many female characters in these

  books triumph over relentless male aggression in deeply satisfying ways. The Millennium trilogy is one long female revenge fantasy.




  Throughout the trilogy an overt feminist consciousness presides. The books take on domestic violence, abuse, rape, torture, the serial murder of women within a wealthy industrial family, sex

  trafficking and the exploitation of immigrant women, severe sexual harassment within a major newspaper, and entrenched sexism in the police force and criminal justice system. The narrative

  consistently brings the reader’s attention to minor and major instances of sexism. Though this agenda is both repetitive and emphatic, it is so convincingly integrated into the plot and into

  the characters’ lives that rather than feel harangued, a reader feels refreshingly represented.
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