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introduction


What is ‘hygge’? There is no easy answer. English has no equivalent word. Etymology, however, provides a clue. Hygge is derived from the Old Norse words hig, meaning cosy, and ger, meaning fire hazard.


Although hygge (pronounced ‘huhhpg-ghuhrr’) was coined by our Norwegian friends, it is today a purely Danish experience. The Norwegians, in fact, are not very hygge. It takes more than bad weather and very high taxes to be hygge.


It takes a commitment to cosiness; being snug, gentle, warm and wholesome. It means noticing and appreciating life’s small pleasures. The hygge individual would sooner stay home making cinnamon buns by candlelight than attend a fashionable party in an Aalborg club.


You might think the hygge-ster is a lonely soul. But you would be wrong. Because hygge people find one another, and appreciate quiet togetherness. They have found the secret to happiness. The Aalborg club goers, like the Norwegians, just don’t get it. It is their loss.


In this small book, I will teach you the hygge way. You will learn how to make every area of your life hygge – from the office to the bedroom. You will discover that being hygge is a state of mind, an attitude, but one which can be encouraged through the creation of the correct environment; one heavy on natural fabrics, and candles. A lot of candles.


For some, achieving hygge will come easily. Some may have to work a little harder. Being calm, content and satisfied – and, ideally, self-satisfied – takes effort. It is important, for example, to suppress your emotions, leaving just a narrow palette of mild, almost neutral, feelings.


But if you put in the hours, and follow the guidance in this book carefully, you will find hygge-topia. Inner peace will be yours. You will become, in spirit, Danish. And, as the old song goes, there is nothing like a Dane.


dr magnus olsensen


director, institute of wellbeing, aarhus


2016










biographical note


The Institute of Wellbeing in Aarhus was founded by Professor Olaf Poång who became famous in 1970s Denmark with his Let’s Pleasure! series of television documentaries. Poång was fascinated by the science of warm feelings. So when his television company’s accounts were frozen by the tax authorities in 1976, academia beckoned.


With the help of several large grants, some of which were declared, the institute was created with a remit to understand the nature of Danish gratification. My own small contribution to the field began in 1991, when I joined the institute as a researcher. I had recently graduated from the University of Odense and my dissertation – ‘Measuring hygge in energy-saving lightbulbs’ – had caught Professor Poång’s eye.


In 2006, Professor Poång unexpectedly retired to Laos. At the time the institute’s financial future was uncertain – despite our sponsorship deal with Nødfæstillde, Denmark’s leading candle manufacturer.


I have worked hard over the last ten years to ensure our important work can continue, and to find the 8 million kroner missing from the institute’s funds. I am grateful to Professor Poång for his ready advice and his willingness to join our research trips (when they are in countries with no reciprocal extradition agreements).










1.


furniture


Readers will no doubt be familiar with the iconic Danish designer Malthe Hvorsen (1902–76). Hvorsen is, to Danes, a revered national figure who – despite some personal failings which have only recently come to light – has won DR1’s ‘Great Dane’ poll every year since the competition was launched in 1989.


It was Hvorsen and his acolytes who pioneered what many now consider to be classic Danish design: elegant, functional and incredibly expensive.


There has of course been much speculation that when, in 1926, Hvorsen launched his first product Unturdførb (a sleek toilet brush made from engineered ply) – charging in today’s money 1,600 kroner (£185) – he was executing an elaborate practical joke. Others wondered whether, in fact, Hvorsen was an artist – one, perhaps, inspired by Marcel Duchamp.


We now know he was neither a joker, nor an artist. Indeed, we now know he was a paedophile.


But Hvorsen was, above all else, a master craftsman and a truly gifted designer. We know this because people are still buying Unturdførbs today. It has been estimated that a staggering 1 per cent of the global population has an Unturdførb in their home. And the Danish Office for National Statistics (motto: ‘Winning global rankings since 1957’) has calculated that the Unturdførb alone contributes an amazing 6 per cent of Danish GDP every year.


What has this to do with hygge? Well, while hygge is undoubtedly a feeling – ideally a muted one – it is highly dependent on the physical space around you. It is hard to be hygge in a drab magnolia flat with mouldy window frames and furniture from Argos (as many British would-be hygge-sters have found). Getting really hyggeligt will require reordering your space.


And the first step is furniture. Here, I don’t just mean tables and sofas but everything: kitchen cabinets, lighting, floor coverings, window blinds and even cutlery. It is essential that you consider every element of your environment, and every item within it, and ask yourself, as you view or handle each one, is this hygge? Or, a useful shorthand, what would Malthe Hvorsen do? (With the furnishings, I mean.)


It is likely, particularly for British readers, that making your personal space hygge will require replacing every item in your entire home. Do not be surprised if your home also requires a period of renovation – perhaps six to nine months.


For these reasons, it is prudent to set aside a reasonable sum to be spent in pursuit of your new hygge lifestyle. The results will undoubtedly be worth it, so you should not worry about this.


One of the members of our fact-finding tour of Kent and Essex, Freja Børnjoka, has calculated that a typical British homeowner should set aside around £45,000. Freja herself is an admirably hygge individual. There are few men in the institute who have not imagined themselves drinking hot chocolate in a snow-bound cabin with Freja. But I digress.


Now, at this point in my lectures on hygge, I am invariably asked the following question: can I achieve an affordable hygge space by shopping at IKEA?


The short answer is: no.


The Swedes, sadly, are not hygge. Okay, they have snow. And trees. And candlelit homes with pine cladding. They too have had some moderately successful designers. Clearly, they are not as un-hygge as the Norwegians. But hygge requires more: a commitment to quality, and the reassuring feeling that one is surrounded by a small number of simple, beautiful and extremely expensive items.


This is perhaps why Malthe Hvorsen described IKEA’s founder, Ingvar Kamprad, as måndskylkke (see glossary).










2.


sex


Here we come to the delicate subject of hygge sex. Sex has the potential to be the most hygge of all activities, but of course it requires a firm commitment to the hyggeligt approach. In this chapter I will draw heavily on the work of my colleague Freja Børnjoka, who has inspired a great deal of the research in this area.


Hygge sex starts long before intercourse. It starts with the lighting of candles. Light in the room in which coitus is planned must be provided by candles only, and should measure between 400 and 500 lumens.


I strongly recommend buying a light meter for the purposes of achieving the optimal sexual environment. Either partner can perform this and other preparatory tasks, of course, but in a heterosexual relationship the light metering role often, it seems, falls to the man. This gives rise to the popular Danish chat-up line: ‘I’ve got a light meter, baby, if you’ve got the time.’


In many cultures, music plays an important role in creating the correct sexual mood. For the hygge couple, however, the perfect sexual track is in fact the sound of a moderate to severe storm. Howling wind and lashing rain will only heighten intimacy.


Storm CDs and Spotify playlists are available for the rare occasions in Denmark when there is no actual storm. You should not let the fact that Spotify is a Swedish enterprise dampen your mood.


Finally, the thermostat should be set at precisely 28.5 degrees. (My thanks to Institute of Wellbeing researchers Aksel Forstårsen and Sophia Nordskov for their temperature calculations made during extensive trials over a number of weekends.)


The sexual act itself must begin with a long massage, using essential oils which evoke the forest. Each partner – or, if you enjoy group sex (as frankly, I do), every member of the loving circle – should be massaged for somewhere between 40 and 50 minutes. Hygge sex cannot be rushed.


The aim here is to achieve a state which in Denmark we call gørhorn, which – like the word hygge itself – has no direct translation. It can best be described as a status somewhere between high sexual arousal and sleep. It is in this condition – relaxed yet tumescent – that hygge intercourse can finally be achieved.


Simultaneous orgasm was, of course, practically invented by the Danes. And the hygge approach should more or less guarantee it. But even if you fall short of that standard, hygge lovers should remember that sex does not end with the orgasm.


Both, or all, partners should then hold one another, listening to the storm (or, if necessary, storm CD). Falling asleep directly after penetration is not hygge.


With that in mind, many Danish men keep a drawing pin in their bedside table which they bang into their foreheads after sex in order to stay awake.


In recent years, hygge sex has become a matter for debate in our national parliament. Danes, despite their attractiveness, have not been procreating in adequate numbers for some years now. With a birth rate below ‘replacement level’, Danish society is ageing. There are simply too few future workers to maintain our cherished welfare state.
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