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<Abstract>

Evolution of Female Characters in Nordic Noir:

From Roseanna to Malin via Lisbeth Salander

Soojeong Ha'

Scandinavian crime fiction has gained immense popularity since the 1990s,
becoming a global phenomenon in the 2000s. Known for its unpretentious
narrative style, authentic dark atmosphere, and complex characterization,
Nordic Noir stands apart from its predecessors by featuring ordinary police
stations and their everyday problems reflecting reality. This paper explores the
origins of the term “Nordic Noir” and delves into its defining features.

The novel “Roseanna,” written by Maj Sjéwall and Per Wahloo in 1965,
played a pivotal role in shaping the future of Nordic Noir and influencing
subsequent writers. The study focuses on the winners of the Glass Key Award,
an annual literature award given to a Nordic crime novel, compiling statistics
on the gender of narrators, assailants, and victims. A character tree is used to
analyze the relationships among the characters.

Traditionally portrayed as victims, female characters have now become more
diverse in terms of their professions and roles within Nordic Noir narratives.
In the 2000s, stories led by female protagonists became increasingly common,
while minors, immigrants, and LGBTQ+ characters also started appearing as
victims. However, male characters still dominate the role of assailants.
Notably, every male victim has a connection to their assailant, providing a
motive for their elimination. In contrast, female victims are often targeted by

strangers or passersby encountered during their daily routines.

* Nordic Research Institute
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The evolution of female characters in Nordic Noir, from the silent
“Roseanna” to the resilient Lisbeth Salander and beyond, not only reflects the
contemporary Nordic society but also spearheads the changing landscape of
crime fiction.

While female characters were initially limited to victim roles, they have
now gained more agency and representation, showcasing a broader range of
experiences and occupations. However, the prevalence of male assailants
highlights persistent gender imbalances. Understanding these shifts and trends
allows for a deeper exploration of the complexities within Nordic Noir and its

impact on contemporary crime literature.

Key Words: Nordic Noir, Scandinavian crime fiction, Roseanna, Millenium

trilogy, glass key award, Lisbeth Salander, Detective Novel
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