
Scandinavian/Nordic Crime Fiction 
 
It didn’t start with Stieg Larsson. As far back as Smilla’s Sense of Snow by Peter Hoeg (1993), or even 
farther back, Per Wahlöö and Maj Sjöwall's series about Inspector Martin Beck (1960s), Americans have 
been enthralled with crime fiction from the bleak lands of the north – Sweden, Norway, Denmark, 
Finland, and Iceland. Since then, books by Henning Mankell, Karin Fossum, Arnaldur Indridason, Jo 
Nesbo and many others have fed our appetite for cold deeds in a cold climate. Put on your Nordic 
sweater before reading these. 
 
 

 
 
Cecilia Ekbäck. Wolf Winter. 2015. 
 
In 1717, Maija and her family move from Finland to settle in the remote mountains of Swedish Lapland.  
Days after they arrive, Maija’s two daughters discover the body of another settler, and though some 
blame the death on animals, Maija knows the man was murdered.  During a time of political unrest and 
the harshest winter anyone can remember, Maija investigates the murder, uncovering dirty secrets, 
strained social relations, and accusations of witchcraft as she does so. 
 
Though Wolf Winter is a mystery that takes place in a historical setting, it is closer to literary fiction than 
any other genre.  The story revolves around complex characters that drive the plot.  Ekbäck also likes to 
play with language and narrative form in a way that can make the novel hard to follow at times.  
Consequently, it is likely to appeal to readers who enjoy introspection and philosophical speculation 
rather than fans of traditional whodunits.  Likewise, the remote location and historical period have little 
in common with other popular Scandinavian mysteries, like those of Stieg Larsson or Camilla Läckberg.  
Instead, the looming mountain and isolated village where the action takes place possess an almost 
human persona that factor into the novel’s tone and mood significantly.  Even the winter seems 
menacing in a way that transcends simple setting.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Karin Fossum. He Who Fears the Wolf. 2014. 
 
He Who Fears the Wolf by Karin Fossum is an exploration in the personalities that can lead to the 
harming of others and criminal activity or our stereotypes of them. Errkhi is insane and believed to be 
bad luck, Morgan is a bank robber without a plan and Kannick is impulsive which has led him to be put 
into a home for wayward boys. The three of them get mixed up in a murder investigation. Are any of 
them capable of murder? Everyone seems to think one of them is. 
 
A good read for anyone who likes mysteries without much fluff. 
 
 

 
 
Mari Jungstedt. Dark Angel. 2011  
 
Mari Jungstedt writes a mystery /crime/detective series of which Dark Angel is #6.  The main characters 
are Police Inspector, Anders Knutas and Johan Berg, TV news reporter/journalist.  Right from the 
beginning, there’s a murder of a well-known local businessman, Viktor Algard.  Knutas and his wife are 
present at an event where the murder takes place.  He quickly finds several possible motives yet the 
reader already knows they may be irrelevant. 
 
There’s lots of character development.  Keeping everyone straight is a little confusing due to the use of 
parallel stories that jump from present to past.  A cheat sheet to keep track of all the characters would 
be helpful but there’s too much action to want to stop reading long enough to make the list.  Eventually 
all those side stories are tied together quite nicely.  Descriptions of Sweden and the island of Gotland 
are not overwhelming but just enough to make it fun and give one the desire to learn more about the 
country.  
 
Read this one if you want a good crime novel without all the blood and gore! 



 
 
Lackberg, Camilla. The Ice Princess. 2003. 
 
When the lifeless body of Alexandra Wijkner is found in a bathtub, wrists slit, all signs point to suicide. 
Erica Falck, Alex’s estranged girlhood-friend-turned-famous-writer, is one of the first to happen upon 
the grizzly scene. Though Erica had returned to the village of her childhood to settle a family estate, she 
is immediately consumed with discovering the truth behind Alex’s demise and reconciling the unfamiliar 
woman Alex had become with the girl she once knew. Local detective Patrik Hedstrom, another 
childhood friend, is on the case. As the two draw closer to the truth, they find that the seemingly idyllic 
Swedish town of Fjallbacka is enmeshed in a web of destructive secrets. 
 
Several plot twists fuel the steady pace of this novel, which was a number one bestseller in Sweden. 
Though the unfurling mystery provides an engaging backdrop, the author’s real focus is on the 
relationships of her characters and their psychological motivations. Recommended for readers who 
appreciate dark mysteries with an emphasis on characterization and setting, rather than a central series 
of clues. First in a series. 
 
 

 
 
Jo Nesbo. The Redbreast. 2007. 
 
Someone is planning an assassination in Norway – but who, and when? Inspector Harry Hole learns that 
an especially powerful rifle has been smuggled into Norway. He follows clues that implicate neo-Nazis, 
or possibly someone who fought for Germany during World War II. The last few pages feature a race 
against time as Harry tries to get to the killer before he shoots the Crown Prince.  
 
Harry Hole is a believable, sympathetic hero with a drinking problem and an attitude. In this one novel, 
he experiences tragedy, budding romance, a political promotion, and the indignity of a car that has to be 
pushed to get it started.  



Nesbo introduces us to the killer and his plans without revealing who he is until the very end. An 
extended flashback to WWII reveals the origin of the killer’s resentment against his current targets (yes, 
he has more than one victim in his sights).  
 
Romance, desertion, betrayal, and stolen identities all play a part in this complex thriller. In fact, the plot 
is sufficiently complex that a Kirkus reviewer mistook one alias for the wrong character. Pay attention, 
reader, and you will be rewarded with a superior story. 
 


