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chapter 3

Fictionalized cityscapes
Lisbeth Salander and the heritage of Stockholm

Johan Linder

‘Across the water, on the other side,’ the tour guide remarks, ‘is 
where she gets raped’. The collective gaze of the group follows the 
sweeping gesture of her hand, taking in a broad arc of cityscape. 
Having started the tour at Bellmansgatan 1, they have paused for a 
moment at a viewpoint looking right out across the capital. Through-
out the walk, from the very start, Södermalm is categorized as the 
‘good’ side, and the parts of town ‘across the water’ as the ‘bad’ side. 
The sentiment expressed by the guide originally comes from Stieg 
Larsson’s rogue hacker heroine Lisbeth Salander, who, according to 
the guide, echoes the social judgement of the crime writer himself. 
The sites viewed during the walk are by no means unknown to 
Stockholmers, nor are they otherwise unseen by visitors. Yet during 
these tours they are given special significance through their use in 
the books and films of the Millennium series.1

In this essay, I examine the use of the Millennium books and films 
in guided city tours in Stockholm. Arranged by the City  Museum of 
Stockholm, an institution that is a focal point in the local heritage 
discourse, these tours are offered alongside ones that take in more 
obvious heritage objects, such as exhibitions, designated heritage 
sites, and so on.2 Taking part in such a tour and adopting a tou-
rist gaze, calibrated through the fictional works of Stieg Larsson, I 
ponder the question of what fiction does to heritage.3 In addition, 
I examine how the tours interpret the social critique embedded in 
the fictional works of the Millennium series.
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Destabilizing the familiar
Crime fiction often takes place against a familiar backdrop. The 
streets of well-known cities and rural scenes create a sense of a calm 
everyday life. There is, for instance, the idealized yet familiar English 
countryside of Midsomer Murders, or the endless stretches of highway 
and American small-town culture of David Lynch’s Twin Peaks. Reneé 
Tobe has noted, writing about Twin Peaks, that the destabilization 
of the familiar is an integral part of the drama, leading viewers to 
question the safety of their own surroundings.4 This is quite clear in 
Swedish crime fiction too, with the murders of Henning Mankell’s 
Wallander series (set in the small southern town of Ystad and the 
surrounding countryside) and Camilla Läckberg’s novels (the idyllic 
West Coast town of Fjällbacka) serving as good examples. In the Mil-
lennium films, the locations vary and the main plot is set in different 
parts of the country; it is not just the familiarity and safety of the 
capital that is cast into doubt, but much of the rest of the country, 
encompassing a large part of the native audience. Furthermore, the 
reliability of the Swedish social system is often questioned in crime 
fiction. The seminal novels by Maj Sjöwall and Per Wahlöö were 
written in the early 1960s with the explicit purpose of challenging 
the previous bourgeois conventions of the genre.5 Their work has 
been an inspiration for many writers in the genre, such as Leif G. 
W. Persson, Henning Mankell, and Stieg Larsson, all of whom have 
produced crime novels with a critical ambition stretching beyond 
the crimes themselves.6 This could indeed be viewed as a destabili-
zation of familiar terrain, since the idea of Sweden as an open, wel-
coming, and socially responsible society is often taken for granted. 
By charting corruption in the police force, sexual violence in the 
social system, or racism in an allegedly fair and open society, such 
fiction challenges what the authors claim to be illusions of a society 
that prides itself on its equality, decency, and openness. Cinematic 
visualizations of cityscapes and typical environments function as 
reminders that crime exists even against a backdrop of the familiar, 
the just, the picturesque, not as a contrasting anomaly, but as part 
of that celebrated system.7
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Literary tourism
Mass tourism as a form of leisure took off in the nineteenth century. 
Soon enough, travelling in the footsteps of writers and characters 
from their books to real or fictional destinations became increasingly 
popular.8 Tourist destinations served as visualizations of books and 
poems, blurring the lines between fiction and reality. A much later 
example can be found in Ystad, home of the popular police detec-
tive Kurt Wallander. The local tourist centre produced a map of 
sites important to the stories as well as to the film production, so 
the visitor can find the film studios as well as Wallander’s favourite 
restaurants.9 This is designed to appeal to Wallander fans as well as 
those interested in film productions in general. A similar product 
is available in Stockholm, allowing visitors to take a self-guided 
Millennium tour.10 In recent decades, this way of experiencing an 
attraction seems to have become increasingly popular with visitors.11 
This of course has not been overlooked by city authorities, which 
have included fictional places, characters, and stories in their place 
branding,12 using them to promote the city through the museum, 
itself an institution governed by the local authorities. According to 
Urry, in order for a place to become an ‘object of the tourist gaze, 
… a strategic plan by the local authority to co-ordinate activities’ 
is needed to draw the attention of visitors to it.13 In Stockholm, 
the Millennium walks would appear to be part of just such a plan, 
drawing on the popularity of Larsson’s fiction, and legitimizing it 
through the Stockholm City Museum.

The role of the museum
The museum’s role is crucial to understanding the Millennium tours. 
In its own words, the Stockholm City Museum exists ‘to preserve the 
city’s cultural heritage, bring it to life and convey it to Stockholm 
residents, visitors and future generations’.14 This broad remit, recog-
nizable from many a mission statement, affirms the duality of the 
work of any museum—preservation on the one hand, presentation 
on the other.15 And in the Millennium tour, the focus is solely on the 
latter. Through the gaze of Lisbeth Salander, Stockholm is presumably 
‘brought to life’, attracting other segments of the population than 
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the normal run of museum visitors. Could it be that the museum is 
hoping that a visitor, drawn by the lure of an exciting thriller, might 
also become interested in the museum’s other heritage activities? Or 
are the tours produced primarily to widen the field of interest of 
the museum, allowing this particular work of fiction to take a place 
alongside and on par with historical narratives? Regardless of the 
intentions of the museum, it seems telling that the film set of the 
Millennium magazine offices has been reconstructed as a display in 
the museum.16 This reconstruction, complete with newspaper hoar-
dings and placards featuring Salander as a wanted criminal, seems 
an odd part of the museum’s exhibitions, which otherwise visualize 
narratives of Stockholm past and present, including the Stockholm 
Castle fire of 1697 and modern life for (actual) Stockholmers. The 
museum apparently finds Larsson’s fiction worthy of being retold, 
and by creating the display and organizing the Millennium walks, 
invites it into an official heritage discourse. True, the presence and 
attribution of an appealing story, fictional or not, is often part of 
the heritage experience. Indeed, in many cases the stories themselves 
bestowed heritage status on objects or places, the narrative bringing 
the objects alive.17 This illustrates the dichotomous nature of heritage 
as both material and immaterial.18 The point here is that the Mil-
lennium story, as presented by the museum, seems more connected 
to place branding and tourism than are the bulk of its exhibitions, 
conservation and curatorial work.19 This indicates, in stark contrast 
to their usual official statements, how closely related museums are 
to the so-called experience industry, and how cities can use them 
in their branding strategies.20

As yet, the City Museum has not said much, if anything, about 
the heritage status of the Millennium tour. It is quite clear, however, 
that the Millennium fiction is the reason a visitor might take a tour. 
And with the museum having taken that bait, these stories become 
part of the heritage discourse. Given its mission and function, the 
museum takes active part in completing its translation from crime 
fiction to local narrative.

Bearing in mind David Lowenthal’s idea that the past as we 
know it is an illusory construct, it could be argued that it is of little 
concern whether or not a story is founded in some version of ‘rea-
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lity’.21 With such an acknowledgement comes the realization that 
more than one level of authenticity could be in play in the same 
place at the same time, allowing one heritage site to be connected 
to numerous, and indeed conflicting, stories.22 Consequently, each 
site will almost always have a complicated past, with several parallel 
stories attachable to it. In the Millennium tour, however, only one 
will prevail. We see it in the description of one house as Salander’s 
luxury hideout, leaving out any descriptions of its actual functions, 
history, and architecture. In view of the aforementioned tradition 
of Swedish crime fiction, one could argue that Larsson’s fiction, 
driven by a social critique, is in fact a version of said ‘reality’, thus 
breaking down the boundaries between fiction and facticity. That 
said, I would still argue that the tours have little to do with the City 
Museum’s mission to document the past and present, and to display 
it in a convincing, yet compelling way. If heritage is not an inherent 

Figure 1. The Millennium display in the City Museum. The walls are covered 
with shelves with file boxes and posters featuring breaking stories from the Mil-
lennium magazine. The open laptop computer and half-read newspapers, with 
stories about Salander, suggest the writer has only taken a short break. Photo 
by the author, published with permission from the Stockholm City Museum.
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or essential value embedded in an object or a place, but rather is 
negotiated and renegotiated by actors within a heritage discourse,23 
it may be argued that official heritage institutions have the privilege 
to define their own object of study. The choice of the Millennium 
Series in the heritage-making of a number of Stockholm sites seems 
speculative at best. In attempting to profit from the attention of 
millions of cinema-goers and crime fiction readers, the museum is 
attempting to up its visitor numbers by giving the audience what 
it believes they want. No harm will necessarily come of it, although 
the museum never seems to have questioned its choice to tell this 
particular story. Used to breathe life into the dead façades of Stock-
holm, Millennium takes on the same role as other narratives of his-
torical events. I would maintain that these narratives are necessary 
fictions too, activating dead objects in exhibitions, at heritage sites, 
and  elsewhere. But in a city tour, revolving around a story never 
claimed to be true, the notions of fact and fiction still seem to shift, 
albeit differently. Salander never existed. Yet, regardless, she can be 
found on street corners, in tattoo parlours, corner shops, and luxury 
flats in Södermalm, merging with the official history told by the 
City Museum. Thus we can see the 1697 fire, suburban life, and 
Lisbeth Salander all being part of the same narrative. And this, the 
City Museum seems to say, is Stockholm.

A fictionalized cityscape
Returning to the spot where I began, with the visitors gazing out over 
the capital, the guide points dutifully to the City Hall, completed 
in 1923, an acknowledged landmark in both the heritage and the 
tourist discourse. The guide moves on, pointing to the courthouse 
used in the films and the jail where Salander was held on remand. 
In only a few sentences, the stories of actual and fictional Stockholm 
blend together. After a ninety-minute walk past cafés, corner-shops, 
and restaurants with some significance in the Millennium stories, 
we find ourselves on yet another observation deck, just next to the 
building where Lisbeth Salander buys her 25 million kronor flat. 
From there, her fictional gaze across the water merges with ours. 
We see what she sees across the water on the ‘bad’ side, while we 
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remain safely located on the ‘good’ side. Over there she was raped, 
imprisoned, and abused before she won her controversial court case. 
Stieg Larsson’s ambition was clearly to show the injustice of the 
welfare system. I wonder, however, how much of the edge in that 
social critique is lost when thousands of tourists pay to see familiar 
sites from the films on these still popular tours. Are we not now 
just remembering what we saw on the film screen, as we listen to 
how the film-makers decided which locations to use? Returning to 
Urry’s ideas about tourist expectations being shaped in all kinds of 
media, the Millennium tour seems a case in point.24

Acknowledging that sexual and violent crime is very much part 
of society, past and present, it must be said to be part of an imma-
terial heritage as well. Promoting such a heritage could very well be 
a part of a museum’s mission. Yet here, through the filters of place 
branding, developed to better the image of Stockholm, this heritage 
instead becomes spectacularized and fictionalized, and thus escapes 
real social critique.

Notes
 1 Bellmansgatan 1 is the home address of main character journalist Mikael Blom-

kvist. Larsson’s Millennium Series consists of the novels The Girl with the Dragon 
Tattoo (Män som hatar kvinnor, 2005), The Girl who Played with Fire (Flickan som 
lekte med elden, 2006) and The Girl who Kicked the Hornets’ Nest (Luftslottet som 
sprängdes, 2007). They were all adapted for the screen with theatrical releases in 
February, September and November of 2009, respectively, starring Noomi Rapace 
as Lisbeth Salander and Michael Nyqvist as Mikael Blomkvist. A longer version 
of the films (two ninety-minute episodes per film) was later broadcast on Swedish 
national television (SVT). In 2011, an American film, based on the first novel, 
was released, starring Rooney Mara and Daniel Craig as the two main characters. 
American adaptations of the latter two novels are, at the time of writing (2013), 
yet to be produced.

 2 Smith 2007. In positing an authorized heritage discourse, Smith argues that heritage 
is not a given quality, embedded in an object, but rather designated as such by a 
number of factors, such as museums, international conventions, antiquarians, and 
so on. 

 3 Urry 1990, 1995. Urry’s seminal theory about the tourist gaze treats travel as a 
form of leisure, removed from day-to-day life. The gaze is a search for familiar 
sites, previously seen in tourist brochures, television programmes, and films, or 
even created in the minds of those planning a trip. Local authorities thus play an 
important role, guiding the visitor’s gaze to certain sites and places. 

 4 Tobe 2003. Twin Peaks, while not a typical television crime series, still serves as a 
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good example with its sense of destabilizing the familiar, with the safety of such 
archetypical American scenes as the highway, road-side diner, small-town life, and 
the suburban living-room used as backdrops for a number of crimes. In all other 
aspects, there are few if any similarities with the case-study in this text. The town 
of Twin Peaks is fictional, as is the county of Midsomer.

 5 Tapper 2011, 176. The social critique added to their work is generally seen as a 
reshaping of the genre.

 6 Tapper 2011 offers a comprehensive insight into written and filmed police stories 
in Sweden.

 7 The idyllic backdrop of the Wallander series has been discussed by ethnologist 
Carina Sjöholm (2010).

 8 Watson (2006, 5) writes about a specifically British context, where the interest in 
writers and the places associated with them resulted in parts of the country being 
rebranded, attracting visitors to such (semi-)fictional places as ‘Shakespeare coun-
try’, ‘Scott-land’, ‘Brontë country’, and ‘Dickens’s London’. However, the increase 
in tourism was a fact throughout Europe during that century. 

 9 The material in question is available on paper, in digital form on the local authority 
website, and as mobile phone applications. In addition, various forms of guided 
tours are offered.

 10 The map is entitled ‘Stieg Larsson’s Millennium Trilogy. A city walk in Mikael 
Blomkvist’s and Lisbeth Salander’s footsteps’, and is available in Swedish, English, 
French, Italian, Spanish, German, Finnish, and Russian. Interestingly, this infor-
mation is available in more languages than are offered for the museum’s permanent 
exhibitions and other texts produced by this particular institution—a telling point 
as far as target groups are concerned. Whereas the Millennium tour is said to have 
been produced with an international audience in mind, other projects presumably 
were not, at least not to the same extent.

 11 Other past and present Swedish examples include tourism in the county of Småland 
based on Vilhelm Moberg’s The Emigrants (1949, adapted for the screen in 1971); Jens 
Lapidus’ Easy Money (2006, adapted for the screen in 2010) in Stockholm; various 
enterprises drawing on Astrid Lindgren’s work; and so on. For a description of some 
aspects of Lindgren tourism, see Syssner 2010. The Easy Money tour, also given by 
the City Museum, is not translated into as many languages as the Millennium tour.

 12 I follow Josefina Syssner (2012, 11) in defining Place branding as ‘efforts aiming 
to change, improve or enhance the image of a place’, (my translation). 

 13  Urry 1990, 114. 
 14 <http://www.stadsmuseum.stockholm.se/ommuseet.php?kategori=4&sprak=-

english>, accessed 31 October 2012. 
 15 Indeed, the duality of the mission echoes that of the Swedish National Heritage 

Board, with similar wording on their website, <www.raa.se>, accessed 31 October 
2012.

 16 At first, this was part of an exhibition about Stockholm in films, but was kept as 
an exhibition in its own right, at times being part of the city tour, long after the 
rest of the original exhibition was removed. 

 17 Widmark 2012. One of Widmark’s examples is the zebra crossing outside the Abbey 
Road Studio in London, listed as a British national heritage site because of its use on 
the cover of The Beatles’ 1969 album, although the physical materiality of the site 
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would hardly grant it such status. To complicate matters further, the crossing no longer 
exists, as it has been moved due to altered traffic regulations. In my own research, 
I note that in home museums, the work and life story of the previous resident of a 
house provides such status, although many other historical or archaeological ‘layers’ 
found on site could go unnoticed. 

 18 This has been said of city branding strategies as well. Local myths, legends, and 
the lives of famous past or present residents are sometimes used to highlight the 
allegedly unique qualities of a place (Jansson & Power 2006, 16); see also Hospers 
2011, 27–35; and Jensen 2007. 

 19 The guide of the tour I took part in confirmed this by informing me that the idea did 
not initially come from the museum, but from others, among them journalists, who, 
having seen the tourism in Paris based on Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code (2003), 
thought it a good idea for Stockholm. This too seems to point to the fact that the tour 
is more a tourist- or place-branding enterprise than anything connected to heritage. 
Yet the museum remains in the centre of it.

 20 For a discussion of the term ‘experience industry’, see, for example, Strömberg 
(2007), 6–10. Drawing on works by (among others) economist Lena Mossberg 
and ethnologists Orvar Löfgren and Thomas O’Dell, Strömberg notes that the 
experience industry in recent decades has been a consequence of an intensified 
economy, leading to more commercialization, specialization, and professional-
ization in the field. In short, actors in this economy sell aesthetics and emotions, 
psychological, and cultural experiences, yet anchored in the material world. To 
me, heritage sites, museums and so on, may well be part of such an experience, 
often used in branding strategies. 

 21 Lowenthal 2002, 14.
 22 Sturken 2007, 12.
 23 Smith 2007, 11–42.
 24 Urry 1990, 120. Urry holds that buildings change their forms and patterns to fit 

the expectations of the visitor, architecture being ‘of major importance in shaping 
the contemporary tourist gaze’. Although no new buildings have been erected to 
suit the Millennium tourism, the stories still grant meanings to the places visited.

References
Crouch, David & Lübbren, Nina (Eds.) 2003. Visual Culture and Tourism. Oxford: Berg.
Dinnie, Keith (Ed.) 2011. City Branding: Theory and Cases. Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan.
Hospers, Gert-Jan 2011. City Branding and the Tourist Gaze. City Branding: Theory 

and Cases. Ed.: Dinnie, Keith, pp. 27–35. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
Jansson, Johan & Dominic Power 2006. The Image of the City—Urban Branding as 

Constructed Capabilities in Nordic City Regions. Oslo: Nordic Innovation Centre, 
web publication <http://nordicinnovation.org/Publications/the-image-of-the-city-
urban-branding-as-constructed-capabilities-in-nordic-city-regions/>.

Jensen, Ole B. 2007. Culture Stories: Understanding Cultural Urban Branding. Plan-
ning Theory, Vol. 6(3), pp. 211–236.

Jonsson, Leif (Ed.) 2012. Astrid Lindgrens världar i Vimmerby: en studie om kulturarv 
och samhällsutveckling. Lund: Nordic Academic Press.

Making cultural v10.indd   47 2013-08-26   15:54



making cultural history

48

Lowenthal, David 2002. The Past as a Theme Park. Theme Park Landscapes: Antecedents 
and Variations. Eds.: Young, Terence & Riley, Robert, pp. 11–23. Washington D.C.: 
Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection.

Sjöholm, Carina 2010. Murder Walks in Ystad. Re-Investing Authenticity: Tourism, Place 
and Emotions. Eds.: Timm Knudsen, Britta & Waade, Anne Marit, pp. 154–168. 
Bristol: Channel View.

Smith, Laurajane 2007. Uses of Heritage. New York: Routledge.
Sturken, Marita 2007. Tourists of History: Memory, Kitsch, and Consumerism from 

Oklahoma City to Ground Zero. Durham: Duke University Press.
Strömberg, Per 2007. Upplevelseindustrins turistmiljöer: Visuella berättarstrategier i 

svenska turistanläggningar 1985–2005. Uppsala: Uppsala universitet.
Syssner, Josefina 2010. Visioner, miljöer, människor: Den förmedlade bilden av Vim-

merby. Astrid Lindgrens världar i Vimmerby: en studie om kulturarv och samhällsut-
veckling, Ed.: Jonsson, Leif, pp. 136–149. Lund: Nordic Academic Press.

Syssner, Josefina 2012. Världens bästa plats?: Platsmarknadsföring, makt och medborgar-
skap. Lund: Nordic Academic Press.

Tapper, Michael 2011. Snuten i skymningslandet: Svenska polisberättelser i roman och 
film 1965–2010. Lund: Nordic Academic Press.

Tobe, Renée 2003. Frightening and Familiar: David Lynch’s Twin Peaks and the North 
American Suburb. Visual Culture and Tourism. Eds.: Crouch, David & Lübbren, 
Nina, pp. 241–257. Oxford: Berg.

Urry, John 1990. The Tourist Gaze. London: Berg.
Urry, John 1995. Consuming Places. London: Routledge.
Watson, Nicola J. 2006. The Literary Tourist: Readers and Places in Romantic and Vic-

torian Britain. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
Widmark, Henrik 2012. The End of a National Heritage? Constructing Heritage in 

the Age of Retroscope, Unpublished Conference paper, NORDIK X: Presentation/
Representation/Repression, Stockholm, October 24–27 2012.

Young, Terence & Riley, Robert 2002. Theme Park Landscapes: Antecedents and Va-
riations, Washington D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection.

Making cultural v10.indd   48 2013-08-26   15:54


