
Introduction

Jennifer M. Hoyer and Jennifer Watson

Germany and Scandinavia, neighbors linguistically as well as 
geographically, have had an entwined but fluctuating relation-
ship over the centuries. Needless to say, the history of their 

interactions has not been a steady one; as Raimund Wolfert points 
out in his essay “A History of German-Scandinavian Relations,” there 
have been a great many “fluctuations and ruptures” (2006, 3) over the 
centuries. Moreover, as George C. Schoolfield notes, the individual 
Scandinavian countries have had varying relationships with Germany 
at different times (1966, 20).
	 Included in this history of fluctuations and ruptures is the literature 
of the countries. Schoolfield’s 1966 article “Scandinavian-German 
Literary Relations” is an excellent overview of how intertwined the 
literature of these countries is and how much more research is needed 
in this area. Although his article was written over 50 years ago, there 
are still major gaps in the scholarship. This collection is an attempt to 
fill in some of the gaps.
	 Up until the Viking Age (793–1066 CE), there was little if any sus-
tained contact between Germany and Scandinavia (Griffiths 1991, 2). 
During this time, the Nordic economy enjoyed great influence over 
trade in the Baltic and North Sea region. Following that, the Germans 
(Low Germans), through the Hanseatic League, dominated trade with 
Scandinavia, not only “colonizing” trade but also creating a distinct 
presence in both Norway and Sweden.
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428	 Scandinavian Studies

	 During the Middle Ages, balances of power shifted in Northern 
Europe. Where Denmark was once the dominant land (as it was one 
of the most densely populated), Sweden became, by the beginning of 
the seventeenth century, the most powerful country in the North. It 
also set its sights on expansion. In an attempt to push the Danes back 
and to encircle Denmark (rather than being encircled by Denmark), 
Gustav Adolf of Sweden marched his troops into Usedom in early 1630, 
leading Sweden into the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648). Throughout 
the following 45 years, Sweden signed a number of treaties and armi-
stices, thereby gaining German land in Brandenburg and south of 
the Baltic (Wolfert 2006, 11–4). Despite (or maybe because of?) the 
tumultuous times, Germany had a distinct cultural influence over the 
poetry of Sweden and, to some extent, Denmark as well (Schoolfield 
1966, 20–1).
	 The following century led to the rise of Prussia under the rule of 
Friedrich Wilhelm I and Friedrich II. Towns that had not yet recovered 
from the Thirty Years’ War were provided with financial support and 
repopulated. Former and new provinces were conquered, including 
the islands of Usedom and Wollin, all of the former Swedish Western 
Pomerania to the east of the River Peene, and, later, Silesia. Berlin 
grew from a city of 1,800 to approximately 172,000. Prussia did come 
into conflict with Sweden once again in the Seven Years’ War, but they 
were able to defeat the Swedes (Wolfert 2006, 15–7). During this time, 
the cultural influence of Germany on Sweden waned, to be replaced 
by that of France (Schoolfield 1966, 21).
	 In contrast, Denmark became almost a “province of German culture” 
(Schoolfield 1966, 21). The former German noble family of Oldenburg 
had been on the throne for over 3 centuries. As early as 1575, Frederick 
II of Denmark had founded the German community in Copenhagen, 
and this group only grew with the influx of German Protestants fleeing 
the Thirty Years’ War. Christian VI (1699–1746), who grew up speaking 
German, was married to Princess Sophia Magdalene of Brandenburg-
Kulmbach. By the first quarter of the eighteenth century, every tenth 
inhabitant of Copenhagen was an immigrant from the German States 
and Holstein, and, under the rule of Frederik V, the son of Christian 
VI, a golden age of Danish-German cultural relations blossomed. For 
example, during this time, the famous German poet Klopstock spent 
almost 20 years in Copenhagen. This time also gave birth to the oldest 
newspaper in Denmark, Berlingske Tidende (The Berlin Newspaper), 
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founded by the Lauenberg-born printer Ernst Heinrich Berling (Wolfert 
2006, 16).
	 The next century, with the Napoleonic Wars, brought great change 
in Europe. The 1814 Treaty of Kiel resulted in Denmark losing a large 
portion of its estates and having to give up the whole of Norway to 
Sweden. Essentially, up until 1905, Norway and Sweden constituted a 
political entity under Swedish rule. In contrast, Denmark, after 1815, 
hit a time of political stagnation, and with German-speaking inhabit-
ants now making up 40 percent of its population (as opposed to 25 
percent in the past), the German-speaking population began to be seen 
as a cultural threat. By 1840, “German” was considered a taboo word 
in Copenhagen, and the situation only worsened with the German 
Confederation (1848–1850) and the beginning of the Second German-
Danish War in 1863, in which Denmark lost one-third of its territories 
(already greatly reduced since 1814) (Wolfert 2006, 20–1).
	 Yet, culturally and intellectually, the years after 1815 were boom 
years like never before for all of Scandinavia. At the same time, Berlin 
was developing into a European cultural metropolis. Artists moved 
between Scandinavia and Berlin in both directions: the Danish sculptor 
Bertel Thorvaldsen visited sculpture workshops and was even a guest at 
Schönhausen Palace; German painter and poet Christian Morgenstern 
studied in Copenhagen; Norwegian mathematician Niels Henrik Abel 
moved to Berlin and published his first groundbreaking discourse in a 
German journal; the Swedish musician Franz Berwald lived in Berlin for 
over 10 years, where he spent his time composing. Other famous artists 
and scholars who resided in Berlin during this time were, to mention 
a few, Hans Christian Andersen, Søren Kierkegaard (Schoolfield 1966, 
22–3), Henrik Steffens, and Jenny Lind (Wolfert 2006, 18–9).
	 In 1871, with the decisive victory of Prussia over France,1 Germany 
was united into a politically and administratively integrated nation-state. 
Berlin was named the imperial capital, and, with that, the population 
began to swell. By the turn of the twentieth century, the city’s popu-
lation was 2 million, and it was booming economically (Richie 1996, 
188–203). The producer of electrical equipment Deutsche Edison-
Gesellschaft, later AEG, was founded; Siemens was developing elevated 
and underground railways; and the luxury department store KaDeWe 

1. It should be noted that General Field Marshall Helmuth Graf von Moltke, who led 
this victory, studied at the Danish military academy in Copenhagen (Wolfert 2006, 23).
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430	 Scandinavian Studies

(Kaufhaus des Westens) first opened its doors. With the economic 
boom, the city began to modernize, developing a modern canalization 
system, a local telephone network, and the first regular tram service 
in the city.
	 Berlin also experienced a vast cultural and scientific boom, as 
evidenced by the fact that between 1901 and 1918, the Nobel Prize, 
awarded in Stockholm, went to Germany seven times. The fact that 
almost one-third of the award-winners during this period were German 
attests not only to the revival of German culture and science, but also 
to the pro-German leanings of the Swedish Nobel Prize committee. 
According to Wolfert, “German science and culture became the guid-
ing principle for the whole of Scandinavia after 1871,” although, he 
points out, the German Empire under Bismarck was not met with as 
much enthusiasm (2006, 23).
	 Indeed, it is true that Germany, and specifically Berlin, did hold a 
great fascination for Scandinavians at this time, as demonstrated by 
the number of artists and writers who spent an extended amount of 
time there between 1870 and 1914 (Schoolfield 1966, 28–32). Among 
the Norwegians who lived in Berlin at some point during this time 
were the artists Christian Krohg, Signe Scheel, Hans Gude, Edvard 
Munch, Gustav Vigeland, Arne Garborg, Gösta Adrian-Nilsson, the 
writer Kristofer Uppdal, and dramatists Gunnar Heiberg and Henrik 
Ibsen. Noteworthy among the Danes were the artist Jens Birkholm, 
literary critic Georg Brandes, and writers Hermann Bang and Holger 
Drachmann. The Swedes included the writers August Strindberg, Ola 
Hansson, and Vilhelm Ekelund (Wolfert 2006, 24–7).
	 Although Scandinavians may not have been enamored with the 
politics of the German Empire, they could comfortably live in Ger-
many, one reason being the predominance of the German language in 
Scandinavian schools. In Norway, for example, the German language 
was named the most important modern foreign language in middle 
schools in 1869, and, in 1896, it also became the most important 
modern foreign language in secondary schools. In Sweden, the German 
language, as the first modern foreign language taught in secondary 
schools, had a very prevalent position, which was strengthened with 
the education decree of 1878 (Wolfert 2006, 25). Another reason 
Scandinavians, and especially Scandinavian writers, were comfortable 
in Germany is because they were held in high esteem. Scandinavian 
authors were generally considered more innovative than the Germans. 
In fact, some German writers even adopted a Nordic pseudonym in 
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Introduction	 431

order to gain more notice, for example, Arno Holz and Johannes 
Schlaf (Wolfert 2006, 26). Germany, and specifically Berlin, were not 
only comfortable for Scandinavian writers; they were also a gateway 
to the world market. Once translated into the German language and 
established in the German literary market, Scandinavian authors were 
almost guaranteed translation into other European languages.
	 It should be noted that the flow between Scandinavia and Germany 
was not one-way, although perhaps more heavily trafficked by artists and 
writers of Scandinavia at this time than the reverse. Emperor Wilhelm 
II harbored a great love for Scandinavia. He spent several weeks each 
summer on his yacht in Norwegian waters and also spent time visiting 
many Norwegian cities, such as Bergen, Molde, and Trondheim. He 
even donated large sums of money to restore the medieval cathedral 
in the old royal city and also provided humanitarian aid when Ålesund 
burnt down in 1904 (Wolfert 2006, 27).
	 However, with the outbreak of World War I, the flow between 
countries essentially stopped. Denmark, Norway, and Sweden declared 
neutrality, and the Germans imposed trade blockades on the three 
countries. The blockade forced the Scandinavian countries to rely 
more on each other, which had a fundamental impact on Scandinavian 
identity in the following decades. It also forced Scandinavia to rely 
more on Great Britain, which would also have an impact in the decades 
to follow, for Germany as well (Wolfert 2006, 29).
	 With the end of the war, Berlin became the capital of a democratic 
Germany for the first time ever, ushering in the “Golden Twenties.” 
Berlin came to be considered the “fastest city in the world and embod-
ied growth, open mindedness and cultural charisma” (Wolfert 2006, 
30). By 1920, Berlin had grown exponentially, boasting a population of 
around 3.8 million. Among those in Berlin were Scandinavian artists, 
for example, film directors such as Carl Theodor Dreyer and Mauritz 
Stiller, as well as actors such as Gösta Ekman and Greta Garbo. The 
Norwegian Aud Egede-Nissen founded her film company in Berlin, 
while the Swede Carl Lindström’s recording company gained a leading 
position in Germany. The Swedish author Hjalmar Bergman moved 
to Berlin in the 1920s to escape his unhappy life in Sweden, while the 
Norwegian composer Harald Saeverud moved to Berlin to study at 
the Staatliche Hochschule für Musik (Wolfert 2006, 29–30).
	 The exchange between Scandinavia and Germany at the time was 
not only artistic. There was also a “political” exchange, although not a 
very positive one. In 1920, there was an attempted Putsch in Berlin that 
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failed and led to Wolfgang Kapp, who during the Putsch was named 
chancellor, fleeing to Sweden. Hermann Göring came to Sweden in 
1920 and met his future wife (Wolfert 2006, 30).
	 Interestingly, Hitler’s rise to power in 1933 did not bring an imme-
diate halt to German-Scandinavian relations, this despite the fact that 
refugees arrived in the North the same year. According to Wolfert, 
there were many Scandinavians, at least early on, who were blinded by 
Hitler’s achievements and who did not necessarily believe the refugees’ 
accounts of what was happening in Germany. Among the Germans who 
sought refuge in Norway were Willy Brandt, the artists Rolf Nesch and 
Kurt Schwitters, and the sexologist Wilhelm Reich. Norway was not a 
country most refugees chose as their first destination, mainly due to a 
lack of knowledge about Norway. This, as well as the fact, according 
to Willy Brandt, that Norway was not terribly obliging to refugees, 
resulted in the country being more of a transit country than a refuge. 
Of course, once Norway was occupied, any flow of refugees halted.
	 Denmark found itself in a similar situation, that of a transit country, 
mainly because of its proximity to Germany, but also because, from 
1933 to 1939, the Danish refugee policy gradually became stricter. As 
a result, only around 2,200 refugees were residing in Denmark at 
the time of the German occupation. The emigrants who settled in 
Denmark received little support from the Danes, not out of cruelty, 
but mainly out of a lack of knowledge as to what really was happen-
ing in Germany. German emigrants who passed through or settled in 
Denmark include Bertolt Brecht, Hans Henny Jahnn, and the first 
chancellor of the Weimar Republic, Philipp Scheidemann.
	 Sweden, like its neighbors, did not realize what was going on in 
Germany at first, and, hence, also had rather strict refugee policies. 
However, in the end, Sweden had more refugees than either Norway 
or Denmark (around 5,500) due to the fact that the country was able 
to remain neutral after 1939. Among the Germans who sought refuge 
there were Willy Brandt, Bertolt Brecht, Kurt Tucholsky, Nelly Sachs, 
Peter Weiss, and even the daughter of Carl von Ossietzky (Wolfert 
2006, 30–1).
	 Interestingly, it was not only the Scandinavians in their home coun-
tries who seemed ignorant of what was going on in Germany. The 
Scandinavians residing in Germany also seemed quite ignorant or, in a 
bleaker light, apathetic. Countless students from Scandinavia contin-
ued to study in Berlin. For example, at the end of the 1930s, Berlin’s 
Norwegian Club had some 250 members, all of whom permanently 
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resided in Germany. That the Nazis removed eighty of Edvard Munch’s 
pieces, labeling them “degenerate art,” did not seem to disturb them.
	 Famous Scandinavians who moved to Germany during the 1930s 
include the actresses Gerd Hoest, Kristen Heiberg, Ingrid Berg-
man, Kristina Söderbaum, and Zarah Leander. Leander signed her 
first film contract with Ufa in 1936 and up until 1942 shot ten films 
with Babelsberg. With the end of her contract in 1943, she wished to 
return home to Sweden to continue her career. She did not succeed, 
however. An anti-German attitude had taken hold in Sweden and she 
was considered a traitor in her homeland (Wolfert 2006, 31–2).
	 Scandinavian attitudes toward Germany took a definitive turn in 1940 
with the invasion of Denmark. This turn not only occurred with those 
in the Scandinavian countries but also those Scandinavians who lived 
in Germany. In Norway and Denmark, resistance movements grew 
in the face of the acts of terror conducted in the name of Germany in 
the occupied countries. German-Scandinavian relations were at their 
absolute worst.
	 According to Wolfert, it will probably never be possible for Germany 
and Scandinavia to return to the good relations they had pre-World 
War II. Although there was some back-and-forth between the coun-
tries after the war, most notably in culture and politics,2 mistrust in 
Scandinavia was strong, leading them to turn to the Anglo-American 
countries as role models and sources of cultural inspiration. Not until 
the late 1960s did German-Scandinavian relations appear to normalize, 
thanks in part to Willy Brandt. Brandt spent most of his years in exile 
after 1933 in Norway,3 even being awarded Norwegian citizenship, 
which he retained until 1948. Brandt himself attributed much of his 
political outlook to what he saw in Scandinavia, including such key 
concepts as modernization, transparency, and the ability to compromise 
(Wolfert 2006, 34). This outlook was translated into his actions, which 
increased Scandinavia’s trust in Germany (at least in West Germany) 
again. Hence, by the late 1960s, there was once again an economic 
rapprochement between Germany and Scandinavia, and the import 
of goods from Germany to Scandinavia increased greatly.
	 In contrast to the rise of economic relations, cultural relations 
did not improve that quickly. In the aftermath of World War II, the 

2. For example, Stig Dagerman and Jens Bjørneboe traveled to Germany after the
war; Ruth Berlau, Brecht’s Danish colleague and lover, lived in Berlin from the late 
1940s until her death in 1974.

3. He did flee to Sweden in 1940.
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previous emphasis on German language and culture did not return. 
From 1946 on, English became the first foreign language taught in 
schools, and German became an elective subject, alongside French, 
from seventh grade on. Scandinavian academics primarily migrated 
to the United States and other English-speaking countries. German 
authors—in contrast to the pre-World War II era—had a scant reader-
ship in Scandinavia in general.
	 However, with the fall of the Berlin Wall, and Germany again becom-
ing a leading state bordering the Baltic Sea, German-Scandinavian 
relations have improved, not only economically but also culturally. 
Interest in German language and culture has increased in Scandi-
navia, and vice versa. Scandinavian-language courses have grown 
quite popular in Germany. The Henrik-Steffens guest professorship 
for German-Norwegian cultural exchange at Humboldt University 
points to an increased cultural exchange between the two countries. 
So, too, does the Munch-Haus in Warnemünde and the scholarship 
program for Norwegian and German artists. Sweden, particularly with 
its entry into the European Union in 1995, has become engaged with 
the northeastern areas of Germany that were under its administration 
after the Thirty Years’ War. A so-called Swedish route between Sweden 
and Germany has also been established, leading to a network of com-
munities and cooperation between Sweden and the German states of 
Mecklenburg, Western Pomerania, and Brandenburg. Although the 
direct rail line between Berlin and Copenhagen has been discontinued, 
there has been an increase in flights and independent travel between 
the two cities (Wolfert 2006, 35).
	 By the end of the twentieth century, around 4,000 Scandinavians 
were living in Berlin alone, including the Norwegian painter Olav 
Christopher Jensen, the Swedish author Carl-Johan Vallgren, and the 
Danish music director Michael Schoenwandt. German-Scandinavian 
orchestra weeks are held every year in Berlin. Danish films by Lars 
von Trier and Thomas Vinterberg, as well as plays by the Norwegian 
dramatist Jon Fosse and the Swede Lars Norén, have been well-received 
in the German capital. Also to be noted, Berlin is the only European 
city south of the Baltic in which a Norwegian and a Swedish restaurant 
can be found (Wolfert 2006, 36–7). Although relations may never 
be as good as in pre-World War II times, German-Scandinavian rela-
tions are currently stable and strong, politically, economically, and 
culturally.
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	 In the following collection of essays, a range of new and established 
scholars provide new insight into the legacy of literary exchange between 
Germany and Denmark, Norway, and Sweden, in particular from the 
turn of the twentieth century to the current day. Although German 
and Scandinavian literary traditions have a long history of interaction, 
it seems that Germany holds the position of privilege: while there are 
numerous Scandinavian writers proficient in German who have taken 
influence from German writers and thinkers since the sixteenth cen-
tury, Germans rarely seem to learn Scandinavian languages, preferring 
Scandinavian literature in translation, and the Scandinavian influence 
in their literature is speculated rather than celebrated.
	 When convenient, however, Germany turns to Scandinavian literature 
to give evidence of a common literary and cultural tradition (in place, 
often, of a lacking history of statehood). At the beginning and end 
of the twentieth century, Scandinavian authors turned to Germany as 
the respectable springboard to an international market; during the rest 
of the twentieth century, German governments in need of historical 
validation turned to Scandinavia and its writers to bolster an ideologi-
cal national myth. Intriguingly, the microcosmic view reflects a more 
complex agenda: individual writers found ground in the place over 
the border from which to mount critique. This critique, usually of the 
homeland, often rested on a mythmaking foundation. Susan Brantly 
describes what reads like a prototype of this gesture:

Ludvig Holberg (1684–1754) is a major figure of the Nordic Enlight-
enment. His Nicolai Klimii iter subterraneum (1741; Niels Klim’s 
Underground Travels) was published first anonymously in Germany 
in order to avoid censorship due to its subversive content. It is a 
picaresque novel that follows the adventures of Niels Klim, who falls 
through a hole near Bergen and ends up in the subterranean realm of 
Potu. This fantastic land becomes a space where Holberg can make 
fun of various social practices. Written in Latin, it appeared in German 
translation before it appeared in Danish. (Brantly 2019, 443)

For the individual writers considered here, the non-native place and 
then the hybrid space discovered or created where German and Scan-
dinavian made contact function like Holberg’s Potu: writers could 
address fraught issues in a way they otherwise could not, and could 
gain a more willing audience to boot. At the very least, some writers 
could volley critique at a homeland from the relative safety of the 
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country across the border; quite often, the “other” country served as 
a (mythologized) model or prototype for a mythic in-between space in 
which otherwise unwelcome critique or narrative could be introduced 
with a reduced risk of objection. Dane Georg Brandes (1842–1927) and 
his writings were welcomed in Germany, from which point he could 
then shape the international image of Scandinavian—and especially 
Danish—literature. German Jewish poet Nelly Sachs (1891–1970) 
sought asylum in Sweden, where she found sympathetic writers who 
recognized her significance as a poet, which allowed her to be (re)
introduced to German readers, as both a German Jewish poet in her 
own right and as a translator of Swedish literature that condemned 
the brutality of the twentieth century. South Jutland writer Gynther 
Hansen (1930–2014) found in his German-Danish borderland a literary 
topography for exploring the universal in the regional, the “pettiness 
of existence” (Houe 2019, 528) when human beings insist on divisive, 
nonporous borders (German or Danish rather than German and 
Danish). Swede Per Olov Enquist (b. 1934) mines German history, as 
well as his own experiences as a student and journalist in Germany, to 
explore the ways in which historiography conceals ideology. In this 
issue of Scandinavian Studies, we have collected essays that reassess 
the storied tradition for nuance in the politics and stakes of German-
Scandinavian interaction.
	 In the first essay, Susan Brantly provides a brief historical overview 
of German-Scandinavian literary exchange, beginning in the early to 
mid-eighteenth century and ending in the mid-twentieth century. 
Brantly’s overview updates the work of George C. Schoolfield, adding 
new names and new angles while showing that some calcified mis-
conceptions still exist, for example, that emphasis is still placed on the 
influence of German literature on Scandinavian writers. The overview 
thus also functions as a road map for this issue of Scandinavian Studies, 
touching on many of the topics covered in the essays and highlighting 
areas in which there is still much to be explored.
	 From the overview, we turn to that seminal event in German-Scan-
dinavian literary exchange: the late nineteenth/early twentieth-century 
“Moderne Gennembrud” or Modern Breakthrough. Julie Allen shows 
that for Breakthrough vanguard Georg Brandes, a position in more 
liberal Germany allowed first a critique of his Danish homeland, and 
then his promotion of the Modern Breakthrough in Germany. Allen 
underscores the role of a network of editors, authors, and translators 
against the backdrop of German-Danish sociopolitical relations in 
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encouraging German readers to discover Scandinavian authors, and in 
(or against) Brandes’s effort to promote Danish literature as naturalist 
and thoroughly modern. As a result, numerous Danish authors who 
still enjoy an international reputation found fame first in Germany 
and then in Denmark. To Brandes’s chagrin, however, Danish writers 
were eventually eclipsed in particular by the Norwegian writers we 
now recognize as representative of Scandinavian naturalism.
	 From the Modern Breakthrough, we move to the reception of 
Scandinavian literature under the National Socialist German Work-
ers’ Party (NSDAP), the Nazi regime. Jennifer Watson first describes 
general publishing tendencies of the Nazi Ministry for Propaganda and 
the People’s Enlightenment, and then explores the puzzling case of 
Swedish author Selma Lagerlöf. As one of the most celebrated Scan-
dinavian authors in Germany, Nobel laureate and Swedish Academy 
member Selma Lagerlöf enjoyed widespread popularity in the early 
twentieth century. Watson highlights in her essay the conflicting details 
of Lagerlöf’s ensuing reception under the Nazis. Unlike other female 
Swedish writers of her time, Lagerlöf’s works were never banned by 
the Nazis, although she publicly supported anti-fascist causes. On the 
other hand, she implicitly supported the Nazi platform by allowing 
the Swedish branch of the Nazi party to publish one of her works. 
Despite both explicit and implicit indications that her politics were 
not theirs, and a conflicted reputation within the party, Lagerlöf and 
her work presented a convenient myth-building opportunity for the 
NSDAP.
	 Lagerlöf was an early influence on and eventual rescuer of German 
Jewish poet Nelly Sachs, the topic of the next essay. Thanks to inter-
vention involving Lagerlöf, Nelly Sachs fled to Sweden in 1940, where 
she discovered Swedish modern poets known as the “40s Generation.” 
Jennifer Hoyer explores how Sachs’s own German poetry fits into the 
scope of the Swedish “40s Generation,” how her translations of Swedish 
poetry provided a second vector for postwar anti-fascist commentary, 
and how her poems were received by the “40s Generation.” Her work 
and her presence as a refugee writer in Sweden provided Swedish writers 
with an opportunity to include the Holocaust in their critical position 
on the warmongering of twentieth-century Europe. Read alongside 
the impulses and ideas of the “40s Generation,” Sachs’s own Holocaust 
poetry shows itself to be a hybrid: impulses of the Swedish poets of 
the 1940s, but with the stakes and problems unique to German poets 
of the postwar era.
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	 Poul Houe explores the different kinds of “border crossing” that 
occurred in the Danish-German border region before and after World 
War II in the works of the South Jutland novelist Gynther Hansen. 
Houe examines the ways in which Hansen’s regional prose preserves 
the distinct culture of the Danish-German borderland, yet highlights 
that the regional gives evidence of the universal concerns of humanity’s 
inhumanity in the postwar era. It begins with nostalgic memories of 
socioeconomic “border” crossing and remembrances of Danes with 
and without German ethnicity and political leanings. The porous 
social, linguistic, and geographical borders outline an idyllic existence, 
the contours of which are most authentically expressed in the South 
Jutland dialect. As his borderland dwellers move into the postwar era, 
however, they cling to division. Houe argues that echoes of fascism 
reverberate in selfish and violent behavior of borderland dwellers who 
require impenetrable borders, geographical as well as personal, in order 
to compensate for a lack of selfhood.
	 Benedikt Jager then takes us into the former German Democratic 
Republic (GDR) for a study of the complicated editorial processes of 
East Germany. Jager discusses the publishing process as it pertained 
to GDR authors generally, but then explores the complex matter of 
how the governing Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED) dealt 
with literature from outside. The state-controlled Socialist publishing 
industry preserved suitable remnants of the Modern Breakthrough, 
emphasizing the Social Realist trend in, for example, the works of Ibsen. 
Other authors proved trickier, and Jager’s case studies of several differ-
ent Norwegian writers demonstrate the mercurial nature of publishing 
in the GDR, the internal concerns about the balance between artistic 
quality and political ideology, the conflicts between official reviewers, 
and the various methods for rehabilitating challenging authors, in 
particular Modernist-turned-Nazi-sympathizer Knut Hamsun.
	 Swedish writer Per Olov Enquist, who was quite fascinated with 
the idealism of the GDR, is the subject of the essay by Ross Shideler. 
In this essay, which gives a broad overview of Enquist’s novels, short 
stories, and essays, Shideler shows how Enquist’s time in Germany and 
his study of German history influenced his writing. Enquist’s subject 
interest is broad, ranging from the fad of mesmerism in the nineteenth 
century, to Adolf Hitler’s lieutenant Rudolf Hess, to imagined inter-
actions between Josef Bachmann (the would-be assassin of student 
leader Rudi Dutschke) and the cleaning lady Mrs. Meckel, to late 
twentieth-century sports journalism. The “red thread” (the theme) 

by
 g

ue
st

 o
n 

Se
pt

em
be

r 
13

, 2
02

6.
 C

op
yr

ig
ht

 2
01

9
D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 



Introduction	 439

here is the friction between ideal and reality, and the lengths to which 
people will go to preserve a myth in the face of intractable reality. 
Shideler contends that Enquist’s focus on German history allows him 
to grapple with questions that resonate in Sweden: national ideals versus 
the reality of keeping up appearances, the claim of objective history 
versus its crafting for ideological purposes, and the spiritual value of 
religion versus the practical reality of society and politics.
	 Finally, Elisabeth Böker explores the recent boom of Scandinavian 
crime novels in Germany. Nearly a century after the first Scandinavian 
Breakthrough, Scandinavian literature once again represents a signifi-
cant share of the book sales in Germany. As with Brandes’s Modern 
Breakthrough, Böker’s analysis of marketing and sales data shows the 
demand lies in an interest in the complicated underbelly of seemingly 
serene Scandinavian society and landscapes, and the supply is situated 
in the German market’s undiminished reputation as a springboard 
to international viability. Different here, however, is that the impulse 
comes from independent publishers in the Scandinavian countries, in 
conjunction with the German distributors’ marketing of a mytholo-
gized Scandinavia. The “Krimi-Boom” has paved the way for other 
genres, while strengthening the position of independent publishers in 
the Internet Age.
	 Across the different intersection points in German and Scandinavian 
literature, the role of the publishing industry shines. The editors, pub-
lishers, and distributors, whether state or private, are the gatekeepers 
who guide and shape public perception. Whatever is commonly thought 
about German or Scandinavian literature at a given time is the result 
of the agenda of those with the power to control what is published. 
There are many more details of this ever-shifting state of affairs to be 
examined, and it is our hope that this issue of Scandinavian Studies, 
in providing new insight, will encourage others to pursue threads we 
have introduced here: In what ways does political history between the 
various countries influence that exchange? What other border dwellers, 
in-between writers, and interstitial spaces can we examine? What more 
can be said about German writers and their works in a Scandinavian 
context? How do sociopolitical concerns in German history reflect 
on or reverberate in Scandinavian countries? How will the publishing 
opportunities presented by the internet change the nature of transla-
tion, the power of independent presses, and the visibility of previously 
marginalized writers? These are but a few of the questions that emerge 
from the essays collected in this special issue of Scandinavian Studies.
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