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“We do not destroy the heretic because he resists us; so long as he 
resists we never destroy him. We convert him, we capture his inner 
mind, we reshape him. We burn all evil and all illusion out of him; 
we bring him over to our side, not in appearance, but genuinely, 
heart and soul. We make him one of ourselves before we kill him.”
- George Orwell, 1984 -
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Mark Oxbrow

The Pagan Secrets 
of Lisbeth Salander:  

Everyone has secrets. Lisbeth Salander is a global 
phenomenon: a damaged, violent Goth-punk hacker, 

who has become a twenty-first-century heroine. Millions 
of people worldwide have read her story . . . , but what 
are her secrets? The following has been adapted from 

Lisbeth Salander: Secrets of the Girl with the Dragon 
Tattoo by Mark Oxbrow and Kyra Hellström

The Girl with the Broomstick 
and the Dragon Tattoo



STIEG LARSSON WROTE THE GIRL with the Dragon 
Tattoo to unwind. It was fun. Writing crime fiction came 
naturally to a man who had immersed himself  for 
decades in the violent world of  neo-Nazi extremism.

Stieg wrote what he knew: murder, abuse and 
violation of  women, corruption in politics, business and 
law enforcement. He name-checked the writers he loved, 
from Astrid Lindgren and J.R.R. Tolkien to Val 
McDermid and Sara Paretsky.

But Stieg wove something else into his crime stories. 
Something that had special meaning to him. He wove in 
elements of  ancient Norse paganism; recurring themes 

and images from witches’ festivals.
Stieg’s life partner, Eva Gabrielsson, has described 

Steig as a ‘feminist’. Stieg and Eva Gabrielsson shared a 
deep respect for womankind, for the Goddess and powerful 
heroines, including the pagan revolutionary, Boudicca. 
Stieg had turned his back on Christianity in his teens. 
Gabrielsson, Larsson’s partner for decades, practised pagan 
rituals as she mourned the man she loved.

Stieg Larsson had modest dreams for his crime 
novels. He hoped that his Millennium books might make 
enough money to pay off  his and his partner, Eva's, debts 
and help them save for a cottage in the archipelago near 

Tragically, Stieg Larsson died just before the 
Millennium novels were published. In the years 

since their release tens of millions of copies have 
been sold in over 30 languages. The Girl with the 
Dragon Tattoo was one of the first ebooks to sell 

over a million copies on Amazon's Kindle



Stockholm. If  later books in the series were successful, he 
planned to donate money to EXPO, the antiracism 
magazine he helped found.

Tragically, Stieg Larsson died just before the 
Millennium novels were published. In the years since 
their release tens of  millions of  copies have been sold 
in over 30 languages. The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo 
was one of  the first ebooks to sell over a million 
copies on Amazon's Kindle.

What is Hidden in Snow Comes Forth in 
the Thaw 

Movie adaptations have brought Larsson's dark vision of  
life and death in Sweden to the big screen. The Swedish 
Millennium Trilogy made stars of  Noomi Rapace and 
Michael Nyqvist. The $100 million Hollywood 
blockbuster, directed by visionary filmmaker, David 
Fincher, saw the breakthrough, Oscar-nominated 
performance of  Rooney Mara as she transformed into 
Lisbeth Salander.

Lisbeth Salander has become a damaged, violent, 
controversial, twenty-first-century heroine. Some say 
she is a ‘feminist superhero’, some say she's a ‘kick-ass 
ninja babe’. There is no doubt Lisbeth fascinates 

readers the world over, but the secret pagan roots of  
her story have remained hidden.

Trick or Treat 

Halloween is, without doubt, one of  the world’s most 
popular festivals. It is celebrated from Scotland to 
Australia, from New York City and San Francisco to 
Hong Kong. It’s widely assumed that Halloween is an 
American invention. Today it is tightly bound to spooky 
traditions like trick-or-treating, haunted houses and 
pumpkin lanterns. 



In reality, Halloween has its roots in Scotland and 
Ireland with the ancient Celts and the festival of  
Samhuinn. Samhuinn literally means ‘summer’s end’. It was 
a massive celebration, full of  feasting, drinking, fighting 
and wild stories of  the supernatural.

Samhuinn was thought of  as a ‘thin time’, a 
boundary where the veil between the mortal world and 
the magical otherworld of  the dead and the fairies could 
be pierced. It was a dangerous, limnal space; neither one 
thing or the other – not summer, not winter, not light, 
not dark. Samhuinn was the twilight of  the year when the 
world fell to shadow and winter. When the dark was 
rising the witches flew and the shades of  the dead 
walked the Earth.

Over thousands of  years Samhuinn evolved into the 
superstitions and customs of  All Hallows Eve. It was 
Mischief  Night, a time of  drunken lawlessness, a night for 
divination and fortune telling, a night for Guising –
dressing up and singing a song for a few pennies. The 

Scots took their Halloween customs across the wide ocean 
to America from the time of  the Highland Clearances. In 
the New World it flourished and changed, transforming 
itself  into today’s Halloween. 

We see Halloween in books, movies and TV shows, 
from John Carpenter’s legendary horror, Halloween, and 
Harry Potter, to The Simpsons’ Treehouse of  Horror and 
Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Beltane, the other great annual 
festival of  the ancient Celts, is barely noticed in 
comparison. 

All Hail the Queen of the May!

The great festival of  Beltane, celebrated with revels on 
May Eve, survives and grows almost in secret. 

Beltane makes an appearance in the 1970s British 
horror classic, The Wicker Man. Lord Summerisle, played 
with relish by Christopher Lee, warmly welcomes Edward 
Woodward’s Christian policeman, Sergeant Howie, to his 
blessed isle off  the coast of  Scotland. 

The movie follows Sergeant Howie’s investigation 
into the disappearance of  a young girl, Rowan Morrison. 
Mikael Blomkvist encounters an eccentric cast of  
characters on Hedeby Island as he investigates the 
disappearance, and presumed murder, of  Harriet Vanger. 
Mikael uncovers the island’s secrets just as Sergeant 

Over thousands of years Samhuinn evolved 
into the superstitions and customs of All 
Hallows Eve. It was Mischief Night, a 
time of drunken lawlessness, a night for 
divination and fortune telling



Howie pieces together the truth about Summerisle. 
In the end the truth almost costs Mikael his life. 

Sergeant Howie is less fortunate . . . he faces the true 
horror of  the Wicker Man. As the May sun sets into the 
sea, Howie is dragged to a giant wickerwork effigy and 
sacrificed to the Pagan gods. The Wicker Man burns – a 
fire that lights the dawn of  summer and the end of  the 
dark, barren winter.

The ancient festival of  Beltane still burns in a 
pandemonium of  red, white, green and blue body paint 
on Edinburgh’s Calton Hill each year. Edinburgh’s relit 
Beltane Fire Festival is 25 years old this year. Hundreds of  
White Women, Red Men, Blue Folk, dancers and fire 
performers take to the City’s fairy hill each May Eve and 
drag a crowd of  over ten thousand into a fiery celebration 
of  the end of  winter. 

The Green Man is sacrificed – he dies and is reborn 
– as the consort of  the May Queen. Chaotic, wanton 
Red Men cavort with and mock the crowd and the 
ordered, disciplined White Women. The forces of  order 
and chaos meet and the Beltane bonfire is lit. It is a very 
twentieth – and twenty-first century – festival. It has its 
roots in radical physical performance, political protest, 
ancient Scots folklore and Caribbean carnival. It is a 
night when the world is turned upside down, when the 
veil is thin and magic is real.



Edinburgh’s Beltane Fire Festival



‘…and shadow him in the leves grene
Under the green-wode tree…’ 

May in the Green Wode, Anonymous, fifteenth 
century

The Celtic peoples celebrated the end of  winter at the 
feast of  Beltane. In Sweden the May Eve revels are 
known as Walpurgis Night. Stieg Larsson name-checks 
Walpurgis Night, Lucia's Day and Midsummer in The 
Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. Sweden’s ancient festivals and 
Pagan Viking traditions played an important part in 
Stieg and Eva’s life. In her grief  at Stieg‘s death, Eva 
Gabrielsson and a group of  close friends travelled to the 
archipelago, to Lake Mälaren near Stockholm, and 
enacted a Viking curse. 

To the Vikings a horse sacrifice was a powerful and 

Sweden’s ancient festivals and Pagan 
Viking traditions played an important part 

in Stieg and Eva’s life. In her grief at 
Stieg‘s death, Eva Gabrielsson and a 

group of close friends travelled to the 
archipelago, to Lake Mälaren near 

Stockholm, and enacted a Viking curse



valuable gift to the gods. In Heidreks Saga we read that a 
horse was ‘hacked into pieces and divided up to be 
eaten, while the tree of  sacrifice was coloured red with 
the blood.’

Eva cursed Stieg’s enemies, calling on Loki, Thor, 
Lord Odin, the three Fates – Urd, Skuld and Verdandi – 
and Freyr and Freyja to aid her. She made a horse 
sacrifice; not a real horse like the burial sacrifices at the 
real Viking settlement of  Hedeby, but a sacrifice of  a 
treasured handmade model horse. She broke it and threw 

the pieces into Lake Mälaren.
In Norse mythology, Huginn and Muninn were the 

ravens of  the Viking God, Odin. As Eva Gabrielsson 
mourned the loss of  Stieg Larsson she called on Odin’s 
ravens in her Viking curse. Later, when she wandered in 
a forest at Halloween, she recalled her invocation to 
Odin‘s ravens. 

It was Halloween, 2005, and Eva Gabrielsson walked 
in the woods near Stockholm. She'd been looking for a 
stone to put on Stieg's grave. Suddenly, a raven appeared, 
laughing raucously. A raven like Odin's ravens Hugin and 
Munin. The ravens she had called upon. The ravens she 
had sent to peck at the eyes of  Stieg's enemies.

Stieg Larsson and Eva Gabrielsson, like many 
Swedes, stayed close to their Viking roots. Sailing has 
been a popular pastime in Sweden since the time of  the 
Vikings. Stieg and Eva took a yacht out to sea and 
among the inlets and lakes around Stockholm. They 
relaxed and dreamed on the water, sailing to the cottage 
retreat where Stieg started to write The Girl with the 
Dragon Tattoo.

In an act of  personal healing Eva Gabrielsson had a 
potter make a replica of  an ancient Viking burial urn. 
She placed her feelings, treasured memories and 
photographs of  Stieg into the black urn and placed it 
carefully up on a shelf.



Fire Burn and Cauldron Bubble

Walpurgisnacht has been celebrated and feared for 
centuries across Scandinavia, Central and Northern 
Europe. In German folklore Walpurgisnacht was the night 
of  the Witches’ great Sabbat. They flew on broomsticks 
or rode on wolves to the Brocken Mountain to make 
bloody sacrifices, dance with heathen gods and rejoice in 
unspeakable rites. 

Walpurgisnacht features in Goethe’s Faust, Bram 
Stoker's Dracula's Guest, Mikhail Bulgakov's The Master 
and Margarita, the remarkable 1922 black-and-white 
Swedish/Danish silent horror film Haxan – Witchcraft 
Through The Ages, and, spookily enough, in Walt Disney’s 
1940 animated classic, Fantasia.

In Swedish, Walpurgisnacht, the great festival of  the 
witches, is Valborgsmässoafton or, more commonly in 
twenty-first-century Sweden, simply Valborg.

Every year, at Valborg, young and old Swedish men 

Stieg Larsson brings the ancient, Pagan 
festival of Valborg into his Millennium 
Trilogy. In The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo 
he tells us that Lisbeth Salander’s 
birthday is Walpurgis night

A scene from the silent film Haxan



and women gather to drink, sing, dance and eat, and to 
celebrate the end of  the long, dark winter around massive 
Valborg bonfires. 

Stieg Larsson brings the ancient, Pagan festival 
of  Valborg into his Millennium Trilogy. In The Girl with 
the Dragon Tattoo he tells us that Lisbeth Salander’s 
birthday is Walpurgis night. When Lisbeth tells 
Mikael that her birthday falls on the witches’ festival, 
she jokes that she rides about with a broomstick 
between her legs.

Mikael and Lisbeth spend the long, frozen winter 
tracking a killer of  women. At the end of  Larsson’s 
novel the serial murderer is revealed. He burns to 
death in a car wreck, the darkness and evil of  his deeds 
cleansed by fire as the Pagan bonfires burned away the 
dead season of  winter.

Lisbeth Salander, the girl who played with fire, the 
girl with a dragon inked on her skin, was born on the 
day when huge pagan bonfires rage across Sweden; 
burning out the dark of  winter and beckoning the light 
of  spring.

Lisbeth Salander: Secrets of  the Girl with the Dragon 
Tattoo investigates the origins and secrets behind the 
blockbusting novel, revealing the real people and 
bloody events that inspired Stieg Larsson and shedding 
light on the ancient roots of  Lisbeth Salander’s story.

Mark Oxbrow was born in Edinburgh, Scotland, 
near Greyfriars Kirkyard. He is one of  the world’s 
leading experts on Halloween and helped found 
the Samhuinn Festival in Edinburgh – Europe’s 
largest Halloween fire festival. Mark is an author, 
co-author and ghost-writer for books, including: 
Rosslyn and the Grail; Halloween: Pagan Festival to 
Trick or Treat; Cracking the Da Vinci Code; and King 
Arthur and the Holy Grail. Mark has looked for 
witches in Bavaria, found Templar treasure in 
France and traced legends of  Merlin around 
Brittany, Wales, England and Scotland. He lives 
and works in Australia.

His latest book, written 
with Kyra Hellström, 
is  Lisbeth Salander: Secrets 
of  the Girl with the Dragon 
Tattoo - available as an 
ebook from Amazon 
US and Amazon UK

http://www.amazon.com/Lisbeth-Salander-Secrets-Dragon-ebook/dp/B006U5V562/ref=sr_1_1?s=digital-text&ie=UTF8&qid=1325973477&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Lisbeth-Salander-Secrets-Dragon-ebook/dp/B006U5V562/ref=sr_1_1?s=digital-text&ie=UTF8&qid=1325973477&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Lisbeth-Salander-Secrets-Dragon-ebook/dp/B006U5V562/ref=sr_1_1?s=digital-text&ie=UTF8&qid=1325973477&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Lisbeth-Salander-Secrets-Dragon-ebook/dp/B006U5V562/ref=sr_1_1?s=digital-text&ie=UTF8&qid=1325973477&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Lisbeth-Salander-Secrets-Dragon-ebook/dp/B006U5V562/ref=sr_1_1?s=digital-text&ie=UTF8&qid=1325973494&sr=1-1
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