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Stieg Larsson has reached vast audiences with his popular, page-turning crime 

novels, the Millennium Series. The series tells a story not just for fictional 

purposes, but to draw attention to what people did not see about the society that 

Larsson lived in. In 2009, local actors starred in a film adaptation of Larsson’s first 

novel, which went beyond the Swedish public. In December 2011 an English-

language remake based on the same bestseller was released, starring famous 

Hollywood actors. Considering language can hinder the reach of foreign language 

movies in international markets and that international and Swedish audiences 

demands differ, the current research aims to find out how the two movie 

adaptations diverge in terms of gender representation, production, graphic content, 

ideological meaning, and cultural representation as they attempt to target their 

respective audiences. In order to find answers, this thesis adopted a qualitative 

approach using two different, supporting methods. First a semiotic analysis of a 

representative scene with a high psychological and graphic impact on the viewer in 

both movies was conducted. Second, focus group interviews, with International 

and Swedish audience members, were conducted. The findings suggest that 

considerable differences exist between the two movies and that audiences have a 

different pre-conception in the way they perceive the same media product: gender 

role dynamic has been reversed in the two movies, the American version is more 

graphic in its display of nudity, and lacks the ideological layer. Furthermore, this 

study can serve as a basis for future research that could try to statistically represent 

the way Swedish and international moviegoers draw on the two adaptations.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

While living in Sweden since 2010, I have become interested in Swedish culture and one of its most 

famous cultural products during the past decade is the crime fiction series by the Swedish author Stieg 

Larsson. Larsson was a journalist and writer who became nationally and internationally renowned for the 

Millennium Series, three posthumously published crime novels that have become best-sellers both in 

Sweden and beyond its borders. The first novel of the series, entitled Män som hatar kvinnor (the literal 

English translation is Men Who Hate Women, although the title of the English translation is The Girl with 

the Dragon Tattoo), was published in 2005 and, following its success, adapted into a movie with the same 

name in 20091. The movie was initially released in Sweden, but also successfully sold outside of 

Scandinavia. The story’s success got the attention of Hollywood producers, and an American film 

adaptation of the novel, directed by David Fincher, was released on December 20, 2011 in the United 

States. The American release has already been extremely successful, winning several awards and 

gathering an even bigger viewership than the Swedish version.  

Hollywood productions reach audiences far beyond the United States because of the language 

accessibility of English; by contrast, Swedish films rarely draw big international audiences. My research 

therefore focuses on identifying elements that differentiate the two versions in order to better address their 

target audiences and appeal to a wider audience.  

The work of Stieg Larsson and the movies that derived from it have received considerable attention 

both from the media and academia. Maria de Lurdes Sampaio, professor at O Porto University in 

Portugal, wrote a lengthy article on the Millennium Series. She offers an overview of the formulas used 

by Stieg Larsson in writing the novels, in the context of crime fiction, travel narratives and gothic plots. 

The essay focuses on the leading characters of the series, Mikael Blomkvist – who takes the reader 

though the labyrinth of the globalized world, and Lisbeth Salander – who is regarded as a character that 

empowers women in crime fiction, playing the double role of both the ‘tough guy’ and the victim 

(Sampaio 2011: 73). Jordan Foster devoted an article in the Publishers Weekly magazine to reviewing 

Scandinavian crime novels, crediting Stieg Larsson’s work with having reinvigorated readers’ interest in 

crime fiction from Nordic countries.  

                                                           
1
 The Swedish film adaptation will be referred to in this study by the Swedish name, Män som hatar kvinnor. 
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Apart from the Millennium Series, the film adaptations of the novel Män som hatar kvinnor have 

been little discussed by researchers. Most of the information that can be retrieved on both movies consists 

of online reviews from film critics and amateurs, although neither group focuses on a comparative 

analysis of the two productions.  

1.1 Research aims and questions 

Stieg Larsson’s novel Män som hatar kvinnor, the first installment of the Millennium Series, was written 

to seduce readers of all ages and nationalities. This is evidenced by the author’s detailed explanation of 

facts that are common knowledge in Swedish society, such as, for example, the way the social welfare 

protection system works. Bearing in mind that the written trilogy was meant to appeal to both Swedish 

and international readers, the differences in the two film adaptations are revealing regarding their 

respective target audiences.   

Before turning to that issue, it is worth considering some of the hurdles a foreign film, particularly a 

book adaptation, faces on the international market. First, when discussing adaptations of books to film, a 

common assumption is that adaptations rarely fulfill the expectations of book readers. Second, Hollywood 

remakes of non-English movies are often deemed inferior to the original. Yet, it is also almost always true 

that requiring English-speaking audiences to read subtitles considerably reduces a movie’s chances of 

box-office success. Instead, such films are almost invariably confined to art film status, irrespective of 

plot or genre. The alternative of adding English language dubbed soundtrack to a foreign made film, 

inevitably alienates at least a small but important segment of the audience, loyal art cinema fans, who 

want to hear the actors’ real voices, despite not understanding the language in which the actors speak. For 

many cinema-goers a foreign movie is a window to the world of a different culture, and dubbing the 

actors voices defeats the purpose of cinema as art.   

Against the backdrop of the advantages and disadvantages of adapting books to movies and 

producing Hollywood remakes of non-English movies, the current research is triggered by the hypothesis 

that film producers deliver different products to different audiences. This thesis explores the phenomenon 

by answering the following research questions:   

I) How do the two film adaptations (Swedish production Män som hatar kvinnor, 

American production The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo) of the novel with the same 

name by Stieg Larsson differ?  

a. Has the gender role dynamic between the two leading characters (Lisbeth 

Salander, Mikael Blomkvist) changed in the two movies?  
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b. How is sexual violence portrayed in the two movies, as depicted in a 

representative scene from the two adaptations? 

c. Are there major differences in form and content, concerning ‘otherness’, 

‘production’, ‘graphic content’, ‘ideological meaning’ between the two 

movies?   

II) Are the two movie adaptations received differently by audience members, based on the 

data extracted from the focus groups? If so, in what way? 

 

1.2 Outline of the thesis  

Following the introductory chapter, the thesis is structured as follows: the theoretical framework and 

literature review, the methodological approach and the materials used in the research, the presentation of 

the results and the analysis, a discussion of the results followed by conclusions.  

The literature review comprises a number of different theories that are helpful for the understanding 

of the researched topic. The theoretical framework includes the following concepts and theories: cinema 

spectatorship theory, feminist film theory, film narrative, film genre, film authorship, film music, third-

wave feminism, masculinity, Hollywood and American culture, and ‘otherness’. 

The methodological part provides background information on the methods chosen for conducting 

the research, giving an insight into the investigated material. The chapter motivates the choice of methods 

and describes the ways the methods were applied.  

 The results and analysis chapter presents the results of the research, by including a semiotic 

analysis of two representative scenes of the movies, concluded with a comparative analysis of the results. 

A second method was used for validating the findings of the semiotic analysis: the audience reception 

focus group interviews addressed a broader spectrum of the movies. This chapter also includes a 

discussion of the results that summarizes the findings in relation to the research questions and links the 

two methods used for conducting the research. 

The final chapter presents the contribution of the research to the field of media studies. Moreover, it 

gives a critical reflection on the findings, discussing the theoretical and practical implications, along with 

the problems encountered while conducting the research and the limitations of the study. Moreover, this 

chapter provides suggestions for continuing the research in the future.  
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2. BACKGROUND 

This section provides an overview of the two movies and the novel, information that I regard as important 

for the understanding of the current research. However, I strongly encourage the reader to watch the two 

movies before going past this section. Both films, Män som hatar kvinnor and The Girl with the Dragon 

Tattoo are adapted from the late Swedish author and journalist Stieg Larsson’s crime novel, which 

became a best seller in Europe and the United States. The novel is the first one in the Millennium Series, 

followed by The Girl who Played with Fire (Flickan som lekte med elden) and The Girl who Kicked the 

Hornets’ Nest (Luftslottet som sprängdes)
2
. Bearing in mind differences between the two movies at the 

heart of this study, this background section gives an overview of the main storyline which is common to 

both films and crucial to an understanding of the research.  

 

2.1 Storyline 

The journalist and co-owner of the Millennium magazine Mikael Blomkvist has just lost a case brought in 

court against him by businessman Hans Erik Wennerström. Mikael must serve a jail sentence, but the 

timing is delayed. Meanwhile, Henrik Vanger, a Swedish magnate, wants to give Mikael a job and hires 

Milton Security to investigate Mikael beforehand. Milton Security delegates the task to one of its best 

investigators: the punk computer hacker, Lisbeth Salander. Satisfied with the investigation, Henrik hires 

Mikael to examine the mysterious disappearance of Henrik’s niece, Harriet, 40 years before, at a family 

gathering that took place on Hedeby Island, near Hedestad. Once he takes the case, Mikael moves to 

Hedestad where he starts the investigation by learning that everyone in the Vanger family is considered to 

be a murder suspect and that some of Henrik’s brothers were Nazi activists.  

Lisbeth, who is under legal guardianship due to being socially incompetent, is appointed a new 

guardian, Nils Bjurman, who abuses his position and rapes her repeatedly, one of the times leaving her 

badly injured. Lisbeth eventually joins Mikael in the investigation and together they unravel a series of 

grotesque crimes that shed a grim light on the history of the Vanger family. While working on the case 

they have an affair together. Mikael finds out that Harriet is alive after a narrow escape from his last 

encounter with Martin, Harriet’s brother, who admitted to committing other murders, but did not get to 

kill his sister, as she ran away without a trace. Mikael manages to find Harriet after Martin’s death, 

reuniting the family. Once he is done with the Harriet case, Mikael gets information on Wennerström that 

                                                           
2
 More information available at http://www.stieglarsson.com/Millennium-series 
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incriminates the businessman and rehabilitates his journalistic status and Millennium magazine. Lisbeth 

becomes very rich by hacking Wennerström’s bank accounts abroad and once they get back to Stockholm 

her affair with Mikael gets to an end.  

2.2 Background information on the two movies 

The Swedish film adaptation of the novel, entitled Män som hatar kvinnor came out in Sweden on  

February 27, 2009, followed by its release in many European countries, reaching worldwide audiences 

soon after. Even before its release in the United States and the United Kingdom, the movie had grossed 

over $100 million on the world market, which easily makes it Sweden’s most successful film. It is 

presented by Yellow Bird Films in co-production with ZDF Enterprizes, SVT and Nordisk Film.    

The movie was directed by Danish director Niels Arden Oplev, based on the screenplay written by 

Nikolaj Arcel and Rasmus Heisterberg. Adapting Larsson’s novel into a movie did not seem for Oplev an 

obvious choice at the outset, as he was in the middle of doing the movie Worlds Apart when he was 

initially asked to consider the job. His rejection was also based on the fact that before Män som hatar 

kvinnor, he had directed four dramas and had no interest in police crime movies. Only after reading the 

book did Oplev realize that it could be turned into something of a “distinguished cinematic quality” 

(Chris Tinkham: 2010). Moreover, the fact that he obtained the power to assign all the artistic rights and 

make decisions, persuaded him to accept the project – his first adaptation of a book.  

The Swedish actress Noomi Rapace stars in the movie as the heroine Lisbeth Salander. She made 

her international breakthrough playing this role, which later on resulted in her being cast for the 

Hollywood production  Sherlock Holmes. The male lead, Mikael Blomkvist is played by the renowned 

Swedish actor Michael Nyqvist, who gained international fame with this role and went on to appear in 

2011 in the action thriller Mission Impossible – Ghost Protocol. This research focuses on the original 

production of the Swedish film with a running time of 152 minutes; there is also a Swedish extended 

version of 180 minutes.  

The American adaptation called The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo came out on December 20, 2011 

in the US, and released the next day in Scandinavia. The movie is presented by Colombia Pictures and 

MGM. The director of the movie is David Fincher, renowned for his uncompromising way of working 

and his previous hits, including Seven, Fight Club, Zodiac and The Social Network. Like Oplev, Fincher 

apparently made the wrong decision when he was first asked in 2008 to adapt a book about a “bisexual 

motorcycle-riding hacker in Stockholm who helps a disgraced journalist uncover this dark secret about a 

family in the north of Sweden” into a movie (Benjamin Secher 2011). After he finished working on The 
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Social Network, he found out that Sony Studios bought the rights to the Dragon Tattoo, which eventually 

led to Fincher read the book and Steve Zaillian’s screenplay. He admitted in an interview that what 

mostly fascinated him about the story was the bond between Lisbeth and Mikael (Benjamin Secher 2011).  

The famous James Bond actor Daniel Craig was cast as Mikael Blomkvist, although other actors 

that had been considered were Brad Pitt, George Clooney and Johnny Depp. Rooney Mara starred as the 

female icon Lisbeth Salander. In both the Swedish and American adaptations, the male actors playing 

Mikael are iconic in Swedish and Hollywood cinema, while the women starring opposite them had some 

prior fame, but truly broke through in the movie industry by playing Lisbeth. Fincher stated in an 

interview that the American adaptation was in its initial form 187 minutes long, was cut to 158 minutes, 

because he feared that the movie would not sustain the audience’s interest for three whole hours. A point 

worth emphasizing is that Fincher is that he disagrees with the release of extended cuts and unrated 

editions, which could indirectly be considered a criticism of the Swedish version (Steve Weintraub 2011). 

The opening sequence of the Hollywood movie includes an oil-drenching graphic representation 

that covers details from all three of Stieg Larsson’s books and results from a mandate David Fincher gave 

to Blur Studio for creating a two-and-a-half minutes conceptual recreating of Larsson’s trilogy. The 

soundtrack is a cover song of Led Zeppelin’s Immigrant Song produced by Trent Reznor, with Karren O 

and Atticus Ross (Angela Watercutter 2012).  

2.3 About the film business  

Since films are produced and watched in a commercial context, it is important to consider the relevance 

of cinema as an economic and cultural institution. The costs for making films are high and the bottom line 

is an important aspect of both productions. Jonathan Bignell explains that many studios have been bought 

by multinational conglomerates, therefore “cinema is just one element of a global media industry” 

(Bignell 2002: 181). In appendix 1 of this research I include a table of the box office figures for each of 

the two movies. Although not the focus of this study, these figures helpfully provide a rough idea of 

where the two productions stand financially in both the domestic and the international film markets.  

American movies are predominant on the international market, the majority of the films released in 

America and Europe are American. First-runs in cinemas are important for the profitability of the films, 

however this is not the only way of distributing them.  Direct advertising is just one of the promoting 

techniques used to convince the audience to go watch a movie. The release of new merchandise products 

before and during the time the film is running in cinemas is another common strategy, which aims to 

allow people to buy into the social meaning of the film (Bignell 2002: 183).  
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW  

The aim of this section is to provide an overview of theoretical concepts related to the topic of film 

studies and gender. These concepts will later serve as tools for the research analysis.  

3.1 Cinema spectatorship theory  

The impact of semiotics and psychoanalysis on film theory in the mid-1970s led to theories that addressed 

the issue of spectatorship, especially the relation between cinema and the unconscious. The issue of 

cinema as a mediator of unconscious desires and the suitability of the screen as a projection site for the 

inner workings of the psyche had been addressed by early theorists in the 1920s and 1930s. In the 1970s 

however, scholars considered the spectator in their analysis of the cinematic experience (Hayward 2001: 

343).    

Jonathan Bignell uses psychoanalytic theories of subjectivity to explain and critique ways in which 

audiences watch movies, because the pleasure audiences take in watching films is both conscious and 

unconscious. According to Bignell it is also useful to see how cinema draws on and reinforces the 

workings of an individual subject’s psyche and psychic structures, such as masculine and feminine, 

allowing only certain aspects of the film to make sense for him/her. Bignell states that semiotic and recent 

psychoanalytic theories share some assumptions: “Meaning does not come from a natural pre-given state 

of things, but is the result of the workings of a structure existing in a specific social context” (Bignell 

2002: 184). Therefore the viewer is a signifier, who gives meaning based on his/ her place in the system 

in which he/she already exists.  

Christian Metz’s (1975) regards cinema as different from other forms of art, because it induces 

perceptions of absent things, by deploying “vision, sound, movement and syntagmatic arrangement” all at 

once. Metz considers film as fictional, because it ‘re-presents’ something using signs, instead of 

something that exists in the spectator’s real time and space (Metz as cited in Bignell 2002: 184).  The 

theory of cinematic apparatus and of spectatorship concentrates on how cinema viewers are positioned as 

subjects and how cinema supports the psychic structures that turn people into desiring consumers of the 

film products. Metz identified three processes in cinema spectatorship: ‘identification’, ‘voyeurism’ and 

‘fetishism’. In the cinema theatre the spectator is identifying with himself/ herself as perceiver - with 

perception itself. But the spectator’s perception corresponds to the camera perception, therefore the 

spectator’s identification with perception is an identification with the camera. Metz’s second way of 

describing cinema spectatorship is looking at something that cannot look back at you. He refers to the 
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pleasure of ‘voyeurism’ in cinema, looking at a desired object or person that results in an erotic pleasure 

of the spectator and that depends on the distance between the spectator and what is happening on the 

screen. The spectator does not feel threatened because, the bodies he looks at are not present in real time 

and space (Bignell 2002: 185). The third cinematic type of spectatorship that Metz identifies is 

‘fetishism’, the erotic contemplation of a person, as images of absent people or things are presented as if 

they are present. Spectators are encouraged to believe that what they see is real, and the pleasure depends 

on knowing that “the film is illusion, but believing it is not” (Metz as cited in Bignell 2002: 185). 

3.2 Feminist film theory 

Besides the viewer’s identification with perception and the camera, psychoanalysis also interpreted film 

fascination as linked to sexuality (Metz cited in Smelik 2009:180). Stemming from psychoanalysis, film 

theorists have claimed that cinema offers a number of possible pleasures, such as the pleasure of looking 

– ‘scopophilia’. It arises from “the pleasure of using another person as an object of sexual stimulation 

through sight”, subjecting them to a controlling and curious gaze (Mulvey 1989: 18). The viewer is a 

voyeur in the darkness of the cinema, unlike theatres for example, or watching movies in the comfort of 

the living room, where disruptive factors of voyeurism come up (other people in the room, lights, small 

screen, etc) (Smelik 2009:180).  

Based on Hollywood films between 1930 – 1960, Laura Mulvey advanced the idea that the urge to 

look is shared between the sexes: men look and women are looked at. The male character looks at the 

woman and the camera looks along with him, inviting spectators of both sexes to adopt a male point of 

view: to look at the woman through the man’s eyes. Metz breaks down the voyeuristic-scopophilic look to 

three different looks associated with cinema:  that of the camera, character and spectator. There are a few 

elements of the cinematic apparatus (camera work, framing, editing, cuts, music) that contribute to 

objectifying the woman’s body and turning it into a spectacle for the voyeuristic gaze (Mulvey 1989: 25).  

Mulvey states that the paradox of phallocentrism resides in that the image of the castrated woman gives 

order and meaning to its world; it is the woman’s lack that produces the phallus as a symbolic presence, 

through her desire to make good the lack that the phallus signifies (Mulvey 1989:14). Because of her lack, 

the woman reminds the man of the sexual difference between them and the fear of castration. According 

to Mulvey, this tendency can be however prevented through ‘sadism’ and ‘fetishism’. Though sadism, the 

woman’s body has to be controlled, and the male gaze usually leads to acts of violence against the 

woman, who is raped or murdered. The male fear can also be averted through fetishism – by turning the 
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female character into an ideal, flawless beauty that drives away man’s attention from the differences 

(Smelik 2009:181). 

Voyeurism in nowadays cinema does not occur in its classical form anymore, the spectator no 

longer looks from the perspective of a dominant male gaze. The more neutral gaze of the camera allows 

both males and females to enjoy the erotic spectacle of either sex. What is more, the visual spectacle of 

the ‘to-be-looked-at-ness’ has turned into a ‘pornofication’ of the body in today’s visual culture, revealing 

more of the female body, in more erotic and naked representations (Levy quoted in Smelik 2009:182). 

The voyeuristic gaze has nowadays been extended to the male body also: the male image has become 

more metrosexual, objectified and eroticized. The fitness culture is one of the factors that influenced the 

body dimensions, therefore both males and females have to be not only beautiful but also very thin and fit 

(Smelik 2009:183).  

When it comes to cinema audiences, many studies on film viewers are carried out from a feminist 

perspective as a result on the psychoanalytic theory of spectatorship, which argues that women filmgoers 

have to take a male subject position and identify with the male control exercised by film narratives over 

women female characters, or with the devalued version of feminine identity, the narcissist and submissive 

female characters (Bignell 2002: 203). 

3.3 Film narrative 

Contemporary feature films are almost exclusively narrative. Here, narration is the way a story is told, 

and the story itself is the set of sequences actions in a movie, book, tv series, etc. Through their structure 

and form, stories provide a way for people to make sense of their experience. Cinematography includes a 

consistent work done on narrative, linked to the importance for comprehending our reality. One common 

pattern in film narratives is a circular shape – the narrative moves from an initially stable equilibrium, 

through conflict and disorder, to a new equilibrium, different from the initial state, as a consequence of 

the hero being changed by the action in the story (Bignell 2002: 195).  

Usually narratives focus and resolve contradictions in our cultures. The viewer makes sense of the 

movie using codes and conventions. These naturally change over time and evolve, so the viewer draws on 

his own experience and culture in attributing meaning to a film. The value of signs in films depends on 

various factors, such as: the time when the film was made, time when the film was watched and by whom 

it is watched. The viewer’s experience includes the film conventions common to the viewer’s culture as 

well as codes of expression recognized from ‘natural’ social behavior. It is common, for example, for 

films to represent personality traits through national characteristics and codes that are familiar to the 
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audience and stem from cultural myths about nationalities, rather than from the way those national 

cultures really are (Bignell 2002: 197).  

The way audiences read a film is not wholly limited to the film frame, so the film text is not the 

only source of meaning. Meaning is partly influenced by the social context of watching the movie: some 

of this meaning is produced by the industrial and commercial context, and some of which cannot be 

controlled in any way. Promotion and advertising cover the movie in a network of meanings that can be 

controlled by the film producers. But the mythic meanings of film stars are also created through reviews, 

articles, tv appearances, fan magazines, etc, displaying characteristics which might not be in accordance 

with that of the character the actor plays in the film (Bignell 2002: 198).   

3.4 Film genre 

The term ‘genre’ goes back as far as the earliest movies and was regarded as a way of organizing movies 

according to type. It was not until the 1960s, however, that ‘genre’ was actually introduced in Anglo 

Saxon film theory (Hayward 2001: 166).  

Genre analysis classifies types and groups of films, showing that both the film industry and the 

audience respond to films by using and recognizing codes and conventions that help viewers comprehend 

an individual film. Elements such as a film’s visual style, title graphics, soundtrack and film music, cast 

setting, story structure, narrative style, discourse types in the dialogues between the characters and camera 

shots and angles can all produce expectations at the audience’s end and can inform the coding system 

applied by the producers. Moreover, the film companies slot the film in the marketing and promotional 

discourse based on these coding systems (Bignell 2002: 199). So genre represents more than just 

cataloguing; it influences spectators’ expectations and speculations about the movie before they see it. 

Genre must be seen as a part of a tripartite process of production, marketing and consumption (audience 

practices, critics and reviewers) (Hayward 2001: 166).  

Therefore identifying a film’s genre is based on identifying particular signs within a film, and the 

relationship between these signs and the codes that they fall under. Spectators relate to movies within 

contexts that include other movies they have watched, seen advertised, or heard about from others. Films 

exist within a broader social context; they are not self-contained structures of signs. The audience’s 

pleasure in watching a movie stems partly from being able to recognize and predict meanings 

appropriately. Bignell states that every movie exists in relation to these two characteristics: repetition and 

difference (Bignell 2002: 199). Repetition refers to the idea that every movie, in order to ensure 

comprehensibility, will draw on signifying practices of other movies: conventional signs, established 
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codes, and the conventional narrative structure of disequilibrium and resolution. But every film needs to 

stand out, by using the signs and codes differently, to offer the audience the pleasure of something new. 

Bignell considers that genre connects three entities: individual film texts, industrial commercial context of 

cinema and the study of film audiences. The dynamics between these are as follows: genre allows for 

films to be marketed so as to inform potential audiences about the pleasures of watching a given film, 

since the promoting strategy leads to genre expectations.  

The study of genre refers to relating films to other films. In contemporary culture, however, films 

can also be related to other media texts, such as films based on computer games, comic books, etc. In 

such cases, the film becomes one of the platforms that carries part of the bigger narration. This concept 

has been defined in 2003 by Henry Jenkins as transmedia storytelling. It represents a “process where 

integral elements of a fiction get dispersed systematically across multiple delivery channels for the 

purpose of creating a unified and coordinated entertainment experience” (Jenkins 2007). Although it is 

important to mention transmedia in the context of discussing movie genres, I will not elaborate further on 

it since it is not directly related to the purpose of the current research, and the two movie adaptations are 

not elements of a transmedia narrative. 

The discipline of genre studies came up as a response to the study of screenwriters, who, despite 

being offered the recognition of individual creativity, were still viewed differently than authors in 

literature studies. Genre studies shows that films exist within a context rather than being the result and 

expression of one’s individual creativity (Bignell 2002: 202).  

It is important to point out that genres are not static. To the contrary, genres constantly evolve, 

transformed as a consequence of technological, consumption and economic reasons. Genres respond to 

expectations that are industry and audience based. As far as industry, they follow generic formulas that 

are known to work, but improved by new technologies that shift and modernize the generic conventions. 

This principle of innovation works similarly for audiences, who have expectations of familiarity but also 

require change and innovation (Hayward 2001: 166). Within cinema, genre is a fairly problematic 

concept because films are rarely generically pure. Clear generic definitions cannot be imposed on films, 

despite codes and conventions defining genre. Steve Neale says that “film constantly refers to itself as a 

cross media generic formation” (Neale cited in Hayward 1990: 167). Since genres are not static and they 

are composed of intertexts, Neale sheds some light over the issue, using the concept of genre which 

stands for the ‘generic norms’ and ‘genre texts’ for the actual film products.  

Baudry (cited in Hayward 1990: 168) considers that films serve as a barometer of the social and 

cultural concerns of the cinema going audiences, because the movie uses codes and conventions that the 
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audience is familiar with. Since genres are about spectator – text relations and socio-historic relations, 

they must be discussed in relation to the structures that sustain them. Apart from audience and socio-

historical realities, genres are also influenced by the commercial imperatives of the film industry. This 

aspect can be discussed in relation to: technology, narrative, iconography and stars. Specific genres 

require specific technological devices, both for producing and showing the movie (ex: science fiction 

movies). Stars for example, can also act as vehicles for genres. From this perspective, “genres are the 

discursive or narrative site in which the star can exhibit his/her potential to fulfill the demands, codes and 

conventions of a particular genre and perhaps even surpass them” (Hayward 2001: 171). Genres are an 

iconographic site for the spectator where the stars can display their bodies. Narration and iconography 

triggers the spectators’ desires and expectations, regulated by the strategies of performance.  

When talking about cinema genres, Marcel Denesi explains that most of cinema productions follow 

the genre formulae of the mainstream cinema, falling under different categories. The cinema genres are 

part of a signification system that establishes how we extract meaning from movies (Denesi 2002: 129). 

Alan Williams (cited in Hayward 2001: 167) divides principle genres into three categories: ‘narrative’, 

‘avant-garde’ and ‘documentary films’, using the term sub-genres to refer to what people commonly call 

film genres. However, Denesi uses other categories to differentiate between films: ‘feature films’, 

‘documentaries’ and ‘animated films’. This research centers on the feature film. The feature film is a 

“work of fiction, almost always narrative in structure, which is produced in three stages” (Denesi 2002: 

108). The story is made of sequenced actions and it unfolds as a narration. These stages, mentioned 

previously, are pre-production – when the script (in the current case is an adaptation from the novel Män 

som hatar kvinnor by Stieg Larsson) is being procured. The second stage is the production, when the film 

is being shot according to the script. The post-production represents the third stage when all the parts of 

the film are put into a sequence by being accordingly edited so as to make a cohesive story (Denesi 2002: 

108).  

3.5 Film authorship 

In the case of feature films, both the producer and the screenwriter are considered authors, who are 

responsible for the artistic delivery of the text and its various dimensions. However the key individual in 

the creation of the film is the director, who has artistic control over the whole process, from the script to 

the final cuts. The director is the one who visualizes the script and guides the whole crew and actors into 

carrying out his/her vision (Bignell, 2002).  
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3.6 Film music 

The music composer also plays an important role in the production of a feature film, as the composer is 

most often assigned the task of producing music that fits and accompanies the scenes in the story. The 

music can set the mood for the movie and can trigger emotions. For example, a person’s character can 

sometimes be better understood with the help of accompanying music, and music can prepare the 

audience for a change of mood. What is more, characters can also be identified with musical themes, 

within or separate from the main theme of the movie (Denesi 2002: 110). Sound is a further key concept, 

as defined by David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson, that is useful for conducting the semiotic analyses 

on scenes extracted from the two movies. Diegetic sound consists of any sound effect, musical passage or 

voices that are presented as originating from a source within the world of the film. Nondiegetic sound 

consists of ambient, mood music, presented as coming from a source outside of the space of the narrative 

(Bordwell, Thompson 1993). 

3.7 Third-wave feminism  

In this section I will briefly review the characteristics of third-wave feminism in connection to the leading 

female character of the two adaptations, Lisbeth Salander. 

Third-wave feminists are driven by a politics of difference and embrace contradiction in the form of 

inconsistent but coexisting political viewpoints. Third-wave feminists embrace sexual desire and 

expression, free from the limits of patriarchy, heterosexuality and what they perceive as the anti-sex 

sensibilities of the second-wave feminists. They view sexual orientation as a profound sense of 

empowerment, defining themselves sexually and then reclaiming their sexuality (Shugart, Waggoner and 

Hallstein 2001: 195). Second-wave feminism, on the other hand, was based in its early stage on two 

forms of equality. The first form, called ‘liberal call’, asks for equality based on the sameness of 

attainment between men and women and therefore treatment, as both possess the same capabilities, that, 

however, have been ‘hidden’, socialized, educated ‘out’ (Evans 1995: 13). The second form, called ‘early 

radical’ feminism, consists of “radical egalitarians who believe that both men and women have been 

damaged by capitalism and patriarchy, though patriarchy is the crucial force” (Evans 1995: 13). Feminist 

scholars predicted that full equality and abolition of oppression in all its forms could be attained through a 

revolution. 

Empowerment takes on very individualistic terms in third-wave feminism: it is about feeling good 

with oneself and about making choices, irrespective of what those choices are. Helene Shugart, Catherine 

Waggoner and Lynn Hallstein state that the ‘in-your-face, confrontational attitude is a hallmark of the 
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third-wave feminists, one’s individuality being highly prized. According to the terms of the third-wave-

feminists the revolution takes place on ‘my terms’, through “my voice, my words, not the voice of the 

universe of male intellect that already exists” (Shugart, Waggoner& Hallstein, 2001: 195).  What is more, 

third-wave feminists are embedded in popular culture. Both fashion and media are important influences in 

their lives.  

3.8 Masculinity 

Talking about men presupposes a distinction from the relation with another group, ‘women’. Unless one 

defines masculinity as ‘men’, it must be acknowledged that masculine conduct or identity goes together 

with a female body (Connell 2000:16).  

One of the most politically influential gender accounts that we know to be wrong is the theory of 

the sex roles, which explains gender patterns in terms of the social expectations that define what is 

supposed to be proper behavior for both men and women (Connell 2000:18). In cinema, expressions of 

masculinity that successfully appeal to audiences speak for the collective aspirations for masculinity. 

These forms of masculinity can be regarded as performative and productive, therefore the audience is 

determined to recognize and accept them as an ideal. The film industry intuits a form of masculinity that 

is familiar - so as to socially resonate with the audience, but also new enough so that it resonates with the 

audience’s aspirations (Miller 2010: 33).  

Discussing masculinity in Hollywood detective films, Philippa Gates indicates that being smart is 

the defining characteristic of the investigator, usually a well-educated professional who uses intelligence, 

observation and deduction as his most powerful weapons against crime (Gates 2006: 5). Despite the 

assumptions that gender differences are innate and reflect a male-female dichotomy based on sexual 

differences, masculinity is not a product of nature but rather one of culture, as it is constructed and 

performed (Gates 2006:28). Men in today’s society are supposed to possess qualities that are in fact 

contradictory to fulfill consistently. Men today are expected to display qualities associated with both 

traditional masculinity - such as virility, strength, heroism, violence, and traditional femininity – romantic 

tendencies, emotional vulnerability, etc. Scholarship on masculinity since the 1980s stressed the 

multidimensional and constructed aspects of masculinity – a diversity of masculinities (Scott Coltrane as 

quoted in Gates 2006:29). This diversity, however, is not necessarily recognized by contemporary 

Western society, which tends to prescribe a standard masculine role, regardless of the subjects’ 

individuality (Gates 2006:29).  
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3.9 Hollywood and American culture 

While talking about American popular culture, Richard Maltby states that it is hard to claim that it 

contains elements of American national identity given the fact that American culture has long been a part 

of everyday life in other countries. In this context, glocalization refers to the circulation of multinational 

popular culture across national boundaries, a culture that recognizes no frontiers but acknowledges a 

principle of marketing and production; the Americanization of the world is a standard overall design with 

the flexibility to build in local variations in order to meet local markets (Maltby 1998: 105). 

Talking at a general level, Richard Maltby states that European popular cinemas have mostly 

generated products for predominantly domestic consumption, and however popular, they remained 

subaltern and subordinated to the competing hegemonic powers of Hollywood’s commercial imperium 

and cultural nationalism. Generally speaking, the stability and material prosperity of domestic industries 

has been governed by the extent of American investment and distribution. By contrast, American culture 

is less constrained to fall under such criteria of defining national culture. American products are not 

necessarily perceived, not even by their producers, as products of national culture. Maltby argues that 

American culture resisted by nationalists existed mostly outside the boundaries of the USA, represented 

mostly as the cultural other of an invented traditional national culture (Maltby 1998: 105). 

The process of Americanization involved a leveling down of moral and aesthetic standards, 

contained in its being classified as ‘entertainment’ and the interchangeability of the terms ‘entertainment’, 

‘popular culture’ and ‘American culture’. Maltby brings about the idea elaborated by Tom O’Regan, who 

states that ‘American culture is ‘everyone’s second culture’, which implies Hollywood’s dominance in a 

position of better handling the diminishing value of programmes when circulating outside its home 

market. O’Regan also used the term ‘Americanness’ with the meaning of American cultural products 

linking “local audiences” to “global media products”. American culture/ Hollywood is locally 

appropriated and put to specific cultural uses (Maltby 1998: 106). 

3.10 Otherness  

Stereotyping is a set of representational practices that reduces people to “a few, simple, essential 

characteristics, which are represented as fixed by Nature” (Hall 2003: 257).  

In the essay ‘Stereotyping’, Richard Dyer (1977) explains stereotyping in relation to social types, 

based on Klapp’s explanation of the concept: “stereotypes refer to things outside one’s social world, 

whereas social types refer to things with which one is familiar with; stereotypes tend to be conceived as 
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functionless or dysfunctional, whereas social types serve the structure of society at many points.” (Klapp 

as cited in Dyer 1977: 355).  

Stereotyping is part of a maintenance of social and symbolic order that establishes the difference 

between what ‘belongs’ to us and what does not/ the Other. It is a difference between insiders and 

outsiders, Us and Them, facilitating a binding/ bonding together of all of Us, members of a symbolic 

community, and sending those who are different into a symbolic exile: Them/ The Others (Hall 

2003:257). People make sense of the world by using types, by classifying individuals, objects and events 

in schemes created according to a given culture, so that we understand ‘the particular’ in terms of its 

‘type’ (Hall 2003:257). On the other hand, stereotyping “reduces, essentializes, naturalizes and fixes 

difference” by using characteristics that are easily memorable, widely recognized, and vivid, and then 

reducing everything about a person/ place to those traits by exaggerating and simplifying them. It also 

differentiates between the normal and acceptable and the abnormal and unacceptable (Hall 2003:257).  
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4. METHODS AND MATERIALS 

In order to conduct the empirical research I have chosen to use a combination of semiotic analysis of a 

representative scene in the two movies, together with an audience reception analysis based on data 

collected through focus group interviews. This section contains background theory on the two methods as 

well as an explanation of the way the two methods were applied to the research. 

 

4.1 Semiology  

4.1.1 Cinema semiotics 

Film is not a language in the sense that Swedish and English are, but it is very much like one. Films speak 

differently to people who are highly visually literate, who can hear and see more than the ones who 

seldom go to the movies. Education in the language of film opens up more potential meaning for the 

observer (Monaco 2009: 170). Therefore part of people’s ability to interpret still and moving images 

depends on learning: anyone can see a film, but only some people have learned to comprehend visual 

images with more sophistication than others have. It was not until the late 1950s and early 1960s, the 

early days of the study of signs - semiotics - when written and spoken language started being regarded as 

two of many systems of communication, that the study of film as a language started (Monaco 2009: 174). 

Quoting Christian Metz, Monaco states that cinema is a language of a sort, but not a “language system” 

(we understand movies not because we have a knowledge of its system, but rather we understand the 

system because we comprehend the movie) - cinema “has become a language because it has told such fine 

stories” (Metz as quoted in Monaco 2009: 176).  

Cinema is an important part of media semiotics because the movie genres constitute signification 

systems to which people respond to and turn to for recreation, inspiration and insight at the level of the 

interpretant (Denesi 2002: 108).  

 

4.1.2 Giving films meaning   

I start this section by introducing key concepts that help us understand meaning: ‘inference’, 

‘comprehension’ and ‘interpretation’. When discussed in relation to a film, ‘comprehension’ refers to 

understanding the plot and what is apparent or manifest. ‘Interpretation’, by contrast, means an 

understanding that reveals the hidden meaning in the apparent one. ‘Interpretation’ means speaking of 

hidden meaning, levels of meaning and revealing meaning. Assuming that sense of hidden meaning is in 
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the text means to reify the result of a process, in which the perceiver plays a central role. The film text is 

inert until the spectator does something to and with it. When watching a movie, the perceiver identifies 

links between the scenes, ascribing meaning to the film (Bordwell 1991: 3). Making meaning is not a 

constructive process with infinite diversity of interpretations, but requires the viewer to apply conceptual 

schemes to the data picked out from the movie. 

4.1.3 Film signs and codes 

Central to semiotics in cinema is a discussion of film signs and codes, which represent the main focus of 

semiotic analysis. To start with, I will draw however on Roland Barthes’ contribution to semiology. 

Barthes studied cultural materials and explained in his book Mythologies how society asserted its value 

through objects (Rose 2007: 96). 

The sign: Barthes coined the terms denotation and connotation - that represent two orders of 

signification. The first level of signification, which refers to the literal relationship between the sign and 

its referent (denotation), and a second order of meaning that adds values that are culturally encoded in the 

denotative meaning (connotation). In this second order of signification, signs operate as myth makers, by 

crystallizing abstract concepts, and they make sense of the cultures that people live in (Hayward 

2001:83). Barthes’ work builds on Ferdinand de Saussure’s research on signification, by clarifying the 

way signs work in different cultures (Hayward, 2001, p. 83). Saussure made an important contribution to 

the understanding of the sign in semiology, by arguing that the sign is the basic unit of language when 

developing an understanding of how language works. In linguistic terms, the sign consists of the signified 

– which is the concept/ object (e.g. “a very young human unable to walk and talk”) and the signifier, 

which is a sound/ image attached to a signified (e.g. “baby”, the concept has different names in different 

languages; the same signifier can have different meanings). The point made by Saussure and which 

semiology picked up on is that there is no necessary relation between the signifier and the signified. The 

actual object in the world that the sign is related to is called the sign’s referent. This distinction between 

signifier and signified is important to semiology because it means that the relation between meanings 

(signifieds) and signifiers is conventional and not inherent. The first stage of a semiotic analysis is to 

identify the basic building blocks (visual signs) of an image. Once this has been done one can start 

exploring their meanings (Rose 2007: 80). 

But in film as well as photography, the signifier and the signified are not as different as they are in 

linguistics. This is because a picture of an object is much closer to an object than the word for that object 

would be: a picture bears some direct relationship with what it signifies (Monaco 2009: 176). The artist’s 



23 

 

choice in cinema is very vast, but the reverse is applicable for the observer – unlike in literature where the 

reader can extensively use his/her imagination, one cannot do that in film, because everyone who watches 

the same movie sees the same images. Film does not suggest: film states, and the observer can seize some 

of the power of the medium. The reader of images must interpret the signs they perceive in order to 

complete the process of intellection (Monaco 2009: 177).  

Types of signs: Depending on the way the relation between the signifier and signified is 

understood, Peirce suggested that there are three kinds of signs, the third of which, the symbol, is relevant 

for the current study. Symbolic signs have a conventional but arbitrary relation between signifier and 

signified (Rose 2007: 83). Although these signs have not been put into the denotative/ connotative 

category, Monaco states that they are mainly denotative.  

Rose also discusses the syntagmatic signs, which gain meaning from the signs that precede or 

follow them in a moving image. These signs are important in film semiology, since film is a sequence of 

signs (Rose 2007: 84). In cinema, when the significance of an object depends not on the shot compared to 

other potential shots, but rather to the shots that precede and follow it, the film maker is using what is 

called in semiotic terms a syntagmatic connotation (Monaco 2009:180).  

Codes: Films carry both denotative and connotative meanings. An image of a person or object has a 

denotative dimension. But all images are culturally charged by connotative procedures available in 

cinema such as camera angle or position, usage of light, sound, the color process, and the way people and 

objects are framed. The codes of cinema are resources from which particular film sequences are 

constructed. Such codes are specific ways of using signs, photographic signs, dialogue signs, music, 

sound effects and graphic signs. From this perspective, any film sequence can be analyzed to discover the 

connections between the signs, i.e. the way signs from different signifying systems are combined together 

in order to generate meaning. Cinematography uses codes and conventions of representation that are 

shared by both filmmakers and the audience. The audience constructs meaning in relation to codes that 

have meaning in the social world of the movie narration (Bignell 2002: 191). Cinematography uses 

culturally derived codes (e.g. the way people eat), codes that cinema shares with other arts (e.g. gestures 

used in theatre and film) and codes unique to cinema, such as montage. It is, however, the unique cinema 

codes that comprise the syntax of film. The codes are the medium through which the scenes transmit 

messages because the codes have meaning outside of the narrow limits of a particular scene; they affect 

us in film, other arts and general culture (Monaco 2009:204). The decoding of signs is an active process, 

as meaning is constructed by the spectator who is continually adjusting and testing codes. This differs 

from when one is merely reading the meaning from a text (Bignell 2002: 191).  
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A concept often used in film studies that is related to denotative signs is diegesis, which is the sum 

of the denotative meanings of an image. In film studies, diegesis is often used to give a straightforward 

account of a film, before doing a more complex analysis (Barthes quoted in Rose 2007:87). 

Film can draw from various effects on other arts as it can record them. Film resources go however 

beyond what makes the diegesis of the movie (the sum of denotations). Additionally, film has unique 

connotative abilities as the film maker can choose a specific angle, can decide on the camera moves, the 

colors’ intensity, holding longer shots, etc – most of the times objects are put in a context and that is 

where the connotative meaning springs from (Monaco 2009: 180).  

Connotative signs, however, carry a higher level of meaning, and the connotative signs are usually 

divided into two types: metonymic signs, which work as something associated with something else (e.g. a 

baby stands for the future) and synecdochal signs, which appear when a part is used as standing for the 

whole (ex. Tour Eiffel stands for Paris). Both terms have been borrowed from literary studies and are 

used in cinema quite frequently. “Cinema is an art and a medium of extensions and indexes. Much of its 

meaning comes not from what we see (or hear) but from what we don’t see or, more accurately, from an 

ongoing process of comparison of what we see with what we don’t see” (Monaco 2009: 189). Monaco 

regards this as a paradox given that cinema has been criticized as an art where all is too obvious. 

But films are hardly ever only denotative. One last element of the film lexicon mentioned by Monaco is 

the trope, which is a logical twist that gives the elements of a sign – signifier – signified a new 

relationship to each other. In other words, it is the connecting element between the denotation and 

connotation (Monaco 2009: 190).  

Film syntax: Film has vaguely defined rules of usage in cinematic language and the syntax of film 

is a result of its usage, not a determinant of it. It evolved naturally, stemmed from practice, had an organic 

development, and has changed considerably during the course of the years (Monaco 2009: 194).  

Shot sequence: The viewer uses codes and conventions to give meaning to the diverse collection of 

visual, aural and graphic signs. The audience does the work of assembling film signs into meaningful 

units. The relationships between the shots and within them, the connections the viewer makes between the 

signs and the shots shift the spectator through the film and constitute the basis for films to narrate their 

stories (Bignell 2002: 194).  

4.2 Focus groups 

I will start this section by explaining what a focus group is, in order to ensure that the reader can easily 

grasp the results of the data collected through focus groups. “The contemporary focus group interview 
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generally involves a number of individuals who discuss a particular topic under the direction of a 

moderator who promotes interaction and assures that the discussion remains on the topic.” (Stewart& 

Shamdasani 1990: 10)  

A focus group discussion may vary between 1,5 – 2,5 hours and can be conducted in a variety of 

venues. Generally, group discussions take place in locations where observers can unobtrusively monitor 

the interview in progress. Such venues are usually also technically equipped to allow the recording of the 

discussion without a lot of background noise that would consequently affect the analysis of the data. The 

moderator is the key element, ensuring that the discussion goes smoothly. The moderator’s intervention 

can be more or less obtrusive, directing the discussion or sometimes even playing a nondirective role by 

letting the discussion flow naturally, so long as it remains on the topic of interest. This, however, depends 

on the intent of the research (Stewart& Shamdasani 1990: 10).  

The primary purpose of focus groups is to produce qualitative data. The advantage of the focus 

group is that it provides qualitative data while allowing individuals to respond in their own words, 

categorizations and perceived associations. Each focus group follows a series of steps summarized here: 

1) A clear statement of what kind of information is desirable and from whom this information should be 

collected. 2) Identification of the sampling frame – a list of people that the researcher believes are 

representative of the larger population of interest. 3) Identification of the moderator and designing the 

interview guide, bearing in mind that importance of the capability of the moderator and the questions with 

the people interviewed. 4) Recruitment of participants. 5) Agreement upon a time, date and place for the 

interviews (this should be done in parallel with recruitment). 6) The focus group itself. 7) Analysis and 

interpretation of the data. 8) Writing the report (Stewart& Shamdasani 1990: 20).  

4.2.1 Data collection 

Focus groups are usually used in the early stages of research projects. Given the novelty of the current 

research, the method proved particularly useful.  

As part of the empirical research, I conducted two focus groups, one of which included international 

participants – audience members, and one of which included Swedish participants - audience members. 

Both interviews were conducted in English and recorded with an iPhone app. The participants were 

required to have previously watched both movies. Although some participants had watched one or both 

movies before being selected for the focus group, participants were asked to watch the movies again, even 

if only for refreshing their memory prior to the meeting. It was not possible to have a screening for all 

participants at once due to the extended length of both movies (5 hours together).  I rented the DVDs 
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from a movie rental store and provided them to the participants, although some of them already 

personally owned the DVDs.  

Although the venues where the interviews were conducted were not especially designated for focus 

group interviews, they allowed for a clear recording of the discussions, and the researcher had no 

difficulties transcribing the interviews. For both interviews, participants together with the researcher were 

seated in a circle around a table, so that they could all see and hear each other well. The sessions lasted on 

average 1,5 hours. As moderator, I did not have to intervene often as the discussion remained within the 

topic of interest and the discussion flowed naturally.       

4.2.2 Recruiting participants 

The recruitment of participants is critical for the success of the focus group research, because the 

composition of the group and the interaction between its members establish the nature of the discussion 

(Stewart& Shamdasani 1990: 51). 

Given the aim of the research, generally defined groups of individuals were recruited for the focus 

groups. The pre-requisites for the sample groups were mixed groups of individuals of Swedish nationality 

and internationals, respectively. Given that the films do not target a particular type of age audience, I 

recruited the participants based on their availability. The only limitation was that the participants had to 

be at least 17 years old, because the movies contain adult material (according to the Rating Board 

children under 17 should be accompanied by a parent or legal). 

The initial invitation to participate in the focus groups was issued online and with telephone follow 

up, in some of the cases. I posted a message on the Stockholm University student union Facebook page 

and on notice boards, on fan websites for the movies, explaining the aim of the research and mentioning 

that the research involves a group discussion. In my second contact with participants, I provided them 

with a more extensive overview of the purpose of the research through a Facebook event page where 

information such as date, time and venue were also updated. Confirmation was asked from the 

participants via the event page and reminders were sent one day prior to the meetings. The fact that no 

incentives were used slowed down the recruitment process, however participants were offered 

refreshments and cakes. In the case of one of the international groups one of the participants arrived 

considerably late so she was removed from consideration.    

When designing the group composition, I decided that a more homogeneous group ensures that 

participants both have something to say and feel comfortable voicing their views in each others’ presence. 
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Participants with different social background and lifestyle often defeat this purpose of the focus group 

(Morgan 1997: 36).  

The composition of the focus groups was the following: 

� Group 1: ‘International group’ was mixed gender and consisted of 5 international participants, with 

different higher education backgrounds. All of the participants currently live in Stockholm. The meeting 

took place on the April 20, 2012 and consisted of Daria (23 years old, female, Romanian, student), 

Georgiana (24 yo, Romanian, female, student), Amelie (25, female, Czech, student), Robert (26, male, 

American, student), Iulian (29, male, Romanian, self-employed). The venue, the researcher’s flat, was 

chosen because it was easily accessible to the participants. 

  

� Group 2: ‘Swedish group’ was a mixed-gender group and consisted of 4 Swedish participants, with 

different higher education backgrounds. All of the participants currently live in Stockholm. The meeting 

took place on Monday, April 23, 2012, in the morning and consisted of Mats (23, male, student), Magnus 

(25, male, student), Matilda (27, female, student, works part time as an education researcher), Marcus (35, 

male, student, part time editor). The venue was a meeting room at Stockholm University Journalism 

Department and was chosen because of its accessibility for the participants.  

Confidentiality of the data collected during the two focus groups was promised to all participants. 

Their real names have therefore been replaced with fictive typically Swedish names, while the 

international participants were given typical names for the nationalities that they represent.  

4.2.3 Designing the interview guide 

The interview guide is considered to be the other crucial element that ensures the success of the focus 

group (apart from group participants), as it establishes the agenda for the group discussion. I created the 

interview guide after the research agenda and the questions related to it had been clarified with the 

support of the research supervisor.  

The questions were meant direct the discussion, without suggesting any potential answers. 

Questions were structured from the more general to the more specific but also by their relative importance 

to the research agenda. I tried to place the important questions early, while the ones of lesser significance 

came towards the end. One thing worth mentioning is that I tried to avoid a rolling interview guide 

(interview guide developed for the first group and then revised for the second group) due to the fact that it 

makes comparison across groups more difficult. However, I have tried to adapt the questions to the 

dynamic of the group: depending on the participants’ answers, the order of the questions changed and 
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some of them were left out in the cases when the answers already came naturally during the discussion. 

The interview guide used for the two focus groups is available in appendix 2.  

4.2.4 Interviews analysis 

The first step in analyzing the data from the focus groups was to transcribe the interviews. This facilitated 

the analysis and established a permanent written record of the interviews that can now be shared with 

other parties interested in the research. The full transcripts are not however included in this paper due to 

space limitations, although they can be provided at the reader’s request and are included in the electronic 

format of the paper. The hallmarks of spoken language, such as incomplete sentences, half-finished 

thoughts, and repetition of the same word, make it difficult for a reader to follow the interviews, so I 

edited the text to increase its readability. Nevertheless, this process did not modify the content of the 

respondents’ comments.  

The data extracted from the focus groups is structured in the analysis according to recurrent themes 

that came up during the interviews: gender representation (femininity, masculinity), otherness (accents, 

stereotypes), production (special effects, theme, target audience, audience expectations), graphic content, 

and ideological meaning. 

I also made use of Kim Schrøder’s empirically based general model of media reception while 

conducting the analysis, which represents a systematic analytical tool for the empirical analysis of 

qualitative audience data (Schrøder 2000: 234). The model proved useful during the planning and 

designing of the focus groups. Schrøder’s model offers guidance on interpreting and categorizing data 

based on the following six dimensions: 

Motivation: Schrøder uses motivation to highlight the encounter between readers and media texts 

and defines it as a concept that includes cognitive and affective processes through which people establish 

whether they are interested in a media text. Motivation extends beyond the media text and into the 

consumption context (Schrøder 2000: 244).  

Comprehension: Comprehension stems from the phenomena that different types of signs are 

understood differently according to social contexts and that the process through which signs acquire 

meaning depends on the social experience of the interpretant, including class, gender, ethnicity (Schrøder 

2000: 245). Schrøder relates comprehension to the fact that the specific encoded media meanings are 

decoded differently depending on macro-social factors (ex.: class) and micro-social or situational 

relations of the audience members (Schrøder 2000: 247). 

Discrimination: Audiences adopt an aesthetically critical stance towards the text when they 
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comment on aspects of textual production. The question that arises is whether audience readings are 

characterized by an awareness of ‘constructedness’ (Schrøder 2000:  248).  Schrøder suggests that the 

model of reading a text should also include a dimension of aesthetic discrimination that takes the form of 

a continuum, from immersion to critical distance and that the reader will change between these positions 

(Schrøder 2000: 248).  

Position: The concept of ‘position’ includes attitudinal responses and refers to the reader adopting a 

stance. Position applies only to the subjective attitude of reading a text, an attitude the reader often adopts 

unconsciously. In other words, position reflects the subjective experience of the informant of agreeing or 

disagreeing with the perspective that s/he perceived to reside in the text (Schrøder 2000: 249).  

Evaluation: The concept of ‘evaluation’ stems from what lies at the core of Hall’s encoding/ 

decoding model, which focuses on how informants’ readings correspond to ideological positions in the 

social formation. The domain of ‘subjective’ reading enters the domain of ‘objective’ social discourses, 

where the analyst, drawing on the social formation, relates readings to positions from ‘hegemonic’ to 

‘oppositional’ (Schrøder 2000: 251). 

Implementation: This concept refers to the implementation of media as a political source in 

everyday interactions. One way of studying implementation is by looking at institutionalized readings of 

media content.  
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5. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

The results of the semiotic analysis and the focus groups shall be presented in this chapter, whereas the 

discussion and embedding of the results in the theoretical context follows in the next chapter. 

5.1 Semiotics 

The leading character, Lisbeth Salander, is the subject of two rape scenes in the story that both movie 

adaptations are based on, as she is being harassed by the newly appointed, court-ordered guardian. I 

consider that a brief summary of the scenes preceding the rape is required in order for the reader to grasp 

the analysis. I have chosen to do the semiotic analysis on the second rape scene of the movies because I 

regard it as one of the key scenes of the movie with a high psychological and graphic impact on the 

viewer. To my opinion, it can be considered the driver of the trilogy as the controversy and the darkness 

of the rape scene gives color to the rest of the movie, capturing disturbing sexually graphic violence 

committed against the leading female character. During the first rape scene (that occurs the second time 

Lisbeth meets her new guardian) he forces her to perform oral sex in order to get access to her bank 

account. Later on in the plot, Lisbeth gets involved in a fight with a group of drunk men in the subway 

(Swedish movie)/ a man tries to steal her bag at the subway (American version) and in both cases her 

MacBook gets damaged, therefore she asks Bjurman for another cheque. On the second rape she gets 

handcuffed, tied down to the bed, stripped off her clothes and anally raped. The Swedish and the 

American versions offer two different takes on this scene of the movie, however the narrative sequence of 

events is similar. Therefore I choose to make a semiotic analysis of the rape by also including the scenes 

that come right before and after it in the movies. I start with the Swedish movie because chronologically, 

it came out first. 

5.1.1 General narrative description of the rape scenes  

Lisbeth calls Bjurman to let him know that she needs more money. He accepts her request and this time 

the meeting does not take place on rather neutral grounds such as the office where the previous encounter 

happened, but at his place. Once she gets there, she is invited straightaway to the bedroom, which is at the 

end of the apartment hallway, where the rape takes place. After being raped, Lisbeth gets the cheque with 

the money she requested and then the viewer can follow her home.  

5.1.2 Män som hatar kvinnor– Rape scene (00:48:21 – 00:54:01) 

Lisbeth is in her living room, where the viewer can only see the dark wallpaper in the background, and a 

white chandelier. One knows however that is her flat in relation to previous and coming scenes in the 
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movie. The ‘daylight’ which is coming through the window and into the room is a code that places the 

rape within a temporal framework. Lisbeth is holding her mobile phone and she considers placing a phone 

call. The action of rubbing the phone against her chin is a social code that means she is hesitant about 

making the call. Other signs that support this are her frowned forehead while calling; her torso is moving 

for a few seconds on a fast and regular pace which means that she is shaking her leg –a social code that 

connotes impatience. While the viewer hears the ring-back tone, Lisbeth looks at a point which is outside 

the camera angle, with her mouth slightly open, her eyes moving fast – agitation. 

Verbal elements are now introduced in the scene. The telephone conversation with Bjurman is with 

regards to her need for money and the lines are very short. There is no mention of where they should 

meet, the scene cuts before that, however one can understand it is the guardian who set the place, as 

Lisbeth is the one asking him for a favor and she only approves to what he says. 

The quick transition over to the next scene is abrupt, both in visual and audible terms: the scene 

changes from indoors to outdoors, from the close-up angle on Lisbeth’s face to a bus departing from the 

stop. The bus is a visual and audio syntagmatic sign that connotes, in relation to the scene which preceded 

it, that Lisbeth has traveled to Bjurman’s place. A low camera angle captures the bus leaving from the 

station, and making way in the close distance to a block of flats. There is only one apartment that has the 

lights turned on, second last floor. The lights, the balcony and the bright apartment windows are 

synecdocal sign that stand for the guardian - the viewer understands that is where he lives. The lights 

which are switched on represent a code for someone being inside the apartment, therefore the 

interpretation of these signs is that the legal guardian is at home in his flat, already expecting Lisbeth’s 

visit. The twilight represents another temporal hint for the rape scene - by the time she gets to Bjurman’s 

apartment it is dawn. The syntagmatic connotation of the previous scenes suggests that Lisbeth travelled 

straight to the guardian’s apartment after she made the phone call. One also knows that the action is 

taking place in winter therefore this infers that it is late afternoon.   

Next shot is a close-up on the guardian’s face opening the door. Starting with this shot the scene is 

accompanied by diegetic sound, represented by classical music that can be heard in Bjurman’s apartment. 

A two-shot camera angle captures them both while Bjurman makes small talk and is followed by a wide 

shot while they talk about the money, moving quick through the hallway into the room where the rape is 

going to take place. Although at home, Bjurman still wears his street/ office clothes, an element that 

differentiates between their positions in this situation.  

A two-character over-the-shoulder capture of Lisbeth and Bjurman alternatively shows both of their 

faces while talking to each other. Lisbeth has a still facial mimic while she listens to Bjurman’s threats, 

then she blinks and looks away – it connotes a tacit answer to his proposition. Alternating close ups show 
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both their faces and the moment when Lisbeth turns, the wasp tattoo on her neck becomes visible. This 

scene makes the transition to a nondiegetic sound which stresses that the scene is charged with tension. 

Mood music covers the classical music heard until this point, which is coming from a source outside of 

the space of the narrative. One shot shows Lisbeth putting her bag on the armchair and dropping the 

jacket on the floor. The bag is a key sign for the rape scene and its significance is concealed until the end 

of it. In reverse, it represents a logical twist that gives the bag – video camera – rape a new connotation. 

This element is defined in film lexicon as trope. 

A sharp violin tune sets the atmosphere for what is going to happen. A low camera angle of 

Bjurman suggests that he is dominating the situation, while Lisbeth is vulnerable, without any control 

over it. With a sudden move he violently hits her, throwing Lisbeth on the bed. The bed, which is neatly 

arranged and represents one element of an elegantly furbished, yet impersonal room, is usually 

understood as a symbol of an intimate space, meant for resting, relaxing or in the case that it is presented 

together with a couple it might also mean a space for sexual intercourse. In this case however it is a 

synecdocal sign for the rape. The sounds become metaphors for the scene: while Bjurman handcuffs 

Lisbeth, his breathing, which is usually an inaudible noise, is heard with the same intensity as her loud 

screaming. The low camera angle that shows Bjurman getting back into the room holding a rope restates 

his full control over the situation. The background of the room is out of focus, becomes clear while he 

comes closer. While approaching her, he seems excited out of his mind, but then again with a nervous 

look on his face, as almost aware that she could still strike back. He ties her against the bed, pulls down 

her pants and then he takes off his. Clothes are a social symbol for status. Throughout the movie, Bjurman 

displays a dress code imposed by his professional status, a respectable lawyer: he is almost always 

wearing a suit and a white shirt. Lisbeth’s goth - punk dressing style on the other hand portrays her as a 

social outcast, a dress code that could easily outrage a big part of the society members. Her dressing style 

is emblematic for the character and she always wears black, a color that does not have positive 

connotations. Usually it is associated with sadness, depression, evil, etc. However, the plot of the movie 

breaks the myth of clothes as representative for social status reinforcing the saying ‘don’t judge a book by 

its covers’. Lisbeth is the positive character, a victim and still the heroine, while Bjurman who appears to 

have a flawless reputation, is in fact the hypocrite and a villain. A close up of Lisbeth’s face with 

Bjurman in the background, approaching her, shows the panic that takes control over her. An alert 

breathing pace is a normal reaction caused by fast heart rate that most often cannot be controlled and 

betrays intense emotions. The sound effects carry the emotions in this scene: while she screams, her 

scream becomes diluted, is fading, and the music reproduces a sound as if something is falling apart.  The 

sound of her scream echoes and a close up camera angle shows her face covered in blood.  
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The rape scene is mostly shot from an omniscient vantage point, having Lisbeth’s face is in the 

foreground with the ward behind her. The rape is shown from a neutral perspective, both as her struggle 

and the abuser’s sick perversions carried out. A sharp transition from the psychologically charged close 

up of her gagged mouth to the next shot in Stockholm’s city center (Slussen) shows Lisbeth limping on 

her way home. Her scream fades into the sounds of the morning traffic. The sky is getting brighter. The 

daylight - coming into the flat through the kitchen window, and the humming of the birds are temporal 

elements that suggests how long the rape lasted. The significance of the bag is decoded now as she takes 

the camera out of her bag. A close up camera angle focuses on her while she smokes staring in the deep, 

listening to what has been recorded. Nondiegetic violin music sets the mood for the scene.  

5.1.3 The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo – Rape scene (00:50:51 – 00:57:28)  

I begin the semiotic analysis of the rape in the American movie with the scene that precedes it, when 

Lisbeth calls the guardian. She is very composed, she politely answers his questions and asks him to meet 

in the evening at his office as she needs another advance on her allowance. The voices of both Lisbeth 

and the person at the other end of the line can be heard, except for the part when Bjurman communicates 

his address. Lisbeth’s body language when she approves of meeting him at his place (she takes a deep 

breath closing her eyes) suggests that his proposition is unexpected to her, however she does not step 

back. Lisbeth makes the phone call while she is in the city, going down some stairs towards Kungsgatan, 

which gives the impression that she has control over the situation - she does not need a quiet environment 

to make the phone call. The fact that she hangs up the phone right after he tells her the address, without 

saying ‘goodbye’, which is a socially common habit, comes both to underline her personality and tha fact 

that she despises Bjurman.  

Next scene offers a wide view over the central area of Stockholm - Slussen at dawn, followed by the 

next shot of Lisbeth approaching the front door of an apartment building. The syntagmatic connotation of 

these scenes, given that fact that Lisbeth is walking to his apartment, is that he lives in a central and 

expensive area of Stockholm, which adds to his social status. She types in the door code from her 

memory and when he picks up, she only says “it’s me”, without mentioning her name. This infers that 

Bjurman is not expecting anyone else that evening than Lisbeth. While waiting to be let in, Lisbeth has a 

stark look on her face, staring into the intercom. The fact that she is holding her lips tight together 

suggests tension and anger.  

Bjurman is described as if anxiously waiting for Lisbeth, due to the fact that he is standing in the 

hallway, having the apartment door already open, he does not wait for her to ring the bell. A nondiegetic 

sound accompanies the scene, meant to add to the tension. Bjurman has a dominant attitude, he asks 
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questions without waiting to get answers. He suggests that he is in control of the situation. His dressing 

gown, a house robe on top of what looks like an office outfit (white shirt and pants), stands as a symbol 

that he is confident and relaxed, he already familiar with Lisbeth presence and can meet her wearing 

comfortable house clothes. He verbally marks that by asking her what does she think about the apartment, 

and plainly stating “it’s home”. The neighborhood and the elegant apartment stand as symbols for his 

social and professional status, that of a respectable lawyer. Despite being a single man in his 40’s, the 

apartment is impeccably neat and clean, as opposed to young Lisbeth’s flat that looks much neglected. 

Lisbeth’s outfit, which does not vary much throughout the movie, speaks both for her personality and her 

social status. In the scenes described in this part, her goth-punk outfit is easily exaggerated: she wears a 

long jacket, baggy pants, massive black boots and has the hood on at all times.  Both their clothes and 

their apartments are breaking the social myth of status, because the roles in their cases are reversed: the 

‘bad guy’ has a clean social reputation while Lisbeth, the social outcast, is the positive character and a 

heroin.  

 The way Bjurman inquires about the reason why Lisbeth needs money suggests that he is assessing 

what she is supposed to give in exchange for that. Despite the awkwardness of the situation, he pretends 

to try to keep  the conversation at a friendly level, asking her “How are you?” without however being 

interested in the answer, because he only meets Lisbeth’s stoned face as a reply.  While heading towards 

his bedroom, Bjurman ironically continues the small talk “I’m so glad you decided to come and visit!”. 

When Lisbeth demands the money she needs, her guardian opens the bedroom door, saying “Well, let’s 

see how we can help you out with that”. Even though he only speaks for himself, he uses the plural form 

of the personal pronoun, ‘we’ – which represents him acting in his position of a delegated social 

authority. While on the slightly illuminated corridor, the camera is following them with a medium shot 

from behind, and makes the corridor look longer than it actually is. This contributes to augmenting the 

tension. The hallway is a symbolically charged element that appears twice in the rape scene: the first time, 

when they are heading towards the bedroom, it looks as if it is dilating, announcing that something 

grotesque is going to happen; it turns the room at the end of it into a trap. The viewer is introduced into 

the universe of the room: a mirror hanging on the wall with two lamps on and a framed photo of 

indistinguishable people (looks like a family photo); the bed is out of focus, in the background. The 

elegant room has a very impersonal touch, except for the framed photo, which makes it look cold and 

gloomy, something of a hotel room. Lisbeth places her bag on a piece of furniture, however this is 

presented in a way that does not get the attention. At this point, Bjurman patiently waits for Lisbeth to 

take off her jacket, as she just rejected him offering to help with that. Lisbeth tries to protest, asking 

whether she is supposed to perform sexual services in order to have access to her own account, however 
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this attitude turns Bjurman on. Even though he is an overweight middle-aged man, the two shot capture 

from a low angle almost makes him look huge, while Lisbeth is small compared to him. He dominates 

her: he looks down on her, while she looks down to the floor. He then slowly reaches for her hand, pulls 

out handcuffs from his pocket, and with a swift move he puts the shackle on her. The sum of these 

denotative elements connote that he plays a carefully tackled plan. While trying to fight him back, Lisbeth 

closes the door while trying to escape, leaving the viewer on the other side of the room, not able to see 

what is going on anymore. This is the second time that the hallway comes into play and the cinematic 

codes such as camera angle that takes on the viewer’s perspective, the darkness, the position of the 

camera moving backwards, the long shot on the door, from outside of the bedroom together with the 

music in the background symbolizes connote that she is trapped. The camera is withdrawing from the 

scene, the door is being sucked in, the corridor is becomes longer and gets darker, while the sound that 

comes from inside of the room is covered by nondiegetic music.  The syntagmatic connotation of the 

hallway scene, together with the completely black frame that separates it from the coming one, announces 

that things are about to happen according to Bjurman’s way. Lisbeth is now lying on the bed unconscious, 

her mouth tied so that she cannot be heard. An omniscient camera captures the scene when Bjurman is 

aggressively ripping off her clothes. While lying semi naked on the bed, Lisbeth’s tattoo from the right 

hand side of her thorax, representing her mother’s name is visible. “The God Shot” – the camera looking 

down on the scene, capturing the whole room, shows the overall picture of the situation, with the 

vulnerable female character in the center. One can claim that seeing Lisbeth beaten up, almost completely 

naked, handcuffed against the leg and with her legs spread and tied is weakening her character, making 

her unthreatening. The viewer infers that Lisbeth has no escape from this situation. The rape scene is 

graphic, showing a lot of Lisbeth’s naked body. Bjurman’s lines contain strong linguistic elements – 

during his short monologue he mentions “anal sex”. These elements contribute to portraying him as a 

pervert. He is shown putting on a condom, taking precautions and caring about his safety, though he 

shows no mercy towards his victim. I consider that the rape scene is an example of scopophilia, which in 

Freudian terms means that eroticism starts with looking. Bjurman’s sexual pleasure is depicted both 

verbally and though his facial expressions. The male gaze accompanies this scene, as there are several 

instances when the viewer sees how turned on the rapist is, which alternate with scenes showing the 

victim’s naked body. The female’s body is dominated through acts of sadism, the intercourse is graphic 

and shows Lisbeth who gives up fighting Bjurman back. The viewer watches this scene mostly from the 

abuser’s perspective on it. The camera sticking out of the bag Lisbeth previously placed on the armchair 

is a trope, it produces a logical twist that gives a new meaning to the situation. It is a connecting element 

between the denotations and connotations of the elements in the scene, it is a synecdocal sign that stands 
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for the price Bjurman is going to pay for his grotesque acts; it also tells the viewer that there is a price to 

pay for it all.  

The transition to the next scene is abrupt, a wide, backwards shot of an illuminated bridge. It is 

snowing and the music which is outside of the space of the narrative is a closure to the aggressive scene 

that has just been shown. Music creates the atmosphere that continues into the next scene, which shows 

Blomqvist continuing the research for the murder investigation. However next shot takes the viewer back 

to the rape scene, where Lisbeth gets dressed. After handing her the cheque, Bjurman, half naked, fat and 

covered in sweat, watches her leaving down the building’s hallway and on to the stairs. The rapist’s 

graphic depiction adds to the disgust and aversion the viewer feels towards him. 

When Lisbeth gets home, physical pain is depicted though her barely being able to bent down and 

pick them up. The 10.000 Swedish Crowns cheque that she throws on the table is a synecdocal sign that 

stands for the rape – it almost looks as if Lisbeth is a prostitute who pays herself with her own money. 

She takes pills and a shower to wash away what happened. However, a voyeuristic gaze accompanies this 

scene, the camera slides along her breasts and the curves of her body, form her back down to her legs. A 

high angle, horizontal shot captures what the character feels like, makes her look small, the world is 

upside down. Lisbeth’s dragon tattoo that starts from her shoulder blade and goes down on her back 

towards her ribs is shown entirely.   

 

5.1.4 Comparative analysis of the two rape scenes  

The two semiotic analyses reveal that the American and the Swedish version offer two different 

perspectives on the rape scene.  

In the American adaptation Lisbeth Salander is presented as holding more control over the situation 

in the beginning. Even though in both movies she is the one who initiates the meeting, in the Swedish 

adaptation she appears hesitant about making the phone call to initiate the meeting with Bjuraman, which 

is supported not only by her gestures but by the tone of her voice also. In the American version she calls 

Bjurman while walking on the street, she politely answers his questions and keeps the conversation going. 

In the American movie, the viewer gets the impression that she acts according to a pre-established plan, 

while in the Swedish one her intentions are not revealed, it only looks as if she is driven at Bjurman’s 

because of the need for money. The rapist in the American adaptation is also depicted as acting according 

to a pre-established plan, he already had his handcuffs prepared in his bathrobe, as well as a condom.  

I am inclined to say that both scenes are as powerful in terms of the impact they have on the viewer, 

however they achieve this by different means. The sexual assault in the American movie is more graphic 

and presented in a voyeuristic way, showing more of Lisbeth’s naked body. In the Swedish version 
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Lisbeth’s suffering is depicted mostly through her facial expression; there are only two graphic shots 

showing her naked body from the waist down, out of which one is blurry, filmed from an omniscient 

camera angle. There are many shots of her screaming and the focus is on her face rather than her naked 

body. It looks as if the American rape scene is mostly shot from a male perspective, revealing more flesh.  

The way the male character is described in this scene is also different, and this starts with the type of 

clothes he is wearing. In the American movie he has a casual indoor outfit, as if he is already familiar 

with Lisbeth’s presence and he does not need to dress up, whilst in the Swedish movie he is wearing 

office clothes. During the actual rape scene, in the Swedish movie his eyes are used as ways to express 

the lust and anxiety he feels, while in the American version this is expressed verbally as well as revealing 

a lot of the physical abuse. Even though both scenes are equally charged in terms of intensity and there is 

a thin line between saying that the male character falls under different patterns, in the American movie 

Bjurman is rather depicted as a sexual pervert because of the sum of the denotative elements and actions, 

while in the Swedish movie he looks like an insane person, who could not be bothered by the atrocity he 

submits Lisbeth to, however is preoccupied about neatly putting away his pants.  

One of the key elements of the scene is represented by the camera that records the rape. I consider it 

interesting that the director reveals it differently: in the American it does not take long until the viewer 

becomes aware of Lisbeth’s strategy, while the Swedish version keeps the tension up until she gets home 

and it is then that we understand the cards she played in this game. The American version is also quite 

revealing at the end of the rape scene when Lisbeth takes a shower, and the camera slowly follows with a 

male gaze the lines of her body. It is difficult to claim that this is done in order to make the movie more 

appealing, however the thing that violence, sex and flesh sell more is a fact.    

 

5.2 Focus group discussions 

While working on the questionnaire I considered that the order the participants watched the movies in 

could influence their perception of the two films and therefore summarized their answers in this section. 

In the international group, Georgiana saw the Swedish version first right after it came out, in 2009, 

watched it again for the focus group, and she watched the American adaptation two months before the 

focus group took place, and quickly skimmed through it before the interview. Daria watched the 

American adaptation two months before the meeting, and saw the Swedish version second, with respects 

to which she stated “(…) so probably I am more under the influence of that one”. Robert saw the Swedish 

version after moving to Sweden, in 2010, and the American one “I don’t know, December, January”, 

watching both movies a second time before attending the focus group. He was the only participant from 
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both groups who also read the novel and tended to bring it up during the discussion, most of the times not 

accurately remembering the sequence of events and addressing questions to the interviewer about it. 

Amelie watched the Swedish version when it came out in 2009, skimmed though it before attending the 

interview, and viewed the American film one day before the meeting. Iulian watched the Swedish version 

one day before the meeting, and the American one two months before, and skimmed through it right 

before the meeting. All participants saw the movies at home, except for Robert who watched the Swedish 

adaptation for the first time screened at Stockholm University during a public event held by the Student 

Union.  

As for the Swedish group, Magnus watched both movies a couple of days before the meeting - the 

American version first, and the Swedish one second, with several interruptions. Marcus first watched the 

Swedish version, which he almost entirely addressed during the interview as the ‘original version’, in 

2009 on SVT, a second time before the meeting, while he watched the American version one day before 

the interview took place. Mats watched the Swedish version initially on the SVT online platform - SVT 

Play, when it was released, watched it a second time one day before the meeting and the American 

version, three days before. Matilda watched the Swedish version with many interruptions when 

broadcasted on SVT and a second time before the meeting, while she saw the American adaptation 

around Christmas time when the movie was released in cinemas, together with a group of friends who 

were interested in the Millennium trilogy.  

5.2.1 Gender representation 

Gender representation covered an important and extensive part of both interviews, being brought up 

repeatedly. Both groups had quite a similar interpretation of the gender roles representation in The Girl 

with the Dragon Tattoo and Män som hatar kvinnor. However, overall, members of the international 

group spoke more about the roles that the female leading character - Lisbeth Salander adopted in both 

movies, while the members of Swedish group showed a tendency for bringing up the role of the male 

leading character - Mikael Blomkvist more often into the discussion.  

5.2.1.1  Femininity 

The participants of the international group almost unanimously agreed that they preferred the character 

Lisbeth in the Swedish adaptation to the American character. While trying to argument it, they referred to 

the different dynamic of the relationship she has with the male leading character. At times they defined 

her personality in the Swedish movie as opposed to what she is in the American adaptation. The Swedish 

character was considered to have a strong constant attitude throughout the movie. In relation to that, 

Robert regarded the American character as starting “really kind of quiet, and she keeps more to herself, 
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and at the end she turns more into the Swedish Lisbeth”. Amelie regarded the character in relation to 

Mikael and she adopted an attitudinal stance towards Lisbeth in the American adaptation, that she keeps 

throughout the interview and is also reflected in the way she perceived the film text: “She’s quite weak 

also, in the Swedish one is portrayed more strong (…) She’s kind of over Mikael, being more powerful 

than him, while in the American one it’s more the other way around.” Two of the participants viewed 

Lisbeth intention of making Mikael a gift in the American version as weakness: “she’s a bit chasing 

Mikael (…) she develops an obsession” (Amelie), while Georgiana considers her change of attitude 

towards Mikael - her investigation partner, as drastic: “she’s a bit exaggerated in her punk attitude and 

style, and then she becomes like a real ‘in love girl”. Daria considers the female character in the Swedish 

version is “More in control of emotions I would say, but she’s not an emotional character herself (the 

American version)”. Georgiana adopts a ‘position’ attitude towards the female character, stating: “I like 

Lisbeth from the Swedish one, because she’s the real Swedish powerful independent woman!” Even 

though she hesitates to develop on what an independent powerful Swedish woman is like, she regards it as 

a positive feature that the American character lacks. Still, during the interview she made another remark 

which suggests her position towards the character: “The Swedish Lisbeth is also more beautiful!”  

Iulian brought up an example that proves the gender roles are reversed in the two movies, referring 

to the scene when Lisbeth and Mikael have sex for the first time. According to Schrøder’s model, his 

comprehension of the scene is in relation to social experience of gender and dynamic of gender roles. He 

considers that Lisbeth dominates Mikael, she appears to use him in the Swedish version, while in the 

American one the man takes control: “In the Swedish version, when they make love, only the girl 

dominates (replaced the word used by the participant with a synonym) him, while in the American one, 

the girl starts and the guy ends, and he goes on top of her”.  

Robert’s comprehension of the character stems from an interpretation of social semiotics signs. He 

mentioned that the first impression about Lisbeth in the American version was important for him: “In the 

US version that’s the first time you see her and she’s much more quiet” (he refers to the Milton Security 

meeting when Lisbeth presents the report on Mikael Blomkvist to Dragan Armansky and Dirch Frode - 

Henrik Vanger’s lawyer). She was different from how the character was built in the Swedish movie, from 

the beginning scene. He considers that the non-verbal language makes her weaker: “She was sitting at the 

table, at the end of the table, whereas in the Swedish version she sits down next to them, throws the files, 

one to one guy and one to the other, so she is more confident in the Swedish version” (Robert). When 

attacked on the underground by a group of men, Robert considers her character comes out more in the 

Swedish adaptation in the way she fights them: “she picks up the bottle and almost barks at the guys”.  
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Georgiana states that the leading female character is in touch with the classic gender role in the 

American version and comes up with an example of a scene where gender roles are reversed: she does not 

dominate Mikael when the two have sex for the first time and she prepares breakfast in the American 

adaptation. In the Swedish version however, she gets into his bedroom in the middle of the night, and 

leaves after intercourse, while Mikael prepares her breakfast in the morning. Georgiana adopts an 

admiring position towards the female character, stating that Lisbeth is independent, doing everything 

herself, including tasks that in other cultures are regarded as a man’s duty (Swedish movie). 

Robert and Georgiana engage in a conversation for evaluating Lisbeth’s character in the two 

movies, considering to have an objective reading of the film text that is backed up with examples. In the 

Swedish version Lisbeth is portrayed as a more capable investigator, playing a key role in finding a clue 

that changes the direction of the investigation: “Lisbeth sends him an e-mail about the verses, while in the 

American one it’s his daughter” (Robert). Georgiana and Robert considered that the photographic 

memory is another characteristic that makes her a very good investigator: “in the Swedish one she has the 

photographic memory, when … someone was in the house, nothing is different at first sight, but then she 

says ‘the bible was moved’, ‘the pictures are differently arranged’, and in the American one she doesn’t 

have this ability” (Georgiana). Even though Robert comes up with an example of the character’s 

photographic memory in the American version: “when he gave her a stack of papers and he says ‘Don’t 

you want to read it?’ and she’s like ‘No, I got it!”, he does agree that it is more emphasized in the 

Swedish version. 

While referring particularly to a scene in the movie when Lisbeth takes revenge on her guardian 

after he raped her for the second time, the participants almost all agreed on the different depicting of 

Lisbeth in the two movies. Consistent with the view he has about her, Robert says that she is “confident, 

like a strong woman (Swedish), whilst in the American one she only seems crazy”. The participants 

agreed that the role in the American movie made Lisbeth look like a different character, which Georgiana 

for example considered her to play “too tough”. She interpreted the “warrior like” make-up as a symbol 

for a different side of Lisbeth’s personality.  

From a physical perspective, Daria considers that the character in the American version is 

exaggerated: “enough tattoos to make her punk, but in the American one it’s overdone. The haircut is 

weird”.  

Lisbeth’s representation in both movies was not extensively discussed in the Swedish group. The 

questions on the female leading character did not stir up the conversation. Similarly to the international 

group, the Swedish participants agreed that there are significant differences between the ways Lisbeth is 

portrayed in the two films, being depicted as having a weaker personality in the American movie. The 
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participants brought up the symbolism of the gift Lisbeth bought for Mikael. In this context, Matilda 

stated that “… she plays a more authentic role in Swedish movie than the American one, there are a few 

flaws in the American one, with that jacket thing, it’s out of character”. She considers that the gift is 

inconsistent with her personality, same as the fact that she is let down by Mikael, which proves that she 

loves him. 

Mats considers that Lisbeth is more independent in the Swedish version, as well as more aggressive. 

In relation to the scene when she is being attacked in the subway, which happens differently in the two 

movies, he states that in the “Swedish one it is more brutal, she shouts, she’s acting out” (Mats). While 

drawing a comparison between the character in both movies, Mats considers that “she gets pretty much 

the same sort of attention, same amount, but not in the same way”. Marcus, on the other hand, considered 

that both Lisbeth and Mikael are “low key” in the American version. He also said that their relationship is 

more romantic, which changes Lisbeth’s character, as compared to the Swedish movie.  

As opposed to the dominant view in the group and according to Schrøder’s model, Magnus’s 

comprehension of the Lisbeth’s character was decoded differently, he considered her to be more 

authentic, backing up his statement with Lisbeth suffering from Asperger’s syndrome: “So I thought that 

in the American movie she tries a little bit more to be tied in, she seems much more capable in the 

Swedish one”. Magnus considered that an important difference in how she is represented in the American 

movie is that “she is not the main hero, she is one of two”. 

In terms of physical appearance, Mats noticed that Lisbeth is stronger in the Swedish version and 

more aggressive, which was also supported by Marcus: “She seems to be more fit when you see her, she 

has more muscles on her body”.  

Another element that influenced the viewers in the way they saw Lisbeth was her relationship with 

a woman. Mats noticed the difference that in the Swedish movie they are represented as if knowing each 

other from before, while in the American version they seem to meet and hook up in the same night: “a 

stereotypical image for a girl like her would be that she is not capable of having a lasting relationship”.  

Based on Bignell’s interpretation of how film narratives focus and resolve contradictions in our 

cultures, the values of codes in films depend, among other factors, on who watches it. Mats drew on his 

experience as a viewer and culture for attributing meaning to the type of relationship that Lisbeth engages 

in, based on the film conventions that he is used to and on what passes as ‘natural’ social behavior. 

Therefore, the representation of a bisexual woman being committed into a lesbian relationship passes as 

more acceptable in the Swedish society, while in the American society a more truthful representation of 

such a person is as having ‘one night stands’.  
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5.2.1.2  Masculinity 

The discussion on masculinity was reduced to the representation of the male leading character. The 

interest that the two groups displayed, compared to how they discussed femininity, was reversed. The 

Swedish group discussed extensively about the representation of Mikael Blomkvist, while the 

international group cut the discussion short.  

The members of the international sample group appeared to be biased in the way they regarded 

Daniel Craig’s interpretation of Mikael Blomkvist, stating he is more suitable for action movies, drawing 

constantly on the James Bond character that he played in Quantum of Solace. This confirms the fact that 

the film text is not the only source of meaning and the film frame does not include all possible ‘readings’ 

of the movie (Bignell 2002: 198). Viewers tend to draw on the mythic representation of Daniel Craig as 

James Bond, based on the notorious fame that he acquired with that role. The focus group analysis 

supports Hayward’s theory according to which film stars can also act as vehicles for genres: in this case, 

Daniel Craig is perceived as a vehicle for action sub-genres, which makes him, in the eyes of the 

audience, unsuitable for a crime movie (Hayward 2001: 171). Robert regarded the character as “more 

likable” in the Swedish movie, because he considered him to be represented slightly as “rude”: “he walks 

in the café and takes that sandwich, and when he goes to Lisbeth and he gives her orders (…)”. By 

Schrøder’s model, Amelie stated her position with regards to the male leading character, stating that he 

shows more emotions and is represented from the perspective of the relationship with Lisbeth in the 

Swedish movie, which made her prefer him to the character interpreted by Daniel Craig. What is more, 

she also stated that he embodies a “father figure” in the Swedish role. In this context, Georgiana said that 

she had the impression Mikael was supposed to be seen more as a family guy in the American version due 

to having a daughter. Daria, on the other hand, made a generalized statement, saying that she considers 

the American version to appeal more to the audience because of having a famous actor such as Daniel 

Craig playing the role. The fact that Daniel Craig gained notoriety with the James Bond role, turning into 

a symbol for masculinity, invites the viewer to a voyeuristic gaze, but also makes them more critical 

about his interpretation. Daria mentioned that it is remarkable to have the Swedish actor Stellan Skarsgård 

in the American production, considering it a bigger achievement rather than if he played in the Swedish 

movie.  

The Swedish group also spoke about the masculinity of the leading male character in the two 

movies from the perspective of the previous roles that the actors interpreted. From a physical point of 

view, Mats remarked that despite training (jogging in the forest in the Swedish film) and leading a healthy 

lifestyle, Mikael is still shown as a more attractive male figure in the American movie, despite that he 
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smokes and drinks occasionally. What is more, Mikael is hardly ever represented in the American movie 

as having any flows, except for one scene when he is shown in an intimidating posture in his underwear, 

whilst in the Swedish movie Mikael Nyqvist is most often represented as a regular man of his age, 

without impressive looks. His charm lies more in his attitude rather than his physical looks. The 

participants agreed on Mikael having different types of personality in the two movies and Marcus stated 

that in the American version Mikael is “a lot more cool and socially capable” unlike “in the original”. 

Matilda considers the American character to be a “macho”, opposite to the representation of him in the 

Swedish movie where he seems surprised when Lisbeth gets on top of him in the middle of the night, 

allowing himself to be dominated by the female character. 

The participants noticed that he does not have a daughter in the Swedish version, but they rejected 

the idea of him being presented as a family man irrespective of being a father. Marcus and Magnus 

actually developed the idea, stating that Mikael falls under the pattern of the crime fiction investigator, 

who is dealing most of the times with a poor family situation: “They are usually cops and detectives, but 

to me it was the standard story (…) bad relation with their daughter, bad relations with their family, and 

they’re always divorced”. By identifying the film genre that the two movies fall under, participants came 

up with another example from the same category, Lethal Weapon, pointing out the differences and the 

repetition of codes representative for the leading male characters: “The standard thing with the cop 

obsessed with his job, his family breaks – standard plot” (Marcus). The majority of the movies that 

belong to a genre draw on signifying practices of other movies, such as conventional signs, established 

codes, conventional narrative structure of disequilibrium and the resolution in order to in order to ensure 

comprehensibility and the participants of the focus group confirmed that (Bignell 2002: 199). 

Magnus considered that the character speaks for the ‘non-nuclear families’ stereotype of the 

Swedish family outside of Scandinavia, as having a higher divorce rate. Because the James Bond element 

was common in the discussion, two of the participants admitted that they have not actually watched the 

movie, it is just that they have a stereotypical idea of what James Bond should be like. This stems from 

the mythic meanings that film stars gain though promotion and advertising, based on which the audience 

reduces the character to the most “memorable, widely recognized and vivid” traits, exaggerating and 

simplifying them (Hall 2003:257).  

Mikael in the American movie is an example of the voyeuristic gaze extended to the male body 

also. The participants repeatedly referred to his “macho” look, built on his clothing style also: he is well 

dressed all the time and this might influence his sex appeal. They considered that the relationship with the 

chief-in editor stands out more and Mikael has a bigger impact on Lisbeth also, making her fall in love 

with him.  
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5.2.2 Otherness  

Another topic that the participants touched upon during the focus groups was how Sweden is represented 

in the two movies. The categories that they followed with respects to that were language accents and the 

stereotypical representation of Sweden. 

5.2.2.1 Accents 

Both groups admitted to having noticed that a few of the actors in the Hollywood production adopted a 

forced accent in English, however they had different attitudes and understanding of that.  

Part of the participants of the international group agreed on the reason why the actors did not have 

an authentic American accent (applicable to the native American actors). Amelie admitted to having been 

disturbed by the accent while watching the American movie, saying that it prevented her for “diving into 

the story”, making her focus more on the actors’ interpretation. On the other hand, Daria tried to balance 

the conversation saying that it is hard to keep the local color and transmit the Swedish atmosphere in an 

American production, therefore she considered that insertions of Swedish words or book titles, etc in 

Swedish should not estrange the audience. Robert noticed that Lisbeth had a “fake Swedish accent” in 

English in the American movie and he felt disturbed by scenes such as one when Mikael is making a call 

in English and at the other end of the line the answer is in Swedish. However, while speaking about this, 

he himself admitted that the viewers might forget that the plot is happening in Sweden if not for those 

insertions. On the contrary, Amelie said she could not understand why there was any need at all for 

English since the plot in taking place in Sweden. She was amused at the fact that the male character read 

books in Swedish (A Man without a Country). A remark that the participants agreed on was that some 

characters were allowed to have an authentic English accent (Daniel Craig – British accent) and others 

had to fake it (Rooney Mara who is American): “Daniel Craig has his regular accent. I think a couple of 

them were Swedish and had a bit of a fake Swedish accent, but Lisbeth’s was just BAD, I thought!” 

(Robert).  

Similar opinions were shared in the Swedish group, in the sense that they all noticed the unauthentic 

Swedish accent, however three of the participants were sarcastic about it: “they were speaking very 

funny”, “they usually (in other movies he has seen the actors) have other American and English accents” 

(Marcus). Mats shared that Lisbeth sounded Icelandic, reminding him of the way Björk speaks like. 

Matilda admitted that her prejudice towards the Americans would be that they do not differentiate 

between those accents. However she was very critical, pitiful and sarcastic about it because she heard on 

the radio that Rooney Mara underwent long diction preparation for the movie. Matilda created a mythic 

meaning of the actress Rooney Mara playing the role of Lisbeth, based on the media representations she 
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was exposed to and that preceded the movie, however in this case it had a negative impact on her as a 

viewer since she considered the role was not up to the standards of the media coverage. The 

counterexample that Matilda came up with was that the Swedish actor Stellan Skarsgård had an 

impeccable American accent. The participants found confusing that there were so many different accents, 

and that even same character’s accent was different throughout the same movie in an attempt to adopt a 

Swedish accent.   

5.2.2.2   Stereotypes 

The groups identified stereotypes about representation of Sweden in the American production and stated 

their positions with regards to the perspective residing in the text. The international group spoke about the 

weather being exaggerated: “When they went to Hedestad, it wasn’t even snowing in the Swedish one, 

and then in the American one it’s like a blizzard” (Robert), to which Amelie added that mentioning of the 

North Pole is just meant to build on the stereotype that Sweden is very cold: “The Americans maybe think 

Sweden is at the North Pole”.   

Two of the participants in the Swedish group read the stereotypical representation of Sweden in the 

American adaptation in terms of their stereotypes about other countries. Mats said that the repeated 

snowy landscape in the American movie made him think of Russia and that Sweden was depicted as dark 

and gloomy: “When he travels through a snowy landscape, with mountains and so on, of course, that 

could have been Sweden, but to me it looked more like Russia, and the train was so dark and gloomy”. 

Similar opinion was shared by Matilda, who said to have had very low expectations before watching the 

Hollywood movie and that she was interested to find out how Sweden was represented rather than the 

actual plot, as she had previously heard in the news that Sweden is shown as “cold, Russian, Soviet, 

country”.  

Mats noticed that there is a stereotypical representation of men in general, both in Swedish and 

Hollywood movies and that he could also find in the two adaptations of the novel. “Mikael Nyqvist fits 

into a trend, of large men that are not that well-built, beautiful, or has any sex appeal”, but guys like him 

“only seem to get the very attractive women around them. It isn’t really explained!” However he thinks 

that women in Swedish movies, are “stereotypical attractive women” (blond, tall, fair skin). As opposed 

to this, he considers that Hollywood movies invite to a voyeuristic gaze of both male and female 

characters. 
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5.2.3 Production 

5.2.3.1 Movie effects 

While the discussion about the special effects used in the movies mostly focused in the international 

group on the American movie, it was hardly touched upon by the Swedish participants.  

Iulian, who said that he enjoyed both movies as much, stated that “the American version is a more 

show-action movie, while the other one is plain, but with more consistent stuff”. He considered that they 

“they build the atmosphere and places better”, “but I thought that the effects were much better in the 

American version”. According to Bignell, both film industry and audiences respond to films by 

classifying them into ‘genres’, using and recognizing codes and conventions that help viewers 

comprehend an individual film. Elements such as a film’s visual style, title graphics, soundtrack and film 

music, cast setting, story structure, narrative style, and camera shots and angles produce expectations at 

the audience’s end and inform on the coding system applied by the producers (Bignell 2002: 199). In 

relation to this, Daria said that she preferred the American film because she found the “Hollywood style” 

in it, enjoyed the special effects, and it got her attention right from the start because of having a cover of 

Led Zeppelin’s Immigrant song as soundtrack. Watching the intro she also understood the composition of 

the movie poster. The fact that the soundtrack is a cover song of a famous rock band set her mood for the 

movie. Among the reasons why Daria preferred it, she also mentioned that it got “five Oscar 

nominations”. She regarded the Swedish movie more linear and easier to follow at the same time, but 

because of the plain style it made her feel the need to pause it repeatedly. The storyline in the American 

movie guided her to the point where Lisbeth and Mikael were supposed to meet. Nonetheless, the 

Swedish movie did not prepare the viewer in that sense, not giving hints that their destinies are going to 

get together. As opposed to the effect the soundtrack had on Daria, Amelie stated that the music built up 

on the prejudices she had about the American movie before watching it: “Ah, it’s going to be one of these 

teenage American movies”, “an action movie” (she did not recognize the song as being famous).  

Georgiana considered that the scene when the car explodes is differently represented, which 

confused her: “we don’t know which one is more realistic. We’re used with the big explosions.” 

5.2.3.2 Movie theme 

The international group considered that both movies have the investigation as a central theme, but one of 

the participants raised a question about the movie titles, which led them to agree that the focus of the two 

movies is different: the investigation (Män som hatar kvinnor) and the female leading character (The Girl 

with the Dragon Tattoo). 



47 

 

The Swedish participants however, even though they agreed that the investigation is the main theme 

and that the affair between Lisbeth and Mikael evolved differently in the two movies, they also discussed 

about the intricate plot at the end of the Hollywood movie, which in their opinion culminated with 

Lisbeth trying to offer a gift to Mikael, gesture that the viewers did not understand.  

5.2.3.3 Target audience  

When asking the two groups if they considered that the movies address specific audiences, participants of 

the international group noticed that there are TV sets in coffee places in the American movie, and that in 

one of the beginning scenes they have the American TV station CNN on. Robert’s comprehension of 

these codes was that the movie is “kind of catering the American audience” because it is not ordinary for 

coffee places in Stockholm to have CNN on or television sets at all. What is more, Georgiana noticed that 

Mikael buys cigarettes in the coffee place, which is state regulated in Sweden and cigars are bought from 

vending machines.  

The Swedish group, however, focused on more general characteristics of the movie that they 

considered as targeted at specific audiences. Marcus noticed several scenes in the American movie were 

an invitation to a male gaze: it contains more graphic representation of nudity and the female leading 

character is shown naked more often. Overall the group regarded that there was more romance in the 

American movie. Mats considered the ending of the American movie to be completely different from the 

Swedish one, and that the ending part of the investigation was romanticized: “they almost seem as if they 

have a honeymoon in London, when they try to catch Harriet”. Just as Robert remarked that American 

media was reproduced in the Hollywood movie, Matilda noticed elements that were used in the Swedish 

movie such as the tabloids Aftonbladet and Expressen with headlines about Mikael, Lisbeth and business 

man Wenneström. She considered it to be targeted at the Swedish audience.  

5.2.3.4 Audience expectations 

I noticed while conducting the two focus groups that an important factor which influenced the 

participants’ opinions was the order in which they watched the movies.  

The participants of the international group displayed two different types of opinions in terms of 

their expectations from the movies. Robert, Georgiana and Amelie admitted to having had low 

expectations which turned to be true from the American movie. I relate it to the position all three adopted 

towards the character of Lisbeth in the Swedish movie: “I guess my biggest expectation was that Lisbeth 

in the Swedish version was so good, and I didn’t see how anyone could replace her.” Amelie, who 

previously during the discussion admitted that she saw no reason in having the American movie 

produced, was very straight forward in replying that the American actor failed in the role of Lisbeth 

Salander.  
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Iulian and Daria, who had positive remarks on the American adaptation throughout the interview 

were more neutral in making statements about the two movies. Daria said that she was definitely 

influenced by the several Oscar nominations the American movie received, therefore she expected it to be 

a good movie. In her opinion the plot was delivered “into a better dosage” and that the American version 

came with “a kick in the end, when you know they talked to the one they were looking for (Harriet)” 

earlier in the investigation.  

In the Swedish group none of the participants was very engaged with any of the two movies. 

Matilda’s motivation for watching the American movie was that she wanted to spend time with her 

friends, fans of the Millennium trilogy who wanted to watch the movie shortly after its release. She 

admitted to having “very low expectations of the American one” under the influence of the reviews she 

heard and especially because she was curious to see how Sweden and the weather are overrepresented. 

She said that she was very critical after watching it, mostly because she could not see in the acting all the 

training that Rooney Mara went thorough to fit into the skin of Lisbeth Salander.  

According to Schrøder‘s model, Magnus’s opinion falls under the discrimination category. Unlike 

the other members of the group who were quite critical with the American adaptation and had neutral 

opinions about the Swedish movie, said he had no prejudices about the American actors, especially the 

female leading character that he had not previously seen in any movie, but too many about the Swedish 

actors: “Actually, I had a problem with the Swedish movie all in all”. With regards to the cast, all 

participants agreed that Lena Andre and Mikael Nyqvist are in the majority of the Swedish movies for the 

past ten years, “either one of them or both” in the same movie (Marcus). This results into the fact that 

Swedish audience members are put off before watching the movie, because they admit to being tired of 

seeing the same actors in all movies. Matilda said that Män som hatar kvinnor is not a typical Swedish 

film, rather “an example of a standard way of making a Swedish film for the mainstream audience.” 

5.2.4 Graphic content: depictions of sex and violence 

The two focus groups had very similar opinions about the depiction of violence and sex in the two 

movies. The discussion on this topic was mostly driven by the bedroom rape scene, that appeared to have 

a big impact in both movies on the participants. Amelie said that she felt “a bit traumatized” after 

watching the Swedish movie, and that the images followed her for a while after watching it. The 

participants agreed, except for Georgiana, that the guardian was very well played in the Swedish movie, 

describing him as “very repulsive” (Amelie), “sleazy” (Robert), while in the American movie Amelie 

considered that he was not fit for the role. Georgiana, on the other hand said that the guardian in the 
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American version seemed a “sexual pervert”, while in the American one he was represented as an insane 

person: he bothers to put the pants “neatly on the chair. That is a crazy man’s ritual”. 

Two of the female participants remarked that the Swedish movie had very graphic representation of 

the corpses, while the American version only shows them from a distance. 

The Swedish group also directed the discussion towards the rape scene, part of the participants 

considered its representation similar in both movies, while Marcus, for example, said that the Swedish 

version was more graphic in terms of violence: “he really beats her up, she’s bleeding from her face, 

which was not in the Hollywood one”. The participants agreed on that the guardian is better represented 

in the Swedish version: “he is much more disgusting in the Swedish movie” (Marcus). One of them also 

noted that the rape is more graphic in the American movie and that throughout the movie the leading 

female character is showed naked more.  

5.2.5 Ideological meaning 

One point that was almost completely left out by the international group but was extensively discussed by 

the Swedish participants was the ideological meaning of the movies that dealt with exposing Sweden’s 

Nazi past. The participants’ reading of the American movie corresponded to ideological positions 

embedded in the film text (evaluation). This was discussed not only in the light of the movies, but also by 

drawing on Stieg Larsson’s career as a journalist that he dedicated to researching and exposing Swedish 

extreme right and racist organizations.  Marcus considered that viewers get a different understanding of 

the movies once they are able to put the ideological part of the plot into a historical and political context 

and that these were completely overlooked in the American production. He considered that the Swedish 

adaptation included social commentaries about former Nazis in Sweden. However, with respects to the 

American movie, he was surprised by a subtle comment made by Herald, an old Nazi member of the 

Vanger family, when he gets a visit from Mikael: “But I’m the only one who’s honest about it, everyone 

else is just, it’s like an Ikea table with very thin furnishing”. He regarded it to be in direct connection with 

the revealing concerning the Nazi past of Ikea’s founder, Ingvar Kamprad. Participants developed the 

conversation on why it was not explained what roles did the Nazi leaders in the pictures played, except 

for the mentioning of their names. Magnus stated that he was not a complete stranger to the topic because 

of an article he read before attending the focus group. Matilda considered this part as being meant to 

briefly explain to international audiences that Nazi affiliated parties did exist in Sweden.  

The participants brought up Expo magazine founded by Stieg Larsson and noticed that on a few 

occasions copies of it were shown in the Swedish adaptation. Marcus thinks that Millennium magazine is 
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another entity of Expo, while Mikael Blomkvist is an alter-ego of Stieg Larsson. This point was also 

made by Robert, participant in the international focus group.   

The Swedish participants raised questions on how such elements of the plot are received by an 

international audience. Marcus considered that the Hollywood adaptation “completely lost” the political 

layer that the Swedish movie had, being “just another crime fiction story”.  

Participants also raised the topic of film authorship, intrigued by the adaptation of Larsson’s novel 

to a Hollywood movie, given his political views and journalistic career. This point was supported by 

Magnus who stated that it is not a coincidence for the “bad guy” to be rich also, referring to 

Wennerström.  Marcus stated that Larsson was a communist in principles and a strong opponent of 

capitalistic values. Magnus, who regarded the Swedish adaptation “just as much a commercial movie as 

the American one” came up with the question of whether Larsson would have approved of his novels 

being turned into movies.  

The participants stated that none of the two movies are in their opinion a “cultural passport” for 

Swedish crime fiction to the rest of the world. Mats said however that he feels content though that it was 

Larsson and not another Swedish crime fiction writer that became famous, because he has been 

personally interested in Larsson’s activity as a journalist and he admired the work he invested in debating 

on the subject of the extreme right organizations in Sweden.  

5.3 Discussion of results 

By connecting the findings from the analyses, the research provides important insights into how the 

differences between the two film adaptations are received by audience members regarding the dynamic of 

gender roles, sexual violence representation, graphic content, the representation of the other, film 

production and the ideological meaning of the films.  

Despite the apparent similarity between the two rape scenes, each of which was analyzed a 

representative scene, the semiotic analysis and the focus group results reveal that upon closer scrutiny, the 

two scenes are completely different, in terms of the characters’ representation and behavior. These 

differences are indicative of larger divergences between the two movies. Although both rape scenes have 

a strong visual impact on the viewer, the means for achieving that impact are different: the Swedish 

version illustrates the rape by graphically representing physical violence, while the American film is more 

graphic regarding nudity. In the Swedish version, the viewer’s perception of the sexual assault is mostly 

perceived through Lisbeth’s facial expression and reactions (her face is covered in blood and bruises, loud 

screaming). Only two shots display her naked body, one of which is blurred out. Bjurman’s representation 

is graphic in terms of nudity in the American version. On the other hand, the rape scene in the American 
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movie, and the next scene (when Lisbeth returns home), invite a voyeuristic male gaze of the viewer: the 

female is controlled by the man through acts of sadism; the intercourse is graphic and the impact is 

enhanced by verbal elements; the voyeuristic gaze accompanies the shower scene – the viewer’s 

perception, that identifies with the camera, slides down the curves of the female character’s body, 

revealing her breasts, and then from the shoulder blades down to the legs. As previously stated, the 

camera gaze in this scene, which allows the viewer to see details, is indicative of other scenes in both 

movies, such as the representation of corpses during the course of the investigation. In one of the ending 

scenes of the Swedish version, the camera reveals close-ups of Mats’s female victims (heads wrapped in 

plastic bags). The graphic representation of the victims in the American version, showing pictures of dead 

bodies shot from a close distance had less impact on the focus group participants than close-ups of facial 

expressions.   

Regarding gender representations, audience reception proved that the leading characters, Lisbeth 

and Mikael, are perceived in relation to the roles they play in the investigation, their love affair, and the 

relationships with other sex partners (Lisbeth’s girlfriend and Erika – Mikael’s colleague and chief-in-

editor of Millennium magazine). The international group showed more interest in discussing the female 

character in both movies, while the Swedish group focused more on the male character in both movies. 

The analyzed data shows that Lisbeth’s representation in the two film adaptations is different. The 

Swedish film depicts Lisbeth as more independent, a more capable investigator, physically stronger and 

as having an impressive photographic memory. In the American adaptation, Lisbeth is no longer the 

leading character, but one of two, and her role is diminished in the investigation. Her love affair with 

Mikael reveals an emotional side of her personality and places her in a more classic female gender role: 

her feelings show more often, she falls in love with Mikael and she shows it, she is heartbroken. These 

traits weaken the character in the eyes of the audience.  However, in her attitude towards society, Lisbeth 

is depicted as socially rebellious. At the same time, Lisbeth embraces sexual desire and expresses it free 

from the limits of patriarchy and heterosexuality: she has sex with both men and women. The 

confrontational, ‘in-your-face’ attitude, typical of third-wave feminists, is a hallmark of her character 

(Shugart, Waggoner& Hallstein 2001: 195). Lisbeth’s position in society makes her a target in the 

discrimination process, and a male figure is responsible for setting her boundaries and helping her to 

socially rehabilitate.  

In accordance with Connell’s (2008) description of masculinity, the male lead character is mainly 

represented in relation to women. In his role of investigator, Mikael is portrayed as very intelligent, a 

well-educated professional who uses observation and deduction as his most powerful weapons. Both 

audiences interviewed in this research agreed on the different representation of the character in the two 
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movies and that he stands out more in the American production. The fact that all of the participants’ 

interpretation of the male character in the American film was done in relation to Daniel Craig’s previous 

role of James Bond in Quantum of Solace supports the theory that the film frame does not include all the 

possible readings of the story (Bignell 2002: 198). Under this influence, the participants considered that 

Mikael had more sex appeal in the American version, and his relationship with women (Lisbeth and 

Erika) was more in focus. This proves that voyeurism in cinema today is more neutral and that the gaze of 

the camera allows both men and women to enjoy the erotic spectacle because the voyeuristic gaze is 

extended towards men also. Daniel Craig’s mythic meanings created through reviews, articles, and tv 

appearances that the participants were exposed to, displays characteristics which are not in accordance 

with the character he plays in the film (Bignell 2002: 198).The research shows that the audience viewed 

the male character as physically more fit in the American adaptation, despite the fact that he does not 

train, as the character in the Swedish movie does, in order to achieve that. This fact supports Smelik’s 

theory that the body dimension is influenced by the fitness culture, therefore both males and females have 

to be beautiful, thin and fit (Smelik 2009:183).  Furthermore, Craig was viewed as more elegant and more 

handsome, his physical flaws were never revealed, and he is not shown in intimidating postures. This is 

also reflected in the charm he exerts on women, which in the case of the American movie, casts a shadow 

on the character of Lisbeth.   

The viewers’ reception regarding the representation of ‘otherness’ through language accents and 

stereotypes in connection to how Sweden is portrayed in the Hollywood film showed that the 

representation of Sweden was not realistic. With slightly different approaches, all participants noticed that 

some of the actors in the American version, especially those who are native English speakers, had a 

forced accent in English, meant to continually remind the audience that the characters are Swedish. While 

the Swedish participants were very critical of this, and some felt that it diminished the artistic value of the 

production, there were two participants who had a more neutral approach stating that for them it kept the 

plot localized.  Hall’s theory about the representation of the other applies to the stereotypical depiction of 

Sweden. The theory suggest that people make sense of the world around them by putting everything they 

know into classificatory schemes according to their culture and this leads to people understanding the 

particular according to the category it falls under (Hall 2003:257). This is the case of the representation of 

Sweden in the American film, a representation that the participants considered to be in keeping with 

stereotypes of Sweden. However, participants stressed the inaccuracies of these stereotypes, explaining 

them through stereotypes they have about other countries (“the Swedish landscapes looked more like 

Russia”). As for the Swedish film, the audience believed that it made use of stereotypes that could only be 

recognized and meaningful to a Swedish audience.  
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The special effects of the American movie were much appreciated by some of the members of the 

international group, who supported their opinions with the fact that the movie won an Oscar and received 

multiple nominations. Both groups almost unanimously agreed that the theme of the movie is the 

investigation, however participants in the Swedish focus group considered that the plot of the American 

movie was intricate to the point that they could no longer follow it.  

The members of the focus groups predominantly pointed to elements in the American movie meant 

for targeting audiences, however there were references to the Swedish version also when considering 

targeting. Participants of the Swedish group stated that characteristics such as nudity and romance, more 

poignant in the American film, were used so as to make the movie more appealing to wider audiences.  

The participants’ evaluation of the two movies was considerably influenced by the order in which 

they watched them. The international group members, who expressed their admiration of Lisbeth’s 

character in the Swedish version, preferred the Swedish film. Some participants in the Swedish group 

admitted to having had low expectations of the American movie, stating that mainstream movies are 

usually not good quality productions. The Swedish participants, as opposed to the international group, 

were critical of several of the Swedish actors cast in the Swedish film, as they dominate the national 

cinema industry, being cast in most of the new productions.  

One of the most relevant findings of the research consists in the audiences’ interpretation of the 

ideological meaning carried by the two movies. The participants of the Swedish focus group referred to 

Stieg Larsson’s career as a journalist, which was dedicated to exposing right-wing organizations, and  

revealing a dark part of Swedish history that is not known beyond Sweden. The participants remarked that 

this historical layer was overlooked in the American version, turning the story into yet another 

investigative movie.  

Bignell’s remarks related to strategies for increasing profitability in the cinema industry for new 

film releases by allowing people to buy into the social meaning of films through merchandise released 

before and during the time the film is running in cinemas, are supported by part of the campaign used to 

promote the American adaptation, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo clothing collection (Bignell 2002: 

183). Based on the findings of this research, the limited edition collection released by the Swedish 

clothing international retailer H&M3 and designed by Trish Summerville (the costume designer for the 

US adaptation) is not in accordance with Larsson’s views. The message of the novel, partly carried by the 

Swedish film adaptation, addresses unexpected facets of contemporary Swedish society, by using a 

commercial novel and a mainstream movie to draw attention on what people usually do not see. It is 

                                                           
3
 More information on the collection can be retrieved at http://fashionista.com/2011/10/want-to-look-like-lisbeth-

salander-hm-announces-new-collaboration-with-the-girl-with-the-dragon-tattoo/ 
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relevant to refer in this context to a statement made by Eva Gabrielsson, Larsson’s life-long partner, who 

stated that Larsson would have not agreed for his books being associated with any type of merchandise. 

According to Gabrielsson, the author would have preferred to use the attention to speak out against 

violence and discrimination against women. The focus of the American movie changed along with the 

title: from Men who hate women to The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. Larsson’s partner stated that the 

novel is aimed at revealing that gender imbalance exists even in Sweden, as opposed to turning Lisbeth 

into a role model of an independent woman. 

Maltby’s theory on American and European popular cinema is only partly supported by the two 

movies chosen for the study, considering that the Swedish film has extended well beyond mere domestic 

consumption. That said, the Swedish production remained subaltern and subordinated to the competing 

hegemonic powers of the Hollywood production. Unlike the Swedish movie, the American one cannot be 

necessarily localized, it is a ‘glocal’ product. Its ‘glocality’ is supported by its inclusion of the most 

common stereotypes about Sweden, which Swedes themselves rejected as being true (Maltby 1998: 105).   
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6. CONCLUSIONS 

The task of researching the differences between the two film adaptations of Larsson’s crime fiction novel 

leads to valuable insights. Both the detailed semiotic analysis of a representative scene of the two movies 

and the audience reception analysis - which provided a broader look at the two films, contributed 

significantly to these findings.   

The research proved that audiences did not particularly prefer the film that targeted them (the only 

participant who watched the American film in a movie theater was not interested in crime movies). 

Nevertheless, the information that was left out of the plot of the American movie, though included in the 

novel and the Swedish film, was not discussed by the international audience after viewing the Swedish 

version. The Swedish audience members believed the movie’s message was altered because of the 

omission of the historical relevance of the plot (e.g. some of the characters’ involvement with Nazi-

affiliated parties in Sweden).  

The gender role dynamic has been reversed in the two movies, transforming Lisbeth from the 

leading character in the Swedish movie into one of the two main characters in the American film. In the 

American film, her role in the investigation was diminished, and her character was romanticized and 

presented as more in touch with the classic female gender role. Some audience members found this to be 

inconsistent with the character.  

The semiotic analysis showed that the American version is more graphic in its display of nudity and 

that it invited a neutral voyeuristic gaze, allowing both males and females to enjoy the spectacle of either 

sex, by casting a sex symbol who speaks for a collective aspiration to masculinity as the leading male 

role. This finding was backed up with the data from the focus group interviews. The participants of the 

two groups focused on different characters: the Swedish group on the male character in the American 

version, and the international group on the female character of the Swedish film. The audience reception 

study also revealed that viewers were less critical of the performance of the actors with whom they were 

unfamiliar before watching the movies. Relatedly, audience members were more critical of actors whose 

career in the acting industry they knew. These preferences were also reflected in the way the audience 

evaluated the movies. The most salient difference in the way participants received the movies was based 

on participants’ background knowledge of Stieg Larsson’s career, which enriched the viewing experience 

of the Swedish participants, while the international audience perception did not go beyond investigative 

film sub-genre.   
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The strength of this research lies in the inclusion of an audience reception study, which identified 

the motivations and feelings of the audience with regards to the material analyzed. However, I am 

inclined to believe that having had a third group of international participants who had not previously lived 

in Sweden could have increased the value of the results. Due to financial and time constraints, the 

researcher was unable to travel to a foreign country to conduct a third focus group interview with 

international audience members who lacked extensive exposure to Swedish culture and lifestyle. 

Although semiology offers tools for taking moving images apart and tracing how they work in relation to 

a broader systems of meaning, semiology relies on meaning that moves toward the subjective 

interpretation of the researcher. Given that the semiotic interpretation was validated through the focus 

group analysis, the research produced relevant findings. Nevertheless, the comparative semiotic analysis 

turned out to be time consuming, not allowing time for including a second set of scenes in the research. 

The research makes a valuable contribution because it focuses on audiences, who are usually 

neglected in film analysis. The results obtained through conducting the qualitative research, however, are 

not generalizable and statistically representative for the international and Swedish audiences of the two 

movies.  

The study was conducted at a time when research on Stieg Larsson’s career as a writer is abundant. 

Due, however, to the recent release of the American version, academic research on the differences 

between the two movie adaptations is at an early stage. Consequently, I consider that a future 

continuation for the topics explored in this work could be a study that provides more quantifiable data 

from larger groups of audience members sampled according to different nationalities. Moreover, given 

the popularity of Larsson’s work among cinema-going audiences, future research could include sample 

groups of participants who watched both movies and read the first novel in the Millennium Series, in 

order to see how it affects viewers’ perception of the plots.   
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Appendix 1: 

 

                                                           
4
 Information retrieved from http://boxofficemojo.com/ 

BOX OFFICE (2012/23/05)
4
 

Film Män som hatar kvinnor (2009) The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (2011) 

Distributor Music Box Films Sony / Columbia 

Release Date March 19, 2010 December 21, 2011 

Genre Thriller Thriller 

MPAA Rating R R 

Runtime 152 min 160 min. 

Production Budget $13 million $90 million 

Total lifetime Grosses/ 

Worldwide $104,395,170 
$232,617,430 

Domestic Gross (% 

total) $10,095,170/ 9,7% $102,515,793 

Foreign Gross (% total) $94,300,000/ 90,3% $130,101,637 

Total nr. of countries 39 49 

Widest Release 202 theatres 2950 

Close Date February 24, 2011 March 22, 2012 
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Appendix 2: 

Interview guide 

Introductory part:  

� Short presentation of the researcher (department where the study is being conducted) and the study. 

� Brief introduction of background information on the two movies (novel adaptations) 

� Explain participants that there are no wrong or right answers and that the answers are anonymous.  

 

1. Could you describe the circumstances in which you saw the movies for the first time (where: cinema, 

home, when, order)? 

  

2. What is the order in which you watched them? Do you favor any of the two, or did you enjoy your 

watching experience as much? 

 

3. What do you consider to be the main theme/ focus of the movie ‘The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo’? 

‘Män som Hatar Kvinnor’?  

 

4. Do you have any knowledge about the events surrounding the release of any of the two movies (film 

industry, commercial context)?  

 

5. Is there any character that you liked in particular, if so, who?  

 

6. Do you think the main characters (Lisbeth and Mikael) are presented in a similar way in both movies? 

If not, how? 

 

7. Are gender roles the same in both movies? What characters do the movies revolve around in your 

opinion?  

 

8. Do you think that the involvement of several of the Vanger brothers with the Swedish fascist groups 

was similarly represented in both movies? Is this central to the movies? 

 

9. Is there a particular scene that drew your attention? Does it appear in both movies? Do you prefer one 

of the two? Why?  

 

10. Do you consider any of the movies is more graphic in terms of violence, sex, language? Why 

do you think is that?  

 

11. Do you think the story of either of the two movies is written in such a way so as to establish 

identification with the audience/ audience expectations? 

 

12. Do you think each one of the movies offers you something new? Did you identify general 

differences and similarities between the two movies? 
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13. Were you in any way influenced by the special visual effects while watching the movies? 

Sound/ music? 

 

14. Did you have any particular expectations from the movie or did you remember immediate 

reactions after watching the movies with regards to the film cast (actors)?   

 

15. When it comes to the two movies, is it only the film text that represents your source of 

meaning? Has your understanding of the movies been influenced by for ex: social context (living in 

Sweden), the critic reviews that they got, articles, the way it was promoted/ advertised,  etc?  

 

 

 

 

 


