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A cloud of yellow sand swirls into a narrow strait of water. The wind is picking up. 

Suddenly, like chalk pressed hard against a blackboard, an ear-piercing sound of metal 

grinding against the shore shatters the night. A small flock of seagulls take off from the 

riverbank in a cacophony of wings flapping. Then silence. Rays of light slowly burns 

through the morning mist revealing an eerie spectacle: 

 

It is March 23, 2021, and a 1,312-foot, 220,000-ton container ship carrying about 18,300 

containers has run aground in the Suez Canal blocking the traffic for six days. “About 

12% of global trade, around one million barrels of oil and roughly 8% of liquefied natural 

gas pass through the canal each day.”1 

 

Ten years prior a different but similar scene played out. It is April 20, 2010, and the 

offshore oil rig Deepwater Horizon explodes in the Gulf of Mexico, killing 11 people and 

causing the worst oil spill in the history of marine drilling.2 

 

Or. It is May 29, 2020, and a fuel storage tank collapses near the city of Norilsk in Russia 

resulting in a leak of 20,000 tons diesel into the Ambarnaya River. Thawing permafrost 

is expected to be the cause.3 

 Dates, numbers, percentages, superlatives. Every accident, every temporary halt in 

the global trade is comprised of the same elements as we get to know about them. The 

incident is quickly framed as a crime against modernity and journalists consult experts in 

 
1 Mary-Ann Russon, “The Cost of the Suez Canal Blockage,” BBC, March 30, 2021, https://www. 
bbc.com/news/business-56559073.  
2 “Deepwater Horizon – BP Gulf of Mexico Oil Spill,” EPA – United States Environmental Protection 
Agency, last updated December 4, 2020, https://www.epa.gov/enforcement/deepwater-horizon-bp-gulf-
mexico-oil-spill.  
3 Ivan Nechepurenko, “Russia Declares Emergency After Arctic Oil Spill,” New York Times, June 4, 2020, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/04/world/europe/russia-oil-spill-arctic.html.  
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a habitual game of whodunit: How could this happen? What are the consequences? Who 

are the culprits? As such, detective conventions from crime fiction are evoked to fathom 

the unfathomable. The somewhat frantic detection carries a clear message: If only we can 

find someone or something to blame, perhaps we can stop such atrocities from happening 

again and return to our fossil fuelled normalcy. 

 These three examples – and there are of cause numerous more – illustrates a 

question of representation concerning the troika of energy, modernity, and society. With 

their focus on suddenness, human errors, lack of governmental oversight, carelessness 

and so on, the articles and reports express an idea of ‘system failure’ at the heart of the 

incidents. 

 

With his conceptualisation of slow violence, Rob Nixon has influentially presented an 

entirely different understanding. The environmental violence at display above all revolve 

around a notion of sudden disruption. This idea of violence, Nixon writes, “is customarily 

conceived as an event or action that is immediate in time, explosive and spectacular in 

space, and as erupting into instant sensational visibility.”4 However, Nixon goes on to 

suggest, these episodes are not incidents or glitches within an otherwise functioning 

fossil-based energy infrastructure. On the contrary, “unfettered oil-powered growth […] 

have become inseparable from petroleum’s incendiary geopolitics.”5 Slow violence is a 

concept designed to circumvent the notion of abrupt accidents and direct our attention to 

the innate violence of the “neoliberal era[‘s] […] intensified assaults on resources.”6 To 

this end, Nixon argues, there is a need for new forms of representation. Forms that can 

“convert into image and narrative the disasters that are slow moving and long in the 

making, disasters that are anonymous and that star nobody, disasters that are attritional 

and of indifferent interest to the sensation-driven technologies of our image-world.”7 

 The customary understanding of violence is that it is something sudden and 

instantly visible, Nixon writes. Therefore, as I have already noted, I suggest that the 

 
4 Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor. Paperback ed. (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2013), 2.    
5 Nixon, Slow Violence, 69. 
6 Nixon, Slow Violence, 4. 
7 Nixon, Slow Violence, 3. 
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examples above represents a common usage of whodunit crime fiction conventions to 

describe the hiccups of “Hydrocarbon Man,” as Daniel Yergin coined our modern 

condition.8 

 

Other cultural critics have named this condition of fossil infused ideations: Petroculture. 

Arguing that hydrocarbons do not simply provide us with energy; they consistently pave 

the way for certain (infra)structures of feeling indecipherable in our everyday lives. 

Analyses of cultural products can, however, shed light on this cultural effect of fossil 

fuels. Strikingly, Joshua Schuster has compared this analytical effort to another subgenre 

of crime fiction, namely noir: 
 

Let’s face it, the absent presence of oil in modernist art is too compelling to not 

demand critical investigation, even as such inquiry is like the plot of a film noir, with 

the detective looking for the perpetrator who is everywhere woven into the fabric of 

the mise-en-scène but still confounds direct interrogation.9 

 

Likewise, Deborah Bird Rose’s article “Anthropocene Noir” argues, that to understand 

the predicament of the Anthropocene we must “[c]onsider the classic noir protagonist: he 

or she is part criminal, part detective, part victim; everyone is guilty and shared guilt is a 

common bond. This is exactly our condition today. We are all tangled up in political, 

cultural and economic systems we know to be destructive.”10  

 Rather than adhering to the whodunit conventions where the ambition of the 

narrative stresses the political objective of restoring “order to a threatened social calm”11 

as Stephen Knight has argued, Schuster and Bird Rose introduce the unstable eeriness of 

noir as a contemporary sentiment. In noir, the violence is tirelessly nagging, 

psychologically perplexing and physically exhausting. In the slow violence of our 

 
8 Daniel Yergin, The Prize: The Epic Quest for Oil, Money, and Power (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
1991), 14. 
9 Joshua Schuster, “Where Is the Oil in Modernism?” in Petrocultures: Oil, Politics, Culture, ed. Sheena 
Wilson, Adam Carson and Imre Szeman (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2017), 199. 
10 Deborah Bird Rose, “Anthropocene Noir,” Arena Journal no. 41/42 (January 2014): 215. 
11 Stephen Knight, “The Golden Age,” in The Cambridge Companion to Crime Fiction, ed. Martin 
Priestman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 88. 
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contemporary noir reality, “we are forced to confront the fact that we are the culprits we 

have been looking for,”12 as Bird Rose quotes Timothy Morton for saying. 

 I am, in other words, by no means the first to propose a link between noir and oil. 

 

And my take on this question moreover directly follows Harry Pitt Scott’s intriguing 

article “Offshore Mysteries,” where he argues that “[n]oir’s settings and atmospheres are 

intimately connected with petromodernity’s infrastructure: hotels, highways, flickering 

streetlights and eerie hinterlands, ports and warehouses.”13 This leads Pitt Scott to some 

interesting arguments, namely that “the offshore has a surprising currency in a subset of 

noir fiction”14 and – most bombastically – that “noir mysteries are the genre of the 

offshore.”15 

 

Building on Pitt Scott’s insights, I propose the concept Offshore Nordic Noir as a way to 

connect the global offshore enterprises to a distinct regional location. Namely the Nordic 

nations where the branding franchise Nordic Noir has dominated the cultural scene the 

last decades. The Nordic nations has a long tradition as seafarers, and especially Denmark 

and Norway are respectively international shipping and oil mastodons.  

 

When there are produced around 300 million tons af plastic every year and about 7 million 

end up in the oceans, when 90% of all goods are being transported by sea, and 60% of all 

oil are shipped,”16 I concur that our noir Anthropocene reality is water reliant. 

 To sum up, Offshore Nordic Noir is a critical inquiry of geo-local petroculture and 

slow violent noir sentiments in the North. 

 So far, I have given an overview of a concept that is still very much in the making. 

Now, to provisionally showcase the utility of Offshore Nordic Noir as an analytical 

 
12 Timothy Morton found in Bird Rose, “Anthropocene Noir,” 213. 
13 Harry Pitt Scott, “Offshore Mysteries, Narrative Infrastructure: Oil, Noir, and the World-Ocean,” 
Humanities 9, no. 3 (August 2020), 1, https://doi.org/10.3390/h9030071. 
14 Pitt Scott, “Offshore Mysteries, Narrative Infrastructure,” 2. 
15 Pitt Scott, “Offshore Mysteries, Narrative Infrastructure,” 3. Original italics. 
16 All the figures are from Mikkel Krause Frantzen, Klodens fald: Æstetiske og økologiske perspektiver på 
olie, plastik og andre hyperabjekter (København: Laboratoriet for æstetik og økologi, 2021), 79-80. 
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framework, I will take a closer look at the danish writer Peter Høeg’s internationally 

acclaimed noir Miss Smilla’s Feeling for Snow (1992). 

 

As these three editions seem to illustrate, Miss Smilla has gradually been incorporated in 

the somewhat frenzied attention given to all things Nordic. While the cover of the 1993 

edition do figure a dark shadow in the background and an overall blue-greyish colour 

scheme, the 1996 and 2012 editions really hit home with their overtly aesthetic, stripped 

down and bleak, monochrome expressions. This illustrates a marketing ambition to enrol 

Miss Smilla in the expanding curriculum of Nordic Noir. 

 Nordic Noir as a genre of sorts is often traced back to the Swedish crime serial The 

Story of a Crime by Mai Sjöwall and Per Wahlöo from the 1960ties but the term itself 

wasn’t coined until 2010 by the Scandinavian Department at the University College of 

London.17 And as we can see in the opening lines of Miss Smilla, trademarks of noir are 

clearly evident in the novel’s use of suspense, mystique, and a strict black and white 

imagery: 

 
It is freezing, an extraordinary –18ºC, and it’s snowing, and in the language which 

is no longer mine, the snow is qanik – big, almost weightless crystals falling in stacks 

and covering the ground with a layer of pulverized white frost. 

 December darkness rises up from the grave, seeming as limitless as the sky 

above us.18 

 

Since its birth in 2010 the branding term Nordic Noir has swept the world. This type of 

crime fiction set in a sombre Nordic atmosphere has intrigued a wide audience. According 

to Jakob Stougaard-Nielsen, in the aftermath of the Second World War the Scandinavian 

welfare states signalled something of “‘a middle-way’ to arise out of the polarized Cold 

War between capitalism and communism.”19 But “[t]he recent history of Scandinavian 

crime fiction […] can to a large extent be understood as a multifaceted, popular cultural 

 
17 See Gunhild Agger, “Nordic Noir – Location, Identity and Emotion,” in Emotions in Contemporary TV 
Series, ed. Alberto N. García (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 138. 
18 Peter Høeg, Miss Smilla’s Feeling for Snow (London: Vintage Books, 2012), 3. 
19 Stougaard-Nielsen, Scandinavian Crime Fiction, 17. 
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response to the broader sociocultural upheavals prompted by the progressive welfare 

state, the years of rapid modernization and economic growth, the wider consequences of 

the affluent consumer society and its crises from the early 1970s onwards.”20 As such, 

Nordic Noir is a cultural response to the slow violence of the Nordic welfare states. I.e. 

the unintentionally unsuccessful integration of – but lately increasingly disenfranchised 

– outliers within the social security. Homeless people, sexual and ethnic minorities, the 

mentally ill, the old and weak.    

 

This has led to the recurrent Nordic protagonist, the “socially sensitive sleuth,” as Kim 

Toft Hansen and Anne Marit Waade has expressed it.21 This rather life-weary, choleric, 

and uncooperative but highly righteous character has exposed many a dark corner of 

society in the affluent North. Not the least corruption among the leaders and 

administrators of the welfare states come to the light in Nordic Noir, often by way of the 

protagonist’s law-bending and ethically dubious methods. As such he or she is in clear 

debt to the protagonists of the predominantly American hardboiled. 

 As already mentioned, what interests me, however, is not the particularities of a 

Nordic crime fiction subgenre. But rather how noir has evolved from an enclosed genre 

descriptor to a palette of dark, indeterminate undertones applicable in a variety of 

narratives – often in connection with a systemic critique of the slow violence of 

geopolitics and multinational corporations. Noir, in other words, is certainly close related 

to modern urbanisation and globalisation. 

 

David Nye, for instance, also connects a growing interest in cityscapes and contrasting 

shadows with the dissemination of incandescent light after 1900: “New York in particular 

became a site for meditations on the electrical sublime. […] The city looked its best from 

a distance in the twilight, when many found it mysterious, beautiful, and powerful.”22 

Summarising Nye’s argument in Electrifying America (1990), Imre Szeman and Dominic 

Boyer writes: “Spectacular lighting changed the temporality of urban life and made dark 

 
20 Stougaard-Nielsen, Scandinavian Crime Fiction, 20. 
21 Hansen and Waade, Location Nordic Noir, 1 
22 David Nye, Electrifying America: Social Meanings of a New Technology, 1880-1940 (Cambridge: The 
MIT Press, 1990), 73-74. My italics. 



OFFSHORE NORDIC NOIR 

 - 7 - 

spaces seem drab, indeed gloomy. Artificial illumination became a crucial technology of 

national imagining, a ‘white magic’ whose contrasting shadows become home to new 

depths of secrecy and depravity in the aesthetics of noir.”23 

  

As the quote from the opening scene of Miss Smilla’s Feeling for Snow has already 

alluded, this novel is a good example of how darkness and contrasts can be deployed to 

emphasise secrecy and the unheimlich. This is moreover closely linked to the protagonist 

Smilla Qaavigaaq Jaspersen’s identity as an uprooted half-breed Greenlander born 

circumpolar where darkness is both common and mythical: 

 
You have to respect the dark. Night is the time when space simmers with evil and 

peril. You can call it superstition. You can call it fear of the dark. But it’s ridiculous 

to pretend that the night is just like the day, simply without light.24 

 

Throughout the book, the whiteness of snow is likewise juxtaposed to the unreliability of 

ice with its dark subsurface. It is therefore not surprising that the culmination to the story 

takes place on (thin) ice. After a puzzling adventure through Danish colonial history 

regarding Greenland and in particular the mining of cryolite, Tørk Hvid, an archetypical 

mad scientist of the gothic tradition, is being chased by Smilla at the fictive Greenlandic 

island Gela Alta: 

 
The ice has its own nocturnal hospitality. I have no torch now, but I’m running as if 

it were a level road. […] The white fields where the snow has settled form hexagons 

in the dark. We are running through the universe.  

 […] The ice is hikuliaq, new ice, that has formed where the old ice has drifted 

out. It’s too thick to force a motorboat through, but too thin to walk on. A white fog 

of frost hovers overhead. 

 Then he sees me, or maybe he merely sees a figure, and he heads out on the 

ice. 

 
23 Imre Szeman and Dominic Boyer, ed., Energy Humanities (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2017), 28. Original italics. 
24 Peter Høeg, Miss Smilla’s Feeling for Snow, 333. 
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 […] He heads too far to the right. […] He’s lost his bearings. He’s being led 

out towards open water. Towards the spot where the current has hollowed out the ice 

so it’s as thin as a foetal membrane, and under it the sea is dark and salty like blood 

[…]. 

 From below, even on a night like this the ice will look bluish-white, like a 

neon light.  

 […] Somewhere ahead of me the running figure slowly grows darker.25 

 

As you can see, the end scene is a constant flicker of light and darkness, black and white, 

simultaneously emphasising Tørk Hvid’s desperation and Smilla’s unemotional 

calmness. Tørk Hvid – whose last name is the danish word for white (hvid) – has right up 

till this finale come across as a hyper rational, unshakable scientist. In the end though, he 

is simply swallowed up by the calm wilderness of Smilla’s homeland.  

 Besides the utility of black and white, light and contrasting shadows, Miss Smilla’s 

Feeling for Snow is also exemplary in showcasing how water is used to evoke noir 

sentiments. Transparent yet opaque, vibrant and volatile yet still, bleak yet alluring. As a 

noir matter water expresses a feeling of uncertainty depicted again and again in fiction.  

 

Recall for instance Raymond Carver’s short story “So Much Water So Close to Home,” 

or the opening of David Lynch’s Twin Peaks where Laura Palmer’s body is found at the 

riverbed. 

 

In Peter Høeg’s novel, water is of cause present in its complementary forms ice and snow, 

but a great part of the novel also takes place aboard the 4.000 tons vessel Kronos on the 

journey from Denmark to the upper west coast of Greenland. While on this journey, an 

Arctic petroscape is revealed. We hear that Smilla was part of a research group studying 

the possibility of exploiting Greenland’s offshore oil reserves,26 and a crucial scene 

moreover is played out on the fictive “large floating oil platform, the Greenland Star, 

outside of Nuuk” with “[a]dministrative offices for Chevron, Gulf, Shell, and Esso.”27 

 
25 Peter Høeg, Miss Smilla’s Feeling for Snow, 409-410. 
26 Peter Høeg, Miss Smilla’s Feeling for Snow, 322-323. 
27 Peter Høeg, Miss Smilla’s Feeling for Snow, 316-317. Original italics. 
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 Also, we also hear a lot about the shipping industry throughout the novel. Namely 

how corrupt and completely out-of-(over)sight the enterprise is. Birgo Lander, a dodgy 

owner of a shipping firm helping Smilla detect the itinerary of Kronos, at one point 

bluntly says. “Everything has a front and a back. Normally, they are of equal size. […] 

But in the shipping industry, things are arranged so cunningly that the back is much bigger 

than the front.”28 

 He continuous to say that “[t]he shipping industry is one of the most discreet in the 

world.”29 

  

Comments like these in the novel clearly links offshore enterprises to the noir sentiment 

of obscurity, secrecy, and depravity. 

 Harry Pitt Scott in his article also writes that offshore all too often gives way to less 

democratic jurisdiction: “The offshore is a juridical-spatial regime that circumvents 

nation-state regulation through extraterritorial ownership practices, and can include 

offshore finance, special economic zones, and flagging practices.”30 Likewise he 

references economist Ronen Palan who writes that “[o]ffshore is an enclave distinguished 

from its 'onshore' brethren not necessarily because of its location, but because it defines a 

territory or a realm of activities in which states choose to withhold some or all of their 

regulations and taxation. In that sense, offshore signals a profound fissure in the life of 

the state system.”31 

 There is in other words an inherent obscurity built into the legal and political 

construction of offshore. This, in Scott’s view, leads to a crisis of representation 

somewhat similar to the one Rob Nixon discusses in regard to slow violence. Scott asks: 

“how to represent something both everywhere and nowhere?”32  

 

 
28 Peter Høeg, Miss Smilla’s Feeling for Snow, 175. 
29 Peter Høeg, Miss Smilla’s Feeling for Snow, 175. 
30 Scott, “Offshore Mysteries,” 2. 
31 Ronen Palan, “Offshore and the Structural Enablement of Sovereignty,” in Offshore Finance Centres 
and Tax Havens: The Rise of Global Capital, ed. Mark P. Hampton and Jason P. Abbott (Basingstoke: 
Macmillan, 1999), 25. 
32 Scott, “Offshore Mysteries,” 6. 
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This short presentation of what I call Offshore Nordic Noir in Peter Høeg’s Miss Smilla’s 

Feeling for Snow hopefully illustrates one way to critically engage with petro-matters that 

are “everywhere woven into the fabric […] but still confounds direct interrogation.”33 

 In the coming months I hope to elaborate this further on other Nordic fictions. 
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