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1. Introduction

Lars Norén was born in 1944 in Stockholm, Sweden. At the age of 19, he wrote his first play and published his first
poetry collection, SYRENER, SNO (1963). Prolific and versatile, Norén’s creative output extended beyond theater
and poetry to include television scripts, radio plays, and essays. In 1993, he began working as a theater director,
ultimately directing 23 works by 2019, with performances staged in Denmark, Norway, Belgium, Germany, France,
and other countries and regions. Before the 1970s, Norén primarily focused on poetry. Afterward, he turned to play-
writing, though his early theatrical works received little acclaim. His play FURSTESLICKAREN in 1973 portrayed
sexuality and violence in a grotesque and surreal form, and was met with widespread criticism upon publication.
While this setback was perceived as a turning point that pushed him back into poetry, Norén continued writing plays
intermittently. It was not until the mid-to-late 1980s that his identity as a playwright was widely recognized, prompt-
ing a burst of theatrical creativity (Wille, 2021).

As Norén’s plays mainly center around middle-class family dramas, he has been dubbed the “new Strindberg.” For
many years, he was a prominent figure in Swedish theater and held a notable place in the Nordic and global drama.
Like a Giacometti of the Swedish language, he focused on scraping off layer after layer of words in order to reach
the skeleton of existence. (Elisabeth, 2023) Today, his works have been translated into multiple languages and dis-
seminated worldwide. In 2014, Shanghai Theatre Academy published the first Chinese collection of Norén’s plays
titled ETT SORTS HADES, featuring five of his works: ETT SORTS HADES (1996), TERMINAL & (2005), REN I och
REN II (2009), OM KARLEK (2010), and SKUGGOR (2011). These plays continue his signature focus on family
dynamics and portray the inner conflicts and psychological crises of modern individuals, often set in minimalist,
singular spaces. “They may not be able to escape that space,” Norén explains. “There is only one way out and that
leads straight through themselves and each other. There is no deus ex machina ...” (Luc, 2010).
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In 2012 and 2013, Norén wrote Fragment and 3.31.93. These two works further intensified the themes of interper-
sonal dysfunction and psychological issues. Fragment was first staged at the Folkteatern in Goteborg under the di-
rection of Sofia Jupither. In the foreword to the English edition of Fragment and 3.31.93, she remarked, “What
knocked me out was the story itself, the little “everyday” hell in closeup, which the text, both cruelly and calmly, but
instantly, brings to us.” This type of “everyday hell” is a constant presence in Norén’s writing. Although his work is
grounded in realism, it diverges significantly from that of his predecessors, like Ibsen, Strindberg, and O’Neill. Even
in comparison with contemporary Norwegian playwright Jon Fosse, there are substantial differences in approach
regarding the relationship between poetry and drama, the development of theatrical narratives, and the philosophy of
theatrical dissemination. These aspects, however, will not be elaborated on in this article (Zetterfalk, 2011).

Nowadays, the name “Norén” has become synonymous with a particular social and artistic context. This is insep-
arable from his personal life and creative subject matter. In Norén’s youth, his father was an alcoholic, his mother
was authoritarian, and his brother was domineering. Norén himself was treated for depression and schizophrenia in
a psychiatric institution. Consequently, Freud’s theory and themes of mental illness are recurring elements in Norén’s
work. In the book Contemporary European Playwrights, the chapter titled “Lars Norén and Jon Fosse—Nordic Grey
or Theatre Innovators?” notes: Norén’s plays are commonly interpreted through a psychoanalytical lens (Maria et
al., 2020); Barbro Westling notes that the scripts are often written like a diary with dates for new parts that illustrate
the playwright’s progress. Through this deeply personal and sustained engagement with writing, Norén gradually
developed his own unique theatrical language.

It is necessary to say that although Norén’s works contain traces of his upbringing and family environment, the
“self” represented in his plays should not be equated with Norén himself. Rather, it symbolizes the many Swedish
middle-class families plagued by anxiety, illness, and psychological distress. Norén’s gaze penetrates the collective
soul of those who live amid darkness, violence, cruelty, poverty, and instability. Therefore, this study does not aim
to directly correlate Norén’s personal experiences with his creative content. Instead, it explores the central image of
“hell” in Fragment, and the aesthetic strategies through which this image becomes part of everyday life. Through this
perspective, we can analyze the structures of human nature as embodied in Norén’s characters more deeply.

2. The Embodied Representations of “Hell” in Fragment

In Norén’s works, “hell” does not refer to a specific, isolated scene. Rather, it is a pervasive atmosphere composed
of the interactions between people and their environments. As Norén said, his use of confined spaces in the narrative
is designed to ensure “they may not be able to escape that space.” From a broader perspective, it means they may not
be able to escape that “hell”. Given Norén’s personal background, this depiction of hell seems to arise from a kind
of instinct—an instinct that has become embedded in his creative habits. Since beginning his poetry in 1963, much
of Norén’s writing, especially that involving perverse psychology and mental illness, revolves around his late mother,
as do his plays. But its form of expression is more likely than poetry to make people feel the grip and repression of
this dark force (Jegebiack & Behschnitt, 1999).

Fragment features nearly every “hell” scenario Norén could create, which can be roughly categorized into four
types. The first is the emotional and communicative dysfunctions caused by mental illness, manifesting as personal
suffering and occasional violence. The second is overt, invasive violence—physical (deliberate or indiscriminate
beatings), emotional (betrayals leading to conflicts), and sexual (assaults enabled by power or class disparities,
whether heterosexual or homosexual). The third is poverty, which serves as the root cause for most situations. The
fourth type includes all illnesses aside from psychological ones, such as the loneliness faced during disease, fear of
death, and physical suffering. Given the multitude of characters in the play, this paper focuses on the role of the
Sister—a character whose presence intersects with many others, and in whom the metaphor of “hell” finds perhaps
its most explicit embodiment.

Sister first utters the word “hell” in Scene 29. Without prior context, her line might appear to be the clearest and
most piercing summary of the play’s tone:

HENRY Where were you...?

THE SISTER I... I think I was in... in hell.
HENRY In hell?

THE SISTER I think that’s what it’s called.
HENRY Oh. There.
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THE SISTER Yes, that’s where I am.
HENRY Yes. It’s everywhere, isn’t it?
THE SISTER No, I'm in mine.

HENRY And I'm in mine.

THE SISTER Maybe it’s hard to find.
HENRY Maybe it’s the same. (Lars, 2017)

Sister does not appear early in the play—her parents and brother, however, take the stage in the very first two
scenes, establishing the play’s overall tone. In Norén’s depiction, family dysfunction is a norm rather than an excep-
tion—perhaps mirroring his own experience. He probes the root of the “hell” that this family seems to live in. In
Scene 1, Boy (Sister’s 15-year-old brother) beats a girl to death. The trigger is that the girl repeatedly accused him
of harassing her with calls and photos, and threatened to report him to everyone at school. Before the scene, Boy’s
mother is shown humbling herself to beg for help from a man whose identity is initially unclear, though his dominant
position is apparent. This early scene sets up a tangled network of relationships, later revealed as that of a broken
family: the man is the father who abandoned the family for years. Now, due to poverty, the mother must tolerate his
presence, while Boy rejected his father extremely, seemingly because his father had caused deep harm to the family,
and his sister was hospitalized as a result.

Due to the large number of characters and complex events in the drama, the events of the boy’s family are not
enough to attract readers’ attention, and will even be gradually forgotten in the ever-changing characters, events, and
scenes. Scenes of “hell” are repeated, including Henry, a taxi driver who kills a passenger trying to escape due to
poverty, Father, who has an irreconcilable estrangement with his own father, a perverted father who lets his daughter
have sex with his son, and the Boy who beats his mother because he refuses to go to the funeral of the murdered girl.

Just as readers and audience are becoming numb and accustomed to “hell”, Sister enters this hell in a strange way.
In previous scenes, all the “hell” existed in the characters’ own or others’ mouths, or in Norén’s terse stage cues. In
scene 23, Boy visits Sister in a mental hospital, and she tells him the story of a fellow patient in a wheelchair who
witnessed her father strangling a woman. When she confided to her father that she wanted to escape the family, her
father tried to strangle her while she called the police with a baby in her arms. When Boy asked his sister if the man
in the story had been put in prison and for how long, Sister couldn’t remember anymore. As the boy tries to dig deeper
into the story, Sister expresses her doubts after unlocking her inner defenses:

THE SISTER It’s strange. (SILENCE) Could two different things happen on the same day in different places
on the same time? Can you be part of two different things on the same day at the same time?

(Lars Noren, 2017)

In my view, this moment represents the most heart-wrenching point of “hell” in the play. Sister is both a participant
and an observer, projecting her helpless fate onto society as a whole. She first shows compassion for others, and only
afterward softly cries out for herself. This tenderness and empathy serve to highlight both the overwhelming darkness
and the faint glimmer of hope she represents. Swedish theatre critic Lars Ring once commented that Norén was “a
very Swedish playwright,” evidently inheriting traits from Strindberg and Bergman: he exposes deeply personal ma-
terial and transforms it into something universal. Unlike Ibsen’s plays, where characters confront their inner selves
and moral dilemmas, Norén doesn’t dwell on individual protagonists. His characters are fragments of a large “hell”,
through which he—Norén himself—also walked as one among them. Even so, “hell” is not a vague or hollow concept.
Rather, after exploring the various forms of expression and presentation of the inner workings of this huge “hell”,
Norén achieves his purpose of making “hell” part of everyday.

In summary, the depths of hell are depicted through countless acts of violence, cruelty, and trauma. But the cracks
or breakthrough in that darkness can be imaged in a few sporadic character dialogues or confessions. Sister, whether
this figure, who has been invested with the utmost tenderness and care, can represent the ladder that Norén’s is
climbing as he tries to struggle out of this “hell” remains to be examined in conjunction with Norén’s early and
middle years, as well as his works after Fragment and 3.31.93. Yet regardless of outcome, all characters in Fragment
are engaged in various ways in the struggle to endure. Or can be concluded as all their individual, anxious attempts
to move got caught up in collective writhing, there was nothing they could do but continue standing in a forcedly
erect posture, stare. (Ljubisa, 2024) In cycles of poverty, unrest, and crisis, in abuse and chaos, they start to think
about, like Greek tragedy, unanswerable questions. Whether what pours in is a torrent or a ray of light, no one can
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say. But this is Norén’s most intuitive and condensed expression of life’s condition, and the most resonant vision he
offers of “hell.” No one can say whether the change brought about by this action is for better or for worse. But this is
already Norén’s most emotional and condensed creation of the state of life and consciousness he knows, and it is also
the most vivid and reflective reverberation he gives to “hell”.

3. The Way to Create “Everyday Hell”

Since the debut of Fragment, and as its stage performances gained wider attention, public discussion has moved
beyond the darkness of the “hell”, but to focus on the uncanny ability of Norén’s perception, dissection, and intro-
spection. “How does he know?” became the question murmured by audiences after nearly every show. Before Frag-
ment premiered, people from the hospice of Goteborg were invited to attend a preview. The performance was a
success, and director Sofia Jupither was especially struck by two audience members. One was a woman around fifty,
toothless and exhausted; she smiled and said she had seen almost all of her ex-boyfriends onstage. The other, also a
woman, with large eyes and a soft voice, clearly struggling in her own life, quietly repeated: “How does he know?
Lars Norén—how does he know?”” A similar response occurred two years later during performances of 3.37.93. When
New York actors rehearsed the play in a non-Swedish language, one remarked, “Strange, but the text seems to be
happening within me, I know exactly who this person is!”” Marita Lindholm Gochman, the English translator, recalled
a friend named Bo who, after reading the script, said: “I went down in the subway, and I felt as if the play was still
going on around me.” How exactly does Norén make “hell” feel so ordinary, while also grounding his creative vision
in the texture of the everyday?

Unlike singular settings used in the plays collected in ETT SORTS HADES, Fragment is fully fragmented—both
in scenes and in characters. In fact, Norén’s diary can already be regarded as having the most similar core: Norén’s
diary wants to be not a song but instrumental, wordless music: obstructed, fragmented, stuttering. (Ulf, 2024) The
script features 44 characters, some overlapping in identity, with 42 scenes distinguished by variations in character
presence and dialogue themes. According to stage directions, the play proceeds entirely through seamless exchanges
but one dark scene. It is Norén’s masterful craftsmanship that his complexity never becomes chaotic with countless
pains and darkness. The resulting work is an X-ray rendering of the layers and levels of “hell.”

First, the sheer number and ordinariness of characters make the play feel startlingly familiar. Even after reading
the full script, remembering all 44 characters by name, identity, and storylines is no easy task. Norén rarely provides
detailed character descriptions or backstories. Characters are often labeled simply as “Boy,” “Girl,” “Mother,” “Old
Man,” and so on. In the English translation, one neighbor’s wife is named Anna Marie, while a pastor’s wife is called
Ann Mari—so close as to be indistinguishable. Whether this ambiguity is deliberate or not, it echoes real-life expe-
rience. We often forget names, and instead remember people by profession—doctor, pastor, nurse—or by relation:
the girl’s mother, her mother’s friend, the pregnant woman’s mother, etc. Norén staged this play almost never cast
44 separate actors. More often, one actor plays multiple roles, emphasizing that these characters are not fully distinct
but share overlapping traits. The pregnant woman may be Swedish or Iranian; the girl’s mother’s friend may also be
the pastor’s wife praying for the girl, or even the nurse examining her corpse. Perhaps the neighbor’s wife is the
pastor’s wife; perhaps the Swedish person is the Iranian; perhaps the child is not only a sibling but also Yasmin’s
child—or everyone’s child. Through such layered and interchangeable roles, Norén constructs a brutally realistic
portrait of contemporary society on a confined stage.

This design makes the audience feel like a reflection of everyday life, while subjecting the creators to the agony of
“re-enactment.” Director Sofia Jupither reportedly broke down in rehearsals. As a well-educated woman living in a
supposedly happy society, she doubted whether she had the authority or belief to depict such lives. This shame of
artistic “representation” hit her first, but it must have struck Norén earlier. Just as Jupither ultimately crossed this
threshold to fulfill her artistic mission, so too did Norén, perhaps even more painfully. The artist must be both the
sufferer undergoing dissection and the godlike observer who confronts darkness head-on. This, the author argues, is
what enables the audience to approach the true essence of the art.

The environments that host these characters are also part of Norén’s strategy for embedding this play in daily life.
The ordinary yet suffocating spaces—hallways, taxis, morgues, hospital rooms, park benches—are intimately tied to
the characters’ professions and identities. In contrast to earlier works like ETT SORTS HADES (set in a psychiatric
ward), REN I och REN II (a subleased apartment), or OM KARLEK (a hospital room for a cancer patient), where the
settings felt abstract or symbolic, Fragment discards large, generalized spaces in favor of small, specific, and realistic
ones. These cramped settings exert an additional psychological pressure, bringing to life an atmosphere riddled with
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anxiety, illness, and mental distress.

Finally, it is the simple yet intricate plotlines that connect these fragmented people and compressed spaces. Like a
pebble dropped into a calm lake, the narrative produces ripples—though we don’t know what storms preceded the
stillness. The ripple will fade, but its impact remains. Perhaps “no result” is the only result. Norén tries to minimize
the existence of every story, every crime, every violence. Such a wide range of emotional landscape makes many
critics prefer to use Chekhov to interpret Norén, in order to prove the similarity of the two in “de-dramatization” and
Norén’s learning and absorption of predecessors. However, a deeper reading reveals that Norén’s fragmentation does
not equal softening and reducing dramatic plots; it simply weakens the results, not the events themselves.

Compared with its fully realized stage adaptation, the script of Fragment may seem limited or abstract. Translator
Marita Lindholm Gochman noted that what seems abstract and confusing on the page becomes surprisingly clear
once realized on stage. Lars has said that it is important to make the audience aware that there is no story being told
on stage, to deprive the audience of their expectations of dramatic content and events leading up to an explanation.
And indeed, “nothing happens” is a radical proposition—especially when expressed through works as sharp and bleak
as Norén’s. But as this “nothingness” settles in, it raises an uneasy question: is this emptiness a form of hope, or a
curse? When evil, violence, poverty, and struggle can all pass as “nothing,” is it the fault of fate and society—or our
own growing numbness? Also, how about oblivion, relinquishment, dissolution? (Aténé, 2024) Perhaps this is
Norén’s ultimate artistic proposition. In Fragment and 3.31.93, he presents questions that refuse to resolve—ques-
tions whose weight falls on everyone involved, from playwright to director, from actor to reader to audience. The
process itself becomes a collective, chaotic echo chamber. In this way, Norén’s brilliance in crafting “the everyday”
lies not only in portraying subjects that are typically excluded from daily life, but in spreading the artist’s “soul
introspection” across everyone touched by the work. It endows his plays with greater emotional penetration and
vitality. While current discussions on this form of everydayness and introspection focus primarily on Fragment and
3.31.93, a more comprehensive understanding of Norén’s creative trajectory—its origins, evolution, and later
stages—will require deeper investigation.

4. Conclusion

In sum, Norén has persistently explored the theme of “hell” in his works. As previously noted, the concept of “hell”
in his writing is not only a stylistic device—it might also be an instinctive impulse. While the broader theme remains
constant, Norén’s specific approaches, such as his method of incorporating “everydayness,” vary across his oecuvre.
Although his plays often depict the terrifying darkness and deprivation of society, Norén consistently employs a
gentle pen to portray his characters’ struggles and perseverance. Similarly, director Sofia Jupither approached her
staging of Fragment with compassion and sincerity, viewing the characters not as archetypes or abstractions, but as
real individuals. In her words, there aren’t any good or bad people in the play, there isn’t any “them” to be blamed,
no solutions that would have worked had they done this or that. There simply isn’t anything else but these poor people
doing their best within their horrible circumstances, and, like an unstoppable river, event after event follows, leaving
them in the darkest corner of hell.

Norén does not complain about this darkness. Instead, he peels back its layers, searching for causes and connections.
Government institutions remain detached, and individuals often lack any support beyond their own efforts to survive.
Whether or not Norén ever discovered a “way out” is uncertain. Perhaps he didn’t get ready, or perhaps his tribute to
humanity lay precisely in this refusal to offer neat resolutions. Everything he created was in pursuit of a raw, unfil-
tered portrayal of human life. If many realist playwrights serve as “mirrors reflecting society,” then Norén is a mirror
that reflects the soul of humankind through the darkened lens of “hell.”

For this reason, this paper focuses solely on the notion of “soul introspection” of artists, actors, and audience,
setting aside the artistic function. This is not to say that Norén never engaged with questions of artistic function. In
fact, he did attempt to test the limits of art’s role in society. In 1999, he staged 7:3, a controversial production featuring
three real-life prisoners, two of whom were active neo-Nazis, playing themselves on stage. From the very beginning,
the play stirred debate: should these men be allowed to express anti-Semitic views onstage? During the performance,
the actors indeed made inflammatory statements. Afterward, they robbed a bank and shot a police officer. The play
was immediately pulled, and Norén ceased all performances of it. This incident prompted him to reflect deeply on
the relationship between art and reality, and on the boundaries of artistic freedom. As Rikard Hoogland notes, the
heavy flow of dramatic writing dwindled after Seven Three, and the scripts that nevertheless subsequently appeared
were minimalistic and fragmentary, compared with the earlier maximalist texts. Spanning more than half a century,
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Norén’s dark vision has become ingrained in the Swedish consciousness. His work never downplays the presence of
sin, despair, or numbness. Compared to Ibsen’s Rosmersholm, in which the journey leads from “a hellish soul” toward
“a higher, purer humanity,” Norén’s plays diverge from the ideal of art as a moral beacon. Hence, this paper refrains
from discussing “artistic function” not only because the author lacks a deeper grasp of the term, but also because the
question remains open: can “hell” truly be mined because of redemption or transcendence?

In addition, Norén’s plays face considerable challenges in translation and international dissemination. Can the
nuances of his language—the puns, the allusions, the irony—be preserved in foreign tongues? As translator Robert
Alter has said, such elements may be “the creases of a culture” that risk being flattened in translation. This is an
important issue that merits ongoing scholarly attention.

Finally, though the text itself may resemble “hell,” and though its characters may all be morally ambiguous or
deeply flawed, we must not overlook Norén’s profound compassion and tireless effort to bring these voices to life.
Even within darkness, his language retains a sharp wit, capable of provoking laughter. When director Jupither hesi-
tated, overwhelmed by the weight of the play, Norén told her: “You have to direct this play just because you know
how to do it. I had to write it just because I knew how to do it. These people can’t tell their own stories, but we can,
and we are good at it, and therefore it is our responsibility to do it. Otherwise, their stories won’t be told.” And the
director, in turn, summarized the experience of working with Norén’s plays in the most poignant way: “The power
of the theater, when it is at its best, is when all of us, on the stage and inside the theater, live and breathe inside each
other’s soul for a moment, and for a small window in time, share what it is to be human.”
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