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 On a February night in 1986 the Swedish 
Prime Minister and his wife were walking home, 
without bodyguard protection, after seeing a film at 
a cinema when a lone gunman appeared. Olof  Palme 
was fatally wounded and at the time of  writing no 
one has been successfully convicted for his assassi-
nation.

 To coincide with the twenty seventh anni-
versary of  Palme’s murder Swedish police launched 
a helpline that members of  the public could phone 
if  they had any information which would help in 
the ongoing criminal investigation. Early estimates 
suggest that at least a hundred calls were made and 
some new facts were presented to the police but it 
remains too soon to state with any certainty if  this 
will result in any arrests being made.

 With death Palme becomes an ever present 
presence in the modern Swedish consciousness, a 
proverbial ghost always seated at the table. In tan-
dem with an appreciation of  his political legacy, his 
supporters and detractors have speculated on what 
he might have achieved had be not been slain. In his 
lifetime he was a prominent figure within the Eu-
ropean Social Democrat movement and recognition 
of  his achievements continues to the present day, 
not just in Sweden as exemplified by Ed Milliband’s 
reapprasial of  Palme; 

“He was an extraordinary leader, an incredibly suc-
cessful leader of  Sweden. Someone who gave a huge 
inspiration to so many Social Democrats not just 
around Europe, but around the world, with an in-
credible vision of  a more equitable society, a more 
equitable form of  capitalism. He is an inspiration 
for us in Britain.”

WHO KILLED PALME?
 Without an arrest or a known motive, a pleth-
ora of  conspiracy theories about who was respon-
sible for the killing have been discussed, analysed, 
and contested in ordinary day-to-day conversation 
and within books, films, radio, and TV program-
ming. Adding to the debate of  possible institutional 
complicity is SVT’s 2013 adaptation of  Leif  G. W. 
Persson’s trilogy; Between Summer’s Longing and Winter’s 
Cold, Another Time, Another Life, and Falling Freely, as in 
a Dream.

 Starring Rolf  Lassgård, En pilgrims död (2013) 
is a four part mini-series directed by Kristian Petri 
and Kristoffer Nyholm from a screenplay by Sara 
Heldt and Johan Widerberg. The series is set within 
two time periods; 1985 and the present day.

 Following an informal discussion with a su-
perior officer Lars Martin Johansson (Rolf  Lassgård) 
sets up an informal investigation into Palme’s mur-
der that runs parallel to, but is independent from, 
the official investigation. Johansson’s largely self  im-
posed parameters are to explore the historical doc-
uments within the police archive to assess if  all data 
was recorded and interpreted correctly and to see 
if  his own personal inaction may have inadvertently 
led to Palme’s death or the killer being able to evade 
justice.

 The police service of  1985 is riddled with 
corruption and fascist sympathisers. From top to 
bottom the force is tainted by the stench of  improp-
er activities. With no checks or balances the police 
can act as they please and frequently do just so long 
as the thin veneer of  public respectability is main-
tained. Rumours about senior colleagues once heard 
are denied and false alibis are constructed for offi-
cers suspected of  illegal activity. Johansson might 
be good at his job but he commands very little re-
spect from his colleagues, his sociopathic approach 
to interrogating suspects is used to make the viewers 
aware of  how very different modern police methods 
are from those employed in the 1980s; an early scene 
features Johansson tormenting a suspect by supply-
ing him with details of  his fathers death.
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 As the months fly away and we head towards 
that tragic night upon which Olof  Palme died we, 
as viewers, are passive observers to a police force 
so paranoid that the Prime Minister may be a covert 
Soviet Agent that it will commit murder in order to 
obtain a manuscript which may confirm its fears.

 Despite some minor anachronisms, specif-
ically with regards 1980s male fashions this series 
succeeds in selling the era to the viewer and resists 
the all too obvious temptation to dress the cast in 
pastel suits and espadrilles whilst a soundtrack of  
Nik Kershaw and Frankie Goes to Hollywood ramps 
up the action. The period clothing is very sombre 
and the kitsch cultural references are reserved for 
the present day sequences. Demis Roussos’ Forever 
and Ever is used specifically as ironic counterpoint 
to a particular moment of  the story which adds a 
new layer of  meaning to the track in a manner rem-
iniscent to how Lynch employed Roy Orbison’s In 
Dreams within the movie Blue Velvet.

This is an exceedingly well made series. Prior knowl-
edge of  Swedish political history is not a prerequisite 
for viewing, all the relevant information is relayed 
wherever it is necessary for an understanding of  
the plot and the use of  appropriate archive material 
enhances the sense of  verisimilitude. After several 
episodes containing discussion about Palme both 
as a man and a politician the moment when the as-
sassination happens is far more emotionally potent 
than viewers might have anticipated. Unexpectedly 
slammed by the power of  a slaying, spectators will 
be glued to the edge of  their seat to what conclu-
sions the series will make.  

Although not currently available on DVD or Blu-ray 
anyone wishing to see this mini-series should lobby 
Arrow Films to secure the rights for a UK and Ire-
land release.
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