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Author Background 

Helene Tursten is a Swedish writer of crime fiction best known for her series starring Detective Inspector Irene Huss at 

the Gothenburg police. She also has a new series featuring Detective Inspector Embla Nyström. Tursten was born in 

Gothenburg in 1954 and continues to live there. Before becoming an author, Tursten worked as both a nurse and a 

dentist, but was forced to leave the profession due to illness. She turned to translation work at first, and then published 

her first work of fiction in 1998. Over a dozen of her books have been translated into English.  

An Elderly Lady is Up to No Good is a collection of short stories about a murderous octogenarian originally written in 

Swedish.  

For more information on Helene Tursten and her works check out this article https://www.mysterytribune.com/author-

spotlight-scandinavian-crime-writer-helene-tursten/  

 

Discussion Questions, Facts, and Activities 

1. The Elderly Lady stories began when Tursten was asked to contribute to a Christmas anthology.  She wrote An 

Elderly Lady Seeks Peace at Christmastime and a series was born!  In this Christmas story Maud shamelessly 

commits a theft, reminisces about a death in the family that she may or may not have caused, seriously injures 

someone who offends her, and commits her first cold-blooded murder.  Pretty dark for a Christmas story!  Turns 

out many traditional Christmas stories for adults are equally dark.   

Here are a few you might want to check out this Christmas:   

- The Christmas Banquet by Nathanial Hawthorne is about a wealthy man's yearly gathering of his town's ten 

most miserable citizens who then compete to tell the most woeful life story.  Find it here 

https://bit.ly/3gxSBGa  

- The Dead by James Joyce is about a Christmas dinner party where the dead in each guest's past are as 

present at the party as the living.  Find it here https://bit.ly/3sLtWDd  

- A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens ends happily but not until Scrooge is terrorized and made to suffer by 

three ghosts.  Find it here  https://bit.ly/2XYJUP3  

 

2.  Scandinavian fiction, particularly Nordic Noir focusing on crime, has been enjoying popularity with English-

speaking audiences in the last decade or so. AN ELDERLY LADY IS UP TO NO GOOD, as well as Helene Tursten's 

other books, are part of this growing group. Have you read any other books from this interesting sub-genre? 

3. Mystery author, Peter Lovesey, writes a  top-notch introduction to Tursten’s book.  It really sets the table; he 

writes:  "I ought to feel guilty for enjoying her crimes, but I don't. The stories are written with such pervasive 

logic and delicious irony that I want the killing to continue indefinitely." 

Share an innocent, guilty pleasure with your group.  Perhaps something you feel should be guilt-inducing, but 

isn't? 

 

4. Maud is a controversial character who commits murder to solve everyday problems. How did you feel about 

Maud?  Take a poll of your group: 

- Couldn’t help but love her and cheer her on 

- Found her antics amusing  

https://www.mysterytribune.com/author-spotlight-scandinavian-crime-writer-helene-tursten/
https://www.mysterytribune.com/author-spotlight-scandinavian-crime-writer-helene-tursten/
https://bit.ly/3gxSBGa
https://bit.ly/3sLtWDd
https://bit.ly/2XYJUP3


- Thought her behaviour was disturbing  

- Could leave or take her as a character  

- Wanted her motivations / character to be more complex 

- Other thoughts? 

 

5. The mystery genre has long had its Jane Marples and Jessica Fletchers on the side of the angels.  Less common 

are protagonists like the sinister Maud, an "elderly lady up to no good.” Keeping to the 'cozy' side of Murder & 

Mystery, might you know other reads starring or featuring diabolical elders? Or has Tursten's Maud broken the 

mould...? 

 

6. An Elderly Lady has been published over the years with different cover images.  Each image symbolizes the 

protagonist's character.  Which image to you prefer and why?  Do you think the images suggest a stereotype of 

an 80-year-old woman?  If so, what image might you have used instead? 

 

7. Maud: anti-hero or villain-protagonist? What do you think?  An anti-hero can be described as “a main character 

in a story who lacks conventional heroic qualities and attributes (such as idealism, courage, and morality), and 

has imperfections that separate them from typically heroic characters. They may also have qualities considered 

dark traits, usually belonging to villains, (such as amorality, greed, violent tendencies) that may be tempered 

with more human, identifiable traits that blur the moral lines between the protagonist and antagonist. Although 

anti-heroes may sometimes perform actions that are morally correct, it is not always for the right reasons, often 

acting primarily out of self-interest or in ways that defy conventional ethical codes” (from Wikipedia, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antihero). If the protagonist doesn’t always act for the right reasons, but you find 

yourself rooting for them to be successful, you might be looking at an anti-hero (from ReedsyBlog, 

blog.reedsy.com/anti-hero/). On the other hand, a villain-protagonist is a “bad guy” that you have no reason to 

root for--and you may actually “be waiting on tenterhooks for [this kind of] protagonist to be brought to justice” 

(from ReedsyBlog, blog.reedsy.com/anti-hero/). 

So, which one is Maud in your opinion?  Anti-hero, Villain-protagonist, or Something else….? 
 

Readalikes: 

Did you like AN ELDERLY LADY IS UP TO NO GOOD? Check out these similar reads with dark humour, murder, and/or 

older complex protagonists!   

Mostly Dead Things by Kristen Arnett Bunny by Mona Awad 

Everyone in this Room Will Someday Be Dead by Emily Austin 

A Man Called Ove by Fredrik Bachman  

Dark Lies the Island by Kevin Barry  

My Sister, The Serial Killer by Oyinkan Braithwaite 

American Housewife by Helen Ellis 

Mr. Flood’s Last Resort by Jess Kidd 

My Year of Rest and Relaxation by Otessa Moshfegh  

The Thursday Murder Club by Richard Osman  

Frankenstein in Baghdad by Ahmad Saadawi 

The Grammarians by Cathleen Schine " 


