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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE: PRONUNCIATION
The modern Icelandic alphabet has thirty-two letters, compared with twenty-six in modern English. There are two extra consonants (ð and þ), and an additional diphthong (æ). Readers may find a note on the pronounciations of specifically Icelandic letters helpful:
ð (Ð), known as “eth” or “crossed d,” is pronounced like the (voiced) th in breathe. þ ([image: image]), known as “thorn,” is pronounced like the (unvoiced)  th in breaths. æ is pronounced like the i in  life.
The pronunciation of the vowels is conditioned by the accents:
á like the ow in owl
é like the ye in yet
í like the ee in seen
ó like o in note
ö like the eu in French fleur
ú like the oo in soon
ý like the ee in seen
au like the œi in French œil
ei, ey, like the ay in tray
Please note asterisks (*) within the text indicate an explanatory note to be found on pages 599–606.

INTRODUCTION TO HALLDÓR LAXNESS’S
World Light
BY SVEN BIRKERTS
The first, and possibly main, thing to be said about Halldór Laxness’s World Light is that it is a surpassingly strange novel. Strange as in exalting, eye-opening, and sense-refreshing. But certainly strange. The book fits on none of the usual grids. It cannot be assimilated to the categories of psychological novel, or social, or historical, or philosophical, or, quite, spiritual; certainly it has elements of all. Neither is it an old style  Bildungsroman, though in its presentation of a life in fairly distinct “stages,” it owes some debt to that form. It does not create a strong dramatic arc, avoiding most strategies whereby tensions are gathered toward resolution, creating instead its own unique terms and procedures. Nor does it have as its core preoccupation the exploration of human relationships. And though it features as its protagonist an individual with a strong visionary aptitude, it does not ascend, except in isolated—wonderful—bursts, into the realms of higher seeing; it remains quite closely tethered to the inhospitable ground surface of its Icelandic setting. World Light, more than almost any novel I can think of, declares itself sui generis, summoning readers with its call to independence.
Moving in on the novel from a distance, we can first try to place it in the context of the author’s career. Halldór Laxness, the undisputed giant of Icelandic letters, was born Halldór Kiljan Guthdjónsson in Reykjavík in 1902, and began to publish early—a privately printed love story, Child of Nature, appearing when he was just seventeen, followed in short order by stories, a novel, a treatise on Catholicism, a collection of essays, and poems, all before his thirtieth year. In the decade of his thirties, Laxness would produce his monumental saga, Independent People (1934–35), various stories and essays, a play, and then, in 1937, first issued in four separate volumes, World Light. Dozens of works of all descriptions followed decade after decade, including  The Fish Can Sing, representing the more directly lyrical turn of his late career, which was published in 1957, two years after the author was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature. Many of these works have not been translated into English and remain inaccessible to this reader. But the point is obvious: World Light, like any of Laxness’s works we may wish to single out, is but a boulder in a rockslide, one small part of what might be seen as a compulsive lifelong quest to fix a world to the page.
Yet for all that, there is nothing that feels rushed or ad hoc or partial about the novel. It possesses an almost glacial mass and solidity, and unfolds in an atmosphere of such pre-electronic stasis that the present-day reader may feel she has been removed to a counterworld, a place of the imagination where everything happens differently, where scarcely any news of modernity has reached. How odd it feels when we encounter, as we do, once or twice, references to the telephone or to airplanes, reminders that the world of the novel might be more or less contemporaneous with novels by Virginia Woolf or D.H. Lawrence.
Laxness’s narrative of the hardscrabble and ultimately (at least from the outside) tragic life of Ólafur Kárason is based, at least in part, on events and episodes from the life of one Magnus Hjaltason Magnússon, an Icelandic folk poet (1873–1916), including Magnússon’s abandonment by his mother, his long childhood illness as well as the extreme deprivations he endured, his tormented marriage to a grasping, manipulative epileptic woman, and his prison sentence for the sexual violation of a fourteen-year-old girl. But if the Magnússon story activated Laxness’s imagination and gave him a scaffold of sorts, his mission was less to re-create the life than to use the solitudes and encounters of that life to help him body forth a whole culture, the world of tough-luck villages and remote farmsteads, and to play variations upon some of his favored themes, like the isolation of the creative imagination, the deep-rooted struggles between the forces of labor and capital, and the all-transforming power of the spiritual encounter.
The four books of World Light can be seen to represent the four essential stages, or passages, in the life of Ólafur Kárason, taking him from the damaging indignities of his boyhood in the rural isolation of the oddly named Fótur-undir-Fótarfæti, into the isolation and romantic and poetic questing of his young manhood in the village of Sviðinsvík; through the demoralizing entrapment of marriage and the abrasions of political and moral struggle in the conflict between union-activists and owners that transforms village life for a long period; bringing us finally to his public disgrace, trial, and imprisonment, all of which destroy the frail structures of his life and pave the way for his tragic romantic transfiguration. But while movement from our first introduction to our last sighting—the poet walking out to his certain death on the vast glacier—can hardly be called happy or fulfilling, the paradoxical triumph of the novel is that the reader nevertheless feels throughout the ennobling and redeeming force of the spirit.
This redemption is manifest for Ólafur—and the reader—both as a sense of mystical union, experienced over and over through the poet’s encounters with the beauty of the physical world and in his periodic seizures of creative inspiration. And this last points to what is probably the greatest liberty Laxness has taken with his source material. For folk poet Magnússon was by all accounts regarded as a second-rate versifier, hardly a vessel for the Northern Muse. But whatever the objective quality of Ólafur’s verses—the cited examples don’t make the case for greatness—the visitations he experiences have a Rilkean intensity and integrity. The author, so fond of mocking his characters, protagonist included, is dead earnest in depicting the shuddering inrush of inspiration. It renders all of Ólafur’s real-life travails temporarily moot.
World Light opens with great vividness and compression. The boy Ólafur, who will come to seem to us as solitary as any character in literature, the works of Beckett included, is seen standing by himself on the shore of the bay of Ljósavík. Within a few pages we have grasped both his situation and his character. A dreamer, drawn to the distant promise of books as well as to the immediate solace of his natural surrounding, Ólafur is ridiculed and ritually abused by the rudely unreflective members of his adoptive family. His mother, who is still alive, had him sent away from her in a sack while he was still a baby. He has been taken in less out of kindness than in the vain hope that he will grow up to be a useful worker on the homestead. Life at Fótur-undir-Fótarfæti is bitter, at near-subsistence level—“sometimes the evening meal was only pickled tripe and milk”(5)—and Ólafur, frail as he is, can do little to pull his weight. He lives in corners and crannies, hiding from the blows of his two thuggish “brothers,” his inconspicuousness belying the fierce intensity of his inwardness, which battens onto whatever scraps it can—cautionary stories told by his stepmother, the few books and pamphlets he comes across. From these paltry influences arises his ambition: “Often the boy was overwhelmed by an uncontrollable yearning to write down in a hundred books everything he saw, despite what anyone said—two hundred books as thick as the Book of Sermons, whole Bibles, whole chests of books”(7).
Then there is the matter of his spiritual susceptibility. Not yet nine, he is described as having mystical encounters worthy of one of the Desert Fathers: “He would be standing down by the bay, perhaps, in the early days of spring, or up on the headland to the west of the bay where there was a mound with a rich green tussock on top. . . . Then suddenly he felt he saw God’s image open before him. He felt the deity reveal itself in Nature in an inexpressible music, the sonic revelation of the deity; and before he knew it he himself had become a trembling voice in a celestial chorus of glory”(10). At times Ólafur seems to be a splinter of the extraordinary wedged into a world driven forward by the most limiting natural exigencies.
Humiliated by his family, divided within himself by their conflicting claims on him, brought to the breaking point by the tension between his inward sense of things and the unyielding crudity of his circumstance, Ólafur collapses into his long infirmity—the nature of his illness is never clear, not to the family or the reader—taking to his little bed under the eaves. Here, mostly ignored, reviled from a distance, he retreats into a kind of waking coma, a condition of extreme life deprivation interrupted only by the arrival, for a time, of an old man named Jósep, with whom he discusses the glories of poetry and the Icelandic sagas before the old man dies, and the sporadic visits from Magnína, the poignantly obese daughter of the house, who surreptitiously reads to Ólafur from the one precious book in the house, The Felsenburg Stories.
Laxness, so generously lyrical in scenes of spiritual encounter, can also render the near-absolute stasis of Ólafur’s confinement: “This boy had counted the floorboards and the joints and the planks in the clinker-built ceiling more than a thousand times . . . He knew every single knot in the ceiling and the floor, and every single nail, and how the rust from the nails had stained the wood” (71). We can scarcely believe that anything will ever change. But always, when the limits of the tolerable have been reached and exceeded, comes rescue: “Then suddenly Magnína came up the stairs, brought out a worn book from under her apron, and sat down on the edge of his bed” (71).
The subtle art of the first section is to persuade us of Ólafur’s absolute estrangement and to prepare the ground for the various strange transformations that will follow in succeeding sections. Soon enough the family will give up on the useless invalid, whose illness is regarded as sheer laziness by the vicious brothers, and he will be sent away to burden others.
The first book closes with several fateful encounters, a phrase which is to be taken quite literally, for Ólafur’s life, like the lives of characters in myth and legend, is in a sense nothing but a sequence of fateful encounters.
At one point, not long before his departure, the family celebrates the wedding of Jónas, one of the brothers. The house is full of guests. Ólafur, abed as ever, listening to the noises downstairs, suddenly discovers that there is a young woman in the room with him. This is Jarþrúður from Gil, who for some reason—poor health, it appears—is avoiding the festivities. Her exhausted indistinctness is vivid. Ólafur “had to examine her carefully to make sure she had any appearance at all. Youth had faded from her cheeks and her eyes were brownish and moist like seaweed . . .” (90–91) But Jarþrúður seems to be a young woman of some sensibility, and as they converse, she somehow manages to extract from Ólafur the promise that he will one day marry her, a promise that will become one of the terrible manacles of his later life.
Then, one day soon after, the mysterious “escort” Reimar comes to take the young man away. The destination is unclear. Indeed, departure is thrust upon Ólafur like some arbitrary stroke of fate. The boy is so weak that he has to be carted away over the mountains and through the rocky valleys on a stretcher. But Reimar, who will play a crucial messenger role at novel’s end, has a plan. He brings him to [image: image]órunn of Kambar, a beautiful, provocative priestess figure who lives with her sisters at an isolated farmstead. There, with incantations and the laying on of hands, [image: image]órunn miraculously restores Ólafur to health, gives him back to the world, though that world will prove for long years to be but the shambles of an isolated fishing village.
The second book begins with Ólafur’s arrival in Sviðinsvík, where his visionary inwardness will suffer the complex assaults of new circumstance. The young poet, destitute, necessarily reliant on the proverbial kindness of strangers, is pulled inexorably into the intensities of village life, first through his contact with Vegmey, yet another of the mysterious young women who appear in the pages of the novel as if by spontaneous generation, then with the various rivalrous town officials—the partish officer, the Privy-Councillor, and Pétur [image: image]ríhross, manager of the Regeneration Company, a peculiar mercantile operation that seems to have the whole village clutched in its economic tentacles.
Through the offices of the energetically self-involved [image: image]ríhross, Ólafur comes to squat in a dilapidated abandoned manor house called the Palace of the Summerlands, to which he repairs when he is not foraging for food, composing poems for village occasions, or wandering about the countryside, often as not thinking of Vegmey. The soul of the poet is compelled by beauty and the fierce longing for love. Looking at Vegmey, he has seen “that hot, wordless dreamland which is sometimes in a girl’s eyes when she looks at a man” (142).
The second book, drawing a broad and often satirical portrait of village life, is episodically constructed around Ólafur’s various encounters and involvements. If his interactions with Pétur [image: image]ríhross expose him to the machinating intelligence of the merchant entrepreneur, then his later friendship with Örn Úlfar exposes him to the most extreme political idealism. Örn may be a socialist dreamer, but he is also an activist bent upon breaking the monopolistic hold that the Regeneration Company has over the village. He wants to help his fellow villagers establish a union that will guarantee them equitable wages. While Örn is Ólafur’s opposite—a man of action and engagement—the two men share an emotional zealousness in the service of a larger vision of life.
More kindred in obvious ways is the poetess, a laborer’s wife who takes Ólafur in and feeds him when he needs care, and who, far more importantly, encourages him in his poetic pursuits: “The poetess gave him paper and exercise books, and then he would sit up late, sometimes all night, writing with all his might as if the end of the world could overwhelm them at any moment and everything depended on getting enough words down on paper before the sun, the moon and the stars were wiped out” (192).
Events in this second book take an overtly comic turn when [image: image]órunn of Kambor, who had been the one to restore Ólafur to health, is brought in by the manager to conduct a séance, one radical consequence of which is the decision of the town’s Psychic Research Society to disinter the bones of Satan and Musa, a long-dead murderer and adultress, to have them reburied, an initiative meant to mark a symbolic new beginning for the village. The intensity of debate among the locals inscribes as nothing else could the credulous insularity of village life.
That this new beginning should coincide with the arrival of one Júel J. Júel, a scheming confederate of the manager’s—the man with the marvelous broad-brimmed hat—is, we suspect, a slyly effective commentary by Laxness on what Marx characterized as the witchcraft of economics. [image: image]ríhross, who would bring the marvels of modern capitalism to the village, is also the guiding spirit of the Psychic Research Society. To raise money for their plan to capitalize the Regeneration Company, Júel and [image: image]ríhross, like any good mafiosi, insure the Palace at Summerlands for a huge sum of money and then arrange to have it burned to the ground, leaving Ólafur once again homeless. Very shortly thereafter—such is the pattern of “coincidence” in the poet’s life—he receives a letter from Jarþrúður, who he has not seen since the long-ago night of Jónas’s wedding, and who now insists that he honor the promise he made to one day marry her. Ólafur, as ever, capitulates before the power of the word. With this paired turn of events Laxness has everything in place for the third book.
The title of this third book, “The House of the Poet,” can be interpreted both literally and figuratively. Literally it designates the next phase of Ólafur’s tormented pilgrimage. Some time after the destruction of the Palace of the Summerlands—insurance money from which has now rejuvenated the Regeneration Company, boosting Pétur [image: image]ríhross in his monopolistic ambitions—we find Ólafur and Jarþrúður living in their own little shack, called “The Heights.” Things have changed. While Jarþrúður is still his “intended,” they have a child, Margrét, a sickly little girl much beloved by Ólafur. The passing of five years has brought the poet responsibilities, and with these a much more complicated relation to his soul’s vocation. Writes Laxness, modulating as he does so effectively from the idiom of daily life to a rich prophetic cadence: “If it ever happened that the poet felt a little obstinate and complacent, perhaps even touched with a certain arrogance at being a poet, such feelings vanished the moment his intended started to cry—not to mention if the little girl started crying as well. It was hard to say which was strongest in the poet’s soul—the desire to please or the fear of hurting. When happiness came to this poet in his solitary moments, he was free and did not have a house. When he saw before him their tear-stained faces, he suddenly had a house. To be alone, that is to be a poet. To be involved in the unhappiness of others, that is to have a house” (326–327).
But the pull of poetry, the spirit, what Ólafur calls “the Voice,” remains powerful, declaring its own imperatives: “Every time he was allowed to go out, and not on some routine errand connected with his livelihood or his home, it was as if he were being given the world for a little while. However small a digression it was from his everyday routine, the Voice began to echo at once. It was the same Voice as of old. The difference was that when he was a child he thought he knew what it was, and that he understood it, and he gave it a name; but the older and wiser he became, the more difficult he found it to say what it was, or to understand it, except that he felt it called him away from other people and the responsibilities of life to the place where it alone reigned” (336–337).
Again, Laxness sets into stark opposition the claims of the world and the claims of the spirit. The world, for Ólafur, is both the domestic—his suffocating, sorrowful bond to Jarþrúður and his genuine love for Margrét, who will soon be taken by illness—and the public, the societal. In these next pages the conflict between union forces and property—socialism and capitalism, if you will—will come to a head, first with the stand-off between the [image: image]ríhross’s organization, the so-called Society of True Iceland (its nationalist chauvinism obviously, but not exclusively, a phenomenon of the Thirties) and the Laborers, who are cast by their adversaries as nonpatriotic agitators. Though Ólafur struggles to stay uninvolved, he is pressured from both sides— by his friend Örn as well as by Jarþrúður, who has thrown in her lot with the Society.
While there are escalating protests and threats of work stoppage, the full-out battle never quite materializes—scandal at a distance destroys the financial structure of the Society and the workers ultimately get their most basic demands met. Orchestrating the conflict in its local terms, moving between straight-on and satirical scenes of agitation and encounter, Laxness has given the forces at large in Europe and America their particular Icelandic refraction.
Laxness had himself turned to socialism during a two-year stay in America in the late 1920s, which not surprisingly put him at odds with many sectors of his society, and this third book puts on display the two very different strains of his writing sensibility. The passionate rhetoric of Örn carries no sarcastic undertones: “He who doesn’t choose justice isn’t human. I have little fondness for that pity which the coward calls love . . . What is love? If a loving person sees someone’s eye being gouged out, he howls as if his own eye were being gouged out. On the other hand he isn’t moved at all if he sees powerful liars utterly rob a whole people of their sight and thereby their good sense as well” (408).
But there is a deep division in this author, for he asks us to heed the unmistakable passion of Ólafur, too. When he is roused to speech at a public meeting, he declares that “whoever is a poet and a scholar loves the world more than all others do, even though he has never owned a share in a boat, yes, and not even managed to be classed as a quarryman. The fact is that it is much more difficult to be a poet and write poetry about the world than it is to be a man and live out in the world. You hump rocks for next to no pay and have lost your livelihood to thieves, but the poet is the emotion of the world, and it is in the poet that all men suffer” (301). Is this a contradiction or is there a strange fusion of the transpersonal, a deep compatibility between the views of the political idealist and those of the martyr poet?
If Laxness lets the political struggle resolve the tumult of concrete circumstance—a nod to the determining power of concrete circumstances and Marxian materialism—his working through of the opposition between the world and the spirit is a good deal more ambiguous and suggestive.
This latter conflict is given its final and most wrenching twist in “The Beauty of the Heavens,” the last book of World Light. As the section opens, Ólafur and Jarþrúður have relocated to the remote community of Bervík. They are now married. Ólafur’s last-ditch effort to dissolve the unhappy relationship and send Jarþrúður away has failed and he has concluded that for better or worse—mostly worse—they are fated to be together. He now tries to salvage a life for himself by working as a district schoolmaster. But it is this very engagement that leads to his undoing. Staying the night at the home of one of his pupils, Ólafur ends up getting into the girl’s bed, and in short order his indiscretion is discovered. He is accused of sexual assault, tried, convicted, and sent away to the capital city, Reykjavík, to serve out a prison sentence. The most unworldly of men—here is a true Dostoevskian touch—finally has his face pushed down into the vile muck of the world. He is guilty and he must pay, and there is not a vestige of uplift to be found.
But Laxness, ever maneuvering his oppositions and tensions, has in fact set the poet up for his tragic apotheosis. If the crime was carnal— the result of his desperate yearning for womanly solace, even if in the bed of a precocious adolescent—the final release will be overwhelmingly spiritual. Spiritual and romantic, I should say. In his last days of confinement, when he has done plumbing abjection, coming to know and befriend some of the vilest of his country’s citizens, he has a prophetic dream in which his admired poet Sigurður Breiðfjörd appears before him in a golden chariot: “And he spoke four words. He spoke one mysterious name. This name echoed through that myth-like dream, and in a flash it was woven with letters of fire across the soul’s heaven: ‘Her name is Bera’ ” (559).
Soon after, when Ólafur is preparing to board the ship that will return him to his village, he sees a young woman waiting in the crowd, and is instantly smitten. He recognizes the hand of his fate. Laxness’s description captures, yet again, the poet’s fundamental innocence and unworldliness, not to mention his susceptibility to beauty: “She was wearing a light coat, bareheaded, with quite a large suitcase by her side. What attracted his attention before anything else was the youthful freshness of her skin, the unbelievable wholesomeness of her coloring; yet she was closer to being pale than ruddy. Although something in the skin was related to the creaminess of summer growth, she was nonetheless closer to the plants, especially those which bear so tender a flower that the lightest touch leaves a mark. To protect her, Nature had covered her with a sort of magic helmet of invisibility . . .” (564). Making her acquaintance, Ólafur insists that her name is Bera, though she denies it.
Ólafur’s spiritual longing has become tyrannical in him. Nothing will sway him from the conviction that this girl is his destiny. What is remarkable is that she seems willing enough to accept the intensity of his attentions:
“Don’t you think it funny that we should be alone here in a strange place?” he asked.
“No,” she replied. “What about you?”
“In reality we have never existed until this moment,” he said.
“I don’t understand you,” she said.
“You and I were somewhere else before, certainly; but not We,” he said. “Nor the place, either. Today the world was born.”
“Now you’re trying to frighten me again,” she said, but looked at him and smiled a little, so that he would not think she was angry (574).
Their shipboard relationship, erotically charged but Platonic—if this is not a contradiction—is magical. Knowing that they must soon part, Ólafur nonetheless draws closer and closer to what feels to him like the purpose of his life. Meeting the girl on the deck one night, he realizes: “With one glance the eyes of beauty, wiser than all books, could wipe away all the anxiety, guilt and remorse of a whole lifetime. She had come to see him in the secrecy of this night to rehabilitate him, to give him the right to live a new life where beauty would reign alone” (583).
But of course a love like this cannot survive. The two part, as they must. And when he returns to Bervík, heartsick with longing, Ólafur tries to resume his old life as best he can. He is consumed by longing for his Bera. Then one day he hears from his old messenger friend, Reimar, now a traveling postman, that his beloved is dead. He refuses the information: It cannot be.
The last two chapters of the book take us out of the known world, the world that has caused Ólafur so much confusion and suffering, and in two great lurches lifts us free. Chapter 24 presents without commentary a fourteen-line poem, Ólafur’s deep response to the news he has received. Denying the ultimate reality of death, he writes:
And though the hands that freed me now are dust And death’s cold handshake holds them in its grip,
It doesn’t harm my song; my memory of thee Has taken root forever in my mind, Of tenderness and love and mercy kind, Just as you were when first you came to me; (595)
Typical romantic sentiments, one might say, expressions of the common conceit that love is deathless and memory prevails over the eroding action of circumstance. But the short final chapter brings together the poet’s artistic faith and his deepest resolve, the resolve which turns sentiment into the most profound resolution. Ólafur, having followed the peculiarly twisting path of his fate, can now set forth to embrace his death. He sets off on an undefined journey across the great glacier that has loomed over his home; in a short while he has left the familiar coordinates of the old world behind:
“Over the ocean, black clouds started gathering. He continued on, onto the glacier, towards the dawn, from ridge to ridge, in deep, new-fallen snow, paying no heed to the storms that might pursue him. As a child he had stood by the seashore at Ljósavík and watched the waves soughing in and out, but now he was heading away from the sea. ‘Think of me when you are in glorious sunshine.’ Soon the day of resurrection will shine on the bright paths where she awaits her poet.
“And beauty shall reign alone.” (598)
Somehow the term “suicide” does not do justice to Ólafur’s last decision. Suicide is an act of vengeance against the self. When Gerald Crich walked away into the snowfields in Lawrence’s Women In Love, that was suicide, a willed cutting the self away from life, an expression of utter despair. Ólafur’s end asks to be viewed poetically, as a continuation, a plunge taken, in full confidence, toward what he believes is a higher realization. The terms are elusive. The closing passage speaks of “resurrection,” but not in a Christian sense so much as an ultimate romantic apotheosis, the eternal union of lover and beloved. It also invokes beauty as the highest of all ideals—beauty as the perfect material manifestation of spirit. And this is fitting, for from the earliest days, back when he was a boy just coming into consciousness, Ólafur has found in beauty the poet’s truest intimation: that there is a purpose behind the screen of appearances; that the world is intended, not arbitrary. The recognition of the power of beauty made Ólafur a poet, and now—we very much want to believe—beauty will become his place of rescue. The world light of the title is the light that shines through from elsewhere, and Ólafur’s last leap is toward trusting it absolutely.

BOOK ONE
THE REVELATION OF THE DEITY


1
He was standing on the foreshore below the farm with the oyster catchers and purple sandpipers, watching the waves soughing in and out. He was probably shirking. He was a foster child, and therefore the life in his heart was a separate life, a different blood, without relationship to the others. He was not part of anything, he was on the outside, and there was often an emptiness around him. And long ago he had begun to yearn for some indefinable solace. This narrow bay with its small blue shells and the waves gently rippling in over the sand, with the cliffs on one side and a green headland on the other— this was his friend. It was called Ljósavík.
Did he have no one, then? Was no one kind to him except this little bay? No, no one was kind to him. But on the other hand, no one was downright unkind to him, not so that he had to fear for his life. That did not come until later. When he was teased, the teasing was mostly in fun; the difficulty was in knowing how to take it. When he was thrashed, the thrashing arose from necessity; it was Justice. But there were many things which did not concern him, thank goodness. For instance the elder brother, Jónas, who owned several sheep and a share in a fishing boat, once threw a basin of water over his mother, Kamarilla, as she was going down the stairs one evening. That was nothing to be concerned about. But when the younger brother, Júst, who was also a sheep-farmer and boat-owner, amused himself by picking him up by the ears because it was such fun finding out how much pain the dear little chap could stand, that did concern him, unfortunately.
In springtime the brothers dug holes through the overhanging banks of the river farther up the valley and guddled for trout; then they threw the living fish at the boy toddling unsuspectingly nearby and shouted, “It bites!” That made him frightened, and the brothers found that great fun. In the evening they put one of these fiendish trout in an old wooden bucket right beside his bed. He thought the devil himself was in that pail. That night when he tried to sneak downstairs in mortal terror to take refuge with his foster mother, they cried, “The trout will jump out of the pail and bite you!”
“They’re just making it up,” said the housekeeper, Karítas, the mother of the farm girl, Kristjána.
Then the boy did not know whom to believe. You see, he could not be sure about anything these two women told him. They had very protruding eyes. Once he forgot himself when he had been sent to fetch a pony; he had been thinking about God and watching two birds paddling around on the foreshore. Needless to say he was thrashed for shirking. But while his foster mother was bringing out the birch from under her pillow, the widow Karítas felt constrained to say, “Serves him right, the lazy little so-and-so!” And young Kristjána added, “Yes, he’s always shirking!”
But when he was thrashed he was never smacked very hard, only just a little because God’s justice is inescapable: God punishes all those who shirk. When the thrashing was over, he pulled up his trousers and wiped away his tears and sniffed. His foster mother went downstairs to see to the evening meal. Then the widow Karítas came over and patted his cheek and said, “Pooh, God doesn’t care at all, you poor wretch—as if He had time to bother about that!” Young Kristjána groped inside her bodice and brought out a warm piece of half-melted brown-sugar candy she had pilfered from the larder that morning: “Crunch it up quickly and swallow it down at once, and I’ll kill you if you tell anyone!” That was how kind and good and affectionate they could be because they had seen him being thrashed; and when they were kind to him, he did not think their eyes protruded much after all. They were never very unkind to him when there was no one else present.
Magnína, the daughter of the house, taught him to read from a tattered old spelling book they had there. She loomed over him like a mound and pointed at the letters with a knitting needle. She cuffed him on the ear if he got the same letter wrong thrice, but never hard and never in anger, almost absentmindedly, and it did not worry him. She was stout and solid and blue in the face, and the dog sneezed whenever he sniffed at her. She wore two pairs of enormously thick stockings because her feet were always cold; the outer stockings were always hanging down and the inner stockings were sometimes hanging down, too. She never teased him for fun and never told lies about him to get him into trouble; she never picked on him when she was in a bad temper, and she never wished him down into the bad place. But she never came to his rescue when he was being teased or when he was being beaten without just cause; she never took his side when lies were told about him, and she was never cheerful.
On the other hand there were times when she would do him a kindness quite without thinking. There was boiled salt fish for the midday meal, and in the evening there was hash and pickled tripe with pieces of sheep’s lung thrown in; sometimes the evening meal was only pickled tripe and milk. But the days were very long and the sea and the sky were gray and dull, and it was snowing on the mountain on the other side of the fjord, and she would be alone in the loft with the boy, and it seemed as if life would never end and never get any better. Then she would slip down to the larder and find herself a slice of rolled tripe or a piece of pickled brisket or some pickled lamb fries. The boy slavered on to the spelling book and she cuffed him on the ear and told him to stop spitting on the book. Then she would give him a piece of the brisket, right out of the blue, without any show of affection, as if nothing could be more natural. And his mouth and his throat and his whole body would feel wonderful for a while.
When he was eight years old he had read the book of Icelandic  Folktales, and Bishop Peter’s Short Stories, and St. Luke’s Gospel, which made him cry because Jesus was so alone in the world. On the other hand he could never get used to thinking of Vídalín’s Book of Sermons* as a book at all. He had a great longing to read more but there were no other books there except one, The Felsenburg Stories,*  which Magnína had inherited from her father. No one else was allowed to read that book; it was a secret book. He had a great longing to read The Felsenburg Stories and all the books in the world— except the Book of Sermons.
“If you mention The Felsenburg Stories once again, I’ll thrash you!” said Magnína.
Early on, he had come to suspect that in books in general, but especially in The Felsenburg Stories, was to be found that indefinable solace he yearned for but could not name. Magnína wrote out the alphabet for him, but only once; she had no time for more because it took her so long to form each letter. In any case there was no paper, and even when there was, no one was allowed to waste it. He would furtively scratch letters with a stick on bare patches of earth or in the snow, but he was forbidden to do that and was told he was writing himself to the devil. So he had to write on his soul.
Kamarilla, the housewife, was the implacable enemy of literature. When it became apparent that the boy had an unnatural desire to pore over letters, she told him the cautionary story of G. Grímsson of Grunnavík.* He did not call himself “Guðmundur Grímsson” as other people would; he used only an initial and added a place-name, to imitate the gentry. It was a dreadful story. G. Grímsson of Grunnavík was a good-for-nothing poet and wrote a hundred books. He was a bad man. When he was young he would not get married, but had thirty children instead. He hated people, and wrote about them. He had written a host of books about innocent people who had never done him any harm.
“No one would have anything to do with a person like that, except the ugly crones he brought upon himself in his old age. In their old age, people get what they bring upon themselves. That’s what comes of thinking about books. Yes, I knew him well in his time, that Guðmundur, always poring over his books, never tried to earn a living for himself or for others. He was a terrible scoundrel. I was just a snotty little girl at the time. He lived all by himself in a hovel on the other side of the mountains, beside another fjord, and God punished him with a leaky roof and various other things. That showed him how much good it did him. He sat in an oilskin in the living room and the rain dripped onto his bald head because he wouldn’t earn a living for himself and for others, drop after drop trickling down his neck because he was always poring over his books. God was punishing him. But his heart was hardened and knew no humility, and he went on writing a hundred books by the feeble glimmer of an oil lamp, two hundred books. And when he dies it’s obvious enough where he’ll go, because God doesn’t like having books written about people; only God has the right to judge people. Besides which, God himself has written the Bible, which contains everything that needs to be written. Those who think about other books sit alone and destitute by a guttering light in their old age, and fiends and devils afflict them.”
But the story had quite the opposite effect to what was intended. Instead of acting on the boy as an edifying parable, it beckoned him irresistibly to something forbidden and alluring; his imagination dwelt on books with redoubled eagerness after hearing about the punishment of this lonely sage and his hundred books. Often the boy was overwhelmed by an uncontrollable yearning to write down in a hundred books everything he saw, despite what anyone said— two hundred books as thick as the Book of Sermons, whole Bibles, whole chests full of books.
His name was Ólafur Kárason, usually shortened to Óli or Lafi. He was standing by the bay. There were oyster catchers and purple sandpipers there, too, which scampered a few steps up the beach before the incoming wave whose foam swirled around their slender legs as it broke and soughed back again. He always wore the cast-off clothing of the brothers, who were big men. The seat of his trousers reached down to the backs of his knees and each trouser leg was rolled up at least ten times; the arms of his jersey reached a long way beyond his fingers, and he was always having to roll up the sleeves. He had a green felt hat which had been a Sunday-best hat in its youth before the rats got at it; it came well down over his ears, and the brim rested on his shoulders. He decided to call himself “Ó. Kárason of Ljósavík.” He addressed himself by this name, and talked a lot to himself. “Ó. Kárason of Ljósavík, there you stand!” he said. Yes, there he stood.
His foster mother was rummaging in the lumber box one day for something she had lost, with the boy behind her, when out of the rubbish came the remains of a tattered old book.
“Can I have it?” asked Ó. Kárason of Ljósavík.
“Certainly not!” said Kamarilla. “The very idea!”
But even so he managed to get hold of the book without his foster mother’s knowledge, and he stuck it under his jersey and kept it at his breast, close to his heart. He tried to read it in secret, but it was printed in Gothic lettering and the title page was missing. Every time he thought he was beginning to understand the book someone would come along and he would have to hide it hastily under his jersey again; he was often very close to being caught. What could there be in his book? He kept his own book against his own heart, and did not know what was in it. He was determined to keep it until he grew up. But then pages began to drop out of it here and there, and it became more and more difficult to read the longer he kept it hidden next to his bare skin. It was as if the book had been dipped into a pot of fat.
There was often an itch at his heart because of the book, but that did not matter. It was a secret to own such a book; it was really a kind of refuge, even though he had no idea what was in the book. He was sure it was a good book, and it is fun having a secret if it is not anything wicked—one has plenty to think about all day, and one dreams about it at night.
But on the first day of summer the secret was discovered. Kamarilla the housewife made him change his underclothes after the winter; this ceremony took place up in the loft in the middle of the day, and he was taken unawares by it. He peeled off his clothes one by one, and his heart beat furiously; finally he took off his shirt. There was no way of hiding the book any longer. It fell to the floor.
“My goodness me!” said his foster mother. “God have mercy on me; what the devil’s the child got under his shirt? Magnína, come and see this dreadful sight!”
The boy stood before them, stark naked and anguished, while the two women examined the book carefully.
“Who gave you this book?”
“I sort of just f-found it.”
“Yes, it’s just as I thought. Not enough to be going around with a book, but a stolen one at that! Magnína, put this devilish thing in the fire at once!”
He started crying then. This was the first great sorrow of his life he could remember. He was sure he had not cried so bitterly since he was sent away from his mother in a sack one winter’s day, long before memory began. Admittedly he had never understood the book, but that did not matter. What mattered was that this was his secret, his dream, his refuge; in short, it was his book. He wept as only children weep when they suffer injustice at the hands of those stronger than themselves. It is the most bitter weeping in the world. That was what happened to his book; it was taken from him and burned. And he was left standing naked and without a book on the first day of summer.
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Other children had fathers and mothers and honored them, and they prospered and lived to a ripe old age; but he was often bitter towards his father and mother and dishonored them in his heart. His mother had cuckolded his father, and his father had betrayed his mother, and both of them had betrayed the boy. The only consolation was that he had a Father in heaven. And yet—it would have been better to have a father on earth.
All winter and far into spring there were readings about his Father in heaven, from devotional homilies each evening and from the Book of Sermons on Sundays. His foster mother would assume a solemn, frozen expression and begin to read; she read in a chant that slackened at every pause, rather like a melody ending on a falling note; up and down, up and down, over and over again, until eventually the lesson came to an end. These readings had nothing to do with everyday life, and at other times, indeed, no one on the farm seemed to have any love for God or expect anything of Him except Ó. Kárason of Ljósavík. The brothers sprawled back during the lesson and sometimes kicked one another and cursed one another between their teeth, as each thought the other was in the way; the women stared wide-eyed into the blue as if all this great talk about God struck no answering chord in them. But then the foster mother’s sight began to fail, and little Óli was barely ten years old when he was given the task of reading the lesson on less important occasions. “What a lot of damned rubbish the brat talks!” the brothers would say during the reading, as if the boy himself were responsible for what the man in the Book of Sermons had written. On the other hand it was true that he never achieved his foster mother’s peculiar chant, far less the special expression on her face. But at least he understood God, and there was no one in that house who understood God except him. And though the devotional homilies were tedious and the Book of Sermons much worse, it did not matter, because Ó. Kárason of Ljósavík, you see, appreciated God not according to any devotional homily or Book of Sermons, not according to any gospel or doctrine, but in another and much more remarkable way.
He was not quite nine years old, in fact, when he first began to have spiritual experiences. He would be standing down by the bay, perhaps, in the early days of spring, or up on the headland to the west of the bay where there was a mound with a rich green tussock on top, or perhaps up on the hill above the homefield when the grass was high and ready for mowing. Then suddenly he felt he saw God’s image open before him. He felt the deity reveal itself in Nature in an inexpressible music, the sonic revelation of the deity; and before he knew it he himself had become a trembling voice in a celestial chorus of glory. His soul seemed to be rising out of his body like frothing milk brimming over the edge of a basin; it was as if his soul were flowing into an unfathomable ocean of higher life, beyond words, beyond all perception, his body suffused by some surging light that was beyond all light. Sighing, he became aware of his own insignificance in the midst of this infinite chorus of glory and radiance; his whole consciousness dissolved into one sacred, tearful yearning to be allowed to be one with the Highest and be no longer any part of himself. He lay for a long time on the sand or on the grass, and wept tears of deep and fervent happiness, face to face with the inexpressible. “God, God, God!” he cried, trembling with love and reverence, and kissed the ground and dug his fingers into the turf. The feeling of well-being stayed with him after he began to come round; he went on lying there; he lay in a tranquil trance and felt that never again could there be any shadows in his life, that all adversity was merely chaff, that nothing could matter any more, that everything was good. He had perceived the One. His Father in heaven had taken him to His heart by the farthest northern seas.
No one in the house had any suspicion that the boy was in direct communication with the deity, nor would anyone in the house have understood it. Everyone in the house went on listening to God’s Word out of a book. He alone knew that even if these people listened to God’s Word for a thousand years they would never understand God, and anyway it would probably never occur to God to take them to His heart. The boy read aloud from the Book of Sermons, and the people stared vacantly and scratched themselves and dozed and suspected nothing. They thought he knew no more about God than they themselves did.
It was the practice there to load him with far more work than he was fit for. During the winter when he was ten years old, he had to carry all the water for the house and the barn. He was slightly built and delicate, pale, with large blue eyes and a reddish tinge to his hair. He very seldom had enough to eat, but he lacked the courage to steal from the larder like Kristjána, the farm girl, who could do as she pleased because she had a mother and had started making eyes at the brothers, besides. Ó. Kárason of Ljósavík was extremely honest, because he had no one on his side in anything. Often he was not served until the others had finished and gone out, just because he was alone in the world. And as anyone who has ever been a child knows, it is a great ordeal to have to wait until the others have finished and not be allowed to say anything, either; he was not allowed to say anything because he had no one. But sometimes it happened that Magnína, the daughter of the house, would give him her leftovers when everyone else had gone out, and sometimes there was a tasty morsel left in her bowl, although no one had noticed how it had got there. In general, the members of the family did most of their eating, in secret, between meals.
Carrying water: after the first two buckets the boy would be very tired, but that was just the beginning. He carried and carried. He had to fill two large barrels and also carry two buckets for the rams. Before long he would begin to stagger, and his knees and arms would tremble with exhaustion. Often the weather was bad; snow and sleet and storm. The wind tore at the buckets; sometimes it was as if he were going to take off completely, buckets and all. But he did not take off. He put the buckets down while the gust roared past. He tried to tie his green hat tighter under his chin with frozen fingers that were numb from the bucket handles. He asked God to give him supernatural strength, but God was too busy to respond. Onwards, onwards! Twenty more trips to go. The water splashed from the buckets over his feet, all the way up to his knees; he was soaking wet, and there was a frost. He slipped on the icy path, and the water spilled out of both buckets; it spilled underneath him and over him. He began to cry, but he was only crying for himself; nobody paid any attention to what happened to him. He felt that the world was avenging itself on him for something he had never done, perhaps just for the fact that his mother had had an extra child, or that his father had run away from his mother. Then one of the brothers would appear between the barn and the house and shout, “Having a nap, then?” So he would stand up soaking wet in the frost and start to adjust his green hat which had been knocked askew when he fell. And thus each day he was taxed beyond his strength. Every morning he woke up with dread in his heart and nausea in his throat; the divinely merciful hand of sleep was withdrawn, and the day faced him with new water-carrying, new storms, new hunger, weariness, exhaustion, chivvying, cursing, blows, kicks, thrashings. His whole life in childhood was one endless ordeal, like those fairy tales in which men fight with giants and dragons and devils.
Sometimes he was momentarily seized by a realization, like some deeper insight into existence, that he had a mother; he would stop suddenly, in midbreath perhaps, as this realization pierced him so sharply that he felt faint. He had an overwhelming urge to throw away whatever he was holding and take to his heels, away, away, over mountains and moors, fjords and valleys, through towns and parishes, until he found her. But his feet were fettered. He had to content himself with leaning against God’s bosom. And when least expected, Magnína might give him a piece of flatbread with butter on it. Sometimes when he was toiling outside and she was sitting inside in the warmth of the living room, all fat and comfortable, he would make up his mind to go to her sometime and lean against her bosom and weep. But when he was alone with her in the loft he lost all desire to do so. He doubted then whether she had a human bosom. She really had no body at all, you see, much less an actual figure; she was merely a trunk. There was a smell off her. She was like a wall of treble thickness. He gazed at her and wondered to himself, Can it possibly be that deep, deep inside all that there lurks a soul?
During the season, one or both of the brothers went to the fishing at the nearest fishing-village and lived away from home. It was the only time of year that there were no sulks and tempers on the farm; the brothers were always spiteful to one another, because each of them wanted to be in sole charge. No one ever knew who was master on the farm; people came and went, the hired hands for the haymaking or for the spring work, but no one knew who was the master. Brother Júst thought that Jónas, who was older, did not have the brains to run a farm, and Jónas thought that Júst was not old enough to run a farm. Each countermanded the other’s orders. They did not often come to blows in real earnest in front of other people, but they often made threats and looked daggers at one another; it would have done no harm if the Christian ideal of brotherly love had been a little stronger. The housewife herself was evasive when asked to intervene; she was a widow, and the estate was still undivided. The hired hands often walked out. The housekeeper, Karítas, and her daughter were the only ones who had the knack of dealing with both masters without trouble.
One winter’s morning in his eleventh year the boy was sent to drive the horses out to the pastures. The dog came up behind one of the horses and sank his teeth into its fetlock. The horse took fright and kicked out; the boy was standing just behind, and the hoof caught him a terrible blow on the forehead just above the temple and knocked him unconscious. Someone from another farm happened to pass by and found the boy lying stunned on the ice and thought him dead and carried him home; but he was alive, not dead, worse luck, and came round again. But he was dazed for a long time, his mind in a fog, with terrible headaches and loss of appetite and weakness. He lay in bed for a long time, and no one was particularly unpleasant to him for a while. For more than a whole week the brothers did not curse him to hell, and his foster mother called him her poor little scamp. One day Magnína handed him a piece of buttered flatbread between meals, as if it were a matter of course, and sat down beside him and read to him out of a book she had borrowed from somewhere. It was poetry and he did not understand it, but that did not matter; what was more important was that he now realized what sort of a person this bulky, self-contained girl really was.
But after a while the same old attitudes reasserted themselves, and people began to express openly their opinions of that pauper who lay there stuffing himself and imagining he was ill while other people had to slave for him. The housewife, Kamarilla, wrote to the boy’s father in some distant town and demanded increased maintenance for him. Then the boy began to get up and about again and started carrying water once more. He often had unbearable headaches, but no one listened to any nonsense about illness any more. Spring was coming and there was plenty of work to do, mucking out the sheep shed, carting manure to the homefield and spreading it. He scarcely ever had an opportunity to make contact with the deity.
Then Magnína had a birthday, and Ó. Kárason of Ljósavík was determined to reward her for having been so good to him that winter. He composed a poem about her. He took an old ditty as a model and tried to compose something using rhymes and kennings. These were two of the lines in the poem:
Brightest star of paradise,
Eden’s purest sapling. 
 
He was so elated when he had composed the poem that he felt there was nothing in heaven or earth he could not do. He was convinced that in the poem there lay hidden some deep poetic meaning, even though on the surface, perhaps, it was difficult to understand. He approached Magnína with thudding heart as she stood in the field with her dung rake, and asked her hastily and without looking up if she would like to hear a birthday poem—and gasped it out. She stopped raking and looked at him in amazement.
“Say it again,” she said.
He recited it again. She sniffed, turned away, and started raking again. No, she did not even thank him for it. He was about to go.
“Listen,” she said. “Let me hear it once again.”
He recited it once more.
“I think you’re off your head,” she said. “Who’s ‘Eden’s purest sapling’? Is that me?”
It was quite obvious that she did not understand poetry. She was treble thickness after all. Probably she had only been reading for her own amusement during the winter when she had read to him. Probably she had only given him the remains of her buttered flatbread because she could not finish it herself.
“I really ought to thrash you!” she said. “Pretending to be composing poetry, and you don’t even know what it means yourself! Who knows you haven’t cast some evil spell on me?”
He started to cry, and said, “You mustn’t tell my foster mother about it.”
“Fie on you!” she said.
He was crimson with shame and felt he could never look anyone in the face again for the rest of his life. Yes, he should have known all along what kind of person she really was—you only had to look at her standing there in the field with her head scarf down behind her ears, purple in the cheeks and sweating, with her skirts hitched up and her stockings down, and the dog sneezing whenever he went near her. How on earth had it ever occurred to him to call her Eden’s purest sapling?
By nighttime they had all heard the poem. And they all set about the poet, each in his own way.
“What a little brat, started on the smut already!” said the brothers.
“Yes, and blaspheming, too!” said the housekeeper, Karítas. “They start early enough, these unfortunates!”
“He’s only pretending he composed it,” said the girl, Kristjána. “He’s obviously heard it somewhere and stolen it.”
“If I ever hear of your using filthy doggerel here in my house again, you’re for the birch; that’s for sure!” said his foster mother. “And now you’ll have no meat for supper for a week, just to teach you that all poets are damned good-for-nothings and criminals, except for the late Pastor Hallgrímur Pétursson.”*
Only Magnína said nothing; she was quite content to have learned the poem and got all this started.
Later that evening young Kristjána went down to do the milking. Dusk was falling. The boy was sitting almost invisible beside the stairway, hunched over his bowl of gruel, as she walked past him. His foster mother was sitting farther in, at her window, knitting. But as Kristjána was going past him on her way down the stairs, she stopped on the top step and bent over him.
“Listen, Lafi, would you compose a little poem about me?” she whispered to him confidentially.
He made no reply.
“Will you?” she said. “Just one?”
He crouched lower over his gruel and kept silent with all his might.
“Just one tiny one?” she wheedled, and bent right down to him as if she were going to go down his throat; her eyes were very protruding.
“Shut up!” he said, and started to cry.
At that she drew herself up again and said aloud, so that his foster mother could easily hear: “What a damned little wretch, the brat, nothing but smut and blaspheming already, and stealing poems from other people and pretending to have composed them himself, and to a grown-up woman at that! He’ll turn out well, I must say! Yes, they start early enough, these criminals!”
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And so the years went by without any change in the established ratio between the orphan’s age and the labor expected of him. In summer he was roused at five o’clock in the morning with the adults and was kept at work for as long as able-bodied men. He said he had terrible headaches—but there is no limit to the querulous excuses that idlers can dream up. The brothers gave him contradictory orders in turn; the one threatened to kill him if he did not do something, the other said that the dear little chap knew what to expect if he did; and young Kristjána laughed. Then they called one another liar, thief, and wencher. Kristjána laughed and laughed and was against them both and for them both. Sometimes it ended with their coming to blows instead of killing Ó. Kárason of Ljósavík; and then all was quiet for a while.
In winter his morning call to go out to the barn was reckoned by the Seven Stars. He used to spend most of the morning pottering about in the barn. You see, he could not stand cow dung and did not dare to let it touch him anywhere, not even the rags he wore, and he was always thinking up new and different methods of keeping clean—which only delayed him even more. For instance, he invented a method of hauling out the dung in an old bucket by means of strings he fixed to the roof, whereby the bucket of dung was hoisted up to the rafters; but either it got stuck there because of some mysterious fault in the contraption and he would have to apply great ingenuity to get it down again, or else the string would break and the bucket would come hurtling down onto the floor, or splash over some innocent cow or over the inventor himself. His working methods in the barn were called “dawdling” and “idling” and “loafing” and various other names.
It happened less and less frequently now that Magnína, the daughter of the house, would give him a slice of rolled tripe or pickled brisket, not to mention buttered flatbread, because he was no longer a child. A big girl can do this or that for a child, and perhaps a little for a grown man, too, but a half-grown brat of a boy deserved no better than to make do with skimmed milk, hash and bits of pickled sheep’s lung, not to mention excellent boiled fish, just like any other outsider. And his foster mother, Kamarilla, had almost stopped thrashing him after he was thirteen, which showed that she, too, no longer cared about him. He often wished that she would thrash him a little, as in the old days, and then be a little kind to him afterwards. He would have died of loneliness and other things if the divine Omnipotence had not called him whenever It had the chance and invited him to become one with the radiant glory of heaven and earth. He tried whenever the opportunity occurred to obey this call and allow his soul to become one with a higher world beyond this world. He did not compose poetry openly now—his first experience at that had taught him a lesson; he resolved not to compose poetry openly until he was grown up and living among good and high-minded men, who he imagined must exist somewhere. But that did not stop him composing poetry; he composed just for himself now. Sometimes he scratched out a whole verse on the ice. He committed to memory every scrap of poetry he heard, and absorbed everything to do with knowledge, and was determined to write it all down in books later on—you see, he had the idea that there were too few books in the world, and that somewhere in the world there were people waiting impatiently, hungry for more books to be written.
Soon the time came for him to be confirmed, and he was given the catechism and told to learn it. He was placed at the table under the window upstairs and the book was put in front of him. His foster mother sat on the other side of the table and kept a close watch on him; she made sure that he looked neither to right nor left, neither up nor down, but absolutely straight at the text. If he tried to stretch his neck a little for relief or to shake away his headache when he felt faint, that was called “letting his eyes rove in all directions,” or “gaping into the blue like an idiot,” or else “Just look at him goggling away like that—he’s useless at everything he turns his hand or mind to!”
The God of the catechism was not the God of ecstasy and revelation; this was the old acquaintance from the Book of Sermons, and the boy had difficulty in understanding Him and caring for Him. Magnína was given the task of supervising his lessons. The text had to be learned by heart: there was a danger that some vital part of God would be lost if one missed a single word. Nor could one ask any questions about God, because God had no time for idle chatter: “I am your God,” He says. “What more do you want?”
Among other things, the catechism said: “Ill treatment of animals bears witness to a cruel and godless heart.”
The boy recited, “A hundred and eleven treatment of animals bears witness to a cruel and godless heart.”
“Carry on,” she said. “What next?”
“Shouldn’t it be ‘the hundred and eleventh treatment of animals’?” he asked.
“Yes,” said Magnína, “the hundred and eleventh treatment of animals; you’ve done that bit. Go on.”
“What is the hundred and eleventh treatment of animals?” he asked.
“What?” she said. “Haven’t you been told over and over again that you mustn’t ask questions about godly matters? Only simpletons do that. The hundred and eleventh treatment of animals—now then, go on.”
Nevertheless she thought there was something a bit dubious about this; she frowned and began to peer at the book and was not quite satisfied, but paid no attention when he carried on reciting; she even interrupted him.
“The hundred and eleventh treatment is obviously cruel and godless treatment,” she said. “You should have known that without being told.”
“What kind of treatment is that?” he asked.
“I’m not obliged to tell you that,” she said. “Go on.”
He went on reciting, and recited for a long time, but she paid no attention to what he was saying; finally she interrupted him again.
“The hundred and eleventh treatment of animals is, for instance, forgetting to feed the dog,” she said.
The church stood farther out, down the fjord, and in the spring the children attended at the pastor’s from both directions, out from the valley and in from the headland.
The boy often had pains in the stomach, in addition to the headaches; he was pale and dull-witted, and when people around him were talking, he did not know what they were talking about. There were other children as stupid as he was, and those who were quick on the uptake often laughed out loud at those who were slow; it was like a stab, quick and searing. Those who were quick-witted formed a group and understood one another; those who were pale and dull-witted and ill and slow did not form a group and did not understand one another. Some were big and strong and ruddy faced and knew a lot and talked a lot; he did not know how to talk. When they laughed, it frightened him. He did not know how to play games and could not perform any tricks; they could perform tricks. When he was alone he felt he could do everything they could do, and more besides; but when he was with others, everything was befogged for him. It was never clear around him except when he was alone.
He was examined in the passage about the ill treatment of animals.
“The hundred and eleventh treatment of animals bears witness to a cruel and godless heart,” he said.
“Eh?” said the pastor. “What’s that?”
“It’s forgetting to feed the dog,” he replied.
The pastor laughed, and then all the children began to laugh as well. They went on laughing for the rest of the period, spasms of giggling that seemingly could not be suppressed, and he sat through this humiliation, dripping with sweat and scarlet with shame, in a white fog. What were all the birchings of childhood compared to this? Finally he began to cry. This startled the other children, and some of them stopped laughing. The pastor came over to him and patted his cheek, and said it could happen to anyone to give a wrong answer about God’s Word; it did not matter at all, he himself often did not know how to answer questions about God’s Word.
It was now late in the afternoon, and the children were allowed to go home. When they went outside, some of them came over to him to be nice to him, wanting to make up for having laughed at him; others came to question him further about the hundred and eleventh treatment of animals. He tied his handkerchief round his catechism, put on his cap without answering, and took to his heels homewards. They went on laughing and ran after him and jeered at him, because it is such fun to tease those who are peculiar and alone. The crowd overtook him on the gravel plain to the east of the parsonage. No, they could not leave him alone; they had to pester him, in fun or in earnest, because he was so funny and had misunderstood the Christian faith. He sat down on a stone and held on tightly to his catechism in the handkerchief.
Then a voice said, “You should be ashamed of yourselves, children, for not leaving him alone. What harm has he done you? Go on home and leave him in peace.”
Soon they had all drifted away, up the valley. He stood up and shuffled along behind them, alone. Then he noticed that there were two girls from the confirmation class walking in front of him. They were walking arm in arm and going very slowly, and he wished they would walk faster because on no account did he want to catch up with them. Finally they stopped, looked back, and waited for him. He saw only one of them. It was Guðrún from Grænhóll; it was she who had chased the other children away when they were pestering him. He came closer to them and did not dare to look up, but he could feel her looking at him.
“It didn’t matter at all,” she said.
“Eh?” he said.
“I mean when you gave the wrong answer; lots of people make mistakes,” she said. “And it doesn’t matter at all.”
She lived a little farther up the fjord, and she was nearly home. So there were people in the world after all who wanted to help others for no reason at all except the goodness of their hearts! He could not say anything; but it was as if his grief had melted away at the kindness in her eyes.
“Where does your father live?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” he answered.
“And haven’t you got a mother, either?” she asked.
“Yes,” he said.
“Where is she?”
He nearly started to cry all over again, because she was asking him about that. He still could not believe that anyone should actually care whether he, a foster child at Fótur-undir-Fótarfæti, had a mother and a father. But when she saw that he was going to cry again, she said hastily, “If you’d like to come home with me to Grænhóll, I’ll ask Mummy to make you some coffee.”
He was extremely grateful to her, but was too shy to accept right away; and he was not supposed to linger on the way home.
“I know it’s terrible to be an orphan,” she said, “but Lauga and I want you to be happy. Isn’t that true, Lauga? Don’t we want him to be happy?”
“Yes,” said the other girl.
“We’ll always take your side whenever the other children start teasing you. Won’t we, Lauga?”
“Yes,” said Lauga.
“Just you tell us if someone’s teasing you,” she said. “I’ll soon deal with those boys, whichever of them it is.”
Soon afterwards they shook hands with him and said good-bye and turned off the path and walked up by the river; their farms were right at the roots of the mountain. She forgot to repeat the invitation to coffee. He gazed after her as she walked away, tall and fair, bareheaded and rosy-cheeked, with a firm stride like a grown-up girl’s. She did not look back at him. They walked farther and farther up by the river. In his mind’s eye from then on she was always associated with running water, and he threw himself down on the riverbank and cried out to God. “God, God, God!” he said. For a long time he never thought about any other human being. In the parsonage or in church he was aware of no one else; other people were nothing but smoke. He felt it every time she moved, even though he had his back to her. He saw her skipping across a little stream in midafternoon: she—and the clear running water of spring at the start of the growing-season—and sunshine.
On another occasion they were all playing on the riverbank, all the children, with the towering mountains on one side and the fjord on the other. It was evening. Guðrún was hot and flushed and just like a grown-up girl, and she had undone her top button, and the river flowed past, broad and calm. Her blonde braids had been tossed forward over her breast and one of them had become loosened, and her eyes sparkled. Then someone from one of the farms called out to the children that it was time to come in. He walked home alone and cried out to God. It was no doubt true; he was just the dregs of humanity and living under the yoke of slavery, a foster child who had no one and who misunderstood the Christian faith to an important extent. But all the same, let them beat him and scold him; God had revealed much to him. No one had ever perceived such immense visions as he had seen. Guðrún of Grænhóll! Then they were confirmed. Some of them did not see one another again for twenty or thirty years; some never met again. She never spoke to him except on that one occasion.
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One day in February a snowstorm blew up. It was low tide, and the sheep were out on the nesses and the skerries of the isthmus, and the boy was sent out to bring them in. It was not the first time he had got soaked running through the seaweed, nor was it the first time that the bitter winter cold had sliced through his threadbare woolen jacket. But on this occasion the storm was exceptionally severe, and it was freezing very hard. He had had a cold all winter and at times had been unable to speak for hoarseness. When he came in out of the snowstorm that evening, he was ill. At least, he said he was ill. He complained of pains in his back, and said he was sweating and shivering by turns.
“It’s growing-pains,” said his foster mother, Kamarilla.
“There’s no end to what our sweet little friend can dream up,” said the younger brother, Júst.
That night the boy said he was drenched in sweat and had a stitch and could not get his breath, and he cried aloud to God.
“It’s lovely to hear our sweet little friend singing in the middle of the night,” said Júst.
Next morning when the brothers rose, the elder brother said that this was the latest method of avoiding going to the barn and touching cow dung. “Out of bed, you little devil!” he said. “You’re no more ill than I am!”
But the foster mother, Kamarilla, put her hand on his forehead and found it very hot. She thought it best to let the poor wretch stay in bed that morning.
So he lay there hovering between life and death, and time passed— or rather, time ceased to pass. Day and night, weekdays and Sundays, no longer succeeded one another in the order laid down by the calendar issued by the Icelandic National Society; there was no longer any distinction between one and two. The narrow became broad and the long became short of its own accord and without natural cause; there was no relationship between things. The fever pushed life and all consciousness on to another plane where all measures of time were wiped out, where one did not know what one was nor what one had been nor what one would become, nor what would come next; one was a compound of the greatest dissimilarities of existence, one was God, one was eternity, one was a glowing spark or a strange rhythm, one was the stream or the river or a girl, one was a bay down by the sea and there was a bird, one was the part of the homefield wall that faced the mountain. Events were always incredibly varied, one novelty after another, without rule or logic.
Occasionally he was washed up on the shores of reality, but only for a short spell at a time; he just had time to wonder at how quiet and uneventful everything was in reality. He could not understand how people could live a whole lifetime in this dreary sphere of consciousness called reality, where one thing corresponds to another and night separates the days and everything happens according to the laws of nature, and this is such and such, and that follows this. But fortunately he soon drifted back into the realm of improbability where no one knew what followed which, where nothing corresponded to anything, where everything was possible, particularly the incredible and the incomprehensible. Before he knew it, his being had once again become a welter of hallucination and consolation and lightning flashes and God and release from reality and from human strife and human reason, from life and from death.
But then he opened his eyes one day and it was all over. It was just like waking up in the normal way, the day was like any other day, and there was a tiny patch of sunshine on the sloping ceiling above him. Magnína had her back to him and was bending over a basin, washing herself and combing her hair, and her outer stockings reached only up to her knees—there were no garters on them and that was why they had slipped down. He thought of sitting up as usual, but he was now so weak that he could not even move an arm. It took an incredible effort even to move one finger; it was best not to move at all, best just to look at that friendly little sunbeam on the ceiling! But he felt he had to say something. He remembered dimly that something had happened but he did not properly know what he ought to say, and he really could not be bothered thinking about it. He was so tired and this was so pleasant. What was it that had happened? It was best to wait. And he waited. At long last Magnína finished washing herself; surely she would turn around now? Then she turned around. She was only halfway through the second braid. She looked at him and saw that his eyes were open.
“Are you awake?” she asked, and went on braiding her hair.
“Yes,” he whispered.
“Have you recovered then?” she said, and put one strand of the braid into her mouth while she combed out the other.
“Yes,” he said.
He wanted to ask something but could not find the right question; so he said nothing for fear of asking a wrong one.
“It’s God’s mercy you didn’t die on our hands,” she said.
“What?” he said. “Am I not going to die?”
“No,” she replied.
“I thought I was,” he said apologetically—he had asked the wrong question after all, and he was sorry.
“We were quite sure you were going to die, but now I can see it in your eyes that you’re alive,” said the girl.
He said no more and did not mind not having died. Actually he was a little disappointed, even though that patch of sunshine was on the ceiling; the world of perception was unbelievably poor compared with the world of hallucination.
“Perhaps you’d like a cup of milk?” asked Magnína. “It’s awful to see how skinny you’ve become.”
She brought him some warm fresh milk and bent over him and raised his head from the pillow; the smell that gushed up from inside her dress was the same smell as before. Yes, he was sorry he had not died.
Then he began to get better. His recovery was very slow, certainly; he could not eat much and he dozed a lot, but when he was awake his senses were all there. He was on his way to life again, to stay here for a little longer, the same lonely orphan as before, in the same place on earth, out by the farthest seas. There was peace around him for a time while he was getting better; no one threatened to beat him. When he looked at the sunbeam on the ceiling above him, he was sometimes seized by an unnatural optimism: “Blessed sun!” he thought to himself, and felt that life was worth living, and was thankful to God for having created the sun to shine upon mankind. The days were rapidly getting longer. He sat up in bed and gazed enraptured at the sun-beams of life. Once again the old harmonies began to stir in his soul, the sounds he knew from his boyhood, the harp of the universe. He stared into the blue for a long time, he was for a time quite oblivious to his surroundings, his soul took part in this divine concert in enthralled gratitude, beyond words; for a moment he felt that he was living the very love of God, everything was perfect and good. He did not come to until Magnína had called his name three times.
“Are you having an attack?” she asked.
“No,” he replied.
He lay down and pulled the tattered cover up over his eyes. A few days went by, and the revelation of the deity continued to echo in his soul when he was alone with the sunbeam on the ceiling. He was given pure fresh milk, sometimes even buttered flatbread. No one said “Go there!” or “Do that!” in bad weather, each countermanding the other’s orders, or “There won’t be a bone left unbroken in your body if you shirk!” He was hoping and praying that he would not recover too quickly.
But not all the days were days of sunshine, far from it. There were also sunless days, no divine music, no rapture, no consoling memory, no redeeming hope, only a colorless everyday perception, a dreary consciousness of self which dreaded most of all the prospect of eternal life, a dumb yearning like a leaden ache for something which could save him from the terrible immortality of the soul that stretched before him.
He had long since finished reading the few books in the house, and there was no longer anything new in them—except for The  Felsenburg Stories, which he had not dared to mention for many years for fear of being thrashed. This book was kept deep in Magnína’s clothes chest, and he could count the number of times he had been allowed to look at its outer covers, never inside it. It was a secret book; he had heard Kamarilla scolding her daughter for keeping the light burning, reading it at night.
“I do so want to read a book,” he said.
“There aren’t any books here,” Magnína said. “Not that kind of books. Not for reading.”
“What about The Felsenburg Stories?” he asked, in the hope that she would not thrash someone who was ill in bed and past the age of confirmation, besides.
At that she became solemn and put her head to one side and pressed her lips together and looked severely down at her darning.
“The Felsenburg Stories,” she said. “Let me just tell you that that’s not light reading. It’s a Christian book.”
“That doesn’t matter,” he said.
“It doesn’t matter? Of course it matters. It’s a book about human life in the world. It could lead you into sin at your age.”
“I’ve been confirmed,” he said.
“Yes, any idiot can be confirmed,” she retorted. “But do you think it brings a great understanding of Jesus in human life? I don’t know what sins I might have committed if I had read such a book before I began to understand. When you’re older, perhaps.”
But even so she came with The Felsenburg Stories the following day, in midafternoon, when no one else was in the loft. The expectation in his eyes was like an ocean. She almost smiled for a moment at the sight of those huge, yearning eyes; then she sat down on the edge of his bed and opened the book. No, he was not allowed to handle the book. It was obvious from its thickness that it was an extremely Christian book, and yet there was about it a quality that filled the heart with disquiet and made one feel on tenterhooks.
“ ‘I, Eberhard Julius, first saw the light of this world in the year 1706, during the great eclipse which filled my father, who was a wealthy merchant, and other people, with great fear.’ ”
There were footsteps downstairs and she suddenly stopped reading without going any farther. She had the kind of face that has fat cheeks and impersonal eyes that make very little effort to think and very little effort to dare, and there is some hidden master in the soul who slams the door and forestalls any decision when it comes to the bit, so that apathy settles over the flesh once again, humdrum and hopeless.
“God help me, I must be out of my mind!” she said, and shut the book and looked at the covers for a moment in panic, as if it were a book of witchcraft; then she thrust it hastily under her apron and went away.
Next day when he mentioned the book again, she became angry.
“Hold your tongue or I’ll tell my mother on you!” she said.
He did not know what he had done, but he had no doubt it was something wicked, and he was afraid. But soon he had other matters to think about. His foster mother, Kamarilla, handed him his rags the next day, all newly washed and the stockings darned; when he fainted she laid a cold cloth on his brow and helped him to his feet. The brothers had gone to the fishing; there could be no more lying in bed now. A few days later they began to rouse him to go out to the barn. The water-carrying started again, and the water splashed over his feet. There were the usual storms at Easter. Kristjána and Karítas told his foster mother that he was always shirking; but sometimes Kristjána secretly gave him a morsel of brown-sugar candy warm from her bosom.
Magnína said nothing—for a long time.
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Winter was almost over. The brothers were away from home all week, and so the boy was not subjected to the usual beatings and abuse. But sometimes they came home on Saturday nights, particularly if the weather were bad, and then they were usually drunk; so the boy preferred to linger in the barn as long as he possibly could, watering the cows over and over again. On Sunday mornings the brothers had a long lie, each in his own bed on either side of the loft, and talked together in an obscene language of their own from under the bedclothes. They laughed a lot, and their laughter seemed to come from deep down in their throats, or even deeper. Kristjána often had occasion to slip up to the loft during these morning devotions. When she walked between the beds, the brothers always stuck their legs out from under the bedclothes to try to trip her up; she always let out piercing shrieks as if she were in dire peril. The brothers enjoyed this hugely, but if the boy were nearby and saw and heard what was going on, he could not help taking the girl’s side in his mind, even though she was so seldom on his side. But though the girl shrieked, she was not too afraid to have a go at their legs in turn, and either she won or lost and then slipped downstairs again crimson in the face; but it was not long before she had found urgent cause to go back up to the loft again.
One Sunday morning, as so often before, the younger brother, Júst, stuck his leg up under her skirts and she let out a loud shriek, and her skirts went up past her knees.
But this time the elder brother, Jónas, said, “What the devil are you doing with your leg up her skirts?”
“Take it easy, brother,” said Júst.
“You’ve no right to put your leg up her skirts, I tell you! Remove it at once!”
Young Kristjána went on shrieking at intervals, until the elder brother, Jónas, got out of bed, fastened his underpants, and rescued her. And then the fight started. The brothers did not fight very often, but when they did, it was in grim earnest. They fought just as they were when they jumped out of bed, rather scantily clad. The girl retreated halfway down the stairs and gaped at the battle and clapped her hands every time one of them seemed about to get the better of the other, squealing with delight and alarm rather like a wild mare. But she moved farther and farther down the stairs the lower the breeches slipped down the brothers’ buttocks; her eyes became wilder and wilder, and now instead of screaming she gasped. Finally she had disappeared down the hatchway entirely except for her eyes.
The boy, Ólafur Kárason, had been sitting at the far end of the loft, swallowing his pickled tripe after his morning work in the barn. But when he realized that the fighting was in deadly earnest, he stopped looking at what was going on, for fear that he might somehow be involved in the struggle and punished. He sat in the corner of his bed, quivering with neutrality, and concentrated on his food with all his might.
Finally the younger brother, Júst, lay on the floor and could not get up again, with the elder brother, Jónas, on top of him, his backside in the air.
“I could do with a knife for this damned skirt-lifter,” the elder brother hissed between his teeth, not forgetting to mention the rather special use to which he wanted to put the knife under these particular circumstances.
Ó. Kárason drew his legs in and shrank into a huddle, and forgot to chew his black-pudding or to close his eyes. And just at that moment, Jónas commanded, “Ólafur, get me that knife under the rafters there, or I’ll kill you!”
The boy had no time for any moral or other reflections. The reflex of obedience overwhelmed everything else. With a convulsive start he pushed away his bowl, reached up, and drew the knife out from under the rafters. It was a butcher knife.
But as he was handing Jónas the butcher knife the maiden Kristjána, who had almost disappeared down the hatchway a short time ago, suddenly leapt back into the loft again, this time with real terror in her face as if she had fully understood, despite her youth, the questionable side of the particular operation that the elder brother felt himself constrained to perform upon his younger brother. With the maiden’s understanding of this central point, the Judgment of Solomon was given. The tears welled up in her eyes. She threw herself down on her knees in front of the brothers and put her arms around the neck of the victor.
“Dearest darling Jónas,” she begged, “I beseech you by all that is most sacred, do it to me instead!”
At that, Jónas released his younger brother, dropped the butcher knife on the floor, fastened his underpants, took the girl into bed and embraced her, and drew the bedclothes up over them.
What would now have been more natural and obvious than for the younger brother, Júst, to pick up the knife from the floor and turn with single-minded purpose on his brother and the girl in the bed? But no, that is not what he did. Certainly, he stood up and reached for the knife, but he paid no attention to what was going on in the bed. Instead he turned toward Ólafur Kárason of Ljósavík. He took his time; he hitched his trousers up with great care, and then walked with magnificent restraint to the far end of the loft, and stopped in front of the boy.
“And now we’ll just chop your head off, my friend,” he said, in that warm, loving tone that people use when they have an enemy at their mercy.
The ice-cold anguish of death pierced through Ólafur Kárason of Ljósavík: first through his spine, then through all his nerves, into all his limbs and out to his fingertips, for now he knew that his last moment had come and that he would never again be able to stand at his bay and look at the waves breaking as they came in. Almighty God had forsaken him—that is all one gets for being neutral. Brother Júst took hold of him calmly with one hand, laid his head on the edge of the bed, and made ready to cut his throat there and then.
But by God’s grace, just as these momentous events were about to take place, the foster mother Kamarilla appeared in the loft, seized her son by the shoulder, wrenched the knife from him and put it carefully away in its place under the rafters, then dragged the eiderdown off the elder brother’s bed and hauled the maiden out. The girl hastily smoothed her skirts down with one hand and covered her face with the other as she fled weeping down the stairs. The foster mother had a few well-chosen words to say about the younger generation, and ordered her sons to get up. Then she called the whole household together, brought out the Book of Sermons, and read the lesson. Then they all sat down to their meal.
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Oh, how bitter it was to be young and full of yearning for God and all that was good, to know that God’s image was revealed all around you, and yet never to have time to enjoy it—to have to endure, instead, constant tyranny and distress and frightful ailments in the chest, back, stomach, and head! While he was in this darkness of despair of human life, he learned that his mother had recently established herself as a seamstress in Aðalfjörður; and in some people’s eyes it was regarded as a sign of no little arrogance for an uneducated woman to set herself up as a seamstress in the largest market town in the province, when other people had to be content with earning a living in the usual way. Hitherto it had never been thought to bring good fortune to have ideas above one’s station.
In his heart the boy had often felt very bitter toward his mother for having sent him away in a sack in the middle of winter, to be brought up among strangers; indeed he had heard, more than ten years after he had been parted from her, that he had cried so hard that everyone thought he was going to burst; a northeasterly gale had been blowing. How could his mother have brought herself to send him away in a northeasterly gale, considering how much he must have loved her! A long, long time afterwards, when he began to think about it, he had vowed in revenge never to go back to her, whatever distress he might be in. But later, when he had once spent an entire day helping the brothers cut roofing-turf, he had been so sick with terror of the big, sharp turf-cutters they were wielding that he resolved to go back to her, unconditionally. He forgot that his mother had sent him away and imagined to himself that she lived in a timbered house with a door on one side and a window on each side of the door, and a high roof, and a chimney. He could even see the room, and in it a divan, yes, and window curtains just as in the pastor’s house, and a picture on the wall, what is more, and most certainly a calendar. And he was with her.
He had come across mountains and deserts. She welcomed him with open arms, smiling, and embraced him hard and wept because she had sent him away in a sack in winter, and said that he was to stay with her forever. He forgave her, and wept. It was so lovely to be with her again. Yes, in the darkness as he was falling asleep, the way to her was smooth and easy to find, and the distance was hardly more than a stone’s throw. But when he woke up in the morning and went outside, the air was gray and dank as usual, bereft of any enchantment or stimulation; all distances had suddenly become real once again; the mountain had sheer cliffs and sharp ridges. Other mountains rose on either side of the fjord. The way to his mother lay over many mountains, high moorlands, deep dales, and skerried fjords.
In the summer the brothers quarreled incessantly about the running of the farm, although no one apart from themselves could see any essential difference between their methods. But their greatest bone of contention was over the right to play around with Kristjána before they took a nap after the midday meal in the fields. The girl was quite willing to resolve this stubborn problem by letting each of them have one of her thighs on which to rest his head during the midday break. But neither of them would accept this simple solution.
As summer declined, the evenings began to darken and the birds fell silent; and that secret promise which characterizes the sky of early summer, those light, white clouds which sometimes piled up over the blue mountaintops in untidy heaps, soft and fresh as newly curdled milk—where were they now? The rain clouds of late summer spread over the whole sky, gray and heavy. The time for bringing the sheep down from the mountains was approaching, and there was still a lot of hay lying out in the meadows. Then came a dry spell, but it lasted only for two days; on the evening of the second day the storm clouds started gathering, and the rain was imminent again. Gather the hay! Gather the hay! The brothers were going berserk. On such evenings, people who work in the hayfields are like men possessed, striving to bring in the hay before it is too late. Dusk was beginning to fall.
Somehow or other it had been agreed that Jónas should truss hay with the hired hand, and Júst with Kristjána. But as the evening grew darker, the elder brother, Jónas, called out to Ólafur Kárason to go over to where Júst and Kristjána were working and help them with the rakings.
The younger brother heard this order from a distance, but instead of answering his brother directly, he went over to the boy and asked his dear little friend to go up the hill for him and fetch some horses, so that the hay could be taken home before it started to rain.
The boy stood there in the meadow with his masters, one on either side of him; the one told him to stay, the other told him to go, with rain threatening and not a moment to be wasted.
“You’ll stay down here in the meadow, wretch,” said Jónas.
“You’ll go up the hill, friend,” said Júst.
Kristjána came closer, and laughed.
Now, Jónas was certainly the older and stronger of the two, and it had been proved that when it came to a fight in earnest he could get the better of his younger brother; so according to the rule of force, it was better to obey Jónas. But on the other hand, Júst was considered the cleverer of the two, and for that reason it was difficult to predict what measures he might resort to if he were worsted; he could say “My friend” with a smile, and cut your throat. If you valued your life at all, it was safer to obey Júst, even though he were in the wrong.
“Up the hill, my friend,” said Júst sweetly, and came a step closer to the boy.
“You’ll stay down here!” bellowed Jónas, and he, too, came a step closer.
“Do as I tell you,” whispered Júst.
“Do as I tell you!” roared Jónas.
It had now reached the point where young Kristjána was beginning to enjoy herself; she clapped her hands and shrieked. The hired hands, too, looked over their shoulders for a moment, even though it was now absolutely vital to carry on working. In no time at all the brothers’ struggle for the boy’s soul had reached the stage where each felt his honor was at stake.
Even though the boy had felt like running away only a moment ago, he now could not move a muscle or a limb and stayed where he was. He stood stock-still. But though he stood still, he was not doing so to disobey Júst’s orders or to obey Jónas’s command; he stood still because the terror in his heart was stronger than all other forces, internal or external. He was paralyzed. It was as if the blood had congealed in his veins. He felt as if a whole eternity had passed, even though the whole business, from beginning to end, had lasted for no more than a few seconds. He could never remember clearly what actually happened—one never tries to recall such moments afterwards. He only saw the fists being raised.
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Some hideous memories and still more hideous forebodings drifted through his consciousness as he came round. It was nighttime, and an oil lamp glimmered faintly; rain drummed against the window. He heard himself groaning as if it were a stranger far away. Then the girl bent over him, and suddenly he realized what it was she smelled of—it was verdigris. But when she tried to raise him up and give him a drink of cold water, he began to see terrible faces in front of him: savage dogs, bloodshot eyes, fangs. They were going to tear him to pieces and kill him. Then they tore him to pieces and killed him.
He came round like that, time and again, and lost consciousness at once. At last he managed to remember who he was and where he was: the farm was Fótur-undir-Fótarfæti, the loft was such-and-such a size, Magnína was Magnína, and so on. In short, this was the world. But unfortunately he had once again forgotten what it was she smelled of.
If the pains in his head ever happened to ease for a spell, it was only to give place to other ailments in his body—a stitch in his side, gripes, pains in the back; he never had a moment of well-being. But the womenfolk on the whole did their best for him, and Magnína once even gave him hot scones. The two men in command, Jónas and Júst, left him in peace for most of the time, because he would be dying soon anyway. Instead of having to toil for eighteen hours a day, he now lay brooding over the cross he had to bear. Whenever the pains gave him any respite, he tried to compose a poem or some verses, mostly of a religious nature, but sometimes in the style of the old ditties that everyone knew. Otherwise he just lay there, the very embodiment of human helplessness, and stared up at the sloping ceiling.
But as the autumn passed, people’s respect for his afflictions began to dwindle; their Christian attitude gradually gave way to talk of “the parish” in his presence. He was given to understand that the parish council at Sviðinsvík had been informed that he had taken to his bed and that they would have to start paying maintenance for him.
During those dreary autumn days when the only prospect facing the crossbearer was to be on the parish for life, he found consolation in remembering Guðrún of Grænhóll in the green glory of spring, standing like a vision beside a broad, calm river, with the top button of her cardigan undone; and he was determined to compose a poem about her so that the unborn generations should never forget her. He searched for a model in all the poetry he knew, and tried out various different verse forms, but thought her too exalted for any of them, either psalms or ballads. In the end he came to the conclusion that she belonged in folktales; and when he at last discovered this, he was able to compose something in a style worthy of her, and he scrawled his poem on a scrap of paper that evening.
An evening rare beyond compare,
The river glistened; 
And standing there a maiden fair,
Her dress at the top unfastened.
Let mine be thine, and live with me forever;
 Mankind’s sorrows will afflict thee never.
Her fresh young gaze and winsome ways
Charmed each meeting;
With kindly phrase to him she pays
A tender greeting.
Let mine be thine, and live with me forever;
Mankind’s sorrows shall afflict thee never.
Her shining eyes and fond replies
Will leave him never,
Until he dies and buried lies
Alone forever. 
Let mine be thine, and live with me forever;
Mankind’s sorrows shall afflict thee never.
 
Next day he could not find the poem anywhere, even though he was sure he had put it under his pillow the night before. But when the younger members of the family were eating their breakfast in the loft, through the bedclothes he sensed from their conversation that some grave misfortune had befallen the house.
“Yes, they’re a charming lot, these wretches who lie groaning in their beds at the expense of impoverished far-off parishes. And I’d be extremely interested to learn who the wench was in this valley who’s supposed to have unbuttoned her dress in front of him.”
“If you ask me, Jónas, I think that all smut and lecherous talk is beneath me and therefore no concern of mine,” said Magnína. “I think the most sensible thing to do in a case like this is to heed the old saying that ‘pauper’s talk means nothing.’ ”
“Her dress unfastened at the top! I’ve never heard such filthy talk in a poem about an innocent woman in all my born days,” said the elder brother. “All I can say is that it’s a mercy her clothes weren’t unfastened lower down as well, whoever she was!”
“If you’re going to carry on talking like that over this God-given food, I’m going down to the kitchen to call my mother,” said Magnína.
“Well, as far as I’m concerned, and I’m the oldest and most experienced man in the family, I say that if there’s going to be any more of this open obscenity here in this house, then it’s going to be me who’s in charge of the birch from now on. I don’t care what anyone else says.”
The younger brother, Júst, who had taken no part in this conversation so far, now had this to say:
“Let me tell you a little story which I know you will think very peculiar, even though it’s absolutely true. I got it from a reliable man from the west who was my shipmate last winter, and he was told it by an old woman who remembered very clearly when it happened. There was once a parish pauper at Saeból, in Aðalvík, and would you believe it—he, too, began to use obscene and blasphemous talk openly in the house that gave him board and lodging. He started composing doggerel of a kind that even if I knew it by heart it would never even occur to me to let it soil my mouth. And what ploy do you imagine the people of Saeból thought up to get rid of him? They sold our little friend for bait to a foreign fishing-smack, to tell you the honest truth. And the fishermen tied our little friend alive to the mast and hacked tiny little bits off him as required. No, there was certainly no question of killing people on that boat! But it’s said that for six days his screams carried all the way to land while they were fishing on the offshore bank there; on the seventh day, however, no more was heard, and it’s said that they had caught enough fish and put out to sea. It was thought in the west that the last thing they cut from him was his heart. Yes, that’s how they dealt with their parish paupers in the western fjords if they didn’t behave themselves properly!”
The patient lay screaming the whole afternoon, and Magnína felt obliged to sit beside him and give him cold water to drink after her brothers had gone out; his sufferings so affected her that she could not give full vent to the loathing and disgust at his obscene doggerel that shocked and bruised all her finer sensibilities.
“I can’t see anything for it but to write a description of your illness and send it to the doctor,” she said that evening.
“Couldn’t that be a bit dangerous?” he asked between groans.
“Dangerous?” she said. “To get oneself cured? What a ridiculous idea!”
“I mean, if the cure should be too quick,” he said.
“Too quick?”
“Yes, and cause a relapse. It’s bound to take a long, long time for someone in my wretched state of health to get fully cured.”
But a few days later she was sitting in the loft, and the boy was crying out with pain again. He groaned loud and long, but she was getting used to it now and could not be bothered doing anything about it. Finally he said, “Yes, I think I’ll just have to ask you to write out a description of the illness, as you were suggesting.”
But Magnína was not quite so enthusiastic about writing anything now. It was not until several days later that she brought herself to it and came up with pen and paper. She sat down at the window and stared vacantly out into the blue, tilted her head sideways in resignation, and heaved a deep sigh. She appeared to be in real distress over it, and he almost felt a little sorry for her.
“I simply don’t know what to write,” she said.
“Just write that I’m ill,” he said.
“It’s not so easy to write that sort of thing,” she said, and pondered again for a long time. “Where do you feel it?”
“In my whole body,” he said, “but especially in the head, chest, back, and belly. You can safely say that I’m not too bad in the arms and legs. But you’d better say that the worst pains are in the head, and that it’s as if something in my head were broken.”
“How do you think I can write when you speak so quickly? And if you’re going to suggest that someone in our house, where everyone’s so good to you, has broken your skull, then I might as well tell you that it’s no part of our job to write out a description of that kind.”
“No, I had no intention of doing that, Magnína. How can you believe anything so wicked of me? Here in this house where everyone’s so good to me! I just meant that my head feels as if my brain had begun to grow out into one ear. But if you don’t want any mention of the head, we can just take the chest and those parts.”
“I could always mention the head, I suppose,” she said drily, “but I don’t want to make all that much of it. I can say that the brain has started to grow out into the ear at one place, because that’s like anything else which comes from inside and therefore can’t give rise to any misunderstanding. But even so I think it would be best for all concerned if we confine ourselves to the chest.”
“Yes, you can feel for yourself how my breastbone is sticking out,” he said.
She felt his chest and noticed at once that the breastbone was sticking out a lot.
“In fact it feels as if there must be a cyst under the breastbone,” he said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if everything there has congealed into a malignant tumor—cyst, liver, lungs, and pericardium. At any rate the cyst’s in a dreadful place. But as far as the lungs themselves are concerned, it’s no exaggeration to say that one can hear the rattling of the tubercles from far away.”
When the chest ailments had been recorded as accurately as possible, it was the turn of the belly complaints; that was another long and complicated story.
The preparation of the whole catalogue took the best part of the day; then it was sent to the doctor at Sviðinsvík at the first opportunity, with a request to send medicine as soon as possible.
The doctor at Sviðinsvík sent back word that for illnesses of this kind there were no effective medicines in the accepted sense of the word. He said that to cure illnesses of this kind there was nothing for it but to consume a whole pharmacopoeia costing up to two thousand krónur—and who could afford that in these difficult times? The doctor said he had never heard of anyone, man or woman, as ill as this boy was. If he had to give his honest opinion, he reckoned there was no hope for him at all; more than anything else, he would like to do an autopsy on him, he said.
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That winter, when Ólafur Kárason had become bedridden for good and the parish was paying maintenance for him, they started looking around for an extra hand to see to the barn and carry water and tend the sheep on the foreshore. So one day at the end of October an old pauper was brought to the farm; he, too, was alone in the world, and his name was Jósep. He had red-rimmed eyes and a thin nose, with a white beard rimming his chin and white hair that covered his ears; his clothes were made of canvas, and they shone like a mirror, particularly at the knees and elbows. He had also some personal possessions which he carried in a kerchief; they made a small, flat bundle. He put this bundle on his knee when he sat down, and he trembled a little. He had greeted everyone, but contrary to custom no one had asked him what the news was. He was given some pickled tripe in a bowl, and he put his package under his thigh while he ate. His hands shook all the time.
Had he no luggage?
“I’m wearing two pairs of socks,” he said apologetically.
Did he not have an overcoat?
“Oh, I don’t really need an overcoat,” he answered politely. “My clothes are wind- and water-proof; I’ve had them for more than ten years and they’re still as good as new.”
“I don’t call that having clothes,” said the housewife, Kamarilla. “I thought I deserved better of the parish officer than to have his paupers sent to me naked.”
“It’s not his fault, no one can help that—these are my clothes and no one has to wear them except me.”
He seemed inclined to the opinion that in accordance with some special higher decree it had been ordained that these canvas clothes were the only clothes he was to have; in other words, that He who ruled the world seemed to have shown him some special consideration in this respect.
He was now told to go and fetch some water. The barn was needing water and the kitchen barrel was almost empty; it was best to get a move on; it was getting late. He stood up with the characteristic movements of the rheumatic, not quite straight in the back or the knees. He held his package awkwardly in his gnarled hands and shot a sideways glance at the invalid, as if asking a question.
“What’s in the handkerchief?” asked Kamarilla.
“Oh, it’s nothing, really,” he said.
“I’ll look after it for you,” said Kamarilla.
“Oh, there’s no need, thank you,” he said, and finally stuck the package inside his jacket.
He was extremely taciturn, and so fastidious that there was never a speck of dirt to be seen on him. When he came in that evening he sat down on the bed opposite the invalid’s bed and picked pieces of moss out of his socks and shredded them between his trembling fingers. He was very decrepit. He was given wool to wind, so that he should not sit idle-handed; but he was not very adept at winding wool, and his balls of yarn became rather tangled. No one told him to take off his wet clothes. He said nothing. Then it was bedtime. He took his package out of his jacket and put it carefully under his pillow. He looked at the invalid, and the invalid looked at him, but they did not exchange a word. It was not the custom in that house to bid one another good-night. Soon Kamarilla put the light out.
The first time they talked together was on a Sunday morning just before breakfast. They were alone in the loft. Then the old man said, as if he were talking to himself, and without looking at the boy: “Oh, you’re not having a very cheerful childhood, somehow, poor soul.”
“No,” said Ólafur Kárason. “I’m like any other of our Lord’s crossbearers; most of the time there’s little respite for me.”
“I know all about it,” said the old man. “I, too, was in bad health when I was a youngster.”
“So you understand ill health, then?” asked the boy.
“Usually you get a little better for a time, if you don’t die young,” answered the old man. “It’s best to die young.”
“I’m ready to die when God calls me,” said the boy.
“It’s not at all certain that He will call you,” said Jósep. “I, too, was ready to go at your age, but it’s as if He prefers not to take those who are ready to go. It’s as if the others are more vulnerable.”
They were both silent for a while, and the old man leaned forward in his seat and shredded pieces of moss he had picked from his socks.
“I have the feeling that something must have happened to you sometime, Jósep,” said the boy.
“No,” said Jósep, and looked at the boy suspiciously. “Not that I know of. I can’t really imagine what it is that should have happened to me.”
“No, it just occurred to me,” said the boy.
There was a brief pause.
“Maybe you’re a bit lacking, poor fellow,” the old man then said.
“Eh?”
“I mean, whether you’re perhaps lacking something where the soul is concerned—you can’t read, perhaps, or something like that?”
“What makes you think that?”
“Oh, it just occurred to me because of the question you asked: you were asking whether something had happened to me.”
“The pastor reckoned I could read,” said the boy. “And I’m quite certain that if I had a book, I’d get better much more quickly.”
“Oh, there’s nothing certain about that,” said the old man. “A book isn’t everything. It requires understanding to read a book.”
“I have a little understanding,” said the boy. “And whenever I have respite from the pain, I think a lot about poetry and that sort of thing.”
“Yes,” said the old man, “you think about a lot of things when you’re ill, and that’s because you don’t know what you ought to be thinking. Have you begun to understand kennings* yet?”
“I can hardly say that,” said the boy, “except for the very simplest ones, such as ‘ring-bearer.’ ”*
“Yes, that’s a very trivial kenning,” said Jósep. “But what do you say about ‘Fjalar’s stream’s bird’?”*
His worn, weather-beaten face brightened momentarily at the kenning; it was something that came from within, a shadow of a smile.
“I’ve never heard such a remarkable kenning in my life,” said the boy in amazement.
“Then what do you say about ‘Hárbarður’s mead-horn’s liquor’*— if I remember rightly, these are both from Pastor Snorri of Húsafell.”
The boy was completely dumbfounded.
“Then I shall teach you a whole stanza by Pastor Snorri,” said the old man, “so that you will have something to think about for the next week.
“ ‘Fjölnir’s cream I make to flow
From Rögnir’s bowl to Boðn’s churn;
Friggja’s fine churn-pump turns the cream 
 To Billingur’s butter for Suttungur’s cook.’ ”*
 
They broke off their conversation when the rest of the household came into the loft. But Ólafur Kárason was elated at having had the good fortune to make the acquaintance of a man who understood poetic kennings. He resolved to waste no opportunity for learning, now that he had the chance at last. But they were seldom alone, and higher things were frowned upon in that house, because from time immemorial the Icelandic people have had to struggle against men who called themselves poets and would not work for their living. Besides, the old man was inclined to hoard his knowledge and was reluctant to give the explanations of the kennings. Perhaps he had paid dearly for this little learning of his. And perhaps he had also some secret reason for being suspicious; perhaps he had suffered some minor disappointment in life, even if nothing had actually happened to him. He was also afraid of being laughed at, like all old people, and he had difficulty in finding any reason why anyone should want to turn to him in all sincerity. It took him a long time to be convinced that the boy’s hunger for learning was not some concealed plot to pull his leg.
But finally he took his package from under his jacket and asked the boy to look after it for him during the day. In the evening he took it back again and kept it under his pillow during the night. Ó. Kárason of Ljósavík had never been anyone’s confidant before—and now he had suddenly become a sort of bank vault. It was little wonder that he looked upon it as an important task to be entrusted thus with the total wealth of a seventy-year-old man every day.
In his handkerchief were a few tattered books; they contained manuscript copies of ballads, written in a remarkably beautiful Gothic hand, and every page had drawings in the margins. He handed the boy one book at a time, but would not let him handle them for very long.
“These were written out by Guðmundur Grímsson of Grunnavík,” he said solemnly, and ran the edge of his hand over the books, as if he were smoothing out imaginary wrinkles.
In addition there was a large collection of poetry he had copied out himself, remarkable poems and verses of considerable intricacy which he had been collecting all his life; but the book had been filled up some years earlier. He had also scribbled into this book a few ditties and stanzas he had composed himself; for the truth was that he had had an inclination toward becoming a poet in his younger years, and of course had had to go on the parish. Certainly he had never dreamed of calling himself a poet proper, but on the other hand he had made the acquaintance of poets in his day—whether God had sent him poverty as a punishment for that or not. Anyway, he had no regrets about having made the acquaintance of poets. Some men became rich and had fine progeny and retired with dignity in their old age—but they had never made the acquaintance of poets. What was their life worth?
“I have seen all my seven children die; the earth took some, the sea took the others; some were fully grown, some died in childhood. And I have lost their mother, and all my closest relatives, and I myself had to give up my farm and go on the parish after living in the same croft for forty years—but what does that matter? I had Guðmundur Grímsson of Grunnavík for a friend. At any time I was ready to lead my only cow out of the barn and take it to him if he needed it, even if it meant depriving my own children of their sustenance. If I had the chance of living my whole life over again and having all my seven children alive, but doing without the friendship of Guðmundur Grímsson of Grunnavík, I would not accept it. Guðmundur Grímsson of Grunnavík is a master and a sage. He is undoubtedly the greatest living master and sage in Scandinavia. He has written more than two hundred books, including the history of three counties, the biographies of pastors and sheriffs, a seven-volume history of great events of the past, scores of genealogies, several ballads, a hundred and fifty short stories, a book of folktales, a history of the Chinese, and other learned works, as well as four thousand poems, not forgetting his great educational treatise on the vernacular language of the Gascons in ancient times. It was compiled from some tattered old manuscripts he found in an old woman’s cottage up north in Kvifjáryndisdalur when he was a youngster, and it has taken him all his life to master this language. The sheriff was shown his treatise, and he sent it to a world-famous professor in Denmark, and it’s thought that he will get a prize for it sometime, perhaps a gold medal; he has already got five krónur from the sheriff for it.”
When Ó. Kárason of Ljósavík had become acquainted with Jósep’s stock of literature and had found the key to it, his poetic directions changed radically. For a time he had leaned strongly toward the psalm form because his fate was in the hands of God, but more particularly because it was easier for those who were not all that well versed in kennings. But though he had always considered it absolutely vital, when his sufferings were greatest, to compose poems about the mercy of God and the duty of the afflicted to bear their cross patiently, nevertheless he had, deep down, remained convinced that nothing could truly be called poetry if it did not use kennings. Now to his great surprise he suddenly discovered that ballads not only contained kennings, but also that their heroes overcame their enemies not by humility but by fighting them to the bitter end. This made him rack his brains furiously. No, he did not believe he was in any condition to fight; he was bound to God through his illness and his misery; he lived his life in the shadow of another world. But nonetheless he admired the ballads; with their heroes, princesses, battles and sea journeys they signified for him a world he was prevented from enjoying—this world. He pulled the eiderdown over his head.
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