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I ntroduction.

We are not changing ground to escape from facts
But rather to find them.

Louis MacNeice, ‘Letter to Graham and Anne Shepard’

Travel stories are a type of literature that Hasgs enjoyed great popularity. From
ancient times people who ventured far away fronr th@mes have been writing about their
experiences, or, at first probably, reciting themthose who stayed at home. Stories of
distant or unknown places have always intriguegfeaespecially those who never had
the chance to go anywhere. Countless books haveviagtten through the centuries about
travelling and faraway places. In this essay | viaribke a look at travel stories about
Iceland with a main emphasis on two books thaktetme as specidletters from Iceland

by the two poets W. H. Auden and Louis MacNeice Wes published in 1937 amdioon
Country: further reportsfromiceland by two other poets, Simon Armitage and Glyn
Maxwell, published in 1996, are works that catah ¢lye among travel writings. In my
opinion they stand out among other travel writifgsthe reason of their originality of
approach and treatment of material. The main irdaritere is to make some analysis of
each one of the two in order to show what makesthigecial. Then the two of them will
be compared and their similarities pointed out.ri&ficomparison will also be made
between them and other travel writings about Iaglarorder to demonstrate in which
aspects they differ. The focus concerning otheiestavill, however, only be minimal or
just enough to get a rough picture for comparisowill also be mainly on books written
since the 18th century and no extensive analysimdme of the stories in question. The
purpose is only to give a little idea of what mwatrel books have in common. | intend to
underline the main characteristics of each ond@two books | am dealing with, trying to
point out similarities between the two of them amdemonstrate in what way they are

different from other travel books.



Travel booksasagenre.

In times when only very few people had the oppatyuo travel, reading about the
experiences of those who did was an intriguingipeestor those who did not. Travel books
can be of many kinds. They can be very basic doatatiens of a journey, only written to
remember the basest happenings on the way. Thelyecamitten about one particular
place, describing its characteristics of landseapaulture. They can also be written with
the main purpose of directing or guiding other patd travellers on their prospective
journeys. All the above mentioned kinds fit withine travel book genre. The concept of
visiting and experiencing new places is one thastmpeople find exciting, at least to read
about, if nothing else.

Travel books can be roughly divided into two categgs. One of them covers guide
books that are mainly meant to guide and infornepial travellers to a certain place. They
are usually filled with practical and interestimjarmation about the place in question, how
to get there and what to do and might even berpatdategory with handbooks. Then there
are books that recount journeys that people haentand those would be placed among
literature. They can have several things in commiin the first type but also include the
personal and detailed accounts of the writer. Tisétfavel books were probably more of
the latter kind and it was probably not until lateith the growing likelihood of more
people following in their footsteps, that travedletarted writing with the exclusive purpose
of guiding other travellers. With that change tlo®ks also became more specialized and
evolved more in separate directions. Guide booksbeaseen as providing information
about a particular area while the travel storiesrtbelves emphasize more on describing
the travellers’ experience of their journeys.

The main purpose of travel books, at least dverpast two centuries, has been to
describe the writers’ experience of a particulacplor journey. People often write detailed
descriptions of everything they notice on the wllye emphasis can be on descriptions of
landscape /townscape or geographical phenomerarad kind, or on activities and
characteristics of the people encountered. Mosndtftis a mixture of all that. It is in the

nature of travel writing to find and observe whatifferent from the travellers’ own



country and strange or interesting in his eyes.e®insg and getting to know different
cultures can also provide a way to increase unaleilgtg between peoples and to widen
perspectives or, as Charles L. Batten says: “Itinmtes and facilitates the intercourse of
countries remote from each other; it dispels framminds unreasonable and gloomy
antipathies against those manners, customs, fofg@svernment, and religion, to which
we have not been bred” (27).

Initially travelling was a thing that only verich people, merchants and officials
could do. To venture any further away from homenttime necessity demanded was
simply considered unthinkable. To travel for thegmse of travelling was something
common people did not do in any measure until theteenth or nineteenth century. Then,
with the advent of the Industrial Revolution, a ngass of people, the middle class, grew
larger and more powerful. Peoples’ wages increasedransport became a possibility for
the ordinary middle class man. The cost of trartsgisp decreased, making travel easier
and more affordable for a larger group of peoptethe culture of travelling gradually
evolved to include the growing middle classes. Stowue centuries ago rich young men in
England started taking what came to be called ‘Grend Tour”. This usually followed
university graduation and was often seen as afipassage. Taking a Grand Tour meant
travelling through Europe exploring its culturesainly fine arts and architecture
(Rosenberg). Writing about their experiences becam&most necessary feature and
publications of those stories were usually veryysap Travel books from that time and
earlier were often as much about information apfeasure which is understandable in
light of the fact how few people could travel; thaters felt both need and obligation to
inform their readers, as well as to please thenthériate eighteenth century this changed
and travel books diverged in two separate direstitine purely entertaining travel book
and the instructive travel guide” (Batten, 29-3@When the French revolution brought an
end to the Grand Tours of Europe prospective tlengestarted looking farther afield for
places worth visiting. In Britain, and Northern Bpe, interest in Nordic culture increased
in the eighteenth century and concurring withihare positive attitude towards Nordic

peoples and their culture (isleifsson, 85). Subsetiy, more travellers discovered Iceland.



Travel books about | celand

Despite being so close to Europe, geographicalnsally speaking, it can be said that
Iceland hardly existed for educated Europe untdrahe middle of the eighteenth
century“(isleifsson, 113). Before that time therasywthough, a handful of people who had
come here and written accounts of their journeysvéier, many of the earliest writings
about the country were done by people who had |pglreever visited it, although some
claimed to have. They based their works on the dameccounts by others, spiced things
up and interpreted quite freely the knowledge thag gained. One of them was a
Dutchman who called himself Dithmar Blefken, buwdfom little is known. His book was
published in 1607 and was widely circulated. (fskn, 47) He claimed to have visited the
country but that sounds rather unlikely when higimgs are examined; his descriptions are
so incredible. For instance, the natives are saltetome up to 300years old, they wash
themselves out of their bedpans and love their dog® than their children, amongst other
things (qtd. in Isleifsson, 48). Similarly ridiculs statements about natural phenomena
follow.

Much of the earlier writings were more about tkege and the country as such
rather than actual travel journals. The country iEm@eople looked quite strange and
peculiar to most Europeans so this is well undedsble. In times when only very few
people had the chance to travel any distancessteaay for a traveller to “spice up” his
tales, by adding some little bit of extra mateteathem. The temptation to make things
sound more exotic or more dangerous than they inegeality seems to have tickled many
and tales like that would also be more likely tarch the readers and attract more of them.
Phenomena of nature or environment, and human mehrathat struck a foreigner as
special or strange would often be drawn out andstated in order to achieve an effect of
excitement and shock, even. A handful of earlietimgs show an exaggerated picture of
the country. There it is often described as a @ndonders and extremities that has
»poisonous fountains and destructive volcanoes,Hegltlor Purgatory might even be found

on the island, with devils flying about“(isleifssahl3). Such writings may have inspired



interest in adventurous people. It must also beidened that some of the people who
wrote about Iceland had never visited the counttyhiad only read other peoples’ writings
about it. This relates, however, mostly to eanvetings. Later visitors to Iceland made it
their object to rectify such writings. Their purposas to show the country, and its people,
in their “true” light and thus to enlighten the@aders instead of just exciting them. The
Swede Uno Von Troil, who some years later becammétichbishop of Uppsala, might be
said to be one such writer. He came to Iceland/if2with Joseph Banks (later Sir). He
wrote one of the first reliable accounts on thentou He made thorough observations and
wrote fairly accurate reports of his discoveries bbok could hardly be called a travel
book, though, since it is more like a report on¢bantry and its people. It is made up of
many chapters, most of them rather short, in |éttien, each about a specific subject and
addressed to some friend or patron of the writem(Vroil).

We, modern people, tend to think that nobody eaene here and therefore the
number of people who travelled to Iceland in eadenturies often surprises us. We often
think that the only people who came here were #ilers of the merchants ships that
brought goods the Icelanders needed and exchahgetdfor some of the limited selection
of Icelandic products considered useful elsewhékge consider Haraldur Sigurdsson’s
bibliographyWritings of Foreigners Relating to Iceland it becomes apparent that
surprisingly many people did come here. To listrtheasons for coming here would be
much easier; the majority of them came out of galmarriosity for this unknown
neighbouring country. It may be simplifying thingdittle to say that they came here
mostly for “the fishing, the geology, or the oltekature® as E. J. Oswald says but it is not
far from the truth (Oswald, 1). When looking at kedhat were written from the mid-
nineteenth century, it soon becomes clear thatidtery, saga’s and the Viking heritage
have had the greatest attraction, along with thodogey.

What most travel books about Iceland (as aglbther places) have in common is that
they recount the journeys, in all their diversitylinear narrative from beginning to end
dotted with observations about various things. Téeyoften like log books where the
progress of a journey is described in factual tleExiamples of this can be seen at all
times. One of them is with William Morris who trdeel to Iceland in 1871 and 1873. He



writes home to his wife and daughters mainly tgllinem what he sees and does on the
way and while he stays there (Morris, vol 1). Arestand much more recent account of a
somewhat similar kind is Lawrence Millman’s bodlast Places: A Journey in the North
which was published in 1990 (Millman). Iceland veaguite big part of his itinerary on the
journey from Norway to Newfoundland. One of thes@as he visits Iceland is that he had
many years earlier met an Icelandic man, in a cetaly different part of the world, who
had told him many things about his country. Thisamter stays with him and he has in
the meantime read the Icelandic Sagas and W. He#stetters fromIceland (Millman,

5). And even this modern man in his modern age fiod things about this island and its
people that strike him as strange. He does, howewée a fairly ordinary travelogue,
where the journey is recorded in chronological oafeevents. Travel books like that will
probably keep being written in years to come amy tiheed certainly not be boring in any
way. Each traveller and each writer of a travetstas to find and use the kind of medium
that suits him. Those who on the other hand aspiemything different will do as they

please and the outcome of new experimenting waly&something to look forward to.
Lettersfrom Iceland

Letters from Iceland does indeed look like an experiment in a new gehteavel writing.
It could be said that it breaks up the “normalfioof such books and goes its own way. It
departs from the well known form of chronologicadigganized narrative and introduces a
collage made of various sketches in diverse shdipeshowever, not immediately
apparent that this was done by intention. It wéserathe writers’ originality of thought and
maybe also the fact that there were two of therhlir@ught it about. The book is an
amalgam of poetry, letters to people, both living @ead, and a collection of information
for tourists, both practical and humorous. The citatipn looks somewhat haphazard at
first sight and it is not easy to see whether tiesny conscious calculation behind it. It is
also very humorous but still without being frivotou

It is well known that Auden had been very integdsn Iceland from and early age.
His father was very interested in Iceland and hdrttat interest down to his son. His

going to Iceland came about, however, quite byadence. He met a friend, and former



pupil, Michael Yates, and it came up in their casation that Yates was going to Iceland
with some people (Carpenter, 195). Auden becamigeexand contacted his publisher
(Faber and Faber) proposing to them a contractite & travel book about the country,
which they agreed to (Carpenter, 196). The reasonAuden and MacNeice wrote the
book together is not perfectly clear but at somiatde Auden could not subsequently
remember when — he had asked MacNeice to join hiloeland and collaborate on the
travel book” (Carpenter, 200). They had known eattier for some years and had formed
“a mutual professional respect and a personal rampthout which collaboration is
unthinkable” (qtd. in Longley). Despite its ratleasual beginnings the collaboration of
those two creative minds proved very successful@hd result was something far
removed from the conventional travel book” (Osboriz9).

Auden says in his first letter to E. M. A. that las “been here a month and haven’t
the slightest idea how to begin to write the bo(J6). This indicates that he had not made
any outline of his intentions in advance. Therhisletter no. 2 to E.M.A. Auden at one
point mentions, as in passing, that he has come tapbright idea about this travel book”
so somewhere along the way he has had a revela3®). What he says in the following

lines is something I find to be a ground breakiogpin travel writing:

| brought Byron with me to Iceland, and | suddethigught I might write him a
chatty letter in light verse about anything | cotlichk of ... This letter in itself will
have very little to do with Iceland, but will betihar a description of an effect of
travelling in distant places which is to make oeftect on one’s past and one’s
culture from the outside. But it will form a cerittiaread on which | shall hang
other letters to different people more directly atbleceland. ... The trouble about
travel books as a rule, even the most exciting asdkat the actual events are all
extremely like each other — meals — sleeping accodation — fleas — dangers, etc,

and the repetition becomes boring. (139).

Although Auden had said at the beginning of higpey that he did not have any idea of
what the book was to be like, we can see thatispthint an idea is starting to form. And

the outcome is certainly not boring. These line® alound as if he is developing in his



head a truly original idea and that he is now ihtendoing something entirely different
from what has been done before. The book is, howeee written as such during the
journey but put together later from the pieces teahnd MacNeice wrote along the way.
They do realise that their work is different frorhat has been done before but there is no
pretension in anything they do. When MacNeice sayss poem Letter to Graham and
Anne Shepard: “We are not changing ground to esttapefacts/But rather to find them”
he is probably only talking about this journey avittom home and to another country (31).
| am, however, in light of later works, temptedéad this as a key sentence concerning the
book’s ground changing effect. They did indeed ®odhething new and special. Maybe
they did not find many new facts but they founcesvrand original way to portray them.

Although Auden set out to write a travel book ttas initially only a way to get
an excuse to go to Iceland and to finance that Drgspite being constantly writing about
things that caught his attention while there Audes not writing a travelogue in that
sense, he was writing while travelling and the oate would only be known afterwards.
What he and MacNeice wrote along the way only be&carbook later on. As MacNeice
put it: “Our travel-book was a hodge-podge, thrdagether in gaiety ” (gtd. in Longley )
That gaiety shines through in many places, padityin the chapter about older travel
writings and, last but not the least in “Their L&l and Testament”. The hodge-podge
was, however, probably not as casual as he madeiitd since the idea had always been to
write a book; after all Auden set out with a sigedtract with his publisher. Auden and
MacNeice write in a manner that intrigues and wakesuriosity in the reader. It is true
that their methods can at times look somewhat juztb a reader who might expect an
“ordinary” travelogue. It is tempting to assumetttigey are trying to state a belief that
travelogues should not be anything ordinary.

They are obviously well familiar with travel booltsat have been written before.
There are numerous examples, from centuries plsgwel writers making comments on
things and people they meet that sound as if theg wnly meant to excite or entertain a
potential reader. Those writers do not seem to hadeany qualms about truthfulness.
Many writings are so far from truth or reality thiae people they were written about would

have gasped in indignation had they ever had thaaghto read them. A good example of
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this kind of writing is given in the chapter “Sheavifrom Sagaland” which is dedicated to
observations by other and earlier travel writetserg they have gathered together a good
collection of observations from people who havedhad to the country (and/or written
about it) in earlier centuries. These are mostiysguirky comments on the country, its
people or the people’s habits. They are often geldby prejudice or ignorance and only
make their writers look laughable in the eyes ofalern reader. This is a truly funny part
and the pieces are taken from many writers anereifit times. Auden and MacNeice
obviously pick the most malicious and bizarre comta¢hey can find and cram them
together, making for a really compact course oriotédnowledge” about the country. The
first one is, quite fittingly, an acknowledgementiwe existence of the country:

Iceland isreal

‘Iceland is not a myth; it is a solid portion oktlearth’s surface’ -- Pliny Miles. (58)

This also demonstrates how vague some of thewniten comments on the island had
been. Another one concerns the Icelandic peomlésameant to assure readers of their

connection to the rest of humankind:

The Icelanders are human beings
‘They are not as robust and hardy that nothingreahthem; for they are human
beings and experience the sensations common tointirkHorrebow. (61)

The writers clearly think that this is somethingtttheir readers will appreciate. It goes to
confirm thatLetters from Iceland “acts on a further shared belief of the two pottat

poetry should be a kind of fun as well as a kingbafnalism” (Longley 49). Although the
book is not all poetry, much of it is. The humoeains out of it and the other parts are no
less fun.

The outlook on the country and its people thatéuddopts is interesting. In a
letter to Kristjan Andrésson he says that “the reemess of Iceland, coupled with its
literary and political history, make it a countryrieh, if visited at all, is visited by people
with strong, and usually romantic preconceptior2f(). He goes on to talk about his
father’s passion for Iceland and the influencead lon himself. How his father’s reading to
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him from the saga’s, folk tales and mythology itesti in him and incurable enthusiasm for
this island in the North. Then he visits the place gets to see it with his own eyes, which
gives him a totally new perspective. Although tbemry and its people strike him as
peculiar in many ways it does not seem to havenaggative effect on his feelings towards
them as we can see a little later on: “As | am gambe frank about what | disliked, | must
say at once that | enjoyed my visit enormously"QRHe does as many have done before
him, and as travel writers will always do, point things that strike him as funny or
strange. It is, no matter with how humorous a nali®ays in a kindly manner as we see in

one verse from “Letter to Lord Byron”

I've learned to ride, at least to ride a pony,
Taken a lot of healthy exercise,
On barren mountains and in valleys stony,
I've tasted a hot spring (a taste was wise)
And foods a man remembers till he dies.
All things considered, | consider Iceland,
Apart from Reykjavik, a very nice land. (198)

The note on the food is worth mentioning siheadid not seem to like it very much. He
talks about a soup that tastes “of scented hdiaail of dried fish that “tastes like toenails”
and like “the skin of the soles of one’s feet” (4Dhis mixture of admiration for the
country and its old culture on one hand and thedwing of things in the everyday life of
its modern people on the other, is one of the thihgt make the book most interesting. As
Lars Lonnroth says in an article - in Scandinavicét is this tension between irony and
nostalgia that makes his travel reports so charrhiagmost other books about Iceland by
comparison seem heavy-handed and pedestrian, lexeght they may be more reliable in
factual details” (Lonnroth, 50).

In this book we do not see any high-flown desaip of things or the use of strong
adjectives about the writers’ experiences thasareommon in many other travel books.
Still they do not seem to have enjoyed themselngdess than others. As Humphrey
Carpenter says
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As a holiday, a piece of fun, the trip had bedruge success. But whether Auden’s
more ambitious objectives had been achieved wathanquestion. He had
absorbed a great amount of information about leklaat he was too independent,
too self-sufficient, to respond quite freely to wha saw. It was not an experience
that changed him. (Carp 202)

Despite being enchanted by the country he doefahatto the trap of romanticising it.

His acquaintance with it rather helps him keepféet on the ground and he is faithful to
himself and his potential readers. Auden at oneepfaentions a Scottish woman he meets
at Hallormsstadur, where he stays a night. He baltsan “Icelandophil” and says that “She
thinks them like the Greeks” (142). It is obviojigjging from his descriptions of her, that
he does not like her and that her attitudes atbeokind that he detests. The reader gets the
feeling that she is in his eyes the epitome ofotftnary traveller who does things by the
book and that is something he does not care fa.cBmes to the country with too many
preconceived ideas and it is likely that she viritifonly what she expects and look for
nothing more.

Auden has a very special eye for things. For msathe lake Myvatn area is by
most people considered one of the most beautiddgd in the country but Auden only
gives it about four lines: “The lake is surroundsdittle craters like candle snuffers and
most attractive. Hay was being made everywherdlatiaymakers were using aluminium
rakes, which I have never seen before (135). Datsanis of this area hardly come any
shorter in travel books on Iceland. This is welkeeping with what he writes in a letter to
Kristjan Andrésson: “I do not intend to expatiapono he natural beauties of your island: to
you they need no advertisement and for the tothvese are many guide books” (210).
When reading those words it is understandablehthailks more about the aluminium
rakes, which strike him as something peculiarldd &hows the main element of difference
that this book has from most other. Writing a ttdaaok that is neither of the things that he
mentions there is bound to have a different outcarhe main characteristic of most travel
books is often either descriptions of the beawudrdsoks of a country - or place - or

offering advice to other prospective travellers.
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This seemingly disjointed concoction of a booku partly to outside influences.
For instance the letters to Lord Byron that migitkd out of context in a book about
Iceland are not as far fetched as they appearsat Aiuden was reading Byron on the ship
to Iceland and was intrigued by him. In fact, igti be guessed that the book was his
major, or only, comfort on the journey judging frame of the lines in the Letter to Lord
Byron, Part |, where he says; “l read it on thetlhodReykjavik/Except when eating or
asleep or sick” (16).

The reason why the book is made up like this miighéxplained by the fact that the
writers are poets. Writing such a great part ofttbek in poetry form is probably
something that maybe comes easier to them, antha natural way for poets to express
themselves than the prose form is. It could be g&@tlAuden and MacNeice are ploughing
an old ground anew, giving the soil a new fertiljzben planting out “[a]nd new plants
flower from that old potato” (99). A new kind oftieavelogue is being born here and
although the old fashioned travel books sometiroek & bit stale and predictable in the

comparison with those here, they are all grown ftbensame ground.
Moon Country

In many waysMoon Country echoed etters from Iceland. It is a fact that at least a part of
the reason why Armitage and Maxwell came to Icelaad the influence of Auden and
MacNeice. It is known that they did admire the olpeets and that they came here to go in
their footsteps, to some extent at least. Audenlikaded the effect Iceland had on him to
sunset on mountains, the sun still shining on thadhthe light reflecting from them,
lighting up the world although the sun had setwaad out of view (37). Maxwell refers to
these words when he says in a newspaper artidléAbden and MacNeice themselves
cast a beam like that on two equally young poels felt that same draw northwards”
(Maxwell, 52). They probably wanted to find out witavas that the others had been
inspired by and to see if it would have the sanfiecebn them selves. According to P. J.
Kavanagh it was Faber & Faber, Auden’s publishieas $ent Armitage and Maxwell to
Iceland (Kavanagh, 1). They were also to record theeriences for BBC Radio 3 which
subsequently broadcast their recordings (KavanBglQne of the things that they did
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while in Reykjavik was interviewing the famous kxadlic poet, - and editor - Matthias
Johannessen, about his acquaintance with AudenH&Mad met Auden when he revisited
the country in 1964. They also met with other India poets and even attended poetry
readings with them.

It is obvious right from the start that Icelandksts the writers oMoon Country as
something special or even strange. The title aleli® us that the experience of the country

is quite unique. The book starts with a little poeyrArmitage, simply called “Iceland*:

Midnight. Vodka, down
in one. Spied through the bottom

of the bottle: sun.

Scotch on the rocks, straight
down. Seen through the empty glass

the moon. It's twelve noon.

Calling this poem Iceland indicates that this isvlibey see the country; this is the core of
it. The extremities of the country and its people @bserved and portrayed very thoroughly
in these few lines. Daylight at midnight in the suer, dark enough to see the moon at
noon in winter, and drinks swallowed in one gulp.

These descriptions of extremities and peculiarigje on throughout the book in six
small poems by Armitage titled “From Where We Stalithch one of them then describes
different things. The subjects covered in thosenpoare as diverse as the writers’
experiences along the way and each one pointsextain feature of strangeness. One
describes how “bananas and vines/do well/on acéaiuthie hell/underground” (40). They
have apparently visited, or at least heard ofhtiréicultural school where bananas and
vines are grown in geothermally heated greenhotises the “hell underground®. The
difference of daylight between seasons is a cohstatter of wonder and day and night
merging together during the summer obviously ireifthe days/are strained and
sieved/through the nights,/and the nights arrivéiywhe days stirred in“ (51). A striking
picture is painted of the interaction of fragilapls on the rough and barren, and, even
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newly created, landscape: “Surtsey dreams/of adb&fagrass,” and “ash and willow/pick
their way/on tip-toe/through a spoil of stone* (97)

The book is put together of many small pieces li&ters from Iceland. There are,
alternately, poems and observations on variougghilm between them are squeezed the —
three- acts of a play that Maxwell writes in proslepost Shakespearian at times, at least in
spirit (sometimes reminiscent of A Midsummer NighDream). The scene and characters
are a strange mixture of the night-life in Reyklaahd some old folk tales. Barflies and
trolls are mingling in this truly entertaining caration that travels between down-town
Reykjavik, pPingvellir, an imaginary fishing trawlend an imaginary farm, amongst other
things. The action weaves together modern techygaod experiences, and fictitious
unreality with an outcome that is really amusing.séal-burger grows flippers and
becomes A REAL SEAL" (59) and one character in the playno becomes tired of waiting
for the end says: “Someone flick the pages quick/fax me how it ends!” (62). This adds
a quirky note to the book and is one of the thitngs make it special among travel
writings.

Although the compilation dfloon Country is not in exactly the same form as
Letters from Iceland, the similarities are quite strong. The chapterhat word is the right
word, are much shorter and they follow a more destpattern than the chapterdligtters
fromIceland. It could thus be said that the outcome is a mexaf the effect Iceland has on
its writers on one hand, and the effectetters from Iceland on the other. Whether
Armitage and Maxwell consciously intended to wetemething similar th.etters from
Iceland will not be discussed here. Still, it is easyrt@gine that the compilation dfoon
Country was not purely coincidental. Giving it this formagneven have been meant as a
part of the tribute to Auden and MacNeice thatlibek in fact is.

It is no great wonder, with two poets writing thaok, that a great part of it is
poetry. The poetry is one type of a vent for tlawetlers’ experiences and makes for a
really diverse expression of emotions. Through théslium they convey what they
encounter in an unusual and interesting way. A piseiollowed by a play act followed by
a diary entry of sorts and every part lights aetéht angle of Icelandic landscape, national

character or the daily life of the people. In albtimat is built up like this the reader is kept



16

constantly on the alert and never has a chancedonbe bored with repetitious treatment
of material. Like all travellers at all times thege things from the outside, with a keen
guests eye. They notice things that the nativeemwould and what is more, they express
their sentiments in a very original way. At Krafteey see the results of some of the newest
volcanic eruptions in the country. Armitage desesilthe impression it has on them. He
talks about the earth as “a living creature, inghts way forward” (125). Landscape is
something people most often see as a very solgttihere are numerous stories and
paintings in the world of landscape that looksgame today as it did hundreds or
thousands of years ago. Here he realises thatdapdss never finished. The creature earth
is simply “sleeping it off at the top of the hijaiting to be woken“(125).

Journeys are certainly linear, although the liodlswed may be all but straight,
but the memories we have from them are not. Theenesare in a way more like photo
albums that are made up of snapshots from a joulieynever photograph every minute
of a journey, only things that rouse our intereghT time to time. Then we throw away
those that are less important to us. Similarly,rtfenories tend to get organized in our
heads by the different weight of importance of eiackdent along the way. This book
resembles a photo album in that it stores the $repdrom a journey. Some of the
~pictures” are small and detailed, like the sharéms, while others, like the play and some
of the longer chapters, are more like video cligsey are artfully ,taken“ and organized in
a way that makes the reader eager to flick the pagéher.

Among the most memorable things that Armitage Maswell do while in Iceland
is to take a tour with a trawler from The Westmslands, the “Gullborg”. The decription
of this trip is one of the highlights &oon Country. The understated subtitle, “The Water
Is Not Very Still* is a good indicator of what is tome. Maxwell makes fun of his and
Armitage’s cowardice when faced with the real dgang on board a fishing vessel. They
try to find some way, any way, to eschew the tland contemplate whether or how they
can get away with only interviewing the fisherm&heir horrendous experience of the tour
is described in a very humorous manner althoughduumwas painfully absent from their
persons while the tour lasted. Armitage is besidesalf all of the time, suffering severe

sea-sickness while Maxwell tries to brave the eleand document some of the
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happenings on board. His text is interweaved wittalations about his “maritime
ancestors” and pieces of poetry describing hematagers and their deeds. At one point he
reflects that “he’d like to have seen Auden tryihg* (77).

One of the many things that Armitage and Maxwelddring their stay in Iceland
IS to interview people. There are, however, onlg taterviews but each one has its
significance. The first one is with their fellowgtp Matthias J6hannessen and is mainly
done to inquire about his acquaintance with Audgiatthias talks about Auden with great
reverence and tells of how he wanted to make hehdgeod; he wanting to be a dictator to
be able to stop the radio, which apparently annayedken (37). Then he talks with mixed
emotions about the Icelandic language and its dpweénts. He talks with an air of regret
about its deterioration on one hand and with palbleut the inventiveness within it, how
Icelanders immediately invent new words for newdgsi (38).

The other interview is with Vigdis Finnbogadqtthie president of the country at
the time and the first woman in the world to be deratically elected into such a position.
That interview is on rather formal notes, underdédnty maybe, since the author’s probably
do not interview heads of state every day. Theyhaslquestions about the context between
the history of the country and the presence, abitital issues like the fast development of
the society and the conspicuous absence of tréeseTare all issues that cause frequent
curiosity with visitors. Not to mention, again, herique position. At one point in the
interview Vigdis says: “| am of the belief that lmed has to be visited to be understood*
(96). This is worth noting since in a way it toustibe essence of what a lot of travel
writing does, namely to inform and increase un@erding of distant places. Those two
interviews, along with their meetings with otheepoand people in general, all go to make
up the varied picture that the book paints of txentry and its people.

Although Armitage and Maxwell are writing their owistinct work the reader is at
regular intervals reminded that they are in Icelals® to go in the footsteps of Auden and
MacNeice. Every now and then they come to placeavthe others had been and even try
to do things exactly the same. This can be seemgtance, when they visit Kalmanstunga
farm. It is a place that Auden and MacNeice alsitetl and MacNeice describes it in his

spoof letter “Hetty to Nancy” (180). They had stdykere overnight on the return from the
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journey around Langjokull glacier. Auden, appangrttad played the piano there and
Armitage and Maxwell seem to have felt the needadhe same. They simply knock on
the door and are let in, play one song on theunsgnt and then leave (102). They mention
what MacNeice does not, that this was the veryg@@nwhich the Icelandic National
Anthem was composed.

It might be said that their experience of Icelaaml] subsequently their advice to

other travellers, is summed up in the last versh@f'Harald and the Lonely Hearts" play:

Here you can find us, we do hope you will,

We're sorry it’s pricey, it's worth it though.

Fly, or you'll get most emphatically ill,

You want to eat puffin, you eat your fill,

Thick socks, a Minolta, and loads of dough,
Just so you know.(170)

Moon Country is written in a light hearted and humorous toriél iEmanages to be taken
seriously with very thoughtful observations in beén. The humour never spins into
nonsense for very long and despite slight sidessbdépgurious speculations the writers
always sway smoothly back onto track again. Thethiemselves be inspired by the
country and its people and share their feelingegrrsly with their readers. The effect that
the place has on the two men travelling there imately finds an outlet and they give in

to the sensation freely and spontaneously. Thdtrissa lively and many-sided book.
Comparison

Letters from Iceland and Moon Country are two truly original travel books, both unlike
most other such books. Between the two there akgever, striking similarities in many
aspects. The unconventional form is in many waryslai: both books are comprised of
many small chapters that are not very tightly dittegether. They could be compared to
patchwork quilts that are made up of various déifgpieces. Sometimes there are
similarities in patterns, sometimes in colour aoohstimes none. All the same, though the

idea of such a patchwork may not sound very chagratrfirst, the finished piece, when
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completed, makes a surprisingly beautiful picture.

It is quite clear that the four poets in questi@ne were setting out to do something
different from what had been done before in trawgting. Writing a book in cooperation
with another person requires mutual trust, agre¢iseth a certain amount of flexibility.
Otherwise it is likely that the outcome will be tdsjointed or fragmented. It can hardly be
said, though, that the two books are written jgirgipart form Auden and MacNeice’s
“Last Will and Testament”. They are made up of eadker’s separate pieces that are put
together afterwards like a jigsaw puzzle. Despaimd different, the pieces from each
writer in both books, work well together and compnt each other. The spaceMoon
Country is very justly divided between the writers, wheréaiden’s part it considerably
bigger than Mac Neice’s ibetters from Iceland. This may possibly be attributed to
Auden’s inherited interest in Iceland; it was ldsa to go there and he had for a long time
been preoccupied with the idea of it. He also vileete and stayed a few weeks before
MacNeice joined him and had travelled quite widelgund the island by that timigloon
Country also looks a little more coherent thagiters from I celand.

The fact that all these writers are poets undallpteas its influence on the shape of
the works. The obvious one is the amount of poeing, letters in the form of poetry, but
there is also something else that is more diffitwiput a finger on. It seems that they are all
avoiding tying their works together into too tighknot or too firm a shape. They are, after
all, going for originality and avoiding laying theédeas down in any conventional pattern.

In both books we meet with the attitude that thiett of travelling in distant
places ... is to make one reflect on one’s past aetsaulture from the outside” (139).
Auden says this when he has just come up withdeia for the book and with those words
further establishes the belief that shines thrahghwhole work that travel writing does not
necessarily have to be entirely about travels pe¥ery much in tune with that is a whole
chapter towards the end ioon Country that Armitage spends musing on his past and on
life in general, things that have little or nothitagdo with the place where he is at the
moment. He feels that his thoughts are out of péackthat there may be an “unwritten rule
of inversion, to do with distance” and goes onal& Bbout places “where you rub noses

with yourself, catch up with yourself” (143). Heedonot mention Auden’s afore mentioned
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comment, but when that remark is borne in mindshisation seems to echo Audens frame
of mind from all those years ago.

A lot has changed over the sixty years that eldbstween the journeys,
concerning travel conditions in Iceland. Armitagel Maxwell have a completely different
experience of the trip to Iceland than Auden allsihyears earlier. Auden travelled by boat
from Hull which was probably not very comfortabl&éhe voyage took about five days,
and he was bored and sometimes sea-sick” (Carpdd(éy. Armitage and Maxwell flew,
which only took a few hours and they had “a fasgkldight” which reflects all the
technological advances of six decades (9).

Armitage and Maxwell seem to be having the samd &f problems with their
project, i.e. how to begin writing. Armitage statbat “This is the last day and these are the
last hours. | should be writing but haven’t managesingle word yet,” (143). Auden and
MacNeice are writing in a time when horror is lundiin all corners of European politics.
The Great Depression is raging and the outbredatd War 1l is only a few years ahead.
There is also warfare going on when Armitage arakWell visit Iceland, this time in
former Yugoslavia, and at the time no one knows bHmav will end. Armitage and Maxwell
are writing in times where anything goes and 8tilil the medium of the older poets fitting
their own purposes. They have an historic perspettiigely different from that of Auden
and MacNeice. WWII and the Cold War are both inghst and Iceland has been an
independent republic for 50 years. The world hamged a lot and the Icelandic
community has seen changes that are even way bélyemdeasure of most of the rest of
Western Europe.

Armitage and Maxwell come into much closer contaitth the people in Iceland
than Auden and MacNeice did. This is only natucaisidering the great changes in the
Icelandic society over those sixty years. Everyghgéxmuch more open and tourism, which
was almost non-existent in the 1930s, is now anstrgt of its own and that a booming one.
The fact that almost everyone speaks English imtheties, whereas only a handful of
educated people did in the thirties, also provides hugely different experience. Auden
did meet a few people from the Icelandic literacgree but apparently they were not many.

In fact he complains that the first week he spemelwas rather miserable since all the
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people he had introductions to were away (106).l&hguage barrier alone accounts for a
much more limited contact with the locals for Auderd MacNeice. Armitage and
Maxwell not only met with other writers and poetd they also attended readings
contributing some of their own works, which now es$0 difficulty on the language side.

Auden talks about the Icelandic houses in a rategative way and says there is no
architecture (107). In 1964 he revisited Iceland enhis foreword to the 1967 edition of
Letters from Iceland he mentions the architecture again claiming thiaas improved:
“Concrete, steel and glass may not be one’s fatebtiilding materials, but they are an
improvement upon corrugated iron sheeting”(7). Téian interesting point of view for
modern people to contemplate, since the corrugetdeeclad houses are today seen as an
important part of our architectural heritage andehgained a status of certain prominence.
Armitage says in a much more positive tone thag ghgular and colourful architecture
gave the impression of a neat and tidy Lego-lassembled only recently* (MC 12). The
town has of course expanded greatly between therters’ visits so their different outlook
is understandable.

In Letters from Iceland there are, as the name indicates, mostly letBeristhose
letters are in various shapes and do not alwayslike “ordinary” letters. Some of them
are in fact in the form of poetry, like Auden’s ‘tter to Lord Byron”. InMoon Country the
prose chapters look more like diary entries sihey tare not addressed to anyone
particular. It is true that the title does not ate letters, as does the older books’, but has a
subtitle; Further Reports from Iceland, which rather suggests another form but also fants
an echo fronLetters from Iceland. In Moon Country the poetry looks much more obviously
inspired by Iceland. There are more direct refegsrio places and phenomena, for instance
in the “From where we stand“ poems, where Armitagegs out things that strike him as
strange. IrLetters fromIceland there are two poems by MacNeice that bear thak.nGare
is “Eclougue from Iceland” and is an imaginary cersation between two men and the
ghost of Grettir Asmundarson, a famous characten fihe Saga’s, best known for his
physical strength. The other is simply called “tcel” where he muses in a melancholy
tone about the history and compares the old glbitywith the mundane way of living of

the modern day people.
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MacNeice uses an alter ego for his letter ,FronttyH® Nancy”, and Armitage
does the same in the chapters that look like deatgies (most of them bearing the names
of Saints days). What MacNeice does is that he m#ieall-male group that he and
Auden travelled with around Langjokull glacier irfeanales. His purpose with that may
well have been only to entertain. What Armitagesdiseo change his own name and
Maxwell’s into Petersson and Jamesson, seemindlyttoe Icelandic patronymic tradition
but without giving away too explicitly that he isferring to them selves. Maybe he does
this to create some distance from himself and Mébavet could be that he thinks the third
person narrative makes it sound more like a story.

Moon Country echoed etters from Iceland in many ways but the resemblance is not
too striking. Auden and MacNeice created somethieyg and original with their book and
although Armitage and Maxwell are partly goinghe blder guys’ footsteps they also want
to create something new and original in their oghtt However much they admire the
older poets they are never trying to imitate tkerk. The reflections frometters from
Iceland are well visible but they look more like a tributeAuden and MacNeice, made to
honour their work. Armitage and Maxwell are, atdy creating a whole new work of their
own and have to give it their own signature.

Both MacNeice and Armitage compose poems titledland”. MacNeice’s poem
is a reflection on the history and old times in toeintry. He is wondering how things were
then and comparing them to how they are now trignighagine what life was like all those

centuries ago. He demonstrates how modern timelanime clash:

Corrugated iron
Farms inherit
The spirit and phrase

Of ancient sagas

Men have forgotten
Anger and ambush,
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To make ends meet
Their only business (225)

He makes the modern life seem dull compared tglibréfied past. Now the stories of the
glorious past have been forgotten by the moderplpeshose only care is to make a
living.

There are many reverberations between the twodyaoskather from Auden and
MacNeice’s book onto Armitage and Maxwell’'s. Oneilcoeven talk about a Domino-
effect, since Auden was influenced by his fathstigies and then Armitage and Maxwell
were influenced by Auden and MacNeice. Those twakbdouch on the same matters as
practically all books about Iceland do: the histang the geology. This is probably
unavoidable and despite those matters being sadrely covered by writers about Iceland
the two duos artfully avoid clichés and manage &kenthings sound new and interesting.

Conclusion

Although most travel books have in common the obsielement of being about travelling,
they can be as different as black and white. Thehasis of each depends on the things
that interest the writer in question, and that agaiformed by his background, his past
experiences and general outlook on life. Althouglel books have been written over
many centuries there is still space for developnretiie genre. The majority of them,
though, still adheres to what seems to be the paatlar form, (the relatively) linear
narrative, and a story like that can certainlyriteriesting; it all depends on the nature of
the writer's observations. It also depends on vélagh reader finds interesting. Some
people like to read similar material again and agéile others want to be constantly
challenged with new approaches. New forms of trat@ies can be intriguing for readers
who crave for novelty. The two books dealt withthis essay are in my opinion very novel
in form and approach. They are written about trsaeld thus fit well in with the travel
story genre. They do, however, defy certain acckptiéeria of such literature and go their
own ways. They are both like collections of skeg;lpainted in different styles. The

mixture of poetry, letters, plays and various obaBons are set forth in a very fresh
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manner. Those are the things that make them diffened distinguish them from other
more traditional travel stories. They complemesttitavel story tradition, add new
dimensions to an old genre and show us that, asdempeople keep travelling the world,

there will always be space for new ideas.
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