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Agrip

Uppistadan i verkefni pessu er ensk pyding a sdgunni Rafflesiublomid eftir Steinar Braga
fra arinu 2009. | fyrri hluta er fjallad um pydingarferlid & fraedilegum forsendum og
grundvallarspurningum pydingafradinnar, auk pess sem rynt er i pydingar & islenskum
samtimabdokmenntum, stédu pyddra skaldsagna fyrir fullordna i hinum enskumaelandi
heimi og Rafflesiublomid stadsett i hofundarverki Steinars Braga. Skodud eru prastef i
verkum skaldsins, stilorogd og moguleikar i pydingu. Seinni hlutinn inniheldur sjalfa

pbydinguna, The Rafflesia Flower.
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I. hluti

Um pydingarferlid fra fraedilegu sjonarhorni og i

samhengi vid hofundarverk Steinars Braga



1. Inngangur

pydandinn hefur pad merkilega og vandmedfarna hlutverk ad geta opnad dyr @ milli
menningarheima og faert lesendum vidtokumalsins brot af menningu frummalsins.
Kveikjan ad pvi meistaraprofsverkefni sem hér ma lesa var longun til ad bazeta vid
fateklega floru islenskra samtimabdkmennta i enskri pydingu. Uppistadan i verkefninu er
pbyding min & névellu Steinars Braga, Rafflesiublominu, er birtist fyrst i priggja sagna
safninu Himinninn yfir bingvéllum sem Ut kom hja Mali og menningu arid 2009. Hér i fyrri
hlutanum er fjallad um addraganda pydingarinnar og st6du pydinga i enskumaelandi
[ondum, auk pess sem sérstakur gaumur er gefinn ad pydingum islenskra
samtimabokmennta. Raett er um grundvallarhugtok pydingafreedinnar og hvernig pau ma
heimfaera upp 4 pydinguna a Rafflesiublominu. Textann verdur 6hjakvaemilegra ad skoda i
tengslum vid énnur verk Steinars Braga; rynt er i prastef a bord vid firringu hins vestraena
nutimasamfélags, einmanaleika, dauda og aftengingu, sem og pau verkfeeri sem héfundur
beitir til ad draga fram pessa aherslupaetti. Eitt helsta einkennid & skaldségum
hofundarins er eins konar haegfara skynrof eda glidnun & vitund persdéna, sem
endurspeglast i stil og takti textans, og smitar Ut fra sér til lesandans. bessa efnislegu og
stilraenu glidnun undirbyggir hofundur med framandgervingu a kunnuglegu umhverfi;
Rafflesiublomid og fleiri sogur Steinars Braga gerast i eins konar skrumskaeldri
Reykjavikurborg sem er uppfull af feigd og einmanaleika. | pvi ljési verdur hér fjallad
sérstaklega um menningarlegt samhengi og stadheetti. Rynt er i talsmata perséna, en i

stuttri og tiltélulega famennri sogu hefur bein raeda jafnvel enn meiri vigt en ella og er eitt
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beittasta taekid sem pydandi hefur til ad koma personuskdpun skaldsins til skila. Enn
fremur er fjallad um tengsl tungumals og hugsunar Ut fra kenningum um métunarahrif
tungumalsins. Par sem pydingin faaddist nokkud |6ngu @ undan ritgerdarhluta verkefnisins

gefst einnig taekifeeri til ad fara yfir vidtokur og meta stodu hennar sem sjalfstaeds verks.

2. Addragandi, islenskar békmenntir i pydingum og vidhorf til pydinga

Addraganda pessarar pydingar minnar 4 Rafflesiublominu eftir Steinar Braga ma i raun
rekja aftur til arsins 2005, pegar ég stundadi nam til M.Litt.-gradu i skapandi skrifum vid
Glasgow-haskéla. Eftir ad hafa starfad vid pydingar medfram nami allt fra
menntaskdladrunum hafdi ég préad med mér talsverdan dhuga a pydingalistinni, stodu
hennar og sérkennum, sem og ahrifum pydinga a tiltekin menningarsvaedi; pad hlutverk
sem pyddar békmenntir hofou leikid i minni eigin lestrarupplifun allt fra barnaesku var
greinilega mun meira ad umfangi en hja enskumalandi félégum minum. A d&rum minum {
Bretlandi vaknadi enn fremur hjd mér sérstakur ahugi & pydingum islenskra békmennta
yfir & ensku, en pegar kom ad pvi ad velja gjafir handa vinum pétti mér gaman ad kynna
ba fyrir islenskri tonlist, kvikmyndalist og ekki sist bokmenntum. Eg ték pvi ad gruska i pvi
sem til var af islenskum békmenntum & ensku og komst ad pvi ad urvalid var takmarkad

og pydingarnar misgédar.

Raunar er erfitt ad ndlgast greinargddar upplysingar um islenskar békmenntir
utgefnar a ensku. Hvergi er ad finna gagnagrunn pess efnis; aftur 8 moti hafa verid teknir

saman listar yfir islenskar békmenntir & pysku, pdlsku, fronsku og itdlsku, og eru peir



adgengilegir & vefsidu sem helgud er patttoku fslands i békasyningunni i Frankfurt 2011.*
Nylegasta skra yfir islenskar békmenntir 3 ensku sem mér tokst ad hafa upp a er listi
Kenneths H. Ober yfir utgefnar pydingar 4@ drunum 1981-1992, en prettan ar eru nu lidin
fra Gtgafu ritsins.” Adur hafdi Ober tekid saman sams konar ritaskrar yfir aratugina &
undan. bPad kemur taeplega & dvart ad peir tveir islensku hofundar sem mest er til eftir a
ensku skuli vera Halldér Kiljan Laxness og Arnaldur Indridason. [ kjolfar pess ad Laxness
hlaut Ndébelsverdlaun i bokmenntum arid 1955 ték Magnus Magnusson heitinn til vid
bydingar 4 verkum hans yfir 4 ensku. A sjpunda dratugnum komu i fyrsta sinn Gt nokkrar
skaldsoégur Laxness i pydingu Magnusar; peaer hafa sidan verid endurprentadar og textinn
endurskodadur ad einhverju leyti. NU eru faanlegar The Atom Station, Paradise
Reclaimed, The Fish Can Sing, Under the Glacier og World Light i pydingu Magnusar
Magnussonar, og arid 2003 kom Gt pyding Philips Roughton & islandsklukkunni, Iceland’s
Bell. Roughton er einnig pydandi Vefarans mikla fré Kasmir sem a ensku nefnist The Great
Weaver from Kashmir. b4 er 6talin pyding J.A. Thompson & pekktustu skdldségu Laxness i
hinum enskumaelandi heimi, Sjdlfsteedu félki eda Independent People, sem hefur stadid

Sbreytt allt fra fyrstu prentun arid 1945.3

Endurskodun og endurbaetur & pydingum vekja upp spurningar um stodu pyddra
texta. Okkur pykir edlilegra ad taka pydingar til endurskodunar en sjalfan frumtextann;
gjarnan heyrist ad tiltekin pyding sé ef til vill of mérkud af tidaranda og urelt ad einhverju

leyti. Med pessari roksemdafaerslu er pd litid framhja peirri stadreynd ad allur texti 4 sér

! Lislenskar békmenntir i pydingum®, vefsida.
’ Ober, Kenneth H. Bibliography of Icelandic Literature in Translation 1981-1992.
* Haraldur Sigurdsson, Sigridur Helgadéttir og Jékull Saevarsson. ,Skra um rit Halldors Laxness & islensku og

erlendum malum®, adgengileg a vefsidu.



reetur i tilteknum tima og a tilteknum stad — frumtexti verdur ekki til i tdomardmi frekar en
byding. Hvers vegna er frumtexti pa talinn ,varanlegri“ en pyddur texti? Aftur 8 moéti ma
einnig lita @ pessa afstédu okkar til pydinga sem kost; hun gaedir textann akvednu flaedi
sem verdur til pess ad stédugt er velt upp nyjum flétum 4 békmenntaverkum (og pd einna
helst svokolludum ,,sigildum® textum). bPegar nyr pydandi tekst & vid bokmenntaverk eda
pbyding er tekin til endurskodunar baetist enn vid pad sem kalla maetti verkid i heild sinni —
frumtextann og allar pydingar, adlaganir og yfirfeerslu i annad form, til deemis leiktexta
eda kvikmyndahandrit. Fra pdststraktaralisku sjonarmidi er ,hvorki frumtextinn né
bydingin sjalfsteed merkingarleg heild“*, heldur tekur merkingarsvid hvers texta til
margpaettra textatengsla og tulkunaratrida. | pdststruktiraliskum skilningi er pyding ,virk
endurbygging a erlenda textanum sem sem markast af mal-, rok- og
hugmyndafraedilegum muni [menningar frum- og vidtokumalsins] sem ekki er haegt ad lita

framhja. >

Af islenskum samtimabdkmenntum er litid urval & hinum enskumaelandi markadi.
Um midjan tiunda aratuginn tok breska forlagid Greyhound Press sig til, gerdi skurk i
utgafu islenskra bokmennta og gaf Ut r6d pydinga a verkum samtimahdéfunda a bord vid
Einar Karason, Gudberg Bergsson og Olaf Gunnarsson, en ritrédin sem bar yfirskriftina
Shad Thames Books kom ut i kjolfar islenskrar listahatidar vid Essex-haskdla.® Af pessari
virdingarverdu ritr6d eru enn til einhverjar hreytur en peer er po frekar ad finna i

ferdamannahornum islenskra bdkabuda en i bokabudum i Bretlandi.

4 Venuti, , Introduction”, 7.
> Ibid., 10.
® NUtid og fortid fléttud saman®, grein adgengileg 4 netinu.



Sem fyrr segir ber Arnaldur Indridason héfud og herdar yfir adra samtimahéfunda
pbegar kemur ad pydingum yfir & ensku, en auk pess ad hafa hlotid glaapasagnaverdlaunin
Gullna rytinginn &rid 2005’ hefur Arnaldur notid géds af peirri tiskubylgju norraenna
gleepasagna sem enn lifir gédu lifi i Bretlandi sem og fleiri enskumaelandi l6ndum.
S6émuleidis hafa bakur Yrsu Sigurdardottur um logfreedinginn boru komid Ut a ensku og
verid markadssettar innan sama ramma. Hofundar & bord vid Henning Mankell, Jo Nesbg,
Stieg Larsson og Karin Fossum hafa ndd mikilli Utbreidslu & sidustu arum. baer vinsaeldir
sem norranar gleepasogur hafa notid i lestrarmenningu sem er alla jafna litt gefin fyrir
pbyddar bdékmenntir eru atskyréar 4 nokkud sannfeerandi hatt af breska
bokmenntaryninum John Crace. Annars vegar eiga pessar bakur sér kirfilegar reetur i
hinni sigildu, bresk-evrépsku glaepasagnahefd — sem merkir ad formid er adgengilegt — og
hins vegar eru paer skrifadar inn i hafilega framandi umhverfi sem vekur dhuga og spennu
an pess ad vera algjorlega 6kunnugt.® Stillinn i bokum peirra Hennings Mankell og
Arnaldar, til ad mynda, er afar hefdbundinn og litt tilraunakenndur, sem aftur
endurspeglast i pydingum a texta peirra. Hinn enskumidadi lesandi parf pvi ekki ad reika

Opaegilega langt ut af sinum kunnuglega sléda.

Breski pydandinn Bernard Scudder, sem busettur var & islandi um arabil en Iést
sviplega fyrir aldur fram arid 2007, hafdi verid helsti pydandi islenskra bokmennta yfir &
enska tungu i riman aratug; auk pess ad vinna ad pydingum & fornségum fislendinga pyddi
hann medal annars Svan Gudbergs Bergssonar og Engla alheimsins eftir Einar Ma

Gudmundsson fyrir fyrrnefnda ritr6d Shad Thames Books. A3 66rum Olostudum var

7 »,The CWA Gold and Silver Daggers 2005, vefsida.
8 Crace, ,Move over, lan Rankin“, grein adgengileg 4 netinu.
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Bernard liklega fj6lhaefasti pydandi samtimans ar islensku yfir & ensku; araléng buseta
hans & islandi og ahugi & islenskri menningu leiddu til peirrar pekkingar & islensku
samfélagi er einkennir verk hans dsamt med ageetri stiltilfinningu. Ljédur pydinga hans er
ef til vill s ad ekki var alltaf tekin naegilega skyr dkvérdun um adferdafraedi; ef til ad
mynda er rynt i Grafarpégn Arnaldar Indridasonar, eda Silence of the Grave eins og hun
nefnist & ensku, ma sja ad pydandinn velkist dalitid i vafa med samtol, blaebrigdi og
ordaforda. bad er likt og ekki hafi verid tekin endanleg akvordun um pad hversu langt
skyldi ganga i ad laga textann ad bresku talmali og par af leidandi lendir dtkoman einhvers
stadar mitt & milli hins framandgerda og hins kunnuglega. Samstarf Bernards Scudder vid
Arnald Indridason verdur engu ad sidur ad teljast adi merkilegur kafli i pydingarsogu
islenskra békmennta. Bernard skildi eftir sig stort skard sem vart hefur tekist ad fylla,
enda ekki sérlega audvelt ad finna folk sem byr badi yfir naemni gagnvart texta og
innihaldi, og hefur svo géd ték & mali og menningu prjuhundrud pusund sala ad geta pytt

jafnt fornar sem nyjar békmenntir peirra.

Vid keflinu i gleepapydingunum hafa tekid pau Victoria Cribb og Philip Roughton,
en fatt er til af islenskum samtimabdkmenntum a ensku sem ekki inniheldur
l6greglumenn eda lik. 101 Reykjavik, skaldsaga Hallgrims Helgasonar, fékk & sig halfgerdan
kolt-blee upp ur aldamétum og var medal annars pydd yfir & ensku af franum Brian
Fitzgibbon; vinsaeldir sdégunnar — og samnefndrar kvikmyndar — féru saman vid og voru i
raun akvedinn hluti af peirri svolu, uppbldsnu imynd lands og pjédar sem trollreid
umfjéllun um islenskt menningarlif & erlendri grundu upp ur arpusundamotum, adur en

landid vard pekktara fyrir vafasama bankamenn en skaeslegar barflugur.
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Bandariskir utgefendur sem stila inn @ hinn steerri markad telja pad almennt
sérlega 6markadsvaent ad kynna bok sem pydingu’; pad er nokkud néturleg stadreynd ad
bydanda skaldsagna Olafs Jéhanns Olafssonar (sem kallar sig Olaf Olafsson i
Bandarikjunum) er hvergi getid sem sliks, heldur honum einungis pakkad & kreditsidu.
pannig er gefid i skyn ad Olafur hafi sjalfur pytt textann ellegar upprunalega ritad hann &
ensku, enda er ndnast dmogulegt ad ndlgast nokkrar upplysingar um pydandann.

Frafaelingarmattur pydinga er greinilega metinn ofar vinnu og heidri pydandans.

[ Bretlandi gafu Telegram Books Ut Skugga-Baldur eftir Sjén i kjdlfar peirrar athygli
sem bokin fékk a alpjodlegum vettvangi vegna Bokmenntaverdlauna Nordurlandarads
arid 2005. Fyrrnefnd Victoria Cribb pyddi Skugga-Baldur, eda The Blue Fox, og fangar afar
vel pann knappa, ljédraena stil sem gerir bdk Sjons ad pvi listaverki sem hun er. Bokin kom
ut i kilju og skartar tilvitnun i Bjork Gudmundsdottur & kdpunni, enda i allri
markadssetningu gert Ut 4 textavinnu Sjons fyrir Bjork og tengsl hans vid islenskan
tonlistarheim, sem er ef til vill vaenlegra til ad vekja athygli i Bretlandi en skirskotanir i
norreen bokmenntaverdlaun. Nylega kom einnig Ut i Bretlandi Heaven and Hell, pbyding
Philips Roughton & Himnariki og helviti Jons Kalmans Stefanssonar. Tveer baekur Braga
Olafssonar hafa enn fremur komid Ut hja haskoélaforlagi i Bandarikjunum; fyrst pyddi
Janice Balfour Geeludyrin og nu sidast kom ut pyding Lyttons Smith & Sendiherranum, The
Ambassador. bad sem athygli vekur vid pa sidarnefndu er ad pydandinn skuli hafa valid ad

framandgera textann upp ad vissu marki; hann gengur stundum svo langt ad pyda islensk

? Valgerdur Benediktsdoéttir, munnleg heimild.
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ordtok og ordaleiki beinum ordum™® og eydir litlu padri i ad Gtskyra samhengi textans.
Lesendum er 1atid eftir ad finna samhengid sjalfir, ellegar njota pydingarinnar sem nokkud
framandlegs texta. Akvérdunin er greinilega medvitud, og stadsetur pydinguna ef til vill i
peirri framandgervingarhefd sem Venuti telur eiga rétt a sér i dag; ,markvisst
menningarlegt inngrip i ndverandi astand heimsmala sem beinist gegn hinni radandi
enskumaelandi pj6d og peim djofnu menningarskiptum sem hun stundar gagnvart hinum i

hnattreenu samhengi.“™

Venuti gerir skyran greinarmun & pessari menningarpdlitisku
akvardanatoku og framandgervingarstefnu fyrri alda, sem tidkadist til ad mynda hja
pjédverjum & klassiska og romantiska timabilinu, en bendir 4 ad med
poststraktaralismanum hafi framandgervingin 68last nytt vaegi.*? Eitt af pvi sem ahrif
getur haft a dkvardanir pydandans er vissulega pad umhverfi sem pydingunni er atlad i
boksolulandslagi  vidtokulandsins. begar bdk sem fellur undir skilgreininguna
Lfagurbdokmenntir” er gefin Ut hja haskdlaforlagi — vaentanlega med nokkud vel lesinn

markhop i huga — er klarlega meira rymi til ad taka dhaettu i pydingarferlinu en pegar gefa

skal ut glaepasogu i svokalladri ,mass market paperback” sem faer mikla dreifingu.

Pegar litid er 4 peer islensku ndtimabdkmenntir sem pyddar hafa verid & erlend
tungumal kemur strax i 1jés hversu hollum feeti enskan stendur. A fronsku er haegt ad lesa
Audi A. Olafsdéttur, Steinunni Sigurdardéttur, Olaf Hauk Simonarson, Jén Hall Stefansson,
Jon ar Vor, Gudrunu Evu Minervuddttur og Einar Kdrason, svo orfair séu nefndir. bysk

bokautgafa hefur lengi lagt mikla raekt vid pydingar og af hofundum sem til eru i pyskri

% Kravec, ,A Novel, A Translation and Unapologetic Plagiarisms“, grein adgengileg 4 netinu.
" Venuti, The Translator’s Invisibility, 20. [Py8ing min. Ath.: Allar bydingar a tilvitnunum Ur ensku eru minar]
* bid., 20.
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pydingu ma nefna Huldar Breidfjord, Kristinu Steinsdottur, Gerdi Kristnyju, Andra Sneze
Magnason, Vigdisi Grimsdottur, Pérarin Eldjarn, Kristinu Morju Baldursdottur, Audi
Jonsdottur, Sigurbjorgu Pbrastardéttur og einnig Steinar Braga. Bdkmenntir islenskra
hofunda eiga nokkud greida leid inn @ pyskan markad og hefur markadsstarf
réttindaskrifstofa forlaganna skiljanlega einkennst nokkud af pvi. Auk pess er fyrirhugadur
heidurssess [slands & békasyningunni i Frankfurt 2011 liklega besta kynning sem islenskar
bokmenntir hafa fengid 4 erlendri grundu, en bdkasyningin er steersta bdkasyning og

bdkakaupstefna heims.*

Pad er po sannarlega ekki haegt ad kenna dhugaleysi islenskra bdkaforlaga um pad
hversu fabrotid Urval islenskra natimabdkmennta er til 4 ensku. A sama tima og &ahrif
ensku og enskumidadrar menningar hafa breidst ut um heiminn hefur hlutur pydinga i
bokmenningu enskumaelandi pjéda haldid afram ad skerdast. Venuti bendir 8 ad strax
eftir seinna strid hafi breskir og bandariskir Utgefendur raunar gefid ut talsvert af
pbydingum ur evrépskum malum, og notfaert sér baedi forvitni lesenda um adrar pjédir sem
og pbd almennu aherslu tidarandans ad baett samskipti og skilningur pjoda & milli geetu
ordid til pess ad skapa mannkyninu fridsamlegri lifsskilyrdi. Leidin 14 p6 fljétt nidur & vid. |
grein sinni um hlut pydinga i bandariskri bokmenningu undirstrikar Aviya Kushner pa
stadreynd ad pratt fyrir ad verk skrifud @ ensku um framandi menningarheima veki
gjarnan athygli séu pydd verk um svipad efni sjaldséd & metsolulistum, og i risavoxnum
bokabudum sé stundum erfitt ad finna eina einustu pydingu. Einnig er ahugavert ad pratt

fyrir ad sprenging hafi ordid i utgafu boka eftir tvityngda hofunda velja pessir hofundar

B island i Frankfurt 2011, vefsida.
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nanast undantekningarlaust ad skrifa & ensku og na pannig til breidari markhéps.'* bannig
verdur fjoltyngt samfélag einmala i békmenningu sinni. Chad W. Post hja Open Letter,
bandariskum Utgefanda Braga Olafssonar, bendir 4 ad pydingum faekki &rt milli &ra; hann
hefur tekid saman fjolda nyrra utgefinna pydinga a skaldverkum fyrir fullordna i
Bandarikjunum og nefnir sem daemi ad peim hafi feekkad ur 362 arid 2008 i 217 arid
2010. Samkveemt télum frd 2005 voru 3.54% utgefinna skaldverka fyrir fullordna i
Bandarikjunum pydingar.'® | Bretlandi 4rin 2007-2008 var sambaerileg tala 3%, pannig
ad ekki er haegt ad kenna hinu meinta laga menningarstigi Bandarikjamanna um. Raunar
koma Gt feerri pydingar & breskum bokamarkadi en i nokkru 68ru Evrépulandi.’® A sama
tima voru pydingar 66% utgefinna skaldverka i Finnlandi, 70% i Slévakiu, 21,5% i
pyskalandi og 35% & Spani®®, pratt fyrir ad sidastnefnda landid hafi adgang ad gifurlegum
fiolda bdéka fra Sudur- og Mid-Ameriku & pessu utbreiddasta rikismali sinu. pvi dugir
enginn einn tolfreedilegur ahrifapattur til ad atskyra pennan pennan gridarlega mun;
hvorki félksfjoldi, utbreidsla tungumadlsins né landfraedileg stadsetning. Munurinn hlytur
ad liggja i rétgréinni menningarlegri hefd — eda skorti & hefd — og vidhorfum til pydinga.
minni malsamfélogum hér a Vesturlondum eru pydingar — i badar attir — ekki adeins
aeskilegar heldur naudsynlegar dyr ut i umheiminn. Ungverska leikskaldid Andras Nagy
ordar pad sem svo: ,bPar sem vid eigum okkur stérkostlegt og algjorlega einangrad

tungumal ... tungumal sem opnast vart 66rum en peim sem feedast Ungverjar, er menning

' Kushner, ,McCulture”, grein adgengileg 4 netinu.

B Post, ,,New Year, New Databases, New Numbers“, grein adgengileg 4 netinu.
16 Kushner, ,,McCulture”.

Y Fock et al., Comparative income of literary translators in Europe, 4.

¥ Hale og Upton, ,Introduction®, 1.

Y Fock et al., Comparative income of literary translators in Europe, 4.
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“? Samskipti einangradri malsamfélaga vid umheiminn

okkar af naudsyn bundin pydingu.
fela 6hjakvaemilega i sér pydingar af ymsum toga. Eins og Michael Cronin segir snuast
pydingar ekki adeins um pad hvernig vid faumst vid dnnur tungumal heldur einnig hvernig
vid upplifum og hugsum um okkar eigid mal.** | hinum enskumaelandi og enskumidada
heimi virdist rikja einangrunartilhneiging sem hlytur ad einhverju leyti ad mega rekja til
peirrar skodunar ad hinn enskumalandi heimur sé sjalfum sér naegur. Jafnvel pydendur
hafa haldid pvi fram ad ,ensk 1jédlist sé naegilega rikuleg til ad hafa litla porf eda rymi fyrir

22 ¢ . . s , . s .
“““ 1 peim miklu kandénustridum sem geisudu a enskumaelandi

vidbaetur i formi pydinga.
bokmenntavelli undir lok tuttugustu aldar var kallad eftir pvi ad haett veeri ad Utiloka
héfunda sékum ,kynpattar, stéttar, kyns eda kynhneigdar.“?* Hins vegar var ekki reynt ad
sama marki ad opna kandnuna fyrir pyddum bokmenntum, sem enn eru vida felldar undir
,heimsbékmenntir” i sérmerktum haskolakursum i stad pess ad paer séu settar i samhengi
vio békmenningu vidkomandi madlsamfélags og stada peirra i vidkomandi menningu

skodud.?* pydingar eru hélfgert olnbogabarn i boékmenntaumraedunni i steerstu

enskumaelandi samfélégum natimans.

Pvi kynni einhver ad spyrja: Hvers vegna ad velja sér verkefni & svo prongu og
takmorkud svidi? Hvers vegna ekki ad halda sig vid pydingar yfir a islensku — mitt eigid
modurmal — par sem verkefnin eru naeg? Samfara pvi ad ég foér ad velta fyrir mér enskum

pbydingum & islenskum bédkmenntum vann ég sjalf ad skrifum & ensku og kynntist Michael

20 Nagy, ,,A Samovar Is A Samovar Is A Samovar”, 152.
21 Cronin, Translation and Identity, 30.
% Ibid., 31.
% Ibid., 31.
* Ibid., 31.
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Schmidt, mexikdsk-bresku ljédskaldi, utgefanda og pydanda sem var yfirkennari minn i
skapandi skrifum. Mig langadi ad profa mig afram med pydingar yfir @ ensku en var
tvistigandi vegna peirrar sterku hefdar ad folk pydi yfir a eigid modurmal. Michael hvatti
mig hins vegar til dada og benti mér a pa kosti sem fylgdu pvi ad pyda ur moédurmalinu yfir
a manns annad mal. Medal annars komu til tals peir paettir sem mér virtust 6drum fremur
spilla fyrir annars dgaetum pydingum & islenskum bdkmenntum; skilningur a islensku
nutimasamfélagi og tilfinning fyrir talmali, samskiptamynstri og &formlegri tjaningu.
Profsteinn a pessar tilraunir minar vard sidan eitt af verkefnum minum i naminu, pegar ég
byddi tveer smasogur eftir foreldra mina, pau Olgu Gudrinu Arnadéttur og Gudmund
Olafsson, og hlaut haestu einkunn fyrir auk afar gagnlegrar umsagnar. Eg tel ad pad geti
reynst akvedinn kostur ad koma ,hinum megin“ ad pydingunni; hafa onnur tengsl vid
bydingarmalid en flestir adrir pydendur islenskra bdkmennta. Su stadreynd ad svo litid
skuli vera pytt yfir & ensku er i raun fremur hvatning en hitt. Pad er talsvert af gédum
nuatimaskaldségum sem eiga fullt erindi vid enskumaelandi lesendur en hafa ekki verid
byddar, og i pvi felst akvedid soknarfeeri. Smaed islensks samfélags kemur pydandanum
enn fremur til gdda; adgengi ad forleggjurum og hofundum er gott og audvelt ad koma
hugmyndum & framfaeri. Eg hafdi starfad i lausamennsku fyrir Forlagid um nokkurra ara
skeid pegar ég setti mig i samband vid Silju Adalsteinsdéttur vorid 2009 og leitadi héfanna
um handrit til pydingar, sem verid geeti uppistadan i lokaverkefni minu vid Haskodla
islands. Eg nefndi engin néfn héfunda en vidurkenni fuslega ad efst voru & bladi pau
Steinar Bragi og Gudrun Eva Minervudéttir. Silja brast snarlega vid og sendi mér nafnlaust

handrit um hael. Eftir lesturinn ték ég bodinu med anaegju, fékk ad vita ad héfundurinn
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veeri Steinar Bragi (sem |4 raunar sterklega undir grun allt fra fyrstu sidu) og hdéfst handa

vid greiningu og gréfpydingu a textanum.

3. Bresk/bandarisk enska

Su enska sem mér er tamt ad nota i samskiptum sem og ritmali er bresk; eftir ad hafa flutt
til Bretlands rumlega tvitug med nokkud blandada ensku i farteskinu — ur bdékum,
sjénvarpi, kvikmyndum og samskiptum vid enskumaelandi félk af ymsum uppruna — var ég
nokkud fljot ad skipta yfir i breskan ordaforda, med velskum og skoskum tilbrigdum eftir
pbvi hvar ég bjé hverju sinni. Vid upphaf pydingarferlis Rafflesiublomsins tok ég pa
akvordun ad halda mig vid breskan ordaforda og stafsetningu i stad pess ad elta uppi
einhvers konar ,hlutlausan® milliveg sem gaeti 4 endanum ordid mér til trafala og gert
pydinguna flatari en ella. begar pydingin var nokkurn veginn fullunnin gerdist pad hins
vegar ad umbodsmadur Steinars Braga i Bandarikjunum odskadi eftir pvi ad fa afrit af
textanum til kynningar & héfundinum hja bandariskum forleggjurum. Eg bra & pad rad ad
yfirfara pydinguna og bua til adra utgafu par sem akvednum ordum var breytt til méts vid
bandariska ensku, sem og ordalagi eda uppbyggingu setninga & nokkrum stédum par sem
mér potti of breskur bleer a. ,Lift“ vard til ad mynda ad ,elevator”, ,flat“ ad ,apartment”,
»pavement” ad ,sidewalk” og ou-stafsetningu var breytt i hina bandarisku o-stafsetningu i
ordum a bord vid ,,colour/,color”. begar pydingin kom ut i tveimur hlutum i bokmennta-
og menningarritinu Hayden’s Ferry Review vid Arizona-haskdla, vor og haust 2010, las
ritstjori pydinguna yfir og gerdi smavaegilegar breytingar i sama dur en pé mun veigaminni

en ég bjost vid; ritstjornarstefna Hayden’s Ferry Review reyndist vera su ad gefa
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pydendum mikid svigrum til ad velja verkum sinum stil, i stad pess ad haetta 4 ad gera
bydingarnar einténa. [ kjdlfar pessarar utgafu birtist mér raunar afmarkadur en afar frjér
menningarvettvangur par sem pydingar eiga mun audveldara uppdrattar en almennt i
nordur-ameriskri bokautgafu; bokmenntarit og haskolautgafur leggja talsverda dherslu a
ad kynna erlenda hofunda fyrir lesendum sinum og skipar pydandinn nokkud stéran sess i
umfjéllun og kynningu. A svipudum nétum er til ad mynda safnritid Best European Fiction
2011 sem bandarisk-breski utgefandinn Dalkey Archive Press gefur Ut og inniheldur
smasogu eftir Kristinu Eiriksdéttur, en yfirlyst stefna ritradarinnar er ad feaera
enskumeaelandi lesendum og hofundum nyjustu stefnur og strauma i evropskum
bokmenntum, med pad ad markmidi ad rjufa pa einangrun sem hefur lengi einkennt

. .2
enskumaelandi svaedi.?

4. Um framandgervingu, adlégun og hugmyndina um jafngildi

Ein steersta akvordunin sem pydandi stendur frammi fyrir vid atfeerslu verks er hin
alreemda spurning um framandgervingu ellegar adlégun, sem verid hefur i brennidepli
mestallrar fraedilegrar umfjollunar um pydingar um aldaradir. Schleiermacher taladi i
upphafi nitjdndu aldar um ad annad hvort skyldi faera hofundinn til lesandans eda
lesandann til héfundarins,®® og hélt pvi fram ad kostirnir vaeru algjorlega adgreindir pélar
og ekki vaeri neitt svigrum til ad fara milliveginn. A tuttugustu 6ldinni setti Nida fram pa

stadhaefingu ad nakveemni i pydingum feelist i pvi ad nd fram jafngildum ahrifum i

2 ,Collection: Best European Fiction Series”, vefsida.
2 Schleiermacher, ,,0n the Different Methods of Translating”, 230.
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menningu pydingarmalsins, og gekk svo langt ad orda kenninguna sem svo ad vidtakendur
pydingar attu ad skilja pyddan texta pannig ad peir skildu hvernig upprunalegir
vidtakendur hefdu skilid frumtextann.?’ Sa sem gengst pessari kenningu & hénd verdur ad
gefa sér paer forsendur ad til sé einn vidtekinn skilningur a texta, og ad i olikum
malsamfélogum fyrirfinnist eitthvad sem kalla ma algert jafngildi. Einnig er horft framhj3
bvi ad merkingarsvid hverrar menningar er kvikt fyrirbaeri i stddugri félagsmaotun.?® Malid
flaekist pvi um leid og meta a i hverju svokallad menningarlegt jafngildi felst; hvernig ma til
deemis ,pyda“ pa stodu sem tilteknir pjodfélagshdpar hafa i samfélagi frumtextans yfir i
samfélag pydingarmalsins? Enn fremur er skynjun fdlks & akvednum hépum -
stadalmyndir, fyrirfram vidtekin flokkun, hugrenningatengsl — gjarnan had eigin
menningu. David Katan bendir 4 ad umhverfi og landfreedileg stadsetning séu ein af peim
leidum sem vid notum hvad mest vid ad flokka adra, hvort sem vid héfum haft nokkur
raunveruleg afskipti af vidkomandi hopi edur ei.? Vid skiptum félki i ,okkur” og ,bau“, og
vida rikir togstreita milli landshluta, hverfa eda borga sem vekur upp sterk
hugrenningatengsl pegar viokomandi stadir koma fram i texta. Klisjur eru eins konar
menningarlegir flytihnappar; pau hughrif sem paer vekja i tilteknu samfélagi geta vart att
sér jafngild hughrif i 68ru samhengi. Katan tekur deemi um Essex-stelpuna (Essex girl) sem
i Bretlandi hefur st6du eins konar erkitypu; Essex-stelpa er havaer, skyni skroppin brussa
sem sefur hja hverjum sem er.>® Hvernig aetti til ad mynda ad pyda hugmyndina um Essex-

stelpuna yfir i islenskt samfélag? Hugtakid felur i sér svo miklu meira en pessi stutta

27 Venuti, The Translator’s Invisibility, 22.
28 Steiner, After Babel, 91.
2 Katan, Translating Cultures, 46.
*Ibid., 47.
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utskyring gefur til kynna. Inn i spila medal annars pjédfélagsstada i stéttskiptu samfélagi,
adrar vidteknar erkitypur og steerra menningarlegt samhengi. Pad er pvi haepid ad halda
bvi fram ad haegt sé ad finna algjorlega jafngildan merkimida i 68ru samfélagi; raunar parf
ekki ad fara tungumala a milli til ad lenda i sému kroggum heldur naegir ad bera saman
menningu Bandarikjamanna og Astrala, eda Chilebta og Spanverija, til ad sja hversu mikil
vandkvaedi eru i reynd & jafngildishugmyndinni. Akvednar upplysingar eru settar fram &
fyrirfram gefnum forsendum i samhengi viskomandi menningar." Pélski leikstjérinn og
leikritapydandinn Szczdna Klaudyna Rozhin Ut skyrir hugtakid ,realia“ & pennan hatt:
»[0]rd og ordasamsetningar sem takna hluti og hugmyndir sem einkenna lifsmata,
menningu, félags- og sagnfraedilega préun einnar pjoédar og eru framandi annarri pjéd.“*?
Rozhin bendir pydandanum & ymsar adferdir til ad leysa vandamal tengd menningarlegum
sérkennum; pad megi breyta samhenginu, skipta Ut vidkomandi ordi eda ordasambandi
fyrir ,hlutlaust” hugtak, baeta vid utskyringu eda pyda pad einfaldlega beint og kynna
malheim pydingarinnar fyrir nyrri hugmynd. Rozhin er pé mishrifin af pessum leidum og
telur enga peirra algilda eda fullkomna.® Eins og Bassnett-McGuire segir verdur ad gera

rad fyrir akvednum ,menningarlegum épydanleika” i hverri einustu pydingu.3*

A hinn béginn er varhugavert ad lita einfaldlega 4 pad sem tap ad akvednar
upplysingar skuli ekki komast til skila @ sama hatt i pydingu og i frumtexta. Menningarlegt
gildi pydingar hlytur alltaf ad verda annad i hinu nyja samhengi en i pvi samfélagi sem

frumtextinn sprettur Ur; hdn er nyr flétur @ akvednu verki og hluti af steerri heildarmynd,

3 Katan, Translating Cultures, 130.

32 Rozhin, , Translating the Untranslatable”, 140.
* Ibid., 139-141.

34 Bassnett-McGuire, Translation Studies, 34.
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eins og taept var a@ hér ad ofan. Ef farid er ad peirri adlogunarstefnu sem Nida leggur til er
gengid mjog langt i pjénkun vid pydingarmalid og menningu pess; i stad pess ad pyding sé
gerd a forsendum frumtextans og verksins sjalfs er verid ad troda henni inn i annad
menningarsamhengi med valdi. Venuti lysir pvi sem svo ad hér sé ekki um bodskipti eda
tilfeerslu & upplysingum ad reeda heldur sé verid ad solsa erlendan texta undir sig til
heimabruks.> Sjalf er ég holl undir tilraunir Venutis til ad préa fraedilegan sem og
praktiskan vinkil & pydingar sem veitir rddandi menningargildum pydingarmalsins akvedna
andspyrnu, med pad ad markmidi ad draga fram mal- og menningarlegan framandleika
textans.>® Susan Sontag deildi & rikjandi adlégunarstefnu i fronskum pydingum og setti
spurningamerki vid hugmyndina um ,lzesileika“:

begar ég heyri ad bodk eftir mig eda einhvern annan sé nd mjog lzesileg a fronsku, pokk sé framlagi

pydandans, veit ég ad bokin hefur verid endurmétud samkvamt vidteknum hefdum fransks

nutimaproésa (og yfirleitt ekki peim vondudustu). En par sem présinn minn er ekki alltaf

hefdbundinn i hryn sinum eda ordavali get ég verid viss um ad pvi hefur ekki verid komid til skila a

fronsku.®’

Enn fremur er naudsynlegt ad lita 4 textann i heild sinni og 6dlast tilfinningu fyrir blae
hans, stil og uppbyggingu adur en haegt er ad taka afstodu til mjog einangradra patta.
Susan Bassnett-McGuire heldur pvi fram ad pydingar & skdldskap séu oft pvi marki
brenndar ad pydendur hafi lagt of mikla dherslu &4 ad bua til ,leesilegan” texta &
pbydingarmalinu, til pess ad fordast pann stirdleika sem hlotist getur af of mikilli fylgispekt

vid setningabyggingu frummalsins, en gleymi ad lita til pess hvernig einstaka setningar

3 Venuti, The Translator’s Invisibility, 22.
** Ibid., 23.
7 Sontag, , The World as India“, grein adgengileg a netinu.
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falla inn i heildina.*® Hins vegar verdur ad gera afar skyran greinarmun & pvi ad taka
medvitadar akvardanir um stilorégd og a pvi pegar pyding er slaelega unnin og hinn
alreemdi ,pydingarbragur” litar textann allan, pannig ad hann verdur skrykkjéttur aflestrar
og setningabygging orokrétt & pydingarmalinu. begar talad er um trdnad vid textann
stinga nefnilega upp kollinum vandamal sem i raun spretta Ur sama jardvegi og vandkvaedi
tengd adlégunarstefnu; eins og Barnstone bendir 8 gengur hugmyndin um fullkominn
trunad einnig Ut fra pvi — i raun ar hinni attinni — ad til sé fullkomid jafngildi, ad til sé
jafnan ,A = A“* { tveimur tungumalum. Likt og Barnstone segir er aldrei jafnraedi milli
frumtexta og pydingar, medal annars af peirri astaedu ad ,,merking olikra tungumala getur
skarast, en aldrei farid algjorlega saman; @ sama hatt er hljdmur hvers tungumals olikur

«40

hljdm annarra mala.“™ bPad er pvi nokkud rokrétt ad fallast @ pa stadhaefingu Barnstones

ad best sé ad szetta sig vid pad i eitt skipti fyrir 6ll ad ekki sé til sa texti sem pyda megi

fullkomlega“.** pad liggur i edli bodskipta og mannlegs samfélags. Hugmyndin um

»nakvaemni“ i békmenntapydingum hlytur ad fela i sér ad haegt sé ad leggja mat & meinta
nakvaemni; eins og Johnston bendir & hvilir su afstada ad pydingar séu eftirliking eda afrit

af upprunalegum texta & afar st68nudu vidhorfi til tungumalsins.*? Hlutverk pydandans er

w43 udl

ad ,feera upplysingar milli tungumala“™, pydingar eru i raun ,,meta-samskipti“™ sem visa i

margar attir, og utgangspunkturinn ma ekki vera sa ad pydandi eigi ad endurskapa

38 Bassett-McGuire, Translation Studies, 115.

39 Barnstone, The Poetics of Translation, 42.

“ Ibid., 42.

“ Ibid., 42.

42 Johnston, , Translation as Simulacrum®, 43.

3 Barnstone, The Poetics of Translation, 260.

** Hermans, The Conference of the Tongues, 119.
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frumtextann & fullkominn hatt fyrir hinn fullkomna lesanda.® | vinnu pydandans felst
Ohjakvaemilega tulkun; pydandinn er lesandi héfundar og sidan sjalfur héfundur sem
skrifar fyrir lesanda.*® Su greiningarvinna sem pydandinn framkvaemir — hversu markviss
sem hun annars er — hlytur alltaf ad vera tulkun & frumtextanum sem litast af ollum
akvordunum (eda skorti & akvordunum) frd pydandans hendi. Hja pvi verdur ekki komist
ad hann eigi rédd i textanum, skilji eftir sig pad sem Paloposki kallar ,fotspor.*’ Likt og
Bassnett-McGuire Utskyrir nalgast pydandinn verkid i gegnum fleiri en eitt mallegt kerfi og
tulkun hans litast baedi af frummalinu og pydingarmalinu. Enn fremur hlytur pydingin ad

,endurspegla skapandi talkun sjalfs pydandans & frumtextanum.“*®

Pad er pessi tulkun
sem gerir pydingarferlid spennandi og lyfti pvi upp 4@ annad plan; pydingar eru ekki

einungis pjénusta vid annarra verk heldur skopun.

Pegar upp er stadid verd ég ad vera 6sammala félaga Schleiermacher; su leid sem
mér potti henta best vid pydingu 4 Rafflesiubldminu var i raun blondud. bpad er trd min ad
byding eigi ekki ad hafna sjalfri sér og lata sem hun sé ekki pyding; pad er ju nokkud
augljost vid lestur flestra pydinga ad paer spretta ur 6drum menningarheimi og par af
leidandi er einkennilegt ad reyna ad baela nidur 6ll ,erlend einkenni“ & textanum. Eg tek
undir pa skodun Venutis ad pegar of mikil ahersla er 16gd a ,edlileika” og I1atid eins og
merkingarlegu jafngildi sé nad sé verid ad draga Ur eda jafnvel utmd pann mun sem

bydingunni er etlad ad koma til skila.*® Gildi pydinga liggur ekki adeins i

** Barnstone, The Poetics of Translation, 261.
* Ibid., 232.

4 Paloposki, ,, Limits of Freedom”, 191.

8 Bassnett-McGuire, Translation Studies, 80.
49 Venuti, The Translator’s Invisibility, 21.
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sameiningarkraftinum heldur sérstédunni.”® Annars vegar reyndi ég ad halda i viss stilraen
sérkenni hofundarins, eins og vikid verdur betur ad sidar, en hins vegar gaeta pess ad

textinn rynni vel & ensku, veeri sjalfstaett verk og ekki 6adgengilegur.

5. Um pydingarferlid

Likan Nida af pydingarferlinu ma audveldlega heimfaera @ vinnu mina ad pydingunni

Rafflesiublominu:
TEXTI A FRUMMALI TEXTI A VIDTOKUMALI
N2 ™
GREINING ENDURUPPBYGGING
N2 ™
> YFIRFARSLA >

Pegar ég hofst handa vid lestur @ frumtexta og sidan hrapydingu — eins konar atlégu ad
bydingunni — var sjalf sagan ekki fullunnin heldur & ritstjornarstigi. Eg fékk pvi ad fylgjast
med pvi hvernig frumtextinn préadist i samvinnu hoéfundar og ritstjora, fékk nokkrar
utgafur af ségunni til vinnslu og sd hvernig aherslur smam saman skyrdust og textinn vard
meitladri. Pad voru talsverd forréttindi ad fa ad vinna med textann & pessu stigi malsins;

baedi fékk ég lengri tima til ad melta hann og 6dladist skyrari syn & pad hver pungamidja

>0 Cronin, Translation and Identity, 121.
>1 Bassnett-McGuire, Translation Studies, 16.
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soégunnar var, hvad hoéfundurinn vildi draga fram. Vinnuferlid var pvi um margt élikt pvi
sem ég 4 ad venjast — ad fa sent tilbuid handrit sem ymist er pegar komid Ut eda bidur
utgafu, og vinna pydinguna alfarid a eigin spytur allt par til hun fer i hendur
profarkalesara. Vid pad ad fylgjast svo ndid med tilurd frumtextans fékk ég smam saman
ba heildarsyn a textann sem er ekki sjalfgefid ad 0Odlast pegar fyrir liggur knappur
skilafrestur og litid radrim til yfirlegu. Pegar mér hafdi borist endanlegt handrit
frumtextans tok lokaspretturinn vid og a pvi stigi fékk ég vel skrifandi breska vini til ad lesa

pydinguna yfir.

Fyrir pydandann er afskaplega mikill kostur ad hafa adgang ad 6drum verkum
hofundar. Badi 66last pydandinn skarpari tilfinningu fyrir stil skaldsins og eins verdur
hann medvitadri um pau stef sem eru skaldinu hugleikin. Eftir ad ég hafdi hrapytt fyrstu
utgafu Rafflesiubldmsins og adur en ég tok til vid markvissari ndkvemnisvinnu las ég
(ymist i fyrsta eda annad sinn) 6ll utgefin verk Steinars Braga og leit 4 pad sem mikilvaegan
hluta af vinnuferlinu. [ kjolfarid var adkoma min ad Rafflesiubléminu hnitmidadri; ég atti
mun audveldara med ad finna mina eigin nalgun og dherslur. | heimi hins hrada og oft
hrodvirknislega utgafubransa gefst ad sjalfsogdu ekki alltaf timi til slikrar yfirlegu.
Kjoradstaedur pydandans eru hins vegar ad hafa radrum til ad kynna sér heildarmyndina

og lesa sér til.
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6. Rafflesiublomid — helstu stef og stilbrogd med hlidsjon af 66rum verkum

Steinars Braga

Pegar stadsetja a@ Rafflesiublomid i hofundarverki Steinars Braga kemur fljétt i ljés ad i
bessari tiltdlulega stuttu ségu vinnur hann afram med ymis stef ar fyrri verkum. Hun
kallast i raun 4 vio allar fyrri baekur héfundarins ad einhverju marki, baedi efnislega og
stilreent séd, en a pad sammerkt med Konum ad vera hnitmidadri og stripadri en paer sem
a undan komu. Eitt helstu einkenna & skaldskap Steinars Braga er su tilfinning, sem
stigmagnast i textanum, ad i adsigi sé eitthvad hormulegt og dumflyjanlegt. bad er feigd
falin i textanum og uppbyggingu hans. Allsradandi er einmanaleiki manneskjunnar sem
reynir af vanmaetti ad finna einhvers slags tengingu vid annad félk, en flyr 8 sama tima allt
sem heitid getur sonn tilfinning. Emil, adalpersénan i Rafflesiublominu, lifir i sjalfskapadri
einangrun i ibud latins afa sins; raunar a hann erfitt med ad atta sig a pvi hvort hann hafi
raunverulega valid sér pessa tilveru eda einungis eins og lidid inn i hana a dmarkvissri ferd
sinni gegnum lifid. Verold Emils markast af samskiptaleysi, einveru og doda. Hann & ad
vera ad vinna ad haskolaritgerd og reynir pannig ad réttlaeta pad hvernig hann hefur lokad
a umheiminn, en hann nzer ekki tengslum vid eigin hugsanir og ritgerdin verdur jafn
fijarleeg og oskyr og annad i umhverfi hans. Addrattaraflid fyrir stelpuna er raunar pessi
sama kyrrstada: ,Eg fer Ut og vaeflast um og allt breytist, hlutir gerast, skilurdu, i

“>2 Tilvera persénunnar Emils er badi

umheiminum, en ekki hérna, hérna breytist ekkert.
afmorkud andlega og efnislega; ibudin & Ljosvallagbtu sem snyr Ut ad gamla

kirkjugardinum verdur takn fyrir smaekkada, pronga tilveru. Veggir hennar eru Emil baedi

>2 Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 52.
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skjol og fangelsismurar. | verkum Steinars Braga ma vida sja vidlika afmérkun & rymi. |
Sherlock  Holmes-parédiunni  Hid storfenglega leyndarmdl Heimsins er pad
skemmtiferdaskipid Heimurinn sem er mikrokosmads, smakkud og styrd utgafa af hinum
ytri heimi. Otti og firring nitimamannsins birtast i pessari afgirtu verdld par sem reynt er

ad hafa stjéorn & éreidukenndum heimi:

,Heimurinn hefur breyst; folk er hraseddara vid ad deyja og lifa og fara ur husi — ad vera raent, eda
drepid, sprengt i loft upp ... ad hdsid hrynji undan pvi i jardskjalfta, eda flodbylgja drekki pér og
unnustu pinni, 4 gangi eftir strondinni. [...] A skipi eins og pessu ertu umkringdur vatni og & stodugri
hreyfingu; 6ryggissveitir um bord eru skipadar elituherménnum sem eru bunir bestu vopnum sem
finnast. Og maturinn er éadfinnanlegur hvar sem er i skipinu, og hitastigid, litur 4 malningu og

stadsetning plantna var akvedin i samradi vid fong svi-presta, innanhldsshonnudi og

sa’h‘rae(iinga[.]”53

Hraedslan vid dhaettuna sem felst i pvi ad lifa verdur til pess ad folk reynir ad koma
bondum & alla dvissu. Eda eins og Martin, kunningi Emils, ordar pad i Rafflesiublominu:
»Einhvern timann sammaltumst vid um ad lifa lengi, i oryggi og leidindum — svona
yfirleitt, fremur en stutt og i blaraudum draumi, fullum af kynlifi, eda ad minnsta kosti
dauda og ofbeldi.“>* batttakan i tilverunni er siud i gegnum manngert net. Engu ad sidur
er mikrékosmasid a skemmtiferdaskipinu Heiminum rotié ad innan; par rikir éreida og
ljétleiki i bland vid yfirdrifinn glaesileikann. | pessum flétta fra hinu raunverulega og 6ljésa
felst Urkynjun sem hlytur ad geta af sér dhugnad. bad sama gildir um glaesihahysid sem
Evu, adalpersénunni i Konum, er bodid ad gaeta. Husid er fullt af oryggismyndavélum, par

er fullbdin likamsreektarstod og allt til alls, en samfélagid i husinu er yfirbordskennt og

>3 Steinar Bragi, Hid stérfenglega leyndarmdl Heimsins, 28.
>* Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 14.
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kuldalegt; hahysid er ekki i neinum tengslum vid nanasta umhverfi sitt eda borgina i kring.
ibdarnir eru enda 6synilegir 8rum borgarbtum: ,Glerid i 6llu husinu var speglandi og
sast bara Ut um pad.“>> Innanstokksmunirnir og allur bleerinn & ibadinni markast af
firringu og yfirbordsmennsku, ,hudsgdgnin svort, gra og hvit, ur ledri, gleri, jarni, fletirnir
sléttir og glampandi — eins og gefid veeri fra upphafi ad steerd ibudarinnar Utilokadi ad
haegt vaeri ad gera hana mannlega.“>® Husid sjalft verdur eins og persdna i sdgunni; pad
sama a vid um herbergid par sem Emil lokar sig inni med likinu. Eva i Konum er a flétta
undan eigin fortid sem leidir hana inn i hahysid par sem hudn verdur leiksoppur annarra.
Han snyr aftur til islands eftir langa dvél erlendis en nzer ekki sambandi vid samfélagid og
stendur utan vid baedi sitt gamla Iif i Bandarikjunum og lifid & islandi. A sama hatt er Emil
ofaer um ad taka raunverulegan patt i lifinu og byr sér pess vegna til afmarkad rymi; fyrst i
ibudinni & Ljésvallagotu og sidar i herbergi hinnar latnu nidri vid hoéfnina, i kuldalegu og

mannfjandsamlegu leiguhlsnaedi par sem byr urmull af folki sem hann aldrei sér:

beir foru inn i litla lyftu sem bar pa upp a fimmtu haed, gengu eftir IbGngum gangi par sem voru hatt i
fimmtdn dyr hvorum megin, allar graenar 4 litinn. Gangurinn var pogull, ekkert diskaglamur eda vael

7L . SR T] . 57
i bérnum, engin ténlist eda samraedur sem barust gegnum dyrnar.

Hdsvordurinn laetur ad pvi liggja ad @ bak vid luktar dyr fari fram alls kyns éhugnadur:

,Lattu ekki pognina blekkja pig.“*®

Emil lokar sig hins vegar algjorlega af og byr sér til nyja
en ennpa takmarkadri tilveru. begar honum finnst hann loksins vera ad takast a vid lifig,

taka af skarid og na stjérn a eigin gjordum — med pvi ad grafa upp stulkuna og koma henni

>® Steinar Bragi, Konur, 9.
*®Ibid., 9.
>’ Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 69.
*® Ibid., 70.
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fyrir i herberginu — gerir hann ekki annad en ad faera sig inn i annad og enn einangradra,
afmarkad rymi. Hann lifir @ forsendum daudans og tilraunir hans luta ekki ad pvi ad na

stjérn a lifinu heldur dauéanum.

Daudinn er gegnumgangandi stef i Rafflesiublominu. Ritgerdarefnid sem Emil hefur
valid sér er daudinn i verkum Halldérs Laxness; stelpan vill meina ad ritgerdin snuist meira
um daudann en Laxness. Morguninn eftir ad stelpan rekst inn til Emils i fyrsta sinn verdur
honum hugsad til pess hversu undarlegt pad sé ad hdn skuli hafa endad hja honum:
»Stelpa eins og hun pveeldist ekki ein um gbéturnar eda settist 6bodin upp @ mann sem bjé

vid kirkjugard og hugsadi ekki um neitt nema daudann.“*®

Daudinn er engu ad sidur
oraunverulegur og fjarleegur, pratt fyrir ad hann vofi yfir alla séguna; i vestraenni
natimamenningu er aherslan 4 ad halda daudanum fjarri hversdagsleikanum,
framandgera hann og afvopna. Martin segir vid Emil: [ vissum skilningi héfum vid sigrad
daudann, eda nad ad reisa um okkur petta brjdstvirki menningar til ad halda honum fjarri!
Afrek, vinur minn? Eda ekki? Er maske eitthvert gjald sem vid greidum fyrir petta?
Fornarkostnadur? Eitthvad sem okkur yfirsést? Eitthvad sem skiptir mali?“®® pad er
kenning Martins ad mannkynid hafi afneitad ofbeldinu sem byr i pvi sjalfu, reynt ad reisa
um sig varnarmur og pannig fjarleegt sig fra pvi éhugnanlega en um leid fra allri
raunverulegri upplifun. Hraedslan vid ad verda fyrir skada, vid ad deyja, leidir til
dodadstands. bralatar hugsanir Emils um daudann ma i raun rekja til pess hversu langt

hann er kominn fra lifinu sjalfu. Tilverusvid hans minnkar stédugt par til pad er varla til

stadar, er eiginlega likara daudadstandi en tilvist lifandi veru. ,Lif hans var

>% Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 11.
* Ibid., 15.
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medvitundarlaust, streymdi hring eftir hring i gegnum vél sem hann hafdi smidad utan um

sig sjalfur.“®

Sjalfur titill ségunnar visar i daudann; Rafflesiublémid er einkennileg
hitabeltisplanta sem ber staerstu blom veraldar, hefur ad 6dru leyti ndnast enga skyra
byggingu en gefur fra sér lykt af rotnandi holdi pegar hin blémgast.® Titillinn er nokkud
margslunginn. Hann skirskotar til neerveru daudans i ségunni og peirrar rotnunar sem
birtist hvad eftir annad i textanum. | ibudinni & Ljésvallagdtu ma enn finna lyktina af
pafagauk Emils sem brann til dauda, Martin vinnur fyrir sér med pvi ad reekta anamadka
og tina pa i gordum, og i lokahluta s6gunnar hefur Emil bdid um sig dsamt med rotnandi
liki. Hann reynir ad streitast & moéti rotnuninni en hun er dumflyjanleg. Lik stulkunnar
verdur eins og Rafflesiublom; i daudanum springur hdn Gt og bldmgast. Skapabarmarnir

brystast Gt ,eins og Rafflesiublém sem vildi brj6tast upp & yfirbordio.“®

pau tengsl sem
Emil telur sig nd vid latna stulkuna eru nanasta sambandid sem hann myndar i ségunni og
begar stelpan svo birtist lifandi uti @ gotu eru pad eins og svik vid Emil ad han skuli vera &
lifi. Pad vekur med honum viébjéd ad sja hana idandi af lifi: ,,Augun i henni glompudu og
gljadu og hreyfdust til og fra, hun var krokk af litlum, kvikum hreyfingum og honum fannst
eins og heitt, pridgandi bléd nidadi um andlit hennar og verdldina og litadi himininn

«64

raudan.“”" Lifid er ordid 6edlilegra en daudinn.

[ verkum Steinars Braga er yfirleitt erfitt ad sundurgreina ljétleika og fegurd; pad er
fegurd og ljodraena i lysingum & pvi sem atti ad vekja vidbjéd, og ljotleiki i pvi sem &

yfirbordinu virdist vera fegurd. Daudinn er ekki endilega ljétari en lifid. Emil upphefur lik

*! Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 55.
62 ,Floral Giants from Humble Beginnings”, vefsida.
%3 Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 86.
* Ibid., 88.
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stulkunnar og sér fullkomnun i jardnesku hulstrinu utan af henni, sem hann telur sig betur
i stakk buinn til ad hafa stjérn @ en medan hun lifdi. Athyglisvert er ad bera afst6du Emils
saman vid vangaveltur Muggs Maistjérnu i Hinu stérfenglega leyndarmdli Heimsins: ,,Eg
horfdi i andlit liksins, hulstrid utan um pad sem eitt sinn var Astrid Roberts; andlitid var
hvitt og tdmt, eins og stytta, eda likt og pad sem hefdi eitt sinn gaett pad mannleika veeri

par ekki lengu r[.]“®

par sem Muggur sér témleika finnur Emil fegurd. Honum virdast
jafnvel mannleg samskipti taka a sig adra mynd pegar daudinn er nzerri, ,,eins og daudinn

ljadi samskiptum einhverja mykt og ljdma sem annars var med 6llu fjarverandi i daglegu

|ifi,“5®

Likt og i lysingu Emils & samraedum hans vid stelpuna stokkva hugsanakedjur i
bokum Steinars Braga oft i évaentar attir og setningabygging einkennist gjarnan af pvi;
pbessu potti mér mikilveegt ad koma til skila i pydingunni. Hrynjandin i textanum getur
breyst fyrirvaralaust. Daudinn og einmanaleiki manneskjunnar minna hvad eftir annad &
sig @ 6vaentum stédum. Oll vitund um sjalfid leidir éhjakvaemilega til vitundar um

daudann:

... 0g nalaegt stefni Heimsins, vid tdma laugina, greindi ég sjalfan mig og vissi ad pad sem ég hafdi i
einfeldni minni alitid fagurt, dyrlegt og upphafid, var ekki nema leidin til daudans og ég gat engu
breytt. Eg vissi pad. Og pegar ég lyfti aftur hofdinu var ég i myrkri; skipid var nedst i dimmum,

vidbjodslegum gdongum er dypkudu, og langt, langt i burtu, vid enda peirra, var himinninn, bjart op i

% Steinar Bragi, Hid stérfenglega leyndarmdl Heimsins, 71.
% Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 68-69.
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laginu eins og auga sem smaekkadi — ég hvarf birtunni og sjalfum mér og svo var ekkert nema

. 67
daudinn ...

Pessi yfirpyrmandi vonleysistilfinning og skortur @ raunverulegum tengslum vid annad folk
eru gegnumgangandi stef i hofundarverki Steinars Braga, og birtast ekki sidur i sjalfu
umhverfinu. Reykjavik Steinars Braga er dralangt frd hinni flippudu, fjorugu og
skdpunarglédu hofudborg sem sjd ma i landkynningu og ,,imyndunarsképun” islands. bpad
verdur seint haegt ad selja helgarferdir Gt & baekur Steinars. | pessari Reykjavik er einnar
naetur gaman ekki til merkis um sprudlandi hressleika eda lauslaeti ljoshaerdra og
gleesilegra islenskra kvenna, heldur enn ein tilraunin til ad finna fyrir einhverju, na
einhverjum tengslum vid adra manneskju eda einfaldlega kaefa raunveruleikann enn
frekar: ,Eg skil ekki af hverju ég geri petta. Eg hafdi engan dhuga, samt var eins og petta

“%8 segir stelpan eftir skyndikynni i partyi &

yrdi ad vera svona, einhvern veginn[,]
Grettisgotu. Heida i Sdlskinsfolkinu reynir ad ,rifja ekki upp geerkvoldid og halda bara

afram og gleyma pvi lika ad hun mundi allt sem hdn gerdi, sama hvad, og hidn hafdi

vidhjéd a pvi.“®

Reykjavik Rafflesiublomsins og annarra verka Steinars Braga er borg par sem félk
deyr eitt og einmana an pess ad nokkur gripi inn i. Fyrir opin a turnhusi Hallgrimskirkju
hafa verid ,settir rimlar til ad varna pvi ad félk [fremji] sjalfsmord med pvi ad henda sér

f «70

fram a Daudinn er orprifardd peirra sem enga stjéorn hafa og finna ekki fyrir neinu

nema doda og vanlidan. Auk sjalfsmordsins i Solfarinu segir stelpan ségu af kunningja

% Steinar Bragi, Hid storfenglega leyndarmdl Heimsins, 18.
%8 Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 48.
% Steinar Bragi, SéIskinsfolkid, 18.
" Ibid., 158.
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sinum sem reynir ad fremja sjalfsmord og er trufladur i misheppnadri tilraun sinni af
nagranna — fyrrum medlimi hljdmsveitarinnar GusGus — sem vill raeda vid hann um
eitthvert algerlega smaskitlegt, ofurhversdagslegt drasl sem ekki nokkru mali skipti“,”*
sem verdur til pess ad hengingin gleymist. Stelpan lysir atvikinu sem ,recreational
sjalfsmordstilraun“’?; folk vilji i raun og veru ekki deyja heldur bara fa nasapefinn eda eins
konar forsmekk af daudanum. Aftengingin fra veruleikanum er slik. Stelpan vill meina ad
svona verdi daudinn naleegur ,pegar hann er gerdur svona draunverulegur, eins og er i
ndtimanum.“”® Hun lysir borginni sem svo: ,,En borgin sem vid bdum i er lika undirlogd af

“’% Martin fylgist adgerdalaus med sjalfsmordi dkunnugs

dauda, baeldum eda upphoéfnum.
manns inn um glugga likt og 4 sjonvarpsskja; glerid & milli peirra er glerid & milli peirra
sem borgina byggja. bpegar lik stulkunnar hangir nidur ur Sélfarinu hringja vegfarendur i

neydarlinuna til ad lata vita af atvikinu en enginn nalgast hana, enginn reynir ad ganga ur

skugga um hvad raunverulega hafi gerst og hvort haegt sé ad koma henni til hjalpar.

i Rafflesiublominu er borgin takngervingur kuldans og aftengingarinnar; hun er
liflaus en & sama tima full af félki sem pjdist eitt, veslast upp og deyr heegum dauddaga.
Umhverfid er alika dmanneskjulegt og ibud Evu i Konum. | 6rvaentingarfullri tilraun til ad
breyta einhverju, koma sér aftur af stad, fer Emil i gonguferd ,nidur ad Zgisidunni,
medfram strondinni langleidina Ut i einhverja eydimork sex-akreina gatna, bilastaeda og

u75

kringla sem hann vissi ekki einu sinni ad veeru til i pessari borg[.]“”> | pessu umhverfi er

" Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 26.
7 Ibid., 26.
” Ibid., 26.
" Ibid., 25.
” Ibid., 54.
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ekkert sem Emil getur notfeert sér til ad koma sér aftur i samband vid hid mannlega.
Stérmarkadurinn sem Emil verslar i er smaekkud utgafa af borginni, kaldur, nutimalegur og

undarlega mannlaus:

Af skyndilegri framtakssemi for hann ad versla og i stérmarkadinn og sa enga adra kunna, ekki
frekar en venjulega. begar hann fékk til baka hja tvitugum strak a kassanum pakkadi hann fyrir sig,
en strakurinn rodnadi og muldradi eitthvad i barminn. Emil vard vandraedalegur fyrir hond peirra
beggija. Stelpan hafdi rétt fyrir sér, pad var eitthvad ad i pessari borg. bessi vesalings krakki sem
vissi ekki hvernig atti ad segja takk somuleidis eda verdi pér ad gddu var bara eins og utfeerdari
mynd af vandanum. Islendingar voru pjéd unglinga sem h6fdu ekki fullordnast — hefdarlausir, frekir
og gramir og ultu gervalla aevina fra einni hlid yfir 4 adra, kjokrandi eda hlajandi, an tengsla vid
sjalfa sig eda adra, allar athafnir peirra utan samhengis nema mogulega pess sem var malanlegt i

peningum — utan t’)rlaga.76
Pessi adeila a islenskt samfélag er undirstrikud i ordum Martins, hins podlskaettada
kunningja Emils sem kemst svo ad ordi um foreldra sina: ,0Og ad tveir fateekir og pindir
Pélverjar skuli hafa meiri menningu i hofdinu a sér en heilt uthverfi i Reykjavik, heil islensk

“77 Sjalfsmynd fslendingsins er 6ljos og an tengsla

millistétt, er leidinlegt fyrir islendinga.
vid fortidina; er eins og tdkngervingur peirrar sjalfsmyndarkrisu sem Cronin talar um ad
einkenni ndtimamanninn sem i hringidu taekniframfara og vidskiptaveedingar hefur tapad
baedi tilfinningunni fyrir augnablikinu og hinu lidna.”® Sému afstodu geetir i verkum

Steinars Braga allt fra upphafi — & hapunkti islenska ,,gédzerisins“ komu Ahyggjudukkur Gt

og drogu upp mynd af aragria einmana, éhamingjusams folks i nitimaborg par sem er

’® Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 55.
7 Ibid., 39.
78 Cronin, Translation and Identity, 3.
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svo sannarlega eitthvad ad; jafnvel pegar hdaski stedjar ad er eins og félk sé o6fzert um ad
tengjast raunveruleikanum. begar ulfahjardir gera innrds i borgina er talad vid , David
foringja“ sem gerir augu sin ,,gédlatlega umberandi og slikjud likt og hann veeri ad dvarpa
son sinn sem var ad misskilja eitthvad dalitid.” Fréttamadurinn i myndveri brosir
kankvislega og segir: ,Tsk. Tsk. David alltaf gééur[.]”79 [ pessum heimi rekur folk
stefnulaust afram, pad ymist kaupir innantémar hugmyndir um velgengni og hid zeskilega,
ellegar stendur radvillt utan vid rammann. Kaldhadnin sem yngri kynslédirnar hafa
brynjad sig med er ordin ad vegg sem kemur i veg fyrir innlifun og samlidan: ,Heida ...
sagdist ekki lengur skilja muninn 3 til deemis kaldhaedni og einhverju 68ru eda hvad veeri
yfirleitt ad gerast og skildi ekkert, raunverulega, nema stadreyndir”.?° Jafnvel pad fallega i
umhverfinu kveikir kvida og éhugnad: ,Hun horfdi at yfir Sundin, Esjuna og Snaefellsnesid.
Sjérinn var lygn, jokullinn ljomadi i raudu. Sorg og eitthvad sem liktist innilokunarkennd
fyllti brjést hennar.“®" Hin margrémada islenska nattura er eins og i fjarleegum bakgrunni;
folkid sem i borginni byr lifir hvorki né hraerist i ndnum tengslum vié straumfagra fossa og
mosagrénar hlidar. | Rafflesiublominu er islenska sveitin ekki upphafin heldur sett i
samband vid einmanaleika, ljétleika og misnotkun, likt og a ljésmyndinni af Mariu a
upptokuheimilinu i sveitinni: ,[H]an stdéd uti & tuni fyrir framan hvita, tveggja haeda
steinbyggingu; til hlidar vid hana, ofan a gulleitri sinunni, lagu gaddavirsrullur i hrugu.

«82

Svipurinn & henni var skeeldur, hdn var horud og med bauga undir augunum.”“®” Maria feer

7 Steinar Bragi, Ahyggjudukkur, 118.
8 Steinar Bragi, Sélskinsfolkid, 44.
8 Steinar Bragi, Konur, 9.
8 Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 65.
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engan kynngimagnadan kraft dr islenskri nattaru heldur er hin ,[e]nn eitt strdid i islensku

«83

audninni.“"" begar Emil leitar at 4 vid veldur ferskt loftid honum likamlegri vanlidan.

Steinar Bragi framandgerir gjarnan hié kunnuglega; su Reykjavik sem hann ladar
fram er pekkjanleg sem Reykjavik nutimans en engu ad sidur fra fyrstu stundu orlitid a
skjon vid okkar raunveruleika, dalitid skrumskaeld, par til raunveruleiki borgarinnar glidnar
samhlida textanum sjalfum. pratt fyrir ad Rafflesiublomid sé ekki fantasiukennd eins og
Ahyggjudikkur eda Solskinsfolkid verdur svipad vitundarrof i ségunni. Vid pekkjum
kennileitin, pekkjum sérkenni borgarinnar, en inn i kunnuglegt landslag eru settir
einkennilegir atburdir, brenglun og uppmagnadur sjukleiki. Ahyggjudukkur er liklega
skyrasta deemid um pessa medhodndlun 4 Reykjavik, en vid upphaf hvers kafla ma sja
gotukort sem synir stadsetningu atburdanna i viokomandi kafla. Gotukortin eru rétt og
raunveruleg; peim fylgja gjarnan itarlegar skyringar sem stadsetja atburdina afar

nakvaemlega i pekktu umhverfi:

Vettvangur 3. kafla. Lyfta i stigagangi; upp Laugaveg, til haegri upp Frakkastig, Skélavérduholt, nidur
Skolavordustig a gistiheimili um midbik; nidur Skélavordustig, til haegri nidur Vegamotastig, til
haegri upp Laugaveg; Kaffi List; yfir Laugaveginn, port, aftur yfir; bokabid MM, 1. had, bdkabord og
afgreidslubord; sofi i nedsta kjaIIara.84
So6gusvidid er pannig byggt a stadreyndum en pvi er gefinn annarlegur blzer og surrealisk
innspyting. Hid hversdagslega verdur éhugnanlegt; i Solskinsfélkinu sér Heida hjord af

porskménnum koma ,rapandi uUr bpingholtunum, nidur Ingélfsstraeti(‘).”85 Spajarinn Steinn

8 Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 66.
8 Steinar Bragi, Ahyggjuduikkur, 30.
8 Steinar Bragi, Sdlskinsfolkid, 181.
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Steinarr, skopstaelingin @ Sherlock Holmes i Hinu stdrfenglega leyndarmdli Heimsins, er
settur inn { islenskt umhverfi og byr vid Laugaveginn.® Reykjavikurmaraponid er einn af
midpunktum Sdlskinsfolksins en pessi arlegi vidburdur i borgarlifinu faer a sig
martradarkenndan blze: , Gatan fylltist af félki, endanna a milli, sem streymdi fram hja
henni, andlitin gljdandi af svita, augun panin og starandi og hun stéd hreyfingarlaus,

horfdi ofan i grasid vid gétuna og beid eftir ad petta endadi.”®’

Keppt er um skringilegasta
buninginn og einn hlaupara hefur kleett sig i kafarabuning, sem er raunar mynd sem
kemur einnig fyrir i Hinu stdrfenglega leyndarmdli heimsins — buningurinn gerir pann sem
honum klaedist Smennskan og fjarleegan, ,eins og skrimsli Frankensteins“.®® Fjélbylishusid

bar sem hin latna byr i Rafflesiublominu er sidan raunverulegt reykviskt hus sem vid lestur

sogunnar faer a sig dhugnanlega, tadknreena merkingu.

bessi framandgerving & kunnuglegu umhverfi hefur ad sjalfségdu ekki sama
slagkraft pegar textinn er pyddur og sidan lesinn i 66ru menningarsamfélagi. Engu ad
sidur er su kaldranalega nutimaborg sem birtist i Rafflesiublominu sennilega kunnugleg
morgum erlendum lesendum i einhverri mynd. Sagan er skrifud i litlu malsamfélagi og
haegt ad gera rdd fyrir pvi ad peir sem lesa frumtextann hafi (mismikla) pekkingu &
stadhattum Reykjavikurborgar. Hofundur hefur svigrum til ad gefa sér dkvednar
menningarlegar forsendur. bPegar kemur til kasta pydandans er hann eins konar
menningarlegur milligdngumadur, sem parf ad koma til skila upplysingum sem eru gefnar

i menningarlegu samhengi frumtextans. Pa er til ad mynda att vid umhverfi, stadhaetti,

% Steinar Bragi, Hid storfenglega leyndarmdl Heimsins, 7.
¥ Steinar Bragi, Sdlskinsfolkid, 119-120.
8 Steinar Bragi, Hid storfenglega leyndarmdl Heimsins, 262.

38



gildi og sjalfsmynd. Hlutverk pydandans er ad brua bilid & einhvern hatt.®° Landfraedilegt
umhverfi textans er ef til vill sa pessara patta sem hvad audveldast er ad koma auga a og
greina. Mikilvaegast er ad pydandi taki skyra og afdrattarlausa akvérdun um pad hvernig
koma skal slikum upplysingum til skila, ad hversu miklu leyti skuli utskyra paer, og haldi sig
vid somu linu i verkinu 6llu. Til samraemis vid pa akvordun mina ad opna textann fyrir
erlendum lesendum en ganga ekki of langt i ad brjéta hann upp med vidbotarupplysingum
kaus ég ad halda utskyringum i lagmarki og reyna ad fella paer snyrtilega inn i textann. Eg
profadi mig afram med petta — gekk i upphafi lengra en dré sidan ur, og bad einn hinna
bresku yfirlesara minna sérstaklega um ad gera mér grein fyrir pvi hvort umhverfi textans
hefdi verid naegilega ljdst. Eg reyndi ad gera textann pannig Ur gardi ad lesandi sem ekki
bekkir Reykjavik pyrfti ekki stodugt ad vera ad kléra sér i hoféinu yfir pvi hvort um veeri ad
reeda gotu, hverfi eda tiltekinn stad. Eftir ad hafa skodad nokkrar adrar pydingar a
islenskum boékum kaus ég ad lata gotunéfn standa Gtskyringarlaus. | 6drum tilfellum

«90

naegdi yfirleitt ad baeta vid einu ordi eda stuttri utskyringu (,the Thingholt area“”™, ,the

«91 |4192

Arbzer area“”, ,the painter Kjarval“’’), eda skipta Ut nadkveemri stadsetningu fyrir

almennari pegar betur atti vid, samanber ,the 10-11 store in the city centre“® i stadinn

94

fyrir ,,i Austurstreeti.“”" Pad sama gerdi ég pegar kom ad 6drum sérteekum fyrirbeerum

sem hofdu ekki sérstaka merkingu i textanum og matti skipta ut fyrir almennari hugtok, til

89 Katan, Translating Cultures, 130.
% Steinar Bragi, The Rafflesia Flower, 5.
* Ibid., 95.
* Ibid., 70.
* Ibid., 142.
% Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 83.
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ad mynda vard tilvisun i Fréttabladid ad ,the newspaper.“®> A 68rum stédum gekk pad
hins vegar ekki upp og pa atti betur vid ad setja inn skyringu, samanber ,,Morgunbladid’s

editorial board“.%®

i lokakaflanum er ad finna eina magnprungnustu malsgrein textans, pegar Emil
reynir ad na likamlegum samruna vid likid af stulkunni og vitund hans eins og vikkar Gt svo
likid verdur taknmynd islensks samfélags; i pvi skynjar Emil loksins umheiminn en pad er
firrtur og yfirbordskenndur heimur. | pessum kafla er mymargt sem skirskotar beint i
islenskt samfélag a ritunartimanum og ég burfti par af leidandi ad leggjast yfir hann,
greina hann vandlega og skoda baedi hvert smaatridi sem og heildina. bessi prettan linu
langa runa er hapunktur ségunnar og i raun hengiflugid sem Emil og lesandinn falla fram
af nidur i hin dveentu ségulok. Pad var liklega lan i 6lani ad @ medan sagan var i pydingu
skyldi ,,fraegdarsdl” hins islenska fjarmalakerfis taka a sig jafn hérmulega mynd og raun
bar vitni; par af leidandi eru fyrirbseri & bord vid Kaupping og Glitni, sem koma fyrir i
upptalningunni, pekkt medal erlendra lesenda og vekja eflaust sterk hugrenningatengsl.
Tveer tilvisanir i Spaugstofuna klippti ég ut eftir ad hafa préfad ymsar leidir; flaedi textans
raskadist mjog ef ég reyndi ad utskyra tilvisunina a svipadan hatt og stadheetti (t.d. ,the
Spaugstofa sketch show”) og ef ég pyddi hana einfaldlega sem ,the weekly sketch show”
eda eitthvad dmdta var hin menningarlega tilvisun hvort ed var farin veg allrar veraldar.
Pad sem Spaugstofan taknar i islensku pjédfélagi — og i skaldségu eftir Steinar Braga — er
gott deemi um pad hvernig hid menningarlega samhengi ljeer slikum tilvisunum aukna

merkingu. | pydingunni fannst mér betra ad taka hana alfarid Gt en reyna ad kléra mig ut

% Steinar Bragi, The Rafflesia Flower, 145.
*® Ibid., 147.
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ur vandanum og eydileggja pannig heildarahrif pessa langa, samfellda texta. Hvad vardadi
Kringluna, Mjéddina og Smaralind dkvad ég ad fara somu leid og med Fréttabladid hér ad
ofan; hid sértaeka var gert almennt: ,[H]e ... thought about families on shopping trips to
the various shopping centres”.?” Ad sjalfsogdu mun erlendur lesandi hafa adra adkomu ad
bessu textabroti en manneskja sem byr hér 4 landi, en pvi ma ekki gleyma ad textinn
hefur ekki eina merkingu; hann vekur ekki endilega somu hugrenningatengsl hja tveimur
lesendum pott peir séu badir af sama pjéderni. Katan vill skilgreina menningarsamfélag
sem ,sameiginlegt hugarlikan eda —kort af heiminum“.?® pad er pé talsverd einfoldun &
fyrirbaerinu. Innan pess sem skilgreint er sem eitt menningarsamfélag rumast jafnan
aragrui olikra ,hugarlikana“; tveer manneskjur sem bua hlid vié hlid geta haft gjérolikan
skilning & heiminum og mismunandi vidmid. bratt fyrir ad hugtakid menningarsamfélag sé

vissulega oft nytsamleg maelistika ma ekki beita pvi til ad alhaefa um setladan skilning eda

hugrenningatengsl.

7. Greinarmerkjasetning

islensk greinarmerkjasetning er mun einfaldari en st enska; huin er naumari og islensk
rithefd gefur mun minna svigrium fyrir aukasetningar og flékna setningabyggingu. begar
bytt er ur ensku yfir 4 islensku parf gjarnan ad ,,greida ur” malsgreinum til ad paer skili sér
naegilega skyrt & islensku. Pad var pvi vidbuid ad baeta pyrfti inn talsvert miklu af

greinarmerkjum pegar Rafflesiubléomid var pytt yfir & ensku. Til ad mynda var sjalf

%7 Steinar Bragi, The Rafflesia Flower, 113.
%8 Katan, Translating Cultures, 17.
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lokasetning sdgunnar 6&slitin af greinarmerkjum a islensku og hljédadi svo: ,Gegnum
formid sem leysist upp og hverfur skin gu6.”99 A ensku var 6mégulegt annad en ad baeta
inn kommu, sem ljadi pd setningunni nokkud fallegan blee med stuttum andardraetti adur
en sidustu ordin eru lesin: ,Through the shape which dissolves and disappears, god

shines.“®

bratt fyrir ad hefd sé fyrir pvi baedi 4 ensku og islensku ad rita ordid ,Gud” med
storum staf kaus ég ad fylgja dkvordun hofundarins i frumtextanum og hafa ordid med
litlum staf. bad tdknar dkvedna afstodu til hugmyndarinnar um gud eda 0ri matt, og auk
pbess er ég sjalf holl undir pessa stafsetningu og hef notad hana & badum malum. Vida
annars stadar var radrium til pess ad fylgja frumtextanum nokkud naiéd hvad
greinarmerkjasetningu vardar; pegar ég mat pad sem svo ad fleedid i textanum vaeri undir
bvi komid ad halda greinarmerkjasetningu i lagmarki leyfdi ég honum ad renna afram, svo
fremi sem réttri greinarmerkjasetningu i ensku veeri fylgt. Sérstaklega atti petta vid undir

lok ségunnar pegar vitund adalpersénunnar hefur glionad og takturinn i textanum breyst.

Sem dami maetti nefna pessa malsgrein ur lokakaflanum:

Her eyes shone and gleamed and moved to and fro, she was teeming with quick little movements

and he felt as if hot, smothering blood was surging through her face and colouring the sky red.'""

Steinar Bragi notar skaletrun i nokkrum maeeli i s6gunni, til dherslu eda til ad draga athygli
ad dkvednum hugmyndum. Eg kaus ad fylgja forskrift hans ndid, fyrir utan nokkra stadi
«102

bar sem dherslan var undarleg 4 ensku. Strax & fyrstu bladsidu kemur ordid ,chosen

fyrir i skaletrun, sem leidir lesandann i &att ad hinu einkennilega hugardstandi

% Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublémid, 90.
1% steinar Bragi, The Rafflesia Flower, 150.
" bid., 148.

12 1bid., 65.
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adalpersénunnar Emils, sem ljeer atburdum oedlilega eda yfirdrifna merkingu i sinum
pbronga, kyrrstaeda heimi. Par sem pessi hugmynd Emils er 6rlagavaldur i sdgunni og

markar vegferd hans potti mér mikilveegt ad halda aherslu héfundarins.

8. Bein raeda og hlutverk tungumalsins

[ sdgunni er takmarkadur fjoldi perséna og fair sem taka til mals adrir en Emil, stulkan og
Martin, félagi Emils sem kemur til hans i naeturheimsoéknir og hjalpar honum a endanum
vid ad grafa upp likid af stulkunni til ad ganga ur skugga um ad hun sé su rétta. bessi
takmorkudu samskipti eru taknraen fyrir pa einangrun sem Emil hefur askapad sér. Emil &
b6 einnig i stuttum samraedum vid aldrada dmmu hinnar latnu, hdsvordinn i hasi
stulkunnar svo og logreglumanninn sem rannsakar daudsfallid vid Sdlfarid.
Utgangspunktur minn pegar kom ad pvi ad pyda samtdl og beina raedu var ad sambandid
milli perséna vaeri skyrt sem og afstada peirra til vidmaelandans, og auk pess ad akvednum
persénueinkennum veeri haldid i ordavali, ordfaeri og formlegheitum. Staerstur hluti
samraednanna i sogunni er 4 milli peirra Emils og stelpunnar. Pad var mikilveegt ad
malnotkun beggja félli ad og styddi vid persénuskdpun hofundarins; pad er
kaldhadnislegt ad Emil sem & ad sitja ad ritgerdarskrifum og deela Ut ordum skuli eiga jafn
orougt med ad orda hugsanir sinar og raun ber vitni. bratt fyrir ad hann fagni komu
stulkunnar inn i tilveru sina @ hann erfitt med ad halda pradinum i samreedum peirra,

sem og pegar Martin heimsakir hann: ,,Hann vard preyttur af svona longum samraedum,
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hugsanir hans tokust allar & loft og snerust hver um adra.“**® Hann heldur ekki { vid pau

stokk sem stelpan tekur:

Eftir @ ad hyggja fannst honum stefnan sem samraedur peirra toku yfirleitt éskiljanleg, eins og pau
faeru 4 milli vidfangsefna af handahdfi, samraedurnar ekkert nema lausir endar. Stelpan hafdi lag a
ad taka strikid i einhverja att sem virtist pvert a pad sem hafdi komid adur en var pad i raun ekki.
Oft fannst honum eins og hann vaeri a hlaupum & eftir henni, hversu timbrud og nyvoknud sem hun
var, og leid eins og hann vaeri gamall og stirdur, kannski af pvi hun virtist alltaf stefna beint ad
midju hugsunar sinnar, taladi aldrei um neitt annad en innra byrdi hlutanna, 16gikin framandleg og

.z 104
hljép undan or6unum.

Hann talar i raun adeins pegar hdn pegir: ,,HU4n var furdulega pogul pennan daginn,
einhver kvidaherpingur i andlitinu. Kannski var pad pess vegna sem hann taladi svona

“1 pegar Emil sidan sest vid

mikid, eins og hann vaeri ad rembast vid ad hressa hana.
skriftir kemur annad ur ut pvi en hann aetlar sér og mesta fullnaegju feer hann svo ut ur pvi
ad brenna handritid, brenna ordin sem virdast aldrei endurspegla hann ad naegilegu
marki. Ofugt vid hann notar stelpan ord til ad koma reglu & eigin hugsanir; hin matar sig

vid umhverfid med ograndi fullyrdingum og stérum stadhaefingum, en missir stundum

tokin og setningarnar eins og spytast Ut ur henni:

,Leidinlegt, 6ldur upp og nidur, sja petta og hitt. Kynnast framandi popptdnlist og ipodhulstrum i
einhverri hofn sem er disneyland fyrir turista. Utdaud menning undir glerkilu — andskotinn hirdi

bad allt.“*

1% Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 16.

% Ibid., 28.
% |bid., 42.
"% Ibid., 39.
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| kj6lfarid kigast hin — ordin koma upp Ur henni eins og atandi gall. Emil lysir gjdrdum

197 pessi stutta

hennar sidar sem dramatiskum, tillitslausum, fallegum og tilgerdarlegum.
lysing er i raun inntakid i persénu stelpunnar og fyrir pydandann er han lykill ad
persénunni. Stelpan notar tungumalid @ sama hatt og Heida i Sdlskinsfdlkinu; han reynir
ad tala sig i samband vid tilveruna og sjalfa sig. Vidmaelandinn skiptir i raun litlu mali. |
Solskinsfolkinu talar Heida yfir halfsofandi rekkjunaut, letur deeluna ganga um fortid sina
pratt fyrir ad enginn sé ad hlusta: ,Strakurinn sagdi eitthvad sem hun skildi ekki og hun
ytti i hann med |6ppinni og sagdi honum ad hann meetti ekki sofna en hann svaradi ekki.

«108

Hun reykti og hélt afram ad tala. Su firring og aftenging sem er rikjandi i skaldskap

Steinars Braga birtist einnig i pvi hversu illa félk naer saman i samradum; gjarnan er folk
ad tala um sitt hvorn hlutinn, pad hlustar ekki eda skilur ekki hinn adilann. Lysing
undarlegu, stareygdu konunnar i Ahyggjudikkum & nedansjavarhavada dregur petta stef

saman i hnotskurn:

| dag er svo mikill nedansjavarhavadi ad hvalir og héfrungar og sjavardyr, sem tala saman med
hatidnihljédum, geta ekki talad saman lengur, til daemis gefid fra sér astarkall, til ad elska hvort
annad, pau hrdpa langt yfir hafid & hvort annad. Einu sinni gat hvalur eda hofrungur kallad a hval
hinum megin 4 hnettinum en eftir ad allt fylltist af havada purfa peir ad fara naestum pvi ofan i hver
annan til ad heyra, i nokkurra metra fjarlaegd, en finna kannski engan og pess vegna eru eiginlega
sjavardyr alein i hafinu, pau synda alein um djupid i hafinu og geta ekki elskad neinn og deyja alein,

skrida bara ofan i einhverja holu og drepast og —'%

197 steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 58.

1% Steinar Bragi, Solskinsfdlkid, 69.

1% steinar Bragi, Ahyggjudukkur, 183.
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| pessu textabroti — sem & eins vel vid manneskjurnar { sdgum Steinars Braga og
sjavardyrin — birtist su syn @ hid mannlega astand sem gegnsyrir skaldskap hoéfundarins.
Firringin er slikt — havadinn er slikur — ad nutimamadurinn er kominn dr tengslum vid
annad félk, vid umhverfi sitt og sina eigin skynjun. Hann syndir aleinn um djup heimsins
og deyr aleinn. Einmanaleg tilvera Emils er pessu marki brennd; pratt fyrir ad hann gledjist
yfir komu stelpunnar nd pau aldrei saman i raun nema eitt og eitt andartak. Ordaflaumur
stelpunnar skolast yfir Emil sem naer aldrei ad tala sig til méts vid hana. Jafnvel pegar
hann finnur sig knuinn til ad koma einhverju mikilveegu i ord kemur upp veggur milli hans
og umheimsins, eins og pegar hann situr hja 6mmu hinnar latnu: ,,Honum datt i hug ad
spyrja af hverju pau hefdu 1atié hana fra sér, hvad fengi folk til ad senda barn fra sér at i

«110

sveit i hendur ékunnugra, en hann fann dodann koma yfir sig. Hann getur ekki utskyrt

samband sitt vid stelpuna fyrir Martin og dkvedur ,ad haetta ad reyna ad segja pad sem

“M1 | skaldskap Steinars Braga missa jafnvel ordsins menn & bord

var ekki haegt ad segja.
vid Mugg Maistjornu tokin a8 tungumalinu pegar mikid liggur vid og eitthvad frumstaedara
tekur yfir: ,Medan vid spasserudum vard ég 6damala og mogulega samhengislaus, likt og
ég rédi ekki vid blodid sem vodvar fétleggja minna kusu ad koma a hreyfingu og sumpart

w112

upp i hofud mér. Tungumalid bregst; pad er ekki pad samskiptateeki sem pvi er xetlad

ao vera.

Fleedid og takturinn i pvi sem stelpan segir er allt annars edlis en hja Emil. Eins og

Steiner bendir & liggur kjarni malsins i tonblae textans; pegar saman koma lykilord og

119 steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 66.

" bid., 37.

2 steinar Bragi, Hid storfenglega leyndarmdl Heimsins, 161.
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tungutak sem eru efsta byrdid & merkingar- og sidfraedilegu gildi.'*?

Afstada personanna
til umheimsins kemur fram i raedu peirra og ordavali, ekki sidur pegar persénurnar segja
ekki satt eda na ekki ad orda hugsun sina. Vidbrogd annarra perséna eru sidan tulkun eda
pbyding a pessum ordum, innan ramma sogunnar. Steiner vill raunar nota
pydingarhugtakid um pad ferli sem fer i gang i hvert sinn sem manneskja tekur vid
talbodum fra annarri manneskju.'** pannig er bein raeda drifkraftur i sdgunni og enn
fremur pad sem dsagt er. Emil kemst ad pvi pegar stelpan hverfur ad pratt fyrir allar peirra
[6ngu samraedur hefur hin nanast ekkert 1atid uppi um eigid lif; hun notar ekki samtélin til
ad koma a framfaeri beinum upplysingum um sjalfa sig heldur til ad velta upp spurningum,
profa hugmyndir, kalla fram vidbrogd i pvi augnamidi ad reyna ad na sambandi vid
umheiminn. | samraedum peirra er Emil hlustandinn; hann er stuttordur og velur sér
hversdagslegri, lagstemmdari ord en hun. Oft eru vidbrogd hans ordlaus frekar en faerd i
ord; hann hristir hofudid, kveikir sér i sigarettu, hugsar en segir fatt. Sidar gerir hann
jafnvel hennar ord ad sinum, eins og hann geti ekki sjalfur fundié ord yfir upplifun sina; liki

hennar lysir hann sem , bjarmandi, pégul[li] hrig“**>

sem er lysing stulkunnar sjalfrar a liki i
kistu. Frasagnarmatinn er pétt samofinn persénu og vitund Emils og endurspeglar pad rof

sem smam saman verdur i skynjun hans; um leid og Emil missir tokin @ raunveruleikanum

fer lesandinn ad missa tokin & raunveruleika textans.

Samraedur Emils og Martins eru einnig fyrirferdarmiklar i sogunni. Martin & pélska

foreldra en hefur alist upp & islandi fra tveggja ara aldri; engu ad sidur finnst Emil alltaf

13 Steiner, After Babel, 10.

" Ibid., 48.
1> steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 81.
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eitthvad framandi vid Martin, sem er eins konar dhorfandi ad islensku samfélagi, stendur
utan vid hid almenna og venjubundna likt og Emil, en a3 medvitadan hatt sem veldur
honum engu hugarangri. Martin vakir a néttunni likt og Emil, hann horfir inn um glugga og
gripur ekki inn i pad sem vid honum blasir — jafnvel ekki pegar um er ad rae0a
sjalfsmordstilraun — en hann virdist 6fugt vid Emil hafa valid sér sina eigin tilveru. Emil
veltir pvi fyrir sér hvort hann sjalfur hafi raunverulega valid einhverja leid eda hvort hann
hafi bara flotid afram, hann bidur eftir pvi ad verda valinn — i stad pess ad velja sjalfur — en
Martin er gerandi. bratt fyrir ad hann hjalpi Emil vid uppgroftinn a likinu virdist hann avallt
hafa stjorn a eigin hegdun og hann sogast ekki inn i hina hrynjandi verold félaga sins. Emil
hugsar um hann sem pdlskan kunningja sinn*'® og skammast sin fyrir ad geta ekki litid a
Martin sem islending — honum finnst dpaegilegt ad hann skuli tengja framandleikann vid
bjéderni. Martin er mikill besservisser og skellir fram stéorum stadhaefingum um
heimspekilegar spurningar; upp ur honum vellur ordaflaumur sem virdist engu ad sidur
igrundadri og yfirvegadri en vangaveltur stelpunnar. Hin er stodugt ad hugsa upphatt;
Martin er ad faera i ord pad sem hann hefur lengi velt fyrir sér. Eg reyndi ad geeta pess ad
ordafordi Martins veeri mikill og baeri pess merki ad hann laesi mikid; hann er suga a
upplysingar og Emil tekur sérstaklega fram ad hann hafi gott vald @ tungumalinu. Hann er
a stundum nokkud forn i mali og skytur enn fremur inn fraedilegum hugtokum og stérum
ordum 4 bord vid ,sublimation, ,, avoidance”, ,the collective and passive”, ,participation
by proxy”.117 [ reedu Martins birtist einnig 6ryggi hans og fullvissa. Ofugt vid Emil & hann

audvelt med ad henda reidur @ hugsunum sinum. Hann veit hvad honum finnst og hann

1€ steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 11.

7 steinar Bragi, The Rafflesia Flower, 71.
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kemur pvi i ord. Fullvissu hans er teflt fram gegn dvissu Emils i 6llum peirra samraedum.

,petta er satt, ekki kenning,”118

segir Martin eftir ad hafa utskyrt kenningar sinar um
mannskepnuna fyrir félaga sinum. bratt fyrir ad Martin fljugi stundum ansi hatt i
samtolum peirra geetti ég pess ad hafa samreedur med 6formlegu snidi eins og vid atti.
Emil og Martin vir6ast hafa pekkst i einhvern tima, liklega fra pvi ad Emil flutti inn i ibud
afa sins @ Ljosvallagétunni, en i sogunni kemur fram ad par hafi hann buid i nokkra
manudi. Innlit Martins @ néttunni eru pegar sagan hefst eini fasti punkturinn i annars

Oljosri tilveru Emils. Samskipti peirra hafa par af leidandi tekid a sig dkvedid form og peir

pbekkjast naegilega vel til ad eiga nokkud 6formlegt spjall.

Pau samskipti sem studa Emil hvad mest eru yfirheyrslan hja l6greglunni. Midaldra
rannsoknarlégreglumadur reedir vid Emil um samband hans vid stulkuna og hadist ad
honum, gerir litid ur stulkunni og sleer hann hvad eftir annad ut af laginu med agengnum
spurningum og haednislegum athugasemdum. Emil dofnar upp; enn og aftur bregdast
ordin honum og hann sem etladi upphaflega ad grafast fyrir um malsatvikin gerir fatt
annad en ad svara spurningum légreglumannsins med stuttum setningum.
Logreglumadurinn hefur fremur groddalegan og stuttaralegan talanda, hann er vanur pvi
ad vera i valdastodu gagnvart peim sem hann talar vid og hann er auk pess eldri en Emil.
Talsmati hans i pydingunni litadist pvi helst af pessum pattum. Amma hinnar [atnu og
hasvordurinn eru sémuleidis af annarri kynsl66 en Emil, Martin og stelpan; ordaval
Oommunnar gerdi ég ivid varfaernislegara og hefdbundnara. Han notar formleg ord a bord

« 119

vid ,,presume”,”™ ,the children’s home“*%°

og ,harassed”,*** sem hun i fyrstu hefur um pa

18 Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 16.

9 steinar Bragi, The Rafflesia Flower, 125.
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kynferdislegu misnotkun sem hun telur liklegt ad dotturdottirin hafi ordid fyrir. Pegar texti
er skodadur vandlega ma finna nytsamlega lykla i beinni raedu persdénanna; i pessu tilviki
er pad reda 6mmunnar um misnotkunina sem synir aldur hennar og varfaerni. Hér er a

ferd manneskja sem segir frekar of litid en of mikid.

,| think she was harassed,” she then said, looking hard at the wall in front of her. , At the home ...

Abused, as they say these days. Did she ever mention anything to you? It's hard when you can‘t

ever be sure ...

Pegar persénugalleriid er jafn smatt og raun ber vitni i Rafflesiublominu skiptir mali ad
bydandinn — likt og héfundurinn — geri sitt besta til ad draga fram sérst6du hvers og eins;

stydji vid persdnuskdpunina med medvitudum akvordunum.

9. Ovissa, upplausn og glidnun

Su dvissa sem sogulokin vekja endurspeglast mjog i texta og stil sdgunnar; atburdir eru
véfengdir, frasagnir perséna dareidanlegar. Stelpan reynir visvitandi ad bua til évissu, til
daemis med pvi ad segja Emil ekki nafn sitt; Emil hefur aftur 4 moéti enga porf fyrir
syndardvissu par sem hann nzer aldrei ad festa hond a veruleikanum. Hann a engin skyr
svor, ekki einu sinni vid grundvallarspurningum um sjalfan sig. Hann veit ekki hvers vegna
hann erfdi ibud afa sins, veit ekki hvers vegna stelpan endadi hja honum, veit ekki hvers

vegna hann er innilokadur i pessari kyrrstaedu verold. Stada hans gagnvart stelpunni er

129 steinar Bragi, The Rafflesia Flower, 125.

21 1bid., 125.
22 hid., 125.
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0ljos; pegar hann heimsaekir dmmu hinnar [atnu kynnir hann sig sem keerasta en veit ad
bad er ekki rétta hugtakid. Ovissan einkennir meira ad segja daudann — fra upphafi er Emil
ekki viss um ad stelpan hafi verid si sem hengdi sig i Sélfarinu, malsatvik 6ll eru 6ljés og
jafnvel uppi hugmyndir um mord, pad eru gloppur i fraségninni og dvissa Emils eykst
pbegar hann skodar myndir af hinni latnu og reynir ad tengja paer vid stelpuna sem
heimsétti hann. Still hofundarins kyndir undir pessari évissu sem smitar at fra sér til
lesandans. begar rynt er i skaldsdogur Steinars Braga kemur i ljés ad su veruleikaglidnun
sem verdur i Rafflesiubldminu — petta martradarkennda nidurbrot a vitund Emils sem og
raunveruleikaskyni lesandans — er einnig til stadar i 6drum verkum hans. bessi glidnun a
sér lika hlidsteedur i tdknmyndum textans; stelpan lysir pvi hvernig fornarlomb
moskitoflugunnar ,leysast upp i veengjada bléddropa og svifa burt”, ,born, bankamenn,
hérur og listamenn“.*? Allt stefnir i 4tt ad nidurbroti, eiginlegu sem og Geiginlegu, enda
visar sjalf lokasetning ségunnar i upplausn likamans: , i gegnum formid sem leysist upp og

6 «124

hverfur skin gu Emil er heltekinn af peirri hugmynd ad allt taki enda, ,allt hvarf,

molnadi, grotnadi, fauk burt, allir déu“.t® Stelpan talar um ad vilja fordast pau 6rlog ad

leysast smam saman upp i kyrrstaedri tilveru; i stad pess ad lenda a flétta undan sjalfri sér

segist hun frekar vilja deyja strax.

[ skaldségum Steinars Braga hefst frasdgnin gjarnan i tiltélulega kunnuglegri versld
med logmalum sem eru ekki sérlega frabrugdin logmalum hversdagsleikans, en smam

saman er eins og myndin brenglist, fari a skjon vid veruleikann. Loks er fotunum algjérlega

123 Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 32.

2% |bid., 90.
123 |bid., 84.
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kippt undan lesandanum. Sjonarhornid i textanum ymist prengist eda vikkar gifurlega; i

lokakafla Rafflesiublomsins fylgir lesandinn Emil sem sér ,,gatid i midju alls og |ét sig hverfa

«126 48ur en hann

um pad, sveif um loftid eins og laufblad, dljost muldur, visnad form
rennur saman vid likid af stulkunni; pvi naest faerist sjonarhornid upp i gluggann i
herberginu medan Emil horfir nidur a stelpuna fyrir framan Saegreifann, prengist um leid
og hann kemur Ut pannig ad pad eru smaatridin sem vid faum ad sj3, fituperlur a skal,
augnviprur og litlar hreyfingar i andliti. Svo er aftur skipt um sjénarhorn ut fra skynjun
Emils: ,Allar minningarnar rifjudust upp i einum punkti sem atladi ad penja sig yfir
heiminn eda pann litla — 6gurlega, pinlega litla hluta hans sem hann s kringum sig — fylla

«l27

allt. Undir lok Sdlskinsfolksins, pegar einhvers slags sjavarmenni hafa tekid yfir

Reykjavik samtimans, upplifir Heida eins konar skynrof pegar hun attar sig @ pvi hversu litil

tengsl og takmarkadan skilning hun hefur @ hinum efnislega heimi:

begar rafmagnid for af borginni uppgoétvadi han hvernig heimurinn var henni déskiljanlegur; han
skildi ekkert, einféldustu hlutir voru faranlegir — ljdsapera, braudrist, eldunarhella, kaffikanna,
virkni peirra vard eitthvad sem aevintyri eda bibliur voru skrifadar um og pessi vanmattur hennar
gagnvart hlutunum breiddi Ur sér og pad sidasta sem tilheyrdi einfaldleikanum i lifi hennar hvarf —
bollar, floskur, glos, kveikjarar, sigarettur, allt var petta a einhvern hatt faranlegt og dautt og i
stodugt 6rvaentingarfyllri tilraunum hennar til ad hrista lif i hlutina for hiin smam saman ad hverfa

og nidurinn, eins og fra fossi, lagdist yfir heiminn.™*®

Draumar Muggs Maistjornu i sidasta hluta Hins storfenglega leyndarmdls Heimsins eru

einnig deemi um pessa skynbreytingu og utvikkun & sjénarhorni; geimfarinn Buzz Aldrin

126 steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 85-86.

7 bid., 89.
128 Steinar Bragi, Sdlskinsfolkid, 184.
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hugsar i draumi hans ,um allt félkid og undradist hversu otrulega miklu fleiri manneskjur

veeru a jordinni en paer sem vaeru ad horfa a utsendinguna i sjénvarpinu af peim ad ganga

a tunglinu“'®

. Eva i Konum er fljét ad missa tokin a eigin skynjun i peirri martréd sem han
lendir i vid komuna til Reykjavikur, en nagrannakona hennar hefur snemma ord a pvi
hversu erfitt Eva eigi med ad greina morkin & milli hins raunverulega og éraunverulega:
,PU hefur ekki sérlega sterkt veruleikaskyn, synist mér ... pad er stutt i ad hlutirnir leysist
« 130

upp i kringum pig“.”™ Undir lok ségunnar er engin leid ad atta sig 4 pvi hvad er imyndun,

draumur, veruleiki eda skynvilla:

Stundum fannst henni eins og allt sem gerdist eda hefdi gerst veeri hvergi nema inni i henni sjalfri. A
timabili fannst henni hin vera i annarri ibud, kringldttri sem ralladi nidur fjall. Han hentist milli

margra ibuda, var i peim 6llum a sama tima. Hun gerdi aldrei neitt. Hin sveif i midri stofunni, midju
svefnherberginu, eda hékk nidur ur loftinu vid enda rimsins, sjonarhornid nidur og i vegginn, horfdi

s . . , , . , .z 131
a sig folna, sléttast, hverfa i vegginn. HUn var sjénarhorn.

Pessi upplausn er af sama meidi og su sem einkennir sidasta hluta Rafflesiublomsins.
Persénur sem aldrei hafa stadid sérlega fostum fotum i tilverunni renna inn i annad
astand, adra vitund. Pad sama gerist rétt fyrir sogulok i Ahyggjudikkum pegar persénan
Egill missir stjorn a eigin skynjun:
Allt i kring streymdi folk og Egill atti erfitt med gang: medvitundin sem for i haegri fétinn virtist hafa
smitast Ut i pann vinstri lika og hann var med ské utan a fétunum, og 6ll pessi medvitund —

gongulagid, hvernig pessi yfirleitt areynslulausa hreyfing fétanna og lappanna upp og afram — 16pp

fyrir 16pp, hvor a eftir annarri — var samansett Ur aragrua finlegra og nakveemlega timasettra

129 steinar Bragi, Hid storfenglega leyndarmdl Heimsins, 270.

B30 steinar Bragi, Konur, 25.
B Ibid., 212.
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hreyfinga vodva sem unnu gegn og med um lidamot brjosk sinar bein haela taer skoflung leerlegg
mjadmagrind og gatu audveldlega mistekist og i framhaldi skildi hann ekki hver gekk, hver
samhaefdi pessar hreyfingar og var ad baki pessu 6llu og petta hjarta sem slé bank — bankbank —
bank og blédid Ut adalslagaed og stoduprystingur i blddinu aflokad kerfi e2danna og blédid upp

halsinn i heila Ut hendur og nidur baklaegt i liffaerin [...] bein, fita, svitakirtlar, sedar, taugar, hug,

. exce . . . . . 132
sinar, lidir, har og augnkulur og hann, Egill, eins og innan i

Egill verdur skyndilega medvitadur um hverja einingu likama sins og haettir ad geta séd
heildina, sem minnir & ,uppljémun® Emils sem eins og finnur fyrir einingum islensks
samfélags i gegnum likid af stulkunni. Vitund Emils er varpad at a vid i gegnum likid og

landslag pess verdur hid islenska landslag.

[ Konum er talad um skynheildarskipti sem lokapunkt ,ferlis sem midadi ad pvi ad
folk attadi sig @ ad gamalt viomid — eitt af peim midleegu er bundid hefdu saman
hversdaginn, jafnvel lif pess allt — staedist ekki lengur, vaeri horfid, og tomid sem eftir

« 133

steedi héldi bara afram ad tazma nema nytt viomid kaemi i stadinn“.”™ Adalpersdénur

Steinars Braga eru fastar i pessu sama tomi.

10. Timi, sagnord og samspil hugsunar og tungumals

Innri timi ségunnar og afstada til tima stjérnast mikid til af notkun sagnorda. [ raun poétti
mér i pvi tilliti audveldara ad pyda ur islensku yfir & ensku en 6fugt; i ensku er gjarnan

notast vid lysingarhatt nutidar sem a sér ekki nothaefa samsvorun i islenskri malhefd

32 steinar Bragi, Ahyggjudukkur, 193-194.

133 Steinar Bragi, Konur, 62.
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nema ad takmorkudu leyti. Hann vill pvi pveaelast fyrir pydendum sem pyda ur ensku, en er
naudsynlegt taeki pegar pytt er Ur islensku yfir & ensku, par ed hann getur til ad mynda
taknad pratekningu eda lengri tima. Par sem vid notum einfalda patid naegir hun oft ekki
til @ ensku heldur verdur ad beita lysingarhaetti nutidar eda nota hjalparsagnir, eins og sja

ma daemi um i eftirfarandi klausu ur Rafflesiublominu:

He stopped doing everything. He‘d stand by the window, make coffee or walk around the flat;
switch the radio on or off, make coffee and drink it; make the most of utterly trivial actions:
brushing his teeth for half an hour, spending an hour shaving, bursting into sudden laughter at a

perching bird sitting on a branch in the cemetery.134

Tidir sagnorda eru afskaplega stor pattur i pvi hvernig vié skynjum timann; framtid, fortid
og nutid, varanleika, endanleika, hid mogulega. Sagnord skyra timaas sogu. Likt og Steiner
segir eru pad engir Whorfiskir draumorar ad halda pvi fram ad notkun okkar a tima
markist adallega af malfredilegri  uppbyggingu  vidkomandi sagnar.  Olik
menningarsamfélog virdast notast vid og lifa i élikum skilningi & tima efa i pad minnsta

135 Tungumalid er teeki sem vid notum til ad orda

hafa mismunandi hugmyndir um hann.
hugsun okkar, setja atburdi i samhengi, eiga samskipti hvert vid annad. Hvort sem madur
gengst inn @ Sapir-Whorf-kenninguna um tungumalid sem algjort métunarafl skilnings
edur ei hlytur pad ad liggja i augum uppi ad pad hvernig hugsun okkar og umhverfi er faert
i ord @ moédurmali okkar (og peim malum sem vid sidar leerum) er ekki einstefnuferli.

Hugsunin métar malid, malid hugsunina. Hin svokallada veegari utgafa af Sapir-Whorf-

kenningunni gengur Ut 4 pad ad malfraedi geri merkingu mogulega og setji enn fremur

3% Steinar Bragi, The Rafflesia Flower, 112.

135 Steiner, After Babel, 137.
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skordur vid merkingunni. Malfraedileg uppbygging tungumals afmarkar pad svaedi sem vid

136
f.

hofum til ad setja @ svid hid menningarlega sjal [ py@ingarferlinu reyndi ég ad geeta

bess ad raska ekki timads ségunnar og hafa mallega afstddu til tima mjog skyra.

11. Ordaleikir og tviraedni

[ textanum er ekki mikid um ordaleiki eda tvireed ord. i fjérda kafla eiga p6 Emil og stelpan
langt samtal um moskitéflugur og stelpunni verdur tidreett um ,ranann® @ peim. Emil
kemur med haednislegt innskot um ad stelpur séu vanar pvi ad lata stinga inn i sig rana. |
pbydingunni dkvad ég ad nota ordid , pricks”, sem hefur tvireeda merkingu og baetir raunar

pridja merkingarsvidinu vid.

| picture their pricks having just come out of a rat or a dead dog before entering me ...“
[..]

,| thought women were used to it,” Emil said.

»Used to what?“

,Being penetrated by pricks."137

A nzestu bladsidu pydi ég sidan ordid ,karlpungur” sem ,prick”, sem undirstrikar enn

frekar samlikingu Emils.

Eg lenti skiljanlega i nokkru basli med setninguna ,Reykjavik — byggd af vanefnum

«138

ur pakefnum en gat snudid mig at ar pvi med pvi ad pusla saman annars konar ordaleik

13¢ Katan, Translating Cultures, 74.

7 Steinar Bragi, The Rafflesia Flower, 89.

138 Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 73.
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ut fra ordinu ,corrugated”: ,Reykjavik — made of corrugated iron by incorrigible

«139

people. Parna er merkingin ekki su sama en hadnistédnninn kemst til skila sem og

uppspretta setningarinnar, pad er ad segja or6anna hljédan.

12. Viotokur

A bvi rima &ri sem [idid er fra pvi pydingin kom fyrst fyrir sjénir annarra hefur mikid vatn
runnid til sjdvar og verkefnid reynst mikil lyftisténg fyrir mig sem pydanda. [ kjolfar pess
a0 umbodsmadur Steinars Braga i Nordur-Ameriku fékk handritid i hendurnar var
pydingin birt i fyrrnefndu békmenntatimariti, Hayden’s Ferry Review, og hlaut gdédar
vidtokur. Fyrir hvatningu Steinars tok ég patt i pydingasamkeppni Susan Sontag-
stofnunarinnar i New York, en arid 2010 var keppnin opin ungum pydendum sem pyda ur
Nordurlandamalum yfir & ensku. Fyrir The Rafflesia Flower hlaut ég svokallad , honorable
mention”, eda eins konar aukaverdlaun, og vard pannig i raun i 60ru seeti a eftir
sigurvegaranum Benjamin Mier-Cruz.**® par med voru efasemdir minar um ad geta pytt
yfir @ annad mal en mitt modurmal endanlega jardadar. Eftir ad Urslit keppninnar voru
tilkkynnt hef ég fengid fleiri pydingarverkefni ur islensku yfir @ ensku, og einnig hafa
forsprakkar Susan Sontag-stofnunarinnar bodist til ad adstoda mig vid ad koma mér a
framfeeri i bandariska utgafubransanum. Eitt helsta markmié mitt med meistaranami i
bydingafraedi var ad 60last reynslu og teekifzeri til ad geta starfad sem pydandi islenskra

bokmennta. Verkefni petta hefur pvi reynst mér afskaplega happadrjugt.

139 Steinar Bragi, The Rafflesia Flower, 131.

140 ,The Susan Sontag Prize for Translation 2010 Winners”, vefsida.
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13. Lokaord

Steinar Bragi er einn af fremstu hofundum islenskra samtimabdkmennta og pvi a
skaldskapur hans fullt erindi ut fyrir landsteinana. pratt fyrir ad pydingar eigi almennt
undir hogg ad seekja a hinum enskumalandi békamarkadi tel ég grundvoll fyrir pvi ad
koma gédum skaldskap & framfaeri, ekki sist & pvi fagurbokmenntasvidi sem best raekt er
[6gd vid af haskdlaforlogum og bokmenntatimaritum. Vid pydinguna a Rafflesiublominu
reyndi ég a0 geeta pess ad halda i hofundareinkenni Steinars og skapa texta sem afneitadi
ekki eigin framandleika en veeri engu ad sidur adgengilegur enskumaelandi lesendum. Sa
timi sem mér gafst til greiningarvinnu og lestrar var 6metanlegur og gerdi verkefni petta
olikt 6drum pydingarverkefnum sem ég hef unnid. Hvert skref var afar leerdomsrikt. Eins
og rakid var hér ad ofan er pyding avallt tulkun — éhjakvaemilega er pyding min a sogunni
litud minum skilningi @ textanum og minum &herslum, hversu medvitadar eda
omedvitadar sem paer annars kunna ad vera. Pad sem heillar mig vid heim ségunnar er sa
samruni ljotleika og fegurdar sem er adal hofundarins; vidkvaemi strengurinn inni i
harkalegri, kaldranalegri tilveru. Su tilfinning sem verk Steinars Braga vekja i brjosti mér er
ekki olik peim hughrifum sem Emil upplifir i Rafflesiubldminu pegar honum finnst hann
hafa ndd tengslum vid stulkuna, ,tilfinningu sorgar og fegurdar sem var svo sterk ad hann

atti bagt med ad hugsa um hana.“**!

! Steinar Bragi, Rafflesiublomid, 52.
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The Rafflesia Flower

A novella by Steinar Bragi

Translation by Salka Gudmundsdottir, 2011
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Chapter 1

He was standing by the window looking outside. Now that he came to think of it, it had
probably been snowing for a few weeks — an incessant all-day snowfall, not just the
occasional comma here and there but proper snowflakes; podgy, glowing with whiteness,

filling the world with their stillness and silence.

He‘d been living there on Ljésvallagata for some months, in a second floor flat
facing out to Holavallakirkjugardur, the cemetery by Sudurgata. During all that time he‘d
hardly left the house at all. Originally he‘d come to gather up his grandfather’s
belongings, settle the estate, but once that was done he‘d started to write an essay,
moved in a few boxes of books and begun looking out the window, sometimes for days
on end. For weeks he met no one, except he sometimes had coffee with an acquaintance
of his, a Pole who picked worms in the surrounding gardens. This was a self-imposed
solitude, he could break out of it whenever he wanted to, pick up the phone or take a
walk and knock on someone‘s door — his friends were never more than a few minutes

away.

But he never went anywhere, never picked up the phone or knocked on anyone’s
door. He was alone and would need to be alone for a while, possibly for a long time. The
reason he gave himself was that he needed privacy to finish the essay, yet he spent
nowhere near the entire day writing — not sixteen hours, some days no time at all, and
now months had passed and he still didn‘t have more than a fraction of what he needed

to finish. Was he going to spend months of his life in solitude in order to finish an essay?
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Sometimes he felt as if the solitude he had so harshly brought upon himself had to stem
from some other reason, as if something was about to happen — fairly vague, but it

involved the idea he would somehow be chosen.

And late one Friday night the wait came to an end. Emil was lying on the sofa
reading about “the little death”, as research for a chapter of the essay, when someone
rang the doorbell. The buzzing rang loudly through the quiet flat and his heart pounded
anxiously as he hurried through the living room and over to the kitchen window. He
thought it must be someone coming home from a night on the town, who‘d pressed the
wrong doorbell, and what he saw down on the pavement seemed to confirm this: a
shadow against the newly-fallen, glowing snow, sort of sagging sideways into the buzzers,

having probably bumped a shoulder on his buzzer by accident.

He decided to ignore it, to not make his presence known but simply wait for the
person to bugger off or stumble upon the right buzzer. But the ringing went on until Emil

could no longer stand the noise, hurried downstairs and opened the door.

“Cold,” the shadow slurred, walked past him and began to climb or sort of crawl
up the stairs ahead of him, looking like a large dog. It was a girl, carefully wrapped in a
scarf and hat, a small rucksack on her back. He ran after her and asked what she was
doing. She gave no reply and he decided to humour her and follow her up the stairs

rather than kick up a fuss out there.

When they came into the hall she straightened up for long enough to take off the
rucksack and coat and kick off her shoes. Again he asked what she was doing there and

she muttered something about names — beautiful names, names that inspired trust,
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something to do with the names on the buzzer. She then lurched into the living room, lay
down on the sofa without removing her hat or scarf, and immediately fell asleep, nothing

to be seen of her face but the tip of her nose and bluish, frost-cracked lips.

He covered her with a blanket and towards morning, after much speculation and

all sorts of worries, he too finally fell asleep.

That was how he met the girl.
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Chapter 2

The following day, the girl woke around two. He offered her some coffee which she
accepted, still wearing the hat and scarf. They sat in kitchen and chatted, at first
tentatively, and he smiled to himself at her attempts to discover if they‘d had sex, where
they‘d met, and so on. The conversation dissolved into laughter when he told her what

had happened, and together they tried to figure out why she was there.

She said the last thing she remembered was leaving a bar, and that she‘d probably
been heading to her friend‘s house nearby, on the city‘s west side. Then — possibly — she’d

seen a light in his window, come over all mischievous and decided to ring the doorbell.

“Or maybe it was the name on the buzzer ...? But then again, | haven‘t got a clue

why | walked up to the front door to begin with! | don‘t know.”

“You said something about names,” he said and they laughed some more. She
seemed surprisingly perky, considering how drunk she‘d been the night before; she
praised the view over the cemetery, praised the snow, light and stillness, smoked some
cigarettes and finally took off the hat and scarf. At a guess, she was just over twenty. She
was pretty, or maybe pleasant-looking was a better description, and he couldn‘t
understand what she was doing there; not that he considered himself unworthy of the
company of girls, exactly, but according to his experience of the city’s nightlife a girl like

that — a girl who liked to drink — ought to go straight from the bar to an afterparty, or to
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the house of a lover. A girl like her didn‘t wander the streets on her own or barge in on a

man who lived by a cemetery and thought of nothing but death.

“It doesn‘t really matter,” he said. “Nice to occasionally get an unexpected visit,”
which was a mild way of putting how he felt; he was almost uncontrollably happy to have
someone to talk to at last, someone he immediately took a liking to. The fact this feeling
seemed mutual only increased his joy, and he thought he could suddenly see that his life
over the last few months had been less like a life than a state. He decided to start

breaking out of his solitude as soon as possible, start walking towards life again.

They talked some more of the snow, without falling into small talk, then the girl
checked her watch and said she‘d have to go, apologized for barging in on him in the
middle of the night and promised it wouldn‘t happen again. She took off and Emil didn‘t

expect to see her again, which made him sad.

“This was fun ... a lot of fun ...” he whispered to no-one in particular, then sat

down once more to work on the essay.

Just before midnight, his Polish acquaintance Martin came round. The area where he
gathered his worms extended from the Klambratun park and west towards Seltjarnarnes,

but he normally kept to the Thingholt area or the west side. In the summer he sold them
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to fishing stores or individuals, and had made a living off this for several years, had access
to a garage where he grew worms in chipboard crates, feeding them coffee grounds,
rotting vegetables and meal. During winter, the worms reproduced in the crates, but

whenever it rained he‘d pick ones that were fully grown from people’s gardens.

Martin had moved to Iceland at the age of two, which probably made him a sort of
minimal immigrant, but Emil could think of him in no other way. His Icelandic was better
than Emil‘s, and it seemed fitting to call him Icelandic when you listened to him speak, but
the facial expressions and the inflections were different. — There was something exotic
about him, and it annoyed Emil that he should associate this with nationality in the first

place. He just couldn‘t think of anything better.

The Pole seemed to simultaneously live the most attractive and most tragic life
possible, just like Emil himself. They weren‘t exactly friends; they‘d met in the cemetery
late at night shortly after Emil moved to the flat, and for some reason he‘d invited Martin
round for coffee. Ever since, Martin would occasionally knock on his door, maybe because

they both usually stayed up during the night.

Martin said he‘d grown tired of sitting at home and had wanted to take a walk.

“It's beautiful outside right now. Haven‘t you been out at all? You look tired, my

friend.”

Emil said he‘d been doing a lot of work, then thought he was going to talk about
something else but heard himself blurt out the story of the girl‘s visit, then got caught up

in detailed explanations, said he‘d grown strangely jolly from their conversation, using the
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word “jolt” to describe the feeling —a word which made him think of electric chairs and
scorched flesh being ripped apart, and the whole thing induced in him a sense of shame

and dread, as if he was about to uncover a horrifying secret.

As usual, Martin gave a hearty laugh, and said he could see the jolt in Emil’s eyes.

“Has a light come on in there, my friend? A little white star -

“Stop talking about it,” Emil said crossly. “Nothing happened. And she won‘t be

coming back.”

He got Martin to describe the things he saw in the gardens — heard the latest story
about a minister‘s daughter in a basement on Laufasvegur who would undress for Martin
once a week, when she came home drunk just after midnight on Thursdays, and a witty
anecdote about the painter Kjarval that Martin had read in a magazine while in a dentist’s

waiting room.

“I also read that the Aztecs invented popcorn. Does that sound dubious? | must
have thought so as well when | first read it: maize on a pan over a fire in Central America.
But why did that sound so far-fetched? Probably because of what | associate with
popcorn — popcorn is something we eat at the cinema during an action flick, the opposite
in life to the Indians of Central America, and maybe it’s this thing about their inventing it!
There’s no symbolic image more fitting for the collective and passive than the cinema

screen, everyone munching their popcorn.”
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“Come on now,” Emil said, attempting to immerse himself in the conversation.
“Doesn‘t that apply just as well to people reading the news, in a collective language in the

newspapers, over a bowl of cereal, or in general to most of the things people do -

“Yes, probably! But what does that tell us? — that modern culture is more about
participation than creation, encouraging the masses to be passive — because it’s
necessary. Increased security demands increased impotency, or participation by proxy —
metaphorical or fake participation, sublimation and image-ism. How can capitalism
produce and sell images, to an even greater extent than flour or oil? Because our hunger
for avoidance from our instincts has never been greater, because our safety has never
been greater. At some point we agreed to live a long life, in security and boredom —
generally speaking, rather than to live a short life in a red-blue dream, full of sex or at

least death and violence.”

“But why do you assume we have more security? Hasn‘t the world generally been
teeming with conflicts and wars, more so during the 20th century than ever? Total wars,

the firestorms, the nuclear bomb, the gas chambers —”

“That’s nonsense. This romantic misunderstanding was born in the 19th century —
when we started looking around and anthropology came into being —a
misunderstanding, inspired by Rousseau, that the natural state of the human was this
innocence and kindheartedness; loincloth-clad children in the jungle who sometimes
shook their spears in the faces of nearby tribes, sometimes killing a couple, no more. This
is nonsense. In the communities of hunters and gatherers — the social structure most

natural to humans, by which we lived for a hundred thousand years — around twenty
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percent of the population are killed by violence; men, women and children. These one
hundred hunters who met in a field, let out a roar and shook their spears, normally killed
no more than one or two from each team — and the Rousseauist anthropologists came
over all tearful on account of the coziness. But what they missed, or ignored, was the fact
this children‘s game took place once or twice a month, until one tribe was so
overpowered — due to the collective number of casualties — that the others felt they could
deal with a second stage attack, which meant invading the opponents’ village under cover
of darkness and exterminating everyone in the village, except the occasional woman kept

from then on as a procreation slave to boost the numbers of the winning tribe.”

“Sounds unlikely ...”

“It's the truth, my friend. And every year in these communities, twenty percent of
the population died from violence. Do you understand this? How big this number is ...?
The second world war in Europe is what comes closest to this, but that is a singular event
in time and comes nowhere near this percentage, let alone if we take the entire 20th
century into the equation, or the 19th or the 18th or the entire 3rd century, it makes no
difference. — This is what we call civilization! In a sense we‘ve conquered death, or
managed to build around ourselves this fortress of civilization to keep it away! A feat, my
friend? Or not? Might we be paying a price? Something we‘re not seeing? Something

which matters?”

“l don‘t understand what you‘re getting at with these percentages of yours. Are

you saying humankind is evil in itself? Whereas civilization is good?”
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“Far from it! Humankind is far from evil. Or maybe only twenty percent of it is?
Maybe I‘m claiming that the “natural state” of the human is peace, love and harmony,
and twenty percent violence and war? — Whether you fulfill it by watching or
participating. You should use this in your essay: man is twenty percent evil! And of course

it’s not a question of being good or evil -

“It's one theory, | guess,” Emil said, interrupting him. Long conversations like this

made him tired, his thoughts would become airborn, revolving around each other.

“It's the truth, not a theory.” Martin laughed for some reason Emil didn‘t
understand, finished his cup of coffee and said he was going home to do some painting,
then disappeared into the snowfall. Martin made oil paintings which Emil had never seen
and hadn‘t asked to see; he imagined they would depict bluish, frost-laced worms like

shiny fluorescent light sticks buried deep in the ground.
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Chapter 3

After this eventful Saturday, solitude again enveloped Emil, strangely stubborn as it was,
and apart from the weekly stroll to the supermarket out in Seltjarnarnes, where he never

saw any customers, the days passed uneventfully.

He worked on his essay, read and passed time. Just over a week later, shortly after
midnight on a Saturday, the doorbell rang again. — The girl, again so drunk she could
hardly stand. He helped her up the stairs, she lay down on the sofa but this time she woke
up earlier the next day, sat there for a while and they chatted about the weather, the

native drinking culture and a hurricane in Burma.

From then on she began to visit fairly regularly, usually every few days but at any
hour. The Wednesday after, she got there before noon, around ten o‘clock, so drunk he
carried her up the stairs, put her to bed and pulled the duvet over her. Later that same

day, when she woke up, she mentioned the snow.

“Snow?” she said, her voice hoarse and crackly, looking out the window, the same
cemetery window she‘d stood by before, saying the same thing. “It’s so beautiful here!”
she cried out and laughed a little, maybe because she‘d realized she was repeating

herself, or maybe just from joy.

She accepted a cup of coffee, but said she had to run off somewhere and asked

what time it was.
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“Heavy schedule?” he asked. She nodded, kept looking into the snow which was
unusually dense —you could only just about see across the street and you could no longer

hear the traffic out on Hringbraut.

He asked her name, and she said it wouldn‘t be any fun if he knew.

“Too normal,” she said, a tad pretentiously. “And of course it would be best if |

didn‘t know your name either, actually I've forgotten it now ="

“You don‘t know it,” he said. “The name on the doorbell is my grandfather’s name.

He passed away.”

“Aaah ... Passed away. I'm sorry. Is this his flat?” Emil nodded and couldn‘t actually
remember whether they‘d had this discussion before. Probably not. “What are you doing

in your grandfather’s flat?”

“l came here after he died, to clean and take care of this and that. Then the

solicitor told me I‘d inherited the flat.”

She smiled and looked at him searchingly. Her eyes were blue-green and turbid,

like a moat with stale water.

“Our family isn‘t particularly big — in case you‘re wondering why I'm my
grandfather’s sole heir. His only child, my dad that is, lives abroad and they didn‘t see
each other very often. Granddad owned a few flats, | think, and my dad inherited
everything apart from this one. | don‘t know why | got it ... Maybe because | didn‘t own

one myself ... We‘d usually have a meal together when we met up. | cooked. Granddad’s
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memory had started to go and the conversation was practically the same from week to
week, from word to word ... But it's weird how that didn‘t matter ...“ Suddenly he
couldn‘t remember what he‘d been going to say, but kept forcing the words out: “It's
weird how little it actually matters ... what you say.” His eyes started to fill up with tears,
he felt as if his chest would cave in from a sudden, almost outrageous desire which

nonetheless seemed to bear only a distant connection to his grandfather.

The girl noticed nothing and began to put on the clothes lying on the hallway floor,

then wrinkled her nose and said: “No offence, but it smells a bit funny in here ...”

Emil nodded. “The bird, | suppose,” he then said, after a brief hesitation; he‘d
actually expected this discussion much sooner, even long before the girl so much as

stepped into the flat.

“Is there a bird here?”

“Not anymore. It was here when | arrived. An old budgerigar.”

“Was it dead? Because ... Sorry to be asking like this. You don‘t have to talk about

it, if you don‘t want to, seriously ="

“It's alright,” he said. “It feels good to talk, it‘s not a secret at all. No, it died later
on, the bird. It caught fire ... I’d let it out, like | sometimes did, to fly around the flat. | sat
there writing and there was a candle close by on the table. The bird was waddling around
on the table, and once when it turned around rapidly to look up at me, its tail jutted into

the flame. And the tail started to burn, without it seeming to really notice.”

77



“Hm. | see. Then what?”

“Then it noticed. It jumped into the air and jerked its head quickly backwards but
then it gave a start, flew off screeching, lurching into the walls, hitting this and that. But
mainly it circled the living room, faster than I‘d ever seen it fly before, which made it even
worse ... The fire was magnified by the rush of air, stretching up its body, towards the

wings, and soon it was all aflame and | lay down on the floor, underneath the table.”

“Bloody hell!”

“It might sound silly, hiding underneath a table, but | didn‘t know what else to do
... The smell coming off it was really strong. | assume that’s what you‘re referring to,
though | might not smell it, not anymore ... Then it hit the wall, over there ...” He pointed

to a dark stain in the middle of the wall.

The girl walked up to the wall, put her face up close and examined the stain,

running a finger across it.

“You ought to clean it off,” she then said. “And maybe air out the flat a bit better.
Don‘t you ever open the windows?” He felt a rising irritation at her interference, but said

nothing.

“You‘re weird,” she said. “And | need to get going.” She walked towards the door
again and put her shoes on, said she might see him again later, but hesitated on the way

out and turned towards him in the doorway.
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“I still don‘t understand why | wake up here. Not just once, but again and again ...

It’s like I'm not in control of myself. | hope that doesn‘t sound bad. It‘s got nothing to do
with you or how | feel about you. | just don‘t understand why | always end up here. The
things | get up to when I‘m drunk! Am | maybe interrupting you?” He denied it, but of

course she did interrupt him. Her face looked pale.

“Good,” she said. “If | come back and I'm interrupting, then don‘t answer the
doorbell. Just don‘t be mean to me, | can get really sensitive when | drink, even though

you might not be able to tell.”

She left.

A few days later, on a Sunday afternoon after she‘d slept off the drink, she appeared in
the bedroom doorway. He caught sight of her out of the corner of his eye, looked up fro

his book and smiled.

“You stare into books as if they‘re doors from a burning building,” she said and

giggled. “I’‘m just messing with you. | read that line somewhere. But still, you have a

m

rather astringent or cold look in your eyes when you read, don‘t you think the books will

get frightened, they’ll collapse under the strain?”
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“You‘re in a jolly mood. Aren‘t you too hungover to think this much? And to use

words like “astringent”?”

“1’‘m always jolly. Hungover and jolly. The worst is over once I‘m up and about.”
She turned away, retching discreetly. The night before he‘d steered her into his bed and
then slept on the living room sofa. She asked if she could take a shower, he said yes,
found her a towel and kept on reading. He heard her turn off the tap and could hear her

brushing her teeth. When she came out she said she had her own toothbrush.

“1’‘m saying that so you don‘t think | stole yours. There‘s a limit to what | expect

from other people.” She lifted up her toothbrush, which was small, green and straggly.

“Don‘t you live anywhere?” he asked, poured some coffee into a mug and handed
it to her. She sat down with him and took a sip. Their interaction had started to take on a
slight resemblance to an everyday routine; she‘d wake up, drink coffee; then they‘d chat

for fifteen minutes, half an hour or even an hour, and then she‘d leave.

“I think it's best if you don‘t know,“ she said. “Same as my name. Besides, | think
you like it better this way. You just don‘t know it.”“ She looked up from the mug towards
the desk and the papers and asked what he was writing all the time. He said it was

probably best if she didn‘t know.

“You‘re writing about death. You‘re a poet who sits and writes for ten hours a day,
writing at least ten or fifteen poems about death. A day. And once a year you collect the

best ones and publish a five hundred page death book nobody’s interested in, and the
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bookstores won‘t even stock it because it‘s so destructive, because people tighten up

inside just from reading it and some of them die.”“ He smiled and shook his head.

“I’‘m writing an essay. Or trying to, anyway.”

“About what?”

“About death in the works of Halldér Laxness.”

“Hm ...” She rolled her eyes. “Doesn‘t sound too good. Why don‘t you just write

about your own death, my friend? How long do you think you‘ve got in this life?”

“You sound like an old woman. I‘ll get eighty years, probably. Just over fifty left.

Isn‘t that pretty good? Plenty of time —”

“Not for Halldér Laxness! | don‘t think this is right for you. You‘re not the Laxness
type. Hallddr Laxness won a Nobel Prize, that’s all you need to know. His grave is
surrounded by cocky cocktail party geezers sucking out his last adages — probably
translated from some taoist book or other — until people see him for what he was; a

pretentious but talented go-getter.”

“Don‘t be so naive. You can‘t hate Halldér Laxness just because he won a Nobel

Prize.”

“Oh really, why not? What about all the people who love him for that very reason?
The Icelandic people, for example? He’s an institution, a colour brochure from the
Ministry of Arts. Read one of his books, pay your bills and then get started on something

that matters.”
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“So this is a matter of principle, then? You‘re against Laxness — to balance out

those who are for him?”

“Yes. But it’s what | said as well; | don‘t like his books. There‘s an inhuman tone to
them. Like they were written by a robot dressed as a dandy, swinging a quill and

pretending to be a man -"

“Ah, come on now ...”

“A man who lacks genuine sympathy with the human condition. Loves mankind
but not the individual! I'm sorry to say this, but that’s just the way it is. I'm sure he was a
kind man, nice around the house and to his wife and kids, but | can‘t see it anywhere in
his words. He knew all these words and he knew how to put them together, but there’s a

hollowness to it.”

It‘s almost as if she were describing herself, he thought. How pretentious! Yet
another confirmation of the fact that people best describe their own faults when decrying

what they dislike about the world or other people. But he said nothing.

“Let’s not start arguing about this,” she said and smiled. “Death and the Nobel
Prize! But at least | knew you‘d be writing about death. And I‘m just as certain you write

about death for yourself. Fiction, secretly. | can tell.”

“That’s nice. You see something dead in me?”

“No, or maybe | do. In your eyes. Have you ever died? Has your love died, your

hopes and dreams? All the beautiful things you once were or meant to become?”
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“Isn‘t that the human condition you were just talking of? Hasn‘t everyone died at

least once by the time they‘re past twenty?”

“Everyone? What are you on about?! Most people have only just managed to
memorize the TV guide instead of their textbooks. Have a job which surrounds them with
clothes, furniture, cars, and their partners are smashing; all the things that you lack. And
it does them very well and horribly badly until roughly the age of forty, when the
repression and procrastination begins to totter and people start breaking up. — They end
up running away from themselves until the final death, or they achieve a strained,
delicate balance which can easily be upset ... Everything I‘'m not going to be. I‘d just as

soon die right now.”

After this they stayed silent for a while, the girl lit up a cigarette and he felt as if
she was trying to calm herself down by staying quiet. Everything she said became in some
way personal, and probably a little distorted. — The opposite of what he was aiming for, at

least in his essay.

He poured more coffee into her mug.

“You asked me if | was writing anything,” he said, looking up at the ceiling. It was

white. “l sometimes write stories. Once | wrote about a cow that walked into a village.”

“And then what?”

“It was dragging its calf behind and the calf was dead ... Hung rotting by the
umbilical cord.” He regretted having told her; didn‘t know why he‘d felt compelled to

open his mouth.
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“I knew it,” she said and put out her cigarette. “Death. But the city we live in is
also suffused with death, repressed or glorified.” She started telling him about an
acquaintance she‘d met in a bar, a guy who'd come home drunk a few weeks earlier after
a boring Thursday night and decided to kill himself, just like that, without ever before
having realized this was something he wanted to do: “He decided to just get it over and
done with, scanned the flat and saw it in a new light; everywhere there was plenty of
darkness, breakups, loneliness and a distorted, pathetic self-image, but when it came to
death it seemed remarkably limited. In the end he found himself a necktie, tied it to a
clothes rail by the front door and attempted to hang himself, dangling from the railing

and kicking around until the railing broke off the wall and he collapsed to the floor.

As he lay there sobbing on the floor, mourning his own patheticness, there was a
knock on the door, which obviously startled him — he wasn‘t expecting anyone. The
knocking was aggressive, somebody shouted his name and in the end he scrambled to his
feet and opened the door. His upstairs neighbour was standing in the hallway, a member
of the techno band Gus Gus. He asked what the hell was going on, and before my
acquaintance knew it, he found himself apologizing, this snivelling, cowering mess of a
man — he apologized for the noise. After which the neighbour, this former dance-jigging,
pill-popping freak, started discussing the communal areas, that my acquaintance was
keeping his laundry on the clothes line in the laundry room for too long — some
completely and utterly trivial everyday crap which didn‘t matter in the least, at least not
following straight on from his first attempt at death! But still he discussed this, got sucked

into the conversation and when they‘d reached some sort of agreement they said
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goodbye, my acquaintance closed the door again, saw the railing and the jackets on the

floor and remembered what he‘d been doing — and do you know what that was?”

Emil shook his head.

“No? He‘d just finished his first so-called recreational suicide attempt; the first
casual, almost half-hearted attempt on his own life. Which is very popular today in the

city’s nooks and crannies. Kills time, if not yourself.”

Emil kept shaking his head but no longer knew why. He wanted her to stop talking,
but also wanted her to carry on — for as long as the world would last; if he could simply sit

there forever, keep his eyes closed and listen.

“If you only knew,” she went on, “how many people in this stark, grey city live a
life so tormented they’ll consider killing themselves, yet a life good enough for them to
muster up the energy to put it into action — people who don‘t really want to die but want
to find out what it’s like, as if you can have a taster of death, or just the trailer. And when
you attempt to hang yourself with a necktie at shoulder height but then rip it off to
discuss the communal laundry room, you‘re telling more than the story of how members
of techno bands become middle-aged — to me, it describes the state central Reykjavik is
in, and how close death becomes when it‘s systematically made as unreal as it is
nowadays. And it makes me sad, | have sympathy for everyone who does this sort of

thing. | feel sympathy for everyone suffering and withering away in this city.”
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She stood up to go to the toilet. Meanwhile he sat there motionless, looking at the
pack of cigarettes on the table; could feel a tingling in his fingertips wanting to reach for

the pack and light one up, but he didn‘t indulge himself.

He heard the toilet being flushed, then she came back into the living room and
walked over to the window facing the cemetery. He opened his mouth to offer her

something to eat, but she beat him to it:

“The first dead body | ever saw was my grandmother’s,” she said, lit up a cigarette
and looked out the window. “l was thirteen. It was winter time and it had been snowing
in my neighbourhood. | looked at the body, but of course didn‘t recognize it as my

grandmother ... Do you know what | think a dead body looks like, lying in its coffin?”

He shook his head.

“Like a glowing, silent snowstorm.”
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Chapter 4

In hindsight, he felt the direction their conversations would take was most often
incomprehensible, as if the jumps between subjects were random, the conversation
nothing but loose ends. The girl had a way of heading off into some direction which
seemed to diverge from what had gone before, but actually didn‘t. He often felt as if he
was running behind her, however hungover and just out of bed she was, and felt old and
stiff, maybe because she always seemed to head directly into the centre of her thoughts,
never speaking of anything other than the inner layer of things, her logic exotic, evading

the words.

On the other hand this random intensity sometimes came close to being
pretentious. But perhaps it was unfair to call it pretentiousness; rather, it was as if the girl
was forever testing her relationship to reality: “If | claim A is true when in reality it is
obviously B, will | get away with it?” Or: “If the phone rings in the next five minutes, it’ll
all go wrong and I’ll be doing telesales for the rest of my life, otherwise Ill become a
circus master.” — As if she was always projecting herself outwardly to fit herself against
the surroundings, then pulling back, all in an attempt to confirm where she ended and her
surroundings began, something he recalled doing as a teenager but seemed strange for a

person past the age of twenty. Probably it was just the alcohol that brought it on.

Thus he attempted to analyse the girl, as if to contain her. And personally, he
would have gladly exchanged this pretentiousness for his own tentativeness, which

sprang from shyness and a lack of practice when it came to conversation.
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“Have you ever been religious?” he asked one afternoon. She‘d refused to eat
anything but sat there drinking coffee and chainsmoking, either looking at him where he

sat at the desk, or out across the cemetery.

She shook her head. “For a while | quite liked Buddhism. But | don‘t know if that

has to do with religion, precisely.”

“What is it, if not a religion?”

“l don‘t know. A science, maybe. The systematic investigation of an inner reality,
experiential science. Not a religion, except maybe to begin with. — You trust someone, for
instance Buddha, well enough to try out the method they recommend. Then you just
sense whether you want to carry on or not.” She took a drag at her cigarette. “And you
most certainly don‘t lie down on the ground in shame, waiting for a vengeful daddy god

to come at you all jizzing and wrathful.”

“Now, now,” he said and smiled; he could tell she was angling for a reaction.

“Don‘t now now me! That’s just the way things are.”

“So did you meditate?” He had tried meditation sometime during his late teens,

around the same time he‘d attempted to have an out-of-body experience, but had given

up.

She nodded. “I meditated according to this method, | can‘t remember what it‘s
called. You‘d sit and concentrate on the breathing, zero out your mind. If something came

up you‘d label it but not be carried away with the content, for example you‘d say to
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yourself “think think”, and let that suffice. And then you‘d zero it out again. Or if the
thought hadn‘t yet been formed into words, you‘d say “feeling feeling ”, or analyse it

VN v

more precisely down to “anger anger”, “joy joy”.

“And what was the effect?”

“1 did it more or less all day for a few weeks. Two or three times | reached a state
similar to what I‘d experienced before from swallowing ecstacy, my heart somehow
became all fluid and lachrymose, all my senses open —and | mean wide open. Then there
are other methods. One of them has forty predecided topics for meditation; number 39 is
meditating on the Disgust of Food or the Disgust of Sex, you can also simply meditate on

blue if you want to.”

“Why didn‘t you carry on meditating?”

“I don‘t know. | normally lose interest in most things after a few weeks or months
at the most ... | just stopped doing it. In Buddhism they speak of taming the monkey
brain; the restless, screeching thoughts running all over the jungle. | suppose my monkey
still hasn‘t been tamed. For example I‘ll sit and read about forty topics for meditation but
then I’ll start adding meditations that the world obviously doesn‘t need, but | don‘t let
that stop me; I'll add a meditation on mosquitos, for example.” She pulled a face. “Or
whatever ... | loathe having those ugly little creatures suck my blood — it insults my pride. |
picture their pricks having just come out of a rat or a dead dog before entering me ... But
maybe the angst just comes from wondering what kind of a god would have created
these insignificant freaks? What kind of a freak god could explain a mosquito? A mosquito

is hardly more than a single chromosome with wings. They don‘t write poetry, don‘t
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meditate on blue in their spare time. They suck blood and inside their little arses the
blood turns into small offspring — more flies — who then fly out of their mummy‘s arse to

fetch more blood to create more little freaks to fly out of even more arses.”

“l thought women were used to it,” Emil said.

“Used to what?”

“Being penetrated by pricks.”

She looked at him with a smile, then suddenly leapt across the floor and started to
tickle him. They rolled around the living room laughing, pinching and tickling each other,
then she lit a cigarette and the fight came to an end as quickly as it had begun. He didn‘t
know how to act and became awkward, but she inhaled the smoke and put on a serious,

distant face. It surprised him how rapidly her mood would change, like a kid’s.

“I doubt Buddha had any problems with mosquitos, though. Or that he thought
mosquitos were certain types of soulless beings or machines and put that into a million
meaningless words. They were simply there. But in the Bible they‘re probably denounced
by some raving prick or other as the Whore‘s Winged Drops of Blood — how everyone
should come together and cleanse them from the Earth and throw them down to Hell
into the Eternal Fire, spread out mercy and freedom, and while you‘re at it why not
convert the cannibals of the Caribbean to hamburgerism! Christianity is a child’s religion.
Or all religions are ... | just think it‘s so funny when you see these grown men with their
fat egos furrowing their brow, spurting all this nonsense, and seeing people kowtowing to

it. As if it even matters.”
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“It doesn‘t sound like you think it‘s funny. More like you‘re angry.”

“Of course I'm angry ... How do you spot a Christian?” She stubbed out her
cigarette, then lay down on her back on the floor, looking up at the ceiling: “He’ll always
do the exact opposite to what his religion dictates. Every single time. And do you know

how to recognize a mosquito?”

He shook his head. , | don‘t.”

“It’s quite similar to a midge, and to the fear inside you. Did you know that the
mosquito has killed more people than any other animal since the beginning of time? It's
been with mankind since the beginning of its history. Have you ever wondered about the
purpose of human life? We‘re the mosquito‘s domestic animals. Two million dead every
year, children, bankers, whores and artists — dissolved into winged drops of blood and

drifting away.”

He‘d never been particularly sensitive to faces or anything to do with appearances. What
he sensed about her most strongly was her smallness; she made him think of labyrinths,
mandalas and crystals, anything that was simple enough, complicated and repetitive
enough to contain the world. Which he didn‘t feel she did — not from day one, but then

gradually.

One morning as she lay sleeping on the sofa, he sat by the desk on the other side
of the room, fitting her into his hand; her entire body from head to toes could fit between

the thumb and index finger of one hand, which induced in him a strange sense of elation.
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Maybe this only served to illustrate his hidden arrogance towards her, that he considered
himself to be further along — where to? —in life than her, the child, her psyche both too
small and too big to be able to play a single role at a time. He was conscious of this
attitude of his; he was conscious of every possible atittude, origin and approach; every
single thought of his in the past and present and its probable development in the near

future, at least up to the point that he couldn‘t picture a solution.

But no, if arrogance was anywhere to be found, then it lay in his sense of feeling
small in comparison with the girl; her impulsiveness, the courage to throw herself off the
precipice he considered life to be, to not accept the tepid or the uneventful, and if life
didn‘t live up to her expectations then to force it towards a result, be it good or bad,

never caring which it would be.

Probably this was an iconic image he had created for himself, but at least she
fascinated him for now. And he had nothing else. He could help the girl line up her
thoughts and put them into order, which was easy, but in return she could push him out
of the hopeless rut he had perhaps never chosen for himself — which was difficult, and
nobody else seemed capable of it, let alone he himself. Nothing he‘d done during these
thirty years he‘d lived had brought him any particular joy or freedom from himself, the
unhappiness was constant. But he hadn‘t yet become so eccentric he considered himself

unable to live without suffering — he could and he wanted to, but didn‘t know how.

It would probably soon be over. He found it hard to place a lot of hope in her, or
to trust her. Eventually they would start arguing and she‘d disappear into the snow again,

one silent, stale morning. He could picture it: the argument and then the deep, loaded
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silence in the flat, the stairs creaking, the door slamming, a rustling in the snow and that

would be it — yet another person out of his life.

Why was he so afraid? He‘d never done anything particularly evil. He had the best
of intentions. He hated no-one, not like that, but sometimes he felt as if he‘d collapse
under this vague, cumbersome feeling which would well up inside him, fill his entire being
and spread across the whole world; an uncomfortable mix of love and hatred which he‘d
as yet been unable to grasp or put into words. — This thing that he felt had always been
there inside him, but had increased after the girl came into his life, and became almost

uncontrollable when he sneaked in to watch her while she slept.
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Chapter 5

The next time he saw Martin it was just before midnight on a Monday night.

Emil was standing by a window drinking hot chocolate when he spotted a small
light in the cemetery. The light moved slowly between the headstones, disappearing or
bouncing off the snow blanket, and he immediately felt sure it was Martin tinkering

around the graves.

The situation made Emil think of a spotlight his grandfather had owned and used
on jeep trips around the highlands. He climbed up to the small storage attic above the
bedroom, found the spotlight and dragged it down to the kitchen along with a battery

and some cables.

The spotlight’s face was bigger than his. Emil smiled to himself over what he was
planning to do, connected the spotlight to the battery and the kitchen was bathed in
bright, white light. Then he turned it off, got the window wide open and leaned out. He
used both hands to direct the spotlight across the cemetery until he found the shadow
between two tree trunks, then turned the light on. A sheer white line dissected the

darkness and Martin‘s shadow disappeared into the circle of light.

Emil‘s stomach hurt from holding in the laughter, and for a fleeting moment he

wondered if he was on the edge of insanity.
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Martin stepped out from between the trees, raising one hand to cover his eyes

from the light.

“Hello!” he said. “Is that you, my friend?”

“Nooo!” said Emil and tried to make his voice hollow but he couldn‘t. He forced
himself to turn off the spotlight, deciding to try and behave like a man. When the light

went off Martin rubbed his eyes but Emil asked what he‘d been doing.

“I‘ve seen the light!” Martin laughed. “Which is what happens to everyone who
goes into the cemetery. Or at least one can hope ... | was going to visit you later, but |

might as well do it now.”

Emil let him in, poured hot chocolate into a mug and offered him a seat.

“No coffee today?”

“| forgot to buy some.”

Martin looked at the spotlight. “This would be good for wormpicking in

springtime, before the summer light.”

“Illlend it to you. | only just remembered it up in the attic.” He could still feel the
laughter inside, feel it wanting to break out and tear up the flat and the house, spit him

back into life, but he kept it inside.

They sipped their chocolate.

“How’s the minister’s daughter?” Emil asked after a short silence.
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“All is well.” Martin laughed. “But | reckon you‘re just asking because you‘re

'Il

thinking about your girl

“My girl? Who's that?”

“Come on! First | saw one star, then another, and now the stars are everywhere!

All around your head, and the eyes are like two spotlights. Now you‘re in love.”

“I wish you were right,” Emil said and shook his head. “But we‘re just friends.”
Martin smiled but said nothing, reached into his jacket and pulled out the little box of
cigars, offering it to Emil who declined. “I don‘t even know her name,” Emil continued in

order to fill up the silence. “Or where she lives.”

“Won‘t she tell you anything?”

“I don‘t want to know anything. She was right. It's more fun this way ... As if we're
not part of the world, not the official world at least, where everyone is ... It‘s hard to

explain ...”

,| have time. Have we got anything better to talk about?”

,Maybe this is it: if something doesn’ t have a name, or you don‘t put it into words
—then it’s like it starts to come alive on another level of being, as if it becomes itself to a

greater degree, or the emotion or the urge, or whatever it is, becomes stronger ...”

“1t? Are you still talking about the girl?” Martin laughed. The smell from his cigar
filled the kitchen. , This sounds a bit dangerous though — floating too far into a world

without words. But if you‘re talking about love, | guess it‘s okay.”
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Emil decided to stop trying to say what could not be said, nor could he be
bothered to engage in a debate on the relationship between language and reality. He
taught Martin to work the spotlight, then packed it into a bag together with the battery

and placed it by the door, despite Martin‘s objections.

“Of course you‘ll take the spotlight. | have no use for it. You can hang it from a
tree and clean up entire fields. Maybe you’ll point it at the minister‘s daughter next time

she dances for you.”

“Maybe ...” Neither of them laughed. From the corner of his eye, Emil could see
Martin looking at him, then he finished his hot chocolate and said he needed to get going.

They walked out into the hall.

“Are you still writing your essay?” Martin asked.

“Yes. I’'m hoping to finish it soon ... | don‘t know, though. Sometimes it seems as if

the theory isn‘t going to hold.”

“It‘ll work out somehow. And anyway, theorizing is always a good thing, as such; it
makes your mind bright and alert. While | was growing up in the Arbzer area | didn‘t hear

a single theory about anything, except from my parents, | guess.”

“What theories did they tell you about?” Emil asked, suddenly glad to change the

subject — after all this talk of death.

“Theories on anything you could think of; how to discuss politics or sports, how to

make candles, build your own fridge during a power cut, or what was the best dance to
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make someone fall in love with you; advice on insomnia and heartbreak, how to tell a
story. All this from the impoverished villages of Poland.” He smiled. “All part of the
culture which isolated them from their neighbours and made them second class citizens
in the small concrete alley which is Arbzer, or Iceland. The same culture that kept them

alive.”

“Were they unhappy living here?”

“l don‘t think so ... People in political exile normally die in less than five years. |
can‘t remember where | read that. But poor people who have no money to get home
don‘t have such a great life either. | guess it‘s one thing to be far from home if you make
that choice yourself, but if you can‘t go back home ... But no, at least | don‘t think my
parents were ever any worse off than the average Icelander. At least they had each other.
And the fact that two poor, miserable Poles could have more culture in their heads than
an entire Reykjavik suburb, the entire Icelandic middle class, is a pity for the Icelandic
people. No offense. It's just a pity.” He put on his jacket, opened the door into the
hallway and then turned around in the doorway. “Have you heard the story of the long

worm?”

Emil shook his head.

“Once there was a man who saw a worm which was about to disappear into the
ground. The man flew into action, grabbed the worm and started pulling on it. He pulled
and pulled and more of the worm kept coming out of the ground, but he could never see
the other end of it. Towards morning, dozens of metres of worm had come out of the

ground and the fuss was starting to attract the attention of people in the surrounding
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houses. Little by little, more people gathered around the man to help him tackle this
unusually long worm, each of them grabbing hold of a part of the worm and pulling. And
still the worm grew longer, and more people joined in, until this incredibly long stroll of
worm people reached the street, whence it coiled through the streets of the city and all
the way out of the city. The worm filled up the city and its weight was such, and the void
inside the Earth so great, that Earth collapsed, becoming a great dark pit where the sun

4

could not be seen and from then on, everyone was hungry, tired and sad in the darkness.”

Martin picked up the black plastic bag with the spotlight and the battery.

“Is that the end?” Emil asked.

“What do you think?”

“I don‘t know ... What's the meaning of the story?”

“It's about Iceland. That's what Icelanders are like. They work too much, take out
too many loans and have too many longings that just want fulfilling but don‘t give

anything back. And soon there’ll be nothing but worms wherever they look.”
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Chapter 6

“Have you ever seen a ghost?” she asked.

“Once ... It was nothing spectacular.”

,What happened?”

“l was walking through the cemetery at night. This was years ago ... | was sort of
looking around when | saw a man, not far from me, not more than two or three metres

2

away. Of course | flinched, because | was certain he hadn‘t been there a moment earlier.’

“What did he look like?”

“l didn‘t really notice ... He was wearing a uniform of some sort, like what a bus
driver wears, but no hat. The jacket was tattered and covered with dirt, as were the

trousers.”

“I see.”

“But | was only startled for a second, then | saw the man’s face and started to feel

sorry for him. He looked so puzzled, and sad —”

“As if he was at a complete loss?”

“Exactly. Baffled, lost and sad, | thought, and wanted to put my arms around him
and hug him ... | don‘t exactly feel like that very often, but | was overcome with this

sympathy ... Then he asked if | could help him, in a childlike voice, and asked where he
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was. | think | said something about being in a cemetery ... “l just want to go home,” the

man then said, and as | reached out towards him he disappeared, just like that. Poof ...”

“The dead bus driver,” she said and took a sip of her water. She was being
strangely quiet that day, an anxious tension in her face. Maybe that was why he kept

talking, almost as if he was striving to cheer her up.

“l know a better story, though. My mate Martin told me, he heard it from a
minister‘s daughter in Thingholt. — Or at least that’s what he told me. | think he

sometimes lies.”

“How does the story go?”

“It's about a man who always appears to people when they masturbate, or
actually at a really precise moment; just as the orgasm has taken over and is going to
have its way, no matter what — at that moment, it’s as if people can see something out of
the corner of their eye, a man crouched beside them, by the side of the bed or wherever
... Right next to their faces. And what’s more, the man always holds both his hands up to
his face, the thumb and index finger of each hand forming a frame around his eyes, as if
he’s holding a camera. But there is no camera to be seen. And the only picture that gets
taken is that which will stay with the masturbator for the rest of their life: those lifeless,
staring eyes inside the frame — lifeless, maybe not least because the man died a long time
ago. In his time he became known around town, or infamous more like it, as one of the
fallen sons of the bourgeoisie; an educated, bright lad from the Thingholt area whose life
went down the drain, not because of drink but because of the perversity which seems to

have gradually taken over ... People began to talk of how he‘d seek out people in need of
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money, whether it was for drugs or to feed their kids, and would pay them to masturbate.
It didn‘t matter whether they took their clothes off or how they did it — they just had to

come, and when that happened he‘d photograph their faces.”

“So he still appears to people, to this day?”

IIYeS.II

“And only around the Thingholt area?”

“l think so.”

“Phew ... Who is this Martin character, by the way?”

“He picks worms.”

“He picks worms, right. And who's the minister’s daughter?”

“This girl who lives on Laufasvegur. | don‘t know much about her ... Except she

undresses for Martin when she comes home drunk, usually on the weekends.”

“Hmm. Good for her. So when do they talk?”

“l don‘t know. Through the window, | guess, afterwards.”

“After what? Do they masturbate? Or just him? Does she undress, lie down on the

bed and masturbate? Or does she get enough of a kick just from undressing?”

“I've obviously not taken enough interest in this. Maybe you should meet him

yourself ... But | guess that would somehow violate your anonymity rule, wouldn‘t it?”
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“Yes. And it's probably enough for her just to undress, regardless of what he does.
That‘s what girls are like. More worried about servicing their man than themselves.
Afterwards she’ll put on a dressing gown, walk up to the window and they‘ll smoke and
talk, quietly and by candlelight. They might be in love. | think their relationship is different

from how you‘ve imagined it.”

“It's possible.”

“And what else has he seen through people’‘s windows?”

“Once he saw a suicide. A man sat down on a chair and taped a plastic bag round

his head -”

“Did he see the man kill himself?”

“Yes. He was in a garden by this detached house, in the middle of the night.
Suddenly a light came on in one of the basement windows and he could see straight into
the room ... He saw a man stumbling through the door into some kind of a TV room with a
chair, a television set and shelves stacked with movies. The man was obviously drunk, he
staggered across the room holding a bottle in one hand and a plastic bag in the other, sat
on the chair, turned on some cop show or other on the TV and drank from the bottle ...
Martin was about to leave when he finally saw the man fetch a roll of tape from the bag,
and some more bags which he pulled over his head, then wrapped the tape around his
neck. Then he just sat there, the roll of tape dangling at his chest, until he clenched his
fists and started drumming at the air and shaking himself, almost as if he was filled with a

desire to dance. Eventually he stopped moving and sat motionless on the chair.”
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“Dead, presumably. And what did your friend Martin do?”

“Nothing ... He claims people have a right to kill themselves if they want to. He

left.”

“Fuck ...” she hissed, and he couldn‘t tell if she was surprised or shocked. “You‘ve

III

got to stop doing this!” she yelled.
“Stop doing what?”
“You think about death too much.”

“No more than you do.”

“It doesn‘t matter which of us does it more often. You think about death too much

and you need to be careful; we can discuss me later if you want ...”

They both sat staring silently at the ceiling, until the girl asked: “Why don‘t you

write a story about the Rafflesia flower?”

“Maybe because | don‘t know what it is?” He faked laughter. “Why don‘t you write

about it?”

“l have no concentration. You have the concentration and the composure. | may

be able to talk, but | can‘t write.”

“What's a Rafflesia flower?”

“It comes into bloom once a year, always just after midnight on a rainy night; it's a

parasite living off tree roots, and when it’s in bloom — which lasts a few days — it gives off
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a strong scent, reminiscent of the smell off a human corpse. It was given its name by
Thomas Raffles, the founder of Singapore, one of the most prolific designers of the British
empire, named after himself ... Maybe we both think about death too much,” she added

after a short pause. “Or perhaps death thinks about us too much.”

“Then let’s stop talking about it,” he said, starting to get annoyed.

“You just have to be careful. It‘s dangerous to think about death too much while
neglecting life. Your attitude towards death might turn into the dog’s attitude towards its
master; you think you understand something and that you‘re even in control of your own
behaviour, but really you‘re all deference, your relationship a mixture of fear and
submissiveness — at least for your part. And the understanding is nothing but the loss of
your own self, an old and forgotten conditioning. You don‘t understand the longings or
the nature of your master, you were simply forced to see how he behaved and when, not

why. That's how much understanding you have.”

“God!” he cried out, throwing his hands up in the air. “Obviously I‘ve got to do

III

something else!” The fucking pest, the little prattling, droning machine, he thought and

for the first time since they‘d met he wanted to get rid of her and be on his own.

“Yes, God! To confront death as an equal is impossible unless you have a firm grip
on life, or believe in life at the very life ... You can‘t despise it, like you do. As do I,

probably —”

“Who said | wanted to understand death?”
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“Well, why else would you be constantly discussing it and writing about it? Or
does your essay have more to do with the works of Halldér Laxness than with death?
“About death in the works of ...” Wasn‘t that what you said? You must be doing

something more than stating how he understood death —”

“You can‘t understand death!” he shouted. “Nobody can! Nobody understands
death. But you can still write about it. You can write about anything —anything else! But
still you‘re forever writing about death. You can write about nothing but fucking life and
still be stuck on death and only ever talk about death, no matter how hard you try!” He
could feel himself starting to flush, the blood burning his face, and couldn‘t remember the

last time he‘d shouted like that, probably as a teenager.

“So you'll write the story for me? About the flower?” He shook his head, reached

for a cigarette from her pack and lit up.

She left.

He thought about what she‘d said. He also thought about writing but knew he couldn‘t,
let alone by commission. Everything he‘d managed to write during his lifetime had been
built on some misunderstanding or other — having meant to write something else. Once

he discovered what was coming out, he‘d lose his courage and give up after one or two
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paragraphs. He would never have the guts to decide on becoming a writer, or to write

more than a few furtive, sheepish sentences.

But a few days after this conversation of theirs, during the long-awaited
introduction of the small death into one of the chapters which stood out like thorns from
the bulk of the essay, he began to note down something about a bud bursting up through
the eart, the size of a cabbage; then it wasn‘t a flower anymore but a church, and in the
church there was a bell and a clapper with a dead child hanging from it, then another
child and the third one and somehow the story came bursting out of him and was over
and done with in one sitting. By then it was morning; the girl hadn‘t come and he went to
bed, feeling as if he could hear the snow crackling, white and glowing — could hear the

snowflakes touching each other as they fell through the air.
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Chapter 7

He was sleeping; a yellow bird with large, blood-shot eyes soared through the sky, dived
towards the earth and got caught on a barbed-wire fence; his beak opened and closed

and gave off an electric bleep like a doorbell.

Emil opened his eyes and heard the doorbell. It was only nine in the morning but
he immediately knew who it would be, got up and let her in. She‘d just come from a party
on Grettisgata where she said she‘d been with a friend and “several guys”, kicked off her
shoes and said, without so much as glancing at him, that she‘d been with one of them,
spitting it out as if it was something she hadn‘t wanted to do, but then turned the entire
thing into a joke — the boy having sex like a tourist, wandering from one church to the
next; gawking, tasting, pinching and stroking as if he wanted to confirm to himself

everything he‘d read before.

“Idiot!” she shouted and he didn‘t know whether she was referring to him, the boy
or herself. “l don‘t understand why | do this. | wasn‘t interested, but still, it was like it had
to happen, somehow. Me Tarzan, you bloody fucking Jane ...” Inside him this feeling
welled up, resembling pity but also anger. They changed the subject. The girl was
different from usual, claimed she‘d eaten some shrooms and swallowed too much speed

wrapped in toiletpaper. She wanted to go to sleep but said she couldn‘t sleep on her own.

“Is it okay with you if | fall asleep here?” she asked, looking like she wasn‘t

expecting anything, even a bit shy, as if there really was a possibility he‘d turn her down —
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punish her, for example, for being with that guy, or say that unfortunately he needed to

work so she‘d have to leave.

He said of course she could. “And there’s obviously no need to ask,” he added.

“Thank you,” she said, reached inside her jacket and ran into the toilet. “Will you
read me a story to put me to sleep =" She said something else which he couldn‘t hear,
shut the toilet door behind her and then he heard the tap humming away while she

brushed her teeth.

He smiled and inside him there was this glow of an exalted normality — if only it
could always be precisely like this, all distant and distorted. But something was telling him
it would soon come to an end, one day she wouldn‘t come, nor would she come the day

after or the week after or the month after.

When she came out again her face was pale, she said she‘d seen something inside
the shower that she didn‘t want to talk about. Then she got undressed and crawled into
bed. He sat on the edge of the bed, stroking her white forehead until she felt
claustrophobic and asked if he had something to calm her down. He fetched her three co-
codamols and she wolfed them down with water, then seemed to calm down after that

and lay there looking at him.

“1‘m never happy where | am,” she said. “Except sometimes. Like now.” She
smiled. “Although it mostly depends on how I‘ve padded my head ... And I‘m forever

wanting to move. About a week after I've unpacked the boxes I’ll have grown tired of the
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flat, the area where | live, and the entire city has become this everyday, droning,

background boredom.”

“Maybe you should get a sailboat,” he said and thought he sounded like an old

man. “Or ride a motorcycle around the world?”

She pulled a face, then hissed: “Boring, waves rising and faling, seeing this and
that. Encountering exotic pop music and iPod covers in some port or other, serving as a
Disneyland for tourists. An extinct culture underneath a bell jar — fuck it all to hell and
back.” She retched into the duvet. “But I‘'m more sick of myself than anything else ... Have
| told you about this spiral | get into?” He shook his head. “It doesn‘t matter what it is that
happens, just something — a glass breaks on the next table, | jump and that’s how it
gradually starts; | start thinking of glasses breaking and | get insecure, feel as if my
surroundings are alien to me and | can‘t handle them; the fear and the anger start
revolving around each other, become airborn like laughing demons until | almost feel as if
I‘m sucking in energy from the air, and everything becomes bright, like what people
describe just before they have an epileptic seizure ... And when everything’s become
bright | want to kill someone. I‘ll have long since forgotten what the occasion was or
where | am, I'm just going mad with the desire to rip someone’s face off, or runinto a
wall to stop myself from acting on it ... And somehow I‘ve gotten by up until now, because
of that little voice that normally gets me through the door, back home. Or turns the rage

onto me.”

“The alcohol,” he said, but she shook her head.
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“No, the alcohol calms me down. | don‘t get these fits when | drink. I‘'ve been like
this since | was a kid, like | was born with a defect ... But there’s this voice | sometimes
think of, or not a voice, more like something that moves me from the depths ... assumes
any form, rhythm, voice, colour, depending on the situation, but on an everyday basis it‘s
like a bleary background to everything else — the earth, where all thought and all feelings
walk. Probably this is my idea of destiny, contrary to everything |‘'ve said about the

stupidity of religion.”

“That‘s how much one person can contain ...”

“Yes, but not anymore. | could always sense this stability to my thoughts, they
weren‘t floating about in an incoherent void ... Until the other day, when the stability
wasn‘t there anymore; | could tell as soon as | woke up. Two months ago probably, just
before | started seeing you. The destiny had left me, my life‘s entire coherence had
disappeared and nothing mattered anymore. | might as well die and my role would be

over. So to speak.”

“Have you been thinking about killing yourself?” Emil asked, and after a short

silence she nodded.

“Thinking about it ... Which isn‘t the same, | guess, as thinking about doing it. |
think of it as an abstract ... problem ... But I‘m tired of talking about problems. You
shouldn‘t talk about problems too much, not unless you mean to do something about
them ...” She had her eyes shut. She‘d obviously forgotten having asked him to read her a

story. Which was a good thing. He‘d deleted the story about the dead children hanging
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down from the church bell. And burned what he‘d printed off. Which had been more fun

than writing the story.

“It’s so strange ...” she said.

“What is?”

“l come here, time after time ... And you‘re always here. This is the only place |
ever see you. | go outside and drift around and everything changes, things happen, you
know, in the outside world, but not in here; here, nothing changes ... As if I'm on the edge
of a wheel that’s being spun around and | whirl around with it, or try and run to stay in
the same place but | never stop until | get here. Like I'm coming into the centre of the

wheel.”

“And who's spinning the wheel?”

She muttered something. He looked away, out the window across the cemetery;
the graves, the black branches. He thought the snow had melted a little overnight, as if
the weather was half a degree above zero. Perhaps he had this thought because he could
notice the faint hum of traffic from Hringbraut; felt as if it was coming to them from
another world and that they‘d — each in their own way — gone as far as they possibly
could in leaving behind what was known as normal life; they were sitting and having their
own private picnic behind a waterfall on a secluded moor and the hum was everyone
else, society flowing past them, but it didn‘t matter anymore and did nothing but deepen
the sense of solitude, the solitude they had together, which induced in him a feeling of

sorrow and a beauty so strong he could hardly bear to think of it.
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Chapter 8

She didn‘t come back. Over the next two weeks he tried to concentrate on his work. But
whenever he started work on the essay, the writing would turn into fiction; he‘d get an
idea which he thought belonged to the essay, start making notes but then come to in the
middle of a story. — Then he‘d just carry on, even though he was perfectly aware of the
fact that he had started to write fiction. He had a vague sense that he was fighting for his
life. He‘d never written like this before, neither in those halfbaked, lyrical paragraphs
which had occasionally escaped from him, nor in his essays. He wrote with confidence
and resolution, yet in a sort of selfless trance; for entire days he‘d lose himself in writing
stories, some long and some short, all of them similar to the first one about the church

bells, but then it was over — when he realized the girl wouldn‘t be coming back.

He stopped doing everything. He‘d stand by the window, make coffee or walk
around the flat; switch the radio on or off, make coffee and drink it; make the most of
utterly trivial actions: brushing his teeth for half an hour, spending an hour shaving,

bursting into sudden laughter at a perching bird sitting on a branch in the cemetery.

“Like an idiot,” he muttered to himself, like an idiot and a fool. Maybe he wasn‘t
so different from that bird — alone in a leafless tree in the middle of winter in Iceland.
Hadn‘t they both accidentally got left behind, to endure the long winter of the soul on
their own? Or had a decision been made? He felt as if he had called upon himself a
misfortune of some kind which he still could not understand, but at the same time felt

that this misfortune had never really been subject to his will, but rather had been
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inevitable; that he‘d never had a choice. He could no longer fall asleep, at least not well
enough to feel like he‘d “slept”; partly, the reason was that he‘d started to listen out for
even the tiniest scrape or rustle by the front door which might indicate that the girl was
hunched out there, drunk and maybe incapable of pushing the button; and partly, the
reason was that he didn‘t really move and hadn‘t done so for a long time; the only
movement was in his thoughts and they turned on themselves, no longer had any
connection with his surroundings and the essay had long since stopped mattering,

nothing mattered anymore.

I have to make some changes, he thought one morning, got himself out of the flat
and took an energetic walk down to the seaside, along the coast, practically all the way
into a desert of six lane roads, car parks and shopping centres he hadn‘t even known
existed in this city, then went back and lay down on the floor at the flat, nauseous from
the clean air and exercise, or from the thought she might have come by while he was

away.

He missed her. He decided to admit as much to himself. From a sudden rush of
industriousness he went shopping at the supermarket and as usual saw no other
customers. When the twenty-year old checkout boy gave him his change Emil thanked
him, the boy reddened and muttered something into his chest. Emil felt embarrassed for
both of them. The girl was right, there was something wrong with this city. This poor kid
who didn‘t know how to say thank you or you‘re welcome was simply a more elaborate
picture of the problem; it was a nation of teenagers who hadn‘t grown up — bereft of

tradition, pushy and bristly, spending their entire lives rolling from one side to the other,
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weeping or laughing, with no connection to themselves or anyone else, all their actions
lacking in context except possibly that which could be measured in money — lacking in

destiny.

When he got home he tossed away the shopping bags, looked at this weekly
petrol for the everyday and couldn‘t be bothered with it. His life was spent in
unconsciousness, flowing in endless circles through a machine he‘d constructed around
himself. He would have to find the girl and demand his destiny, or whatever it was called.
He couldn‘t be alone anymore. His life was lonely, empty, devoid of joy, warmth,
intimacy, everything that mattered; his heart wizened. — That was how he‘d started
thinking, in clichés which towered above everything else in his consciousness; his heart
was withering away; if he didn‘t do something quickly he‘d lose the chance he had for

transformation, and he wouldn‘t come back.

He stopped trailing along the coast, headed straight into the centre, sat down in a
café where he could see out into Laugavegur and kept a lookout for the girl until it started
to get dark, then he sat there with a beer in front of him, the exhilarating effect of which
took him remarkably by surprise; he hadn‘t had a drink in a long time — he‘d wanted to

keep a firm hold on as many of his thoughts as possible, get his bearings.

“What a mistake,” he muttered and had started giggling once more, which only
got worse as he wondered what this would look like to anyone else; there he sat on his
own, pale with dark circles underneath his eyes, giggling to himself, wasn‘t this how
weirdos behaved? — He went to a bar, one of the places he knew she frequented, until

the place filled up. She was nowhere to be seen. He then popped into two other bars
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close by, but she wasn‘t there either. He met an old acquaintance, sat and talked about
something he couldn‘t recall — Halldor Laxness and death — the next thing he knew, he
was heading to an afterparty with a guy and two girls who weren‘t her. Then he woke up
the next day in a house behind Bergstadastreeti and started over again. Inside him, there
was a strength he hadn‘t known for a long time; however chaotic his life had become, he

finally felt as if he wanted something.
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Chapter 9

He was sitting in the café by Laugavegur and keeping a look-out for the girl. He had picked
up a newspaper — it was the first time in several months he‘d read any of the papers —
and on page 7, underneath the heading “Investigation Closed”, it was if something moved

inside him, as if he knew. He read:

The Reykjavik Police Force has closed their inquiry into the death of a young woman. The
woman was found dead by the art work Sélfarid two weeks ago, and Seebraut was shut
for traffic during the investigation. At first, police would not rule out the involvement of a
second party in the woman’s death, but closer investigation revealed the death to have

been a suicide.

It was her. He knew before he‘d even read the article. It was as if for the past few weeks,
his life had been heading directly and inevitably to this point. He went and got all the
newspapers from the rack and spread them out on the table, turning the pages back in
time until he found the first article about the case, towards bottom left on page 4 in

Morgunbladid, under the heading “Police refusing to comment”:

Traffic through the western part of Seebraut was halted yesterday morning between 8
and 10 a.m. because of a police investigation, causing great delay to traffic from the west
side of Reykjavik. The cause of the operation is believed to have been a suicide near the
art work Sélfarid, just north of Seebraut. According to witnesses, police stopped traffic

around 8 a.m., numerous passers-by having earlier phoned emergency services to report
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a person seemingly hanging by a rope from the art work. Sources say circumstances do
not rule out the possibility of an unlawful killing. As of yet, police are refusing to make any

comment on the investigation.

He wondered confusingly whether she‘d been killed, what they meant by that. But that
was a ridiculous idea, he didn‘t know why, he just knew, like the second article then

confirmed: “closer investigation revealed ... suicide ...”

The last time he‘d met the girl — when she had spoken of her lack of destiny — had

been a Sunday, two days before the article was written.

She‘d gotten up the dutch courage to do it; maybe that was all she‘d been doing
the entire time he‘d known her. She had killed herself. In the unlikely event that someone
could have possessed enough fury to kill this tiny creature, she would have been able to
fend them off if she saw fit. She was capable of anything. And he was certain that this was
precisely how she would have killed herself, in this dramatic, inconsiderate, beautiful —

and pretentious way. It was her.

He looked up and saw a pint of beer in front of him. A waiter said something and
touched the newspapers on the table but he didn‘t listen, looked at the beer, at the
golden clarity and the bubbles like pearls that the beer was weaving to the world and

sending up from the bottom; he could smell the beer and it reminded him of her.

Then he started having doubts. Despite her talk of suicide, he wasn‘t sure she‘d
been so far gone as to act on it. He drank some more, got permission to use the phone at

the café and rang the police. They took his name but wouldn‘t give him any information.
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He started collecting all the papers from the preceding weeks from the waiters’ staff
room and the racks by the windows to find the obituaries, and whether it was his phone
call or the waiters wanting to get rid of him, two police officers turned up, led him out of
the café and took him to the station where he was shown into an office; a cramped,

tobacco-stained office which smelled like his old primary school.

He spoke to the CID who‘d been in charge of the case, a middle-aged man with big
eyes which had an almost impossibly cheerful glint to them, considering what he did for a
living and the walls within which he‘d locked himself. The man apologized for having had

him picked up like this, but claimed to be interested in his connection to the girl.

“There are a few loose ends that need tying up,” he said, “to make the report look
nicer. This case attracted a lot of attention, you see.” He asked in detail about Emil‘s
relationship with the girl, how often they‘d seen each other and where, and when they‘d

last met. Emil answered and tried to be as honest as he could.

“Just friends, you say?“ the man interrupted him. “That sounds fun. You and this
pretty girl ... And | can see you‘re not married,” he said, gave a little laugh and clicked at
his computer. “Have you got a girlfriend? Or other female friends?” Emil shook his head

and asked how that mattered.

“According to a friend, she’s been seeing someone for several months, a married

man whom she‘d sometimes visit. His wife worked nights. Does this ring a bell?”

“l don‘t know ... No.”
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“Is it possible that she was talking about you but changing the facts, for some

reason?”

“l don‘t know ... | don‘t see why she would have. But maybe someone noticed her
disappearing like that ... overnight, when she was staying at my house. And maybe she
didn‘t want to try and explain our relationship ... Did she have a lot of friends, by the

way?”

“Shouldn‘t you know more about that than | do?”

“We never spoke of such things ...”

“Strange!” the policeman said. “Strange sort of relationship you two had. And

you‘re saying you never had sex?”

“Never.” Emil shook his head.

“There aren‘t any problems in that department? For you, | mean?”

“No.” He kept on shaking his head, could see how the man was trying to provoke

him into saying something. “At least not last time | checked.”

“Hahah, you‘re a joker,” the man laughed. Emil liked him less and less. “But with
regard to friends, no, it seems to me she mostly had acquaintances. And not much
intimacy, except maybe of a sexual nature.” He laughed again. “Actually, she seems to
have mostly surrounded herself with drunks and artists, if there’s any difference between
the two in the world she inhabited. — People of the firework sort; they live stupidly and

quickly, they burn out — maybe the sooner the better! You‘re not involved in the arts at
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all, are you?” The man smiled. The firework sort. Emil felt numb but could hear himself

ask about the suspicion that she‘d been murdered.

“It’s unlikely, son. The initial suspicions had to do with the rope she used to hang
herself with. The rope was a fairly uncommon mix of silk and wool. Later we found out
that it had been taken from backstage at the opera house, where she‘d been drinking
earlier that night. And she was seen leaving the opera with a man, someone other than
the supposed boyfriend, and no rope in sight — until by Sélfarid the next morning ... She
had sex with the man in the toilet of a bar.” Emil could feel the policeman’s eyes on him
but he didn‘t stare back, just kept his eyes on the floor in front of the desk. “With regard
to the rope,” he then continued, “and how she moved it around, a witness came forward
to place her near Saebraut with a backpack which she seems to have hidden somewhere
near the opera while she was drinking. The backpack was then found close to the art work
and there were signs that the rope had been stored in it ... And then there are other
factors which indicate she‘d decided in advance what she was going to do, for example

her behaviour that night.”

“So you haven‘t located this boyfriend?”

“Not unless he’s sitting right here in front of me! Tell me, do you get jealous

easily?”

“Am | a suspect?” Emil asked, finally straightening up in his seat and feeling anger

well up inside. The man laughed, then shook his head.
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“I'm just messing with you. At least | managed to wake you up! But no, of course
you haven‘t done anything. | can tell just by looking at you. And that guy, well ... If he's
not you and if he‘s married, | don‘t suppose he’ll want to come forward. Not necessarily
because he killed her, you see, but because of how people would talk.” He laughed and
Emil finally saw that what he had taken for cheerfulness in the man’‘s eyes was some sort
of jiggling contempt, his resignation to all the ugliness around him; he felt this strange evil

radiating from the man, stood up and got permission to leave.

The girl’'s name was Maria. Emil could in no way fit the name with the person he‘d

known. She‘d been right, names only got in the way of what really mattered.
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Chapter 10

He walked down Hverfisgata and went into a café, probably to get pissed, he didn‘t know
yet. The weather was finally changing. First the snow turned into sleet, then rain. The
drifts which had been building up every day for months became denser, then started

rippling down into the sewers.

On his way out of the office he‘d asked about for the names of the girl‘s friends or
relatives, but the policeman said he wasn‘t allowed to give out any names. He didn‘t
know why it mattered this much to him, but he felt like he had to meet someone who‘d
known her as well, preferably get hold of a photograph of the girl or something that had
belonged to her. This thing they‘d had going between them wasn‘t real enough — not
when it was only located inside his head. And she couldn‘t just be there one day and then

disappear — as if she‘d never existed; it was unthinkable and he couldn‘t bear it.

He read the papers from around the time that the funeral had taken place. He
found no obituaries about the girl, only a notice saying she‘d been buried. One name was

put down as family: the girl‘s grandmother.

He went through the papers again to make absolutely sure no obituaries had been
sent in, but for some reason couldn‘t accept it; he rang up the paper and had this
confirmed, then bickered about it with a remarkable sense of anger until the reporter said

he didn‘t have time to keep on chatting.
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“Everyone’s too busy wiping their own arses these days!” Emil shouted into the
telephone, heard a hang-up tone and hung up as well; then remembered he at least had
the name of her grandmother, who was registered as living on the west side of town, in a
tower block close to the swimming pool. He rang her up, and without having intended to

he introduced himself as Maria‘s boyfriend. They arranged to meet up.

The grandmother was grey-haired, crooked and wrinkly. He‘d always had trouble telling
one old person from another, he could see nothing but impending death in all of them.
They stood awkwardly in the doorway and he looked at her face in search of any similarity

to the girl.

She didn‘t seem to doubt his being the girl‘s boyfriend, let him in and planted him
at a table in the living room. Then they drank coffee, ate cake and he looked at pictures of
the girl from when she was a child. On the shelves there were framed pictures of her as a
baby, and several of her with her mother who according to the grandmother had died of

a drug overdose — cocaine.

“And we never knew who her dad was. But you know the whole story, |
presume?” Emil nodded, even though he knew nothing. In the pictures, the girl was

usually all glowing and fresh-faced — usually accompanied by her grandmother or a man
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who was probably her grandfather —and Emil started having doubts. He scrutinized one

photo after another but became less certain with each photo.

He asked if there were any more recent pictures of the girl.

“It’s unlikely,” the grandmother said and gave it a thought. “After the trouble
started here in the city we didn‘t see much of her. Before we had to give her up ... She
was always shy about having her photo taken. I'll go see ...” She disappeared somewhere
behind a door and he was left behind in the living room, which was silent apart from the

low murmur of a radio.

When the old lady returned she was holding a single photograph, taken in the

countryside “a few years ago”.

“She was twelve ... | went to visit her at the children’‘s home.” Emil looked at the
girl; she was standing in a field, in front of a two-storey white stone building: next to her,
on top of the dry, yellow grass, there was a tangled pile of barbed wire. The look on her
face was sullen, she was skinny and had dark circles underneath her eyes. He finally felt as
if he recognized her but couldn‘t be sure — she made him think of rotting corpses in their

coffins.

He asked if he could borrow the picture to have it copied. The old woman said
unfortunately she couldn‘t give it away, it was the only picture she had of the girl from
around that age, and repeated that she‘d always been reluctant to have her photo taken.
Then she opened her mouth a little, a distant look in her eyes, as if trying to decide

whether or not to say something.
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“l think she was harassed,” she then said, looking hard at the wall in front of her.
“At the home ... Abused, as they say these days. Did she ever mention anything to you?

It‘s hard when you can‘t ever be sure ...”

Emil shook his head. He thought of asking why they‘d given her up, what would
make someone send a child away into the countryside, into the hands of strangers, but

felt the numbness descending upon him.

On the radio someone was talking of hiking, the beauty of the Himalayas. He
wanted to get away. He asked about the funeral and found out where it had been held.
Then he no longer knew why he was there. They chatted about Halldér Laxness until he
excused himself and said goodbye, bought alcohol from the off-licence in Austurstreeti,

waded back home through the rain and started drinking.

He passed out on his floor, clutching the picture he‘d stolen from the grandmother
in the palm of his hand; the girl‘s pale face, her withered body, hands folded across the
belly. Yet another lone grass in the Icelandic wasteland. The photo wasn‘t enough, but

now at least he knew what he had to do.
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Chapter 11

When Emil woke up the next day, the phone book lay open on the floor, drunken pencil
scribbles next to names beginning with an M. He‘d been trying to get a hold of Martin but
couldn‘t remember his last name, and now that he came to think of it he felt it was
unlikely that Martin would have a phone. He was going to ask for help with something,
but as soon as he thought of this something it was as if a wall went up between him and

the world — or rather, between him and what he wanted. He shook off the idea.

He decided to try and track down the flat where she‘d lived. Her grandmother
hadn‘t mentioned the address, but at some point she‘d spoken of a tower block by the

small boat harbour.

The harbour was deserted apart from a tourist couple taking pictures of the boats,
and a boy who sat scratching at the ground with a stick. The snow had almost completely

disappeared during the night, the temperature was above zero and it was still raining.

Across the street from the harbour there was a big, white tower block Emil had
probably always known existed but never really looked at. The building had six floors and
curved alongside the road; its front had many entrances, some of the doors were
unmarked and looked like they might lead to just about anything; luxurious flats or empty

storage spaces.

He started by going into the restaurant across the street, Seegreifinn, and there he

asked an old man if he knew whether there were flats in the building that were rented
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out. The man said yes and pointed out one of the entrances. Emil said he was looking for
a girl, and when he described her the old man said he‘d often talked to her, she‘d

sometimes come over to his restaurant for a meal.

“What do you want to talk to her for?” the old man asked with a smile, his eyes
sparkling as if he was already getting ideas about young love. Emil wanted to say she was
dead, to spit it into the face of this world which would chop down its inhabitants by
random. We never asked to be here, he thought, and it dawned on him that the only
possible reaction to life must to be to wage war on it with all your rage and contempt,
and actually he was surprised that he‘d never thought of this before, sitting at home
fiddling with his little letters, putting them together to form his inconsequential little
essay on Halldér Laxness — not a Nobel Prize winner, but yet another poor soul who‘d
been kicked into the room of life, cut up and tortured for a few decades — a fleeting
moment in this world’s blazing fire of death — but then kicked out again, forgotten like

everyone else within a few hundred years.

Emil giggled to himself, crossed the street, walked in through the entrance the old
man had pointed out to him, and tracked down the caretaker. Emil introduced himself as
the girl‘s boyfriend and the caretaker’s entire attitude immediately became humble and
helpful, as if death lent a certain softness and glow to human interaction, otherwise
completely absent from daily life. Emil said he wanted to have a look at the girl‘s flat to
make sure nothing had been left behind. They entered a small lift which took them up to
the fourth floor, into a long hallway with nearly fifteen doors on either side, all of them

green. The hallway was quiet, no clattering of dishes or children wailing, no music or
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conversation coming through the doors. Emil asked if there were flats behind all those

doors and felt as if he‘d stumbled into some mysterious recess of the city.

“Studio flats,” the caretaker said. “Which is actually a pretty fancy word for some

of these rooms.”

“And who rents these flats?” Emil had trouble hiding his surprise, or the
incomprehensible burning inside; probably it was the thought of everything he didn‘t

know about the girls life, and never would know.

“You never came to visit your girlfriend?” the caretaker asked, his voice suddenly
tainted with suspicion. Emil shook his head, said he‘d been tied down with work at home

and she‘d usually come over to his place.

“She never liked this place very much,” he said, and the caretaker resumed his

sympathetic expression.

“Of course not ...” He hummed vaguely. “Most of these rooms — | mean the least
bad ones, like the one she was renting — were probably never meant to be anything other
than temporary accommodation. And most of them are rented out to tourists through
travel agents. They like the view. But then I‘ve never been able to figure out where some
of the doors here lead. Me, the caretaker!” He laughed pretentiously. Emil felt as if this
was a softer version of a speech he‘d often delivered before, probably to his friends —
over booze in some grey stable or other, in one of those grey suburbs, where they
wanked off over pornographic calendars, sometimes luring in teenagers, getting them

drunk on moonshine, giving them rohypnol and raping the girls through their mouths and
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their tight, little, dry vaginas. “And these characters who disappear through them,” he
continued, “maybe meeting other characters ... | don‘t know what goes on here, but I‘'ve

stumbled across this and that ... Don‘t let yourself be fooled by the silence.”

They came to a stop in front of one of those green doors. Towards the top of the
door there was a sign with the number 50. The caretaker opened the door and Emil
stepped into the empty room, which probably only measured around twenty square
metres. The silence in there was lighter and more Sunday-esque than out in the hallway,
but he couldn‘t shake off the sense of misery that came from fitting the girl into this

room.

To the right there was a door, leading to a toilet, and by one of the walls there
were some worktops, a sink and two hobs for plugging in. The only piece of furniture was

a small double bed, which the caretaker said had come with the flat.

The window faced out to the small boat harbour and it was true, the view was

what you would describe as beautiful.

He saw no sign of the girl, which disappointed him. He‘d been hoping to maybe
find an item or some clothes that she‘d left behind. He turned to the caretaker, made
himself look broken and said all explanations would probably sound daft, but that he

wanted to rent the flat for a while, at least until the contract ran out.

“The contracts round here vary quite a bit,” said the caretaker, impassively looking

out the window, towards the bay and Mount Esja. “I guess I‘ll need to ask around ... With
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the travel agents.” Emil pulled out a five thousand krénur note, handed it to him and said

he‘d give him some more later.

“When | get a contract, in my own name.” The caretaker agreed, said he thought
he could overtake the old lease, and that he‘d try and stop the flat from being rented out

to tourists over the summer.

“| gather they pay more. It's a tough market.” He slipped the money into his
pocket and went out into the hallway. Emil asked the caretaker to let him know how
things turned out, said he‘d stay for a while and have a look round, they said goodbye and

the caretaker shut the door behind him.

Emil sat on the window sill and looked around the empty room, inhaled deeply,
breathed in her smell, of which he thought there was a trace in the room. Then he lay
down on the bed, stroked his fingers slowly across the mattress and felt the cold oozing

off it.
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Chapter 12

After the snow disappeared the city became dark, so dark Emil sometimes felt as if the

darkness was clinging to him, covering his face, the fingers, flowing through his veins.

He was having a pint in one of the cafés on Laugavegur, scanning the street in
search of Martin, but hadn‘t seen him. Actually he couldn‘t remember ever having seen
Martin in broad daylight, or outside the cemetery or the Ljésvallagata flat. Maybe he

wouldn‘t even recognize him, not out of context like this.

The beer brought him courage and once more Emil knew he‘d know no peace if he
didn‘t put it into action. — Don‘t think, take action! He‘d always spent too much time
thinking. If Martin didn‘t react well to the idea, he‘d be prepared to beg, humiliate
himself, offer money, the flat even, everything he had. Because he knew he couldn‘t do it

on his own.

Probably the simplest way would be the best: going back to his place, sitting down
by the kitchen window and keeping an eye on the cemetery. But he was too restless to sit
at home, he couldn‘t stay there anymore. He felt as if he needed to keep moving. — Like
tuna fish; if they slowed down below twenty kilometres an hour, their blood went cold

and they died.

He left the café, wandered around the Thingholt area looking at the houses and
gardens, occasionally scanning the flowerbeds for earthworms, laughing to himself over a

witty sentence he made up about the old town: Reykjavik — made of corrugated iron by
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incorrigible people. After an hour’s walk his ears had started buzzing from the oxygen, the
darkness was tainted with tones of grey and the cold drizzle was making his face numb, as

if cling film had been wrapped around his head.

He was walking near the Einar Jonsson Museum when he spotted Martin,
recognizing him from far off by his walk. Martin was ambling, hands in pockets, as if he

had nothing specific on the cards.

“Hello there, my friend!“ Emil shouted when a few metres remained between

them.

“What are you doing here?” Martin said.

“What are you doing here?” Emil said and they laughed.

“I’'m a man about town, as you know ... Are you drunk?” Martin kept on laughing

and seemed surprised to see Emil out and about.

“Just a couple of beers. You didn‘t think | was a drinker?”

“Hm ... | guess not. I‘ve never seen you drink. Special occasion?”

“No. Not at all. That's how | like it best.” Emil laughed. He found it almost
unbearably amusing to meet his friend again; yes, his friend, they had to be more than
mere acquaintances. “l was just hoping to see you,” he continued and lifted up his bag.
“I've got some beer | thought we could drink together, maybe down by the pond or

something. Are you in a hurry?”
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Martin said he hadn‘t been going anywhere in particular. They started walking

down Skélavordustigur, heading towards the pond.

“l have something | need to discuss with you,” Emil said, his voice probably a bit

shaky — from the sudden angst washing over him.

“What about? Are you alright?”

“Yes, yes. Everything’s fine. I'm sorry if it sounds strange. I‘ll tell you everything

later. Once we‘ve sat down.”

They walked together in silence, maybe a bit awkwardly, until Martin said he‘d just

come from Nordurmyri.

“From the garage where | keep my worms.”

“What were you doing there? Feeding the worms?” Emil asked and found the
guestion strange, without knowing why. It was as if everything they said was somehow
distorted; as if the words they chose were completely different from those they‘d always
used with each other. Martin said yes. Emil asked how many worms there were, couldn‘t
remember if he‘d been told before. Martin said he thought there were around thirty

thousand of them.

“I‘ve probably never asked you this before,” Emil continued, “but do you make a

lot of money from this? Or is it something you do in order to be independent —”

“Millions, my friend. No worries there. Now I‘ll soon buy my house, my house of

worms, and move into the real estate racket.”
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“Millions?”

“Yes. Maybe the takings are that big because nobody thinks it‘s possible, and
therefore there aren‘t many people in the business. People who are heading off on a
fishing trip usually buy their worms last minute, on the way out of town, and they‘re
willing to pay almost any price. Even though the price is normally manageable, it's
obviously far too high for something that just pops out of the earth all over the city when

it rains — hundreds of thousands or millions of worms.”

“Of course ...” Emil said, mulling it over. He hadn‘t thought of it like that before.

“And when it doesn‘t rain much during the summer, the price goes up, especially
with people like me who grow their own — plenty of supply when nobody else has a single

worm. That’s the difference between being a picker and a grower.”

“A picker, aha,” Emil said and could tell he was slurring his words. “Then why do

you pick worms as well, since you grow them?”

“Because | enjoy it,” Martin said and smiled. “I enjoy having a look around.”

“And the ministers’ daughters, perhaps,” Emil said, more to himself than Martin,
and laughed into his can, drained it, scrunched it up between his hands and threw it on
the pavement. You scruffy idiot, he thought, and his entire mood had changed from a few

minutes earlier; he couldn‘t understand why he kept on living.

They walked the rest of the way in silence, came to the pond and sat down on one

of the benches in the Hljémskalagardur park, close to the statue of Jonas Hallgrimsson
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hidden behind a bush. Emil wondered why there was no statue of Halldér Laxness
anywhere. Or of death? What would a statue of death look like? — The plaque with the

name of the piece, the artist’s name, and a pedestal for nothing?

Emil pulled a can from his plastic bag and handed it to Martin. They had a look
around. The park was bleak and dark, the dry grass yellow and tattered, and spread

across the grass there were puddles like holes in the ground.

“| started thinking about spring today,” Martin said. “And newly mown grass.” Emil
felt as if Martin wanted to cheer him up. He tried to rid his head of the thought of what
he was going to ask. “I hardly ever think about my teens, except when | smell newly
mown grass — then it’s like it all comes back to me in the blink of an eye. Might sound a
bit impersonal: newly mown grass. But still. Everything | seem to have done in the vicinity

of newly mown grass —”

“Life in general seems to be connected with grass, or earth, rather,” Emil

interrupted.

“Maybe. Sometimes | dream of grass, piercingly green as it normally is in Iceland.
The grass over here is unusually green in summer ... Maybe everyone on this island is a
sheep; the first were let out of a barge around 1940. At the end of the gangway we went
through a machine which hypnotized us to be pleased with ourselves, and this bragging
was called being an Icelander —in that way we‘d get fatter and tastier. And then we‘re all
over here, grazing on our shiny green grass and thinking everything is pretty damn good,
but then suddenly we get slaughtered and sold in markets in London and New York:

nn

“Special Icelandic sheep. Raised and fed on Reykjavik’s pastures.
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“You‘re a right joker,” Emil said and hummed. They stayed silent for a while but

then Martin asked why they were sitting there.

“What were you going to talk about? The look on your face seems to indicate it’s
something bad. | don‘t know what it could be ... But | doubt it could be any worse than

what I'm starting to imagine.”

“It's the girl,” Emil said and instantly felt like he‘d sobered up. “... She‘s dead.”

“Dead? The girl who used to come and visit you at night?”

Emil nodded. “It doesn‘t matter, or well, this wasn‘t what | meant to discuss with
you. It's been a while since she died, the funeral’s already happened ... Her mother was a
bit of a mess when she had the kid, they never knew who the dad was and then the
mother died. | met her grandmother and talked to her and saw some old pictures but you

see, | can‘t be sure that it’s her. | never knew her name.”

“How did she die?” Martin had stood up and was walking in slow circles in front of

the bench, boring his eyes into the ground.

“She hung herself.”

“And why aren‘t you sure it was her? So you‘re not sure she’‘s dead?”

“No, I’'m not sure.”

“Didn‘t you say you‘d seen pictures? At her grandmother’s house?”
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“Only from when she was younger ... The photos looked like her, | thought at first,
but then | saw this look on her face and | wasn‘t sure anymore. That’s why | wanted to

talk to you, you see. That’s why.”

“That’s why ...? | don‘t quite understand, my friend.”

“Because | want you to help me identify her, or fetch her. We‘ll go to the cemetery
and open up the coffin so | can see her ...” Martin came to a halt in front of him and they
looked each other in the eye. “I know this doesn‘t sound good, or sensible,” Emil
continued, “but | feel like I‘'m losing it, you know? | never knew who she was, then she
dies and if it isn‘t her that means the other one’s still out there and | could find her, if |
really tried. And the other thing I’'m almost more frightened of is if she comes knocking on

my door one night, standing there in the doorway —”

Martin interrupted him, said he still couldn‘t understand what he was on about, or
why he felt a need to see the body. “There must be people still alive who knew her, have

pictures of her. Maybe she has entire photo alboums on the internet, for example -

“Not her,” Emil said, knowing he could probably have done something more, but
still there was something within him telling him it was hopeless. He heard himself begin
to lie, without really understanding why. He told Martin he‘d followed every possible lead
to friends, acquaintances, relatives; then he mentioned the abuse at the children‘s home

and how the girl had refused to be photographed, been secretive, had few friends.

They silently emptied their cans. Emil suddenly felt he could discern this

exoticness there was about Martin, which he‘d pondered before; he was proud, without
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being arrogant or having to blow his own horn at the expense of others, and happy — not
because of the things that surrounded him, but inside; in a sense it was as if he‘d
accepted himself, in a way which didn‘t involve exclusion or a simple ethical code; he had
formed a connection to the world and analyzed this connection, supported by a culture —
exotic to the Icelandic culture and necessarily so. Emil found this disturbing, when he
thought about it; it practically made him queasy, and gave him a sense of impotence

which he felt could easily turn into hatred.

After a long silence, Martin said he‘d help him — but immediately, before he‘d

have time to regret it.

“Ill only ask you this once: You‘re certain you can‘t figure it out through some

other means? — Or that | can‘t help you with this in any other way?”

“I'! certain.”

“Okay. Then we’ll go visit her. You take a peek, then she goes back in.” Emil
nodded. Martin glanced at him out of the corner of his eye and started laughing, closed

his eyes and laughed.

Afterwards Emil discovered just how badly he‘d planned the operation, possibly because

he‘d never actually expected Martin to agree to it. First of all they needed a car to get to

139



the cemetery and back home. When he told Martin this he cursed, but then carried on

with his bubbling, slightly tiresome laughter.

“1’ll take care of it, no worries,” he said and patted Emil‘s shoulder. They walked
together through Thingholt and into the Nordurmyri area, finished their beers and both of
them seemed to be glowing from a force propelling them along the pavement, their

bodies light and numb.

Martin disappeared into a flat on Managata, came out with car keys, walked over
to the garage of worms, unlocked multiple locks and chains, and fetched them a rope and

two shovels. Emil didn‘t want to see the inside of the garage.

On their way to Managata they‘d discussed the “condition” of the girl. She‘d been
buried while the earth was still frosty, and despite the thaw over the last two days she‘d

probably still be well preserved, at least well enough for her face to be recognizable.

They drove off towards Gufunes cemetery where the girl had been buried, and
stopped at a drive-through kiosk where Emil bought some cigarettes and started to
chainsmoke. Martin talked about a Polish writer who‘d dedicated his life to death, but
Emil wasn‘t paying attention; he looked out the window at the suburbs streaming by with

their alleys and shopping centres and car parks.

After consulting a map on a sign they came across, they parked the car behind a
dumpster at the edge of the cemetery and walked over to a corner where the new graves
were located. The night was moonlit enough for them to be able to read the headstones

without using a torch, and soon they found the girl‘s name on a plain white cross. Where
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the arms of the cross met, there was a small, golden plaque, engraved with her name,

date of birth and date of death.

They fetched their shovels and started digging. It went quickly, the grave had been
recently dug, the soil was wet and easily tackled. When they‘d dug down to their waists

they took turns down in the hole while the other kept an eye out for passers-by.

As they got further down, the soil became denser and laced with cold, but it didn‘t
matter anymore because they had glimpsed the coffin. They forced the lid open and
Martin peeked into the coffin to check if everything was “alright”, he said — which Emil
found so hilarious he had to struggle to keep in the laughter, crouched down there in the
dark, having to keep a tight grip on a protruding chunk of earth to stop himself from
falling into the coffin. Then Martin climbed out of the grave, passed him the torch and

told him to hurry up.

“But don‘t come back up until you‘re certain, my friend. Now that we‘ve come this

far we might as well do it properly.”

But what if | can never be sure? Emil thought as he pulled the lid over, stuck his
head underneath it and turned on the torch. It took him a while to get used to the light
and the ivory skin. He studied the face, traced a finger across her neck; a black line across
the whiteness. Her smell was sweet, but then it became something more; he inhaled it
deeply, felt his senses narrowing down to a single point, wanting to be dissolved. He
closed his eyes, stopped striving to hold himself back, felt the pervading, constant fear

finally begin to recede, felt the words being lifted off him, and he fell or flew through this
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void that was opening up to him. He could no longer have any doubts. It was her —like a

glowing, silent snowstorm.

He didn‘t know for how long he lay there with his face up to hers, breathing in the
light and the smell of her, but suddenly Martin was pulling him out of the hole. They
shovelled darkness into darkness, then they were sitting in the car on their way back to

town.

The night after, Emil came back to the grave in a car he‘d rented and started

digging again, but this time he was on his own.
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Chapter 13

He decided to sell the Ljdsvallagata flat. The money he owned would run out in a month
or two unless he took some action. His life couldn‘t get much more frugal. And his flat
reminded him too much of the girl — as she‘d been, not the way she had become, in her
essence and finality. The flat was too vulgar, full to the brim with conversation and
memories and it flickered all around him, as if awfully desperate to please him but unsure

how to act.

By paying more on the side he got the caretaker’s help with renting the studio flat
down by the harbour, and he realized that what he‘d been aiming for wasn‘t to keep the
flat for a little while, like he‘d told himself to begin with — not to stop tourists from
coming there to soil her memory with their lack of character — rather, he wanted to move
in there. In this small flat he sensed her absence the most strongly, and he felt good there
— just another doorknob on that long, silent hallway where nobody minded their

neighbour’s business.

In one of the suburbs he went to an electronics store where everything was
yellow, and bought a cooling unit which he plugged in and kept underneath the bed
where she lay, normally wrapped in a duvet. To begin with he was ill a lot but he reacted
by putting on layers, eating paracetamol and drinking a lot of tea — a mixture of lemon
and ginger he‘d buy from the 10-11 store in the city centre. She looked good. But
sometimes he thought of her as a sort of battery and could feel the anxiety revolve

through his stomach like a burning sun; each time the temperature in the room rose
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above zero —an indulgence he sometimes allowed himself — her energy went down. He
seemed to remember a concept from physics which described this state and one morning
it came back to him: S, or entropia, chaos — her chaos value increased and the atoms
flittered further away from each other, drifting into the void as energy. And death —as
contradictory as that seemed — was moving further away from him, fading, evaporating

and irradiating away, literally disappearing in front of his eyes.

Thus she started disappearing, or he did; with every passing day she moved
further away from him, but the pain this brought on wasn‘t precisely bad; rather, it was as
if it gave meaning to even the most trivial events, time didn‘t just pass aimlessly,
everything had a meaning — each moment they had together there in the flat mattered;

life was fraught with death.

A few weeks after he moved into the flat he bought some kind of fluid over the
Internet — a new generation of “preserver” —to keep her in a bath tub and thus avoid the
cold. But the smell of the fluid made him nauseous, and when he dipped her fingers into a
bowlful of it the colour of her skin changed, the pure paleness was distorted into the

sickly, washed-out colour of dead grass.

He had become one of those characters, he then thought one day as he saw the
caretaker watch him entering the lift. Underneath his arm he was carrying a packet of
filters and a can of cooling liquid to pour into the unit. The caretaker had made a
comment about the electricity usage of the building having gone up since he‘d moved in,
but Emil said he wasn‘t doing anything apart from watching television and typing on his

laptop. He claimed to be writing an essay.
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He stopped thinking about changes. This was what it would be like, to the end. He
kept the flat just below zero. The chaos value. The cooling unit. Her lips were blue, like
the sky above Thingvellir. He lay next to her, thawing the very surface of her lips with his
lips, his breath; holding the palms of his hands above her breasts until tiny droplets rose
out of her skin like pearls of sweat, sports stadiums, retail parks or shopping centres in
the wasteland that was the city — his love strong enough for both of them. Never before
had he so completely given himself over to someone, and he knew this was what his life —

the wait — had been heading towards.

He slept in a sleeping bag on the bathroom floor, doors kept shut to protect him
from the cold. When he woke up he would usually take a walk, drink some coffee and eat
something from the 10-11 store or at Kaffi Paris, which was expensive, but after the
Ljésvallagata flat had been sold he had money which would probably last him for longer
than he could be bothered to keep this going. It would come to an end, which was good.
Everything came to an end. Everything disappeared, crumbled, decayed, was swept away,
everybody died and he‘d stopped waiting, he‘d walk the last few steps on his own and on

his own initiative.

He undressed and lay down next to her, kissed all the way down her body, licked
the vulva and then lowered himself on top of her, felt as if he was numbing into her,

reaching a windswept, icy peak and becoming nothing — together.
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Chapter 14

Spring came and then summer. Everything that had been in his grandfather’s flat was put
in storage or given away to a charity shop, all but a few of his books, a small roll-up
mattress and what few clothes Emil had. He laboured through Thomas Mann. Although
he was no longer getting ill, he kept on buying ginger from 10-11 which he used to brew
tea; he would drink it and watch the steam rise from the cup, breath steam onto the
window and draw pictures in the steam, round heads, mouths and eyes which trickled

down as the steam got denser and cooler.

He‘d often stand by the window looking out, down at the street where cars
endlessly rolled past except in the very middle of the night, watching tourists gather
around the ticket booths for the whale watching boats, watching the people eating at
Saegreifinn — life streaming past him; a background hum during weekdays but screams,
laughter, cries and hysteria during the rush of the weekend binges. And there was
nothing he missed; no discourse he wasn‘t through with, no desires or ambitions he
hadn‘t calculated all the way to their eventual outcome: dissatisfaction. He stopped the
chase, saw the hole in the centre of everything and slipped into it, drifting through the air
like a leaf, a vague murmur, a wisened shape; from then on merely living to satisfy his one

basic desire which at the same time was the driving force of time: the desire for death.

He had appeared out of nothing. He wanted to disappear. There was no coherence
in anything. He didn‘t write anymore. Sometimes he would read the newspaper which

came in piles through the letter box. He thought how the world was full of crap
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multiplying itself, dead trees becoming paper becoming a dead culture, dead actions,
dead words aiming for nothing, meaning nothing, dead people speaking dead words and
spinning, famous dead people spreading death and spinning; how many caretakers were
there carrying junk from letter boxes to rubbish bins, how many people would have
stopped missing him since he went missing. He read about bankers’ birthday parties, read
opinion pieces about TV programmes, numbers from the national statistics bureau, saw a
photograph of people shopping. What was the goal of consumption? — Surrounding
yourself with objects, diving into them, smearing yourself with them, hiding, erasing
yourself. Once a week, sometimes more frequently, he‘d turn off the cooling unit. He
would sit by the end of the bed looking up between the girl‘s legs, think of all the words
that had come out of her while she lived, how silent she now was and how silent bodies
generally were, without the air being sucked into them and coming out again as words;
how silence made bodies bigger, expanded them up to sizes which devoured
subjectivities, ideas, world views. The lower part of her body — the buttocks, back and the
back of her thighs — was a dark purple; blood had gathered there and set inside her. Her
inner labia was dark and almost black, pushing far beyond the vulva like a Rafflesia flower
attempting to break through the surface. Sometimes he thought she might suddenly turn
inside out, in one conclusive movement — that what was inside her wanted to get out. He
licked her all over, buried his face deep inside her and thought about families on shopping
trips to the various shopping centres, licked the dad’s face speaking austerely into a
mobile phone, the mum’s face looking at window displays, licked the child‘s pale face
screaming in a pram, licked its eyes and lips and nose and ears, licked the nation’s

progress, its affordability, the national debt, the gross national product, the rental
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market, licked all of Halldor Laxness, his fingers and face, licked his ambition on behalf of
the nation, licked the manager of Kaupthing Bank all over on the way to the airport, licked
the manager of Glitnir Bank, his attitude, the pioneer ethics, the daring, the portinacity,
his portfolio, his music taste, the speeches at his 50th, licked the news, Morgunbladid’s
editorial board, the TV announcers, the government, licked the dams, the hydroelectric
power plants, the highlands, the panel shows, licked everyone who got pissed or didn‘t,
those who had expectations, were having a good time or hating it all, licked people’s

keenness, their jokes, suffering, desires, fading numbly into it all.

One day he was standing by the window looking out over the harbour when he
thought he could see the girl. She was sitting at one of the tables in front of the

restaurant.

He went outside, stumbled across the street and inbetween cars like an old tree.
She was getting up when he reached the table, holding a bag and talking to another girl
who had to be her friend. He was watching everything that took place from above —all
this empty space surrounding the dots appearing on the earth, moving around her and
blinking away. They‘d been sitting at a table that was too big for them, eating soup from
deep, white dishes which were also too big, and scattered among the whiteness he could
see the leftovers of what they‘d been eating; pearls of fat and greyish tatters of fish. They
turned towards him. The girl relaxed her face, smoothing it down when she saw him,
lifted her hands along her sides and upwards, momentarily held them motionless in the

air, then filled up her face with lines and waves.
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“You!” she shouted and let out a quick laugh. “l can‘t believe it ...Where have you

I”

been?!” She looked surprised and happy — he couldn‘t remember how that felt, and then
there was something else he couldn‘t quite place. Her eyes shone and gleamed and
moved to and fro, she was teeming with quick little movements and he felt as if hot,
smothering blood was surging through her face and the world and colouring the sky red.
“I've been trying to find you ... For ages! | went to that flat on Ljésvallagata but they told

me you‘d moved. And | never knew who to talk to. | also tried finding your parents, or

your friends. But | never found anyone.”

She went quiet. They stayed silent and he took his eyes off her to look towards her
friend, who was quiet as well but immediately began to avoid his eyes. She was afraid. He
noted her awkward movements, how she moved — gliding slowly from side to side
through her hips, attempting to keep her eyes fixed on the ground but still they moved,
they kept shooting up and down and to the sides, there was no inertia, everything moved
— the saccades of the eyes. The friend said something he couldn‘t hear, went into the
restaurant and he was left behind with the dead girl who kept on talking; he attempted to
ignore it although he knew he couldn‘t keep it up much longer, he‘d have to say

something.

“—really wanted to meet you,” she was saying. He didn‘t know why he‘d run
outside, or what was being expected of him. “l wanted to talk to you ... See how you
were, you know. And also thank you for having helped me out, this one time. You might

not know it but —”
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“This one time?” Emil interrupted and finally found something to say. “One time?”

He wanted to giggle but managed to stop himself.

“You look a bit tired, you know ...” she said. “Are you alright?” Her face began to
move again, then froze momentarily. He laughed and at last it was like something became

unstuck, a slight opening appeared in the stupor and he stuck out his head.

“Of course I'm alright,” he said. “I always get through. Still just working. Same

old!”

“The essay?”

He said yes. They were quiet together. He and the dead girl. Then she said she‘d

gone into hospital to undergo treatment for alcoholism.

“I couldn‘t let you know. The follow-up treatment lasted a month. | wasn‘t allowed

to talk to anyone, and you didn‘t have a phone. | didn‘t want you to worry about me.”

He stayed silent. All the memories came back to him in one point which was going
to expand across the world — or the horribly, embarrassingly small part of it he could see
—fill up everything. He‘d have to start moving. The girl‘s face looked like she didn‘t know
who to be anymore and he didn‘t know either, no more than he knew what they were

doing there, why anything in his life had ever been the way it was.

“We‘ve just been out for a meal,” the girl said, nodding towards the big table and
the big soup dishes. Then she added that they — she and the friend, he assumed — were

going on a boat trip; a whale watching trip.
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“That’s nice!” he blurted, loudly and with a rhythm that indicated something more

was about to come out, and he felt as if he was going to continue — he had to do it, and

I. “” 1”7

finally he lost control: “Or you could just go home, pick up a fork and jab it into a socket
he spat into her face, whirled around and walked away quickly. She called something out

to him but he covered his ears, ran up to the grey church by Landakot, walked out to the

cemetery and sat down on one of the benches, looking up at the window of his old flat.

It wasn‘t her, he thought, moving his eyes between branches, seeing them
bending underneath the snow in his head. Not her. Then he looked at the headstone
which was closest to him. It was faded; the letters only vague depressions so you could no
longer see who was lying there in the ground. He stared into the stone until he felt like

the light was everywhere and he had to squint.

Through the shape which dissolves and disappears, god shines.
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