Einar Már Gudmundsson

Einar Már Gudmundsson is the most widely translated
Icelandic author born in the post-war period, a novelist,
short-story writer and poet. A storyteller with a lyrical perceptive
and humorous style, who charts the growth of urban culture in the
capital and the larger-than-life characters that it spawns.

Einar Már Gudmundsson was born in Reykjavík in 1954.
On graduating in comparative literature and history from the
University of Iceland in 1979, he moved to Denmark to do graduate
work in comparative literature at the University of Copenhagen.
Gudmundsson spent some time travelling, working in different countries,
and writing. He lives in Reykjavík with his wife and five children.
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From the author:
But now I'm obsessed with history, the story that
wasn't included in the history we were told.

I: Óli, have you noticed how small heads the doves
have? Do you think they have no brain?
Óli: No, they've got wings. What should they have a
brain for?
I: You mean it's better to have wings than a brain?
Óli: I think it's best to have wings on the brain.

More I cannot say at present but take my leave
with a small part of a poem:

This conversation between two boys is from my
second novel, Vængjasláttur í þakrennum
(Wingbeat on the Rooftops). It appeared in 1983.
I don't know whether I thought about it so clearly
then, but over the years this has become a goal,
to look at the magic in reality and the reality in
magic.
You mustn't think about things too much either.
Thus I say as the anarchists: Be realistic - and do
the impossible.

From Homer the Singer of Tales
One rainy afternoon,
on a ship from a much travelled dream,
Homer the singer of tales arrived in Reykjavik.
He walked from the quayside
and took a cab that drove him
along rain-grey streets
where sorry houses passed by.
At the crossroads Homer the singer of tales
turned
to the driver and said:
'How can it be imagined
that here in this rain-grey
monotony lives a nation of storytellers?'
'That's exactly why', answered the cab driver,
'you never want to hear
a good tale as much as when the drops
beat on the windows.'

But still I say: Fiction is a search for an inner
meaning in the outer world and an outer
meaning in the inner world. All this is about
connection, relationship, love. "All you need is
love".
Everything resides in fiction, and yet fiction is
nothing special, not one marked off
phenomenon. That's why the poem and the story
go hand in hand. I have gone back into childhood
and history or tried to understand the whirlpool
each moment brings us. Yet I cannot say that I
seek my subjects out, they come to me, knock on
the door and thus the race begins; to quibble the
mind, to settle in the arms of the past: this is a
journey on a bus called story. The journey leads
into the unknown, but there things begin to have
a meaning.
I was born in Reykjavík, in a time of change that
has taught me to look in various directions. The
new age was being born but the old one was not
yet dead. The world of the media non-existing,
rather much freedom. Many children. Much life.
This human existence never found its way into
(hi)storybooks. Thus I am interested in a
(hi)story that is not considered a (hi)story.

Translated by Jóhann Thorarensen
Poem translated by Bernard Scudde
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BOOKS BY
EINAR MAR GUDMUNDSSON:

1980: Er nokkur í kórónafötum hér?
(Who’s wearing the Kóróna Line?) poetry

2001: Kannski er pósturinn svangur
(The Postman Might be Hungry) short
stories

1980: Sendisveinninn er einmana
(Loneliness of the Delivery Boy) poetry

2002: Ljóð 1980-1995
poetry collection 1980-1995

1981: Róbinson Krúsó snýr aftur
(Robinson Crusoe Returns Home) poetry

2002: Nafnlausir vegir
(Nameless Roads) novel

1982: Riddarar hringstigans
(Knights of the Spiral Staircase) novel

2004: Bítlaávarpið
(The Beatle Manifesto) novel

1983: Vængjasláttur í þakrennunum
(Wingbeat on the Rooftops) novel

2006: Ég stytti mér leið framhjá dauðanum
(A Shortcut Round Death) poetry

1986: Eftirmáli regndropanna
(Epilogue of Raindrops) novel

2007: Rimlar hugans
(Behind Bars) novel

1988: Leitin að dýragarðinum
(In Search of the Zoo) short stories

2009: Hvíta bókin
(The White Book) essay

1990: Rauðir dagar
(Red Days) novel

2011: Bankastræti núll
(Bankstreet Zero) essay

1991: Klettur í hafi
(A Rock in the Ocean) poetry

Einar Már Gudmundsson has also translated various
works of fiction into Icelandic, including two novels
by British writer Ian McEwan.

1992: Fólkið í steininum
(The People in the Rock) children’s book
1992: Hundakexið
(The Dog Biscuit) children´s book
1993: Englar alheimsins
(Angels of the Universe) novel
1997: Fótspor á himnum
(Footprints on the Heavens) novel
1998: Launsynir orðanna
(Words Bastards) essays
2000: Draumar á jörðu
(Dreams on Earth) novel
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LITERARY
PRIZES/NOMINATIONS

1982: 1st Prize in Almenna bokafelagid Literary
Competition
(for The Knights of the Spiral Staircase)

2001: Investiture of the Order of the Falcon by
the President of Iceland
2003: Nomination for the DV Newspaper’s
Cultural Prize

1988: The Bröste Prize for Optimism

2004: Nomination for the Icelandic Literary Prize
(for The Beatle Manifesto)

1991: Nomination for the Icelandic Literary Prize
(for A Rock in the Ocean)

2005: Nominated Ambassador of H.C. Andersen

1994: DV Newspaper’s Cultural Prize
(for Angels of the Universe)

2007: Nomination for the Icelandic Literary Prize
(for Behind Bars)

1994: Visa’s Cultural Prize

2010: Carl Scharnbergs Uofficielle fond Prize for
contribution to literature and social engagement
(for his literary career)

1995: Nordic Councils Literary Prize
(for Angels of the Universe)

2010: Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson Prize for
contribution to literature and social engagement
(for his literary career)

1997: Nomination for the Icelandic Literary Prize
(for Footprints on the Heavens)
1999: The Karen Blixen Medal
(an honorary award from the Danish
Academy)
1999: Guiseppe Acerbi Literary Prize
2000: The Gothenburg Film Festival
(for Best Script)
2000: Nomination for the Icelandic Literary Prize
(for Dreams on Earth)
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FICTION BY
EINAR MAR GUDMUNDSSON:

Wingbeat on the Rooftops
In 1983, Gudmundsson published a second
novel,
Vængjasláttur
í
þakrennunum
(Wingbeat on the Rooftops), a portrait of a
world of creativity and freedom which is
gradually forced into submission. Boys in a
suburb of Reykjavík “give their thoughts wing”
to create a private world where life is breeding
pigeons and building coops. But their yearning
for freedom clashes harshly with the strictures
of organized adult society. Wingbeat on the
Rooftops has been translated into Danish,
Norwegian and Swedish.
Reviews:
“Einar Már Gudmundsson has written a poetic and sharp
novel. He has aimed to describe time and sensation of time
through simple but yet complex imagery.” Kurt Dahl,
Land og Folk, 1986

Knights of the Spiral Staircase
When Reykjavík publishing house Almenna
bókafélagid staged a competition for new fiction
in 1982, Einar Már Gudmundsson won first
prize for his novel Riddarar hringstigans
(Knights of the Spiral Staircase). In a highly
original manner, the novel portrays the life of
small boys in a suburb of Reykjavík. The
narrator is a six-year-old boy who juggles the
language of children and adults to set the scene
and describe the action of the novel.

“One of the most creative works I have read for a long
time.” Morgenbladet, Oslo 1987
“The book of the year...Read Wingbeat on the Rooftops.
Enjoy the playful creativity. Experience the Beatle period
all over again and search for your inner child! Memorize
the name Einar Már Gudmundsson.” Petra Nilsson, Elle
1988
“… deals in parts with a clash between two worlds, the
fertile and creative world of the child and the dead-cold
world of concrete. Here creation and destruction are at
odds. In the beginning of the novel dove-cotes are built in
the neighbourhood. In the boys' eyes this is a whole village
of winged life that gives them almost unlimited freedom
for play and work. But at the end of the novel this world of
glory is torn down completely since nature—in the form of
dove guano—has become too importunate with the asphalt,
in the neighbourhood housewives' opinion. In the last
chapter of the book a deluge takes place that clenches the
neighbourhood's streets of life.” Thtostur Helgason, the
website of Reykjavik City Library

Published,
to
critical
acclaim,
in
Danish
(Vindrose/Borgen), Norwegian (Cappelen), Swedish
(Natur och Kultur), Finnish and German translations.
Reviews:
“Joyful evidence that Icelandic storytelling is on the way
up.” DV newspaper
“The most entertaining book of the year.” Expressen,
Sweden
“A novel that promises good things for the future of Nordic
literature.” Berlingske Tidende, Denmark
“Captivating and entertaining.” Dagbladet, Norway
“The novel by Icelander, Einar Már Gudmundsson, is full
of humour, a very enjoyable read.” The radio in Bremen
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Red Days
In 1990, Gudmundsson published a new novel,
Raudir Dagar (Red Days). Its central character
is a young woman who moves to Reykjavík
from a regional town towards the end of the
1960s, at a time when many Icelanders
emigrated to flee unemployment, and she
encounters both the seamy side of city life and
the restless world of political radicalism. Red
Days is a love story, abounding in wild
escapades and dramatic conflicts.

Epilogue of Raindrops
In 1986, Gudmundsson produced his third
novel, Eftirmáli regndropanna, (Epilogue of
Raindrops), in which present meets the folklore
and folktales of the past, with its elves living in
rocks designated for building parking lots, and
its drowned crews of ships returning to haunt
the town, set in a ceaseless raging storm.
Published in Denmark, Sweden and England. French
rights sold.

Published in translation in Denmark, Sweden and
Norway.

Reviews:
“Narrative genius and imaginative world creation.”
Thjodviljinn newspaper

Reviews:
“The novel boils and bubbles witrh humour and it contains
those specifically baroque characteristics that one is
tempted to connect with the North Atlantic area. It is a
good read simply for its entertainment value.” Preben
Meulengracht, Jyllandsposten, Denmark

“This Icelander is graced with an effervescent narrative
ability, lively imagination and rare eloquence. If I were an
Icelander I would be bursting with pride.” Information,
Denmark
“Einar Már Gudmundsson is a rascal who plays with the
reader´s imagination using a stimulating and captivating
mode of expression.” Berlinske Tidende, Denmark

Einar Mar Gudmundsson er et stærkt opmuntrende
bekendtskab. Han ser verden I et troldspejl, der forstörrer
og forvrænger virkeligheden alt efter behag. Med en
forslugen livsappetit har han skrevet en sandhedssögende
lögnehistorie fra för verden kröb tilbage I habitten, et
skælmsk tilbageblik, der varmer hjertet og får sjælen til at
grine.
Peter Geregersen, Denmark

“… a picture is drawn of an insipid and dry world of
grown-ups in the neighbourhood. The perspective in the
novel is different from that of the two earlier ones. Jóhann
Pétursson is nowhere near and we get to know life in the
neighbourhood through some familiar characters of the
older generation from the earlier novels. We follow them
through the dreariness of the days. Very few things occur;
the neighbourhood has lost the boys' games. It is only the
rain that beats on the inhabitants all through the book, their
houses and asphalt.
Growing up is a hard reality. Like the collections of poetry
these books can be seen as a critiqu on the late-capitalistic
urban life. Here the spirit of life and the power of
imagination in the child's mind are posed against the
numbness that characterises the alienated city (citizen's)
life.” Throstur Helgason, the web-site of Reykjavik City
Library
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Reviews:
“At a late point in his life, Paul, the pro-tagonist and
narrator of Angels of the Universe, recalls a line from a
David Bowie song: "Day after day, they take some brain
away." Bowie's words could serve as a motto for the whole
novel. In it, Paul, from the other side of the grave, tries to
chart, and so comprehend, his descent into the violent and
enshadowed world of schizophrenia, to make sense of his
incarceration in Klepp, the psychiatric hospital "which
stands like a gigantic palace by the sea", just outside
Reykjavik, and his decision (in his early forties) to
abandon the stress of life for the space of death.
The line from Bowie also begs an important question: who
are the "they" who do this to our brains? And this subject,
if often obliquely, Paul also addresses in the book. But the
use of Bowie's lyrics has another significance; Einar Mar
Gudmundsson (born 1954), perhaps the most distinguished
Icelandic writer of his generation, is generally credited
with liberating serious writing in his country from an
overawed involvement in its own past, and with turning for
inspiration to the icon-makers of the contemporary world.
Paul is moved by the idols of rock and punk more than by
the revered heroes of the sagas, by the Beatles, Frank
Zappa and Bowie more than by Njal and Egil.
The novel is divided into two parts. In the first, we see the
young Paul coping with problems of identity in the
ordinary world. An observer of his games with the two
pairs of brothers who live near by, Daniel and Skuli, Joe
and Siggi, probably wouldn't notice anything amiss with
him; he is no more lawless or defiant than his friends, his
dreams are no more riotous or fantastic than theirs. Yet he
always has great difficulty in committing himself; he
withholds his emotions but indulges in frenetic drinking
bouts and explosions of savage temper.
...

Angels of the Universe
The novel Englar alheimsins (Angels of the
Universe), also published in 1993, earned unqualified critical acclaim, beginning with the
Novel of the Year prize awarded by the
Reykjavík daily newspaper DV and culminating
in the Nordic Council Prize for Literature in
1995.
The central character in Angels of the Universe
narrates the story of his own life from cradle to
grave and his gradual conquest by the terrors of
mental illness. With insight and engagement it
charts out the world of those who are
condemned to a life of solitude and ostracism, in
a narrative and style that deftly fuse tragic
emotions and blunt reality. Despite the air of
tragedy that pervades the whole work, the tale
ripples with humour as it presents a whole
pantheon of colourful characters whose inner
worlds are larger than life.
Sold to Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Faroe
Islands, Greenland, Germany, UK, The Netherlands,
Italy, Lithuania, Estonia, France, Spain, Portugal,
USA, The Czech Republic, Poland, Serbia, Bulgaria,
Turkey and China.

The second half of the novel covers the many years that
Paul spends inside Klepp, and his eventual realization that
he must "bid farewell to the monolith of solitude and this
earthly world". In spite of their often terrifying
extravagance, the people he keeps company with in the
hospital recall the obsessions and aggressions of those who
peopled his external city-life, reminding us of the wildness
of the dreams entertained by those who have never been or
are likely to be in a mental hospital. Viktor, for example,
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“In the novel Angels of the Universe, Einar Mar
Gudmundsson lets a group of raving and demented people
into the world of the sane – a rare gift from heaven.” Der
Spiegel, Germany

lives vicariously as Shakespeare, and as Hitler; Oli
imagines he has written the Beatles' songs; Peter, whose
end is the most terrible of all, receives the whole of Maoist
China into his imagination.
Einar Mar Gudmundsson drew on the life of his brother,
Palmi Orn (19491992), to whom the novel is dedicated, for
his haunting portrait of Paul, with its accumulation of
details in recording outside events and flights of fantasy
alike. A lesser writer would have used the parallel between
Iceland's embarkation into NATO and Paul's life to
hammer home points about Icelandic culture and psychic
disorder. As it is, Gudmundsson allows it to illuminate but
not to explain. What the novel makes us ask is: how, given
so much human mental agony in daily life, can we arrive at
any acceptable picture of society, indeed existence itself?
Gudmundsson has the vision and the style (beautifully
rendered by Bernard Scudder) to respond to this sort of
question. In the pages in which Paul describes his
departure into death, he shows that he has both the
judgment and the imaginative boldness of a major writer.
Angels of the Universe won the Nordic Council's Literary
Award for 1995. Let us hope it will now find the serious
readers in Britain that it so richly deserves.” Times
Literary Supplement (Paul Binding)

“The novel Angels of the Universe is composed as the
autobiography of the narrator, Paul, a mentally ill man who
is trying to put some order into his life after it has ended.
He records his memoirs when he is dead, free from the
yoke of mental illness. The work is shaped by strong
oppositions, especially in style and content, for it is indeed
a logical narration of illogicality and madness. In death, the
narrator has gained a new balance and a control over
language; death has thus become a kind of interpreter.
[.../...] The narrator does not flinch from the consequences
of mental illness and the text is free from any novelistic
apothesis. The mentally handicapped narrator is not a
misunderstood genius in spite of his artistic abilities;
indeed his mental illness destroys his hopes for the future
and ruins his existence. Mental illness is certainly the
catalyst of his artistic creativity, but it does not materialize
until he has crossed the boundary of death. The symptoms
of mental illness are neither beautified nor hidden and the
narrator presents with great intensity the cruelty,
inconsideration, and powelessness that accompany it.
Nonetheless, it is his inability to cope on his own, his
complete helplessness as regards his illness that awakens
the sympathy of the reader. Just as intense is the narrator's
prominent examination of his childhood for some incident,
some shock, which might be interpreted as the cause of his
illness. This sad search reaches no conclusion, the narrator
continually and questioningly looking back on his life and
finding no reason for his mental catastrophe.” Nordic
Literature Magazine, Helga Hladgerdur Luthers
“... a saga of big events ... As in his previous works,
Gudmundsson finds play, fanasy and creativity in the cold
environment of the city; after all, this is where the
dynamism of human life is found.” Morgunbladid
newspaper, Iceland
“Angels of the Universe is a powerful and captivating story
about the uncertainty of life. Information, Denmark
“A strong book.” Gösta Svenn, Sundsvalls Tidning,
Sweden
“The narration of the author´s schizophrenic brother grows
and develps until it becomes a reflection of a whole city, a
reflection of a time when society is threatened by chaos
and decay.” Il manifesto, Italy

“A chilling, hallucinatory account of an adolescent’s
descent into and partial recovery from schizophrenia, this
intensely poetic novel … challenges the psychiatric
establishment’s faith in drug-based therapy …
Gudmundsson (portrays) Paul’s excruciating mental and
spiritual anguish with broad humour and piercing insight.”
Publishers Weekly

It's a sad and poignant story, but one told with warmth and
humour; in the balance Angels of the Universe is uplifting
rather than depressing. The terrors of schizophrenia and
institutionalization are conveyed, but remain more distant
than the joys Paul and his friends find in life. And, though
intensely personal, Angels of the Universe also offers an
unusual view of Icelandic society, both of its treatment of
the mentally ill and more generally.
Danny Yee - © 2003 http://dannyreviews.com/

“… a rare, suggestive and poetic novel.” Suddeutsche
Zeitung, Germany
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GREAT -- BUT CHILLING -- PORTRAIT OF
INSANITY

Einar Mar Gudmundsson's short but rich novel is dark, but
it is not without humor -- and that's a good thing, since it's
an 'inside' look at a young man slowly losing his grip on
reality. He experiences paranoia and hallucinations,
experiments with drugs, and is suffering from severe
depression. He has his lighter moments -- in fact, he's an
intelligent and lucid person much of the time -- but the
weight of his madness slowly drags him further and further
down.
The humor in the book comes in the form of some of his
friends -- fellow-inmates at the Klepp Psychiatric Institute
in Rekjavik. His portraits of some of the doctors, orderlies
-- and police -- that he encounters will bring a smile to the
reader as well.
The author is obviously pretty sensitive to the plight and
conditions in which people suffering from mental illness
live -- his characters, while embodying much humor, never
come across as charicatures, but as real human beings.
Larry L. Looney, Austin, Texas, August 2, 2002,
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/tg/detail//0312150539/qid=/sr=/ref=cm_lm_asin/102-53767251874538?v=glance
Another excellent novel from this small country

Iceland has one of the highest rates of literacy in the world
and it shows. This book is one of the great results of that...
it's one of the best books I've read on psychological
breakdown and manages to avoid many of the cliches in
that field. While it does sail close to the pretentious at
points, it avoids going over that edge, and raises some
serious social points.
There's some great social commentary in this book... about
Dagny the rebellious bourgeois girlfriend of the "hero",
NATO, the way we can treat the mentally ill much like
criminals, society-as-a-whole's own insanity... and as one
reviewer has already quoted that key line "The madhouse
is in a lot of places"*. Our society is completely
hypocritical about madness.
R.Bell, Scotland, December 7, 2002,
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/tg/detail//0312150539/qid=/sr=/ref=cm_lm_asin/102-53767251874538?v=glance
Einar Már Gudmundsson has written about the traumatic
aspect of Iceland's modernity in his fine novel, Angels of
the Universe. … You can often detect in Icelandic fiction
the existence of parallel worlds, whose soft machinery lets
reality escape in poetic shapes. Bergsson's and
Gudmundsson's novels are good examples.
Julian Evan. The Guardian
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“This novel is certainly full of hope. ... there is the paradox
that Gudmundsson’s series of moving anecdotes both
narrates terrifying reality and beautiful ideals, about what
the author calls in his usual eloquent way “excesses of fear
and hope,” “dreams on earth,” “footprints on the heavens”.
– Both ways, that’s its wisdom.” Weekendavisen,
Denmark
“There is no doubt what one can say about Einar Már
Gudmundsson’s way of describing his characters without
any unnecessary elements, there lies the novels power,
brilliantly written. I take a bow.” Berlingske Tidende,
Denmark
“Einar Mar Gudmundsson’s Footprints on the Heavens is
an excellent novel. It tells important things about both
small and big things in this world, and can be read by
literary gourmets and ordinary people, the people who´s
story it tells. And both groups will gain from the reading.”
Bent Vinn Nielsen, Information, Denmark
“With supreme elegance Einar Mar Gudmundsson runs his
eye over the great variety of destinies. He interprets time
and the experiences of individuals with knowledge and
sympathy.” Svenska Dagbladed, Sweden
“Einar Mar Gudmundsson describes the lives of Icelandic
working class people in such a poetic way that one
suddenly feels that the streets of Reykjavik are the centre
of the world. ... Einar Mar Gudmundsson uses his talent to
show us the world of our parents’, grandparents’ and
greatparents’ times. The novel is not many pages but it
leaves you with a rare feeling, poetic wealth and thoughts
on the human condition. One feels the whizz of world
literature. Einar Mar Gudmundsson has written a litle piece
of literary tidings.” Aktuelt, Denmark (Niels FridNielsen)

Footprints on the Heavens
In 1997, Einar Már Gudmundsson’s novel,
Fótspor á himnum (Footprints on the Heavens)
topped the Icelandic best-seller lists for the main
Christmas book-buying season. It marks yet
another new horizon in his fictional world,
tracing the fortunes and misfortunes of several
generations (modelled in part on the author’s
own family) from around the turn of the century
to the end of the 1930s, with the largest gallery
of heroes and rogues ever to come from
Gudmundsson’s pen.

“Although description of poverty and miserable living
conditions are oftern grim, this is not a depressing story.
The author leavens the tale with lyricism and humor, and
the reader´s impressionis that he has grat admiration for the
way his characters deal with and overcome adverity, even
as he chuckles at their foibles and idiosyncrasies. And he
has told the story in excellent, fluid prose, with a great deal
of aplomb and polish.
Footprints on the heavens is a book that I think many will
read over and over again and still find wholly absorbing.”
World Literature Today

Published in Denmark, Germany, Norway, Sweden,
Finland, Italy and The Czech Republic.
Reviews:
“...his delight in storytelling, which clearly colours all his
writing. These words apply to his new novel, in which
Einar Mar Gudmundsson may perhaps be said to have
polished his style and narrativde technique even further,
and developed and evolved his personal method, which
was regarded as having achieved a certain sophistication in
his last novel, the prize-winning Angels of the Universe.
This book will not disappoint Einar Mar Gudmundsson’s
readers.” Morgunbladid daily newspaper, Throstur
Helgason
“Gudmundsson succeeds in what he himself says he wants
to do in his diverse works, to narrate, inform and
entertain.” Aftenposten, Norway, Svein Johs. Ottesen
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is a fitting sequel to Footprints on the Heavens (published
three years ago) and is, in many ways, even better... The
result is a poetic novel of world class.” DV newspaper
“Einar Mar’s readers will be familiar with his expert wit,
but he is also able to produce descriptions of grief and
affliction which are all the more striking for not being
verbose. He handles the repartee and dialogue effortlessly.
This is the mark of a good writer and testifies to the way he
has tirelessly crafted and polished his prose. These have
always been his strong points, but in Dreams on Earth he
manages to excel himself. All kinds of insignificant people,
whom only a creative and artistic writer would think to
bring to life in a novel, appear and take up residence with
the reader.”
Strik.is

Dreams on Earth
With Dreams on Earth (Draumar á jörðu publ.
2000), Gudmundsson reveals even more of the
original perspectives on reality and myth, joy
and suffering, pride and humiliation, that have
made him one of the most popular and
internationally acclaimed Icelandic authors
living today.
Dreams on Earth is an independent sequel to
Footprints on the Heavens. All the same
characters are involved and Gudmundsson bases
his story on historical sources interwoven with
folklore, lyrical descriptions and flights of
fancy, to create a unique depiction of life in
Iceland in the first half of the twentieth century.

““Iceland’s light”
The story begins with the author’s father, Ólafur, and his
nine brothers and sisters being placed in various families
around the Saga Isle. It makes high demands on the
storyteller talents and ability to convey psychological
nuances to prevent this type of collective novel from
simply flattening out into something resembling the
manuscript to a television soap opera.
Fortunately, Einar Már Guðmundsson is a writer
with a rare ability to instill life and depth into characters.
On top of that, he has a lyrical streak?? which endows a
paradoxical levity to his presentation of fates pressed
down?? by illness, suffering and perserverance.?? Since it
is primarily the Icelandic lower classes whose tale he tells
– children from the town placed in foster homes in the
country where they are welcomed as cheap or even
completely unpaid labour.
...
While Einar Már Guðmundsson’s social criticism is
unmistakably evident, the reader must sometimes draw his
or her own conclusions. There are two types of hope which
brighten up the darkness in the lives of the siblings – on the
one hand, there is the hope of concrete progress, in the
political and technological spheres and, on the other, the
metaphysical hope of a completely different and better
world. Between these two poles the tension of their
existence is suspended.
The author’s own view of philosophy is
expressed as follows: “Philosophy is what is written
between the lines of novels, since the world’s wisdom lies
in what is unsaid.” In other words, you should read
between the lines in Dreams on Earth, something it is easy
to forget to do since Einar Már Guðmundsson’s narrative is
so seductive that the reading tempo easily accelerates.
Dreams on Earth is a major reading experience,
which can actually bear comparison with the master
Laxness. What is important, though, is to read with
reflection.”
- Clemens Altgård, poet and critic, in Sydsvenskan,
Sweden

Sold to Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Finland and
Germany.
Reviews:
“Einar Mar has in writing Footprints on the Heavens and
Dreams on Earth hit upon a fertile source ... his artistic
execution of the subject confirms what most Icelandic
readers already knew, that Einar Mar is one of our best
contemporary authors and that he knows how to draw from
the country's legacy of tales in a creative and personal
manner.” Morgunbladid newspaper
“An affecting and beautiful book. Tightly-written and
memorable portrayal of character and narrative.” Kastljos
magazine, TV
“Sparkling writing. It would surprise me greatly if a better
Icelandic novel was published this Christmas... Beautifully
written; you read it again and again... Magic. A top novel,
4 stars... It fulfils all my expectations of quality writing...
Well thought-out and well constructed.” Island i bitid, TV
“Dreams on Earth is the second volume in what seems to
be turning into one of the best series to emerge in recent
Icelandic literature. Einar Mar Gudmundsson’s latest novel
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“The most entertaining of these three books, his humour
blossoms to the full. Einar Már hits the mark, as always. A
truly wonderful book.” Ísland í bítið, Breakfast TV,
Channel 2, Súsanna Svavarsdóttir
“This is a book that befriends you, embedding itself in
your mind, like the previous two.
As before, the stories are not linear but rather move back
and forth in time. ... This fragmentary approach to
Icelandic narrative tradition is what makes Einar’s books
so entertaining. … I fully recommend this journey down
these Nameless Roads.” Kastljós, Icelandic National
Television, Úlfhildur Dagsdóttir
“To give silence a voice and remember the forgotten”
As everyone knows by now, Einar Már Gudmundsson’s
fiction draws on the well of his father’s family history, and
he uses the tradition of these past generations as raw
material for his fiction by intertwining historical fact with
fantasy.
As I’ve said before, Einar Már has struck on a rich mine in
these books; and the past that he describes in these stories
is, in many ways, the past of us all, and most readers will
therefore have little difficulty in connecting with these
stories and being enchanted by them. But their magic does
not least lie in the artistic sensitivity with which he works
from this material. His narrative style consists in giving a
personal tilt to the Icelandic tradition of story-telling, in the
best tradition of so-called “Nordic literature” – of which
William Heinesen is perhaps the foremost exponent. Einar
Már, himself, has acknowledged the influence of the
Faroese master on his writing, and this collection of stories
has something in common with Heinesen’s “Thórshafn
Stories” in which the main focus is on character
description and less emphasis is placed on the “plot”. It is
precisely characterisation that constitutes the core of this
book, as it did in the two previous volumes.
The narrator, Rafn Ólafsson, mostly keeps a low profile
and allows the pictures of the various family members to
develop of their own accord, as they evolve in the text...
But even though Ragnar, the idealist, and Ívar, the realist,
are in the foreground of the pictures Einar Már draws in
Nameless Roads, there are countless other characters who
appear in the book, many of which are just as colourful as
the two brothers. Nameless Roads adds more pieces to the
jigsaw of Einar Már's family history, and I’m sure there is
plenty more material to be tapped here, before the overall
picture is completed. ... Once more this proves how
fiction and reality can merge into one. Fiction may be a
world onto itself, but at the same time it holds a mirror up
to society. And at its best, fiction gives us insight into the
lives of individuals and the societies they live in a way that
historians, no matter how accomplished they may be,
rarely can. Einar Már Gudmundsson’s book is a work of
that precious ilk.” Morgunbladid daily newspaper, Soffia
Audur Birgisdottir

Nameless Roads
Nameless Roads (Nafnlausir vegir, 2002)
continues the saga of the memorable and
colourful characters Einar Már Gudmundsson
introduced to us in his best-selling books
Footprints on the Heavens and Dreams on
Earth.
Sold to Sweden, Norway and Denmark.
Reviews:
“Nameless Roads is the third of Einar Már
Gudmundsson’s series of books about the family of their
narrator, Rafn Ólafsson. Everything that has already been
said about the brilliance of the style, the lyricism of the
narrative, and the interweaving of national and personal
histories in his previous two books, applies to this volume
as well.
… In the closing chapters of Footprints on the Heavens,
Rafn´s uncles were fully grown and ready to conquer, if
not the world, at least Reykjavik. Dreams on Earth then
came as a lyrical intermediary chapter in which Saeunn,
their sister, became the protagonist. It is one of the most
stirring books in the series, written with a sensitive poetic
touch that elevates the whole text and gives it its power.
Nameless Roads is every bit as good as Dreams on
Earth. The drop of emphasis on the poetic is compensated
by stronger characterisation. As this series of books
evolves, Einar Már´s debt to the tradition of oral
storytelling becomes increasingly apparent.
Stories
reappear with slight variations and each character is
distinguished by his own narrative style and repartee. …
Einar Már’s novels are historical novels in the best
meaning of the term. They reveal characters to us that are
both the subject matter of the stories and active participants
in them. The book opens with a quotation from Karl Marx:
“Men make their own history, but they do not make it just
as they please” These words have never been truer, as
Einar Már’s novels eloquently demonstrate. A lyrical
history of the twentieth century written with a sense of
perspective, understanding and great talent.” DV daily
newspaper, Jón Yngvi Jóhannsson
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that I was tempted to weave a story out of it, and in a way
it’s a kind of homage to rock music. The way I see it, this
is a kind of ode to the joy of life. But there’s always an
element of blues that fuels life as well and that’s also
represented in the story.
My take on life isn’t all that different in this book
than it is in the others that I’ve written. Generally
speaking, my characters are always trying to find a way to
connect to life – and normally manage to do so in various
peculiar ways."
"When I grew up there were much larger
generation gaps between, say, the type of music parents
listened to and kids listened to. Nowadays they often listen
to the same music. The Beatles’s music hit our homes by
storm. And the story taps into the power it had to spread
around the globe. I think it promoted positive values in the
word, by, for example, placing the emphasis on love. The
Beatles culture was a kind of counterbalance to the rough
macho culture so prevalent at the time.
There is an element of nostalgia in all stories but
that is just one aspect of this story; my real interest was to
recreate the energy of this period. It’s a kind of declaration.
And that’s how I always read literature; when you read
about different periods, they’ll often say something about
your own times.
Morgunbladid, interview with the author by Einar
Falur Ingólfsson

The Beatle Manifesto (Bítlaávarpið,
2004)
“A spectre is haunting the streets of the world,
the spectre of the Beatles. “
This is the opening line to Einar Mar
Gudmundsson´s novel, which shows how
embedded the Beatles were to become in the
minds of Icelandic school children in the
seventies – and shake their lives.
Master storyteller Einar Mar Gudmundsson
returns with this wonderful book, which in its
narrative approach and style is a kind of The
Knights of the Spiral Staircase meets Angels of
the Universe.

The title is a good example of the ambiguity of Einar
Már’s references, these few words fuse the Beatles and the
Communist Manifesto into one, and it’s very clear from the
opening lines of the book that that is the manifesto he is
referring to and none other. But this reference is then
amusingly woven into the plot through Jóhann who works
as a newspaper delivery boy, delivering the Icelandic
Labour Party’s newspaper Alþýðublaðið and an usual deal
he’s got going with the doorman of the local cinema: the
doorman lets him into the cinema for free in return for a
free copy of the paper.
…If we are to view this from a Marxist perspective, the
newspaper delivery boy and the doorman are undermining
the capitalist economic system through this barter of theirs,
which, needless to say, works to their mutual advantage.
The hidden irony being, of course, that they were also
undermining the Alþýðublað, not to mention the fact that
this was precisely the method individuals used in the late
Soviet Union to subvert their economic system.
… Full of spring and mischief... A fun read.
Icelandic State Radio, Vídsjá. Gauti Kristmannsson

Nominated for the Icelandic Literary Prize 2004.
Sold to Norway, Denmark, Sweden and Finland.
Reviews:
The Beatle Manifesto bursts with Rock’n’roll and is a
candid manifesto of the influence the Beatles had on the
soul of the nation.
Skafti Th. Halldórssson, TMM
Great fun, absolutely hilarious in places.
Melkorka Óskarsdóttir, Fréttablaðið
The author is in top form… The Beatle Manifesto is an
entertaining book, written with roguish boyish verve.
Páll Baldvin Baldvinsson, DV
I laughed so much my wife thought I was going a bit funny
in the head.
Gunnar Thórdarson musician
- You pay tribute to the Beatles and rock music
in this book and praise it as a deep influence.
"This is the music I grew up with and it
continues to influence me greatly. So it’s hardly surprising
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”An unusual and memorable book that straddles the
boundary between novel and autobiography. Einar Mar
demonstrates once more that he is among the most skilled
writers of the nation.”
**** Kristjan H. Gudmundsson, DV Newspaper
“One of greatest Icelandic novelists of our time … It is
quite possible that Einar Már’s new book may change
public opinion of the prisoners at Litla-Hraun prison in the
same way that Angels of the Universe contributed to the
populace’s changing attitude toward the mentally ill.”
From the Reykjavík Letter, Morgunbladid Newspaper
“A fantastic book that provides much-needed commentary
on an important matter, intertwined with a gripping love
story.”
Sigurdur G. Tomasson, Radio Saga
“Einar makes literature out of everything … raises a great
many questions about addiction. A fantastic book.”
Pall B. Baldvinsson, Kiljan, Icelandic TV

Behind Bars (Rimlar hugans, 2007)
“I don’t know what I was doing on the evening of
Sunday, 27 January 2002 when my namesake
Einar Thór Jónsson was arrested as he walked by
himself around the corner of Thórsgata and
Baldursgata. I didn’t know Einar Thór in the
slightest, not then ... but three weeks after his arrest
he wrote me a letter from Litla-Hraun prison.”

„... Simply a true work of fiction ... Einar’s stylistic genius
is not doubted by many, and it does not disappoint here.”
Skafti Th. Halldorsson, Morgunbladid Newspaper
“This is a story about hope.”
Eiríkur Gudmundsson/Icelandic TV
“This is a book about improving the world. That is how I
choose to read it. In this book there is a great deal of
despair, of resurrection, of life.”
Svavar Gestsson, ambassador

Early 2002 Einar Már Gudmundsson received a
letter from an inmate in the security ward in
Litla-Hraun prison to thank the author for his
books which had been a great help to the
prisoner and to tell his story, the story of Einar
Thor, a convicted drug dealer and an addict and
his girlfriend Eva, portrayed through the letters
they exchange during Einar´s stay in prison.

”Einar is an extremely gifted storyteller. He has a good eye
for detail and great insight. He sketches complicated
scenes effortlessly … his writing is powerful and inspired,
as so often before, and he never pulls back in a dense web
of multiple threads that often join only to be separated
again …
In many ways, this novel treads a new path distinct from
his previous writing... a fertile read, the inspiration of the
author is as potent as ever, the treatment of the idea
brilliant.”
Pall Baldvin Baldvinsson, Frettabladid Newspaper

A powerful tale of human frailty, reckoning and
redemption.
Nominated for the Icelandic Literary Prize 2007.

“ … An appropriate reminder that life holds more
important things than money, worldly success, and
elegance. Such superficiality ceases to matter when the
serious side of life comes calling.”
From the Reykjavík Letter,
Morgunbladid, 17 November 2007

Sold to Denmark and Germany.
Reviews:
“Behind Bars is yet another of Einar Mar’s warm and
humane stories that touch the reader deeply. Perhaps his
best, because it is a road map to the hope of rebuilding
one’s life when substance abuse threatens to destroy
everything.”
Vigdis Finnbogadottir, former President of Iceland

“The stories that are told in this book are important; they
address the reader with a certain urgency, and they are well
written – which is no surprise.”
Jon Yngvi Jóhannsson , Channel 2 TV
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Articles about the author and his works
narrative, giving more often than not an unexpected
perspective reminiscent of the narrators of Günther
Grass or Gabriel Garcia Marquez. In these books,
however, Einar Már makes no attempt to surprise the
reader through his choice of perspective. The person
telling the story is Rafn Olafsson, the grandchild of
Gudny and Olafur, who may perhaps be regarded as
the author’s alter ego. Which makes it partly Einar
Már’s family history, elevated to fiction. He
dedicates the books to his paternal grandmother, his
father and taxi drivers. The narrator comes most
clearly into focus in Dreams on Earth although he
could not be said to exactly intrude. He says that he
is neither a philosopher nor a writer, but instead is
only recording these events “to give a voice to
silence and recall the forgotten”. This pretence at
humility is reminiscent of comparable devices used
by medieval Icelandic saga writers. Whenever the
story peaked, they made use of understatement to
emphasise their words. The narrator’s words,
however, are by no means an excuse for basing his
story on the family history. Instead he is proud of the
fact that, “in this story all the characters are so real
that you can read it with the telephone book open
beside you.”

Skafti Th. Halldorsson:

Giving a voice to silence
about the novels Footprints on Heaven,
Dreams on Earth and Nameless Roads

In these books Einar’s writing style is in
many ways reminiscent of the style of the Icelandic
sagas. It is succinct, the dialogue spare and to the
point. The description of Olli, one of the characters
in Footprints on Heaven, reads: “He himself lived in
the pauses between the words, in the spaces between
the lines.” Of his uncle Ragnar, who travelled
through life like a whirlwind, the narrator in
Nameless Roads says: “He had hardly arrived when
he left.” And Ragnar himself says of his mother-inlaw, “In the Middle Ages women like her rode on
broomsticks”. But the simplicity of his style is only
one of its features. Einar Már could be said to be
more keen than most writers on erasing the
boundaries between styles and genres. Before you
realise it, stark reality is mixed with motifs from folk
and fairy tales, myths, dreams and prophecies. Into
this world of magical realism beings from an
imaginary reality make their way: shape-changers,
ghosts from the past and elves. The traditional
storytelling of the sagas alternates with modern
styles in a lyrical symmetry.

History is the sun casting light on the snow as we
journey to better days. There was a time when
Icelanders hardly knew any other light. The three
works by Einar Már Gudmundsson which form a sort
of trilogy, Footprints on Heaven, Dreams on Earth
and Nameless Roads, are rooted in times like that.
To some extent, Einar Már’s stories can be
compared to microhistory, or popular history. He
himself makes the reference, at the beginning of
Footprints on Heaven, to a poem by Johannes ur
Kotlum, where the author asks where in history we
can find “the many and the small”, with their loves
and sorrows. The author’s history is not focused on
great and important events, but rather at the life and
times of common people, who live through great
trials. Despite their focus on the darker side of life,
however, the tale told by these books is a bright one,
due to the author’s sense of humour, the
unforgettable characters described with insight, and
the tenderness which runs like an undercurrent
through them.

Yet at the same time these novels are
conscious and political. Einar Már takes an analytical
look at Iceland’s urbanisation and, unlike many
Icelandic authors, he sees the city as a positive

Most critics discussing Einar Már’s works
spend some time considering his style. One of its
main characteristics is the use of first-person

15

choice and makes no attempt to eulogise rural life.
While the author’s politics are never in the
foreground, his sympathy with the common people
and socialist perspectives is unmistakable, whether it
concerns the Spanish Civil War, the World Wars,
strikes, housing, or the lot of the common people.

world, just as in later life when she lies at death’s
door, alone in a cold room in a tuberculosis
sanatorium. Her only possession to warm her is the
love she has for her mother and brothers and sisters.
The historicism that men make their own
fate, while allowing for their origin, circumstances
and genetic make-up, is confirmed by Nameless
Roads. Taken together with John Lennon’s
contention that people who have never been loved
cannot share their love with others. This book
primarily tells the story of Ivar and Ragnar. While
both of them grew up under severe conditions, in
their own way both of them earned the respect of
society after coming to the city. After becoming
wealthy as a loan shark, Ivar became a proponent of
herbal medicine, while Ragnar became a respected
fighter in the proletarian struggle and veteran of the
Spanish Civil War. Neither of them, however,
managed to find personal happiness. Not knowing
the self-sacrifice involved in love, they ended up
rejecting it. Ivar rejected his newly discovered
daughter when she refused to obey his will in every
respect, while Ragnar gave up on his family and
turned to the bottle when the going got tough. Seen
from this aspect, Nameless Roads, can be interpreted
as a parable of lovelessness. But it is also the story of
Helga, Ragnar’s wife, and her struggle. She bore his
cross and became the people’s hero when she took
up the cause of the “camp dwellers”, poor people
who lived in quonset huts left over from wartime
occupying forces in Reykjavik. And it is the story of
family solidarity which gets Ragnar back on his feet.

In Footprints on Heaven we are thrown into
the cruel conditions of paupers in Iceland at the
beginning of the 20th century. A poverty-stricken
Reykjavik family, living in wretched conditions in a
mouldy cellar, is torn asunder by the representative
of official poor relief. Although their mother, Gudny,
has struggled bravely for the family’s existence, the
family father, Olafur, has given up and succumbed to
alcoholism. The children are forcibly removed to
foster homes on farms in South Iceland, where their
parents had legal domicile. All of the stories tell of
their fates. Like Jews of the diaspora, they feel
solidarity with one another and seek their way back
to the Promised Land, the city, as soon as they are of
an age to do so. Two things stand out most clearly in
this first volume of the trilogy: one is the story of
Gudny, the narrator’s grandmother, who is sacrifice
personified, her lifelong struggle and eventual shelter
in the Adventist congregation, together with her
proletarian solidarity and humour. She says: “People
get boring if they don’t have something lively to
believe in.” On the other hand, attention is directed at
Ragnar, her son and his companions. He grows up
under
harsh conditions, becomes a dedicated communist
and volunteer on the Republican side in the Spanish
Civil War.

Perhaps the high point of all three books,
however, is their description of Halli, who appears,
for instance in Footprints on Heaven, as the
withdrawn and timid oldest son, who lived with his
mother for most of his life. Although he was
frightened of women, he bequeathed his flat to the
Women’s Shelter after his death. His mother had
been a great coffee drinker, referring to coffee as the
“herb of life”. After her death he continued to show
his filial devotion by pouring an extra cup for her:”
That was how Halli honoured his mother’s memory
in his solitude. The cup stood there on the table, the
steam rising from it, or grandma drank the coffee on
some other existential plane, since sometimes when
Halli went to empty the cup, it already was.”

In Dreams on Earth, Einar Már continues to
follow the scattered family with a view to the
distance “which separates poor relatives living in the
same country.” Most of the story takes place during
the years between the two World Wars. Some of the
children are treated brutally in their youth, while
others come off better. Even those living on
neighbouring farms have no chance to keep in touch.
The narrator’s attention is focused especially on the
brother and sister, his father Olafur and aunt Saeunn.
It is said of the farm where Olafur is placed that there
is nothing there but the people who live there, “who
could be thankful if they owned the shoes on their
feet.” Growing up in this poverty, Olafur’s greatest
wish is to own a pair of boots. But the farmer has
warmth and kindness, which becomes Olafur’s
valuable inheritance. Saeunn has a difficult time of it
and feels herself excluded. She was only a small
child when she was torn from her home. The arms of
the farmer’s wife where she grows up are nothing
like her mother’s open embrace. She is alone in this

Einar Már’s books are an ode to those
people who paved the way to modernity in Iceland
with their sacrifices, solidarity and love. With his
insidious wit, the author conjures up stories and
characters who live on in our minds long after the
book is finished.
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his first poems, and he published his first books of
poetry under the same name.
Black on White includes translations of the poetry of
authors such as Richard Brautigan, Pete Brown,
lyricist of the rock group Cream, and the Liverpool
natives Roger McGough, Brian Pattern and Adrian
Henri. In Patten’s poetry one hears at once an interest
in cartoon motif and the imagery of the world of
youth. These very elements characterize Einar’s
work, not least in his early novels and the book of
poetry Robinson Crusoe Returns, whose character
descriptions and world of ideas function as a sort of
introduction to those novels.

The Merciless Attack of Reality
By Skafti Th. Halldórsson

...
About a quarter-century has passed since Einar
Már Gudmundsson made it known to the
Icelandic nation that he was a novelist and poet.
Today he is unquestionably among the leading
writers in the country, if not in all of Scandinavia.

Einar’s first volumes of poetry are a balancing of
accounts with the now, with the revolutionary
movement, and not least, with Stalinism. The ’68
generation’s optimistic search and its passionate
battle had been trapped in small, confining rooms.
The Russian revolution had, in the poet’s mind, been
brought to its conclusion, and at its close only one
thing was certain: “Frankenstein took control in the
end.”

He is of the first generation of Icelandic writers who
experienced urban culture as their own culture and
the language of urban youth as their own language.
The city neighbourhood in a rapidly growing
metropolis is the subject matter of his first works,
and because a city is actually an international
phenomenon, the youngsters in the neighbourhood
suddenly became direct participants in pop culture
and in the young people’s revolution of the world. In
the name of fiction and imagination, Einar
documents this world of the young through poems
and stories. But he has always been a spokesman for
history and historical understanding, for at the
bottom of the dreams in his works we sense the
merciless attack of reality. In his newest works he
appears ever more frequently as the torch-bearer for
this philosophy.

In the years 1977-1980, Einar was keenly interested
in Russian futurism. Among other things, he wrote
an article about the movement, “Revolution in the
arts and vice versa,” wherein he says of futurism,
“Their revolution appears in the rebellion against the
syntax of the poem, against impressionism that
‘sipped life through a straw,’ as Trotsky says.” He
believes the emphases of futurism in Russia to be “to
shove the past up the arse of the academy, leave the
sinking beauty of the ancients, and embrace the
mechanistic now.”
The rebellion against language that is apparent in
Einar’s youthful radicalism and the resistance against
the aesthetics of the lofty, against the mysticism of
syntax, against inwardness, nationalism, and natureworship that clearly appeals to him in the work of the
futurists, also characterize Einar’s own poetry in his
first three volumes. The reality is raw, the poems are
full of words that usually were not permitted access
to the world of Icelandic poetry, slang and words that
threaten social taboos: “the photographic posture at
the bar / the porno rhythms from Eros’ dictionary /
make nothing of the academic heads / over the sleepy
glass / are you a success in intercourse with the
loneliness / that digs this makeup”

...
The First Books of Poetry
Einar Már participated in the rise of the ’68
generation and was inducted into the Wild Left
movement and the leftist coalition Fylkingin. In that
movement there was a carnival-like atmosphere that
Einar has sought to convey in his novel Red Days.
By the time he first appeared as a poet he had parted
ways with the organization. At the time he was
involved in the work of a group of young artists,
scholars and writers who had congregated around
Gallerí Sudurgata 7 under the banner of pop art and
idea art. The group published Black on White, a
journal of art and literature. There Einar published

The fundamental tone in Einar’s rebellion is also, all
balancing of accounts with Marxism aside, a
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criticism of the late capitalism of the last years of the
Cold War. Both the raw anarchism in some of the
lyrics of punk musicians and new wave adherents
during these years and the resistance against
Thatcherian neo-liberalism and the yuppie generation
found resonance in Einar’s poetry.

growing bump on Óli’s forehead, and when Jói
meets his mother shortly after the blow he thinks:
“As soon as she sees me she throws her eyeballs
straight in my face. Like an accordion that plays in
thin air I’m jerked together and apart by turns.”
Appearing in the third mirror shard is a political
activist from a miniscule group, who uses Wild
Leftist vocabulary and diction and shows up to take a
look around in the story, careening into little Jói’s
world; for example, when he means to “mobilize the
mice, as it is called in the jargon of Jóhann
Pétursson’s secret society.” This mode of narration
creates a comical double entendre of perspective that
is reinforced in its discussion of the novel as a novel,
and in an inexhaustible collection of references, in
the post-modern spirit, to tradition and kitsch at
once: Hamlet next to a Matchbox car.

In a City Called Reykjavík
THE FIRST THREE NOVELS:
Knights of the Spiral Staircase, Wingbeats in Roof
Gutters, Epilogue of the Raindrops
Einar Már’s first three novels are, each in its own
way, a subjective description of life in a
neighbourhood
in
Reykjavík.
They
are
interconnected. Characters jump between the books,
and the setting is a suburb on the outskirts of
Reykjavík. With his daring imagery and verbal wit,
Einar Már seeks to exalt the reality of the everyday.
His novels are actually a series of snapshots or
fragments of memories rather than a continuous
narrative, but emerging from these images is an
unceasing stream of stories that intertwine with one
another.

Grasping the plot of Einar Már’s next novel,
Wingbeats in Roof Gutters, can prove challenging.
Initially we are still situated in the mental world of
Jói. But the author seems to break off the shackles of
the first-person narrative, because Jói takes on more
and more attributes of an omniscient narrator who
peers into the minds of other characters. We hear of
the wait for a cassette player that is expected from
out in the great world; next comes a pigeon hut craze
that sweeps through the neighbourhood; a game
called púkk is all the rage for a while; then comes
actor photo madness, followed by the long-hair phase
heralding the advent of Beatlemania. At the centre of
the narrative is Anton the barber, who is at once the
mover of events and a victim of circumstances. But
there are also other principal players in this story, not
least the villainous Jón and Pigeon-Diddi, the king of
the pigeons, who is an untouchable, almost mythic
figure and controls the pigeons by playing his
harmonica.

In Knights of the Spiral Staircase, the neighbourhood
is viewed through the eyes of Jóhann Pétursson, a
seven-year-old boy growing up in the early sixties.
The book is a description of the daily life of ordinary
neighbourhood people as they appear to Jói and his
friends. The narrative is bound up with their world of
experience — pranks and boyish misdemeanours, a
birthday party, games, petty theft — and the ending
is tragic. But the author examines this naturalistic
reality from an ironic distance. Jói is at once a sevenyear-old and a second, more mature narrator. This
second narrator is closer to the author in age and
thought and reflects himself in various mirror-like
shards of the story.

If the events of the story are added up, it becomes
clear that the author is writing about the invasion of
youth culture into the neighbourhood and how the
community receives it. This culture brings with it a
certain carnivalization of society. It is a rebellion
against the everyday, and creation in its purest form
is elevated, as is demonstrated in the images used by
Jói’s friend Óli when they discuss the pigeon hut
craze and the wings of the pigeons: I think it’s best to
have wings on your mind.

In one shard he measures human existence with the
yardstick of existentialism. “Do I exist or don’t I?”
Jói asks when he has hit his best friend in the head
with a hammer. The consequences of his actions are
fully exposed. More than anything he wishes to
vanish into nothingness. But his reality is proven
with his deed, as is man’s responsibility for his own
actions and man’s responsibility in the world. This is
really the ideological core of the book.

This novel can also be read as a narrative of creation.
Anton the barber is the one who initiates the pigeon
hut craze. The narrator compares his pigeon hut
construction with the creation of the world on the

In another mirror fragment we see the narrator
through the imagery of an adult poet, who is a pop
artist just like the poet Einar Már, full of interest in
cartoons: the comic book word “glúkk” signifies a
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basis of the modernist view that creation was God’s
way to escape boredom.

is threatened from within and without. Sigrídur has a
dream that ends with ominous visions. She is yet
another victim, one who was always faithful over
every small thing, and she falls for the symbol of
death. Daníel the minister also sustains emotional
blows, and their young pupils watch him age rapidly
under the strain.

“In six days God created the world when he was
bored with the inactivity in the universe.
In six days Anton Sigfinnsson has built pigeon huts
because of a lack of active employment for barbers
in the city.”

The allegorical nature of the story is augmented
because of the prominence of two other narratives. In
a seaside hut clad with corrugated iron, a
saddlesmith, the last farmer in Reykjavík, and a few
fishermen sit and drink. The saddlesmith is the
storyteller himself, as old as the men in the
Pentateuch and the teller of timeless tales. In a
certain sense these companions carry the heritage of
the past, and their communal drinking gives birth to
stories that call from the depths of time all sorts of
wonders. Drowned ghosts walk on land and cause
mayhem in the settlements of the living in a manner
reminiscent of the Fródá river hauntings. But the
companions also have other visions: death in spectral
form, a fiery chariot with mermaids, and elsewhere at
a meeting of church wardens a “white finger
wrapped in flaming yellow rays points at them” from
a blue-tinted sky. All these are omens of the Flood.
The same may be said of the death of Sigrídur, the
minister Daníel’s wife, who meets the spectre of
death. The flood of rain gains momentum, and at the
novel’s end the minister wonders whether the time
has come at last, whether the day has arrived and the
Flood begun.

Einar Már’s novels can actually be read as Biblical
allegories, although the use of Biblical imagery is not
religious but cultural and perhaps somewhat ironic.
This image world is clearly apparent in Knights of
the Spiral Staircase. There Gardar, Jói’s friend, is the
Lamb of God. He is the innocence that is sacrificed
at the story’s end, the way to an understanding of
life. Einar Már underscores this in his image of the
character. When the other boys play at tin soldiers,
Gardar waters a green “garden in Heaven. Along the
floor lie airy clouds, and birds from Paradise fly out
of his ears.”
Gardar’s death is a key to
understanding man’s responsibility in the world.
In Wingbeats in Roof Gutters the victim is the
creation itself, in the form of the pigeon hut
construction and even the microcosmic community
that forms around the huts. This community is
suffocated one day by the conservative society
embodied by the housewives and local authorities,
and we sense the anger of the narrator/author/God at
the end of the story. The final chapter is reminiscent
of the beginning of the Great Flood. The birds have
vanished from the neighbourhood, but the clouds
clench in the sky like the fist of God.

In all this flood of rain and ideas, we are also shown
the futile battle of Anton the barber with boredom, as
in the earlier tale. In Wingbeats in Roof Gutters he
was defeated and forced to flee before public
opinion. In the face of adversity he retreated and
abandoned his creation. He is frail and sensitive,
perhaps the incarnation of the modernistic self. Einar
Már paints an unforgettable picture of this man as he
sits bewildered before the mirrors of the barber shop
as he prepares to clean it. He senses that the reality of
the shop, its size and colour, are entirely different
from what he thinks they are — just as reality is
incomprehensible to him. In fact, he has let the
mirrors deceive him. When he then starts cleaning
the shop he discovers that by eradicating the dirt he
also wipes the past clean: “You cannot avoid
thinking that now the entire history of the barber
shop slips away.”

This calls to mind Einar Már’s next novel, Epilogue
of the Raindrops, where this thread is picked up.
Upon the first reading, it appears as an expressionist
painting full of the monsters of the mind. Again we
find ourselves in the same neighbourhood, but now
Jói is only in the background. An omniscient narrator
holds the reins. The symbolic stage is Biblical yet
again and harkens back to Genesis and the Book of
Revelations. The book exudes a sense of finality. The
community that spoiled the creation and innocence
of youth at the conclusion of Wingbeats in Roof
Gutters is near to its end. As the rain of blood begins
to fall, the author/narrator seems to be nothing so
much as a punishing God.
The minister Daníel and his wife Sigrídur are at the
centre of the story, and on the surface the story deals
with their everyday bourgeois existence and the
secure but somewhat dull life they lead. They teach
lessons and distribute Bible pictures, and the priest
writes pop songs in his free time. But their secure life

Einar’s first books place great emphasis on the
autonomy of the work as a piece of creative art.
Imagination is led to the most exalted of seats. But
his works also offer a strong interpretation of

19

personal emotions and communal reality. The trilogy
is a tragedy in three acts about youth, innocence and
happiness: the carnival in life that falls prey to the
narrow-mindedness of men. From this come anger,
the flood, finality and surrender. This conclusion can
be seen to resonate with the decline of the ’68
generation, which dissolved into disillusion and
surrender and was transformed into an ahistorical
myth. But the writer has the power to resist.

Angels of the Universe
Einar Már’s next book, Angels of the Universe, is
unquestionably one of his most important works and
by far the best known. With his humour, entertaining
characterization, incomparable dialogue scenes, and
humane empathy, Einar succeeds in showing us an
unforgettable image of the world of a mentally ill
man. In the context of the author’s career, this book
forms a sort of bridge between the neighbourhood
novels and his later works based on his own family
history.

Red Days
In his next novel, Red Days, and in a certain way in
the short story collection Looking for the Zoo, which
both hearken back to the setting of the
neighbourhood novels and introduce new characters
that later appear in Angels of the Universe, Einar
handles this very topic: the ’68 movement and its
dreams.

We are told the story of Páll, who falls prey to
mental illness. In the first part of the book we
observe his youth, and at the section’s end he moves
to the suburb that appeared in the author’s earlier
stories. Through premonitions, dreams, and the
constant proximity of the mental institution Kleppur
Hospital, we are prepared for the latter half of the
story, where we see the illness consume Páll and
drive him to suicide. But the story also has a societal
level, because it is made clear in the story that
Kleppur exists not only in the world of the mental
patients. Society itself is actually gripped by
misapprehensions.

Red Days is about the movement known as the Wild
Left. Nowhere is the joy of storytelling so obviously
central to the author’s work as in this book. It is
based on fragmented memories and urban legends
about the Movement. To bind these shards together,
Einar tells the love story of Ragnhildur, a girl from
the country, and Eiríkur, the leader of the Movement,
in a manner reminiscent of Halldór Laxness’ Atom
Station: a northern girl and a boy in the Movement
play similar roles in the two novels. To a degree the
story is also one of Ragnhildur’s search for a selfimage, her struggle for independence.

Einar Már dedicates the book to his brother, Pálmi
Örn, who met a fate similar to Páll’s. Pálmi Örn was
a fair poet who published his books under the pen
name Paul Cocain. In his book, Einar Már utilizes
the schizophrenic world represented in his brother’s
poems in a number of ways. Here and there are
references to Pálmi’s poems; for example, “I was a
deranged horse in the eye of eternity.” This line of
verse becomes the main image of the story as it
appears in the mother’s dream at the beginning. The
greatest strength of the story, however, lies in the
atmosphere Einar Már manages to create in the
schizophrenic world. In a certain way the mentality
of the paranoia-ridden Páll parallels the Deluge in the
imagery of the neighbourhood stories. God lets him
know that the Flood is coming and that he must build
an ark. Páll also sees parallels to the Cold War
polarization of East and West in his own inner
schism. Similar subject matter can be found in Einar
Már’s poems and in Knights of the Spiral Staircase.
In this way Einar Már expands the small into the
large, makes the local international, and renders the
subjective objectively concrete.

If the atmosphere of Wingbeats in Roof Gutters was
carnival-like, a dictatorship of jest and jocosity
reigns in the Movement in Red Days. But this
youthful radicalism is broken down by police
violence. Perhaps the joviality went too far, and
consequently the ringleaders feel they have seen
enough. At any rate, Eiríkur, pointing at his bloody
head, says at the end of the story: Isn’t this enough?
In the deeper structure of the story we thus see a
parallel to Wingbeats in Roof Gutters: A paradise lost
and the surrender of the ringleader. The power of the
story rules over the politics in the work. Einar Már
examines Fylkingin and the ’68 movement as if from
the outside, almost objectively, although it is clear
where his sympathies lie. It is therefore hard to look
at Red Days as a political declaration. It is rather a
sort of ode of longing to lost youth, the lost
innocence of those times.

Another characteristic of Angels of the Universe is
the choice of perspective. The narrator is Páll after
his life is over, an angel in heaven. Granted, he
claims he is not dead: “I’ve gone to sea. I sail the
blue sea in the house of the Father. The Father
checks the nets. We come to land laden to the

...
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sinking point.” Before this, Páll had maintained that
all men were angels before God and that the mental
patients at the hospital were the angels of the
universe. Thus the reader is forced to face the artistic
deception of the point of view with full knowledge
and consciousness. When all is said and done, one
sentence stands out in the story, a reference to a
poem by Sigfús Dadason:

keeps him on the skerry. Instead of being critical and
descriptive like the earlier books, A Crag in the
Ocean is analytical and expository. In one poem,
Einar has the poet Homer come to Reykjavík and ask
a taxi driver how this rain-grey monotony could have
fostered a nation of sagas:
“‘That’s the very reason,’ answered the driver, /
‘you never want / to hear a good story so bad as
when the drops / beat the window panes.’ ” ...

“Dreams: at their bottom we sensed the merciless
attack of reality.”

In the Eye of Chaos was composed to the cacophony
of the fall of the Berlin Wall, and bears its mark.
Above all it is a search for a new foundation to stand
on at the end of the Cold War when all landmarks
become unclear: “The world roams the halls alone /
and gets lost between floors,” says Einar in the poem
“Hybris,” adding, “Oh, confusion, hell-frozen!”

In the story this sentence refers to the dream of four
horses, one of them ill, that the mother dreamed at
the beginning of the book and recalls upon her son’s
death. Now the image of the dream has become
reality. But this sentence may be examined in
another light as the manifesto of the author. The
same reference can be found in Wingbeats in Roof
Gutters when Anton leaves his dreams and desires
behind, for at the bottom of the dreamlike imagined
reality of Einar Már, we sense the merciless attack of
reality.

...
Giving a Voice to Silence
The trilogy Footprints in the Heavens, Dreams on
Earth and Nameless Roads

The World Roams the Halls Alone
The poetry collections A Crag in the Ocean and In
the Eye of Chaos

The three stories that Einar Már Gudmundsson has
written in the past few years and that form a trilogy
— Footprints in the Heavens, Dreams on Earth and
Nameless Roads — are rooted in a time when
Icelanders hardly had more light than the history that
cast a glow on the cold and snow-covered past
trodden by the nation. In a certain sense these stories
by Einar may be viewed as microhistory or folk
history. At the beginning of Footprints in the
Heavens he alludes to a poem by Jóhannes úr
Kötlum, in which the poet asks where History hides
away “the many and the small,” their griefs and their
loves.

Unlike Einar Már’s first volumes of poetry, which
are full of rebellion and are primarily descriptive, his
latter collections, A Crag in the Ocean and In the Eye
of Chaos, are far more analytical. They pose pointed
ethical and aesthetic questions and solutions and are
experiments in resurrecting the poem on the basis of
the dissolution that it and the world have undergone.
In fact, A Crag in the Ocean is an graphically
represented book. Einar Már and the painter Tolli
both show great skill in crafting the images created
there. Against the chaotic and alien nature of the
world, Einar pits the spirit that “soars like a gull /
about the highland of houses.” He now reaches
outside the city, exploring the depths of the oceans,
rocks and crags, the villages and people of the
country, and the world of the city as well. Above all,
though, he examines the “wilderness of the mind.”
The spirit is not least the spirit of the words, stories
and fairytales that nothing can kill and that “chase us
century after century” or stand “as a guard on a way
across the world” in a land where the tyranny of the
wind made the life of islanders otherwise miserable.

Given that an important aspect of the story is the
family history of Einar Már himself in fictional form,
his choice of perspective should not be surprising.
The story is told by Rafn Ólafsson, who may be seen
as the author’s alter ego. To emphasize further this
relationship between himself and his subject
material, Einar dedicates his books to his paternal
grandmother, his father, and taxi drivers — and Rafn
is the grandchild of Gudný and Ólafur, the grandma
and grandpa in the story.
The narrator is most clearly presented in Dreams on
Earth, although it could never be said that he in any
way dominates the scene. He maintains that he is
neither a philosopher nor a poet, but rather that he
records these occurrences to “give a voice to silence
and bring remembrance to the forgotten.” As the

In his earlier volumes of poetry, Einar interpreted the
world of the urban neighbourhood. Now he seeks to
explain the existence of the islander, what it is that
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narrator himself says, he feels no shame in basing
this retelling in family history: he is proud that “in
this story, all the characters are so real that one could
read it with a phone book at one’s elbow.”

hand, attention focuses on her son Ragnar and his
companions. Ragnar grows up under harsh
conditions, becomes a hard-line communist, and
volunteers with the left-wing forces in the Spanish
Civil War.

Einar’s style in these books is in many ways
reminiscent of the style of the Sagas of the
Icelanders. The prose is concise and the rhetoric
pointed. Olli, a character from Footsteps in Heaven,
is described thus: “He lived in the pauses between
the words, in the blank spaces between the lines.” Of
his uncle Ragnar, who moves like a fierce wind
through his existence, the narrator lets fall these
words in Nameless Roads: “He had hardly arrived
when he left.” And Ragnar himself says of his
mother-in-law: “Hags like her rode broomsticks in
the Middle Ages.”

In Dreams on Earth, Einar Már continues to examine
the separated family in light of the distance “that
splits up poor relatives in the same country.” Most
of the narrative takes place during the years between
the World Wars. Some of the siblings have difficult
childhoods, while others are better situated. Even if
they chance to be neighbours, they do not have the
opportunity to communicate. The narrator focuses
his attention on his own father, Ólafur, and his aunt
Saeunn. The farm where Ólafur lives is described as
a place where there is nothing except the people,
“who might well be thankful even to own the shoes
they wore.” Reflecting the poverty he grew up with,
it is Ólafur’s greatest dream to acquire a pair of
boots. Still, the farmer shows a warmth and kindness
that proves a good foundation for Ólafur’s future.
Saeunn has difficulty finding her footing in life and
feels like an outsider. She was torn away from her
home when still a small child. The embrace of the
housewife in her new home is less open than her
mother’s, and she is alone in the world then, just as
later in life, when she lies at death’s door with
tuberculosis, alone in a cold room in the Vífilsstadir
sanatorium. The only thing she owns and warms her
heart with is the love she bears for her mother and
siblings.

But the simplicity of the style is only one of its
characteristics. The simple reality soon mingles with
folk tale motifs, myths, dreams and prophecies. Into
the real world enter beings from the imagined one:
shape-shifters, ghosts and elves. Old and new modes
of writing are constantly engaged in a dialogue of
poetic beauty.
Unlike many Icelandic writers, Einar sees the city as
a positive option and does not idealize peasant life.
The political disposition of the author is not in the
foreground, but sympathy with the common people
and a socialist viewpoint are indisputably present,
whether the matter at hand is the Spanish Civil War,
World Wars, strikes, housing issues, or the living
conditions of the common man.

The philosophy that teaches us that men create their
own story within the frame of their origins, situation
and heritage is confirmed in Nameless Roads, as is
John Lennon’s thesis that those who have not
received love cannot show it themselves. This book
is centred around the brothers Ívar and Ragnar. Both
grew up in hard circumstances, but each succeeds in
his own way at building a respectable reputation
upon arriving in the city. Ívar attains prosperity by
engaging in usurious lending practices and is a
pioneer in naturopathic medicine, while Ragnar has
become a famous activist, gone to Spain, and gained
respect among the radicals. But neither of them
succeeds at finding happiness. They do not know the
sacrificial nature of love, and both turn their backs on
it. Ívar renounces his newfound daughter when she
refuses to bow down completely to his wishes, and
Ragnar gives up on his family and turns to drink and
depression when trouble comes to call.

In Footsteps in Heaven we are thrown into the
oppressive lot of destitute Icelanders at the beginning
of the 20th century. A poor family in Reykjavík,
living in miserable conditions in a dank hole of a
cellar, suffers the unspeakable blow of being
separated by a “poverty representative.” Although
the mother, Gudný, has tried to fight for the survival
of the family, her husband Ólafur has broken down
and surrendered to alcoholism. The children are
moved to farms in South Iceland. The stories all
recount the fates of the children. Like Jews in the
Diaspora, they feel a sense of solidarity and seek
their origins and the promised land, the city, as soon
as they have the age and ability to do so.
Two things are particularly emphasized in this first
part of the trilogy. The first focus is the story of
Gudný, the narrator’s grandmother, who is always
ready to sacrifice herself; it is the story of her life
struggle, the shelter of the Pentecostal Church, and
the solidarity of the destitute masses. On the other

In this light, Nameless Roads may be examined as a
parable about lovelessness. But it is also the story of
the life struggle of Helga, Ragnar’s wife, who bears
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his burdens and becomes an everyman’s hero as a
representative of the poverty-stricken inhabitants of
disused military barracks, and it is a story of the
family solidarity that helps Ragnar find his way
again.
Perhaps the books culminate in the description of
Halli, who appears in Footsteps on Earth, the shy,
awkward eldest son who lives with his mother for
most of his life. He is petrified of women but
nevertheless bequeaths his apartment to the
Women’s Shelter upon his death. His mother had
been a great lover of coffee and referred to coffee as
life-grass. After her death, he continues to show her
filial love by pouring her a cup of coffee: “Thus
Halli honoured his mother’s memory in his solitude.
The cup stood on the table. The contents evaporated,
or grandma drank the coffee on some other plane of
existence, because sometimes when Halli meant to
empty the cup it had already been drained.”
These books by Einar Már are, above all, an ode to
the people who paved the path to modernity with
their sacrifices, solidarity and charity. With a
knowing and artful sense of humour, the writer
conjures up stories and characters that live with the
reader long after the books have been closed.
In the essay collection Bastard Sons of Words, Einar
Már says that our measures of reality are changeable,
and that “the materialism which dictates that reality
is objective and independent of our consciousness is
not a final conclusion, but perhaps an expression of
how underestimated the inner world is in a culture
that concerns itself primarily with superficial
growth.” Einar Már pits his imagined realism
against this way of thinking. But this is not the vision
of the isolated mentality that sips life through a
straw. The paradox in Einar’s ideas is that his
subjective vision is grounded in societal and — more
particularly — historical perspectives. Memory is to
him a Homeric torch “that travels through the ages,
the mood of many men,” as he says in one of his
poems, and it is no mean torch to bear.
The author is a literary scholar and a literary critic
for Morgunbladid.
(The article has been abridged.)
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The letter was dated February 17th, but I received it
only much later. This is a fact which I keep in
reserve, to make the story convincing. And that
applies to other aspects of this story. When I
received the letter I saw right away that Einar Thor’s
story was special. But if I had seized it immediately,
like a wolf, then I wouldn’t have been able to see
myself in it. Quite the opposite, I would have seen
how unlike me people who end up in this are, and
that would have sparked my denial.”

Agnes Bragadóttir:

The novels Choose Me
Interview with Einar Már Gudmundsson
“Behind Bars is an ode to love,” Einar Mar
Gudmundsson says. “Liquor was my inspiration
and now inspiration is my liquor," the writer
adds. Taking flight is always near at hand in the
case of Einar Mar Gudmundsson, a flight of
imagination. The role of a journalist attempting to
interview him is not much different from that of
the kite runner in the book of the same name:
Einar Mar's inspiration is the kite which this
runner is doing his best to keep up with. In this
instance, the writer is speaking of his novel
Behind Bars, how a prisoner and addict captured
his attention, his own struggle with Bacchus, and
the value of fiction, hope and love.

Their story is mine and mine is theirs
According to Einar Mar, three years passed from the
time he received Einar Thor’s letter until he himself
underwent alcohol rehab treatment, as described in
Behind Bars. “I then met Einar Thor in this setting,
where both of us were seeking help, and it dawned
on me that he was the one who wrote me the letter
from the prison Litla-Hraun. There we stood face to
face, and he introduced me to his wife and they gave
me access to letters and diaries. Strong mutual trust
and friendship developed between us, independent of
any writing, and they entrusted me with their
innermost secrets.

Einar Mar, how did it happen that one of the
nation’s leading writers decided to write a novel
like Behind Bars – A Love Story - a novel dealing
with an addict and a pusher and the love story
between them, with the very significant presence
of the storyteller himself, writer and poet Einar
Mar Gudmundsson?

The book is woven from the threads that I managed
to spin from their letters. They take on this meaning
because their story is also my story and my story is
their story.

“Many aspects of this story have been developing in
my mind for quite some time now, but the fact is that
all my novels choose me, I don’t choose them.

So you could say that this system of using stories as
therapy was channelled into a novel. I’m not saying
that the novel is this system - it's not but there is a
certain overlap which I think is very interesting.”

These are matters I have been pondering over a lot. I
had written a poem called “Love star over LitlaHraun”, the largest prison in Iceland, and all at once
the first sentence in the book just occurred to me: ‘I
have no idea what I was doing on Sunday evening,
January 27th of 2002, when my namesake Einar Thor
Jonsson was arrested on the corner of Thorsgata and
Baldursgata where he was walking by himself. I
didn’t even know Einar Thor, not then … but three
weeks after he was arrested he wrote me a letter from
prison.’

*

*

*

*

“Before it began, though, I would never have
imagined that people who had gone through what
Einar Þór and Eva did, been in prison and dope
addicts, would become my instructors. That it would
be me who would end up on the receiving end and
how much wisdom I could learn from them. People
who today are very much on top of things and are
doing well, as is evident in the novel. That’s why to
my mind Behind Bars is also a story of hope,
because no one is hopeless.”

Right there the story had drafted me as a participant
and I had no way of escaping. What makes this story
interesting, difficult and demanding for me is my
own role in it.

*

I’m no longer sailing my own open sea as narrator,
fishing up stories on other people’s banks, but
instead, all of a sudden, I've begun writing a story of
people who are helping me. People who are steering
me in the right direction, just as I'm doing for them,
hopefully.

*

*

*

“In Behind Bars, where the story deals with
alcoholism and dope addiction the answer is not in
the problem but in solving the problem. If we can,
‘With a Little Help from my Friends’, as the Beatles
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say, help each other by combining our experience,
strength and hopes, telling our stories and by so
doing get over our weakness, then we begin to be
able to se what was wrong. Until then we can’t.”
*

*

*

*

*

“No, I’m the type who’s always ready to take that
risk. In fact, I couldn’t care less, because I believe in
the cause and have always done so. When I write a
novel, the novel is such a hard master that it never
lets me preach, either AA teachings or anything else.

You never know what you had until you’ve lost it.
Einar Thor and Eva sense that love is the light at the
end of the tunnel and it’s through their sensing this
that I tell their story.

I can’t preach any AA teachings, but I can
conceivably communicate some spirit, an AA spirit.
The spirit of AA is closely related to writing, there’s
not much separates them. And I'm ready to
generalise, based on the book called the AA book,
that the solution it offers is a very good solution for
many people besides alcoholics. It’s a very good
solution for the whole world.”

So my answer to that is positive, there is always
hope. And if we look at the wider picture, if you
think of the horrors that mankind has gone through,
there was often good reason to give up but we don't
give up. Wars for example.”
*

*

The novel is a hard master
- The person Einar Mar Gudmundsson, writer, is
one of three main characters in Behind Bars. Did
it never occur to you, after the novel sought you
out and you began to write Behind Bars, laying
your own cards plainly on the table, that you
might face an outpouring of scorn from some
culture vultures for preaching the AA gospel at
the cost of literature?

“Yes, that’s exactly it. Our stories show this in black
and white. In the path to sobriety you witness this.
I’ve seen incredible miracles. People that practically
everyone had written off have gotten back on their
feet. You see men like that, and of course I mean
women as well, sign up for the finest life has to offer.
Einar Thor and Eva manage to solve their problem:
Einar by accepting the help he’s offered in prison
and Eva by seeking similar help in society outside.
The glue that makes the help stick is love. That’s
why Behind Bars is an ode to love. It’s love that
gives Einar Thor and Eva the purpose and strength to
stick it out to the end of the road.

*

*

“We know that while your alcohol consumption is
uncontrolled, whether you call it moderate drinking,
drinking to excess, regular drinking or whatever,
psychologically what’s important to you is to be able
to keep on drinking. And that brings us to an
important factor concerning alcoholism. The
alcoholic’s intoxicant, liquor, makes an enormous
difference to him. Bacchus was for a time one of my
best friends, and we got on like a house on fire. For
the active alcoholic consumption is a certain
solution. His addiction cries out for an altered state,
intoxication. Which is why an alcoholic who wants
to do something about his situation and quit drinking
has to find another solution comparable to that he
found in drink. I have said that liquor was my
inspiration and now inspiration is my liquor."

Love is the glue of help
- You mentioned earlier that Behind Bars was also
a story of hope. The love story of Eva and Einar
Thor, incredibly beautiful and strong. Like a
miracle in all the ugliness pressing in on them; for
her, with her waiting and her struggle outside the
bars and for him behind the bars. Are you telling
us, your readers, that love as pure and beautiful
can grow under practically any circumstances
and that in fact there is always hope for
everyone?

*

*

Agnes Bragadottir is a,journalist at Morgunbladid
newspaper

*

“In the book I say that as an alcoholic, I was open
and liberal towards everyone else but my greatest
prejudices were against myself.
I think that telling the story of Einar and Eva in
Behind Bars, of Pall in Angels of the Universe and of
the poor people in Footprints on Heaven is my way
of casting light on life and existence. “
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