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Abstract

In the late 1940s an Icelandic writer, Elias Mar (1924-2007), wrote and published novels
that were set in Reykjavik and dealt with young men’s same-sex desire and sexual identity
crisis. Later he became quite outspoken about his bisexuality and a well-known participant
in one of the earliest queer subcultures in Reykjavik, a crowd that gathered at the café
Adlon on Laugavegur 11 in the 1950s. This thesis discusses Elias’s published and
unpublished texts, fictional as well as personal, from the 1940s and his transformation
from a frustrated teenager to a young bisexual man and one of the best known Icelandic
writers. In addition to literary analyses of the texts in question the thesis studies how
writing and publishing them affected Elias’s personal and professional development; how
becoming a published writer enabled him to travel, explore his sexual identity and express
in his writings queer feelings and thoughts that rarely entered public discourse in Iceland at
the time.

The dissertation is the first comprehensive study of queer themes in Elias Mar’s work
and the first dissertation on queer Icelandic literature. It also includes an examination of
how homosexuality was ‘brought into discourse’ in Iceland in the early and mid-twentieth
century and the role Elias — and his idol, the writer Halldér Laxness — played in that
process. The findings show that while it was rarely addressed in the first half of the
twentieth century, public discussion of homosexuality increased significantly around 1950
and included for the first time concerns regarding the existence of male homosexuals in
Reykjavik. This suggests that (male) homosexuality was in this period becoming a more
prominent part of Icelanders’ vocabulary and conception of the world. This development
went hand in hand with other social and cultural changes generally referred to as
modernisation. Homosexuality was, at least from the 1920s onward, often portrayed as a
particularly modern phenomenon, both in writings that expressed concerns about
modernisation and its impact on Icelandic society, culture and independence — often highly
influenced by nationalist ideology — and in texts that dealt with modern life in a less
condemnatory way, such as Halldor Laxness’s articles on culture and society and his novel
The Great Weaver from Kashmir (1927). Such associations moreover often included links
between homosexuality and homosexuals on the one hand, and ‘modern’ or
‘unconventional’ art and artists on the other; an idea that was materialised in Elias Mar and
his companions at Laugavegur 11.

The literary analysis focuses primarily on Elias’s first two novels, Eftir drstuttan leik
(1946) and Man eg pig léngum (1949) but also on Végguvisa (1950) and Elias’s short
stories, poetry, notebooks, essays and other published and unpublished texts from the
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1940s. It builds on Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s theoretical framework of queer
performativity; a term which refers to a way of being and producing meaning in relation to
sex, gender, sexuality and shame that escapes notions of homo- and heterosexuality. None
of Elias’s characters ‘comes out’ or accepts a homo- or bisexual identity but queer
performativity is manifested for example in their identity crises, narcissistic self-
centredness and shame, failure or refusal to become normative hetero-masculine men, and
their desire for other men. The narratives are also narcissistic in the sense that they are
highly self-conscious and full of intertextual connotations; they are fiction about fiction.
Art and fiction are, in fact, a queer symbolic system in Elias’s work; reading and writing,
listening to music and watching films are queer performances that have transformative
potentials and help the characters living with their shame and queer desires. The link
between art and homosexuality, manifested in Icelandic public discourse, thus plays a
central role in Elias’s fiction from the 1940s and this thesis suggests that for him, like his
characters, artistic experience and expression was an essential part of being a queer man.
Elias often emphasised the importance of writing what he called aktuel books, texts
that actively engaged with contemporary times and in that he was under the influence of
Halldér Laxness and socialist thought. Elias’s prose is rarely categorised as modernist but
this thesis argues that his writings from the 1940s, like for example Halldor’s novels The
Great Weaver from Kashmir and The Atom Station (1948), are aktiel and modernist in the
sense that they are responses to the experience of modernity, explore and raise questions
about modern society and underline the paradoxes and incoherences of modern life. The
queer performativity in Elias’s work is seen here as a particularly modern and modernist
theme, intertwined with his personal story, socialist political stand and aesthetic vision and
with the modernisation of Icelandic society. His queer modernism is a performative
response to the experience of bearing a marginalised sexual identity in mid-twentieth
century Iceland; a period characterised by growing public awareness of and hostility

towards homosexuality.
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Agrip

A sidari hluta fimmta ératugar sidustu aldar samdi rithéfundurinn Elias Mar (1924-2007)
skaldsdgur um unga karlmenn i Reykjavik, kynferdislegar sjalfsmyndarkreppur peirra og
samkynja langanir. Sidar tjadi hann sig nokkud hreinskilnislega um ad hann veeri
tvikynhneigdur og & sjotta aratugnum var hann medal annars pekktur fyrir ad vera hluti af
einum af fyrstu hinsegin menningarkimunum i Reykjavik, hépi félks sem safnadist saman
& kaffihusinu Adlon & Laugavegi 11. pessi ritgerd fjallar um verk Eliasar fra fimmta
aratugnum, Utgefna texta jafnt sem handrit, skaldverk og persénuleg goégn, og pad hvernig
hverflyndur unglingur umbreytist i tvikynhneigdan ungan mann og einn af pekktustu
rith6fundum pjédarinnar. Auk bokmenntagreiningar & verkum Eliasar er sjénum beint ad
pvi hvada ahrif pad hafdi & hann, personulega og faglega, ad skrifa og gefa Ut pessa texta;
hvernig pad geroi honum kleift ad ferdast, preifa fyrir sér & kynferdissvidinu og tja
hinsegin tilfinningar og hugsanir sem rétudu sjaldan inn i opinbera ordraedu & islandi &
peim tima.

Ritgerdin er fyrsta itarlega rannsoknin & hinsegin hlidum héfundarverks Eliasar og
jafnframt fyrsta doktorsritgerdin & svidi islenskra hinsegin bokmennta. 1 henni er einnig
gerd grein fyrir pvi hvernig ,.kynvilla® — en pad var ordid sem pa var oftast notad um pad
sem i dag kallast samkynhneig® — vard hluti af opinberri ordraedu & Islandi a fyrri hluta 20.
aldar og um hana midja. Horft er til pattar Eliasar i pvi ferli og einnig Hallddrs Laxness,
sem segja ma ad hafi verid atrinadargod Eliasar & pessum tima. Nidurstédurnar syna ad
sjaldan var ratt opinberlega um kynvillu & fyrri hluta aldarinnar en um og eftir 1950 jokst
slik umfjollun umtalsvert og ahyggjur af kynvilltum karlménnum i Reykjavik voru
vidradar ad pvi er virdist i fyrsta sinn. bad bendir til pess ad kynvilla (karla) hafi um petta
leyti ordid veigameiri pattur i ordfaeri og hugarheimi islendinga en adur. bessi préun atti
sér stad samhlida 66rum samfélags- og menningarlegum breytingum sem oft eru kenndar
vid natimavaedingu. Fra pvi a pridja aratugnum ad minnsta kosti var oft fjallad um
kynvillu sem natimafyrirbaeri, beaedi i skrifum sem létu i ljosi &hyggjur af ahrifum
natimaveedingar & islenskt samfélag, menningu og sjalfsteedi — oft undir sterkum ahrifum
pj6dernishyggju — og i textum sem fjolludu um natimann & frjalslyndari n6tum, svo sem
greinum Halldoérs Laxness um menningar- og samfélagsmal og skéaldségu hans Vefaranum
mikla frd Kasmir (1927). Slik ordreeda fol enn fremur oft i sér samband milli kynvillu og
kynvillinga annars vegar og ,,nutimalegrar eda ,,0hefdbundinnar* listar og listamanna hins
vegar. SO hugmynd raungerdist enn fremur & Laugavegi 11 par sem Elias og félagar hans

komu saman.
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I bokmenntagreiningarkoflunum er einkum fjallad um fyrstu tvaer skaldsogur Eliasar,
Eftir drstuttan leik (1946) og Man eg pig 16ngum (1949), en einnig Végguvisu (1950) og
smasogur hans, 1j6d, minnisbakur, ritgerdir og ymis handrit fr4 fimmta &ratugnum.
Greiningin byggir & kenningum Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick um hinsegin gjorningshatt (e.
queer performativity) en hugtakid visar til veruhatta og merkingarbarra athafna sem
tengjast kyni, kynverund og skomm en falla ekki ad hugmyndum um sam- og
gagnkynhneigd. Engin af skaldpersénum Eliasar ,.kemur Gt Gr skapnum* eda tekur upp
sam- eda tvikynhneigda sjalfsmynd en i sjalfsmyndarkreppu peirra, narsiskri sjalfshverfu,
skdmm, samkynja léngunum og pvi hvernig peir fordast eda mistekst ad tileinka sér
normatifa gagnkynhneigda karlmennsku er félginn hinsegin gjorningshattur. Frasagnirnar
eru einnig narsiskar ad pvi leyti ad peer eru afar sjalfsmedvitadar og fullar af
textatengslum; peer eru sjalf-sogur. Skaldskapur og listir eru raunar hinsegin taknkerfi i
verkum Eliasar; pad ad lesa og skrifa, hlusta & tonlist og horfa & kvikmyndir eru hinsegin
gjorningar sem fela i sér umbreytingarmoguleika og hjalpa persénunum ad lifa med
skdmm sinni og samkynja l6ngunum. Tengslin milli listar og kynvillu, sem koma fram i
opinberri ordredu, eru pvi einnig i lykilhlutverki i skéaldskap Eliasar fra fimmta
aratugnum. 1 pessari ritgerd er peirri kenningu slegid fram ad i hans augum, likt og
persdnanna sem hann skapadi, hafi listreen reynsla og tjaning verid mikilvaegur hluti af pvi
ad vera hinsegin.

Elias lagdi mikla dherslu & pad sem hann kalladi ,,aktielar backur; ad skrifa verk sem
teekjust & virkan hatt & vid samtimann. 1 pvi var hann undir augljosum ahrifum fra Halldori
Laxness og sosialiskri hugsun. Bekur Eliasar eru sjaldan taldar til moderniskra verka en
hér er pvi haldid fram ad prosaverk hans frd fimmta aratugnum, likt og til daemis
skaldsogur Halldors, Vefarinn mikli fra Kasmir og Atomstodin (1948), séu aktlel og
maodernisk verk, pvi pau eru vidbrégd vid ndtimanum, ryna i og gagnryna ymsar hlidar &
natimasamfélégum og draga fram pversagnir og désamraemi i lifi ndtimamannsins.
Hinsegin gjorningshatturinn i verkum Eliasar er natimalegt og mdderniskt pema sem
tengist einkalifi hofundarins, sésialiskum skodunum hans og fagurfreedilegri syn og
natimaveedingu islensks samfélags orjafanlegum béndum. Slikur hinsegin médernismi var
bannig vidbragd Eliasar vid pvi ad tilheyra kynferdislegum jadarhopi & islandi um midja
20. 6ld, & timum sem einkenndust af aukinni medvitund um tilvist samkynhneigdra og

fjandskap i peirra gard.
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Preface

In Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal? (2011) — in a chapter titled “The Trouble
With A Book ...” — Jeanette Winterson describes beautifully, yet painfully, how literature
was to her, a sexually confused and frustrated teenager in England in the 1970s, both
dangerous and life-saving. Her adoptive mother, a devout Pentecostal Christian, abusive
and homophobic, forbids Jeanette to read fiction and burns books she finds hidden under
her mattress. She wants to protect the girl from ‘corruptive’ secular influence but it is too
late — the sixteen-year-old Jeanette has discovered the reparative and transformational
effect of poetry and prose. They are medicines, she says; they heal the rupture reality
makes on the imagination. Jeanette’s life seems unbearably difficult but she finds strength
in reading and creating fiction; after her books have been burned she memorises texts and
makes up her own stories instead of counting on physical books. “I had lines inside me — a
string of guiding lights. I had language,” she says (42):

A tough life needs a tough language —and that is what poetry is. That is what
literature offers — a language powerful enough to say how it is.
It isn’t a hiding place. It is a finding place. (40)

When | read these lines a few years ago | realised what exactly | wanted with my PhD
project; what | wished to put my finger on. This may seem a strange realisation, since my
subject was an Icelandic male writer, 35 years older than Winterson, who probably never
read her books. Yet | came to the conclusion that the repeated interest in books, reading
and writing | had identified in Elias Mar’s fiction from the mid-twentieth century was
grounded on this idea, and presumably on Elias’s own experience: That literature is a
powerful language that can make tough lives — young queer lives — more bearable and help
them finding whatever they need in order to survive in a heteronormative world. This, |
thought, was a beautiful idea that | wanted to explore.

The following chapters are the result of my yearlong wandering in a place we can call
‘queer literature and queer history in Iceland’; an academic field that was largely
unexplored when | first visited it in 2010. It was, in other words, an enormous finding
place but also a place where you can easily get lost (and hide, if you will). I realised that
my study of queer themes in Icelandic twentieth-century literature would have to begin
with Elias Mar; a self-identified bisexual writer who became a public queer figure in
Reykjavik in the 1950s and whose publications manifest a persistent interest in male same-
sex desire. Almost nothing had been written about queer history in Iceland in the early and
mid-twentieth century, however, which meant that | had to explore it on my own. The

thesis, which in the beginning was meant to be a literary analysis first and foremost, thus
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became a much larger and more historical project and after countless detours and long
breaks, periods of excitement and desperation, | have probably found more than | can ever
fully comprehend. The following discussion is therefore not the result of my wandering in
this queer place but one of many; recently | have been fortunate to participate in several
queer academic projects and | look forward to continuing my journey.

This dissertation was written under joint supervision at the Faculty of Icelandic and
Comparative Cultural Studies, University of Iceland, and the School of English, Drama
and Film, University College Dublin. The first people who deserve my gratitude, and to
whom | will be eternally thankful for their contribution, are my supervisors, Dr. Berglj6t S.
Kristjansdéttir and Dr. Anne Mulhall. Their patience has been tested and it would not
surprise me if they had, at times, thought | was forever lost. Thanks to their professional
and inspirational criticism and support I am not. I also wish to extend my sincere thanks to
the doctoral committee, Dr. Dagny Kristjansdéttir and Dr. Sharae Deckard, and the
transfer panel, Dr. Daisy Neijmann and Dr. Fionnuala Dillane. All these women have read
and critically engaged with my work and improved it greatly. The Icelandic Research Fund
for Graduate Students (now Icelandic Research Fund) funded this project for three years
and for that | am extremely grateful. A special thanks to the Centre for Research in the
Humanities (Ul) and UCD Humanities Institute for providing me with work facilities and
invaluable support. I also thank the offices at the two universities for their assistance.

Several people have earned great thanks for giving me advise and information. Gudj6n
Ragnar Jonasson realised before many others that Elias’s oeuvre deserved to be a analysed
from a queer perspective and his ideas and enthusiasm continue to inspire me. The staff at
the manuscript department of The National and University Library of Iceland gave me
invaluable support and borsteinn Antonsson generously granted me access to various
documents. Porvaldur Kristinsson has been an inexhaustible source of information and
support and | also thank him for reading and reviewing parts of my work. Maria Helga
Gudmundsdoéttir assisted me with translations from Icelandic to English and for that | am
very thankful. Jon Karl Helgason is due thanks for generous advice on academic writing
and discussions about Elias Mar. | would moreover like to thank Andrea Jonsdottir, Lara
Marteinsdottir, Arni Bergmann, Asdis Kvaran and all the other people who have told me
stories about Elias and the ‘bohemian’ life in Reykjavik in the mid-twentieth century.

Writing this dissertation would not have been possible without the support and
company of friends and colleagues in Dublin and Reykjavik. I thank Ibolya and Helga, and
Helga’s family, for their invaluable support. | also wish to thank all those who shared the

PhD life and office spaces with me, especially Trudy, Gavin, Sinéad, Maria, Katie, lzzy,
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Denise, Elaine, Treasa, Michael Paye and Michael Reilly; Sigrun, Kolfinna, Helga, Audur,
Asdis, Haukur and Gunna. Last, but not least, my historians, Hafdis and iris, have earned
very special thanks for appearing at the right time and making me believe in my project,
and in all our projects that are yet to come.

Growing up with kind and modest people who made me believe in myself and never
doubted or criticised my life choices was my greatest fortune in life. This thesis is
dedicated to them; to my mother Pérgunnur and my grandparents, Halldora and Eysteinn,

who all passed away too early, and to my aunt Bergpora.
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Notes on the text

The general use of first names, rather than family names or last names, is an Icelandic
convention. This thesis generally employs Icelanders’ first names, although full names are
sometimes required for the sake of clarity. Icelandic authors are listed according to first
names in the list of references.

None of Elias Mar’s texts have been translated to English and a large number of sources

and texts used in this dissertation are only available in Icelandic. All translations from

Icelandic to English are mine unless other is noted.

Xiv



1 Introduction

In September 1945 a young and inspiring Icelandic writer, Elias Mar (1924-2007), sat at
his desk in a small flat in Reykjavik and wrote about his restlessness and frustration. He
had published a few poems, short stories and articles and was working on a novel — later
published as Man eg pig 1ongum (1949, ‘I remember you always’) — but it was not going
well. He could not fully concentrate on writing, especially because he was working full-
time at a local newspaper, and his productivity was far below his expectations. On 10
September he wrote in a red notebook he called “Skalda” (‘Poeta’) that he had no
alternative: “I have to do something,” he wrote; “I have to.”?

As strange as it may seem Elias’s answer was to start writing another novel. On 14

October he described his new project:

The most ludicrous aspect of this story is that | am using methods that | have not
tried before, and | despise them. They are as follows: | write three large pages of
dense text every day, — but never more or less. By this means | intend to finish a
draft of the whole novel before the end of the year, and even work on it and finish
transcribing a third of it before the New Year. | do not take pains with it since | am
only writing it as a part of a financial plan. When | have finished it, I will approach
a publisher and try to get three thousand [kroner] for the draft. That should be done
by the end of January at the latest. Finding a publisher will be the hardest task, —
the second hardest typing the story. Then I will get down to ‘Man eg pig 16ngum.’
[...] Twill do that with approximately ten times more care, literally speaking.2

Elias thus decided to postpone his main project, Man eg pig Iéngum. Instead he started
writing what became his first published novel, Eftir orstuttan leik (1946, ‘After a short

play’), and he was confident that it would only take him a few months to finish it and sell

! «“Eg verd ad taka til einhverra andskotans bragda til pess ad fi mig til ad vera eins og madur. [...]
Eg verd ad taka til einhverra bragda. Eg verd.” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. CA. Diaries and guestbook,
box no. 5. “Skalda,” 10 September 1945. Elias’s private archive is held at The National and
University Library of Iceland (Lbs. 13 NF). It contains a large humber of manuscripts, letters,
notebooks and other personal documents, and gives invaluable insight into Elias’s work and personal
life.

% «pad hlaegilegasta vid pessa sdgu er pad ad vid samningu hennar nota ég vinnubrégd, sem ég hefi
ekki aour reynt, og sem ég hefi andstyggd a. bau eru pannig ad [ég] skrifa prjar sidur péttletradar
og storar & hverjum degi, — en hvorki meira né minna. Med pessu méti atla ég mér ad vera buinn
ad skrifa uppkast skaldségunnar allrar fyrir nyar og jafnvel vinna ad henni og ljika vid hreinritun
bridjungs hennar fyrir dramétin. Eg vanda mig ekkert med hana, enda er tilbGningur hennar
einungis lidur i fjarhagsplani. begar ég hefi gengid fra henni, atla ég ad reyna til vid einhvern
utgefanda og reyna ad fa prjupisund fyrir handritid. pad etti aldrei ad verda sidar en i lok jandar.
Erfidasta verkid verdur ad fa Gtgefanda, — pad nesterfidasta ad vélrita sbguna. Sidan atla ég ad
taka til vid “Man &g pig longum”, sem €g geri rad fyrir ad ljuka vid i agust eda september i fyrsta
lagi og senda svo i verdlaunasamkeppni Menningarsj6ds og bjodvinafélagsins. Eg mun vanda mig
ca 10 sinnum meira vid pa sogu, — bokstaflega séd.” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Skalda,” 14 October
1945. See also Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 36; Porsteinn Antonsson,
pordargledi. battir ir héfundarsogu Eliasar Mar, 66.
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it to a publisher. He also planned to earn enough money by the beginning of July 1946 to

»3 His primary goal was thus twofold: To

leave the country and go on “an aimless journey.
have the time, money and peace of mind to finish Man eg pig 16ngum, and to leave
Iceland. Remarkably the plan worked; Eftir drstuttan leik was proofread in June 1946 and
published eight months later, Elias received 3000 kroner from his publisher and on 29 June
he quit his job, left on a ship to Copenhagen and did not return until October 1947.* His
most precious project, Man eg pig 16ngum, was not published until 1949, but the bold plan
he made in the fall of 1945 was nevertheless a turning point in his writing career.

Elias Mar is one of the few Icelandic twentieth-century writers whose oeuvre
manifests a persistent interest in queer desire and homoeroticism. Such interest is
prominent in the two books mentioned in the previous paragraph and also in Elias’s third
novel, Vogguvisa (1950, ‘Lullaby’). The protagonists in all three books are young men
who are having an identity crisis and struggling with understanding their sexuality. Elias’s
fictional and non-fictional, published as well as personal, writings suggest that he was
himself coming to terms with his same-sex desires in the 1940s;> he later identified as
bisexual and claimed that he had been with a man for the first time in Copenhagen in the
summer of 1946, shortly after he finished writing Eftir érstuttan leik.® This thesis argues
that not only is queer sexuality an important theme in Elias’s writings from the 1940s;
writing and publishing his first books also enabled him to travel, dwell in big cities, act
upon his queer desires for the first time and explore his sexual identity, and — perhaps most
importantly — express queer feelings and thoughts that rarely entered public discourse in
the mid-twentieth century.

This project seeks to outline how male same-sex desire and queerness is represented in
Elias Mar’s work from the 1940s and how that representation reflects upon Elias himself
and the society he lived in. As such it is the most comprehensive study of queer sexuality
in Icelandic literature conducted to date. Queer theory became a part of the academic
landscape in Iceland by the end of the 1990s, most significantly through the work of two
literary scholars, Dagny Kristjansdottir and Geir Svansson, whose queer analyses of

Icelandic novels and discussions of queer theory’s foundational writings laid the ground

8 «[...] ferdalag ut i blainn [...].” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar, “Skalda,” 17 October 1945.

* Lbs. 13 NF. Elfas Mar. CB. Notebooks, cassettes and various papers, box no. 1. Notebooks 1939—
1980, here 1946 and 1947. Eftir orstuttan leik’s copyright page shows the year 1946 but the novel
was not officially out until 27 February 1947. See Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 27 February
1947 and an advertisement on page 4 in Morgunbladid the same day.

® See e.g. Jon Karl Helgason, “Prautreyndur nygradingur. Fyrstu skrif Eliasar Marar”; borsteinn
Antonsson, Pdrdargledi.

® Asgeir b. Ingvarsson, “Elias Mar! Hvad erum vi® ad gera?”
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Introduction

for queer studies in the humanities in Iceland.” In 1999 Dagny expressed her hope that the
discussion would continue and “many exciting literary analyses [were] anticipalted,”8 but it
would be an overstatement to say that many scholars answered her call. The majority of
the academic writings that deal with queer themes in Icelandic literature are in fact written
by Dagny herself and the interest in this subject that was manifested around the
millennium has not yet developed into a strong field of research.’

A similar claim can be made about academic interest in the history of homosexuality
and queer sexuality in Iceland. Until recently few scholars had shown interest in Icelandic
queer history and it is still a relatively unexplored field, although a number of projects are
now underway or have been published in the past two years.’® The most important
scholarly writings that deal with the period under consideration here, the early and mid-

twentieth century, are Porgerdur Porvaldsdottir’s chapter on homosexuality and criminal

" Geir Svansson, “Osegjanleg ast. Hinsegin sogur og hinsegin fradi i islensku samhengi”; Geir
Svansson, “Kynin tvo / Kynstrin 6ll. Um kynusla, kyngervistitlaga og efni(s)legar eftirmyndir”;
Dagny Kristjansdottir, Undirstraumar. Greinar og fyrirlestrar, 290-96; Dagny Kristjansdottir,
“Hinsegin raddir. Um sannar og lognar lesbiur i bokmenntum og listum”; Dagny Kristjansdottir,
“Ut ar pogninni. Um bognina eftir Vigdisi Grimsdéttur”; Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Hvad er a bak
vid dyrnar prongu? Um skaldsogur Kristinar Omarsdéttur”; Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Tomid og
tilveran. Um skaldsogur Kristinar Omarsdéttur.” Geir also gave public lectures about queer theory
and Judith Butler, see various advertisements in Icelandic newspapers in November 1998.

8 “Umreedan er [...] opnud og ég treysti pvi ad hun haldi 4fram og margar og spennandi
bokmenntagreiningar séu framundan.” Dagny Kristjansdottir, Undirstraumar, 296.

® In 1994 borvaldur Kristinsson wrote an overview of the representation of homosexuality in
Icelandic literature and a similar discussion appeared in Samtokin ’78’s (the National Queer
Organisation of Iceland) 30 year anniversary magazine in 2008. See “Skyrsla nefndar um malefni
samkynhneigdra,” 78-81; Arni Heimir Ingolfsson, “Med pennann ad vopni. Hinsegin bokmenntir 4
fslandi.” Gudrin Elsa Bragadottir’s recent publications are also an important contribution to queer
studies in literature and the humanities: ““Ad kjosa ad sleppa pvi.” Oliuleit, adgerdaleysi og
hinsegin moéguleikar”; “Af usla og arekstrum. Salgreining i 1josi hinsegin freda.” Sexuality in
medieval literature, including same-sex desire and homosociality, has moreover received
considerable attention in the past decades; see e.g. Armann Jakobsson, “Ekki kosta munur.
Kynjasaga fra 13. 6ld”; Jenny Jochens, “Triangularity in the Pagan North. The Case of Bjorn
Arngeirsson and Pordr Kolbeinsson; Gunnar Karlsson, “Karlmennska, drengskapur, bleydi og ergi.”

% For an overview of academic publications on queer history and historiography in Iceland, see
Hafdis Erla Hafsteinsdottir, ““Forsenda fyrir betra 1ifi”? Tilraun til skilgreiningar a hinsegin ségu,”
45-51. They include, in addition to the studies discussed later in this thesis, fris Ellenberger, “Lesbia
verdur til. Félagid Islensk-leshiska og skérun kynhneigdar og kyngervis i réttindabaréttu & niunda
aratug 20. aldar”; Iris Ellenberger, “Ad flytja ut mannréttindi. Hinsegin paradisin Island i ljosi
samkynhneigdrar pjodernishyggju og sdgulegra ordraedna um fyrirmyndarsamfélog i nordri”; Kristin
Svava Tomasdottir, ““Sogur af mér — eda pvi sem ég geaeti ordid.” Pekkingarmidlun og sexualpdlitik &
bokasafni Samtakanna *78”; Porvaldur Kristinsson, “Att ta sin plats.” Kristin’s book on pornography
and obscenity in the 1960s and 70s, Stund klamsins. Klam & islandi & timum kynlifsbyltingarinnar,
moreover includes a study of queer sexuality. See also grassroot articles on the ‘gay liberation’
movement and history of the National Queer Organisation, e.g. Gudni Baldursson, “Iceland: From
Sexual Aberration to Sexual Inversion”; Pora Kristin Asgeirsdottir, “Prjatiu ara stridid”; Veturlidi
Gudnason, “Ur grasrot i gridastad”; Bodvar Bjornsson, “Alnemisfaraldurinn. brongi vegurinn til
sigurs.” Considerable work has been done on sexuality and same-sex desire in the medieval North,
including Iceland, which lies outside the scope of this thesis.
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law in Criminally Queer: Homosexuality and Criminal Law in Scandinavia 1842-1999
(2007) and Porvaldur Kristinsson’s article on the case of Gudmundur Sigurjonsson in 1924
and Icelanders’ ideas about homosexuality in the early twentieth century.™ Other writings
include studies of romantic friendship and non-normative gender and sexuality in the
nineteenth century by borsteinn Antonsson, Sigurdur Gylfi Magnudsson, Sigrdn
Sigurdardottir, Porvaldur Kristinsson, borsteinn  Vilhjdlmsson and Soffia Audur
Birgisdottir; Porsteinn Vilhjalmsson’s article on the reception and translations of Sappho’s
poetry in Iceland in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; Sarun Lisa Birgisdottir’s
dissertation in folkloristics on tales about gay men during the Second World War; Hilmar
Magnusson’s article on gay clubs in Reykjavik; and a number of interviews with people
who remember the 1940s and 1950s."

The dearth of research on the history of queer sexualities in Iceland is a challenge that
has influenced, inspired and shaped this project in various ways. Elias Mar’s background
and socio-cultural context shed interesting light on his fiction and vice versa. This
dissertation thus includes, in addition to queer literary analyses of Elias’s work from the
1940s, a primary study of public discourse on (male) homosexuality, how Icelanders
conceived and spoke of homosexuality in the early and mid-twentieth century and Elias

Mar’s performances in that context.®

! borgerdur Porvaldsdottir, “Iceland 1869-1992. From Silence to Rainbow Revolution”; borvaldur
Kristinsson, “Glapurinn gegn nattiirlegu edli. Réttvisin gegn Gudmundi Sigurjonssyni 1924.”

12 porsteinn Antonsson, Vaxandi vaengir. Aftur i aldir um 6trodnar slédir, 103-9; Sigurdur Gylfi
Magnusson, Menntun, ast og sorg. Einsdgurannsokn a islensku sveitasamfélagi 19. og 20. aldar, 252
55; Sigrun Sigurdardéttir, “Tveir vinir. Tjaning og tilfinningar 4 nitjandu 6ld”; Soffia Audur
Birgisdéttir, “Hid “sanna kyn” eda veruleiki likamans? Hugleidingar spunnar um fraségn af Gudrinu
Sveinbjarnardéttur’; Porsteinn Vilhjalmsson, ““Ad hafa svo mikid upp ur lifinu sem audid er.” Olafur
Davidsson og hinsegin rymi i Laerda skolanum & nitjandu 61d”; Porsteinn Vilhjalmsson, “Gydjunafh,
skélastyra, vorumerki sjukdoms. Saff6 a Islandi 4 19. og 20. 61d”"; Porvaldur Kristinsson, “Loksins vard
ég b6 skotinn!”; Porvaldur Kristinsson, “Madur stendur med sinum ef madur getur. Spjallad vid Pori
Bjornsson”; Porvaldur Kristinsson, “Tea for two — og tvibokur med. Herder Andersson um &stina og
1ifid 4 arum adur”; Seerin Lisa Birgisdottir, “Hommar eda huldufélk? Hinsegin rannsdkn & ségnum og
samfélagi ad fornu og nyju”; Hilmar Magntsson, “Drottningar 4 djamminu. Molar ir skemmtanalifi
hinsegin folks 4 fslandi”; Pora Kristin Asgeirsdottir, “Elsta lesbian. Hinsegin versld sem var.”

3 This project focuses predominantly on male same-sex desire since the queer characters in Elias’s
work under consideration here are all men. (One exception is to be found in his novel Séleyjarsaga
(1954-59) which lies outside the scope of this thesis.) The currently available sources on the socio-
cultural context and Icelanders’ conception of homosexuality in the mid-twentieth century are also
primarily on men. This male bias in research and archives has for example incited the project “Hidden
women: queer women’s sexuality in the archives,” conducted by fris Ellenberger, Hafdis Erla
Hafsteinsddttir and myself, which aims to find sources on queer women in Iceland before 1960 and
make them available to scholars, students and the public. See www.huldukonur.is.

4



Introduction

1.1 Elias Mar and queer modernism

Elias Mar is probably best known as one of the first ‘Reykjavik writers,’ that is, for writing
poems and stories about the life in Reykjavik during and after the Second World War.
Most discussion of Elias and his work mentions his status as an urban writer who dealt
with the war and post-war atmosphere; this is underlined for example in A History of
Icelandic Literature (2006), the fourth volume of islensk bokmenntasaga (2006, ‘Icelandic
literary history’), and Hjalmar Sveinsson’s book Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi (2007, ‘New pen
in a new republic’), which is based on interviews with Elias."* The war/post-war urban
setting was the world Elias lived in; he was born and raised in Reykjavik and a teenager
during the war. He started writing poems and stories at an early age, his first texts
appeared on print in the early 1940s, and most of his prose works were published when he
was in his twenties and early thirties; between 1946 and 1960." In addition to Eftir
orstuttan leik, Man eg pig 1éngum and Vdgguvisa, Elias wrote and published another novel
in that period, Soleyjarsaga (1954-1959, ‘The story of Soéley’), a short story collection,
Gamalt folk og nytt (1950, ‘Old and new people’), a collection of poetry, Lj6d & trylltri 6ld
(1951, ‘Poetry in a wild age’), several short stories and articles for newspapers and
magazines, and the short story Saman lagt spott og speki (1960, ‘Mockery and wisdom”)
which was published independently in a limited edition. After 1960 Elias’s stories and
poems continued to appear in magazines and he published a short story collection, bad var
ni pa (1985, ‘That was then’) and three collections of poetry: Speglun (1977,
‘Reflection’), Hinumegin vid s6lskinid (1990, ‘On the other side of the sunshine’) and
Mararbarur. Urval 1joda 1946-1998 (1999, ‘A selection of poems, 1946-1998°). A few of
Elias’s short stories have been translated, to for example Norwegian and Estonian, but
only one novel; Végguvisa was published in the German Democratic Republic in 1958 as
Chibaba, chibaba: Bruchstiick eines Abenteuers.

The scope of this dissertation is limited to Elias’s writings in the 1940s. It focuses
primarily on Eftir érstuttan leik and Man eg pig 16ngum but also Vogguvisa, first and
foremost because of these texts’ interrelated queerness and because they shed light on how
a young man comes to terms with his same-sex desires while writing and publishing
novels about young men dealing with similar issues. As such the writings under
consideration here belong to a period in Elias’s life that came to an end around 1950; in
the early 1950s he was quite open about his bisexuality and had become a part of a

subculture in Reykjavik that was associated with homosexuality in the minds of many

14,A’stré6ur Eysteinsson, “Icelandic Prose Literature, 1940-1980,” 410-17; Dagny Kristjansdottir,
“Arin eftir seinna strid,” 470-76; Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi.
5 See ch. 3.1.
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Icelanders. This is the first comprehensive queer study of Elias’s writings, which is not to
say that the ‘homosexual theme’ in his oeuvre has gone unnoticed. It was pointed out in
1994 by Porvaldur Kristinsson who argued in an official report on ‘the concerns of
homosexuals’ in Iceland that Elias’s short story, Saman lagt spott og speki was “most
likely” the first example of an Icelandic literary text “about homosexuals and written by
homosexuals.”*® The homosexual theme in Elias’s other texts, however, did not receive
attention from critics until 2006 when Hjalmar Sveinsson stated in an article in Lesbdk
Morgunbladsins that the protagonist in Man eg pig 1éngum was homosexual, and claimed

that the novel was the “Icelandic republic’s first “gay novel.”’

Jon Karl Helgason’s
analysis of Eftir orstuttan leik, “Deiligaldur Eliasar. Tilraun um frasagnarspegla og
sjalfgetinn skaldskap,” was published a few months later, by the end of which Jon suggests
that the novel’s protagonist is also struggling with his homosexuality,18 Dagny
Kristjansdattir took up this thread in 2009 in another article on Eftir drstuttan leik, “Synt
en ekki gefid. Um skaldsdguna Eftir rstuttan leik eftir Elias Mar,” which focuses on the
protagonist’s existential crisis and attempts to handle his homosexual desires.™® Last, but
not least, borsteinn Antonsson’s book on Elias Mar, pPdrdargledi (2011), as well as his
articles and introductions to compilations of Elias’s previously unpublished work,
Eliasarbok (2011) and Eliasarmal (2014), discuss same-sex desire and sexual themes in
Elias’s fiction and poe'[ry.20

Statements about the ‘first’ individual work of a certain kind are always questionable
and likely to be proved wrong, and no declarations about the gay or queer pioneer status of
Elias and his works in the history of Icelandic literature are made here. It is safe to state,
however, that at least between the publication of Eftir orstuttan leik in 1946 and the early
1960s, male same-sex desire and sexual existential struggle were recurrent themes in his
published prose, and they are also evident in his manuscripts that either remain
unpublished or were included in Porsteinn Antonsson’s publications after Elias’s death.
Writing and publishing books about same-sex sexuality was not an easy or common task in

the mid-twentieth century, neither in Iceland nor other Western countries, and Elias had

18 «“Fyrstu demi um slikan skaldskap [um samkynhneigda og eftir samkynhneigda] er likast til ad
finna i smasdgu eftir Elias Mar, Saman lagt spott og speki [...].” “Skyrsla nefndar um malefhi
samkynhneigOra,” 80.

7 «“Man eg pig Iéngum er fyrsta bindid i fyrstu “gay-skaldsogu” lydveldisins.” Hjalmar Sveinsson,
“Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi,” 5. See also Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 14.

18 Jén Karl Helgason, “Deiligaldur Eliasar. Tilraun um frasagnarspegla og sjalfgetinn skaldskap,”
126-28. See also Jon Karl Helgason, “Madur dagsins, seint og um sidir.”

19 Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Synt en ekki gefid. Um skaldsoguna Eftir érstuttan leik eftir Elias Mar.”
? porsteinn Antonsson, bordargledi; borsteinn Antonsson, “Su leynda 4st”; Porsteinn Antonsson,
introductions to Eliasarmal and Eliasarbok. See also Orn Olafsson, Gudbergur — Um rit Gudbergs
Bergssonar, 23-31.
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few Icelandic models from which he could seek inspiration. As chapter two outlines issues
regarding same-sex desire and homosexuality were treated with silence rather than public
condemnation in the first half of the century, and people’s knowledge about homosexuality
was presumably limited — although it is difficult to make assumptions about the latter due
to lack of research and available sources. This project’s findings suggest, however, that in
the late 1940s this was about to change — that homosexuality was becoming a part of
Icelanders’ vocabulary, public discourse and conception of the world. This development
went hand in hand with other social and cultural changes generally referred to as
modernisation — a process that started in Iceland in the late nineteenth century but reached
a point of no return in the 1940s.

The following chapters claim that Elias Mar and his writings played a significant role
in bringing homosexuality into discourse in Iceland in the mid-twentieth century. The
same can be said about another writer, Halldor Laxness (1902-1998), who won the Nobel
prize in literature in 1955.% In this thesis Halldor’s writings are used to shed light on
Elias’s texts and political and cultural stance, as well as how Icelanders’ ideas about
homosexuality developed from the 1920s to the mid-twentieth century. The association
between the two writers is no coincidence; Halldor was Elias’s favourite writer in the
1940s and had significant influence on him, as chapter three outlines.? Literary critics
have pointed out similarities between their work and even criticised Elias for imitating
Halldor, and Elias’s notebooks, letters and other writings, in turn manifest that he
identified decisively with Halldér, both as a writer and socialist.”® Halldor’s name is for
example mentioned in almost every letter Elias wrote to his friend Gudmundur Palsson in
1943. Elias tells Gudmundur that he believes Halldér has been an instigator for young
writers in Iceland against the power of conservative leaders; a true socialist who has seen

the world and is not afraid to fight for what he believes in.** He discusses various aspects

! Halldér Laxness may or may not have been interested in men but from 1930 and until he died in
1998 he was in long-term relationships with women. His sexual orientation or personal life is not
under consideration here, however; the focus is on his novels and other writings in which he
discussed homosexuality and various other issues in relation to modern life and literature.

2 El{as’s friend, Gudmundur Palsson, wrote an essay in 1943 where he said that Halldor Laxness’s
books were Elias’s favourite and that Elias had been more influenced by Halldér than any other
thinker. Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Documents from childhood. “Mannlysing.” See also Porsteinn
Antonsson, Pérdargledi, 43.

% See ch. 3. Many reviewers mentioned for example the similarities between Végguvisa and
Halldor’s novel The Atom Station (1948). Some simply noted that the two novels dealt with similar
issues while others, such as Erlendur Jonsson, saw Vogguvisa as a cheap imitation of Halldor’s
novel. Erlendur even argued that Elias had been so dependent on Halldor, an older writer, that his
books were already ‘outdated” when they were published. Erlendur Jonsson, islenzk
skaldsagnaritun 1940-1970, 45-46.

2 | bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. BA. Letters — Icelanders. Elias Mar to Gudmundur Palsson, 24 July 1943.
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of Halldor’s oeuvre and says he is waiting impatiently for his next novel. He also claims to
be planning to “read The Weaver thoroughly” in the fall, but according to his notebooks he
had already read Halldor’s novel, Vefarinn mikli fra Kasmir (1927; The Great Weaver
from Kashmir, 2008), several times — a novel which played a significant role in bringing
homosexuality into public discourse in Iceland and influenced Elfas in various ways.?®
Elias was passionate about writing books that dealt with contemporary issues and both
negative and positive aspects of society.?® This passion was an integral part of his political
views and life principles; he was a dedicated socialist and believed the writer’s role was to
write about social reality and speak to contemporary readers. In this regard, and many
others, Elias was inspired by Halldér Laxness. Like countless other writers and artists,
Elias and Halldor dealt with what can be referred to as the ‘modern life” — the experience
of modernity and modernisation?” — without necessarily challenging traditional form and
use of language to the extent that their works were categorised as ‘modernist.” Halldor
certainly wrote texts, poetry, plays and prose, that have been referred to as modernist
work, such as The Great Weaver and Kristnihald undir Jokli (1968; Under the Glacier,
1972/1990), but his relationship with modernist form experiments was shifty and many of
his most famous books are generally categorised as realist novels.?® Elias’s contribution to
the first significant ‘wave’ of modernist poetry in Iceland around 1950 has been
acknowledged,”® but his prose is rarely associated with modernism, although the
prominence of modern life and modernity in his books is often emphasised, as noted

earlier.

% “Ny mun vera ad koma ut i Rvk. saga eftir Laxness, {slandsklukkan, — saga um leitina ad
réttleetinu. Eg hefi bedid eftir peirri bok i marga méanudi — og bid enn. I haust &tla eg ad lesa
Vefarann reekilega.” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar to Gudmundur Pélsson, 29 August 1943. See also Lbs.
13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebooks 1940-1943. Elias notes when he borrows The Great Weaver from
Kasmir in libraries on 5 July 1940, 19 April 1941, 11 August 1941, 7 November 1941 and 6
November 1942. On 27 October 1943 he also notes that he has read the novel.

% See ch. 3.

7 In the following chapters the terms modernisation and modernity describe various political,
economic, social and cultural processes that interact and overlap in complex ways in the history of
the West. The fundamental processes that led to the formation of modernity are for example major
advances in technology and sciences, such as the discovery of steam power, electricity and print;
various kinds of machinery and transportation and the industrial revolution; the Enlightenment; the
decline of the religious world and rise of a secular and materialist culture; the rise of capitalism —
that is, large-scale production, consumption of commaodities for the market, extensive ownership of
private property and systematic, long-term accumulation of capital; international trade and
globalisation; expansion of European colonial powers; and the making of the nation-state. The
articles in the book Formations of Modernity (ed. Stuart Hall and Bram Gieben), for example,
build on this wide understanding of the terms.

% See ch. 2.2.3.2.

® See e.g. Eysteinn Porvaldsson, “Icelandic Poetry Since 1940,” 478.
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Recent reevaluation and rethinking of the concept modernism has given way to a
broader scope that includes not only so-called high modernism; the works of a (limited)
number of Western artists and writers from the late nineteenth to mid-twentieth century,
who challenged or rejected traditional form, use of language, harmony and structure,
experimented with form and representation and emphasised ‘inner reality,” subjectivity
and a fragmented world-view.*® Many scholars now assume that modernisms — in the
plural — are a “diverse field, characterized by an aesthetic and ideological challenge that
goes beyond a narrow canon of writers and works™;*" responses to modernity, manifested
in various ways in different geographical and historical contexts. Some of these new
perspectives have argued for the inclusion of texts and modes of expression that explore
and raise questions about modern society and modernisation and may, or may not, be
radically challenging or diverge from a traditional use of language. Jessica Berman
suggests for example that modernist narrative

might best be seen as a constellation of rhetorical actions, attitudes, or aesthetic
occasions, motivated by the particular and varied situations of economic, social and
cultural modernity worldwide and shaped by the ethical and political demands of
those situations. Its rhetorical activity exists in constant and perpetual relationship
to the complex, various, and often vexing demands of the social practices, political
discourses, and historical circumstances of modernity and the challenges they pose
to systems of representation — even as its forms and attitudes sometimes hide this
fact.*
Other scholars point out that such an approach risks becoming so broad that the term
modernism loses its meaning and merges with modernity or modern. The editors of the
critical volume Modernism (2007), Astradur Eysteinsson and Vivian Liska, for example,
agree that modernism should include socio-historical factors and they want to “open up the

concept of modernism to recent inquiries into cultural politics” — but they also wish to
preserve “its force as a term for a major aesthetic phenomenon of our recent history.”33 In
a recent PhD dissertation on the Icelandic modernist journal Birtingur Prostur Helgason
similarly points out that a wide-open definition of modernism, like the one Jessica Berman
describes, would even encompass Halldor Laxness’s novels from the 1930s, Salka Valka

(1930-1931; Salka Valka, 1936) and Sjalfsteett félk (1934-1935; Independent People,

¥ Such ‘highbrow’ understanding of modernism is evident in e.g. Malcolm Bradbury and James
McFarlane, Modernism. A Guide to European Literature 1890-1930 and Peter Barry, Beginning
Theory. An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, see 81-82.

3 Astradur Eysteinsson and Vivian Liska, “Introduction: Approaching Modernism,” 6.

%2 Jessica Berman, Modernist Commitments. Ethics, Politics, and Transnational Modernism, 7-8.
3 Astradur Eysteinsson and Liska, “Introduction,” 7.
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1945), that are usually categorised as realist novels, and as such it would be an
impracticable tool for distinguishing modernist works from other kinds of texts.>*

The following chapters seek to illustrate the advantages of using a broad definition of
modernism, and thus to resist distinguishing between the so-called ‘aesthetic’ modernism
and other critical literary engagements with modernity, when it comes to Elias Mar and his
work. In that respect the discussion builds on Marshall Berman’s claim in All that Is Solid
Melts into Air (1982) that modernism should be seen as a

variety of visions and ideas that aim to make men and women the subjects as well
as the objects of modernization, to give them the power to change the world that is
changing them, to make their way through the maelstrom and make it their own.*®

Modernism, in Marshall Berman’s terms, is thus a response to modernity that underlines the
paradoxes and incoherencies of modern life and resists its demands, and it is not just
manifested in art and literature but also people, their thoughts and actions. As chapter three
outlines Marshall Berman’s reading of Karl Marx’s Communist Manifesto as a modernist
text even enables him to build a bridge between ‘orthodox’ modernists and Marxists, give
“modernist art and thought a new solidity, and invest its creations with an unsuspected
resonance and depth. It would reveal modernism as the realism of our time.”* This thesis
similarly argues that Elias was, in (Jessica and Marshall) Berman’s terms, a modernist
writer.

The queerness in Elias’s texts is seen here as a particularly modern and modernist
theme, intertwined with his personal story, socialist political stand and aesthetic vision,
and with the modernisation of Icelandic society in the mid-twentieth century. His
modernism is queer modernism; a response to his experience of bearing a marginalised
sexual identity and to his “forced exile,” as Heather Love puts it in her discussion of queer
modernism and the writings of the novelist Walter Pater.>” Love points out that there are
various resonances between modernism, the term queer and queer experience; queer is for
example, like modernism, closely linked to the concept of the margin, exile and alienation,

indeterminacy and the experimental.*®

She emphasises however that while modernism is
often preoccupied with marginal experience and with going to the limits — and although
such modernist ‘rebellion’ has been celebrated and idealised — there is a significant
difference between self-exile and forced exile; between choosing transgression and being

excluded and marginalised:

* pbrostur Helgason, “Timaritid Birtingur og islenskur médernismi,” 25-30.

¥ Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air. The Experience of Modernity, 16.
* Ibid. 122.

¥ Heather K. Love, “Forced Exile. Walter Pater's Queer Modernism.”

% Heather Love, “Introduction: Modernism at Night,” 745.
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If one has not departed under one’s own steam, being on the margins looks less like
heroic sacrifice and more like amor fati. Such a modernism cannot easily be
recuperated as good: in recording the experience of forced exile, it undermines the
heroism of modernist transgression, revealing the uneven terrain of twentieth-
century modernity.*

The queer modernism Love is interested in, and which this thesis explores, is rooted in
social discrimination and marginalisation of modern sexual identities such as
homosexuality. The modernism under consideration here is thus not just an image of
rebellion and resistance but also of refusal, passivity and withdrawal — what Love refers to

5940

as “aesthetics of failure”™ — a response to the particularly modern experience of being seen

and treated as sexually deviant in a society that assumes heterosexuality is the norm.

1.2 Homo or queer? A few words on perspective
Same-sex desire has presumably always been a part of human existence; yet ideas,

conceptions and vocabularies related to such longings and sexual activities vary
significantly between cultures and periods. Scholars of gay, leshian and queer history
have, at least since the 1980s, debated and disagreed on the relevance and accuracy of
using words like gay, lesbian and homosexual to describe societies and individuals outside
the modernised West and before modernisation; that is, if homosexuality should be seen as
an ahistorical (genetic) fact, or as a particularly modern Western phenomenon, shaped and
constructed by cultural and social factors.** This dissertation is firmly located among the
latter; its approach is constructivist and builds on writings by Michel Foucault and other
scholars who have studied how conceptions of and discourses on same-sex desire take
different forms in different places and periods.*? This project presumes, in other words,

that homosexuality is a modern concept — a set of ideas, discourses and practices of

* Love, “Forced Exile,” 21.

“% |bid. 26.

! See e.g. Judith Schuyf, “Hidden from history? Homosexuality and the historical sciences™; Hafdis
Erla Hafsteinsdottir, ““Forsenda fyrir betra 1ifi”? Tilraun til skilgreiningar 4 hinsegin sdgu.” John
Boswell was criticised for speaking of ‘gay sexuality’ in his book on same-sex erotic desires in
ancient and medieval Europe; desires he claimed were “associated with a conscious presence” and an
essential part of people’s identity. See John Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and
Homosexuality. Gay People in Western Europe From the Beginning of the Christian Era to the
Fourteenth Century, 44. As Carolyn Dinshaw has noted the importance of Boswell’s work for many
gays and lesbians and their fight for political and social recognition in the 1980s should not be
diminished but his use of modern terms such as gay is nevertheless misleading. Late-twentieth-
century ideas about homosexuality are projected onto historical figures, she says, with the result that
“[t]he gay relationships in Boswell’s gay history resemble those of urban gay males in the United
States.” Carolyn Dinshaw, Getting Medieval. Sexualities and Communities, Pre- and Postmodern, 30.
*2 In Foucault’s writing the term discourse is not used primarily as a linguistic concept but refers to
‘system of representations,’ or the practice of representing knowledge about a particular topic. See
Stuart Hall, “Foucault: Power, Knowledge and Discourse,” 72—73; Michel Foucault, The Will to
Knowledge. The History of Sexuality: Volume 1.
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subjectivation that are coextensive with the emergence of distinctly modern forms of
power/knowledge — rather than something (some) Icelanders have always practised or
identified with.

Medical and psychiatric discourses that were concerned with human sexuality,
including same-sex desire, emerged in Europe in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century and sexology became an academic and scientific discipline. Among the pioneers in
this field were Magnus Hirschfeld and Karl Heinrich Ulrichs in Germany — men who were
academics as well as activists and agitated for the rights of people who desired the same
sex — and the Hungarian journalist Karl-Maria Kertbeny who introduced the term
Homosexualitét in 1869.%* Scholars and clinicians such as Richard Krafft-Ebing, Havelock
Ellis and Carl Westphal followed in their footsteps and sought to understand and explain
human sexuality, especially ‘abnormalities’ and variations from what was considered
healthy or normal. Krafft-Ebing, for example, analysed in great detail the sexual
physiology of humans and various abnormalities and perversions, such as sadism,
masochism and homosexuality, as well as sexual neuroses, mania, hysteria and paranoia.
In the early twentieth century, moreover, the psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud argued that
sexuality, including what he described as aberrations, was not only inherent to all people
but the driving force behind the development of the human psyche.** Western societies, in
other words, developed “a whole machinery for specifying, analyzing, and investigating”
sex,* as Foucault argues in the first volume of his history of sexuality, La Volonté de
savoir (1976; The Will to Knowledge, 1978), where he also maintains that such
‘production of knowledge’ about sexuality (and various other aspects of the world and
human existence) was an inherent part of the modernisation of Western societies.

At the same time great restrictions were also put on people’s sexual behaviour and
discussion of sex. Criminal justice had been occupied with sexuality for a long time,
Foucault says, especially the so-called ‘crimes against nature,” but now the jurisdiction
also included

petty offences, minor indecencies, insignificant perversions; and lastly, all those
social controls, cropping up at the end of the [nineteenth] century, which screened
the sexuality of couples, parents and children, dangerous and endangered
adolescents — undertaking to protect, separate, and forewarn, signalling perils

*® See e.g. Robert Beachy, Gay Berlin. Birthplace of a Modern Identity, 3-41.

* Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis. With Especial Reference to Contrary Sexual
Instinct. A Medico-Legal Study; Sigmund Freud, Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality. For an
overview of scientific research on homosexuality in late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
see e.g. Nikki Sullivan, A Critical Introduction to Queer Theory, 1-21.

* Foucault, The Will to Knowledge, 32.
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everywhere, awakening people’s attention, calling for diagnoses, piling up reports,
organizing therapies.*

Sodomy, or intercourse ‘against nature,” was a criminal act in many Western countrieS —
including Iceland — but as the influence of scientific research on homosexuality grew the
idea that the homosexual was not a criminal, but sick, malformed, underdeveloped, or at
least abnormal, gained ground. Sexologists sought to explain this abnormality or sickness,
the reasons for it and hence often possible ways to ‘fix’ it, and their findings and theories
were used to control and regulate individuals and populations. Sexuality became a field of
particularly rich and manifold knowledge because it was believed to be important to keep
it under control, and in order to control it, Foucault says, “one had to speak of it as of a
thing to be not simply condemned or tolerated but managed, inserted into systems of
utility, regulated for the greater good of all, made to function according to an optimum.”*’
Every abnormal sexual behaviour was thoroughly examined and theorised, medical and
psychiatric treatments and institutions were established in order to deal with sexual
deviations and pedagogical controls were adopted to prevent children and youth from
developing abnormal sexual desires. Foucault moreover argues that these new techniques
and methods used to repress and control sexuality were enabled by the emergence of new
modes of power. In modern societies, he says, power is not just juridical or sovereign
power but also ‘power over life,” which focuses on disciplining bodies, optimising their
capabilities and administrating and regulating populations in order to improve their
condition and productivity. Power over life relies on the creation of a ‘normalising society’
underwritten by discourses and knowledge that distinguishes what is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ in
terms of the flourishing of the optimal population, dividing populations into the ‘normal’
and ‘abnormal,” and based on such operations of the norm the ‘sexual aberrations’ were
brought into discourse and discussed openly but at the same time pathologised and
condemned.®®

This led to ‘a new specification of individuals,” Foucault argues, and the emergence of
new sexual identities, such as homosexuality. In his now famous remark he states that
while sodomy had for a long time been a category of forbidden sexual acts,

[t]he nineteenth-century homosexual became a personage, a case history, and a
childhood, in addition to being a type of life, a life form, and a morphology, with
an indiscreet anatomy and possibly a mysterious physiology. Nothing that went

“® Ibid. 30-31.

" Ibid. 24.

* Foucault’s most significant writings on modern power include Discipline and Punish. The Birth of
the Prison, lecture 11 in“Society Must Be Defended.” Lectures at the Collége de France, 1975-T6,
239-64, and the chapter “Right of Death and Power over life” in The Will to Knowledge, 133-59.
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into his total composition was unaffected by his sexuality. [...] The sodomite had
been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a species.*’

Foucault suggests, in other words, that even though some people have always been attracted
to, and had sex with, individuals of the same sex a new understanding of what it meant to be
attracted to the same sex emerged in the late nineteenth century — an understanding that was
very different from for example the ancient Greek and Roman ideas about sex and pleasure
Foucault later discussed in the second and third volumes of the history of sexuality.”® Same-
sex desire was, from the late nineteenth century onward, seen as an inherent part of an
individual’s personality; people were categorised according to their sexual orientation,
homosexual or heterosexual identity could be ascribed to them and they could take it up
willingly.®* Since then, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick argues in Epistemology of the Closet
(1990), the binary opposites heterosexual/homosexual have structured and regulated
Western thought to the same extent as for example the categories of gender, race and class.*

Foucault’s writing on the emergence of homosexuality as a concept and identity have
had extensive influence on queer history and historiography since the late 1970s. He has,
however, been rightfully criticised for focusing for example primarily on male
homosexuality in France and England while dismissing issues related to race and gender,
and for ignoring early conceptions of homosexual identity in Germany and the part
homosexual activists played in producing knowledge about homosexuality.>® The process
and timeline he describes in The Will to Knowledge, moreover, is not fully descriptive of
all societies nor can it be projected onto all contexts without critical consideration. While
the homosexual may have been a known ‘species’ in England and continental Europe by
1900, for example, the situation in Iceland — a small, rural and largely not-yet-modernised
society — was different. borvaldur Kristinsson has pointed out that official discourse in

Iceland was silent about homosexuality (although public awareness of it may have been

* Foucault, The Will to Knowledge, 43.

% |n the second and third volumes, L 'Usage des plaisirs (The Use of Pleasure) and Le Souci de soi (The
Care of the Self), published in France in 1984, Foucault focused on ancient Roman and Greek
conceptions of sex, pleasure and self-care. The fourth and final volume, Les aveux de la chair
(‘Confessions of the Flesh’), which deals with the first centuries of Christianity, was left incomplete
when Foucault died in 1984 and published for the first time in February 2018.

%! Krafft-Ebing spoke for example of ‘hetero-sexual’ and ‘homo-sexual instinct’ and thereby became
one of the first to make this distinction. See also Jonathan Katz, The Invention of Heterosexuality,
19-32.

%2 Sedgwick also argues that the homo/hetero binary and other binary oppositions that are central to
modern thought, such as knowledge/ignorance, public/private, masculine/feminine and health/iliness,
are closely interrelated. See Epistemology of the Closet, 11.

%% See e.g. Ann Laura Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire. Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the
Colonial Order of Things; Beachy, Gay Berlin; Peter Edelberg, Storbyen Trakker: Homoseksualitet,
prostitution og pornografi i Danmark 1945-1976.
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more comprehensive) until the 1920s when the first scholarly articles on the subject
appeared and a man was sentenced to jail for same-sex sexual activity for the first and only
time in Icelandic history.®* A study of homosexuality in Iceland in the mid-twentieth
century can thus not simply presume that the concept was a part of Icelanders’ world-view.
This dissertation seeks to explore how it was ‘brought into discourse’ and became an
identity and category that people in Iceland relied on when they made sense of the world
and themselves. In that respect, this project is inspired by various similar studies that have
built on Foucault’s writing and approach when researching same-sex sexuality in Iceland’s
neighbour countries in Northern Europe.*

The literary texts under consideration in this dissertation are not ‘gay’ or ‘homosexual’
in the sense that they represent full-fledged homosexual identity or characters that are gay
in the twenty-first century understanding of the term. Very few, if any, of Elias’s
characters think of themselves as homosexual or ‘come out,” and same-sex desire is rarely
spelt out. It lies between the lines, however; in symbolic language, intertextual references
and the unsaid. It is also questionable if Elias thought of himself as bisexual or
homosexual in the 1940s, although his notebooks and letters manifest that he was aware of
his same-sex desires and thought much about sexual matters. Using terms like
homosexuality and gay about Elias and his characters is thus problematic; it can easily
become inaccurate and exclusive.

To avoid such anachronism and inaccuracy the approach chosen in this thesis is a
queer one. It asks questions such as those formulated by Judith Butler in the essay
“Critically Queer” in 1993:

As much as identity terms must be used, as much as “outness” is to be affirmed,
these same notions must become subject to a critique of the exclusionary
operations of their own production: For whom is outness a historically available
and affordable option? Is there an unmarked class character to the demand for
universal “outness”? Who is represented by which use of the term, and who is
excluded? For whom does the term present an impossible conflict between racial,
ethnic, or religious affiliation and sexual politics? What kinds of policies are
enabled by what kinds of usages, and which are backgrounded or erased from
view?*

Butler does not argue against the use of sexual identity terms but when they may be

inaccurate or exclusive she proposes a queer approach. Unlike terms like gay, lesbian and

* borvaldur Kristinsson, “Glapurinn gegn néttirlegu edli.”

% See e.g. Jens Rydstrom, Sinners and Citizens. Bestiality and Homosexuality in Sweden, 1880—
1950; Dag Heede, Hjertebradre. Krigen om H.C. Andersens seksualitet; Edelberg, Storbyen
Traekker.

% Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter. On the Discursive Limits of “Sex”, 173. The essay was
originally published in the first issue of GLQ in 1993.
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homosexual, queer is also a deconstructive and radical concept that is, in fact, more telling
about what it is not than what it is®” — it is a “resistance to the regimes of the normal,” as
Michael Warner puts it.>® It refers to people, practices, discourses and other phenomena
that resist or do not conform to heteronormativity — a term, popularised by Warner, which
designates a set of norms regarding heterosexuality, including normative ideas about
gender, bodily sex, the family, consumption and social display and behaviour in general.
Queer is thus not necessarily a ‘sexual’ term since its scope is much wider than that; it is
directed against social and cultural structures and modes of thinking that privilege and
idealise ‘the heterosexual way of life.” Any subject can be analysed or criticised from a
queer perspective — a queer approach is a critical stand towards normative ways of
thinking. Butler notes that instead of focusing on and describing stable and manageable
identity categories a queer inquiry may, for example, explore the formation of identities
without taking their stability for granted or analyse the “deformative and misappropriative
power” the identity term enjoys.> This is also the objective of the current project: To
explore certain aspects of the formation of homo- and bisexual identity in Iceland, via
public discourse, what role Elias Mar played in that process, and — building on a
theoretical framework developed by Sedgwick — how his texts express and deal with queer

sexuality without necessarily suggesting a stable homo- or bisexual identity.

1.3 Queer performativity

But of course it’s far easier to deprecate the confounding, tendentious effects of
binary modes of thinking — and to expose their often stultifying perseveration —
than it is to articulate or model other structures of thought.®

Much of Sedgwick’s scholarly work from the 1990s seeks ways to deal with the problem
she identified in Epistemology of the Closet; that Western culture has been structured and
fractured by the dualistic definition of homosexuality and heterosexuality since the late
nineteenth century. Determined to find new and useful modes of thinking about sexuality
and sexual identity she turned towards studying emotions and performativity, as

manifested for example in Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity (2003).61 In

% In a non-academic context the word queer is used in various ways, for example as an identity
term or an umbrella for an ever-growing number of non-heterosexual and non-cisgender identities.
The usage of the term in this thesis, however, is grounded on the deconstructive anti-normative
meaning and function of the concept as practiced in queer theory.

% Michael Warner, “Introduction. Fear of a Queer Planet,” 16.

% Butler, Bodies that Matter, 174.

% Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Touching Feeling. Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity, 2.

® Touching Feeling is a collection of Sedgwick’s writings from the 1990s, some of which had
previously been published, partly or as a whole. Sedgwick also edited Performativity and
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the book she builds on theoretical frameworks developed by four scholars: Foucault’s
history of sexuality, Butler’s theory of gender performativity, the psychologist Silvan
Tomkins’s work on affect, published as Affect, Imaginary, Consciousness,®® and J. L.
Austin’s lectures on performative utterances and speech act theory, published as How to
Do Things with Words in 1962. All these texts deal with issues regarding gender,
sexuality, identity, emotions or language without presupposing binary modes of thinking,
which is why Sedgwick chose them as a ground for her analysis of art, literature and
sexuality.

One of the most important concepts Sedgwick employs in Touching Feeling is queer
performativity; a term she uses when analysing Henry James’s critical prefaces to the New
York edition of his work in 1909.% Sedgwick notes that although James’s sexuality and
the nature of his relationships with men and women remains a matter of speculation, and
despite the fact that he does not discuss or deal with homosexuality directly, the prefaces
express certain narcissistic — and queer — eroticism, which does not necessarily make
James homosexual but not heterosexual either. In Tendencies (1993) Sedgwick notes that
she often uses the term queer to denote same-sex object choice without defining it as
‘lesbian’ or ‘gay,” but the word also has a much broader reference since it can mean

the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses
and excesses of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of
anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically.64

This is the kind of queerness Sedgwick identifies in James’s prefaces. It is a resistance to
fixed identity which bears many similarities to Gilles Deleuze’s anti-confirmatory
emphasis on becoming rather than being; on desires, affects and intensities and the

continuous transformation of the self.®® “The thing I least want to be heard as offering here

Performance (1995) (with Andrew Parker) and Shame and Its Sisters: A Silvan Tomkins Reader
(1995) (with Adam Frank).

62 Affect, Imaginary, Consciousness was published in four volumes in 1962, 1963, 1991 and 1992.
Sedgwick builds on the first three volumes.

8 James’s prefaces were later published as The Art of the Novel (1934). Sedgwick originally wrote
three articles about queer performativity and James’s prefaces: “Queer Performativity. Henry
James's The Art of the Novel”; “Inside Henry James. Toward a Lexicon for The Art of the Novel”;
“Shame and Performativity. Henry James’s New York Edition Prefaces.” All references to
Sedgwick’s work on queer performativity in this thesis are to the first chapter in Touching Feeling,
which is a rewritten version of the third and last article. See Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, xii.

& Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Tendencies, 8.

8 Although Deleuze’s decisive departure from identity and subjectivity and towards the ontology
of becoming collides with the works of many queer theorists, such as Butler, his radically anti-
normative and anti-capitalist philosophy has much in common with queer theory. See e.g. Gilles
Deleuze, Difference and Repetition; Elizabeth Grosz, Space, Time, and Perversion. Essays on the
Politics of Bodies; Chrysanthi Nigianni and Merl Storr, Deleuze and Queer Theory. Sedgwick does
not build directly on Deleuze’s work but her approach is, like his, focused on the becoming of
identity rather than the identity itself or its components.
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is a “theory of homosexuality”,” Sedgwick says in her conclusion; “I have none and I want
none.”® She is not interested in sexual repression or the construction of homosexual
identity but rather in the possibilities and meaning that arises through queerness — through
not ‘fitting’ in a binary system of identity categories. She focuses on sexuality in relation
to emotions, shame in particular, and performativity — how queerness is expressed, acted
and performed rather than seen as the ground for an identity category. James’s writing in
the prologues is, Sedgwick argues, a prototype of queerness and queer performativity,
which is, in this context, “the name of a strategy for the production of meaning and being,

in relation to the affect shame and to the later and related fact of stigma.”®’

Queer
performativity is, in other words, a way of being and producing meaning in relation to sex,
gender and sexuality but which escapes notions of homo- and heterosexuality and binary
ideas of sexual identity.%®

As the following chapters outline many of Elias Mar’s writings from the 1940s are not
only full of queerness and homoeroticism; they are also saturated with shame. The
characters fail to conform to heterosexual norms and as a result they feel ashamed and
humiliated. Sedgwick’s theory of queer performativity thus suits the subject of this thesis
well and offers analytical tools that enable a study of various kinds of acts and

performances without necessarily linking them to homosexual identity.

1.3.1 Shame and identity

Sedgwick’s writings on queer performativity and shame in the mid-1990s were not just
important contributions to queer studies but also to what is now known as affect theory;
approaches to for example literature, history and politics that focus on affect as a physical,

rather than linguistic, capacity that influences various aspects of human life.” She

% Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 61.

®7 |bid. 61. Italics added.

% Sedgwick’s work on shame, queerness and performativity has inspired a great number of
scholars and activists who have explored the dynamics of queer shame. See e.g. David M. Halperin
and Valerie Traub (eds.), Gay Shame.

% See e.g. Patricia T. Clough and Jean Halley, The Affective Turn. Theorizing the Social; Melissa
Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth, The Affect Theory Reader. Sara Ahmed has, like Sedgwick,
brought together affect theory and queer theory, e.g. in The Cultural Politics of Emotion and Queer
Phenomenology. The meaning and usage of terms such as affect, emotion and feeling varies
between disciplines and scholars, some of whom like to distinguish between the unconscious or
non-cognitive physicality of affect (or emotion) and the cognitive, socio-cultural nature of
emotions and/or feelings. Tomkins, for example, considered affect to be a primary biological
motive. See Silvan Tomkins, “What are Affects?” 33—-34. Other scholars, such as Ahmed, have
pointed out that it is problematic to distinguish between bodily sensation and conscious emotion.
She chooses not to the make such a distinction. Instead she speaks of emotions that can be both
within and outside the individual; they are impressions, both physical and social. See Ahmed, The
Cultural Politics of Emotion, 1-19. See also Sally Munt, Queer Attachments. The Cultural Politics
of Shame, 4-11. In this thesis, emotion refers to a whole range of affects/emotions/feelings without
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revisited Tomkins’s work on affect and introduced it as an alternative to binary thought;
Tomkins’s ideas appealed to her because unlike for example Freud, whose model for
‘normal’ psychosexual development was the heterosexual family, Tomkins was neither
dualistic nor heteronormative in his approach.”® He criticises Freud, when writing about
sexuality and the Oedipus complex, for not distinguishing between drives and affects and
therefore confusing the child’s love and affection for its parents with its sex drive. Freud
also dismissed the part excitement plays in sexual pleasure, Tomkins says, and points out
that the sex drive is different from other drives in that — because of excitement — it is
pleasant even before it is satisfied: “It is much more exciting and rewarding to feel
sexually aroused than to feel hungry or thirsty.”’* Tomkins holds that the sex drive is, in
fact, the most affect-like of all drives, and since for him any affect can have any object,
sexual desire is not limited to heterosexual object choice.

Shame is central to Sedgwick theory of queer performativity because it marks queer
people in a particular manner. The powerful and wide-ranging mechanism of
heteronormativity induces shame in those who cannot conform to it and such shame,
Sedgwick says, becomes an integral part of queer people’s identity. For her, in fact,
queerness has just as much to do with shame as with sexuality. In her previous work, as
noted earlier, she emphasised that the word queer refers to an ‘open mesh of possibilities’
in relation to gender and sexuality but in Touching Feeling she adds another dimension to
it. Queer, she concludes,

might usefully be thought of as referring in the first place to this group or an
overlapping group of infants and children, those whose sense of identity is for
some reason tuned most durably to the note of shame.”

In order to outline the diverse components of shame Sedgwick builds on Tomkins but he
considers shame to be one of the basic human affects, along with surprise, joy, anger, fear,

distress, disgust, contempt and interest. He argues that the relationship between shame and

defining their bodily or socio-cultural, cognitive or non-cognitive nature. If the context requires
such a distinction, for example when building on Tomkins’s writings, affect means a biological and
non-cognitive motive. On a similar note, the word feeling generally refers to a conscious cognitive
phenomenon.

" Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Adam Frank, “Reading Silvan Tomkins,” 4-11. All references to
Tomkins’s work in this thesis are to chapters in Shame and Its Sisters. A Silvan Tomkins Reader.
Freud’s theory of the subject’s psychosexual development is under discussion later in this thesis,
see e.g. ch. 4.3.3. His theories are often somewhat contradictory; although his Oedipal model is
heteronormative he also argued that same-sex desire was an essential part of human sexuality. See
e.g. Freud, Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality; Sigmund Freud, “On Narcissism. An
Introduction”; Tim Dean and Christopher Lane, “Introduction: Homosexuality and
Psychoanalysis”; Gudrtin Elsa Bragadottir, “Af usla og arekstrum.”

™ Tomkins, “What are Affects?” 60.

"2 |bid. See also Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 18-22.

" Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 63.
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affect is very close and that shame operates only after interest, enjoyment or excitement
has been activated. Shame is provoked, in other words, when a subject has become
interested in someone or something but the interest is not returned or confirmed.” Shame
thus requires an ‘other” — someone in whom the subject is interested but whose presence or
response makes the subject ashamed. Charles Darwin detected this social characteristic of
shame already in 1872 in his writing on blushing in The Expression of the Emotions in
Man and Animals when he noted that shame, which induces blushing, is enacted when the
person’s attention is turned towards their own appearance and influenced by the opinions
of others. “It is not the simple act of reflecting on our appearance, but the thinking what
others think of us, which excites a blush,” he says: “In absolute solitude the most sensitive
person would be quite indifferent about his appearance.”’> Jean-Paul Sartre later similarly
pointed out that shame shows how humans exist both for themselves and others. My own
gesture, Sartre says, does not make me ashamed until | become aware of others who see
me:

But now suddenly | raise my head. Somebody was there and has seen me.
Suddenly I realize the vulgarity of my gesture, and I am ashamed. [...] I am
ashamed of myself as | appear to the Other.™

Through the gaze of the other we form a relationship with ourselves and recognise us as
we are in the eyes of the other, Sartre says. We become, in other words, social beings and
shame is an integral part of that process.”’

Sedgwick emphasises the role shame plays in the formation of identity and the
individual’s sense of self. Tomkins’s work is important here but his study of infants led
him to conclude that a proto-form of shame appears in infants when they begin to learn to
distinguish themselves from their primary caregiver and the face of the caregiver from the
faces of strangers.”® He notes that when infants have begun to see themselves as separate
from other people they become vulnerable to shame because they do not always get the
positive feedback they want or expect from the other — and with this interrupted

communication the child’s sense of self begins to develop.”® Sedgwick also refers to work

™ Silvan Tomkins, “Shame-Humiliation and Contempt-Disgust,” 134-35.

> Charles R. Darwin, The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, 326-30, here 326-27.
™ Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness. A Phenomenological Essay on Ontology, 221-22.

" Ibid. 221-23.

"8 That the moment when infants learn to distinguish between themselves and others is an important
moment in the development of subjectivity has, of course, been emphasised by for example Freud
and Jacques Lacan. Lacan argues that this moment marks the beginning of the mirror stage; the phase
in which the ego is formed via processes of identification with self and others, and a split between the
ego and the Ideal-l — the idealised primary self-image the infant sees in the mirror — emerges. See
“The Mirror Phase as Formative of the Function of the I as Revealed in Psychoanalytic Experience.”
" Tomkins, “Shame-Humiliation and Contempt-Disgust,” 139-40.
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by the psychotherapist Michael Franz Basch who notes that “[t]he shame-humiliation
reaction in infancy of hanging the head and averting the eyes does not mean the child is
conscious of rejection, but indicates that effective contact with another person has been
broken.“®® The primary source of shame is thus, according to Tomkins and Basch, not the
other person’s condemnation or prohibition but the subject’s inability to arouse the other’s
positive reactions, which makes the subject reflect on themselves and look inward in
search for possible reasons for this failure.®

Shame has thus much to do with identification — interrupted identification. Sedgwick
notes that the moment shame floods into being is a disruptive moment “in a circuit of

identity-constituting identificatory communication.”®

But even though the subject’s
affective investment in the other is ruptured this same identification failure also plays a
part in the making of identity. In fact, Sedgwick says, “shame and identity remain in very
dynamic relation to one another, at once constituting and foundational, because shame is
both peculiarly contagious and peculiarly individuating.”® Shame is a dynamic link

between the subject and the outer world and thus raises important questions about identity.

1.3.2 The script of normative existence
Elias Mar’s writings from the 1940s, his fiction, notebooks and other personal documents,
often focus on young men in emotional and existential crisis — Elias himself or his fictional
characters. This thesis draws attention to how these men are marked by shame, affected by
the opinions of others and concerned with how they can, or cannot, change themselves and
their behaviour in order to be acknowledged. Other people’s gazes shape their
relationships with themselves and the texts are often deeply engaged with questions about
identity and identity formation processes. Moreover, sexuality is of central importance in
this context. The men feel ashamed because they are queer; because their identifications
with other people are ruptured but, perhaps more importantly, their identifications and
relationship with social and cultural norms.

Despite Darwin’s claim that a person would feel no shame in absolute solitude shame
is often experienced even when the subject is alone — it can be induced by merely thinking
about the view of others. Sara Ahmed notes in The Cultural Politics of Emotion (2004)

that if subjects feel shame when they are alone “it is the imagined view of the other that is

% Michael Franz Basch, “The Concept of Affect. A Re-Examination,” 765-66, quoted in
Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 37.

8 Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 35-38. Recent empirical psychological research confirms that
shame plays an important part in the development of a sense of self. See e.g. June Price Tangney
and Ronda L. Dearing, Shame and Guilt, especially 52-77.

8 Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 36.

& bid.
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taken on by a subject in relation to itself.”®* This other is in many cases not even a person
but the views, rules, moral codes and norms of a given culture or society. Foucault deals
with such matters in many of his writings; the way subjects are shaped by, and in relation
to, social norms and power. Late in his career he even stated that the primary theme in his
academic writing had always been the subject, not power, and that his goal had been “to
create a history of the different modes by which, in our culture, human beings are made
subj ects.”® In “The Subject and Power,” published in 1982, Foucault attacks the humanist
understanding of the subject as self-constructed and argues that the modern human subject
is shaped, and even constituted, by power. The modern form of power, he says,

applies itself to immediate everyday life which categorizes the individual, marks
him by his own individuality, attaches him to his own identity, imposes a law of
truth on him which he must recognize and which others have to recognize in him. It
is a form of power which makes individuals subjects.®®

Individuals thus become subjects through their encounter with power over life when they
are placed, and place themselves, within or outside identity categories such as gender and
sexual identity.

Although Foucault does not directly discuss shame it is clear that shame plays an
essential role in the way subjects are formed in relation to power and normative regulation.
In Discipline and Punish he describes how discipline is a particularly individualising, as
well as normalising, type of power. A central element in maintaining discipline is
surveillance, actual or imagined, and the internalisation of social norms by subjects who
discipline and shape themselves to avoid punishment.!” “The perpetual penalty that
traverses all points and supervises every instant in the disciplinary institutions,” Foucault
says, ‘“compares, differentiates, hierarchizes, homogenizes, excludes. In short, it
normalizes.”® The punishment for not conforming to norms is often disapproval or lack of
positive feedback from the collective — and internalised — normative gaze of society, which
makes the subject ashamed. Shame thus “performs culturally to mark out certain groups,”
as Sally Munt emphasises in her book Queer Attachments (2007); groups that do not, or

cannot, conform.®® In order to avoid shame, Ahmed similarly says,

8 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 105.

® Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” 777. Foucault admits that he certainly became “quite
involved with the question of power” but claims that the reason was primarily his realisation that
the human subject was placed in, and shaped by, complex relations of power.

% Ibid. 781.

8 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 135-228.

% Ibid. 183.

% Munt, Queer Attachments, 2.
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subjects must enter the ‘contract’ of the social bond, by seeking to approximate a
social ideal. Shame can also be experienced as the affective cost of not following
the scripts of normative existence.*

This attachment to social and cultural ideals makes shame particularly important to moral
development and social norms; the fear of shame and of betraying the social ideal urges
subjects to act according to moral codes and norms. When a subject identifies with the
norm it is difficult to move beyond shame, and this is the power of normative regulation in
a nutshell: It is based on love and identification — the individual’s desire to connect and

reconnect to the other.*

1.3.3 Shame and performativity
Last, but not least, Sedgwick claims that shame is performative. First of all, it is a
performance in the sense that it enacts bodily movements and ‘acts’ on the surface of the
body of the shamed person; it generates bodily responses, such as blushing and strong
heartbeat, and movements like covering the face and eyes and lowering the head. The
shamed person turns the body away, especially the face, and tries to avoid the gaze of the
other. Or as Darwin noted: “Under a keen sense of shame there is a strong desire for
concealment.”® Tomkins similarly emphasises that hiding the face and the eyes are central
elements of shame. The shame response “is an act which reduces facial communication,”
he says; the individual “calls a halt to looking at another person, particularly the other
person’s face, and to the other person’s looking at him, particularly at his face.”®® This
happens because, as we have seen, shame is concerned with the evaluation of the self and
the face and the eyes are perhaps the body parts where the individual’s personality is most
visible. Tomkins even argues that “the self lives in the face, and within the face the self
burns brightest in the eyes.”®* Subjects permit themselves to look into the eyes of those
they love but at the same time they become vulnerable because if they are not loved in
return the gaze makes them ashamed — and then they look away.

Sedgwick also notes that shame is performative in the sense that it is ‘produced’ by

f95

shame — being ashamed is shameful in itself™ — and because it does something in relation

to the subject’s identity and social relations. In this respect she builds on the so-called

% Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 107. Italics original.

°! |bid. 101-21.

%2 Darwin, The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, 321-22.

% Tomkins, “Shame-Humiliation and Contempt-Disgust,” 134.

° Ibid. 136.

% On how shame response, such as blushing, is both a cause and consequence of shame, see e.g.
Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 103—4; Tomkins, “Shame-Humiliation and Contempt-
Disgust,” 136-37.
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deconstructive line of performativity theory, shaped by Austin, Jacques Derrida and
Butler. Austin formulated the term performativity in his lectures at Harvard University in
1955 in which he argued that certain utterances, to which he referred as performative
utterances, were actions rather than descriptions or statements; that saying ‘I promise,” for
example, means that a promise is made.”® He eventually concluded, however, that
performativity was a facet of language in general — that all utterances ‘do something.’®’
This idea has inspired scholars such as Sedgwick, Derrida and Butler and the term
performativity has become a tool in various anti-essentialist projects whose focus is on
both verbal and non-verbal acts and communication, where the primary thesis is that
language itself can be productive of reality —also when it is not embodied in actual
words.*

Butler’s theory of gender performativity, presented primarily in Gender Trouble:
Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990) and Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive
Limits of ‘Sex’ (1993), is concerned with the construction of normative gender and
sexuality.”® Building on Foucault’s theory of sexuality as a discursive construction she
argues that gender is an apparatus through which normative ideas about sex, gender,
sexual practice and desire are established. Gender identity is a part of what she refers to as
the ‘heterosexual matrix’;'® the network of unwritten rules, grounded on ontological
claims about the essence or nature of sexual difference, about sex, gender and sexual
desire that assumes that there are two sexes, two corresponding genders and that sexual
attraction to the opposite sex/gender is the natural mode of desire.'®* Butler opposes such
‘metaphysics of substance’ and argues that gender identity is, like sexuality, a discursive

construction. Moreover, she argues that it is performatively constructed and that gender is

% J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 6. For an overview of ‘Austinian performativity’
and its influence on philosophy, linguistics and literary studies since the mid-twentieth century, see
e.g. James Loxley, Performativity.

7 Austin’s reassessment begins in lecture eight and is clearly spelt out in the twelfth and final
lecture: How to Do Things with Words, 147-63. See also Loxley, Performativity, 6-21.

% Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 3-5.

% Butler’s early writing on performativity is primarily focused on non-linguistic phenomena, that
is, the performativity of acts and gestures rather than utterances. In the last chapter of Bodies that
Matter, however, she discusses the linguistic performativity of the term queer, and in her later
work, especially in Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative (1997), she explores
performative speech acts such as hate speech. Her theory of gender performativity was inspired by
Derrida’s essay “Before the law,” which is an analysis of a short story with the same title written
by Franz Kafka, Derrida uses Austin’s concept performativity to shed a light upon the ‘law’ that
defines texts as, or makes them, literature. He suggests that literature itself creates the law that
defines it; that it is, in other words, performative. Derrida’s essay was originally a lecture presented
to the Royal Philosophical Society in London in 1982 and an extended version was presented at the
1982 Colloque de Cerisy on Lyotard.

190 judith Butler, Gender Trouble. Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, 208.

" Ibid. 1-46.
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produced by regulatory practices — practices that are generally seen as the effect of gender.
Regulated acts and gestures that signify gender are performed on and through bodies,
Butler says, and through a repeated process of signification an illusion is created “of an
interior and organizing gender core, an illusion discursively maintained for the purposes of
the regulation of sexuality within the obligatory frame of reproductive heterosexuality.”**2

Performativity, for Butler, is “the reiterative and citational practice by which discourse
produces the effects that it names.”*® Her theory maintains that there is no beginning or an
end to this process; no essence or identity behind the expressions of gender or bodily sex
and no subject prior to signification. There is, in other words, no “doer before the deed”
because the ‘doer’ is constructed in and through the deed; we become gendered subjects

when we perform gender.'*

Identities and subjects are thus neither determined by ‘nature’
nor by social and cultural regulation; the fact that the ‘law’ is performatively constructed
means that it is fragile and inconstant. Gender norms, like other kinds of ‘law,” are first
and foremost grounded on repetition, Butler says; a public and collective performance
which is temporal and varies between social and cultural contexts. Like linguistic acts the
performative acts of gender are citational — repetitions of previous acts — and thus never
singular or original. They can be modified, however; gender identity is constituted through
“a stylized repetition of acts” and within this process lies the subject’s agency and

possibilities for a subversive transformation:

The possibilities of gender transformation are to be found precisely in the arbitrary
relation between such acts, in the possibility of a failure to repeat, a de-formity, or
a parodic repetition that exposes the phantasmatic effect of abiding identity as a
politically tenuous construction.*®

This is what Butler calls resignification; subjects can neither have an agency outside the
discursive territory of the ‘law’ nor fully reject it, but they can turn the power of the ‘law’
against itself and alter gender norms by repeating differently.'®

All identity is, from this perspective, performative in the sense that we become
subjects when we perform ‘as ourselves’ in relation to other people and social norms.
Sedgwick emphasises, as we have seen, the role shame plays in such formation and re-
formation of identity. Shame is both individuating and relational, she notes; the shamed

person turns inward, away from the other, in narcissist obsession with themselves, but also

192 |hid. 175-93, here 186.

103 Bytler, Bodies that Matter, Xii.

104 Butler, Gender Trouble, 194-203. Butler is referring to Friedrich Nietzsche in On the
Genealogy of Morals (45) where he says that “there is no ‘being’ behind doing, effecting,
becoming; ‘the doer’ is merely a fiction added to the deed — the deed is everything.”

195 Butler, Gender Trouble, 192.

1% 1bid. 194-203.
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feels a strong desire to reconnect and fix the interrupted identification, or “t0 reconstitute
the interpersonal bridge.”*®” Tomkins discusses this ambivalence and notes that it is for
example evident in the shy child who covers their face but peeks through their fingers to
see if they are seen. The shamed subject is not willing to renounce the other permanently
but hopes for a positive reaction. Such reconnections often occur and shame can quite
easily turn into pride or excitement. Or as Tomkins says, “excitement may break through
and displace shame at any moment.”*% This is perhaps the core of Sedgwick’s view of
shame as performative; whenever shame floods in, the subject can either ‘be flooded’ in it,
or mirror the shame response back to where it came from and let it transform into pride,
excitement or joy.'%

This ambivalent inward/outward performance of shame is, in Sedgwick’s theory,
related to two different aspects of the term performative; on the one hand deconstructive
performativity and on the other a more general use of the word in relation to theatre. That
is, performativity refers to words or acts that create their own meaning at the moment they
are performed, and also to people’s performances on and off stage.110 Shame resembles a
performance on stage in the sense that the actor/subject is under a spectating eye and
consequently becomes self-conscious — reflects upon their individual performance — and
yet they also reach out and seek to build a connection with the audience. The shamed
subject turns away from others and examines and obsesses with their own performance in
solitude; this performance starts to shape and influence the subject’s identity and
simultaneously becomes shameful in itself. The theatrical shame performance, on the other
hand, reaches out towards the other — a person or societal norms — and tries to reestablish
the broken or failed identification, which also shapes and forms the subject’s sense of self.
Shame is thus both a theatrical and deconstructive performance in relation to the formation
of identity and a meeting point between the two aspects of the term. For Sedgwick shame
is therefore “the affect that mantles the threshold between introversion and extroversion,

[...] between performativity and — performativity.”lll

197 sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 36.

198 Tomkins, “Shame-Humiliation and Contempt-Disgust,” 137.

199 sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 36-38.

10 On performativity and performance theory — the Austinian and theatrical aspects of the
performative — see e.g. Loxley, Performativity, 139-66; Andrew Parker and Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick, “Introduction: Performativity and performance”; Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and
Gender Constitution. An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory,” 521-22.

1 Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 38. In order to articulate the difference between these aspects of
performativity Sedgwick builds on a distinction made by Michael Fried who in Absorption and
Theatricality. Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot distinguishes between two tendencies
or modes in works of art: Theatricality and absorption. According to Fried art which represents
figures that seek to connect to the spectator is theatrical while works that seem to ignore the
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But what is queer about performativity? The relationship between performativity and
queerness has, of course, a long history — for example the use of various symbols to signify
same-sex desire — and it has much to do with the link between act and identity;
homosexual conduct and homosexual identity.'? The question when saying something is
doing something, or when doing something means something, is highly important in this
context; ‘coming out’ is a performance which links acts to an identity but there are also
several ways of performing queerness that do not connect the subject to a stable and
monolithic homosexual identity.

The queer performativity Sedgwick sees in James’s prefaces evolves around two
relationships; firstly between him and his audience/readers and secondly between the
James who is the author of the prefaces and younger versions of himself, such as fictional
characters in the stories that are being republished and the young James who wrote the
texts in question. Sedgwick outlines how these relationships are saturated with shame.
James suffered from depression generated by what he experienced as his failure as a
playwright and writer and when he wrote the prologues he had recently recovered from a
tough episode of shame which had led him to stop writing. His “theatrical self-projection
was sufficiently healed” by the time he wrote the prologues, Sedgwick says,*** and he
started writing plays again — reconnecting with the audience, readers and critics. Later,
however, he had another difficult period of depression, when the New York edition failed
to sell, and his connection to his audience was interrupted again."'* The relationship
between the writing James and his younger selves is also marked by shame; James’s
representation of the younger and fictional versions of himself are often embarrassing and
he seems to dwell on their shameful acts and character. Importantly — because this is where
the queerness enters the picture — Sedgwick also outlines how this relationship is erotic,
flirtatious and loaded with sexual imagery such as anal penetration. The author of the
prefaces does not express his longing to become young again, she says. On the contrary,
the distance between him and the younger self-figures is underlined and eroticised. He
flirts with and loves the shameful figurations of his younger self and this love is shown to

occur despite, and through, shame.**

audience — such as those that picture people who are absorbed in reading or other activities — are
characterised by absorption. In Fried’s terms deconstructive performativity is thus absorption and
theatrical performativity is theatrical.
12 parker and Sedgwick, “Introduction: Performativity and performance,” 4-6.
13 sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 38.
114 ypa:
Ibid.
" Ibid. 40.
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Sedgwick argues that James’s prefaces are a prototype of queer performativity — and
this thesis suggests that Elias Mar’s writing from the 1940s are also excellent examples
thereof. The prefaces, Sedgwick notes, say nothing about James’s sexual identity but they
represent and express queerness through shame — performative shame. Moreover, the
intro- and extrovert aspects of shame meet in an obvious manner in the prefaces; in
James’s narcissistic and homoerotic relationship with his younger selves on the one hand,
and his dramatic relationship with his readers and audience on the other. Through the
playful “authorial narcissism,”**® James displays his introverted and shamed subjectivity,
which he perhaps could not express otherwise, Sedgwick suggests, and he does so in a
creative and productive way. She notes that in the prefaces James uses “reparenting or
“reissue” as a strategy for dramatizing and integrating shame, in the sense of rendering this
potentially paralyzing affect narratively, emotionally, and performatively produc‘[ive.”117
This performance, however, appears only in the context of theatricality; in James’s
relationship with his audience and the reception of his work. Sedgwick thus argues that in
the prologues, James tries to negotiate the intersection between the inward and outward
movement of shame; “between the subjectivity-generating space defined by the loved but
unintegrated “inner child,” on the one hand, and on the other hand the frontal space of

perform.':mce.”118

1.4 Thesis outline

The primary aim of this dissertation is to explore how Elias Mar wrote about same-sex
desires and queerness in the 1940s, and the role these writings played in Elias’s personal
life as well as in bringing homosexuality into public discourse in Iceland. In the period
between Elias’s birth in 1924 and what was arguably the peak of his career in the early
1950s quite significant changes occurred concerning how Icelanders addressed issues in
relation to homosex and same-sex sexuality. While the general idea of homosexuality was
sometimes mentioned, especially in relation to foreign countries and medical science,
Icelandic media hardly ever — with one important exception — mentioned Icelandic
homosexuals or the possibility that homosexuality might exist in Iceland before the 1950s.
After 1950, however, the number of media reports on homosexuality — male
homosexuality first and foremost — in Reykjavik grew considerably and the discourse
simultaneously became more harsh and homophobic. Chapter two discusses this process

and seeks to outline, based primarily on a discourse analysis of newspapers, journals,

16 |hid. 39.
17 hid. 44.
18 |pid.
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magazines and selected books, how homosexuality was ‘brought into discourse’ and
became a more prominent part of Icelanders’ conception of the world. It pays special
attention to how these changes went hand in hand with other aspects of the modernisation
of Icelandic society, urbanisation, diverse cultural turmoil and ‘gender crisis’ during and
after the Second World War, and how discourses on male homosexuality were throughout
the period associated with modernity and modern influence, for example ‘modern’ and
modernist literature and art. Such associations were often, although not always, negative
and highly influenced by nationalist ideology. Homosexuality was then portrayed, along
with for example American pop culture and experimental literature, as one of the modern
‘evils’ that had a corrupting influence on the Icelandic nation, especially the young
generation. The chapter seeks to outline how the idea of ‘Young Iceland,” a common
metaphor for the Icelandic nation or Icelandic society which underlined its ‘young age’
and immaturity in comparison to other Western countries, was central to various debates
about social and cultural matters, and how one of the supposedly corrupt and dangerous
modern influences that posed a threat to Young Iceland was homosexuality. Last, but not
least, chapter two explores associations made between homosexual men and ‘bad’ or ‘idle’
artists and how these two character types merged, both in public discourse and at the café
Adlon on Laugavegur 11 in Reykjavik.

The artist and the homosexual met in Elias Mar but he was one of the queer patrons on
Laugavegur 11 in the 1950s. Chapter three discusses his first steps on the literary field and the
various processes that led to the publication of his first three novels in 1946-1950, Eftir
orstuttan leik, Man eg pig 16ngum and Végguvisa. It builds primarily on Elias’s private archive
which contains a large number of fictional and personal writings, drafts, manuscripts,
notebooks and letters, and seeks to outline how he became an established, published writer in
the late 1940s and simultaneously came to terms with his same-sex desires and started to live a
relatively open life as a bisexual man. The chapter also contains a literary analysis of Elias’s
poetry and prose from the 1940s, most of which remains unpublished or appeared in print for
the first time in the twenty-first century, after Elias’s death. Certain themes that run through
these texts are identified; complicated and sensitive issues such as class division, generation
gaps and tension between rural and urban culture; same-sex desire, homoeroticism and anxiety
in relation to gender and sexuality norms. Special attention is paid to the term aktdel which
Elias often used; aktuel books, for him, actively engage with the times they are written in and
thus ‘face the heartbeat of the world.” The chapter suggests that the emphasis Elias placed on
writing aktuel books, and the way such ‘actuality’ is manifested in his writings, can be referred

to as queer modernism; modernism which entails not only innovative use of language and
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form but capturing the impact and essence, complications and paradoxes, of social modernity;
modernism which is a response to social marginalisation and rooted in an experience of not
conforming to gender and sexuality norms.

Elias’s novels that are under discussion in the final chapters are similarly, this dissertation
suggests, aktuel and queer modernist work. The protagonists are young men in Reykjavik who
face various obstacles in the process of becoming hetero-masculine subjects, and the analyses
focus on how they perform queerness in various ways and how their performances are driven
by shame. Chapters four and five discuss queer performativity in Eftir 6rstuttan leik and Man
eg pig léngum, paying special attention to how shame is an integral part of the characters’
identity but also how it induces various queer performances; acts of resistance as well as
personal transformation. In this context, moreover, intertextual references and the role
literature (fiction and non-fiction) and music play in the characters’ lives is of central
importance. The chapters thus seek to outline how the characters find relief and pleasure — and
even answers — in reading, writing and listening, and how references to books, writers, artists
and music carry queer connotations and become keys to queer interpretations and
understanding of the novels.

While building on the same theoretical framework of queer performativity chapter six
shifts the focus to narcissism, understood variously as a myth, a psychoanalytic term,
literary self-consciousness, a general reference to self-love or self-centeredness — and a
particularly queer phenomenon. Vogguvisa is read in this context and discussed in relation
to the first two novels, but its protagonist, like the characters in Eftir orstuttan leik and
Man eg pig 16ngum, is a narcissist in the sense that he is highly self-conscious, self-centred
and has same-sex desires. The chapter also examines links between Elias’s novels and the
Greco-Roman myth about Narcissus; it seeks to outline how the young protagonists resist,
reject or fail to conform to various social norms and expectations and eventually either
transform or have the potential to do so — like Narcissus who in the myth refuses to love
the ‘right’ people and eventually transforms into a white flower. The queer characters in
Elias’s novels, it is suggested, can be seen as symbolic representations of Narcissus but
also of Young Iceland; a new generation of Icelanders who live in a paradoxical and
rapidly modernising world and cannot, or refuse to, identify with normative ideas about
Icelandicness, capitalist bourgeois family life, masculinity and sexuality. Finally, all three
novels are discussed as ‘narcissistic narratives’ — that is, as metafiction — and their textual
self-consciousness is linked to themes analysed in the previous chapters: Associations
between art and same-sex sexuality; artists and homosexuals; the performances of reading,

writing, listening and watching (films) and queerness and queer performativity. At the core
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of this discussion, moreover, is Elias Mar and his own queer writing performances: Aktuel
texts that express the paradoxes of modern times and the experience of being marginalised
in an increasingly heteronormative society; texts that played a significant role in the
formation of Elias’s writer and bisexual identity in the late 1940s and contributed to

bringing homosexuality into discourse in Iceland.
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2 S06do Reykjavik: Homosexuality and modernisation

One of the words that best describe the history of same-sex sexuality in the first half of the
twentieth century in Iceland is silence. We know very little about homosex’ — sexual acts
between people of the same sex — and the lives of the people who performed it, and
homosexuality is rarely mentioned in the printed media before the 1950s.'*° borgerdur
borvaldsdoéttir’s study of homosexuality and criminal law in Iceland reveals that the
judiciary sources are also limited; the number of convictions for same-sex sexuality in the
Icelandic court is so low that few statistical conclusions can be drawn from it and hardly
any court documents discuss such incidences in detail.**® borvaldur Kristinsson points out
in his article on Gudmundur Sigurjénsson, who was convicted and sentenced to prison for
homosex in 1924, that unlike most countries in Europe no public debates, media
discussion or moral panic concerning homosexuality had taken place in Iceland in the
1920s. He notes that the documents connected to Gudmundur’s court case — juridical,
medical and personal documents and brief reports in the media — are a rare exception.
They reveal for example that the court wanted to keep a low profile in relation to the case
and preferably disallow it; they considered the man’s acts to be the result of an individual
vice and no attempt was made to inspect the possibility of a homosexual community or
network in Reykjavik. The response was, in other words, silence.'?*

Headlines such as “An Icelandic homosexual caught with a negro” and “Is
homosexuality becoming more common in Iceland?” appeared in newspapers in the early
1950s and manifested a new, predominantly negative, interest in male homosexuality and
Icelandic homosexuals.?> Men who were interested in other men were more visible in
Reykjavik than before and a ‘queer’ subculture had caught people’s attention; a group of
notorious bohemians, students and writers, some of whom were queer men, met regularly
at a certain café on Laugavegur in the city centre. One of them was Elias Mar who was
then in his late twenties and one of the most promising writers of his generation. He had
published three novels and several short stories, poems and articles since 1945, when he

wrote anxiously in Skalda about his plans to debut as a writer, and he had also become

19 Matt Houlbrook uses the word homosex to refer to sexual activities between two men. See
Queer London. Perils and Pleasures in the Sexual Metropolis, 1918-1957, xiii. In this thesis
homosex refers to same-sex sexual acts in general but the people in question were usually men,
hence the lack of available sources and research on queer women in Iceland in the period.

20 porgerdur borvaldsdottir, “Iceland 1869—1992.”

121 porvaldur Kristinsson, “Glapurinn gegn natturlegu edli.”

122 «“fslenzkur kynvillingur ad verki med Negra,” Timinn, 24 April 1952, 12; “Er kynvilla ad aukast
4 Islandi?” Ménudagsbladid, 4 April 1955, 1. Lesbians and female homosexuality did not become
a media subject until the 1960s and 70s. See e.g. Porsteinn Vilhjalmsson, “Gydjunafn, skolastyra,
vorumerki sjikdoms,” 96-100.
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quite open about his same-sex desires. The late 1940s were thus a watershed period in
Elias’s personal life and writing career — and also a turning point in terms of public
discourse on, and visibility of, homosexuality in Iceland.

This chapter explores how homosexuality was ‘brought into discourse’ in Iceland in
the mid-twentieth century and argues that this new public awareness and formulation of
male homosexuality was an integral part of the modernisation of Icelandic society.
Urbanisation is a key issue in this regard; borgerdur Pborvaldsdottir and Porvaldur
Kristinsson both note that the limited size of the Icelandic society and its rural character
contributed significantly to the invisibility of homosexuals well into the twentieth

century.'?®

In 1920 the country’s inhabitants were 95.000, out of which only 17.600 lived
in Reykjavik, but the city expanded rapidly; in 1960 the population was 177.000 in the
whole country and 72.000 (roughly 40%) lived in Reykjavik.'** In the period under
consideration in this thesis the capital was thus becoming a proper, yet small, modern city.
Scholars often emphasise the role urban environment plays in the development of
homosexual identity and subcultures; cities offer anonymity as well as the opportunity to
find like-minded people. They are sites of pleasure, Robert Aldrich says, because they
provide venues where people can have non-heteronormative sex.'?® “The city is the social
world proper of the [male] homosexual,” Henning Bech moreover argues, because there he
can meet others of his kind but at the same time go unseen in the crowd.*® Hence a lack of
urban environment limits, or at least affects, homosexual subcultures and homosexual
identity and it is indisputable that the rapid growth of Reykjavik in the mid-twentieth
century played a crucial role in the process which led to increased visibility and awareness
of homosexuality in Iceland.

In his study of homosexuality in Sweden and other Nordic countries Jens Rydstrom
has paid special attention to the differences between rural and urban areas.*?” He looks in a
Foucauldian manner at the development from what he refers to as the ‘sodomy paradigm’

to the ‘homosexual paradigm’ in people’s understanding of same-sex acts and the people

123 Porgerdur Porvaldsdottir, “Iceland 1869-1992,” 117-18; Porvaldur Kristinsson, “Glapurinn
gegn nattrlegu edli,” 132.

124 «“Mannfjoldi i einstokum byggdakjérnum og strjalbyli eftir landsvedum é&r hvert 1889-1990,”
Hagstofa Islands [Statistics Iceland].

12 Robert Aldrich, “Homosexuality and the City. An Historical Overview,” 1720-21.

126 Henning Bech, When Men Meet. Homosexuality and Modernity, 85-159, here 98. Bech argues
that the ‘homosexual form of existence’ is a particularly modern way of being, interconnected with
the city and urbanisation.

127 His primary work on this topic is Sinners and Citizens. Bestiality and Homosexuality in Sweden,
1880-1950. The differences between rural and urban areas are also prominent in many of the articles in
Criminally Queer (2007), edited by Rydstrém and Kati Mustola, and Rydstrém discusses them in his
introduction to the book: “Introduction: Same-Sex Sexuality and the Law in Scandinavia 1842—1999.”
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who performed them; that is, between the general understanding of same-sex sexuality as
centred on individual acts on the one hand, and of homosexuality as a sexual identity on
the other.?® His focus is thus on the emergence and development of the homo/hetero
binary. In most of the Nordic countries this paradigm shift took place in a relatively short
period in the first half of the twentieth century, he says, first in big cities and later in rural
areas, and it went hand in hand with other aspects of modernisation. Knowledge of
homosexuality, such as mutual masturbation and other types of homosex than anal
penetration, the personality traits of homosexual individuals and the possibility of female
homosexuality, became public in urban centres, such as Stockholm and Copenhagen, at the
beginning of the twentieth century. It formed the ground for juridical regulation, moral
condemnation and social hostility but also self-recognition and the formation of
homosexual subcultures.*® Studies of rural parts of Sweden and Finland show that the idea
of homosexuality, like other aspects of modernity, spread from cities to the countryside but
there was still often a significant difference between urban and rural ideas in this regard in
the mid-twentieth century.™*® This dissertation similarly suggests that the homosexual
paradigm emerged and changed people’s way of thinking later in Iceland than in many
larger countries, for example because of its rural character and position on the periphery of
Europe.

The following sections explore the emergence of the homosexual paradigm in Iceland
as it appears in public discourse and other sources, paying particular attention to various
links between homosexuality and other aspects of modernity, such as ‘modern’ or
unconventional art and literature. The discourse analysis is primarily based on a word
search in the digital archive Timarit.is, conducted in January 2016, which shows a

significant increase in media discussion of homosexuality in the 1950s and 1960s.*3* Other

128 Rydstrém defines the term paradigm as “a pattern of possible interpretations of discursive
knowledge, a pattern which is also a bearer of a certain explanatory power.” Sinners and Citizens, 14.
' |bid. 159-88.

130 |bid. 316-31. On rural Finland see e.g. Tuula Juvonen, “Shadow Lives and Public Secrets.
Queering Gendered Spaces in 1950s and 60s Tampere”; Kati Mustola, “Finland 1889-1999. A
Turbulent Past.”

B The web archive Timarit.is is a collaborative project between the national libraries in Iceland,
the Faroe Islands and Greenland. It gives online access to more than 1100 periodicals published in
the three countries in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In order to find texts that dealt with,
or simply mentioned, homosexuality | searched for the following words (the asterisk means any
possible inflectional ending or suffix): kynvill*, homdsex*, homosex*, s6ddém*, sodom™*,
samkynhneigd*, homm*, lesp* and lesb*. The results show that before 1920 homosexuality is
mentioned less than 20 times. In the 1920s it is mentioned around 40 times and around 50-60
times in the 1930s and equally often in the 1940s. In the 1950s, however, words referring to
homosexuality occur over 200 times and almost 600 times in the 1960s. It should be noted that
these results are neither definite, since not all periodicals have been added to the archive, nor
infallible. The word search option on Timarit.is does not read all letters nor words that are divided
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important sources include books on sexual matters, published in Icelandic in the early and
mid-twentieth century, an ethnological data collection on homosexuality, executed by the
Icelandic National Museum in 2013, and various articles and interviews with people who
visited the café Adlon at Laugavegur 11 in the 1950s. The findings of this chapter manifest
that Icelanders’ awareness of (predominantly male) homosexuality and the existence of
homosexual men was becoming more public and vocalised in the 1940s and 1950s — and
queer men like Elias Mar were beginning to publicly act and speak out about same-sex

desire in unprecedented ways.

2.1 The 1920s: Modern symbol

While the media in many European countries reported extensively on the Oscar Wilde trials in
1895, the Great Morality Scandal in Copenhagen 1906-1907, where several male prostitutes
and bourgeois men were sentenced for sodomy or indecent conduct with minors,*** and the
Eulenburg affair in Germany, in which several members of the kaiser’s cabinet and his close

friends were accused of homosexual conduct,**®

the Icelandic media did not pay much
attention to such matters. Kynvilla, the most common Icelandic word for homosexuality until
the 1980s, probably appeared in print for the first time in a short report about the Eulenburg
affair in Huginn in 1908.*** A few newspapers mentioned briefly a homosexuality scandal in
Denmark in 1911 but they did not seemingly discuss the Wilde trials or the Great Morality
Scandal.*® Public discourse about homosexuality seems, in fact, to have been almost non-
existent before the 1920s and other available sources about same-sex sexuality in the first half
of the twentieth century are also very limited. The first signs of homosexuality — or the
homosexual paradigm — in public discourse in Iceland, however, appear in the 1920s in
relation to a court case, medical discourse, and what can be referred to as modern or modernist
fiction.

between lines. Moreover, the words sometimes have other meanings than ‘homosexuality’
(s6dém™ often refers to the Bible and the city of Sodom and kynvilla can refer generally to ‘wrong
gender,” including grammatical gender). The results do, however, give an idea of how often
homosexuality was discussed in the media and provide a ground for discourse analysis.

182 gee e.g. Wilhelm von Rosen, Manens Kulgr. Studier i dansk bgssehistorie 1628-1912, vol. 2,
719-60; “Denmark 1866—1976. From Sodomy to Modernity,” 64—70.

133 See e.g. Beachy, Gay Berlin, 120-39.

34 «Fréttir,” Huginn, 24 January 1908, 1. There are earlier examples of words that refer to
homosex and homosexuality; the magazine Fjallkonan, for example, listed sodomy (sédémi)
among various crimes on 9 February 1892 (“Kirkjubladio,” 21-22). Sodomy and related words
(s6domisti, soddmiskur etc.) have appeared in texts in Icelandic at least since the seventeenth
century but they can refer to various other acts and ‘sins’ than homosex. See “Ritmalssafn
Ordabokar Haskolans” [University of Iceland Dictionary — Written Language Collection].

135 fsafold reports for example on “yet another homosexuality scandal in Copenhagen” on 22
March 1911 (“Yms erlend tidindi,” 81), but debates on legislation and the moral impact of
homosexuality had been prevailing in Denmark at least since 1906. See Rosen, Manens Kulgr,
761-78. Wilde’s homosexuality and the trials were often mentioned later, in the 1950s and 1960s,
in articles about Wilde and his work in Icelandic magazines and newspapers. See ch. 2.5.4
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2.1.1 Court case

According to section 178 of the Icelandic Penal Code from 1869, which was valid until
1940, sexual intercourse “against nature” — samraedi gegn nattirlegu edli — including sexual
intercourse between men, anal sex between man and woman, and sex with animals, was
punishable by hard labour.**® borgerdur borvaldsdéttir notes that it is difficult to ascertain
how many were prosecuted for violating this law since statistical information is both
scattered and unreliable and information about same-sex sexual acts and the people who
performed them is similarly very limited. There is one important exception, however. The
first recorded court case, and presumably the only time a man was convicted for violating
section 178, was the case of Guomundur Sigurjonsson in 1924. borvaldur Kristinsson has
pointed out that without the personal, juridical and public documents related to this case we
would know almost nothing about the ideas Icelanders had about same-sex sexuality in the
early twentieth century. Porvaldur’s study of the case thus offers a unique insight into this
period which, when it comes to same-sex sexuality, is first and foremost marked by
silence.”®’

Jens Rydstrdom argues that in the course of the first two decades of the twentieth
century, following homosexual scandals in for example Denmark, Sweden and Germany
and the corresponding media discussion, the public in the Nordic countries became aware
of the concept ‘male homosexuality.” He notes that the “extensive press coverage” on
GuOomundur Sigurjonsson’s case shows that this also applied in Iceland.™® borgerdur
borvaldsdottir similarly says that the case “became very public and controversial at the
time” and that Morgunbladio, one of Iceland’s biggest newspapers, “regularly published
an update on the case, which became known as “kynvillumalid,” or the “homo-case.”**
Yet Porvaldur Kristinsson points out that even though Morgunbladio reported on
Gudmundur’s case five times the accounts are very brief and show little or no signs of
moral panic.*® On the contrary, the reports seem to try to silence any gossip on the matter

and they can thus hardly be referred to as extensive press coverage. Judging from juridical

138 The wording in the Penal Code was gender neutral but the word samradi refers to penetrative
sex. It was thus presumably not illegal for women to have sex with each other and there are no
known cases of prosecution of women under this section. Porgerdur Porvaldsdottir, “Iceland 1869—
1992,” 119-22; Kati Mustola and Jens Rydstrom, “Women and the Laws on Same-Sex Sexuality,” 45.
537 borvaldur Kristinsson, “Glapurinn gegn nattarlegu edli.” See also Porgerdur Porvaldsdéttir,
“Iceland 1869-1992,” 119-25.

158 Rydstrém, “Introduction,” 13-40, here 31.

139 porgerdur Porvaldsdottir, “Iceland 1869-1992,” 125.

0 Morgunbladid reported on the case five times (28 February, 1 March, 19 March, 3 April and 4
April 1924). Two other newspapers, Timinn (5 April) and Logrétta (21 March) mentioned the case
very briefly but added nothing to Morgunbladid’s reports.
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documents and letters sent by officials porvaldur concludes that the court seems to have
wanted to make as little of the case as possible and preferably dismiss it.***

The reports on Gudmundur’s case are nevertheless the first known instances where
homosexuality is mentioned in the media in relation to Icelanders and Icelandic reality.
They manifest an awareness of homosexuality and suggest that there was some talk about
the matter in Reykjavik at the time. Morgunbladid states for example on 19 March that
“rumours [about the homo-case] have been spreading around town.”**? borvaldur
moreover notes that Magnis Magnusson, who was in charge of the hearing, later stated
that Gudmundur’s case had evoked “tremendous talk and curiosity” and concludes that
public awareness of same-sex acts was thus probably more extensive in this period than

the media discourse suggests.**®

Rydstrom’s suggestion that the Icelandic public was
generally aware of the existence of homosexuality in the 1920s is thus not necessarily

wrong but we do not have sufficient evidence to support it either.

2.1.2 Medical discourse

The first scholarly articles on homosexuality, written by Icelandic physicians, appeared in
the early 1920s in academic journals, Skirnir and Leaknabladio. They all discuss the
Austrian physiologist Eugen Steinach and his research, but one of his goals was to ‘cure’
or ‘fix’ homosexuality by transplanting testes into a female individual and ovary systems
into males. His experiments and findings, that inspired for example Magnus Hirschfeld’s
sex reassignment treatments in Germany, were widely known around 1920 and reported on
in science journals as well as popular media and film, although they were ethically
problematic and eventually cancelled.™* The Icelandic physicians Steingrimur
Matthiasson and Gudmundur Hannesson were thus reporting on recent European medical
discoveries when they wrote in 1920 that the reason why

hermaphrodites or homosexual animals are born lies in abnormal development of the

reproductive glands. Both male and female hormonal tissues have developed, one

after the other. This shows that homosexuality is a kind of malformation, but not a
H 145

crime.

They outline how one of Steinach’s research subjects, a 30-year-old ‘passive homosexual,’

who also suffered from tuberculosis of the testes, ‘became heterosexual’ only twelve days

YL porvaldur Kristinsson, “Glapurinn gegn natturlegu edli,” 132-36.

12 «“Dagbok,” Morgunbladid, 19 March 1924, 4.

3 porvaldur Kristinsson, “Glapurinn gegn natturlegu edli,” 134.

1% See e.g. Beachy, Gay Berlin, 173-79.

5 «“Orsok pess ad vidrini eda homosexual dyr fadast, liggur i o6edlilegum proska 4
getnadarkirtlunum. Badi karl- og kvenlegur horménavefur hefir nad ad proskast, fyrst énnur
tegundin og hin sidar. Ma af pessu sja, ad homosexualitet er nokkurskonar vanskapnadur en ekki
glaepur.” Steingrimur Matthiasson and Gudmundur Hannesson, “Ellibelgnum kastad,” 150.
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after his sick testes were removed and a new, healthy one was implanted in him.*® In an
article published in Skirnir in 1922 Stefan Jonsson also explains that the reproductive
glands decide a person’s ‘true’ biological sex but notes that sometimes individuals are
born with both male and female genitals and assigned the wrong sex at birth. These
people, Stefan argues,

feel that they are not like other people, their desires are different, but their love life,
in particular, is abnormal and disgusts other people. These people only love their
own sex. They are so-called homosexuals.**’

He notes that people can suffer from homosexuality without showing any external
symptoms but the reason is nevertheless to be found in the reproductive glands. Then he
introduces Steinach’s experiments on transplanting testes in guinea pigs and expresses his
hope that in the future human homosexuals can be cured in the same way.**®

This discourse is in line with many other medical writings from the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century where ‘abnormal’ biological sex and ‘abnormal’ sexual object
choice are seen as two aspects of the same phenomenon. Richard Krafft-Ebing says for
example:

In so-called contrary sexual instinct there are degrees of the phenomenon which
quite correspond with the degrees of predisposition of the individuals. Thus, in the
milder cases, there is simple hermaphroditism, but limited to the vita sexualis; in
still more complete cases, the whole psychical personality, and even the bodily
sensations, are transformed to correspond with the sexual perversion; and, in the
complete cases, the physical form is correspondingly altered.**

In this period same-sex desire and gender variance were, as Susan Stryker has pointed out,
closely associated and the distinctions between sexuality and gender identity or physical
sexual characteristics were far from clear. “[O]ne common way of thinking about
homosexuality back then,” Stryker says, “was as gender “inversion,” in which a man who
was attracted to men was thought to be acting like a woman, and a woman who desired
women was considered to be acting like a man”™ The scholarly articles on
homosexuality that appeared in the Icelandic journals in the early 1920s did not make a
distinction between sexual orientation, gender and sex; they emphasised issues regarding

biological sex and the homosexual’s hormonal function while also noting that these

1% |bid. 151. Steingrimur also mentions Steinach’s research in an article in 1dunn in 1925, “Ynging

manna og dyra.”
Y7 “bay finnur, ad pad er ekki eins og folk er flest, kendir pess eru adrar, en sjerstaklega er pd
astalifio 6edlilegt og 60ru folki viobjodur. Pessar manneskjur elska adeins sitt eigid kyn. bar eru
Egé sem kallad er kynvillingar.” Stefan Jonsson, “Um kynrannsdknir,” 96.

Ibid.
%9 K rafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis, 187.
150 susan Stryker, Transgender History, 31-41, here 34
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individuals had ‘abnormal’ sexual desires, and they saw homosexuality as a physical
malfunction rather than a crime.

Among the most interesting sources borvaldur Kristinsson builds on in his article on
Gudmundur Sigurjonsson’s case are letters from two physicians, Gudmundur Thoroddsen
and Gudmundur Bjdérnsson, Director of Health, to the Ministry of Justice in 1924 where
they defend the accused. They argued that section 178 was outdated and that
homosexuality should not be punishable by law, and as a result Gudmundur Sigurjénsson
was released after three months in prison instead of eight. Their arguments did not,
however, appear on print and thus never entered public discourse.’® The medical
discourse on homosexuality, published in the 1920s, was only available to a relatively
small group of Icelanders — physicians, academics and educated people — and, although it
is difficult to make any conclusions, its influence on public ideas about homosexuality

may thus have been of rather little significance.

2.1.3 The Great Weaver

“The Roaring Twenties’ were, especially in European metropoles such as Berlin, Paris and
London, a period of increased visibility of homosexuality and homosexuals, with the
formation of homosexual movements, expansion of liberal tendencies and a certain degree
of tolerance. Yet this was also a period marked by harsh condemnation of homosexuality
in public discourse. Certain visual styles — such as the stylings of camp, dandy men and the
‘New Woman’ (who typically wore short hair, a shirt and a tie) — moreover became an
integral part of homosexual identity and culture.*®* Homosexuality became a symbol of
modernity, as will be outlined in more detail later in this chapter; it was associated with
avant-garde art and other modern currents and often appeared as a theme in literature and
art. Florence Tamagne notes that “[w]riters, artists, caricaturists all used homosexuals and
.95153

lesbians (as eccentric, decadent sensualists) symbols [sic] of the Roaring Twenties:

Homosexuality had become synonymous with the rejection of conventions; it was a
means for artists to express their rejection of traditions, middle-class values, and
the world from before 1914. It was associated with revolt, vital energy, pure sex,
and also with intellectualism, vice, and a way to erase the memory of the horrors of
the war in a burst of pleasure.™*

Among those writers and artists was Halldér Laxness who travelled around Europe in the

interwar years and lived for example in Copenhagen, Luxembourg and Paris. In 1925 he

1 porvaldur Kristinsson, “Glaepurinn gegn natturlegu edli,” 136-38.

152 See e.g. Florence Tamagne, A History of Homosexuality. Berlin, London, Paris, 1919-1939,
especially chapters 1, 2 and 5.

153 1bid. 239.

5% Ibid. 250.
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dwelled in Taormina in Italy, a place known as a homosexual retreat, while writing his
novel The Great Weaver from Kashmir.'®> One of the earliest remarks in the Icelandic
media that indicate an awareness of homosexuality and homosexuals in Iceland is a
statement written by Halldor while he was in Taormina where he says that “Reykjavik has
now suddenly obtained everything that suits a cosmopolitan city, not only a university and
cinemas, but also football and homosexuality.”**® What the twenty-three-year-old writer
meant by this statement and to whom he was referring is not fully known,** yet his words
manifest an important association between homosexuality and modern life.

In The Great Weaver Halldér also portrayed homosex and homosexuality as an
integral part of the modern world.*® The novel is now generally considered to be among
the greatest Icelandic literary works of the twentieth century and one of the first modernist
texts. It tells the story of a self-centred and unstable young man, Steinn Ellidi, who travels
between European cities in search for his place in the modern urban world of the interwar
years and focuses on his ‘inner life,” paradoxical longings and desires. Such foregrounding
of an Icelandic cosmopolitan’s mental struggles was a novelty in the Icelandic context and
so was the novel’s fragmented narrative where letters and monologues appear among
third-person accounts. Last, but not least, Steinn Ellidi’s blunt talk about non-marital and
non-heterosexual sex caught the attention of many readers who had not often seen words
like homosexuality on print:

When | was seventeen years old | took part in Spanish and French nighttime
debauchery in which naked women, painted from the crowns of their heads to the
soles of their feet, performed fancy lesbian dances in between running to giant
Negroes tied down to couches, while the audience lay in each other’s arms on the
floor. The gratification of sexual demands is man’s highest pleasure, and justifiable
only when it is gratified in such a way that no new individuals are born.
Homosexuality is the highest level of sexual satisfaction. Of all the paths of
gratification, that one is lowest and most brutish, most blind and imperfect, which
leads to such a fatal consequence as the birth of new people. The goal of man is to

1% In Halldér Laxness’s biography Halldor Gudmundsson outlines how Laxness made friends with
homosexual men in Taormina and was interested in diverse aspects of gender and sexuality. He
also outlines how the first draft of the novel Salka Valka was a film script called “A Woman in
Pants,” where the protagonist Salka is much more masculine and her sexuality more ambiguous
than in the novel. Halldér Gudmundsson, Halldér Laxness. /visaga, 174-86 and 229-30.

156 «[...] pa hefir Reykjavik i skjotri svipan eignast hvad eina, sem heimsborg hentar, ekki ad eins
haskola og kvikmyndahus, heldur einnig football og hémodsextialisma”. Halldor Kiljan Laxness,
“Af islensku menningarastandi II,” 2.

57 Halldér was probably referring to Gudmundur Sigurjénsson but borvaldur Kristinsson has also
suggested that he may have been thinking of his friend Pérdur Sigtryggsson, who was a rumoured
homosexual — and a good friend of Elias Mar. See Porvaldur Kristinsson, “Att ta sin plats,” 112.
On the relationship between p6rdur and Elias, see ch. 3.4.

158 The novel was published in English translation in 2008. All references to the novel in this thesis
are to the English translation unless other is noted.
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destroy man. The goal of culture is to destroy man. The goal of wisdom is to
destroy man. “Der Mensch ist Etwas das liberwunden werden mufB.” “Satan
conduit le bal!” Homosexuality, drug addiction, and suicide are the joyful
extirpation of the final and highest beings on Earth. The deepest desire of lovers is
to be reminded of death in their embraces. Only death gratifies love.™

Even though Steinn Ellidi’s chastity vow and complicated relationship with Dilja, his
(female) childhood love, is foregrounded in the novel he speaks of his sexual experiences
with both men and women in a letter to his friend Alban, from which the paragraph on
homosexuality is taken. He also has a male companion; in London he lives with a wealthy
Englishman named Carrington and although their relationship is not described in detail,
and never from Steinn’s point of view, it is clear that Steinn’s mother thinks their
friendship is ‘abnormal.’ In a letter to her niece she says:

But who do you think it is that took him away from me? What do you think
captivated my boy so in the most splendid city in England, and made him turn his
back on his mother? What but a decrepit old fellow in a white lined suit, rust brown
in the face. It’s incredible, but true: several days after Steinn met this detestable
ghost at the Hotel Metropole, where we were staying, he became an entirely
different child. Imagine it, when | went out alone with my maid in the mornings |
could expect to meet them on the coach road where they rambled along absorbed in
palaver and walking arm in arm! It was simply grotesque!*®

Carrington is described here as a dandy (wearing a white, fancy suit) and racial other (rust
brown in the face) and his intimacy with Steinn (walking arm in arm) can easily be
interpreted as homoerotic — or ‘grotesque’ as Steinn’s mother puts it. Steinn is perhaps not
homosexual but he is indisputably queer; normative heterosexuality is one of the many
bourgeois roles he refuses to adopt and he even idealises same-sex attraction and homosex.
He is a controversial character, however; homosex for him is associated with pleasure as
well as death and destruction.

The Great Weaver was, not surprisingly, disputed from the day it came out. While
some critics celebrated its novelties and the fresh breeze it brought into the Icelandic
literary field, others censured it — not least because of its ‘immoral’ use of language. One
of them was a parliamentarian, Jénas Jénsson, who published a letter in the newspaper
Timinn on 23 April 1927 and criticised the current government for supporting Halldér and
the publication of this scandalous book. In order to show how corrupt Halldér’s “so-called
novel, or rather incoherent thoughts” was Jonas quoted the before-mentioned paragraph

and printed the phrase “homosexuality is the highest level of sexual satisfaction® in bold

1% Hallddr Laxness, The Great Weaver From Kashmir, 169-70.
180 |bid. 84-85.
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letters to emphasise its outrageousness.’®* This book may seem like a great novelty to
some people, he said, but he did not appreciate it. Neither did Gudomundur Finnbogason
who wrote a famous review in the journal Vaka, consisting of only two words:
“Vijelstrokkad tilberasmjor.”*®* The phrase is difficult to translate but expresses the opinion
that the novel is a “modern mechanical monstrosity.”*®> Another review that appeared in
the same issue of Vaka expressed a very different opinion. It is a wordy praise, written by
the writer and scholar Kristjan Albertsson, beginning with words that are now equally
famous as Gudmundur’s short remark: “Finally, finally an impressive work of fiction that
rises like a rocky hill above the flatness of recent Icelandic poetry and prose writing.”**
Kristjan is, in other words, very impressed by the novel and he also uses the paragraph
about homosexuality to support his argument, which is that Halldor’s style is remarkable,
energetic and refreshing and Steinn Ellidi’s story is unique, sad and beautiful.*®®

Tamagne notes that the European media did not often mention homosexuality in the
interwar years but that some of the earliest debates about homosexuality in the press
appeared in reviews of literature and theatre.'®® The same implies to the Icelandic context;
the reviews of The Great Weaver were among the few public texts that mentioned
homosexuality. The reviewers often emphasise the novel’s modernness and innovative
nature and two of them take Steinn Ellidi’s words about homosexuality as an example
thereof. Halldér himself also emphasised the connection between homosexuality and
modern or contemporary issues, for example in a reply to Jénas Jonsson in the magazine
Vordur:

The Great Weaver is a novel that faithfully describes all the prevailing theories and
views of life in the modern world, regardless of whether they are ‘ugly’ or ‘beautiful.’
The purpose of the book is to try and evaluate their value in life. [...] | personally do
not idealise homosexuality, or rather, | do not take a stand on such matters, nor on
countless other views and theories | describe in The Great Weaver.'®’

161 Jonas Jonsson (fra Hriflu), “Baekur og listir,” Timinn, 23 April 1927.

162 Gudmundur Finnbogason, “Halldér Kiljan Laxness. Vefarinn mikli fra Kasmir.”

93 Jon Yngvi Johannsson comments, in English, on this problematic phrase: “The word
tilberasmjor refers to butter stolen by a ghost conjured up by women for that particular purpose,
and in Finnbogason’s formulation it is butter fabricated by a machine (vjelstrokkad). The two
words together therefore connote theft, black magic, and an allusion to the nonorganic nature of the
work; Vefarinn mikli fra Kasmir is, in other words, a modern mechanical monstrosity.” Jon Yngvi
Jéhannsson, “Realism and Revolt,” 373.

164« oksins, loksins tilkomumikid skaldverk, sem ris eins og hamraborg upp ur flatneskju
islenzkrar 1j6da- og sagnagerdar sidustu ara.” Kristjan Albertsson, “Halldér Kiljan Laxness.
Vefarinn mikli fra Kasmir,” 306.

1%5 1bid.

166 Tamagne, A History of Homosexuality, 212.

167 «yefarinn mikli er skaldsaga, par sem lyst er sem samviskusamlegast 6llum peim lifsskodunum
og kenningum, sem rikja i heimi nitimans, an tillits til pess hvort paer eru “ljotar” eda “fallegar”.

43



Asta Kristin Benediktsd6ttir

The Great Weaver was thus meant to be a challenge to various Icelandic traditions and in
Halldor’s eyes homosexuality was a part of that challenge and an integral part of European
modernity.

From a queer historical perspective The Great Weaver is a landmark text in the
Icelandic context, firstly because it uses words referring to homosexuality, secondly
because this wording caught people’s attention and led to an increase in the usage of the
word kynvilla in the public media, and thirdly because of the role queer sexuality plays in
the life of the protagonist. It even mentions women who perform “fancy lesbian dances”
and thus includes female as well as male homosexuality.'®® The novel moreover manifests
a strong connection between homosexuality and modernism — understood here as an
‘aesthetic and ideological challenge’ as well as social critique in response to the modern
world. The reviews and discussions following its publication also associated the novel
with modern influence and modernity, including homosexuality. Such linkage between
homosexuality and various aspects of modernity or the modern life repeatedly appeared in
fiction and public discourse in the following decades, especially in writings expressing

concerns about the future of the Icelandic nation and its culture.

2.2 Contested modernity

Halldor Laxness’s statement about homosexuality in Reykjavik appeared in a series of
articles where he discussed the modern transformation Icelandic society and culture was
undergoing, pointed out some of the paradoxes that arise when an agricultural society is
industrialised and instructed his fellow Icelanders on how to become civilised. The society
has changed very rapidly, he says, and Icelanders do not know how to handle this
transformation; they are like a confused teenager from the countryside, “in adolescence,
neither a nature child nor an educated man; half-formed and marked by chaos and
inconsistency.”*®® This adolescent metaphor, which we can call ‘Young Iceland,” was not
invented by Halldér; on the contrary, it was quite common in discussions and debates
about Icelandic society and culture in the early and mid-twentieth century. It was a part of

a popular and wide-ranging discourse on the Icelandic nation as an organism or a living

Tilgangur bokarinnar er sa, ad préfa og meta gildi peirra fyrir 1ifid. [...] Jeg hef personulega enga
dyrkun haft & kynvillu, eda rjettara sagt, jeg tek sjalfur enga afstddu til slikra mala, fremur en svo
otalmargra af skodunum peim og kenningum, sem jeg lysi i Vefaranum [...].” Halldér Kiljan
Laxness, “Vefarinn mikli. Athugasemd.”

168 Halldér Laxness, The Great Weaver From Kashmir, 170. In the original edition the phrase is
“naktar konur [...] 1éku s6domiska skrautdansa” (192) but in the second edition, published in 1948,
the word s6domiska has been exchanged for lesbiska (128).

169 «[..] 4 gelgjustiginu milli nattirubarns og mentamanns; halfleikinn, glundrodabragurinn og
osamremid ma sin par mest.” Halldor Kiljan Laxness, “Af islensku menningarastandi I1,” 2.
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whole, which was inspired by German nationalism, for example the philosopher Johann
Gottfried Herder (1744-1803) and his theory of nations as ‘organic entities’ that had
certain personalities and a unique spirit, preserved in the language, history and culture of a
certain group of people.’® The Icelandic nation-state’s ‘young age’ was often mentioned
in the media and other writings on national issues and so was the opinion that Icelandic
society and culture was ‘immature’ compared to other Western countries. The
nation/society was often depicted as an in-between-figure, standing on the crossroads
between tradition and modernity, neither an infant nor a fully mature adult. Like an
adolescent it was believed to be full of contradictions and inconsistency, not fully able to
control its acts and emotions, clumsy and a little bit foolish, impressionable and therefore
in need of guidance.!”

The Young Iceland metaphor can be seen as a response to the fact that Iceland was a
small rural society in the midst of the whirlwind of Western modernisation. The industrial
transformation took place relatively late in lIceland in comparison to its neighbours in
Northern-Europe — but it was rapid. The fishing industry expanded considerably in the first
decades of the twentieth century, towns and villages grew and urban life replaced the rural
world for a large part of the population; in 1880 around 74% of Icelanders lived by
agriculture but 30% in the late 1930s and 26% in 1950.'"2 The middle class gradually
became the most powerful and influential class and the gap between the bourgeoisie and
the working classes widened.'” The Second World War was moreover a turning point in
economic terms. Iceland did not fight in the war but Britain occupied the country in 1940

and the United States set up a military base there in 1941. After the outbreak of the war

0| 1deen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit (1784-1791) Herder argues that within
nations, individual and collective identity become one and that nations are united because of
essential spiritual elements, or organic forces, shared by people who speak the same language. For
Herder the nation is a complex of individual units that share the same roots, yet not necessarily the
same genes, and are interconnected by cultural and historical traditions. See Johann Gottfried
Herder, J. G. Herder on Social and Political Culture, 253-326; F. M. Barnard, “Introduction”, 29—
32. Herder’s ideas had great influence on Icelandic nationalist discourse, see e.g. Sveinn Yngvi
Egilsson, Arfur og umbylting. Rannsdkn & islenskri romantik; Sigridur Matthiasddttir, Hinn sanni
islendingur. Pjoderni, kyngervi og vald & islandi 1900-1930, 41-73; Gudmundur Halfdanarson,
islenska pjodrikid. Uppruni og endimérk, 15-42.

17 See e.g. Olafur Rastrick, Haborgin. Menning, fagurfraedi og politik i upphafi tuttugustu aldar, 27—
44; Benedikt Hjartarson, “Af urkynjun, brautrydjendum, vanskapnadi, vitum og sjaendum. Um
upphaf framurstefnu 4 Islandi.” Young Iceland appears in various kinds of writings, see e.qg.
‘Havardur,” “Utlendingar og innflutningshoft,” Alpydubladid, 2 April 1924, 3-4; “Afstada
atvinnuveganna,” Morgunbladid, 4 June 1924, 3; Pall sleifsson, “Listdomar,” Visir, 12 November
1931, 3.

Y2 Gunnar Karlsson, Iceland’s 1100 Years. The History of a Marginal Society, 287-97 and 357;
Gudmundur Halfdanarson, Islenska pjodrikid, 99-109.

13 On the development of a modern class system in Iceland, see Jén Gunnar Grjetarsson, “Upphaf
og préun stéttskipts samfélags 4 fslandi.”
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demand for export of fresh fish to Britain increased and the occupation provided both men
and women with jobs, such as construction and laundry work. In the post-war years
Iceland moreover received financial support from the Marshall Plan, even though the
country had not been deeply affected by the war and was not in ruins.*’* This economic
boom incited modernisation processes and the transportation from rural areas to towns, as
noted earlier, and the population in Reykjavik almost doubled in the 1940s and 1950s.*®
Such extensive and rapid social, economic and political changes were, in the eyes of
many who employed the Young Iceland metaphor, comparable to adolescence; excessive
and sometimes out of control, exciting but also frightening. The image was used in various
contexts in the early and mid-twentieth century to describe different aspects of Icelandic
society and culture and at its core was anxiety in relation to the effects of modernisation
and uncertainty about the future — the future of Icelandic society and culture, the nation
and the nation-state, and a new generation of Icelandic teenagers.'”® The following
sections discuss some of the most prominent debates about modern social and cultural

influence in the period and briefly introduce the main elements of Icelandic nationalism.

2.2.1 Nation

The modernisation of the Icelandic economy and the urbanisation process went hand in
hand with a growing nationalist sentiment. Iceland had been under Norwegian, and later
Danish, control since 1262 and the idea that Iceland should be an independent nation-state
received increasing support in the nineteenth century from both politicians and the public.
A nationalist movement, under the influence of European nationalism, was formed and the
fight for independence began. Icelanders’ demands were met with considerable
understanding on the part of the Danish government and a significant step was taken in
1918 when the Act of Union between Iceland and Denmark was signed. Iceland thereby
became a free and sovereign state that shared a king with Denmark and both states had an

equal position within the kingdom. The Republic of Iceland was eventually founded on 17

% The reason why Iceland received Marshall support was political; the United States needed
support from Icelandic politicians and voters in the years leading to the Cold War. See e.g Valur
Ingimundarson, I eldlinu kalda stridsins, 149-52.

% 0n Icelandic economic and political history in the early and mid-twentieth century, see e.g.
Gunnar Karlsson, Iceland’s 1100 Years, 285-365; Helgi Skuli Kjartansson, island & 20. old;
Olafur Asgeirsson, 18nbylting hugarfarsins. Atok um atvinnupréun & Islandi 1900-1940;
Gudmundur Halfdanarson, “‘The Beloved War.” The Second World War and the Icelandic
National Narrative.”

178 See e.g. Olafur Rastrick, Haborgin, 27—44; Benedikt Hjartarson, “Af urkynjun, brautrydjendum,
vanskapnadi, vitum og sjaendum.”
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June 1944 while Nazi Germany occupied Denmark.*’” Icelanders’ fight for independence
did not lead to any violent conflicts or oppression and Gudmundur Halfdanarson argues
that it was “non-violent almost to the extreme.”'’® The idea of national sovereignty never
met any opposition in Iceland and the Danish authorities found it difficult to argue against
it because they respected the Icelandic cultural heritage and even believed it to be a part of
their own origins, history and culture. The Danish government thus did their best to meet
Icelandic demands and never tried to suppress the national movement.’

The establishment of the Republic of Iceland did not abate the nationalist sentiment —
quite the contrary. The island was occupied by the British army in May 1940, as noted earlier,
and in 1941 the U.S. Army replaced the British troops and provided Icelanders with military
defence until 2006, with the exception of a five-year-period between 1946 and 1951. Despite a
close collaboration between Icelandic and American authorities during the war Icelanders
generally assumed that when the war was over the army would leave and Iceland would regain
its neutrality. After the war, however, Icelandic governments made controversial decisions that
integrated Iceland into the Western Alliance; a defence agreement — the Keflavik Treaty — was
made with the United States, the U.S. army returned in 1951 and Iceland became one of the
founding members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) in 1949. This meant
that while Icelanders were cutting the political ties with Denmark they became engaged in a
long-lasting and complicated relationship with another, and considerably more powerful,
country: The United States. The fact that Iceland was, through the occupation, forced to
participate in the war moreover manifested that Icelandic authorities were unable to stay true
to the intention of eternal neutrality in times of war that had been declared by the Act of Union
in 1918. Neutrality was a crucial element in Icelandic foreign policy and also very important

for Icelandic national identity — and the occupation and the military cooperation with the

Y7 When Germany invaded Denmark in April 1940 the Icelandic parliament, Althingi, declared
that the Icelandic government would take over constitutional duties, foreign affairs and protection
of territorial waters, which meant that Iceland had detached itself from Danish authority. The
dissolution of Iceland’s relationship with Denmark was then approved in a referendum in May
1944 by approximately 97% of the electorate. Iceland’s rights to dissolve the union were not
questioned but many, especially the Danes, thought the timing was unfortunate and inconsiderate.
See Gunnar Karlsson, Iceland’s 1100 Years, 319-323. For more information about the process that
led to the foundation of the Republic of Iceland, see e.g. Gudmundur Halfdanarson, “Icelandic
Nationalism. A Non-Violent Paradigm?”; Solrin B. Jensdottir Hardarson, “The ‘Republic of
Iceland’ 1940-44. Anglo-American Attitudes and Influences.”

178 Gudmundur Halfdanarson, “Icelandic Nationalism,” 2.

9 Gunnar Karlsson, “The Emergence of Nationalism in Iceland”; Gudmundur Halfdanarson,
“Language, Ethnicity and Nationalism. The Case of Iceland.”
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Western Allies was therefore a highly sensitive matter that fuelled nationalist sentiment for
decades.'®
Icelandic nationalism — understood here as “an ideological movement for attaining and

maintaining the autonomy, unity and identity of an existing or potential “pation” 8! —

was
both a political project and a set of discourses about ‘Icelandicness,” aimed at creating a
collective Icelandic identity. Etienne Balibar notes that the fundamental problem of every
national project is to produce “the people” or “the effect of unity by virtue of which the
people will appear, in everyone’s eyes, “as a people”,”**? and nationalism plays a vital role
in this production — it promotes knowledge about the nation and refers to shared historical
memory, for example by means of national symbols, such as anthems, flags, statues and
monuments. The cornerstones of Icelandic national identity, that were shaped and
promoted by the nationalist movement in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century,
were first and foremost Icelandic language, cultural heritage and history. Icelanders spoke
their own language, which was believed to be the oldest and most original of the Nordic
languages; they had a large corpus of medieval literature of significant cultural value in an
international context — the sagas and Eddic poetry — and they had once been a ‘free nation’
during the Commonwealth era (930-1262), often referred to as Iceland’s ‘Golden Age.’
The belief that Icelanders were essentially different from other nations because of their
medieval past was very influential in the early twentieth century and the myth about the
glorious Golden Age was highly popularised and promoted in journals and newspapers, it
became a part of children’s education and affected ideas of national identity in the minds
of a majority of the nation. The Icelandic ‘national character’ was seen as an innate quality
which could be traced back to the Golden Age; it was believed to be in the nature of every
member of the nation to be free and Icelanders had no choice but to reclaim their

independence. History was thus used as a political tool to link modern times and the

180 See e.g. bor Whitchead, “Hlutleysi 4 hverfanda hveli”; Gudmundur Halfdanarson, “‘The
Beloved War’”; Valur Ingimundarson, “Immunizing Against the American Other. Racism,
Nationalism, and Gender in U.S.-Icelandic Military Relations During the Cold War.”

181 Anthony D. Smith, “The Origins of Nations,” 108. Nationalism is a controversial term which has been
defined in various ways. Scholars such as Ernest Gellner suggest that it is primarily a political principle
while others, such as Etienne Balibar, focus on the nationalist ideology and knowledge about what the
nation is. See Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism, 1; Etienne Balibar, “The Nation Form. History
and Ideology.” The focus in this thesis is primarily on the ideological aspect and it builds on Benedict
Anderson’s understanding of nationalism as a mechanism which “invents nations.” See Benedict
Anderson, Imagined Communities. Reflections and the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 6.

182 Balibar, “The Nation Form,” 138.
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medieval past and support the claim that Icelanders were different from other nations and

deserved to be independent.*®

2.2.2 Society

One of the most important and controversial issues in the early and mid-twentieth century
was the question to what extent the Icelandic society should be modernised; if Young
Iceland should become an urban, industrialised, cosmopolitan nation — like Halldér
Laxness argued in his articles in Vordur in 1925 — or hold on to old customs and the rural,
pre-industrial ways of life. In the nineteenth century, when the ideological grounds for the
fight for independence and Icelandic nationalism were laid, Icelanders were a rural nation
and the interests of the peasant class became national interests. Hence in the nationalist
ideology Icelanders were essentially a rural, agricultural nation like they had been during
the Golden Age.'®* As Icelandic society became more industrialised and modernised in the
first decades of the twentieth century, however, the old agricultural society and rural
traditions gradually lost their place as the everyday reality of the majority of the nation.
These changes were of great concern to many Icelanders and the tension between rural and
urban life became a major issue, especially in nationalist discourse and politics.

The first decades of the century were times of growing ‘intellectual production,” as
Halldér Gudmundsson has outlined; a publishing industry emerged in Reykjavik, several
journals and newspapers were published and educated intellectuals, who were greatly
influenced by European culture and had travelled and lived in European cities, returned
home and wanted to apply their knowledge and experience to the Icelandic context.'®® This
intelligentsia, Halldor argues, developed and promoted a conservative utopian vision of the
future of Iceland, built on rural and traditional Icelandic values, where the old agricultural
society was idealised and it was argued that the nation would thrive best in the

countryside. Conservative nationalists fought against urbanisation, foreign influence and

183 For general discussion of the main ideological elements of Icelandic nationalism, the role and
influence of the Golden Age etc., see e.g. Gunnar Karlsson, “Icelandic Nationalism and the
Inspiration of History”; Gunnar Karlsson, “The Emergence of Nationalism in Iceland”;
Gudmundur Halfdanarson, Islenska pjodrikid; Gudmundur Halfdanarson, “Language, Ethnicity
and Nationalism”; Gudmundur Halfdanarson and Olafur Rastrick, “Culture and the Constitution of
the Icelandic in the 19th and 20th Centuries”; Sigridur Matthiasdéttir, Hinn sanni islendingur;
Loftur Guttormsson, “Fra kristindémslestri til médurmals. Hugmyndafraedileg hvorf i lestrarefni
skolabarna um sidustu aldamot.”

184 See e.g. Gunnar Karlsson, “Icelandic Nationalism and the Inspiration of History”; Gudmundur
Halfdanarson, “Social Distinctions and National Unity. On Politics of Nationalism in Nineteenth-
Century Iceland.”

185 Halldér Gudmundsson, “Loksins, loksins.” Vefarinn mikli og upphaf islenskra natimabokmennta.
See also Ami Sigurjonsson, “Den politiske Laxness. Den ideologiska och estetiska bakgrunden till
Salka Valka och Fria mén.”
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labour politics and wanted the nation to unite in the creation of a rural utopia, based on the
glorious image of the Golden Age — which was also seen as the Golden Age of agriculture
and rural culture.*®® This vision was for example evident in the policy of the Progressive
Party (Framsoknarflokkurinn) — which was also known as the ‘farmers’ party.” Hermann
Jonasson, who was Prime Minister on behalf of the Progressive Party from 1934 to 1942,
said for example in 1939 that he considered the ‘flight from the countryside’ — the urban
development of Icelandic society — to be yet another symptom of a national teenage crisis:

My opinion is that this is just a period of adolescence in the life of the nation,
which it will overcome. This will change when people have gained more extensive
knowledge about the ways of living in this country and what the land has to offer.
Then more people will choose [...] to live in the countryside.'®’

At the same time, however, Icelandic politicians and intellectuals knew that Icelandic society
needed to be modernised, in terms of for example economics and welfare, to become
comparable to other Western countries. This is where the more liberal political views clash
with the conservative policy. Sigriour Matthiasdéttir has pointed out that there were
important paradoxes inherent in the idea of the rural utopia, because although rural values
were idealised the goal was to build a centre of culture, economics and politics — a real
modern city — in Reykjavik.'®® Olafur Rastrick has also suggested that the conservative
nationalists’ emphasis on traditions should not be thought of as anti-modern but rather as one
representation of the modernisation of Iceland. The rural past was not just the past in this
discourse; it became a part of the present and the vision of the future — a part of the new
modern Iceland.**°

The question of how the Icelandic society and economy should be modernised was a
much-debated and controversial political issue.’®® Socialists criticised the rural utopia
harshly in the 1920s and argued that only through modernisation and cultural
transformation, enhanced by foreign (Marxist) influence, could Icelandic society rid itself
of capitalist power and political stagnation. Industrialisation and urban development was in

their eyes a prerequisite for a socialist revolution and they were thus generally more liberal

188 Halldér Gudmundsson, “Loksins, loksins,” 46-61. Sigridur Matthiasdottir also notes that “[t]he
opinion that modern Icelanders should build their identity on the medieval Iceland gradually became
almost unquestioned in public debates on national issues.” Sigridur Matthiasdéttir, Hinn sanni
islendingur, 67.

187 «Fg 1it svo 4, ad par sé adeins um visst gelgjuskeid ad raeda i lifi pjodarinnar, sem hin muni
komast yfir. Pegar menn hafa fengid meiri yfirsyn yfir 1ifid i pessu landi og pad, sem landid hefir
ad bjéda, pad mun petta breytast. P4 munu verda fleiri, sem kjosa [...] ad lifa i sveit.” Hermann
Jonasson, “Rada forsatisradherra & afmeelishatid Hvanneyrarskolans,” Timinn, 1 July 1939, 300.
188 Sigridur Matthfasdéttir, Hinn sanni islendingur, 139-53.

189 Olafur Rastrick, Haborgin, 75-111.

190 See e.g. Olafur Asgeirsson, 18nbylting hugarfarsins.
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when it came to foreign influence and modern ideas than other parties — although many of
them cared deeply about Icelandic national values.*®* In the mid-1930s and during the
Second World War, however, following a general change in Comintern’s policy, and
empowered by a communist opposition against the British and American army and
capitalist influence in Iceland, many Icelandic socialists adopted a strong nationalist
policy. ™

Examples of the difference between the socialist view of nationality and nationalism in
the 1920s on the one hand and after the mid-1930s on the other can be seen in the writings
of Einar Olgeirsson, a politician, scholar and the editor of the journal Réttur. In 1926 he
criticises the emphasis on independence and the rural past. He laments that Iceland has not
been properly industrialised and expresses his shame over how ‘backward’ it is compared
to other European countries. The poor road system, primitive housing, and the lack of
great architecture and visual arts are a disgrace, he says and adds:

We certainly have to cultivate our language. We must certainly make ourselves
acquainted with the best things that have been created in Iceland, things that can
educate and ennoble us. But we must not forget either, that it is just as important
that we learn about the most beautiful and best things foreign nations have created,
and try to achieve the knowledge and art they have obtained, because we are [...]
first and foremost men — citizens of the world, and secondly — Icelanders.*®?

In 1944, however, Einar wrote an article for the socialist newspaper Pjédviljinn on the
occasion of the independence celebrations and emphasised the need to protect Icelandic
nationality, culture and independence. He states for example that Icelandic national
freedom will always be under threat as long as superpowers rule the world; the Danes were
once the greatest threat to Iceland’s independence, the current threat is German Nazism,

and in the years to come American capitalism and military will presumably become the

91 Ragnheidur Kristjansdottir has outlined how Icelandic communists and socialists tried to
coordinate Marxist internationalism and Icelandic nationalism already in the first decades of the
twentieth century. She argues that Icelandic communism and labour politics before 1930 were meant
to lead to general social progress that would benefit the whole nation and that references to Icelandic
national legends were common. The main argument was that a communist revolution would lead to
national freedom. See Ragnheidur Kristjansdéttir, Nytt folk. Pjéderni og verkalydsstjornmal 1901—
1944, 171-220.

192 On national and international emphases and changes in communist politics in the 1930s and
40s, see e.g. Roman Szporluk, Communism and Nationalism. Karl Marx Versus Friedrich List;
Eric J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism Since 1780. Programme, Myth, Reality, 148-49.

198 «yissulega purfum vjer ad leggja raekt vid tungu vora. Vissulega purfum vier ad kynnast pvi, sem
best hefir verid skapad & Islandi og mest ma oss menta og gofga. En pad mé engu sidur gleymast, ad
jafn naudsynlegt er oss ad kynna oss alt pad fegursta og besta, er erlendar pjédir hafa skapad, og reyna
a0 Odlast pekkingu pa og list, er paer hafa ndd; pvi ad [...] fyrst og fremst erum vjer menn —
heimsborgarar, i 6dru lagi — Islendingar.” Einar Olgeirsson, “Erlendir menningarstraumar og
fslendingar,” 11.
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main enemy of Icelandic freedom.™® Many socialists thus became more conservative in
their view of certain aspects of modernisation than before. They were still critical of the
rural utopia but their nationalism was based on the will to free Iceland from foreign
capitalist powers and cultural influence. For them ‘foreign’ or ‘modern’ was not
necessarily bad; it depended on what it was and where it came from. Some writers and
scholars on the left wing started working with international socialist movements whose
goal was to bring together liberal bourgeois and socialist writers and protect cultural
heritage against capitalism and fascism — which they saw as one of the products of
capitalism — and in the late 1930s and 40s Icelandic literature and culture became central

to socialist, as well as conservative, nationalism and cultural politics.'*

2.2.3 Culture

The mixed response The Great Weaver from Kashmir received is in many ways
descriptive of the controversy concerning ‘modern’ art and literature — or any innovative
or non-traditional art — in the early and mid-twentieth century. ‘Traditional’ Icelandic art —
especially literature — played a key role in twentieth-century nationalism and any deviation
from such traditions was a highly sensitive issue. The medieval Golden Age was seen as a
period of great cultural production and literary achievements, such as the Eddic poetry and
the sagas that were acknowledged in the Western context as important parts of the world’s
literary heritage. The anonymous saga writers and their epic prose, like the Viking heroes,
was idealised and literature became, as Gudmundur Halfdanarson and Olafur Rastrick
have pointed out, “the Icelandic cultural field par excellence, because it was in literature
that Icelanders had excelled in the past, and the general opinion was that future cultural
products had to reflect that 1egacy.”196 ‘Good’ Icelandic literature was traditional in terms
of form and content, rooted in the Icelandic cultural heritage and comparable to the

medieval sagas and poetry as well as nineteenth-century romantic and patriotic poetry.

19 Einar Olgeirsson, “Hlutur vor.”

% When the Icelandic Radical Writers’ Association (Félag byltingarsinnadra rithfunda) was
formed in 1933, for example, it became a member of the International Union of Revolutionary
Writers (IURW) which was based in Moscow and cooperated with Comintern. When IURW was
disbanded in 1935 many of its Icelandic members joined the International Association of Writers
for the Defence of Culture (IAWDC). See Kristinn E. Andrésson, Enginn er eyland. Timar raudra
penna, 34-35 and 138-49. On IURW and international conferences of proletarian and
revolutionary writers, see e.g. James F. Murphy, The Proletarian Moment. The Controversy Over
Leftism in Literature. For more information about Icelandic communists and socialists in the first
half of the twentieth century, see e.g. Jon Olafsson, Kaeru félagar. islenskir sésialistar og
Sovétrikin 1920-1960; Kristinn E. Andrésson, Enginn er eyland; Ragnheidur Kristjansdattir, Nytt
folk.

1% Gudmundur Halfdanarson and Olafur Rastrick, “Culture and the Constitution of the Icelandic in
the 19th and 20th Centuries,” 89.
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Poetry was expected to have regular metre and rhyme and in prose writing two
characteristics were considered particularly desirable: Conventional form and style and
(positive) representation of the old agricultural society and rural life.**” The Great Weaver

was, as we have seen, a provocative challenge to such traditions.

2.2.3.1 Rural-realist novel

Halldér Gudmundsson has outlined how, according to conservative intellectuals in the
1920s, the rural-realist novel — which was traditional in terms of form, dealt with life in the
old, non-industrialised, agricultural Iceland and was critical towards urban development
and foreign influence — was believed to represent good Icelandic morality. Such literature
was moreover seen as a weapon that could be used in the battle against the ‘extremes’ of
modernisation or bad modern influence.'*® The rural-realist novel became the hegemonic
literary genre in Iceland and its influence was both strong and long-lasting. Rural life was
a prominent theme in prose literature and even in the post-war years most Icelandic novels
were set in the countryside, idealised the idyllic rural world of origins and close
connection to nature and lamented the ‘flight from the countryside.” Few novels dealt with
urban life and the city was often portrayed — if represented at all — as a corrupt place.'®
Experiments with representation, form and use of language were also relatively rare. Poets
such as Jéhann Sigurjénsson, Jéhann Jonsson, Jon Thoroddsen and Sigurdur Nordal
composed experimental poems in the 1910s and 1920s that are now often considered the
predecessors of modernist poetry and Sigurdur’s prose text ‘Hel” from 1919 has also been
listed among early avant-garde or modernist innovations.’”® The Great Weaver and
Porbergur Pordarson’s Bréf til Laru (1924, <A Letter to Laura’) are often described as the
first Icelandic modernist novels, based on for example their experiments with form,

language and representation of subjectivity — although it is questionable if Bréf til Laru

97 See e.g. Halldér Gudmundsson, “Loksins, loksins”; Arni Sigurjonsson, Laxness og pjodlifid.
Bokmenntir og bokmenntakenningar & arunum milli strida.

198 Halldor Gudmundsson, “Loksins, loksins,” 45-61. Halldér notes that writers were nevertheless
expected to take the best from world literature, for example the works of Knut Hamsun, and adjust
it to the Icelandic context. Arni Sigurjonsson has also outlined the great influence Hamsun had on
intellectual thinking as well as nationalism in Iceland and how the idea that Icelandic culture
should be based on rural values was inspired by Hamsun’s work. Arni Sigurjonsson, Laxness og
pjéalifid, 29-101, especially 52-56.

19 Elias Mar’s novels were in many ways important exceptions from this as the following chapters
outline. On Icelandic prose writing in early and mid-twentieth century (before the ‘modernist
wave’), see e.g. Gudni Elisson, “From Realism to Neoromanticism”; Jon Yngvi Jéhannsson,
“Realism and Revolt”; Halldér Gudmundsson and Jon Yngvi Johannsson, “Lausamalsbokmenntir
4 fjorda aratugnum™, Arni Sigurjonsson, “Sagnagerd & pridja 4ratug aldarinnar”; Astrédur
Eysteinsson, “Icelandic Prose Literature, 1940-1980.”

% See e.g. Gudni Elisson, “From Realism to Neoromanticism™; Silja Adalsteinsdottir, “Harpan
skiptir um rém”; Arni Sigurjonsson, “Sagnagerd 4 pridja aratug aldarinnar”, 69—77.
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falls into the novel genre.””* Despite the effort of single works and writers, however,
Icelandic poetry generally had regular metre and rhyme until the 1940s and the short story
was, like the novel, for the most part unaffected by modernist form experiments until the
1950s.2%

Olafur Rastrick has emphasised the importance of what he refers to as reformative
social and cultural agendas — components of cultural conservatism and nationalism — in
this context. He notes that one of the goals of the intelligentsia in the early twentieth
century was to make Icelanders a ‘cultural nation’ and an inherent part of that mission was
to work strategically towards social and cultural improvement by teaching the nation to
appreciate good art and develop good aesthetic taste. Art thus became an instrument in
various reformative social programs where it was meant to improve the lives and morality
of Icelanders and thereby, we can add, the future of Young Iceland. Olafur outlines how
this idea was built on so-called aesthetic moralism; a bourgeois discourse in which ‘good’
aesthetic taste is linked to ‘good’ behaviour and morality.”®® Such discourse, which
became very influential in the West in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, considered
fine or high art to be the result of an aesthetic genius and associated with special pleasure
as opposed to the ordinary pleasures that people were believed to gain from popular art.
Fine art was moreover thought to have a transcendent, spiritual function while popular art
had a ‘lower’ and more bodily function.?® Finally, fine art was believed to give access to
‘higher truth,” heal the soul and improve people in various ways, whereas popular art was
‘bad for you.”®® In this discourse, in other words, art was seen as having a direct moral
impact on people, artists were expected to serve the interests of their society by creating
‘good,” ‘beautiful’ or ‘high’ art that would lead to social improvement — and in the

Icelandic context the rural-realist novel was one of the ideal forms of such art.

21 See e.g. JO6N Yngvi J6hannsson, “Realism and Revolt,” 368—74.

22 |n the 1950s writers such as Thor Vilhjalmsson, Geir Kristjansson and Asta Sigurdardéttir
found a platform for innovations and modernist attempts in short story writing. Their stories
manifest a radical turn away from naturalism and objective representation — a turn towards a
representation of inner life and consciousness, dreamlike narratives and poetic language, and, in
Asta Sigurdardottir’s stories, a unique account of the urban life and a troubled view of the
bourgeois life from the point of view of an outsider. See e.g. Astradur Eysteinsson, “Icelandic
Prose Literature, 1940—1980,” 419; Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Arin eftir seinna strid,” 640—62.

23 Blafur Rastrick, Haborgin, especially 75-134. On aesthetic moralism, see e.g. Robert Scholes,
Paradoxy of Modernism, 26-28.

24 arry Shiner, The Invention of Art. A Cultural History, 6.

%5 See e.g. Eleonora Belfiore and Oliver Bennett, The Social Impact of the Arts: An Intellectual
History, 21 and 124-25.
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2.2.3.2 Modern challenges

Olafur notes that the antipathy towards modernisation, which was inherent to the
conservative nationalist discourse, had significant influence on discussion and debates
about art. “Too much’ foreign or modern influence in arts and literature was not just seen
as ‘bad’ art but as corrupt, immoral and a threat to social and national well-being.?%® In this
context the response to The Great Weaver in 1927 is understandable; the novel and its
content and form violated against the idea of ‘good” art and thus against morality and the
well-being of Young Iceland. Benedikt Hjartarson has noted that avant-garde art and
literature was seen as a radical manifestation of European cultural modernity in the
interwar years and therefore depicted as a severe threat by Icelandic conservative critics.
The very idea of avant-garde evoked anxiety and harsh response, he says:

[S]imply referring to European “isms” amounted, in the eyes of the general public,
to a declaration of the intent to radically modernise Icelandic culture and reject
traditional views pertaining to cultural heritage and propriety.*®’

Halldor Laxness certainly challenged his nation in such a way when he published The Great
Weaver. His novels from the 1930s, Salka Valka, Independent People and Heimsljés (1937—
1940; World Light, 1969), were less explicitly experimental in terms of form and
representation and they have often been described as realist, or social-realist, novels.?® They
were nevertheless radical and controversial in many ways, highly influenced by the author’s
political stance — Halldér became a dedicated socialist around 1930 — and critical towards
conservative politics and the rural utopia. Halldor’s critical, and modern, take on various
social and cultural matters challenged conservative views and made him a highly disputed
figure.?®

A new generation of poets emerged around 1950, often referred to as the ‘Atom
Poets.” They were not an organised or coherent movement but rather a collection of

individual poets who used irregular form, experimented with free verse, sometimes

26 Slafur Rastrick, Haborgin, 113-34.

7 Benedikt Hjartarson, “The Early Avant-garde in Iceland,” 621. See also Benedikt Hjartarson,
“Af urkynjun, brautrydjendum, vanskapnadi, vitum og sjdendum.”

28 See e.g. Jon Yngvi Johannsson, “Realism and Revolt”; Astradur Eysteinsson, Umbrot.
Bokmenntir og ndtimi, 13-29. See also ch. 1.1.

29 gjgridur Matthiasdéttir has pointed out that some of the main spokesmen of modernity in the
1920s were radical intellectuals and writers like Halldor and pPérbergur bordarson and she suggests
that they can be seen as the predecessors of modernists, and even of post-modernists and feminists,
as they did not accept the nationalist discourse that took for granted the idea of the Icelandic nation
as an organic entity. Sigridur Matthiasdéttir, Hinn sanni islendingur, 134. bréstur Helgason has
moreover suggested that in the 1920s modernism, or a modernist stand, was first and foremost
manifested in Icelandic intellectuals’ critique of nationalism and cultural conservatism. Préstur
Helgason, “Vaka og Vaki, upprisa og uppreisn — ”svo naskyld ord”. Sigurdur Nordal og
modernisminn,” 80.
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expressed an incoherent, fragmented view of life and introduced Reykjavik and urban life
as a significant theme in Icelandic poetry. They were, in other words, representatives of
the post-war Reykjavik youth; they lived in a changed world and sought new ways to
express their experience of it. The most prominent poets were Hannes Sigfisson, Sigfis
Dadason, Stefdn Hordur Grimsson, Jon Oskar and Einar Bragi but the ‘atom generation’
also included Elias Mar, Arnfridur Jénatansdottir and other young writers, as well as their

predecessors, such as Steinn Steinarr and Jén Gr Vor.2*°

As could be expected the poets
and their ‘atom poetry’ was controversial. In 1952, for example, a public meeting about
‘cultural matters” was held in Reykjavik where debates about atom poetry were prominent.
The writer Kristmann Gudmundsson supported these aesthetic novelties and argued that

22 \while another

“[pJoets must express themselves in a way they believe suits them best,
writer, Hendrik Ottosson, had a very different opinion. He emphasised that Icelanders
must protect their culture and fight against the decadence of the language, both foreign
influence and general lack of ambition to speak and write good Icelandic. An example of
such dangers, he says, is

the so-called ‘modern poetry,” but it has no content and no form; nothing which is
rooted in Icelandic society. It is either composed by men who want desperately to
become poets, but lack both necessary knowledge and skills, or it is the worthless
pottering of men who can compose poems but are too lazy to follow Icelandic rules
about poetry. They are even more dangerous. In order to protect the language, the
culture and our life as a nation, we must quell these men and everything that
accompanies them in this field.??

In Hendrik’s eyes, therefore, ‘traditional’ Icelandic poetry is beautiful, native and
unspoiled whereas ‘modern’ poetry is foreign, corrupt, formless and meaningless — the
opposite of ‘true’ art. Many critics agreed with him and Eysteinn borvaldsson notes that
the Atom Poets were often criticised for being under corruptive foreign influence and
undermining Icelandic national culture with their poetry.?® The debates on modernist

novelties and form experiments in the 1950s, like the response to The Great Weaver, were

210 gee e.g. Eysteinn borvaldsson, Atémskaldin. Addragandi og upphaf mddernisma i islenskri
lj6dagerd; Silja Adalsteinsdottir, “Formbylting og mddernismi,” 41-87; Eysteinn borvaldsson,
“Icelandic Poetry Since 1940,” 471-80; Dagny Kristjansdéttir, Kona verdur til. Um skaldségur
Ragnheidar Jonsdéttur fyrir fullordna, 363-79.

21 K ristmann Gudmundsson, “Bréf fra Kristmanni.”

212 «Ein heettan, sem ad utan hefur flakzt er svonefnd “nytisku 1j6dagerd”, en i henni er ekkert efni
og ekkert form, ekkert sem & reetur i islensku pjodlifi. Annad hvort er hin framin af ménnum, sem
fyrir hvern mun hafa viljad gerast skald, en skort til pess badi kunnattu og getu, eda han er fanytt
dundur manna, sem geta orkt, en nenna ekki ad fara ad isl. légum um lj6dagerd. Peir eru jafnvel
haettulegri, sem pannig er farid. Til pess ad vernda tunguna, menninguna og pjodartilveru vora,
verdum vér ad kveda nidur pessa menn og allt sem peim fylgir & pessu svidi.” Jon Jonsson (Ur
Vor), “Ungu 1j6dskaldin og islenzk tunga og menning,” 4.

13 See e.g. Eysteinn borvaldsson, Atémskaldin, 163-93.
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thus centred on the idea of modernity and modern foreign influence; to what extent it

should be accepted and integrated into the Icelandic cultural field.

2.2.3.3 Youth and popular culture

Films, music and popular literature also challenged the idea of Icelandic culture and
created deep controversy in the early and mid-twentieth century, especially during and
after the Second World War when Anglo-American cultural currents hit the shores of
Iceland with more force than ever before. Icelanders watched Hollywood films, listened to
jazz and read popular literature before 1940 but during the war new trade connections were
made with the United States, thousands of British and American soldiers brought various
aspects of their culture and the English language became a part of many people’s everyday
life. Before the war there were two cinemas in Reykjavik (and several more in towns and
villages around the island) and the films that were screened were both European and
American, usually imported from Denmark. In 1950, however, there were seven cinemas
in Reykjavik and most of the films were produced in, and rented from, Britain or the
United States. The yearly number of cinema visitors in Reykjavik similarly grew from
321.000 in 1938 to almost 1.6 million in 1950.*** The soldiers brought gramophones and
records and jazz and swing took over the clubs in Reykjavik, especially the dances
organised by the army.?’> American comics became very popular among the young
generation and were sold in most bookstores, and the economic upswing during and after
the war led to a boom in the Icelandic book market, especially in the publication of
popular literature.?*® Astradur Eysteinsson notes that while 240 books by Icelandic authors
came out in the 1940s more than 700 translated titles were published in the same period —
almost three times more than in the 1930s. Among them were works by many of the
world’s leading writers but a large part of the translated material was popular fiction;
thrillers, romances and adventure stories.?’

At the same time a new generation of urban children and teenagers emerged in
Reykjavik — Elias Mar’s generation. The population in the city grew so rapidly that in
1960 approximately one-third of Reykjavik’s population was fourteen years old or
younger, or almost as many as the city’s whole population in 1925.8 The gap between
childhood and adulthood was more extensive than before, urban teenagers spent more time
outside the home and on the streets and their everyday life was different from the rural

world their parents’ generation had grown up in. Many of them had jobs and thus more

24 Eggert bor Bernhardsson, “Islenskur texti og erlendar kvikmyndir. Brot tir biéségu,” 5-12.

25 Egoert bor Bernhardsson, ““Eru peir ordnir vitlausir!” Djass, deegurldg, Kaninn og Véllurinn
1940-1963,” 16-24. On jazz in Iceland in early and mid-twentieth century, see Tomas Einarsson,
“Fyrsta blomaskeidid i islensku djasslifi (1947-1953).”

418 Eggert bor Bernhardsson, Saga Reykjavikur. Borgin 1940-1990, 129-31.

2T Astradur Eysteinsson, “Icelandic Prose Literature, 1940—1980,” 409-10.

218 Eggert bor Bernhardsson, Saga Reykjavikur, 129-95, here 50.
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money to spend than the previous generations and like in many other Western countries
they became one of the most valuable target groups in the marketing of popular culture.?*®
The impact of mass culture and ‘bad’ literature was an issue of concern in Iceland as
elsewhere. “This disgusting literature,” a columnist writes in Alpydubladid on 7 November
1946, referring to American comics sold in bookstores in Reykjavik, is full of blood,
violence, naked women and wild beasts, and “all kinds of devilish filth of the worst
kind.”?® Some thought jazz was too ‘physical’ and were concerned that it would increase
immoral behaviour and endanger classical music and Icelandic folk music; and Hollywood
films were believed to induce violent, sexual and immoral behaviour and thoughts.?** The
publication of popular translated books for children and teenagers, like other translated
fiction, exploded during the war and they were also believed to have a bad influence on
Icelandic youth.??? Young people were said to be in exceptionally grave danger and
concerns about the future of Young Iceland were raised frequently, for example in a letter
from the Democratic Federation of Culture and Education (Menningar- o0g
freedslusamband alpydu) in 1943, where the importance of good books for the preservation
of Icelandic national culture is emphasised:

A generation that would only read popular thrillers and other imported literary

filth, and would moreover only see immoral films and listen to jazz and savage

squall, would become intellectually poor and degenerate and soon largely

indifferent to matters regarding nationality and independence.??®

This harsh and condemning view, Eggert Bernhardsson says, manifests that the world

the urban youth lived in around the mid-twentieth century was becoming ever more distant
from the rural world the older generations knew from their youth.?** Concerns about the
future of Young Iceland were thus, in the mid-twentieth century, concerns about the future
of Icelandic culture as well as the future of actual teenagers who were growing up in a
changed world — and among the modern phenomena that were believed to endanger the
youth was homosexuality.

2% On teenage culture in Reykjavik during the war and in the post-war years see e.g. Dagny
Kristjansdéttir, “Arin eftir seinna strid,” 564-69; Eggert bér Bernhardsson, Saga Reykjavikur, 129-95.
20 Hannes 4 horninu [pseud.], “Bérunum selt eitur,” Alpydubladid, 7 November 1946. Comics
were criticised harshly in Iceland, as in many other countries, in the 1950s, often on the grounds
that they were pornographic. See Kristin Svava Témasdéttir, Stund klamsins, 113-15.

22! Eggert b6r Bernhardsson, Saga Reykjavikur; Eggert bor Bernhardsson, ““Eru peir ordnir
vitlausir!””’; Olafur Rastrick, Haborgin, 123-30.

*2 Silja Adalsteinsdottir, Islenskar barnabakur 1780-1979, 242; Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Arin eftir
seinna strid,” 580-82.

23 «Kynslod, sem adeins lasi eldhussreyfara og annan sora adfluttra bokmennta, s@i auk pess
adeins sidspillandi kvikmyndir og heyrdi enga adra hljomlist en jazz og villimannagarg, mundi
verda andlega snaud og Urkynjud og fljétlega sljovgazt fyrir pvi, sem vardar pj6derni og sjalfstaedi
mestu.” “Menningar- og fredslusamband alpydu,” Alpydubladid, 27 May 1943, 4.

24 Egoert bor Bernhardsson, ““Eru peir ordnir vitlausir!”” 26.
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2.3 Foreign vice

One of the most notable results from this project’s analysis of public discourse in the early
and mid-twentieth century is how often the idea of homosexuality is associated with
various negative (in the eyes of the person who writes) aspects of modern life and culture
and represented as non-Icelandic.?® The link between homosexuality and (foreign)
modernity, manifested in relation to The Great Weaver in the 1920s, was thus confirmed in
the following decades. When it comes to public discourse on homaosexuality it is crucial,
however, to distinguish between references to homosexuality in Iceland, homosexuality
abroad and the general idea of homosexuality. When the reviewers in the 1920s mentioned
Halldér Laxness’s take on homosexuality in The Great Weaver, for example, they were
referring to the idea of homosexuality, which should not be fused with references to
‘actual’ homosexuals, even though Halldor may have had certain individuals in mind when
he created Steinn Ellidi. The brief media reports on Guomundur Sigurjonsson’s case in
1924 were references to homosexuality in Iceland but they were a rare exception; the
Icelandic media was almost entirely silent about the possibility that homosexual
individuals existed in Iceland until the 1950s.

The idea of homosexuality appears in an article which was written by Styrmir
Viglundarson in 1937 and appeared in Mjdlnir, a fascist journal published by the
Nationalist Student Association (Félag pjédernissinnadra stidenta). Styrmir denounces
Halldér Laxness and Marxist writers in general for “filling their books with lustful
obscenity” and takes the discussion of homosexuality in The Great Weaver as an example
of their sickness and perversions.??® Styrmir’s writing is heavily influenced by right-wing
nationalism and in another article, written later that same year, he argues that “mob culture
and Marxism, this gruesome modern barbarism, has run through the body of the nation and
poisoned it.“??” He also states that foreign urban culture is the opposite of the ‘nature’ of
the Icelandic nation and that “crimes, homosexuality, gambling and other vices are the
fruits and foundations of this mob culture, which is driving a large part of our nation’s

youth towards destruction.”??® The nationalist discourse that echoes in these articles thus

225 1t should be noted that ‘often’ in this context does not refer to a very high number of texts. The

search on Timarit.is revealed that in the 1950s words related to homosexuality appeared roughly
200 times in the media which is four times more than in the 1940s. Many of the texts who mention
homosexuality, however, associate it with some kind of modern influence or cultural products.

226 «[ ] fylla bakur sinar lostakenndu klami [...]” Styrmir Viglundarson, “Ljos heimsins — ber
litla birtu,” 5-6, here 5.

227« ...] hefir migmenningin og marxisminn, pessi vidurstyggilega villimennska natimans, streymt
ut um pjoédarlikamann og eitrad hann.” Styrmir Viglundarson, “Menningarbaratta pjédernissinna,” 20.
28 «Glaepir, kynvilla, fjarhattuspil og adrir lestir eru avextir og uppistédur pessarar skrilmenningar,
sem nu er ad keyra mikinn hluta askulyds pjodarinnar i helgreipar sinar.” Ibid. 19.

59



Asta Kristin Benediktsd6ttir

represents the idea of homosexuality — rather than actual homosexuals — together with
Marxism and Hallddr Laxness’s writings, modernity and foreign ‘mob’ culture, as a threat
to the Icelandic nation and national culture.

Two decades later Gudmundur Gislason Hagalin associated comics and popular
magazines with homosexuality and foreign cultural influence in a similar fashion. In an
article in Eimreidin he discusses the corrupt influence of ‘trash magazines’ (sorprit) on
Icelandic youth and Icelandic literature. When children and teenagers read such trash, he
says, their judgment and sense of responsibility are damaged, they become idle and absent-
minded and they are in much higher risk of getting in trouble and committing crimes. This
development poses a threat to Icelandic literature because the Icelandic youth now reads

stories of ridiculous film figures and episodes about promiscuity, homosexuality,
sadism and various crimes, stories and episodes written in vulgar and filthy
language which is full of obscenity, fallacies and tasteless and incorrect words.??®

Homosexuality is here, in other words, listed as one of the dubious and dangerous sides of
modernity that comics and popular literature represent. It is linked with idleness,
immorality and unsophisticated language — the opposite of ‘good’ Icelandic literature and
culture.®°

Such view of homosexuality as essentially non-Icelandic was not limited to right-wing
nationalists or conservative cultural discourse; it seems, in fact, to have been the most common
way of representing homosexuality in the media at least until the 1950s. Reports on
homosexual scandals in other countries — homosexuality abroad — appear in the media, for
example. As noted earlier, the word kynvilla first occurs in a brief report on the Eulenburg
affair in 1908 and in the 1930s and 1940s such notions occasionally appeared in the Icelandic
newspapers. Many papers mention for example the execution of the supposedly homosexual
Nazi leader Ernst RShm and Hitler’s arrests of hundreds of homosexuals in 1934,%! and in
1936 a report with the headline “200 monks accused of moral crimes in Germany” appeared
on Alpydubladio’s front page.*? In the 1930s homosexuality was linked more clearly with
politics than in the previous decades and it is striking how often the newspapers mention

homosexuality scandals among the Nazis in Germany and make an association between the

229 «[ ] frasagnir af skripiskepnum kvikmyndaheimsins og petti um lausleeti, kynvillu, kvalalosta

og hvers kyns glepi, frasagnir og petti & sorpprungnu og sédalegu méli, par sem kliryréum,
rokvillum, hugsanavillum, smekkleysum og malleysum egir saman.” Gudmundur Gislason
Hagalin, “Mammon menntar pj6dina,” 121.

20 “Immoral’ or ‘indecent’ sexual content in literature and art in general was often represented as
foreign or under foreign influence. See e.g. Kristin Svava Tomasdéttir, Stund klamsins, 104-7.

Bl gee e.g. “Kynvillingum Hitlers kastad i fangabudir,” Alpydubladid, 21 December 1934, 1;
“Sundrung i byzkalandi medal Pjodernissinna,” Morgunbladid, 29 December 1934, 2.

%2 Stampen, “200 munkar akeerdir fyrir sidferdisbrot 4 byzkalandi,” Alpydubladid, 27 May 1936, 1.
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scandal and the political stand of the person involved. In the eyes of Icelandic fascists like
Styrmir Viglundarson, as we have seen, homosexuality was similarly a symbol of socialist
corruption.

porvaldur Kristinsson has also outlined how the image of homosexuality as a foreign
phenomenon, or at least something that had to be kept outside the borders of Iceland,
appears in the context of Guomundur Sigurjonsson’s case in 1924. He refers to a letter
which the city magistrate, Johannes J6hannesson, sent to the Ministry of Justice before the
trial, where J6hannes suggests that it would be best if the case was cancelled and
Gudmundur was made to leave the country instead. Magnus Magnusson, who was in
charge of the hearing, furthermore stated in his biography that Gudmundur had begun to
have sex with men when he was a volunteer in the Canadian army during the First World
War in Germany. Nothing in the court documents supports this statement, borvaldur says,

but it manifests a tendency to view homosexuality as a foreign vice.?*

2.3.1 Homosexuality and nationalism

The portrayal of homosexuality as a foreign phenomenon was not limited to Iceland.
Tamagne notes that the urge to ‘make homosexuality foreign’ was strong in Europe in the
interwar years:

The homosexual was always seen as being different. Since the Eulenburg affair,
homosexuality in France had been called “the German vice” while the Germans
called it “the French malady.” Each side defended the morality of its own country,
saying things like: “Homosexuality is rare in France.” To admit that there were
homosexuals at home would mean casting the whole population under suspicion.
By contrast, accusing a neighboring country on this ground was an easy way to
strengthen national unity.”**

Tuula Juvonen outlines how in post-war Finland newspapers and magazines often focused
on homosexuality in Sweden with the result that a permanent, negative connection was
established:

Notions of Swedish disease, Swedish love, and endless jokes and references to
effeminate Swedish men who were all “like that” started their never ending
circulation in popular media and in general conversation. Such proliferation of talk
about homosexuality after World War Il suggests an increased exposure to the
striking idea and practice of same-sex sexuality over the war years also in Finland,

23 porvaldur Kristinsson, “Glapurinn gegn nattarulegu edli. Saga Gudmundar glimukappa,” 59.
Gudmundur Sigurjonsson was released after serving only three of eight months. His social status
may have influenced that decision but he was in many ways an ideal national citizen; a respected
Good Templar and a sport coach and he went to the Olympic Games in London in 1908 as a part of
the Icelandic wrestling team. See also Porvaldur Kristinsson, “Glepurinn gegn nattarlegu edli.
Réttvisin gegn Guomundi Sigurjonssyni 1924.”

24 Tamagne, A History of Homosexuality, 236.
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[...] and accordingly the Swede-talk can be read as a means of displacing
disturbing homosexuality safely somewhere over the Gulf of Bothnia.”*®

Kati Mustola also notes that the post-war atmosphere in Finland was saturated with
nationalist sentiment and a feeling of bitterness towards Sweden, who had managed to stay
outside the war; old inferiority complexes towards Sweden helped with creating the notion
that Swedish men were homosexuals and the epidemic spread of the ‘Swedish disease’
was feared in Finland.”*®

In her monograph on gender, sexuality and Irish nationalist discourse, Locked in the
Family Cell (2004), Kathryn Conrad outlines how homosexuality has not been accepted as
a part of the idea of Irishness or the Irish nation.?*” The main reason why homosexuality is
excluded and often condemned in nationalist discourse, she argues, is that nationalisms are
built on and organised around heterosexual family values — what Foucault called ‘the
family cell.”®*® Foucault argues that the multiple discourses and intensified regulation of
sexuality in the nineteenth century developed in close affiliation with the family
organisation. The role of the family was not to repress but rather to “anchor sexuality and

provide it with a permanent support,”?*®

and within the family cell the main elements of
the apparatus of sexuality were regulated: Women’s bodies, the sexual activity of children,
birth rates and perversions. Normative heterosexuality, based on the structure of marriage
and family, was idealised as the proper social form. Women, whose bodies were seen as
saturated with sexuality, were firmly situated within the family as mothers, and children
were taught to restrain their sexuality and avoid masturbation. Individuals and couples
were furthermore believed to carry the responsibility of the social body as a whole and
they must thus only have sex with their married partner. Finally, the role of the family was

to represent normal sexuality as opposed to perversions.?*

If sexuality was kept within this
family structure it was not seen as bad or corrupt but rather as one of the foundations of
society. This is for example manifested in the writings of Krafft-Ebing. For him, sexuality
was

the most powerful factor in individual and social existence; the strongest incentive
to the exertion of strength and acquisition of property, to the foundation of the

25 Juvonen, “Shadow Lives and Public Secrets,” 51.

26 Mustola, “Finland 1889-1999,” 216.

270n Irish nationality, nationalism and queer sexuality, see also Munt, Queer Attachments, 55-77.
28 Kathryn A. Conrad, Locked in the Family Cell. Gender, Sexuality, and Political Agency in Irish
National Discourse, 3-19.

29 Foycault, The Will to Knowledge, 108.

0 |bid. 104-5.
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home, and to the awakening of altruistic feelings, first for a person of the opposite
sex, then for the offspring, and, in a wider sense, for all humanity.?**

Conrad argues that not only did the family cell shape normative heterosexuality and what
falls outside it, it also defined nations and national identities. She notes that within
nationalist discourses it became a widespread belief that “maintaining and containing the
heterosexual family is the most effective way to control borders, to reproduce the nation
and state, to ensure “stability,” and thus to prevent further terror.”?** Homosexuality,
however, troubles the notion of national identity, Conrad says, because

it threatens the reproduction of the heterosexual family cell that serves as the
foundation of the nation-state. This threat is perceived to be literal, insofar as
homosexuals are seen not to reproduce; but just as important, homosexuals and
homosexual unions challenge the inevitability and security of the notion of the
family cell as the only “natural” and fundamental unit group of society.243

Homosexuality thus threatens the family cell and the nation by suggesting that
heterosexual and national identities and national borders are unstable. This often evokes
anxiety and induces regulation of gender and sexuality — and a part of such regulation is
depicting homosexuality as a foreign phenomenon. Conrad takes as an example Irish and
British nationalist discourses where homosexuality is often excluded except when it is seen
as a sign of foreign corruption and disintegration — first and foremost as a foreign threat.
When national identity is being shaped or contested, Conrad says, such as during wars or
when nationalist movements are working towards establishing a nation-state, the idea of a
nation is especially vulnerable to perceived attack. She holds that in this context fear of
homosexuality intensifies, as happened in Ireland in the 1910s when the diaries of one of
the Irish patriots, Roger Casement, were found and revealed his homosexuality. “For Irish
nationalists to accept that Casement was an “Irish patriot,” Conrad says,

required that his homosexuality be pushed back into the closet or denied. Both the
British and the Irish made his sexuality foreign, either by denying it and accepting
his patriotism (the Irish nationalist response) or by accepting both his Irish
nationalism and his sexuality as evidence of the same treasonous problem.***

A similar example of how non-heterosexual sexuality does not conform to national identity
is the debate in Denmark on the writer Hans Christian Andersen’s sexuality. Andersen

became a national symbol and within Danish nationalist discourse his heterosexual

21 Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis, 1. Krafft-Ebing argued that men had stronger sexual
desires than women and normal women were sexually passive. His work shows that great
restrictions were put on women’s sexuality and that they carried responsibility, not only to protect
their families but also the whole human kind from immorality.

22 Conrad, Locked in the Family Cell, 3-4.

23 |pid. 21-22.

?* Ibid. 21-69, here 27.
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masculinity was usually underlined — even though he never had a successful relationship
with a woman and his fairy tales and diaries represent sexual struggles and misery in
relation to love. Dag Heede outlines how the first essays that implied Andersen was
homosexual were published in Germany, not Denmark, and he points out that the research
tradition that focuses on Andersen as a homosexual writer has always been — and still is —
predominantly done by non-Danish scholars. The heterosexual image of Andersen, on the
other hand, has been held up in Denmark, influenced by nationalist ideas about ‘real’
Danishness.?*

The tendency in the Icelandic media in the early and mid-twentieth century to
represent homosexuality as foreign was undoubtedbly incited by the widespread and deep-
rooted influence of nationalism. Icelandic national identity was being shaped and contested
in the period and it was therefore, as Conrad points out, vulnerable to both real and
imagined attacks. As we have seen, the very idea of modernity was a highly controversial
and sensitive subject and as a particularly modern phenomenon homosexuality was
associated with mass culture and modernist experiments — phenomena that were, like
homosexuality, not only modern but also foreign in the sense that their influence came to

Iceland from Europe and the United States.

2.4 The 1940s: Gender trouble
The 1940s were in many ways a paradoxical, yet crucial, period in the history of sexuality

in Iceland. In some respect it may have been a period of (limited) liberation for (some)
men who desired other men. The following sections outline, for example, how the arrival
of thousands of male soldiers entailed new opportunities and possibilities. The complete
ban on sexual intercourse ‘against nature’ was also lifted in 1940 when a new Penal Code
was legalised; consensual sex between two adult men was thereby decriminalised and
female homosexuality was included in the legislation for the first time. Porgerdur
Porvaldsdéttir outlines that the Icelandic Penal Code was to a large extent modelled after
the Danish Penal Code of 1930 but while the decision to decriminalise consensual adult
homosexuality in Denmark was preceded and influenced by ongoing debates about the
nature of homosexuality and same-sex sexual acts — if it should be considered a crime,
physical abnormality or sickness — the Icelandic sections on the matter went through the
parliament without much discussion.?*® The silence concerning homosexuality thus

continued, at least in the parliament and the media.

5 Heede, Hjertebradre, 16-22.
246 borgerdur Porvaldsdottir, “Iceland 1869-1992,” 127-28; Rydstrom, “Introduction,” 31.
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References to homosexuality in Iceland never appear in the media in the 1940s, with
one exception which seems to have been a ‘false alarm.” On 3 April 1940 a report with the
headline “Two men convicted for homosexuality” appeared in Morgunbladid and the same
report appeared in other newspapers, Alpydubladid, Timinn and bj6dviljinn, the next day,
stating that two men had been convicted to eight months in prison for homosexual
conduct.?*” Morgunbladid, however, corrected this the following day and said the report
had been a misunderstanding; the two men involved had been found guilty of sexually
harassing a young girl.**® No further reports on this ‘case’ can be seen in the media.
porgerdur notes that two cases were brought before the Supreme Court in 1940 for
violating the sections on same-sex sexual acts in the new Penal code. The same twelve-
year-old boy was the main witness in both but he admitted that he had received payment
for having sexual intercourse with the men who were charged. One more case, which
involved the same boy, was dropped for lack of evidence but the two men were convicted
to eight months in prison.?*® These cases did not seemingly catch the attention of the
media, although it is not impossible that they incited or influenced the newspaper reports
in April. No other people were brought before the Supreme Court for same-sex acts in the
1940s.2%°

The war and post-war upswing in the Icelandic publishing industry, however, had a
significant influence on the distribution of knowledge and representations of
homosexuality and sexual matters in general.>* A number of books about sexuality and
sex were published in Icelandic translation and at least three of them included a quite
detailed discussion of both male and female homosexuality. Raunhaft astalif (1945; The
Technique of Sex, 1939) by Anthony Havil (Elliot Philipp), for example, is an overview of
the anatomy, physiology and psychology of sex and includes chapters on contraception,
abortion and prostitution.?? It is quite liberal and heavily inspired by Freud, especially his
early writings about sexuality where he argued that all people desire both men and women,

although healthy ‘normal’ individuals learn to direct their sexual desires towards the

#7 «“Tyeir menn deemdir fyrir kynvillu,” Morgunbladid, 3 April 1940, 3.

8 «Daghok,” Morgunbladid, 4 April 1940, 7.

9 porgerdur Porvaldsdottir, “Iceland 1869-1992,” 130-31.

%0 porgerdur notes (131) that the statistical information on sexual crimes brought before the
District Courts in Iceland are scattered and filled with gaps and thus not reliable. District Court
documents on same-sex conduct thus await further research.

Bl popular magazines were imported in the 1950s and 1960s, including sexually explicit
publications. Icelandic popular magazines were also published in the post-war years and often
included explicit stories and pictures. See Kristin Svava Tomasdottir, Stund kldmsins, 107-118.

%2 Anthony Havil, Raunhaft 4stalif. Handbok med 11 litprentudum myndum.
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opposite sex.?>® Havil portrays homosexuality somewhat sympathetically, in a Freudian
manner, as a psychological aberration. “We know that people are differently influenced by
their sex instincts,” he says:

Some are homosexual or Lesbian, whereas others, though they are not homosexual,
are misogynists or woman-haters. One writer [Freud] has advanced a very
ingenious theory which deals in one fell swoop with all these people. This is the
theory of bisexuality, which states that we are all born with a certain amount of sex
feeling for both sexes. In the normal individual the sex feeling for the opposite sex
dominates, but the sex feeling for the same sex does not altogether disappear.®®*

Kynferoislifio (1946; Kanslivet, 1944), a collection of lectures by the Danish surgeon
Johannes Fabricius-Mgller, and Kynlif: Leidarvisir um kynferdismal (1948; Unser
Geschlechtsleben, 1937) by the German physician Fritz Kahn also discuss the physiology
of sex and various social, psychological and moral aspects of sex — and these two authors
are, like Havil, relatively positive towards homosexuality.”® Fabricius-Meller’s lecture on
“Deviant sexuality” includes a long list of various forms of sex and sex life, such as
fetishes, sado-masochism, anal sex, necrophilia and voyeurism, but the most detailed
discussion is on homo- and bisexuality. “We have to be understanding in regard to
homosexuality,” he says: “The homosexual, a man or a woman, is naturally attracted to an

individual of the same sex, just like the rest of us are attracted to the opposite sex.”%

Kahn also argues that “homosexuality is not immoral, but a sexual variant.”?’

These three books were written by physicians and Icelandic physicians translated or
published them.?*® Unlike the medical writings on homosexuality in the 1920s these texts
were published for the public and advertised in the papers. “No father or mother needs to
be hesitant to give this book to their young son or daughter,” the publisher of

6,259

Kynferoislifio wrote in an advertisement in Morgunbladi and Raunhaft astalif was

marketed as “the first modern handbook in Icelandic about the cohabitation of man and

2% See ch. 4.3.3.

%4 anthony Havil, The Technique of Sex. Towards a Better Understanding of Sexual Relationship,
33-34. Icelandic edition, 27.

%5 Johannes Fabricius-Magller, Kynferdislifid. Sex haskolafyrirlestrar; Fritz Kahn, Kynlif.
Leidarvisir um kynferdismal.

%6 «yi§ verdum ad syna skilning gagnvart kynvillunni [...]. Kynvillingnum, hvort sem hann er
karl eda kona, er pad jafn edlilegt ad verda hrifinn af einstaklingi samkynja sjalfum sér, eins og
okkur hinum ad verda hrifnir af hinu kyninu.” Fabricius-Mgller, Kynferdislifid, 246-48.
»T«Kynvilla er ekki 6sidsemi, heldur afbrigdi af astafari.” Kahn, Kynlif, 232

%8 The translator of Raunheft astalff, Asbjérn Stefansson, may have published the book himself
but the information available on the registered publisher, “Fradsluhringurinn” (‘The education
cycle?), is very limited. Arni Pjetursson translated Kynferdislifid by Fabricius-Mgller and J6n M.
Nikulasson was in charge of the translation and publishing of Kahn’s book.

%9 »petta er bok, sem enginn fadir eda modir parf ad hika vid ad gefa ungum syni sinum eda dottur
[...].”” Morgunbladid, 8 December 1945, 11.
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woman.”?®® The primary emphasis in the books is on normative and ‘healthy’ sex life and
the advertisements suggest that the publishers have sensed that the Icelandic public wants
reliable and up-to-date medical knowledge about sexuality, perhaps to guide their
teenagers in a confusing and rapidly changing modern world. Yet the influence of the
liberal attitude towards homosexuality in these texts should not be underestimated — they
were presumably the first open and honest discussions of same-sex desire and sex life to
appear on print in Icelandic and unlike the medical writings from the 1920s many of them
portrayed homosexuality as a sexual orientation rather than physical ‘hermaphroditism.’?®*
Importantly for this thesis, moreover, they address the possibility of bisexuality — an idea
that meant much to Elias Mar in the late 1940s.

A few similar articles appeared in magazines and papers; in September 1948, for
example, a detailed discussion of Alfred Kinsey’s study of male sexual behaviour in the
United States appeared in bjodviljinn. The journalist, Magnts Torfi Olafsson, concludes
that the study is of great importance and that he hopes it will lead to a more open and
tolerant view of various kinds of sexual behaviour.?®* In February 1949, moreover, an
article titled “What is homosexuality?” was published in the entertainment magazine
Heimilisritio. The text, which was translated from the Canadian Magazine Digest,
discusses scholarly work on homosexuality in a relatively non-judgmental manner;
outlines many possible reasons for this abnormality and underlines the importance of
public education and acceptance. The homosexuals cannot be saved, it says, but their lives
can become more bearable if people learn more about them.?®®

Despite the silence about homosexual conduct in Iceland in the media and the legal system
many Icelanders were thus able to read about the idea of homosexuality in Icelandic in the late
1940s. To what extent they were aware of the existence of homosexuals in Iceland — that
homosexuality was a part of their social reality — however, is difficult to say. Sjofn Helgadéttir
recalled being prescribed female hormones after she told her family she was a lesbian in the
1940s,%%* which shows that female homosexuality was a known phenomenon at the time but

treated as pathological sexual inversion. Memoirs, for example by Sigurdur A. Magnusson,

260« ] fyrstu nitima handbokinni 4 islenzku, um samlif karls og konu.” Utvarpstidindi 8, no. 12
(1945): 288.

%! Kahn portrays homosexuality as a physical aberration as well as a sexual orientation. He seems
to build on Hirschfeld’s theory of ‘sexual intermediacy’ in which human sexuality was seen as a
scale ranging from ‘absolute man’ to ‘absolute woman,” in which genitalia, other physical
characteristics, emotions and sex drive were equally important factors. See e.g. Beachy, Gay
Berlin, 88. This emphasis is also evident in Kahn’s book Der Mensch gesund und krank (1939)
which was published in Icelandic translation in 1946 as Bokin um manninn.

%2 Magniss Torfi Olafsson, “Kynhegdun karlmannsins,” Pjodviljinn, 17 September 1948,

263 «“Hyag er kynvilla?” Heimilisritid, February 1949, 39-42, here 39.

%4 bgra Kristin Asgeirsdottir, “Elsta lesbian. Hinsegin versld sem var.”
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manifest that at least some teenagers in Reykjavik were aware of the existence of ‘sodomites’
in the 1930s,®® but the results from an ethnological data collection on homosexuality,
executed by the Icelandic National Museum in 2013, suggest that public awareness of
homosexuality in Iceland was very limited in the 1940s. Hardly any participants recalled
having heard of homosexuality before 1950 but many of them stated that their first memory of
the concept, or homosexual people (predominantly men), was from the early and mid-1950s,

usually in Reykjavik.?%®

A list of neologisms, or a ‘slang dictionary,” composed by Elias Mar
in the late 1940s, includes the words hommi, hémo, s6d6 and sodari that all mean
‘homosexual’ (‘kynvillingur’), which shows that the phenomenon had entered the Icelandic
language — but Elias rarely used these words in published texts.?®” The silence about
homosexuality in Iceland in the media was lifted in the 1950s, as the final part of this chapter
will outline, and the 1940s and early 1950s thus seem to have been a watershed period. In that

context, moreover, the influence of the war was of significant importance.

2.4.1 Regulation of women’s sexuality

The silence in the media concerning homosexuality in Iceland in the 1940s is especially
striking when it is compared to public talk and debates about heterosexual relationships in
the same period — that is, the moral panic in relation to Icelandic women and soldiers.
During the Second World War, as noted earlier, a large number of British and American
soldiers were stationed in Iceland; the number had reached 25.000 a few weeks after the
British troops arrived in the spring of 1940 and it is estimated that around 50-60.000
soldiers were in Iceland in 1942, most of them in Reykjavik.?®® In comparison the whole
Icelandic population was 121.000 in 1940. This highly unusual situation stirred and shook
the Icelandic society in various ways and concerns were raised about foreigners and their
relationships with Icelandic women. One of Alpydubladid’s reporters stated already the
day after the troops arrived, on 11 May 1940, that the police had complained about a few

girls who had approached British soldiers and noted that it was “unbearable if a few

%5 gjgurdur A. Magnisson, Undir kalstjornu, 65-70; Sigurdur A. MagnGsson, Méoskvar
morgundagsins, 57-58. It is noteworthy that all the stories Sigurdur tells about homosexuals are
about foreigners, which supports the claim that in the minds of Icelanders homosexuality was often
a non-Icelandic phenomenon.

%8 biodminjasafn {slands, “Samkynhneigd 4 Islandi. PMS Spurningaskra 2013-1.” See e.g. 2013-1-
15; 2013-1-18; 2013-1-29; 2013-1-40, 2013-1-51, 2013-1-58, 2013-1-67 and 2013-1-69. A
woman, born in 1939, recalls that people called a certain man ‘sodomite’ in the 1940s and the
context confirms that this man was Gudmundur Sigurjonsson. See 2013-1-50.

%7 E|fas Mar, V6gguvisa. Brot 0r avintyri, 149-58. See ch. 6.

%8 Egoert bor Bernhardsson, “Blérabdgglar og olnbogaborn. “Astandskonur” og adrar konur i
Reykjavik i seinna stridi,” 12. During the ‘second phase’ of U.S. military defence in Iceland,
starting in 1951, the number of soldiers was no more than 5000. See Valur Ingimundarson,
“Immunizing Against the American Other,” 71.
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immoral women give the soldiers a wrong idea about Icelandic women.”?*® Some media
called for governmental action and suggested for example that women who had
relationships with soldiers should be “transported to a deserted place, where work and
strong discipline will teach them self-respect,” as Morgunbladid put it on 12 May.?’® Any
relations between locals and the army were in fact seen as controversial, at least during the
first months of the occupation, and soon a term was coined to refer to relations between
Icelanders and the army: Astandid or ‘the situation.” The usage of the term changed,
however, and it was first and foremost used to refer to relations between women and
soldiers, usually in a highly negative manner, and the women were blamed much more
harshly than the soldiers.2”* The possibility that the soldiers could have sexual affairs with
Icelandic men, however, was not under discussion until decades later.

‘The situation’ was not just a matter of public concern, it also became an issue of the
state. To make a long story short Hermann J6nasson, prime minister and minister of
justice, started what was presumably the most thorough governmental intervention and
regulation of Icelanders’ sexuality in the twentieth century when he hired a police officer,
Johanna Knudsen, to investigate relationships between Icelandic women and soldiers. The
officer gathered information about hundreds of women and in the following months the
government established a ‘morality committee’ whose job was to write a report on ‘the
situation’ and suggest solutions. The report concluded that the situation was very serious
and that the government needed to act.?’> As a result a provisional law on juvenile
supervision was issued, which allowed the authorities to supervise young people up to the
age of 20 and establish reformatory institutions to deal with promiscuity and other

problems.?”

%9 «pay er Opolandi, ef nokkrar sidlausar stulkur verda til pess ad gefa herménnunum ranga
hugmynd um islenzkar konur.” “Afstada almennings,” Alpydubladid, 11 May 1940, 4.

210 «Best vaeru pessir aumingjar komnir 4 afskektan stad, par sem vinna og strangur agi kendi peim
sjalfsvirding.” “Ur daglega lifinu,” Morgunbladid, 12 May 1940, 6.

21 Several publications discuss the media discourse, governmental action and public reaction to
relationships between soldiers and Icelandic women during the Second World War. See e.g. Hafdis
Erla Hafsteinsdottir, “““Han var med eldraudar neglur og varir, en ad 6dru leyti ekkert athugaverd i
atliti.” Skjalasafn Ungmennaeftirlitsins og fmynd é&standsstulkunnar”; bér Whitehead, “Astandid
og yfirvoldin. Stridid um konurnar 1940-1941”; Inga Déra Bjornsdottir, “Public View and Private
Voices”; Eggert Por Bernhardsson, “Blorabdgglar og olnbogabdrn™; Bara Baldursdottir, ““baer
myndu fegnar skifta um pjoderni.” Rikisafskipti af sambdndum unglingsstulkna og
setulidsmanna”;, Béra Baldursdéttir, “Kynlegt strid. Islenskar konur i ordradu sidari
heimsstyrjaldar”; Herdis Helgadéttir, Ur fjétrum. Islenskar konur og erlendur her; Herdis
Helgadottir, “Konur i hersetnu landi. fsland & arunum 1940-1947”; Valur Ingimundarson,
“Immunizing Against the American Other”; Gunnar M. Magnuss, Virkid i Nordri. Hernam Islands;
Bjarni Gudmarsson and Hrafn Jokulsson, Astandid. Mannlif & hernamsarum.

772 « Athugun 4 sidferdislegum vandamalum Reykjavikur,” Morgunbladid, 28 August 1941, 5.

° See e.g. Hafdis Erla Hafsteinsdottir, ““Hun var med eldraudar neglur og varir, en ad 6dru leyti
ekkert athugaverd i Gtliti”””; Por Whitehead, “Astandid og yfirvoldin.”
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The report played a crucial role in strengthening a public consensus on ‘the situation.’
It was published in most of the newspapers by the end of August 1941 and became a
matter of heated discussion in the media. In the report the statistics from Jéhanna
Knudsen’s investigation were interpreted as if there were up to 2500 Icelandic prostitutes
on the streets of Reykjavik, many of whom were teenage girls, and the committee was
concerned that if nothing was done to prevent it Iceland might see the emergence of “a
large class of prostitutes, who refuse to participate in moral society.”"* The committee
concluded that strict bans were in many ways risky; what mattered the most was that every
individual ‘did his duty’ and a strong public consensus would be galvanised that would
aim towards protecting Icelandic nationality, culture and language. The youth played a key
role in this respect and the future of the nation was said to rest on their shoulders — they
must not forget their civic duty to protect their blood and motherland.?”> “The situation’
was thus a sexual and moral issue but at the same time a matter of national identity in
which sexuality and nationality were intertwined —and at its core was, yet again, deep
anxiety about the future of Young Iceland.

Feminist studies of ‘the situation’ have underlined how it manifests the gendered
nature of Icelandic nationalism.?”® Like Conrad, scholars such as Anne McClintock have
pointed out that nations are frequently figured through family-related metaphors, such as
‘motherland’ and ‘homeland,” and that within imperial and nationalist discourses the social
function of the family is often projected onto the nation. Hierarchies within the family —
subordination of woman to man and children to adults — are used to justify and guarantee
social difference within the nation and also in the global ‘family of nations.” Regulation of
women’s sexuality is seen as especially important, as they are the guardians of the national
genes and symbolic representatives of the nation, and it is thus crucial that their sexuality
is kept within the national family cell.?’” Béra Baldursdéttir has similarly outlined how the
attitude towards women, expressed in the dominant discourse on ‘the situation,’
corresponds to Nira Yuval-Davis’s argument that women serve as guardians of the race
and national honour in nationalist discourses. Icelandic women were believed to have

failed in their roles as protectors of the nation by having relationships with foreign

274« ] stor veendiskvennastjett, sem segir sig Gr 16gum vid sidad pjodfielag [...].” “Athugun 4

gé?fer(’)islegum vandamalum Reykjavikur,” Morgunbladid, 28 August 1941, 5.

Ibid.
7% See Inga Doéra Bjornsdottir, “Public View and Private Voices”; Bara Baldursdottir, ““bar
myndu fegnar skifta um pjoderni””; Bara Baldursdottir, “Kynlegt strid”; Herdis Helgadottir, Ur
fjétrum; Herdis Helgadottir, “Konur i hersetnu landi”; Hafdis Erla Hafsteinsdottir, ““Hun var med
eldraudar neglur og varir, en ad 6dru leyti ekkert athugaverd 1 utliti.”
2" Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather. Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Context, 352—
58.
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soldiers.?’® Inga Doéra Bjornsdottir suggests that the reaction to ‘the situation’ was so
strong because of the double role women played within the nationalist ideology as wives
and mothers on the one hand and symbolic representatives of Iceland on the other. When
Icelandic women were involved with soldiers it was as if the national symbol Fjallkonan
(The Mountain Woman) had given up her independence in return for a relationship with
another country. “Women were seen as the very embodiment of the nation expressed by
the symbol of Fjallkonan,” Inga says:

As wives and mothers, women were believed to play a role that was crucial for the
independence of the nation. It was within this ideological context that the
relationships between Icelandic women and the soldiers were regarded as
dangerous and polluting and, consequently, they posed a major threat to Iceland’s
existence as an independent nation.?”

There are important similarities between the reaction to the women ‘in the situation’
during and after the war and the portrayal of homosexuality as a foreign vice in the
Icelandic media. Both discourses express a wish to free Icelandic society and nationality —
Young Iceland — from ‘immoral’ sexuality and both manifest the power of gendered and
heteronormative values in the mid-twentieth century. Yet there are also significant
differences. First of all, the voices that condemned homosexuality and portrayed it as
immoral and foreign were scarce in comparison to the public outrage about the women ‘in
the situation” — it is not justifiable to speak of moral panic in relation to homosexuality in
the mid-twentieth century, not even in the 1950s. Secondly it is important to note that there
was never any doubt that the women were a part of the Icelandic nation — they were not
condemned as ‘racial outsiders’ but as ‘marginalised insiders,” as Philippa Levine and
Alison Bashford put it.®° Their sexuality threatened the nation and national ideals from
within; they were seen as traitors who had betrayed their nation by acting irresponsibly.
Homosexuality, on the other hand, was represented in the media as ‘other’; as either
something that happens in other countries or something that should be kept outside the

borders of Iceland and Icelandic nationality.

2.4.2 Men ‘in the situation’

Other sources suggest that the 1940s were times of changes in Iceland for men who
desired other men. borir Bjérnsson, a gay man born in Reykjavik in 1926, has outlined
how exciting the arrival of the British troops was for him when he was a fourteen-year-old

boy in 1940. He was fascinated by the soldiers and their uniforms and soon met his first

278 B4ra Baldursdéttir, “Kynlegt strid.”
" Inga D6ra Bjornsdéttir, “Public View and Private Voices,” 115.
%0 philippa Levine and Alison Bashford, “Introduction: Eugenics and the Modern World,” 6.
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love, a twenty-three-year-old British officer. When the officer left Iceland P6rir had
learned to “find his way around in this world.”?®* He recalls that he and his friends, both
girls and boys, often went to parties and dances with soldiers and that they were all ‘in the
situation.” The girls sometimes found husbands among the soldiers, borir says, but the
boys usually had shorter relationships. The soldiers had to hide their same-sex desires, just
like the Icelanders, and many of them had wives and children at home.?®? périr has also
noted that a certain hotel in Reykjavik, Hotel Borg, became a place where men who
desired other men met during the war and that many men met in the public toilets by the
harbour at night, hidden in the dark.?® Tales that Szertin Lisa Birgisdottir collected for her
study of homosexuality during the war also include stories about men who went to parties
and dances with soldiers and had love affairs with them; men who ‘had the opportunity’ to
act upon their same-sex desires during the war but many of them were either married or
got married later and never ‘came out.”?®*

The fact that Icelandic men were also ‘in the situation’ never became a media-case,
however, and went largely unnoticed until the twenty-first century.?®® bér Whitehead notes
that three men, who were rumoured to be homosexual, were on Jéhanna Knudsen’s list in
the investigation on ‘the situation’ because they had been seen with soldiers or at army
dances, but Jéhanna seems to have been uninterested in sexual relations between men and
soldiers.?%® périr Bjérnsson has also said that such relationships did not evoke attention
during the war and even though a few men went with groups of women to the army dances
“nobody mentioned it, because it did not occur to them, nobody was thinking about it.»28
Men who desired other men thus seem to have had certain ‘freedom’ during the war to act
upon their desires without being denounced and labelled as ‘homosexuals’ — a freedom

that in the following decades was much more limited. Seer(in Lisa Birgisdéttir suggests that

the military presence offered men who were attracted to other men a temporary ‘utopian

281 «[ ] pa var ég farinn ad rata betur um pennan heim [...].” Porvaldur Kristinsson, “Madur
stendur med sinum ef madur getur,” 40.

%82 |bid.

*%3 Hilmar Magnusson, “Drottningar 4 djamminu,” 52-53.

%4 Seeran Lisa Birgisdottir, “Hommar eda huldufolk?” One of her interviewees is Périr Bjornsson
who speaks of the war as “an opportunity” for men, many of whom were married and always hid
their same-sex desire (59).

% In the past few years, especially following Sarin Lisa Birgisdottir’s dissertations on
homosexuality during the war and magazine interviews with borir Bjornsson, the Icelandic media
and scholars have shown more interest in this hitherto unknown side of ‘the situation.” See Serun
Lisa Birgisdottir, ““Hettidi pessu fikti strakar!” Rannsékn a4 “hinsegin” ségnum fra
hernamsarunum”; Serun Lisa Birgisd6ttir, “Hommar eda hulduf6lk?”; porvaldur Kristinsson,
“Madur stendur med sinum ef madur getur.”

%6 bor Whitehead, “Astandid og yfirvéldin,” 114.

A7 «[ ] pa var pad ekkert nefnt [...] pvi pad datt engum neitt i hug, pad var enginn ad hugsa um
pad.” Seertin Lisa Birgisdottir, “Hommar eda huldufolk?” 65.
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realm’ or an in-between space, similar to the carnival Mikhail Bakhtin describes in
Rabelais and His World,®® where they could experiment with sex and intimate
relationships without identifying as gay or being treated as such. borir says that although
he knew of other Icelandic men who were with soldiers during the war they did not seek
each other’s company; gay groups or subcultures did not emerge until after the war.? The
war nevertheless opened doors for men who were attracted to other men, Seerdn suggests,
and created conditions for the formation of communities and subcultures around 1950.%%
This general disinterest in possible or actual sexual relationships between men in the
1940s calls for speculation. Was it based on acceptance, ignorance or wilful silencing? It is
difficult to know with any certainty, due to lack of sources and research on the subject, to
what extent homosexual identity was available to men and women in Reykjavik in the
1940s or if Icelanders generally conceived of people in terms of the hetero/homo binary.
The limited sources available, mostly from public discourse, suggest that people did not

talk about homosexuality as a part of Icelandic reality but they do not tell the whole story.

2.4.3 Crisis in the gender order

The final part of this chapter focuses on the 1950s; a period of intensified regulation of
homosexuality as well as increased visibility of men who desired other men. Before we
move on to explore how the media discourse changed around 1950, however, issues in
relation to gender and sexuality in the 1940s need further discussion. This was, as we have
seen, a complex and paradoxical period in terms of public discourses and regulation of
gender and sexuality in Iceland. The concerns that were raised in relation to women and
their relationships with soldiers expressed, as many scholars have pointed out, deep
anxiety in relation to masculinity and Dagny Kristjansdottir has spoken of ‘a masculinity
crisis’ in which ‘the situation’ became “an emotional and “narcissistic” wound” to
Icelandic men’s pride as heterosexual lovers.?** Raewyn Connell suggests that in times of
changes in power relations, production relations or relations of cathexis (libidinal energy),
certain crisis tendencies often become prominent within the gender order in patriarchal
societies. In other words, anxiety around gender is often unleashed when the legitimacy of
patriarchal power is challenged, the proportion of men and women’s contribution to

292

production changes and when ideas about sexuality and sexual agency alter”™* — and

28 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World.

%9 Seertin Lisa Birgisdottir, “Hommar eda huldufélk?” 66.

20 |bid. 65-68.

2 Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Karlar { krapinu. Um kynjamyndir og karlmennsku & eftirstridsarunum,” 192.
223 W. Connell, Masculinities, 84-85.
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building on Connell’s model a crisis in the gender order can easily be identified in Iceland
in the 1940s.

First of all, the patriarchal power of Icelandic men — and, by extension, the hegemony
of Icelandic culture — was threatened by the arrival of thousands of British and American
soldiers who represented foreign military power and cultural currents. The soldiers spoke
English and taught the locals to speak their language, brought cultural influence into the
country and they also represented foreign and exotic masculinity — a rival and alternative
to Icelandic masculinity. Describing ‘Icelandic masculinity’ is perhaps an impossible task,
yet the term can be used to refer to certain traits and values that were considered to be
Icelandic and characterise men. Sigridur Matthiasdéttir has for example discussed
normative ideas about gender that took shape within the conservative nationalist discourse
in the early twentieth-century and described what she calls ‘the true Icelander’; ideas that
were based on the image of the Golden Age hero. The true Icelander was strong and
handsome, she says, did not obey foreign power, had full self-control, was brave and
heroic and conformed to similar masculine stereotypes in other modernised Western
countries, such as those described by George L. Mosse.?*® The stereotypical modern man,
Mosse argues, corresponds to the modern society’s need for order and progress; he has a
strong and beautiful body, powerful mind and is in full control of both bodily movements
and emotions. This manly ideal, which was also predominantly bourgeois and white, was
adapted by many nationalist movements and “not only played a determining role in
fashioning ideas of nationhood, respectability and war, but it was present and influenced
almost every aspect of modern history.”294

Mosse argues that this manly stereotype dominated the Western world throughout the
twentieth century, but it was also challenged, for example by new versions of masculinity
represented in American mass culture. He notes that the youth culture that emerged in
Western countries during and after the Second World War pressed for a change in manners
and morals and challenged many traditional ideas. Media such as film, dominated by the
United States, he says, “introduced new dimensions into the quest for change, popularizing
competing images that in the varieties of manliness they projected had not existed before
the war.”?* Mike Chopra-Gant also notes that many of the most popular Hollywood films
in the post-war years dealt with masculine performances; soldiers fighting in battle, ex-

servicemen returning home to a changed world after the war, and the pleasures as well as

% Sigridur Matthiasdottir, Hinn sanni islendingur, 75-112.
24 George L. Mosse, The Image of Man. The Creation of Modern Masculinity, 4.
*% Ibid. 184.
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anxieties related to the all-men war milieu.?®® Tough and violent heroes, played by stars
like Humphrey Bogart and John Wayne, appeared among the softer, almost unmanly,
types such as the actor James Dean, who, as Mosse points out, was not afraid to cry in
public.?%’

Icelanders thus knew, through media such as film and magazines, certain images of
American men and the soldiers that appeared on the streets in the early 1940s often
merged with Hollywood stars in their minds. During the occupation it became clear that in
the eyes of many locals the soldiers were different from Icelandic men. All the women in
Herdis Helgadottir’s research on women during the occupation, for example, claimed that
the soldiers’ politeness made them interesting in the eyes of girls and women.?*® Herdis
also says that she and her girlfriends thought the soldiers were handsome, exotic and

exciting.”*®

A woman, interviewed by Bjarni Gudmarsson and Hrafn Jokulsson, said the
American soldiers “looked like they had been copied from Hollywood films; they wore
nice uniforms with golden buttons and had plenty of money.”*® Unlike the Icelandic man,
the American was not of rural origin or a descendant of great medieval vikings and he was
not concerned with Icelandic traditions and history. Quite the opposite; he was a
representative of modernity and the ‘land of opportunities.” Many Icelandic men identified
with this image and began to take after the soldiers, acting and dressing like them. Herdis
and the women she interviewed note for example that some Icelandic men became politer
towards women, stopped using snhuff and started smoking instead, kept tidy and shaved
and dressed in nice clothes.>"* Other Icelanders despised and criticised such behaviour, like
one of the socialist newspaper Pjodviljinn’s readers in 1946:

There are too many young men here in Reykjavik whose appearance is so strange
that one might almost think they went to primary school in Hollywood, high school
with ‘cowboys’ in Texas, and finally passed a final exam in manners with some
‘smart guys’ in New York. This needs to be looked into and corrected, because

2% Mike Chopra-Gant, Hollywood Genres and Postwar America. Masculinity, Family and Nation
in Popular Movies and Film Noir.

%7 Mosse, The Image of Man, 184-87.

28 Herdis Helgadottir, “Konur i hersetnu landi,” 160. It should be noted that the soldiers in Iceland
were, of course, not a homogenous group; they were also feared and among them were men who
raped women and behaved violently. See e.g. Porvaldur Kristinsson, Veistu ef vin pd att.
Minningar Adalheidar HoIm Spans, 117-24.

2 Herdfs Helgadéttir, Ur fjétrum, 168.

3% “peir voru eins og klipptir ut tr Hollywoodmyndum; i fallegum einkennisbuningum med
gylltum hnéppum og attu nég af peningum.” Bjarni Gudmarsson and Hrafn Jokulsson, Astandid, 285.
¥ Herdis Helgadéttir, Ur fjétrum, 181-83.
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people who are disconnected from their origins are no longer people in the best
sense of that word.**

Like other modern influence American masculinity was thus contested and sometimes
associated with immorality and foreign corruption; something from which Young Iceland
needed to be saved.

The other two factors Connell discusses in relation to crises in the gender order also
apply to the Icelandic war and post-war years. Production relations changed during the
war; before the occupation women’s participation in the labour market was around 30%

and their wages were much lower than men’s.’®

When the army arrived the need for
workforce grew significantly, women could get jobs in coffee shops, restaurants, and
sewing rooms and wash the laundry for the army. As a result, they became more
financially independent than before and Herdis Helgadottir argues that this was the most
positive influence the occupation had on the life of women.*%*

More importantly for the context of this thesis, however, relations of cathexis changed;
the soldiers were sexual competitors and women — and men — now had much more options
when it came to male lovers. Bara Baldursdottir emphasises the effect this had on women
and their sexuality; she notes that the ‘woman in the situation’ was “an alien sexual being
who had sexual agency, which until then had predominantly belonged to Icelandic men,
and what was worse, Icelandic women chose soldiers over Icelandic men.”** Inga Déra
Bjornsdottir similarly believes that one of the reasons for the harsh governmental reaction
to ‘the situation’ was that “[t]he women’s involvement with soldiers posed a threat to the
sexual power of Icelandic men.”*® As this chapter has suggested, moreover, the sexual
agency of men who desired other men also increased in the 1940s and the presence of the
soldiers opened a new world of possibilities for them. Like many women they were
attracted to American masculinity and the image the soldiers represented; bérir Bjérnsson

recalls for example that he was fascinated by the soldiers’ uniforms, their generosity and

%02 «“Hér i Reykjavik eru alltof margir zskumenn, sem hafa 4 sér svo annarlegan blz, ad madur gati
naestum haldid, ad peir heféu gengid a barnaskola i Hollywood, unglingaskéla medal “cowboys” i
Texas og loks tekid fullnadarprof i framkomu, hja einhverjum “smart guys” i New York. Hér er
nokkud sem parf athugunar og lagfeeringar vid, pvi pad félk, sem hefur tapad tengslunum vid
uppruna sinn, er ekki lengur folk i pess ords beztu merkingu.” “Bajarposturinn,” bjodviljinn, 3
December 1946, 4.

303 Herdis Helgadottir, “Konur i hersetnu landi,” 151.

% Ibid. 164-65.

%05 «Hér var um ad rada framandi kynveru, sem tok sér kynferdislegt forradi (sexual agency), sem
hingad til hafdi oftast tilheyrt islenskum karlménnum og ekki betti heldur Gr skék ad islenskar
konur voldu setulidsmenn umfram islenska karlmenn.” Bara Baldursdottir, “Kynlegt strid,” 71.

%% Inga Déra Bjornsdottir, “Public View and Private Voices,” 106.
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politeness®”” — and homoerotic American male figures play a significant role in Elias

Mar’s fiction as the following chapters will outline.

2.5 The 1950s: Homosexuals and artists
Diverse sources suggest that the homosexual paradigm was more advanced in the 1950s than

the previous decades; that the Icelandic public was becoming aware of the possibility that
people, at least men, could be homosexual. Many participants in the ethnological data
collection conducted in 2013 recall for example that they heard people talk about
homosexuality and homosexuals in Iceland in the 1950s, often concerning men in Reykjavik
who were ‘notorious sodomites.” One participant describes how boys from Reykjavik, who
dwelled and worked at his farm in East Iceland during the summer, often told stories of
certain men in Reykjavik who were nicknamed “s6d¢” (sodomite).*®® Two men, born in
Reykjavik in 1941 and 1944, note that in the mid-1950s “everybody knew” certain men

d.3* A woman born in 1938 says she

called “s6d6” and recall that they were not well like
never heard of homosexuality until the mid-1950s when she “got acquainted with gay men”
at the café Adlon at Laugavegur 11 in Reykjavik. “They were respected there, most of them
were intelligent artists,” she adds.**® A woman born in 1931 moreover says that “nothing
was more ignominious than going to Laugavegur 11, the gay place,” in her youth in the
1950s.3M

The media discourse manifests an increased interest in (male) homosexuality and it
also confirms that homosexual men were associated with Adlon on Laugavegur 11. The
frequency of words referring to homosexuality in the printed media is four times higher in
the 1950s than in the previous decades, as noted earlier, and the words are also used
differently. During the first half of the century it was quite common to see the word
kynvilla — ‘sexual aberration” — used to describe a general confusion about sex or gender,
including grammatical gender.**? Such usage almost disappears in the 1950s, which
suggests that a definite link between the word kynvilla and homosexuality had been
established. Headlines that expressed concerns about the number of homosexuals in

Reykjavik also started to appear in the newspapers and homosexuality in Iceland thus

%7 borvaldur Kristinsson, “Madur stendur med sinum ef madur getur,” 40.

%% pjodminjasafn fslands, “Samkynhneigd 4 fslandi,” 2013-1-51.

%9 |bid. 2013-1-58 and 2013-1-18.

310 «A  menntaskéladgrunum ’55-'59 kynntist ég hommum 4 kaffihGsinu “Ellefu” — Adlon &
Laugavegi 11. Par nutu peir virdingar, voru flestir gafadir listamenn.” Ibid. 2013-1-40.

* |bid. 2013-1-57.

12 The word kynvilla literally means ‘wrong sex/gender’ or ‘misplaced sex/gender,” and it is
formed the same way as travilla, ‘heresy’ (‘wrong religion’). See Gudni Baldursson, “Iceland:
From Sexual Aberration to Sexual Inversion,” 59.
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became a media subject for the first time since Gudmundur Sigurjénsson’s case in 1924.
This public discourse was predominantly negative and manifests that this change entailed
both increased visibility of homosexual men and intensified homophobia. Last, but not
least, one of the most striking results from the discourse analysis outlined in the following
sections is that the media often mentions male homosexuals and artists in the same
context, especially those who gathered at Laugavegur 11 — and one of the patrons there

was Elfas Mar.

2.5.1 The Western context

The gender crisis of the 1940s was indeed not a unique lIcelandic phenomenon. In many
Western countries the post-war years were a period of anxiety around non-normative
sexuality, incited by extensive social and cultural changes. During and after the war family
life and traditional gender roles were often disrupted as women frequently entered the
workforce when the men had joined the army.**® John D’Emilio notes for example that
dislocations of young Americans during the war, who were sent away from their families
and often into gender-segregated situations, “freed millions of men and women from the
setting where heterosexuality was normally imposed.”®** Allan Bérubé has furthermore
outlined how many Americans discovered and acted upon their same-sex desire during the
war.*™® Concerns about changed gender patterns and the anxiety around homosexuality and
its widespread effects also intensified following the publication of Kinsey’s study of
sexual behaviour in the United States in 1948 and 1953. The Kinsey reports stated for
example that over a third of American men had had at least one homosexual experience
and that four percent were exclusively homosexual.**® This meant that if Kinsey was right
homosex could no longer be considered a very rare vice, nor exclusively foreign, but a part
of everyday life and many people’s identity.

Such changes and concerns were often met with campaigns for the reinforcement of
traditional family values. Women were encouraged to return to the homes, get married and
have children and the media was filled with images of happy housewives and well-
equipped kitchens — and restrictions and condemnation of homosexuality similarly got
more severe.®” In the United States, for example, a ban on the employment of

homosexuals by the government and its contractors was imposed, homosexuals were fired

3 On gender and family structures in the post-war years, see e.g. Elaine Tyler May, Homeward
Bound. American Families in the Cold War Era.

#14 John D’Emilio, Making Trouble. Essays on Gay History, Politics, and the University, 10.

315 Allan Bérubé, Coming Out Under Fire. The History of Gay Men and Women in World War Two.

%16 Allfred C. Kinsey, Wardell B. Pomeroy and Clyde E. Martin, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, 650-51.
7 D’ Emilio, Making Trouble, 67—68. On homosexuality and the heteronormative family model,
see 3-16.
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from the army and the police raided gay bars. Homosexuality also became a part of a witch
hunt against communism; gay men and lesbians were believed to be a national threat, first
of all because they were seen as a threat affecting the health and morality of others and
secondly because their sexuality was believed to make them susceptible to blackmail —
they were likely to choose to spy for the enemy rather than to risk having their sexuality
revealed.®*® Similar voices were heard in Britain in the same period, which saw a
significant increase in cases of homosexual offences, and homosexuals were often
associated with spying and thus seen as a threat to national security.**® The anti-
homosexual campaigns, however, also encouraged people who desired the same sex to
seek each other and form communities, which led to the formation of homophile
associations and later gay liberation movements.*® Bérubé notes for example that,
ironically,

the screening and discharge policies, together with the drafting of millions of men,
weakened the barriers that had kept gay people trapped and hidden at the margins
of society. Discovering that they shared a common cause, they were more willing
and able to defend themselves, as their ability to work, congregate, and lead sexual
lives came under escalating attack in the postwar decade.®?

Regulation of homosexuality also grew considerably in Denmark, Sweden, Norway and
Finland in the 1950s. Police intervention got more common and so did prosecution of same-
sex sexual acts — even though homosexual acts between consenting adults had been legalised
in Denmark and Sweden. The press similarly frequently reported on homosexual scandals in
a condemning manner and emphasised the importance of heteronormative family values.*??
The influence of Kinsey’s report was also considerable and wide-spread. Homosexual
identity was available to more men than before, they could speak of themselves as
homosexuals and the first homosexual associations emerged; the Federation of 1948
(Forbundet af 1948) was founded in Denmark in 1948 and its Norwegian and Swedish
branches became independent associations two years later.*?* The homosexual paradigm was

quite advanced — at least in bigger cities — in the 1950s, Jens Rydstrém says; homosexual

%% |bid. 59-60.

%19 Conrad, Locked in the Family Cell, 33-41; Houlbrook, Queer London, 221-40.

#0 )*Emilio, Making Trouble, 67—68.

1 Bérubé, Coming Out Under Fire, 255.

2 Rydstrém, “Introduction,” 32-34; Edelberg, Storbyen Treakker, 121-62. See also e.g. Karen-
Christine Friele, “Med regnbuen som vépen. Fragmenter av norsk homohistorie gjennom 50 4r,”
45-46; Rosen, “Denmark 1866-1976,” 72—77; Jens Rydstrom, “Sweden 1864-1978. Beasts and
Beauties,” 202—4; Mustola, “Finland 1889-1999,” 229-32.

82 Rydstrém, “Introduction,” 33.
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men had become a ‘species’ and an acknowledged, yet condemned and marginalised, social
minority.***

As was noted earlier in this chapter there was, in terms of awareness and regulation of
homosexuality, an important difference between rural and urban societies. The Second
World War incited the transformation from a rural to urban society in the Nordic countries
and many cities expanded significantly in the 1950s. Countries such as Finland and Iceland
were, however, predominantly agricultural societies during the first half of the twentieth
century and even though both countries went through rapid and extensive modernisation
they still had a strong and definite rural character in the mid-century. Tuula Juvonen and
Kati Mustola have pointed out that social control of homosexuality in Finland was in many
ways different than in the neighbour countries, especially urban centres such as
Copenhagen and Stockholm. “In the predominantly rural culture homosexual behavior was
often met with ridicule but it seldom led to involving the police, though the law offered
that possibility,” Mustola says: “There was no need for it. In village communities and
small towns people knew each other and also the village fools would fit it, people who
were either mentally ill or otherwise behaved eccentrically.”*® This changed during and
after the Second World War, however:

When Finland was modernized and urbanized, forms of social control changed. In
growing towns the control exercised by the community did not function any longer
so one had to resort to police control. This is reflected in the criminal statistics. The
high rate o[f] homosexual convictions during the 1950s and 1960s is a sign not
only of urbanization and changing forms of social control but also of a change in
the regulation of gender and sexuality, and of an increasing interest in policing
their limits.?*®

No evidence suggests that the rate of convictions for same-sex sexual acts in Iceland was
higher in the 1950s than before, but due to lack of statistics and research on District Court
documents it is difficult to make any conclusions. porgerdur borvaldsdéttir outlines that
only two cases, where men were prosecuted for homosex, were brought before the
Supreme Court in the 1950s; in both cases the men were sentenced to prison for having sex
with or raping ten- to fifteen-year-old boys. borgerdur managed to trace four similar cases
tried by Reykjavik District Court from the early 1950s but there is a gap in the statistics
from 1953-1965. Therefore we have no information about the number of court cases

related to same-sex behaviour in the Icelandic District Courts in that period.*” Like in

%4 Rydstrém, Sinners and Citizens, 159-292; Rydstrém, “Introduction,” 32—34.
%5 Mustola, “Finland 1889-1999,” 232.

32 |hid. See also Juvonen, “Shadow Lives and Public Secrets.”

821 borgerour Porvaldsdottir, “Iceland 1869-1992,” 129-32.
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Finland and other Nordic countries, however, the public discourse in the Icelandic media
manifests a significantly changed attitude towards homosexuality and an intensified

regulation of gender and sexuality norms in the 1950s.

2.5.2 Modern evil

In When Men Meet: Homosexuality and Modernity Henning Bech discusses the
relationship between male homosexuality, masculinity and Western modernity and
concludes that homosexuality has been an essential factor in the development of modernity
and the modernisation of the West.**® Inspired by Foucault he argues that the homosexual
emerged as a ‘species’ in the context of the modernised, urbanised West and developed

»32% 35 an answer to

special characteristics and manners, “a homosexual form of existence,
the modern living conditions. The homosexual form of existence is inseparable from the
city, Bech says, but in Western discourses cities have often been associated with excessive
or perverse sexuality and various ‘dark’ or negative aspects of modernity. Krafft-Ebing
argued for example that “[t]hose living in large cities, who are constantly reminded of
sexual things and incited to sexual enjoyment, certainly have more sexual desire than those
living in the country,” and held that rape, masturbation and perversions were more
common in cities than in other places.** Like Conrad, Bech points out that in modern
societies homosexuality is often believed to threaten and challenge the stability, progress
and well-being of individuals and societies — and national identity. Like the city — his

331 _ the homosexual is thought to have a particularly destructive

“social world proper
character, and he has, Bech argues, become a scapegoat who is blamed for a wide variety
of things that go wrong. The homosexual is, in other words, often depicted as one of the
incarnations of evil in modern societies.>*?

The following discussion suggests that Bech’s approach can shed important light on
the portrayal of homosexuality in the Icelandic media in the 1950s. Although he does not
use Foucault’s vocabulary Bech’s writings on the phenomenon of evil can easily be
discussed in terms of power over life. Bech notes that evil is — or has — power, and this

power is the reason why evil is a threat. Evil “lurks everywhere,” takes on many different

shapes and challenges individuals and societies in various ways, Bech says, and there are

%28 Bech’s book was originally written in Danish and published as Nar mand mades (1987). All
references here are to the English translation from 1997 which is based on the revised Danish text.
%9 Bech, When Men Meet, 85-159.

%0 K rafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis, 49.

%1 Bech, When Men Meet, 98.

%3 Ibid. 160-193.
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many forces at play within it.>% Evil can therefore be seen as a network of power relations
and knowledges that urge people and societies to act and behave in a certain way — to
avoid evil and seek its opposite, the good, with the goal to improve their life. Knowledges
about what counts as evil differ between cultures and periods but Bech argues that in the
modern “universe of evil, the [male] homosexual plays a leading role.”®* He notes that
even though many other figures have served as the evil incarnate in modern thought, such
as people of other races and religions, criminals and drug addicts, the homosexual is in
many ways better suited for the role than others. His invisibility, in particular, makes him
dangerous in a different way than for example racial others. “You never quite know where
you have him,” Bech says; “he can be lying in wait anywhere — just like evil.”** He points
out that Kinsey’s studies suggested that homosexuality was much more widespread than
was generally acknowledged in the 1940s and 1950s and Freud’s writings moreover
showed that everyone could be homosexual, even without being conscious of it.3*
Homosexuality is thus always a potentiality and it affects relations between people,
especially of the same sex — even if it is not visible.
According to Bech evil is, within modern Western discourses, whatever threatens or

undermines the following six dimensions of modern societies:

1) the individual’s life and well-being;

2) the group’s biological ability to reproduce;

3) the external material conditions for the group’s existence (food, soil, etc.);

4) the group’s norms values institutions, forms of power;

5) the group’s identity or the symbolic representative of this (e.g. the People,

the Queen, the Nation, etc.);

6) the cosmic order.>*’
The male homosexual challenges all these factors, Bech argues.*® This chapter has already
outlined how homosexuality challenged — or at least was not compatible with — Icelandic
national identity (5) in the first half of the twentieth century and such depictions of the
homosexual evil continued to appear in the media in the 1950s. Numerous articles report

on homo-scandals in Europe, and a strong tendency to associate homosexuality with other

3 |bid. 181.

*4 Ibid. 182.

%5 Ibid. 187.

#8 |bid. 29-31.

*7 |bid. 181.

338 The focus here is on items 1, 2, 4 and 5. Items 3 and 6 await further research in the Icelandic
context.
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countries is evident.** The “foreign nature’ of homosexuality is also striking in reports on
homosexuals in Iceland, for example in an article that appeared in Timinn on 24 April
1952 under the headline “An Icelandic homosexual caught with a negro.” The reporter
states that the police has caught an Icelandic man having sex with a black sailor; that the
Icelander undressed the foreigner and had him serve his ‘deviant urges.”**® Although the
Icelandic man is represented as the active party it is clear that what makes the case
especially morally corrupt is the fact that he was involved with a black foreigner.®** A
striking example of how the homosexual is portrayed as a foreign enemy can moreover be
found in the socialist newspaper bjédviljinn on 15 September 1953, where the paper
claims that “an American sodomite” at the naval base in Keflavik has been charged for
having sex with an Icelandic teenager, but released without serving his sentence. The
emphasis in this article is more on criticising the American and Icelandic authorities than
on homosexuality, and the reporter blames the U.S. Army, as well as Icelandic authorities,
for this “horrible moral corruption that has been imported by the American military and
their followers.”**? In this report, homosexuality is, in other words, strongly associated
with the ‘evil other’ — the United States, their politics and leverage in Iceland that
challenged Bjédviljinn’s socialist and nationalist politics.

The image of the homosexual as a threat to the life and well-being of individuals (1)
and the society’s ability to reproduce (2) also appears in the Icelandic media.
Manudagsbladid — a weekly paper that practised ‘yellow journalism’ — repetitively
expressed its concerns about the increased visibility of homosexuality and the negative
influence it might have. On 23 November 1953, for example, an article titled
“Homosexuality in Iceland” appeared on the paper’s front page and stated that “groups of

homosexuals, who do not try to hide their misdeeds,” have appeared in Iceland and are

9 Reports on the Haijby affair in Sweden where Kurt Haijby maintained that he had had a sexual
relationship with King Gustaf V appeared in Timinn on 30 April, 16 May and 10 June 1952. Haijby
was eventually convicted for blackmail. See also reports on the case of lan Harvey, a
Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State in the British Foreign Office, in Pjédviljinn and
Morgunbladid on 25 November 1958.

0 «[slenzkur kynvillingur ad verki med Negra,” Timinn, 24 April 1952, 12.

*! There are also examples of a more accepting and less homophobic and racist discourse on
homosexuality in the media. A reporter that worked for the newspaper Visir was for example
shocked by the headline about the Icelander and the negro in Timinn and said it was obvious that
the journalists at Timinn did not know that homosexuality was a disease. The Visir reporter also
criticised the racist discourse and asked the Timinn reporter to explain if it was more sick or deviant to
have sex with a black man than a white man. See “Kvoldpankar,” Visir, 26 April 1952, 5.

#2 «[...] enn eitt demi um pa hryllilegu sidspillingu, sem hingad flyzt med bandariska
hernamslidinu og fylgifiskum pess.” “Bandariskur s6domisti, sekur um mdok vid islenzkan pilt,
sleppur neer vid refsingu,” Pjédviljinn, 15 September 1953, 3.
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“causing trouble.”**® The reporter notes that physicians have informed the paper that
“weak-minded teenagers can become homosexuals” if they are seduced by other men who
got the “disease” during puberty and have never been “normal.”** He moreover states that
the Icelandic society cannot approve of this sexual anomaly and such behaviour must be
considered a serious moral offence. The article ends with a warning to homosexuals in
Reykjavik — and the public: “This article is not meant to accuse any man or institution, but
to emphasise that they have been seen and people are aware of them. [...] Be careful — my
dears.”®*

Two years later, on 4 April 1955, another article with a headline asking: “Is
homosexuality becoming more common in Iceland?” appeared on Manudagsblagdid’s front
page. The reporter, who writes under the pseudonym ‘Ajax,” argues that homosexuality
did not exist in rural and pre-modern Iceland but that urban culture has now created a
context where homosexuality can thrive:

The few men in Reykjavik who carried this vice were well known, and most of
their hunting attempts evoked laughter and sympathy but were not perceived as
dangerous. This has been changing in the past 1015 years. There is no doubt that
the number of homosexuals in this town has grown rapidly in this period.**®

Then he notes that one of his informants, “who knows most people in this town,” has
claimed that there were no more than 10-12 homosexuals in Reykjavik in 1940 but that
they are now more than 200.%*’

The articles in Manudagsbladid manifest an awareness of, and concerns regarding,
growing visibility and influence of homosexuality in Iceland. The paper was run by one
man, Agnar Bogason, who wrote most of the material himself but also published texts by
unknown individuals who wrote under pseudonyms, such as ‘Ajax.’**® Manudagsbladid

was one of the first yellow presses in Iceland but neither its publishing policy nor the fact

that most of the articles were written or planned by the same man reduces the paper’s

3 «Syo er ni malum hattad hér, ad skapazt hafa hopar kynvillinga, sem ekki fara med nokkurri
leynd med villu sina og eru a sinn hatt ordnir vandradamenn [...].” “Kynvilla 4 [slandi,”
Manudagsbladid, 23 November 1953, 1.

84 «[ ] veikgedja unglingar geta ordid “homosexuals”, ef peirra er freistad 4 pessu svidi af eldri
monnum eda jafndldrum sinum, sem tekid hafa “sjukdominn” beinlinis jafnframt kynproska sinum
og aldrei verid pad sem kalla ma “normal”.” Ibid.

5 “Grein pessi er ekki ritud sem dkera 4 neinn sérstakan mann eda stofnun, en adeins
undirstrikad, ad til peirra sézt og um pa er vitad. [...] Farid varlega — elskurnar.” Ibid.

%% “eir fau menn i Reykjavik, sem voru haldnir pessum lesti voru alkunnir bajarbium, og flestar
veiditilraunir peirra voktu frekar hlatur og medaumkvun, [en] ad hetta stafadi af peim. betta hefur
verid ad breytast nina 10-15 sidustu arin. Ekki er minnsti vafi & pvi, ad hdmdsexualistum bajarins
hefur farid hradfjclgandi 4 pessu timabili.” “Er kynvilla ad aukast 4 slandi?” Manudagsbladid, 4
April 1955, 1.

7 |bid.

8 Bragi Sigurdsson, “In memoriam: Agnar Bogason,” Morgunbladid, 6 October 1983.
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value as a source; it was popular and widely read and expressed opinions that were without
doubt shared by many of its readers.®*® Its writings in the 1950s manifest that by then
homosexuality could no longer be seen and treated solely as a foreign phenomenon and
although the numbers Ajax’ informant mentions should not be taken too seriously it is
clear that homosexuals — men first and foremost — were more visible in Reykjavik than
before. They had become subjects of gossip and entered public discourse. The writings on
homosexuality share many elements with the discourse on ‘the situation’; the main
problem is believed to be the immoral behaviour and nature of homosexuals, both
foreigners and Icelanders, and the need for installing a public consensus against
homosexuality is emphasised.*

One of the most striking aspects of this discourse is how the articles represent
homosexuality as a contagious disease or a plague — an evil force that is spreading and
threatening the life and well-being of the Icelandic population. Bech notes that the idea
that homosexuals can seduce and impair others, especially vulnerable individuals like
teenagers, has been very influential since the nineteenth century and that the mere presence
of homosexuals — or even knowledge of their existence — was often believed to be
sufficient to contaminate.®®* This image of the contagious homosexual derives from
nineteenth-century medical writings and the question about the ‘real’ cause of
homosexuality; if it should be seen as a genetic fault or induced by external conditions.
Krafft-Ebing, for example, described different types or stages of homosexuality and
argued that it was sometimes congenital and sometimes acquired, and Havelock Ellis also
emphasised that homosexuality was influenced by both nature and nurture.**> The books
on sexuality that appeared in Icelandic translations in the late 1940s similarly claimed that
homosexuality could be both congenital and acquired, and that heterosexual individuals
could ‘become’ homosexual if they were for example victims of sexual violence or other
traumatic experience in childhood, or exposed to and influenced by older and more
experienced homosexuals.**® Echoes from such scientific writing can easily be pointed out

in for example Manudagsbladid’s statement that “weak-minded teenagers can become

9 Agnar Bogason studied journalism in Chicago and founded Manudagsbladid in 1948, shortly after
he returned to Iceland. He later said that he had modelled it after papers such as Daily News and
Chicago Sun. See Eirikur Jonsson, “Med sakavottord upp 4 3 sidur — an pess ad hafa framid glep.”

0 Mdnudagsbladid’s take on sexual and moral issues was often paradoxical. Kristin Svava
Tomasdottir has for example pointed out that while the paper condemned homosexuality and ‘hippie
orgies’ it also published nude pictures of women. See “““Sogur af mér — eda pvi sem ég gaeti 0rdid,””
183-86.

%1 Bech, When Men Meet, 182-83.

%2 Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis; Ellis, Sexual Inversion. See also Sullivan, A Critical
Introduction to Queer Theory, 1-21.

3 Havil, Raunhaft 4stalif, 27; Fabricius-Maller, Kynferdislifid, 252; Kahn, Kynlif, 229.
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homosexuals” if they are tempted by older homosexual men. In April 1955
Manudagsbladid also stated that one of the main reasons for the ‘homosexual plague’ was
the chaos during and after the Second World War; many foreign soldiers had this vice, the
reporter says, and they seduced Icelandic men and had corruptive influence on teenagers
who became “sex-confused” (kynrugladir) after working for the army.*** The image of
homosexuality as a plague is moreover striking in some of the writings in Pjédviljinn, such
as this letter from 1953, published as a response to criticism from other newspapers
following the report on ‘the American sodomite’:

Icelanders are entitled to know the moral level and behaviour of the men who are
here to “defend Western culture”, and vigilance against their crimes and disgusting
acts is vital disease prevention for Iceland [...]. Pjodviljinn’s writings about this

case, and others that would never have been found out if not for the paper’s

instigation, are done for the sake of Icelandic cleanliness .. 1>

Here the plague metaphor is used to underline that homosexuality threatens not only the
well-being of Icelandic individuals but also the racial and moral purity of the population

and Icelandic national identity.

2.5.3 Homosexual gatherings

In late October 1958 two papers reported on a ‘homo-scandal’ in Reykjavik. Alpydubladid
stated in a headline on 25 October that a man had been charged for seducing a teenage boy
and Ménudagsblagid’s front page headline on 27 October was: “Yet another homo-case

1%

coming up!” Both discuss the same case and argue that a young man has brought a charge
against an older companion who tried to approach him sexually. The charges seem to have
been dropped a few days later and no further reports appeared in the newspapers.**® The
discussion of homosexuality in the two articles in Alpydubladio and Manudagsbladig,

however, deserves closer examination.

%4 «Er kynvilla ad aukast 4 Islandi?” Manudagsbladid, 4 April 1955, 1.

%5 “fslendingar eiga heimtingu 4 pvi ad f4 ad vita um sidferdisstig og framferdi peirra manna sem
hingad eru komnir til ad “vernda vestrena menningu” og pad er mikilveg islensk sottvorn ad
stadid sé 4 verdi gegn ollum glepum peirra og andstyggdarverkum [...]. Skrif Pjodviljans um petta
mal og onnur sem aldrei hefdu komizt upp nema fyrir atbeina hans eru unnin i pagu islenzks
hreinleetis [...].” “Hafa Bandarikjamenn brotid herndmssamninginn?” bj6dviljinn, 17 September
1953, 11.

%8 Gudlaugur Résinkranz, the director of the National Theatre, wrote an announcement in
Manudagsbladid where he claimed that the charge had been based on a misunderstanding and thus
dropped by the court. See “Athugasemd,” Manudagsbladid, 3 November 1958, 7. Alpydubladid
moreover notes that the two men arrived together at the police station where the younger man filed
the charge against his companion, and that they were both drunk, which suggests that the charge
may have been a mistake or an impetuous decision. See “Madur kerdur fyrir ad tela unglingspilt
til kynvillu,” Alpydubladid, 25 October 1958, 8.
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Both papers portray homosexuality as an evil force that is operating and spreading at
an alarming speed. Alpydubladid’s report begins by stating that

[a] strong rumour has recently been circling town about homosexual trouble-
makers being more conspicuous than before. That they even had their gatherings
where they satisfied their filthy inclinations, and what is worse — some of these
men tried to seduce young boys.**’

Manudagsbladid also emphasises the danger, especially because homosexuals are
becoming more visible in public places in Reykjavik:

One dingy bar at Laugavegur, a haunt of successful and unsuccessful artists,
students and rabble, has become a renowned meeting place for homosexuals. The
word is also spreading that various “clubs” for such men are operating, and
moreover that some of these men have “mistresses.”**®

He moreover argues that “one official institution is known for violation of decency in
relation to these matters”; later in the article it is revealed that he is referring to the
National Theatre and that one of the men involved in the ‘homo-case’ works there.
Interestingly, these two public places where Manudagsbladid argues homosexuality is
thriving, the café at Laugavegur and the National Theatre, were places where artists and
bohemians often met.

Manudagsbladid had discussed this link between artists and homosexuals before 1958
and taken a particular interest in homosexuality within the National Theatre. On 23
November 1953, for example, a reporter argued that a group of homosexuals were working
at “one of the state institutions.” These men are a nuisance, he says, and although he does
not want to say to which institution he is referring he notes that the article is written to let
the men know that they are being watched.**® On 19 December 1955 Manudagsbladid
writes again about a homosexual scandal in “an official company” and notes that this is a
cultural institution, and that the men are “high-ranking” in a particular art genre. This
institution is a dangerous hotbed for homosexuals, the reporter says, because many young

men work there and they are vulnerable and susceptible to bad influence from artists who

%7 «“Sterkur ordromur hefur ad undanfornu gengid um pad hér i banum, ad kynvilltir
vandreedamenn létu ni meira & sér bera en adur. Hefdu jafnvel sinar eigin samkomur, par sem peir
pjénudu hinum soralegu hneigdum sinum og pad sem verra er — nokkrir pessara manna reyndu ad
teela unga drengi til fylgilags vid sig.” “Madur kerdur fyrir ad teela unglingspilt til kynvillu,”
Alpydubladid, 25 October 1958, 8.

%8 “Sjoppa ein vid Laugaveginn, adseturstadur mislukkadra og lukkadra listamanna, skélakrakka
og lyas, hefur fengid a sig ord sem stefnumotsstadur kynvillinga. ba er mjog haft i ordi, ad ymsir
“klubbar” slikra manna sé vid 1ydi, og ennfremur ad einstaka menn haldi “fryllur.”” “Enn eitt
kynvillumalid i uppsiglingu!” Manudagsbladid, 27 October 1958, 1.

%9 «Kynvilla 4 Islandi,” Méanudagsbladid, 23 November 1953, 1. The reporter’s identity and
gender is unknown, but most journalists at the time were men and it is thus relatively safe to use
male pronouns, especially since Agnar Bogason wrote most of the material in Manudagsbladid
himself.
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even believe that abnormal sexual intercourse is “among the highest commandments of
art!”3% Finally, in the report on the ‘homo-case’ in 1958, the reporter states that rumours
of homosexuality within the theatre have been thriving for a long time®" — and it is
relatively safe to assert that the ‘official institution’ in the previous reports was also the
theatre. borvaldur Kristinsson, who is conversant with the matter, confirms that there were
many same-sex loving men among the theatre’s employees in the 1950s and that same-sex
sexuality was generally tolerated if it was kept within the institution. He moreover notes
that Agnar Bogason was quite hostile towards the National Theatre and that his hostility is
apparent in his reviews of the plays staged in the theatre and also in Manudagsbladid’s
emphasis on homo-scandals among the theatre employees.®2

Manudagsbladid also discussed the relationship between artists and homosexuals
more directly. In April 1955 ‘Ajax’ states that one of the reasons for the ‘homosexual
plague,’ in addition to the chaos during and after the Second World War, is

the artist life that is now practised in this town. Here are now hundreds of men who
call themselves artists. Many of them are serious idealists who deserve full respect,
but this group also includes several idlers who just cannot be bothered to get a
proper job, and call themselves artists and use that as an excuse for doing nothing.
[...] These fellows ramble along the streets or sit in cafés from dawn till dusk,
cocky and always chattering, full of conceit and arrogance and unbridled contempt
for those who have honest jobs. These artists think they are too good for such
things, and quite a few decent ordinary people take them seriously and believe they
are very intelligent. It is among this entertaining rabble that homosexuality has
recently spread like wildfire.*®®

He makes an association between ‘serious idealists,” or ‘good’ artists, and the ‘so-called’
artists who do not make ‘real’ art. He does not, however, differentiate between

homosexuals and ‘idle’ artists, and by the end of the article he urges the police to guard

%0 «[...] a0 villa i edlilegum kynmokum, sé ein af xdstu bodordum listarinnar!” “Kynvilla i

opinberu fyrirteeki ordin pjédarhneyksli,” Manudagsbladid, 19 December 1955, 4.

%L «“Enn eitt kynvillumalid i uppsiglingu!” Manudagsbladid, 27 October 1958, 1.

%2 porvaldur Kristinsson, discussion with the author, 11 January 2014.

%3 «“Onnur orsdk er pad listamannalif, sem nu er lifad hér i baenum. Hér eru nii hundrud manna,
sem kalla sig listamenn. Margir pessara manna eru alvarlegir idealistar og allrar virdingar verdir,
en i pessum hoépi eru lika fjélmargir slepingjar, sem hreinlega nenna ekki ad vinna neina
skikkanlega vinnu, og kalla sig listamenn og nota pad sem atyllu til pess ad gera ekki neitt. [...]
pessir ndungar reika um gotur eda sitja & sjoppum fra morgni til kvdlds, sibladrandi og bispertir,
fullir af monti og hroka og taumlausri fyrirlitningu & 6llum, sem vinna heidarleg storf. pessir
listamenn pykjast of finir til alls sliks og til er ekki svo féatt af skikkanlegu alpydufolki, sem tekur
pa alvarlega og heldur, ad peir séu 6skdp gafadir. bad er medal pessa skemmtilega lyds, er kynvilla
hefur geysad undanfarid eins og eldur i sinu.” “Er kynvilla ad aukast 4 fslandi?” Manudagsbladid,
4 April 1955, 1.
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“the so-called artists who wander along the streets and try to seduce young boys.”364 He
emphasises that the public must be aware that this is happening and in the report in 1958
he similarly argues that a strong public consensus must be created that condemns “these
homosexuals, who even believe that it is smart or artistic to have sex with other men.”%%
Based on these reports a few conclusions can be made. First of all, both
Manudagsbladid and Alpydubladid — two very different papers®® — maintain that
homosexual subcultures have emerged in Reykjavik. Homosexual men thus seem to have
been more visible in the city than before and the reports also manifest a new awareness of
the existence of male homosexuality as a part of Icelandic reality. Moreover, the harsh
condemnation of homosexuals in this writing and the emphasis on public consensus shows
that male same-sex sexuality was, in the mid- and late 1950s, regulated by the media in a
similar manner as the sexuality of heterosexual women — promiscuous women and
homosexual men were a threat to the well-being of Icelandic society and nationality.
Finally, the link between artists and homosexuals manifested in Manudagsbladid brings
this discussion back to the association between the homosexuality and modern or ‘bad’
literature and cultural influence — only now the association does not just apply to the idea

of homosexuality but also actual people in Reykjavik.

2.5.4 The artist’/homosexual

The association between homosexuals and artists was not an Icelandic idea — quite the
contrary. Links between artists and homosexuality in interwar Europe were discussed
earlier in this chapter and Christopher Reed has also outlined how ideas about the
homosexual and the artist as personality types or identities have merged and overlapped in
various ways, especially since the late nineteenth century. In Art and Homosexuality: A
History of Ideas (2011) he notes that various links between same-sex sexuality and art can
be identified in earlier periods but a special relationship developed between the two when
the idea of the artist-genius — the artist as an individual whose art is the result of innate
genius and gifted character rather than practice and training — had gained ground. Reed
builds on Foucault’s theory of the ‘birth’ of the homosexual and maintains that “[w]ith a
few key nouns changed, much the same story could be told about art.” Just as sexual acts

developed into a sexual identity, he says, “what might be called art acts (the processes of

4 «[...] peim svokolludu listaménnum, sem randa hér um géturnar til ad reyna ad tela drengi 4

fermingaraldri eda yngri.” Ibid. 4.

%5 «[...] sem jafnvel halda ad pad sé fint eda listamannslegt ad hafa mok vid kynbredur sina.”
“Enn eitt kynvillumalid i uppsiglingu!” Manudagsbladid, 27 October 1958, 1.

%8 Manudagshladid was, as noted earlier, a yellow press, edited and run by Agnar Bogason.
Alpydubladid, on the other hand, was an established paper run by the Social Democratic Party
(Alpyduflokkurinn).
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painting and sculpture, for example)” became manifestations of the personal identity of the
artist.*®’

Reed suggests that the association between the artist-genius and homosexuality,
however, first became significant in the late nineteenth century with the increased visibility
of radical artists and the avant-garde. The avant-garde artists of the fin de siécle period, such
as the aesthetes in Britain and the French decadents, revolted against bourgeois culture and
aesthetics, rejected the claim that art should lead to social improvement and argued that art
should be autonomous, separated from morality and only judged in terms of its intrinsic
value and ‘inner beauty’ (art for art’s sake). They also “wilfully violated the norms that
defined both good art and proper behavior,” Reed notes.**® Mosse similarly outlines how
they, like homosexuals, challenged normative masculinity in various ways, for example the
idea of restraint and self-control; they were often passionate, sensational and rebellious and
provoked harsh criticism and condemnation.*®® One of the most famous aesthetes and the
prototype of the ‘artist/homosexual’ was Oscar Wilde — who was also a convicted
homosexual. His literary works sometimes represent male homoeroticism in connection to
art, the most famous example being the close relationship between the artist and the young
male model who eventually becomes his own portrait in The Picture of Dorian Gray
(1890/1891). All this became known to those who followed the news reports from the trials
in 1895 where Wilde was convicted of ‘gross indecency’ and sentenced to two years of hard
labour. The image of the artist/homosexual, and the idea that art and homosexuality merged
and overlapped in various ways, was reinforced in the first decades of the twentieth century
and became widespread in the West. Reed notes that it often followed nineteenth-century
patterns, which means that it built on the ‘Wildeian’ model and was linked to high culture

and high social class.>™

Many of the most visible homosexuals in Europe around 1900 were
of high social class — such as Wilde — and the homosexual subcultures that emerged in the
period, especially in England and France, were often elitist. High class status gave access to
certain social privilege and, as Reed has pointed out, many of the most prominent avant-
garde artists around 1900 were white, middle or upper-class men whose social status was
strong enough to allow them to deviate from the heterosexual norm without being punished

severely.®"

%7 Christopher Reed, Art and Homosexuality: A History of Ideas, 2.
%% Ipid. 76-77.

%9 Mosse, The Image of Man, 79-82.

%70 Reed, Art and Homosexuality, 107.

%71 Reed, Art and Homosexuality, 79.
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The artist/homosexual also became a subject of scientific writing — and such texts in
turn enhanced the fusion between homosexuality and art in the public imaginary. In one of
the most famous scholarly works that dealt with the supposed degeneration of Western
societies, Entartung (1892; Degeneration, 1895), Max Nordau listed and described forms
of pathological abnormalities that he believed were signs of the decline of the human race.
Like his contemporary, Krafft-Ebing, Nordau sought to analyse with scientific methods
both physical and psychological signs of degeneration.’”? Krafft-Ebing believed that
homosexuality was a degenerate abnormality:

This constitution, as far as its anatomical and functional foundation is concerned, is
absolutely unknown. Since, in almost all such cases, the individual subject to the
perverse sexual instinct displays a neuropathic predisposition in several directions,
and the latter may be brought into relation with hereditary degenerate conditions,
this anomaly of psycho-sexual feeling may be called, clinically, a functional sign of
degeneration.>”

Nordau, on the other hand, focused primarily on aesthetics and artists. He argued that one
of the main symptoms of the degeneration of the human race was a physical and mental
irregularity and concluded that most of the cases in his research — the majority of whom
were artists — showed both ‘physical irregularities’ such as “asymmetry of face and
cranium” and moral disorder. The degenerates, according to Nordau, lack “the sense of
morality and or right and wrong. For them there exists no law, no decency, no

374 and they are excessively emotional, pessimistic and weak-minded.>”> Most

modesty,
importantly, perhaps, their degenerate faults are mirrored in the art they create. Nordau
criticises for example the works of the aesthetes, the decadents and the French symbolists
harshly for lacking form, being too sentimental and self-centred and presenting bad
morals. The symbolists, he says, have “in common all the signs of degeneracy and

imbecility: overweening vanity and self-conceit, strong emotionalism, confused

372 Theories of degeneration often focused on issues regarding race and sexuality. Siobhan
Somerville has for example outlined how ideas of sexuality and race were closely linked in
medical, sexological and psychological discourses in nineteenth and early twentieth century. Many
sexologists drew upon the techniques of comparative anatomy and Darwinism when they were
trying to position the homosexual body as distinguishable from the ‘normal’ body, and in
comparative anatomy the racial difference of the African body, for example, was often located in
the sexual anatomy of African women, such as an unusually large clitoris. Both lesbians and
African women were characterised by sexual excess and thereby depicted as sexually less
developed than the white heterosexual woman. See Siobhan Somerville, “Scientific Racism and
the Emergence of the Homosexual Body.”

378 Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis, 187.

% Max Nordau, Degeneration, 18.

¥ bid. 20.
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disconnected thoughts, garrulity [...] and complete incapacity for serious sustained
work.%"® Moreover, Gautier and Baudelaire’s

description of the state of mind which the ‘decadent’ language is supposed to
express is simply a description of the disposition of the mystically degenerate
mind, with its shifting nebulous ideas, its fleeting formless shadowy thought, its
perversions and aberrations, its tribulations and impulsions.®’”

There are many striking resemblances between Nordau’s portrayal of the degenerate artist
and Krafft-Ebing’s descriptions of sexual perverts; both express their concerns about
societal changes and urbanisation, both seek to explore the degenerate artist/homosexual as
a particularly modern and urban phenomenon from a scientific perspective, and both
portray the artist/homosexual as a social defect and a morally and physically sick
individual who poses a threat to the population. Nordau’s Degeneration thus shows that,
like the homosexual, the radical and rebellious artist was seen as the incarnation of evil; a
particularly modern figure who threatened the life and well-being of individuals, as well as
whole societies, and challenged various norms.

A more direct association between homosexuals and artists can be seen in Freud’s
writings, for example in his essay on Leonardo da Vinci, first published in 1910, where he
analysed the connection between “the peculiarity of [da Vinci’s] emotional and sexual
life”"® — or his homosexuality — and his intelligence and artistic nature, and argued that
creating great art was an expression of repressed sexuality.®”® Havelock Ellis also
discussed ‘famous homosexuals’ who were artists, such as Michelangelo, Jerdme
Duquesnoy, Christopher Marlowe, Paul Verlaine and Walt Whitman.** He concludes that
the majority of his cases — people who are attracted to the same sex — show ‘artistic
attitudes.” Following these results he argues that ‘artistic tendencies’ and inversion are
caused by the same ‘abnormal’ predisposition of the nervous system. Ellis holds that
inverts — or people whose sexual instinct is primarily turned toward the same sex — may

be looked upon as a class of individuals exhibiting nervous characters which, to
some extent, approximate them to persons of artistic genius. The dramatic and
artistic aptitudes of inverts are, therefore, partly due to the circumstances of the
invert’s life, which render him necessarily an actor, [...] and partly, it is probable,

%78 Ibid. 101.

*77 |bid. 300.

%78 Sigmund Freud, Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of His Childhood, 20.

%7 bid. See also ch. 4.

%0 E|lis, Sexual Inversion, 18-27. The book was written by Ellis and John A. Symonds and first
published in German in 1896. The first English edition came out in 1897, after Symonds’ death,
and the book became widely known under Ellis’ name only.
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to a congenital nervous predisposition allied to the predisposition to dramatic
aptitude.

In other words, Ellis suggests that the ‘abnormalities’ of both inverts and artists are partly
innate and partly encouraged by a hostile social environment. Although Ellis certainly saw
inverts as abnormal and underdeveloped he was more positive towards homosexuality than
for example Krafft-Ebing, argued for the decriminalisation of homosex and criticised the
social hostility inverts had to face — the attitude that forced them to ‘act.” The connection
he saw between inverts and artists was not an attempt to shame or condemn them and it is
even possible to read his association with artistic genius as a compliment — because
although the genius had a ‘nervous character’ he also produced great works of art.

Wilde was, not surprisingly, criticised by conservative scholars such as Nordau who
argued that his literary works “exhibit[ed] all the features which enable us to recognise in

7382 The texts bear witness to Wilde’s

the ‘Asthete’ the comrade in art of the Decadent.
egoism, idleness and adoration of “immorality, sin and crirne,”383 Nordau says, and
manifest his “anti-social ego-mania.”*** Wilde was, in other words, a perfect example of
the degenerate artist in Nordau’s eyes. Other critics were more positive towards Wilde’s
homosexuality. In Sexual Inversion, Ellis says:

In the opinion of some [homosexuality] has become a much more conspicuous
element in our midst during recent years, and this is sometimes attributed to the
Oscar Wilde case. No doubt, the celebrity of Oscar Wilde and the universal
publicity given to the facts of the case by the newspapers may have brought
conviction of they perversion to many inverts who were before only vaguely
conscious of their abnormality, and, paradoxical though it may seem, have
imparted greater courage to others.*®®

At least two of Ellis’ cases moreover noted that Wilde was an inspiration to them, or that
they first heard of homosexuality in relation to Wilde.*® Ellis’ writing shows that Wilde —
and presumably the idea of the artist/homosexual in general — was not just a marginalised or
condemned figure but also a role model for queer men who sought courage and inspiration
in his character. Regardless of whether people saw Wilde’s aesthetics or sexuality in a
positive or negative light, however, Reed believes that Wilde played a crucial role in the

merging of homosexuality and art in public thought and discourse. His writings were

! bid. 174-75.

%2 Nordau, Degeneration, 319.
3 |bid. 320.

*4 |bid. 318.

%5 Ellis, Sexual Inversion, 30.
%8 |bid. 70-71, 212-13.

93



Asta Kristin Benediktsd6ttir

associated with homosexuality but also with aestheticism, radical aesthetics and high culture,

which, Reed concludes, “made the artist-genius the paradigm of homosexual identity.”*®’

2.5.,5 Laugavegur 11: A queer time and place

“By the mid-twentieth century, associations of homosexuality with artists were firmly
rooted in middle-class consciousness” in the West, Reed argues®®® — and the Icelandic
media discourse suggests that Iceland was no exception. The books on sexuality, published
in the late 1940s, associate homosexuality with art and artists; Fabricius-Mgller notes that
“many exceptional men [and women] in cultural history” were homosexuals, for example
Oscar Wilde,**® and Kahn similarly argues that many of the greatest artists and writers in
the history of the world have been homosexuals.** It is important to note, however, that
the artists/homosexuals in Manudagsbladid’s discourse were not ‘great’ artists but ‘idle’
and ‘unsuccessful’ — they did not live up to the reporter’s expectations or definition of
‘proper’ or ‘good’ artist.

In that context it is worth considering Wilde’s status in Iceland in the first half of the
twentieth century. His works were well known but his homosexuality did not receive much
attention. The trials were not mentioned in the media when they took place in 1895 but
later, in the early and mid-twentieth century, brought up in articles on his life and work.>*
These articles do not condemn Wilde but celebrate his literary works, often mention his
flamboyant and luxurious appearance and lifestyle and his homosexuality is framed as an
‘unfortunate’ fault or a misunderstanding. Timinn’s reporter, for example, praises Wilde
highly in an article in October 1954 and even though he mentions that Wilde was
convicted for homosexuality the main focus is on the unfairness of the trials and how
much Wilde suffered in jail.*** Gudmundur Kamban also discusses the trials and Wilde’s
relationship with Lord Alfred Douglas in a lengthy article in the magazine 16unn in 1929.
He praises Wilde, argues that the trials were unfair and that he was convicted without
proof; his sexuality was first and foremost sick but not a crime.>* Unlike the artists at
Laugavegur 11 Wilde was thus — probably due to his high status in terms of class and

literary canonisation — portrayed primarily as a great artist in the Icelandic media and his

%7 Reed, Art and Homosexuality, 93-94, here 94.

** |bid. 106.

%9 “f menningarségunni eru margir afburdamenn, sem vid vitum um, ad hafa verid kynvilltir, badi
karlar og konur.” Fabricius-Maller, Kynferdislifid, 248.

0 Kahn, Kynlif, 232.

¥ See e.g. “Gatur, fyndni, frumleiki og stilfegurd gera nafn hans 6daudlegt. Aldarafmeali Oskars
Wilde,” Timinn, 17 October 1954, 2; “Fraegir verjendur II: Edward Carson og Oscar Wilde,” Visir,
19 February 1958, 34, 9.

%92 «Gatur, fyndni, frumleiki og stilfegurd gera nafn hans 6daudlegt,” Timinn, 17 October 1954, 2.
33 Gudmundur Kamban, “Oscar Wilde.”

94



S6d6 Reykjavik: Homosexuality and modernisation

homosexuality was either ignored or seen as an unfair misfortune. He was nevertheless one
of the most famous personifications of the artist/homosexual in the early and mid-
twentieth century and without doubt influenced and enhanced the fusion of homosexuality
and art in the minds of many Icelanders.

Manudagsbladid’s statements about the café on Laugavegur which was a meeting
place for homosexuals and artists was no nonsense — it did accommodate one of the first
visible queer subcultures in Reykjavik. The café Adlon, often referred to as ‘Laugavegur
11’ or simply ‘11’ (Ellefu), operated at Laugavegur 11 from 1950 until 1960. It soon
became popular among American soldiers, perhaps because its interior design was in an
American ‘Hollywood’ style; there were tables made from thermoset, deep seating booths
and mirrors on the walls. The soldiers were not the most popular customers, however, and
in 1952 the newspaper Nyi timinn stated that the café had put up a sign at the door saying
(in English): “We regret that, due to restricted accommodation we can not accept the
patronage of the foreigne [sic] defence force. Hence members of the force can not be
served hereafter.”®® The reporter believes, however, that lack of space is not the real
reason why the café has closed its doors to the soldiers but rather that the soldiers and their
‘girl-hunting’ is not wanted there.

Some Icelanders sought the company of American soldiers, however, and one of them
was Elias Mar who was preparing to write the novel Séleyjarsaga. Elias later said that he
started visiting Laugavegur 11 in 1951, partly to get acquainted with soldiers and gather
references for his book, but also because the place was close to his home. He liked the café
and told his friends about it; it soon became popular among artists, writers, intellectuals

and students.>®

Many of the patrons were men who desired other men although they did
not necessarily identify as homosexual — at least not publicly. Among them were Elias, his
friend and mentor Pordur Sigtryggsson, the writer Gudbergur Bergsson (Elias’s lover in
the mid-1950s), poet Dagur Sigurdarson, violinist Sturla Tryggvason, pianist Asgeir
Beinteinsson, artist Alfred FI6ki, and Haraldur Bjérnsson, an actor who worked at the
National Theatre.

Reed argues that as the twentieth century progressed the association between artists
and homosexuality became more general and crossed borders between social classes. In
the interwar years, for example, European urban subcultures of radical artists on the one
hand, and homosexuals on the other, often merged and centred around bars, restaurants,

cafés and nightclubs that became meeting-places for young radicals — artists, intellectuals,

% «L augaveg 11 lokad fyrir bandariska hernamslidinu,” Nyi timinn, 17 January 1952, 8.
%5 Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 118.
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students, queers and so on — of different nationalities and social classes.**® Groups of
writers and homosexuals merged and overlapped; sexual identity was an important factor
in the artistic creation of many avant-garde writers and art similarly played a role in the

identity formation of many homosexuals.®*’

Many Icelandic students, artists, intellectuals
and men who desired other men had lived or stayed in European cities, such as
Copenhagen and Paris, and were familiar with such subcultures and their vibrant
atmosphere. It was perhaps thus to be expected that they found a place in Reykjavik where
they could meet and discuss various cultural and social matters, and even express their
same-sex desires and develop a homo- or bisexual identity.>*®® Elias Mar, for example,
knew such bohemian culture from Copenhagen, Stockholm and London, as chapter three
outlines.

The patrons at Laugavegur 11 were a diverse collection of people who shared an
interest in art and culture and often had radical opinions and many of them had a marginal
social status. Bragi Kristjonsson, who was a frequent guest at the café, states for example
that among the people who spent much time there were

artists, intellectuals, students, and other successful and unsuccessful intellectuals,
enthusiasts about arts and education, snitchers and eccentrics, editors and
journalists, and slightly unhinged people.>*

In an article on Laugavegur 11, published in Timinn in 1981, lllugi J6kulsson moreover
notes that the café was

a refuge for all kinds of artists, toughened commoners and decrepit old people, and
last but not least students. Grammar school students. For them, Laugavegur 11 was
the centre of the universe.*®
Gudrun Helgadottir says that the young people at Laugavegur 11 referred to themselves as
“the lost generation” and were absorbed in existentialist matters and philosophy.401 In
“Ellefu,” a radio program aired in 1974 which focused on the café at Laugavegur 11,

Olafur Jonsson recalls that what made the café appealing for him and other students were

%6 Reed, Art and Homosexuality, 110—20. See also Tamagne, A History of Homosexuality, 36-58.
¥7 Reed, Art and Homosexuality, 105-32.

%8 See e.g. Bragi Kristjonsson, “Listarinnar umhverfi,” Lesb6k Morgunbladsins, 28 November
1992. Bragi’s article was originally a chapter in Nina Bjork Arnadéttir’s book on the artist Alfred
Floki: Avintyrabokin um Alfred Fléka, 27-40.

399 «[...] samastadur fjdlmargra listamanna, mennta- og héskdlanema og annarra heppnadra og
misheppnadra menntamanna, ahugafélks um listir og mennt, smapjofa og sérvitringa, ritstjéra og
bladamanna og halfruglads folks.” Bragi Kristjonsson, “Listarinnar umhverfi,” 10.

400 «[ ] samastadur listamanna af 6llu tagi, hardnadra alpydumanna og utslitinna gamalmenna og
sidast en ekki sist skdlakrakka. Menntaskdlanema. I peirra augum var Laugavegur 11 midpunktur
tilverunnar [...].” Illugi Jokulsson, ““Arla kem ég 4 Ellefu ....” Af freegu kaffihisi og kunnum
gestum,” 4.

01 Matthias Vidar Seemundsson, Strid og séngur. Sex skald segja fra, 9-36, here 28-29.
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the people and the liberal atmosphere. At Laugavegur 11 people from different social
spheres met and talked as equals, he says. Other interviewees tell the same story and
underline that the people at Laugavegur 11 were generally interested in each other, liberal
in thought and opinion and that men and women were treated as equals. They also note

that the guests had a liberal attitude towards same-sex sexuality.*%

The ‘gay clique’ at
Laugavegur 11, as Bragi Kristjonsson puts it — men who were relatively open about their
same-sex desires and sexual issues in general — was a natural part of the community at the
café.*® Yet another patron, Hordur Arinbjarnar, has moreover said that the people who
visited the café were

a cross-section of the society. Bankers and ministry employers, artists,
homosexuals and chronic alcoholics. Everyone had conversations with everyone,
and people shared tables.***

As many of the patrons have confirmed — and this is also manifested in the before-
mentioned responses to the ethnological data collection — the bohemian and rebellious
reputation brought the café into disrepute in the eyes of the general public.® In “Ellefu’ an
unknown interviewee notes that “people believed that [the café] was a particular
corruption den. That [...] sick ideas were preached there, both about [strange sex life] and
politics.”™*® The writer borsteinn Jonsson (fra Hamri) also outlines how ‘the petty
bourgeois’ had specific ideas about the café, especially the artists and the homosexuals that
were said to dwell there. In those years, he says,

[t]he attitude towards those who did art was rather tedious and prejudices were
common. People imagined that their appearance was different, they must have
beards and above all long hair. If someone was thought to be an artist, he could
hardly even wear glasses without being the target of abuse.**”

%02 p411 Heidar Jonsson and Jokull Jakobsson, “Ellefu.” See also Péra Elfa Bjornsson, discussion
with the author, 24 September 2016.

“%% Bragi Kristjonsson, “Listarinnar umhverfi,” 11. On the queer men at Laugavegur 11, see also
Jon Oskar, Kynsl6d kalda stridsins, 275-77; Pall Heidar Jonsson and Jokull Jakobsson, “Ellefu.”
04 “pessi hjord sem sotti Laugaveg 11 var pverskurdur af pjodfélaginu. Menn sem storfudu i
bénkum og raduneytum, listamenn, samkynhneigdir og kroniskir alkohdlistar. parna téludu allir
vid alla og menn settust hver vid annars bord [...].” Steingerdur Steinarsdottir, “Fyrirmyndarfolk
sem sotti Laugaveg 11,” 16.

%% See e.g. Ibid.

%% «pag hélt ad petta vaeri alveg sérstakt spillingarbeeli. Baedi veeri parna undarlegt kynlif ad finna,
eda uppruna undarlegs kynlifs og parna veeru bodadar 6heilbrigdar skodanir, badi & peim svidum
og hinu pdlitiska svidi.” Pall Heidar Jonsson and Jokull Jakobsson, “Ellefu.”

407 «“Andinn { gard peirra sem fengjust vid listir, var heldur leidinlegur og toluvert um fordoma.
FOlk imyndadi sér ad peir litu 66ru visi Ut en adrir, peir purftu ad vera skeggjadir og umfram allt
sidhaerdir. Léki grunur & ad einhver veeri listamadur pa matti hann varla ganga med gleraugu an
bess ad seta halfgerdu adkasti.” Matthias Vidar Seemundsson, Strid og séngur, 167-96, here 186.
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Exaggerated rumours about the gay clique also spread in the small city and “one feather
became five” very easily, as an unknown patron notes.*”® A few men who were known or
rumoured for having same-sex desires were frequent guests at the café and hence the café
became an infamous ‘homosexual den.” “The gay clique at Laugavegur 11 was,” Bragi
Kristjonsson says, “the kind of mystery only ignorance and prejudice can create in a small,

409 _ and this mystery also found its way to the pages of

semi-hysterical environment
Méanudagsbladid.

Laugavegur 11 was thus a space where both respected citizens and marginal figures
gathered and the atmosphere was relatively liberal, openminded and radical. borsteinn
recalls that the young generation at Laugavegur 11 idealised a bohemian lifestyle, and
“pretended to feel antipathy to the bourgeois ways of life and despise the petty
bourgeoisie, as we called them.”'® The “petty bourgeoise’ sometimes visited the café to
gratify their curiosity, borsteinn says, not least to see the homosexuals. The patrons,
however, enjoyed being a challenge to bourgeois morality: “We often smirked when they
came to take a look around.”* Such spirit and rebellious attitude towards bourgeois
norms and lifestyle attracted attention and contributed to the controversy of the café and its
patrons.

The guests at Laugavegur 11 can readily be said to have been “in a queer time and
place,” as Jack Halberstam describes in his book with the same title from 2005. ‘Queer
time and place’ refers to uses of time and place that “develop, at least in part, in opposition
to the institutions of family, heterosexuality, and reproduction,” Halberstam says; and they
also “develop according to other logics of location, movement, and identification.”*"?
While normative time evolves around capitalist productivity and reproduction, bourgeois
norms concerning marriage and a daily schedule which is centred on child-rearing, the
notion of queer time offers alternative ways to think about time and various life processes.
Similarly, queer places are spaces that queer people create or claim for themselves; places
to which heteronormative logic does not apply. A ‘queer way of life,” for Halberstam, is
thus a life free from the conventions of family, child-rearing and normative development

from childhood to adulthood — a way of life which is often depicted as a threat within

“%8 p411 Heidar Jonsson and Jokull Jakobsson, “Ellefu.”

09 «“Hommaklikan 4 Laugavegi 11 var sveipud peirri dulud, sem vanpekking og fordémar einir fa
skapt i litlu, half modursjuku umhverfi.” Bragi Kristjonsson, “Listarinnar umhverfi,” 10-11.

10 «y/i§ pottumst lika hafa andid & borgaralegum lifshattum og fyrirlitum sméborgarana, sem vid
k6lludum svo [...].” Matthias Vidar Seemundsson, Strid og séngur, 185.

1 1vi§ glottum oft vid tonn pegar peir voru ad koma til ad g4, skoda.” Ibid. 186.

412 3 Jack Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives, 1.
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modern normative societies.**® The regulars at Laugavegur 11, regardless of their sexual
orientation, resisted and challenged bourgeois capitalist norms in various ways. Instead of
having a ‘normal’ job, providing for their family and spending time with their partners and
children they sat in the café for hours, sometimes many days a week, and talked about art,
literature, politics or whatever their hearts desired. They were not necessarily the most
radical or controversial artists in the period, yet there was a strong association between the
people at the café and ‘bad’ or ‘degenerate’ art. Their ‘idleness’ and lack of talent — in the
eyes of the bourgeoisie — was a queer way of life in a society based on capitalist
production that required people to participate in the work market. Adult men sitting in
cafés for hours did not conform to bourgeois norms — even if they claimed it was for
research that would eventually become the basis for a novel.

Bech argues that evil in modern societies can also be whatever threatens the group’s
norms, values, institutions, and forms of power (4). What is particularly threatening about
homosexuality in this context is the disorder it brings and how it crosses traditional lines
and constantly evades classification and division. The homosexual is excessive, unbridled,
debauched, dissolute and dissipated, Bech notes, and he is associated with lasciviousness —
lust and temptations, passions, drives and desires that are not contained within the family
cell.*** The male homosexual poses a threat to particularly precarious norms in Western
societies — norms regarding gender, sexuality and the family. He is therefore often
represented as evil in times when such norms are contested or under attack and as we have
seen the 1940s and 1950s were a period of crisis in the gender order in Iceland. The harsh
response to idle, radical and unconventional artists as well as homosexuals in the 1950s
can thus, at least to some extent, be explained by the challenge they posed to fragile and
contested norms — heterosexual family norms and norms regarding Icelandic nationality —
and as a result they merged into the same character in M&nudagsbladid’s condemning

discourse: The evil and dangerous artist/homosexual.

2.6 Conclusion
In November 1958 Vilhjalmur S. Vilhjalmsson, Elias’s colleague and friend who wrote in

Alpydubladid under the pseudonym Hannes 4 horninu (‘Hannes on the corner”), reflected upon
the 1920s when he was a young writer. He noted that if he would have published a journal
with his friends they would have written about very different topics than the young generation
was doing in 1958. “We would have described basement cubby-holes, small attics, hunger and

misery,” he says, “but never thought of mentioning homosexuals, because we had no idea that

413 |hid. 1-6.
414 Bech, When Men Meet, 184-85.
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such things existed.”*® This chapter has sought to elucidate this development and the
difference between the 1920s and 1950s —how homosexuality became a part of Icelanders’
vocabulary and public discourse and a more prominent part of their conception of the world.

A comparison to other Nordic countries suggests that the process that led to the
emergence and increased influence of the homosexual paradigm followed a similar track in
Iceland as in for example rural Finland and Sweden. It coincides with other aspects of
modernisation, such as urbanisation and extensive changes in population distribution;
homosexual subcultures emerge first in cities and their visibility incites discourse. In
Iceland the conditions that enabled such visibility first emerged in the 1940s and 1950s;
Reykjavik had become big enough, the presence of thousands of young soldiers created
new possibilities and Icelanders who had travelled and lived abroad, and participated in
bohemian and queer subcultures, returned home during and after the war. The awareness
of homosexuality that developed in this period was also influenced by medical and
psychological knowledge which was made accessible in Icelandic in the late 1940s — not in
the media but by means of independent book publication — and various other discourses on
homosexuality that Icelanders read or heard of in the media and books.

Rydstrom notes that in small communities people often know each other well and social
control can be firm, yet people who are ‘different’ are often allowed to live in peace if they
do not harm others or speak out about their abnormal characteristics. “Due to the tight social
control in the small community, queers were tolerated, provided they did not name their
desire,” he says, referring to findings from various studies of rural and small-town
societies.**® If they evoked too much attention, however, the queer individuals often had no
other option but to leave. The typical traits of rural same-sex sexuality in the twentieth
century were thus, according to Rydstrom, “complete discretion and/or exile.”*'” The limited
sources available that can inform us about the experience of same-sex sexuality in Iceland in
the early twentieth century suggest that the same can be said about the Icelandic context
until the 1950s. The silence was concealing, and could even offer limited freedom to act
upon same-sex desire without being defined or condemned as homosexual, but when same-
sex loving men had become visible in public spaces in Reykjavik the silence could no longer
continue — the ‘sodds’ were a part of Reykjavik and could not be ignored. The shift between

silence and discourse was neither total nor did it happen overnight, however; it was an

M5 «yi§ hefdum lyst kjallarakompum, hanabjalkaloftum, hungri og vesdld, en ekki dottid i hug ad
minnast & homosexualista, pvi ad vid h6foum ekki hugmynd um ad slikt og pvilikt veeri til.”
Hannes & horninu [Vilhjalmur S. Vilhjalmsson], “Vettvangur dagsins.”

*16 Rydstrém, Sinners and Citizens, 6. See also e.g. Juvonen, “Shadow Lives and Public Secrets.”
*7 Jens Rydstrom, “Greenland and the Faroe Islands 1866—1988. Nordic Peripheries,” 145.
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ongoing process and presumably much more advanced in Reykjavik than the countryside in
the 1950s.

Perhaps the most significant conclusion of this chapter is that there is a strong and
significant link between public discourses on homosexuality on the one hand and
modernity or modern influence on the other. In the first decades of the twentieth century
homosexuality became a label that could be attached to various subjects — films, popular
literature, modernist literature, socialist politics, capitalism, the United States and in fact
anything foreign or ‘modern’ — in order to emphasise its innovative or radical character
and often negative and dangerous influence. In the 1950s this discourse also included
actual people in Reykjavik, not just the idea of homosexuality, and associating artists with
homosexuality became a way to degrade them and their work. Such portrayal of
homosexuality and the homosexual as evil was incited by deep and wide-spread anxiety in
relation to various fragile and contested norms and ideas, such as gender norms and
national identity. Young Iceland was in a vulnerable position in the early and mid-
twentieth century, the ground under its feet was shaken by modernisation in various forms
and the inherently modern phenomenon homosexuality was portrayed as one of its evil
enemies. The fusion of artists and homosexuals in the 1950s was not merely an idea or
discourse, however. Laugavegur 11, one of the first queer subcultures in Reykjavik, was
indeed a space where artists and homosexuals merged — and Elias Mar was a key figure in

that context.
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3 Elias Mar: Facing the heartbeat of the world

In May 1950 Elias Mar wrote a letter to his publisher, Ragnar Jonsson, and he tried to
convince him to publish Elias’s new novel, Vogguvisa. The letter is an apology for Elias’s
work and as such it is an invaluable source; it includes descriptions of how the texts came
into being and the author’s intentions with them. Vgguvisa, for example, was meant to be
what Elias calls an aktlel novel — a text which manifests fervent interest in the current
moment.**® Elias tells Ragnar that he wanted to “represent a cross-section of the life in
Reykjavik” and adds that it is not his fault if that picture is not pretty.*'® He moreover says
he wished to write an original novel and experiment with style, form, subject and use of
language. In a short introduction to a chapter from Végguvisa, which appeared a few
months later in the magazine Lif og list, Elias also says that he wished to “depict a cross-
section of the influence of new cultural currents and the residue of war madness, as they
can be manifested in the acts of a few teenagers.”*? He underlines that he did not
experiment with form and style and represent negative aspects of the contemporary life in
Reykjavik just to violate against morality or conventions. He does not spell out what the
reason was but adds: “Something similar should be kept in mind when one comes across
works of art that claim to be ascribed to the modern man [.. .].”421

Twenty-three years earlier Hallddr Laxness said a similar thing about The Great
Weaver from Kashmir, as we saw in the previous chapter; he argued that his novel
described “all the prevailing views and theories of life in the modern world, regardless of
if they are “ugly” or “beautiful”,” and that its purpose was to “try and evaluate their value
in life.”*? Like Elfas, Halldér refused to be held responsible for representing controversial
phenomena, such as homosexuality, in his fiction since he neither favoured them nor
opposed to them. His intention was, in other words, to represent and describe the modern
world rather than judge it as good or bad. Hallddr often discussed this relationship between
the writer and the modern times, for example in a talk at the first Artists’ Congress
(Listamannaping) in Reykjavik in 1942, titled “The author and his work” (“Hofundurinn
og verk hans,” published in Vettvangur dagsins, 1942). There he argues that writing good

8 On the concept aktel, see ch. 3.2.

M9 «f peirri ségu geri ég tilraun til ad syna einskonar “pverskurd” af reykvisku lifi. Og pad er ekki
mér ad kenna, ef myndin er eitthvad annad en falleg i sarid.” Lbs. 9 NF. Ragnar Jénsson i Sméra.
AA. Letters from Icelanders. Box C-F. Elias Mar to Ragnar Joénsson, 7 May 1950. See also
porsteinn Antonsson, bérdargledi, 99.

#20 <« ] ad bregda upp pverskurdarmynd af &hrifum ngrra menningarstrauma og eftirstodva
stridsbrjalaedis eins og slikt getur birzt i athfnum nokkurra unglinga.” Elias Mar, “Kafli ur skaldségu,” 9.

21 «“Eitthvad svipad pessu ma madur jafnan hafa i huga, pegar 4 vegi manns verda listaverk, sem
gera krofu til ad kenna sig vid natimamann [...].” Ibid.

*22 Halldér Kiljan Laxness, “Vefarinn mikli. Athugasemd.” See ch. 2.1.3.
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books is not about grammatical order or so-called ‘good language’ but a sense for what is
happening in the world. “Fiction is a language written on human hearts by the spirit of
contemporary life,”*?®* Halldér says. Good writers and artists are voices of their times,
defenders as well as critics of society and therefore often disputed, and the society they
live in sometimes forces them to deal with subjects they would rather avoid. Fiction is thus
destined to develop and adapt to its context, which is both local and international; good
books are influenced and inspired by their past and present as well as diverse cultural
currents.***

In a letter to his friend Gudmundur Palsson in 1943 Elias says he knows “The author
and his work” by heart,”® and on the first page in his notebook from 1942 he writes a
sentence which can both be seen as an echo from Halldor’s essay and Elias’s writer
manifesto: “The writer must claim a territory where he faces the heartbeat of the
world.”**® Elias’s and Halldor’s statements about their work and the role of literature
express a clear and determined wish to engage with modern life in the early and mid-
twentieth century; a vision which was a part of their socialist politics as well as writer
ambitions. They do not, however, specify the aesthetic means of this engagement.
Halldér’s stance towards modernist experiments and novelties in the mid-twentieth century
was ambiguous and sometimes rather critical, at least in relation to poetry; he argued for
example that “variants and compliance from the strict [poetic] form will lead to resolution
and corruption” and that Icelanders had only composed good poems in traditional form.*?’
The phrase ‘Atom Poet’ moreover originates in Halldor’s novel from 1948, Atomstddin
(The Atom Station, 1961), where it is disparaging and refers to a rather unsympathetic
character who composes poor free verse poetry. The engagement with social modernity
through literature and art that Elias and Halldor call for in the early 1940s is thus not about
a conventional ‘realist’ representation or the radical or non-conventional use of form,
language and representation often referred to as modernism; their focus is rather on
influencing their readers and participating in discussions of urgent current matters. This
chapter discusses Elias’s writings and personal performances from the 1940s and

throughout the year 1950 — the period before and during the publication of the three novels

423 «Skaldskapurinn er méal sem lifsandi samtidarinnar skrifar { mannleg hjértu.” Halldér Kiljan
Laxness, Vettvangur dagsins, 468.

“** |bid. 465-74.

425 | bhs. 13 NF. Elias Mar to Gudmundur Palsson, 30 June 1943.

426 «gkaldid 4 ad marka sér svadi, par sem pad stendur andspanis hjartsletti tilverunnar.” Lbs. 13
NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 1942, front page. The entry is dated on 23 September. Elias is quoting a
man named Arni Sigurdsson, whose relationship with Elias is unknown.

“2" Halldér Kiljan Laxness, “Stuttar ddrepur,” 31. See also Silja Adalsteinsdottir, “Formbylting og
modernismi,” 19-22.
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that are under consideration in chapters four, five and six: Eftir drstuttan leik, Man eg pig
I6ngum and Vogguvisa.*?® It seeks to outline how Elias dealt with contemporary issues but
pays particular attention to how writing about queer desires and struggles became an
inherent part of his intention to write aktGel books — to actively engage with the times in
which he lived.

3.1 A writeris born

“My career as a writer begins,” Elias Mar writes in his notebook on 7 May 1944 after
announcing the publication of his first article in the newspaper bjédviljinn.*?® A few weeks
earlier he had quit the Teachers’ College (Kennaraskoli {slands), where he had studied
since 1942, because he could not afford to finish his studies.*** He had also realised that he
did not want to become a teacher — he wanted to be a full-time writer.*** Judging from the
entries in his notebooks he seems to have turned decisively towards writing and related
projects in the spring of 1944 after he abandoned his studies. On 28 April he says he has
started to write “the story about Halldér Oskar,” which later became Man eg pig Iéngum,
and in the same week he notes that he has translated a short story by Guy de Maupassant
for the magazine Dv6l.**? A few days later he receives his first payment for a writing
project; an article he wrote for the newspaper Timinn.*** At least five more articles and a
poem by Elias appeared in 1944 and his first short stories were printed in Dvol and
pjédviljinn in September and December.*** In November he moves temporarily to
Hveragerdi where he works on his projects and translates a novel for Kristmann
Gudmundsson, Fru Marta Oulie (1907) by the Norwegian writer Sigrid Undset.**® Finally,

%28 Jon Karl Helgason and Porsteinn Antonsson have also discussed Elias’s writings from the 1940s
and the following sections are in many ways indebted to their work. See Jén Karl Helgason,
“Prautreyndur nygreedingur. Fyrstu skrif Eliasar Marar”; Porsteinn Antonsson, Pérdargledi,
especially 61-80.

29| bs. 13 NF. Elfas Mar. Notebook 7 May 1944.

0 Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 29.

81 pétur Blondal, Skopunarsogur, 246-89, especially 249.

*2 Guy de Maupassant, “Opagilegt ram.” Elfas translated many articles and stories in the 1940s,
mostly for Alpydubladid but also for other papers and magazines. None of these texts seemingly
discusses same-sex desire or homosexuality and they are not under consideration in this thesis,
although they presumably influenced Elias in various ways.

% | bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 3 May 1944.

4 These texts are: “Gamalt folk,” “Saga um jolatré,” “Kvikmyndirnar og eskan,”
“Bindindishreyfing & fyrrihluta 19. aldar,” “Simon Dalaskald,” “Réttindi unga folksins,” “Nokkur
pankastrik” and “Morgunn.” For more information on Elias’s publications in the 1940s, mentioned
and discussed in this chapter, see a section on Elias’s work in the list of references.

*% Elias also wrote a review of Snorri Hjartarson’s collection of poetry, Kvadi, which appeared in
Dvol.
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by the end of this productive year, the twenty-year-old Elias Mar proudly writes in his
notebook that he has received the first letter on which he is titled “writer.*®

Elias’s ambition and determination to become a writer in the 1940s were remarkable.
Already in 1940, when he was fifteen years old, he started transcribing his collected works
of fiction; unfinished drafts as well as published and unpublished texts. In 1944 he had
filled seven ‘volumes’ — hand-written copy books — with his poetry from 1930-1943 and
started collecting and re-writing his short stories (volumes IX-XXII, 14 in total) while
simultaneously writing his most recent poems in volume VIII: ‘Poetry collection, 1944—
1945.°%" The original motivation behind this project was Elias’s “childish wish” to
preserve the texts; to “occasionally dip into them.”**® In the course of time, however, he
wrote various authorial comments in the copy books, for example about the origins of the
texts, different versions, his inspiration and reflections, and in 1944 he came to the
conclusion that his collection might be of literary and historical value; a source “about the
development and procedures of a young poet and writer in Iceland in the twentieth
century.”439

In October 1944 Elias started writing about his life as an aspiring writer in Skalda, a
notebook which spans precisely one year, from 21 October 1944 to 20 October 1945. Like
Elias’s transcriptions of his collected works Skalda is a fairly remarkable document. In it
Elias locates himself in the literary field, both spatially and socially; on the title page he
outlines at which desk in the National Library he sits when he starts writing in the notebook
and the first entry is a list of writers he knows personally. These two dimensions merge in
the following entries where Elias describes whom he meets, where they meet and what they
do; in other words, whom of his fellow writers he drinks coffee with, listens to music or
talks with, at which café or whose house they meet and what they talk about. He carefully
notes, both in Skalda and his other notebooks, when he sees famous and respected writers
for the first time and gets a chance to talk to them. In January 1945, for example, he meets
his idol, Halldor Laxness, on the street: “I get an opportunity to take my hat off to H.K.L.
where he is walking with my acquaintance Kristinn Péturss painter (in Austurstrati, at 3:30

pm.)”*® In February he notes that Halldér turned around and looked at him when they

%% |bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 18 December 1944,

7| bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. AA. Collected Works.

38 «[ ] af barnalegri pré til ad geyma pau; — lita i pau vid og vid.” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar.
Collected works, vol. I, epilogue, 12 May 1940.

#39 «[..] proska og starfsadferdir upprennandi skalds og rithéfundar & Islandi 4 20. 61dinni.” Lbs.
13 NF. Elias Mar. Collected works, vol. XV, epilogue, 26 August 1944.

“0 «“Fee taekifeeri til pess ad taka ofan fyrir HIK.L. par sem hann er i fylgd med kunningja minum
Kristni Péturss listmalara (i Austurstreeti, k1. 15,30.)” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 13 January
1945.
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passed each other on the street and adds: “H.K.L. probably knows who I am these days.”
Elias’s admiration is obvious and Halldor’s influence is also manifested in the title of the
notebook; Skalda is the name of the precious manuscript in Halldér’s novel islandsklukkan
(1943-1946; Iceland’s Bell, 2003). The writers Elias mentions most frequently in Skalda,
however, are his friends and peers, such as the (atom) poets Hannes Sigfasson, Sigfls
Dadason, Jon Oskar, Jon tr Vor and Arnfridur Jonatansdottir, the painter Kristjan Davidsson
and Asgeir Magnusson, a poet and Elias’s friend from childhood. Elias, Hannes, Jon Oskar
and Jén 0r Vor were also among the founding members of Ungir pennar (‘Young Pens’), an
association of young writers established in November 1940. The sixteen-year-old Elias made
a good impression when he gave a speech at the society’s first meeting and (at least) from
that day he was an integral part of a vibrant society of young writers and artists in
Reykjavik.***

Skélda documents the weeks and months before Elias debuted as a novelist and the
process behind Eftir érstuttan leik and Man eg pig Iéngum — a period which at times was
characterised by simultaneous excitement and desperation. Elias had decided to become a
full-time writer but making a living by writing and translating was difficult, not least
because he was bereft of family. His mother died when he was a baby, his grandmother
Gudrun, who raised him, died in January 1942 and he was thus on his own from the age of
seventeen.**” By the end of December 1944 he was offered a full-time job at the
newspaper Alpydubladid and for the next 18 months he proofread and translated articles
for the paper while also focusing on his writing career.*® The entries in Skalda show that
as the year 1945 progresses Elias becomes more concerned about his lack of concentration
and how little time he has to write his most important project, Man eg pig 16ngum. He also
desperately wants to leave Iceland and travel because he firmly believes that in order to
become a good writer one has to see the world, study languages and learn about other
cultures — but he cannot afford it.***

In the fall Elias gets restless, and at times slightly depressed, and many of the last
entries in Skalda are full of frustration. He is ashamed of not being able to finish his

writing projects and blames himself. “I feel that my working habits are too senseless, |

“1 See Jon Oskar, Fundnir snillingar, 74; Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 30-32;
Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 24 November 1940.

2 Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 21-29.

“3 bid. 42.

*4 | bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Skalda,” 22 June 1945. Elias wrote in a letter to Gudmundur Palsson
that he needed to go abroad, learn about other nations and cultures: “Everyone needs to do that,
especially an aspiring writer.” (“Slikt er 6llum naudsynlegt, ekki sizt hofundarefni.”) Lbs. 13 NF.
Elias Mar to Gudmundur Palsson, 29 August 1943.
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work during the night and defer the most boring tasks as long as I can,” he says and admits
that he is very lazy.*** He lists all the tasks he needs to finish before the end of the year:

This is not hard labour in the eyes of a fair worker. But to me this is a steep hill
with many sandy slopes. [...] I read little, — and spend little time outside. But worst
of all is how little progress | make.**®

An essay Elias wrote almost two years earlier described similar self-blame or shame but
there he argued that his worst fault was that his everyday life was “not purposeful and
organised enough”; that he drank too much coffee, slept irregularly and spent too little
time writing. He also wrote that he felt like two men who had merged into one; a man who
is shy and feels inferior and a successful, confident man who has been lucky and learned
how to make the most of his opportunities.**’ In September and October 1945 Elias again
resembles these two men; sometimes depressed and ashamed, sometimes energetic and
positive.

“I have to do something. | have to,” he writes on 10 September,**® and two weeks later
he says he thought of a new novel, Eftir drstuttan leik, that he is going to “scribble”
quickly and then sell to a publisher.**® “After that I will write “Man eg pig l6ngum,” later
this winter. I will do that with great care.”**® The following entries are extremely energetic
and ambitious but also anxious; Elias has made a plan that can make his dreams come true
but it is also very likely to fail. He describes how he is planning to earn and save 14.000
kroner before the beginning of July; he needs to sell the new novel, translate one book and
a short story and publish at least four short stories and a few short translations, while
working full-time for Alpydubladid.”®* «I feel dizzy, not just because of the uncertainty but

also because of my imagination,” he writes:

5 «Fg finn, ad ég starfa allt of heimskulega, vinn um nztur og geymi leidinlegustu verkin pangad
til i rassgati [...].” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Skalda,” 10 September 1945.

M8 «f augum semilegs vinnumanns eru pad ekki stor atok. En i minum augum er pad brétt brekka
med fjlda af sandskridum. [...] Eg les 1itid, — og er litid Gti. En pad sem verst er, er pad, hversu
1itid mér verdur Ur verki.” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Skalda,” 10 September 1945.

“7 Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. CC. Documents from the college years. “Dagurhugleidingar,” 15
December 1943. See also ch. 5.

M8 «“Lo verd ad taka til einhverra bragda. Eg verd.” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. ”Skalda,” 10 September
1945.

“9 See ch. 1.

0 Svo xtla ég ad skrifa ,,Man ég pig 16ngum*, seinna i vetur. Hana @tla ég ad vanda mig vid.“
Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Skalda,” 29 September 1945.

41 At least two short stories, one article, three translated short stories and poems and one literature
review by Elias appeared on print from November 1945 to February 1946: ““Heldurdu, ad ég hafi
aldrei att modur?”,” “Sumum vex fiskur um hrygg,” “Rabb um fereyskar bokmenntir” and
“Brimar vid Bolklett. Skaldsaga eftir Vilhjalm S. Vilhjalmsson.” Translations: William Norman,
“Uppskurdur”; Agnes von Krusenstjerna, “Freisting & gamlarskvold”; Grethe Risbjerg Thomsen,
“Husbondalaus hundur.” See the section on Elias’s publications in the list of references.
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But I do have to work quite hard if | want to succeed. | have estimated that before
the New Year | need to write the equivalent of 700 pages, printed in the same size
as Salka Valka, but that corresponds approximately to writing a book of a similar
size in two and a half months. Get a move on, Elias!**?

Again Halldor Laxness appears in Elias’s notebook as a role model and standard; to
emphasise the extent of his workload Elias compares it to one of Halldor’s novels from the
1930s, Salka Valka. Elias is also painfully aware of the fact that when Halldér was his age
he had already published his first novel and been abroad and that in 1945 Halldér had
published more than 20 books in his career.*>®

Quite miraculously Elias succeeded and his plan worked. When he had finished
writing Eftir drstuttan leik his colleague at Alpydubladid, Vilhjalmur S. Vilhjalmsson, saw
the manuscript and showed it to Ragnar Jonsson, the owner of the publishing house
Helgafell who had published, among many others, Halldor Laxness’s books. Ragnar liked
the novel and decided to publish it as a part of a series of works by unknown writers called
‘New Pens.” He paid Elias 3000 kroner for the book in June 1946 and shortly after that
Elfas was on his way to Copenhagen.*>* A few months later the novel was available in the

bookstores in Reykjavik and Elias was thereby officially a published novelist.*>°

3.1.1 Eventful times

The entries in Elias’s notebook from the first weeks in Copenhagen in July 1946 are loaded
with excitement; he goes on a train for the first time in his life, visits a zoo and an
entertainment park and buys new clothes, a cane and a hat. There are many other Icelanders
in the city so Elias is not lonely — his friend Jon ar Vor, several students and professor Jén
Helgason, who assists Elias and sometimes invites him to dinner. Elias settles in the city,
writes, translates and takes classes in Danish literature, meets new people and travels.**® In
September and October he visits Norway and Sweden where he attends a journalist congress

and writes three ‘letters from Copenhagen’ about his journey that are published in

52 «“Mig sundlar, ekki einungis vid hinum évissu méguleikum, heldur hugmyndaflugi minu. [...]
En ég parf lika ad leggja & mig allmikla vinnu til pess ad petta takist. Eg hefi 4ztlad, ad fram ad
aramoétum naestu, purfi ég ad skrifa sem svarar ca. 700 sidur prentadar & steerd vid peer sem eru i
Soélku Volku, en pad samsvarar nokkurnveginn pvi, ad ég purfi ad skrifa upp svipad verk ad sterd
a halfum pridja manudi. Hertu big, Elias, minn!” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Skalda,” 17 October
1945.

% See e.g. Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar to Gudmundur Palsson, date unknown, 1943.

4 Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni { nyju lydveldi, 48-49. See also Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook
June 1946. In the interview with Hjalmar Elias says that Ragnar paid him 5000 kroner but
according to the notebook he received 3000 in June and the rest of the payment later.

5 Eftir orstuttan leik is registered with the publication year 1946 but it was first available in
bookstores in February 1947.

#%8 | bs. 13 NF. Elfas Mar. Notebook 1946, especially July.
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pjédviljinn.**” In July 1947 he attends a young writers” congress in Helsinki but when he
returns to Copenhagen he gets typhoid fever and lies in a hospital for more than seven
weeks.**® He recovers from this severe sickness but decides to go home and on 10 October
he is back in Reykjavik.**®

Elias went to Copenhagen to expand his world view but also to write Man eg pig
I6ngum. Within a week after he arrives he notes that he has again started to write “the story
about Halldor Oskar Magnusson.”*® He finishes the draft in December, sends it to his
friend Asgeir Magnisson in Reykjavik and asks him to submit it to a writing
competition.”®* In March 1947, however, he writes to Gudmundur and says that he does
not know what happened to the manuscript because he has not heard from Asgeir since
November. It probably arrived too late, he says, and admits that he does not have high
hopes. He does not make any further plans for publishing Man eg pig I6ngum in 1947.42
He translates a few articles and stories, but only one of his short stories appears on print,
“A bekk med skaldum 4 hvitu torgi” in Pjodviljinn’s Christmas edition. He had saved
enough money before he left Reykjavik to relax for a while but as the months go by his
financial situation gets worse. Vilhjalmur is a mediator between Elias and the publisher
and he tries to persuade Ragnar to buy translations from Elias and give him projects to
proofread, without much result.*®®

When Elias returns to Reykjavik in October 1947 his status in the literary field has
changed; he is a published writer and known as one of Helgafell’s ‘New Pens.” The books
in the series were advertised extensively and slogans such as “Get to know the nation’s

younger writers” and “Buy good and cheap books™*¢*

appeared in the newspapers in
January. Helgafell moreover promoted Eftir drstuttan leik by saying that it was “perhaps

the most splendid debut in decades.”*® Some of Elias’s friends were sceptical and did not

*7 bj6dviljinn, 17-19 October 1946.

#58 porsteinn Antonsson, bordargledi, 68-70; Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni { nyju lydveldi, 126-28.

9 | bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebooks 1946 and 1947. While Elfas was recovering he set himself
the goal to read all the books Halldor Laxness had published, which underlines the influence
Hallddr had on him. See Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar to Gudmundur Palsson, 10 August 1947.

#0 | bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 10 July 1946.

%L Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 20 December 1946.

2| hs. 13 NF. Elias Mar to Gudmundur Palsson, 13 March 1947.

%63 | bs. 13 NF. Elfas Mar. BA. Letters — Icelanders. Vilhjalmur S. Vilhjalmsson to Elias Mar, 7 August,
16 October and 24 November 1946. Before Elias goes to Finland in the summer of 1947 Vilhjalmur
exerts himself trying to get Elias a foreign exchange licence and persuade Ragnar to pay Elias the rest
of the payment for Eftir drstuttan leik. For Vilhjalmur, at least, it was thus a certain relief when Elias
returned in October. See letters from Vilhjalmur on 22 February, 15 April and 23 June 1947.

%4 «“Kynnist hinum yngri rithofundum pjodarinnar” — “Eignist godar og ddyrar bakur.” See e.g.
Visir, 13 January 1947, 3.

85 «[ . ] ef til vill gleesilegasta frumsmid, sem komid hefur ut i tugi 4ra.” See e.g. Morgunbladid,
27 February 1947, 4.
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think much of the book, partly because they knew it had been written carelessly as a part
of a financial plan, and Elias himself also knew it was flawed.*®® The fact that the novel
was set in Reykjavik and dealt with the life of a young urban man caught people’s
attention, however, and it received critical, yet also encouraging, reviews. Guomundur G.
Hagalin and Gudmundur Danielsson both criticised it for tedious characterisation and
tiring philosophical speculations, but they also complimented Elias for developing a
unique style and said he was indeed a promising young novelist.*¢’

With his ‘letters from Copenhagen’ Elias had presented himself as a writer who had
seen the world and he supports that image by writing an article about his trip to Helsinki.*®®
The voice in these texts is fundamentally different from Elias’s personal writings in Skalda
and his letters; it is the voice of a writer performing publicly, not a becoming-writer who
writes for himself. Elias’s writer identity has developed and bolstered during his time abroad
and after the publication of his first book. In Reykjavik he is reunited with his ‘old gang,’
Jon Oskar, Hannes, Sigfus, Jon dr Vor and others, they sit in cafés such as Hressingarskalinn
and Hotel Borg and drink coffee — and liquor, which is a novelty for Elias who had been a

Good Templar since he was a teenager.*®

He also joins the Writers’ Association of Iceland
and no longer has to settle with watching the nation’s most famous writers from a distance —
he gets to know them personally.*’”® Perhaps most importantly, Elias does not have to
wonder if Halldér Laxness knows who he is. During his last weeks in Copenhagen he stayed
with professor Jén Helgason while recovering from his sickness and Halldor was at the time
a regular guest in J6n’s house.*”* Halldér and Elias became acquainted and after that Elias
proudly notes in his notebooks the occasions when he and Halldér have conversations as

colleagues.*

%8 See e.g. J6n Oskar, Gangstéttir { rigningu. Lif skalda og listamanna f Reykjavik, 82—84. In 1950
Elias wrote about Eftir orstuttan leik in a letter to Ragnar Jénsson and said that it had been a
“typical debut” and flawed in many ways because it was never properly transcribed. Lbs. 9 NF.
Elias Mar to Ragnar Jonsson, 7 May 1950. See also borsteinn Antonsson, béroargledi, 97.

*7 Gudmundur Danielsson, “Reykjavikuraskan hefir or8id,” Visir, 6 August 1947; Gudmundur G.
Hagalin, “Bokaflokkur.”

%8 Blias Mar, “Jonsmessunétt { Grankulla.” Elfas also wrote several articles about his travels in
Iceland and Europe in the 1950s.

%9 On 24 February 1948 Elias notes that he has left the Good Templar order, “Verdandi nr. 9,” of
which he had been a member since 1938. On 22 April he moreover says he has tasted a
“substantial amount” of liquor for the first time in his life. Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 1948.
*70| bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 7 March 1948.

L Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 127.

#2 | bs. 13 NF. Elfas Mar. Notebooks, e.g. 17 November 1947, 11 March 1948, 10 June 1948, 26
March 1949 and 13 May 1949.
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Elfas is still recovering from his illness in the winter 1947-1948 and is not allowed to

work,*"

which may explain why three of the four short stories he publishes in 1948 are ‘old’
texts, originally written in 1937-1946.** He soon thinks of writing a short story about
teenagers in Reykjavik, however, and a part of that project is collecting and documenting
their slang and neologism.*” He eventually concludes that the story will become a novel; on
1 April 1949 he notes that he has started to write the first chapter and that he will call the
novel “Vogguvisa.”*® In 1948 he moreover persuades Ragnar to publish Man eg big
lbngum; a chapter from the novel appears in the journal Unga island and by the end of
March 1949 it is available in bookstores.*’” It receives rather negative reviews, yet the critics
are quite optimistic about Elias’s future as a writer. Kristmann Gudmundsson writes that he
had heard that the novel was “exceptionally bad,” although in his opinion it is not worse than

many other books,*”

and Bjarni Benediktsson says he does not feel he needs to be more
satisfied with the book than the author himself — “and he has said that he is sick and tired of
it.”*"® This was at least partly true; Elfas later said that he always meant to write a sequel but
that by the time Man eg pig léngum was published, more than two years after he wrote it, he
had lost interest in it and found it quite dull — at least compared to his new project,
Végguvisa.*®

Elias earns his living by translating and proofreading but he does not have a permanent
job and is often broke. Yet he wants to travel more and is planning to study literature in
London; he applies for a scholarship and receives 2000 kroner from the Education

Commission (Menntamalarad),**

and in the summer of 1949, while he is waiting for an
answer from University College in London, he takes a loan and visits Denmark, Sweden
and Finland. In Finland he writes the first draft of Vogguvisa and prepares his short story
collection for publication. In November he finally gets an answer from the college, books a

ticket and less than two weeks later he is on his way to London. Before he leaves he gives

478 See Lbs. 9 NF. Elias Mar to Ragnar Jénsson, 7 May 1950; porsteinn Antonsson, Pdrdargledi,
89-99.

474 “Fjslskyldan i pakherberginu,” “Endurminning” and “Stilka midar byssu.” The fourth story is “Hinn
riki unglingur.” Elias also published three poems in 1948: “Hun, sem alltaf bidur,” “Stridsétti” and
“Lj6d.”

“’bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 28 October 1947.

#7® bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 1 April 1949; Lbs. 9 NF. Elias Mar to Ragnar Jénsson, 7 May
1950. See also ch. 6 and borsteinn Antonsson, Pérdargledi, 98-99.

7 Elias Mar, “Halldér Oskar Magnusson i flugvellinum.”

78 K ristmann Gudmundsson, “Békmentir,” Morgunbladid, 15 July 1949.

“"9 Bjarni Benediktsson, “Elias Mar. Man eg pig 16ngum,” Pj6dviljinn, 12 April 1949.

80 | bs. 9 NF. Elias Mar to Ragnar Jénsson, 7 May 1950; Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju
lydveldi, 57-58; borsteinn Antonsson, béroargledi, 98-99.

“81 | bs. 13 NF. Elfas Mar. Notebook 21 February 1949. See also November and December 1948.

112



Elias Mar: Facing the heartbeat of the world

the manuscript of Végguvisa to Ragnar and asks him to publish it.*** By the end of 1949
Elias is thus again exploring a new world, broke but happy, excited and hopeful that he can
sell Vogguvisa and his short story collection to Ragnar. He spends New Year’s Eve in

Paris where he writes in his notebook: “And so ended one of the most eventful years in my

life 5,483

3.2 Aktuel books
Elias Mar was a very productive writer in the 1940s; he wrote and published two novels —

three if we include Vogguvisa — at least 13 short stories, over 20 articles on various
subjects, poems and a few literature reviews. By the end of 1949 his collected works filled
32 notebooks; poems, stories and plays that were carefully transcribed but most of them
had never been published. These writings share certain characteristics; they manifest for
example a persistent interest in Reykjavik and urban life, relations between Icelanders and
soldiers, and the struggles of the working class, seniors, children and teenagers. From the
very beginning of his writer career Elias thus dealt primarily with contemporary issues in
his poetry and prose; the life in Reykjavik he knew firsthand. This interest was both
personal and political; Elias was genuinely interested in people and the world around him
and also a dedicated socialist.*3*

The writers Elias respected the most were socialists like Halldér Laxness and
pdrbergur bordarson and he was under considerable influence from them, especially
Halldor as the following chapters outline. It is also worth considering if Halldér may have
been inspired by Elias, for example by Eftir érstuttan leik, when he wrote The Atom
Station — one of the most famous Reykjavik novels.*® Like Elias’s novels The Atom
Station deals with various contemporary issues; politics as well as societal and cultural
debates and currents. The narrator-protagonist, Ugla, is a young woman from an isolated
rural area who comes to Reykjavik with the intention to learn to play the organ so she can
serve the church and congregation in her parents’ valley. She works as a maid at the home

of a parliamentarian, Bui Arland, who is involved in political decision-making which

“82 ps. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 17-18 November 1949.

8 «Og par med lauk einhverju vidburdarikasta ari { minu 1ifi.” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook
1949, note written on 1 January 1950. In 1949 Elias published one short story, one article and one
poem: “Fyrirgefning,” “Um hvad 4 ad skrifa?” and “Lj6d.”

% In March 1941, when he was sixteen years old, Elfas gave his first speech about politics at a
public meeting. See Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 2 March 1941; Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr
penni i nyju lydveldi, 27-29. Elias sometimes discusses politics in Skalda and claims to be a
communist. See e.g. Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Skalda,” 9 February 1945.

“% Eljias later told Hjalmar Sveinsson that Hallddr had said, while he was writing The Atom Station,
that his current project could just as well have been written by Elias Mar, since it was a
contemporary novel set in Reykjavik. See Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 49.
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entails building a U.S. military base in Iceland, and temporarily takes responsibility for his
children when their mother leaves the country. The novel is perhaps best known for its
sharp criticism of American political powers and controversial decisions made by
Icelandic governments, such as the Keflavik Treaty from 1946 which entailed that the
United States would withdraw their troops from Iceland but an American aircraft company
would run the Keflavik airport. The politicians in The Atom Station are portrayed as
traitors who sell their country, which is what Halldor and many other Icelanders —
including Elias — felt Icelandic politicians had done when they signed the treaty.*®°

The Atom Station is much more than a political polemic, however; it is a story of a
young woman’s maturity and existential dilemmas but also conflicts and tension between
rural and urban values in the post-war years.*®” In Reykjavik Ugla is introduced to modern
bourgeois lifestyle and habits as well as various ideological and political currents —
socialist politics, electricity and other luxuries, for example — and the reader experiences
these phenomena from her somewhat naive, yet critical, rural perspective. She helps Bui’s
older daughter when she is pregnant with a soldier’s baby and has an illegal abortion; Ugla
herself also gets pregnant after a one-night affair, goes home to her valley to have the baby
but returns to Reykjavik by the end of the novel and decides to start a family with the
baby’s father. The novel thus deals with sensitive current issues and Halldor’s take on
abortions, for example, caused a stir just like the novel’s political critique.488

The following sections argue that Elias’s emphasis on the concept aktlel around 1950,
and his earlier claim that the writer must face the heartbeat of the world, is descriptive of
the majority of his writings from the 1940s. In this respect he was under strong influence
from Halldor Laxness — and presumably many other writers. Both The Atom Station and
The Great Weaver from Kashmir, for example, are aktdel in the sense that they take part in
contemporary debates and discuss various sensitive and paradoxical aspects of Icelandic
society and culture. Aktdel is not an Icelandic word; Elias probably took it from Danish or
Swedish, where aktuel means ‘current,” ‘present day,” or ‘topical.” The reference to what is
‘real’ or ‘not imaginary,” which is inherent to the English word actual, however, is also

meaningful; Elias’s emphasis on aktliel books as ‘cross-sections of society’ shows that

*8 On post-war politics and The Atom Station, see e.g. Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Arin eftir seinna
strid,” 457-66; Giuliano D’Amico, “The Whole World Is One Atom Station. Laxness, the Cold
War, Postcolonialism, and the Economic Crisis in Iceland.”

87 See e.g. Peter Hallberg, Hus skéldsins. Um skaldverk Halldérs Laxness fra Sélku Vélku til
Gerplu, 139-45; Dagny Kristjansdéttir, “Arin eftir seinna strid,” 457—66.

“88 peter Hallberg, Hus skaldsins, 139-45; Halldér Gudmundsson, Halldér Laxness. Avisaga, 523—
31. See also ch. 6.5.
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such texts, in his mind, represented contemporary reality. Aktlel is thus also a reference to
a ‘real’ or ‘true’ representation of the world.

The following discussion also outlines how the film medium influenced Elias’s
writings and their ‘actuality’ — that is, their critical engagement with the current times. It
has similarly been noted that The Atom Station’s engagement with the current moment is
for example manifested in its film-like characteristics. Jakob Benediktsson noted in a
review already in 1948 that Halldor’s novel was a reflection of the contemporary times and
under strong influence from modern art; “its technique resembles a film,” he says and
points out that the events are not described in a continuous order but are more like

snapshots that are lined up.*®®

Bergljot S. Kristjansdottir has noted that ‘film-like’ narrative
technique, such as objective descriptions and montage arrangement of narrative units, is
evident in Halldor’s Iceland’s Bell, The Atom Station and Gerpla (1952; The Happy
Warriors, 1958).*° Halldér was fascinated by the film medium and went for example to

Hollywood in the late 1920s with the intention to write screenplays,**

and Bergljét
suggests that the changes that are evident in his use of narrative mode in the mid-twentieth
century are inspired for example by films. Bjorn bér Vilhjalmsson has similarly discussed
the influence of films in Halldér’s work and argued that cinema “spoke to Laxness in a
way similar to that of the progressive art movements”; that it represented something
radically non-Icelandic and exciting possibilities concerning how one deals with the
modern world.**? Bergljét also argues that in his novel-writing in the 1940s Halldér was
inspired by an oral story-telling tradition and the medieval sagas’ figurative and objective
use of language. The Atom Station is independent and modern processing of the Icelandic
cultural heritage, she says — inspired by both sagas and cinema. As such it is an example of
the realism Halldor agitated for in “Hofundurinn og verk hans” and other essays — that
writers must be ‘voices of their times’ and deal with current, and often disputed, issues.*®
It manifests, in other words, that Halldor’s ideas about realism were not bound to
naturalism or pictorial realism but focused on finding appropriate methods to express and
deal with the reality in question.***

Elias’s and Halldor’s commitment to representing and describing both negative and

positive aspects of the modern world they live in also resembles in many ways the writings

89 Jakob Benediktsson, “Halldor Kiljan Laxness: Atomstodin,” 77.

% Bergljot Soffia Kristjansdottir, ““ad skrzlast afram 4 makarini.” Um afstodu Halldors Laxness
til bokmennta um midja 6ldina.”

! See e,g. Halldér Gudmundsson, Halldér Laxness. Avisaga, 215-61; Bjérn bér Vilhjalmsson,
“Modernity and the Moving Image. Halldor Laxness and the Writing of ‘The American Film in 1928.”
%% Bjorn bor Vilhjalmsson, “Modernity and the Moving Image,” 138.

% Halldér Kiljan Laxness, Vettvangur dagsins, 465—74.

4 Bergljot Soffia Kristjansdottir, ““ad skraelast 4fram 4 makarini.

9999
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of nineteenth-century writers and thinkers Marshall Berman discusses in All that is Solid
Melts into Air and refers to as modernist. Berman explores how these writers engaged with
modernity, that is, the paradoxical experience of finding ourselves

in an environment that promises us adventure, power, joy, growth, transformation
of ourselves and the world — and, at the same time, that threatens to destroy
everything we have, everything we know, everything we are.*®

Modernism, as Berman understands and uses the term, is a response to this experience:

[A] variety of visions and ideas that aim to make men and women the subjects as

well as the objects of modernization, to give them the power to change the world

that is changing them, to make their way through the maelstrom and make it their
496

own.

In Berman’s eyes modernism is thus not an aesthetic vision but a way to actively deal with
and make sense of the modern life. It is not the opposite of realism, moreover, but rather

7 _ and the same can be said about Elias’s concept akt(el. The

“the realism of our time
Atom Station and Elias Mar’s writings from the 1940s can be seen as simultaneously
realist and modernist. In Vdgguvisa Elias experiments with style, form, use of language
and representation and he composes poetry in both free verse and traditional form.**® The
‘actuality’ of his writings is not bound to form or use of language, however; it entails
capturing the impact and essence, or rather the complications and paradoxes, of social

modernity and the rapid changes Icelandic society was going through in the 1940s.

3.2.1 The city

Reykjavik was the primary setting in Elias’s work from the day he started to write. The
city was his home and the world he knew best and it was therefore perhaps to be expected
that he used it as a frame of reference — yet, as chapter two outlined, an urban setting was
not common in Icelandic literature in the 1940s. P6runn Elfa MagnUsddttir wrote about the
life in Reykjavik, for example in Detur Reykjavikur (‘Daughters of Reykjavik,” 1933—
1938) and Snorrabraut 7 (1947), and The Atom Station became in the eyes of many the

exemplary Reykjavik novel, but relatively few other writers wrote urban prose in this

4% Barman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air, 15.

“* Ibid. 16.

“7 Ibid. 122.

*% Elias’s participation in the ‘modernist transformation’ of Icelandic poetry is rarely
acknowledged. Eysteinn borvaldsson mentions his first collection of poetry, Ljod a trylltri dld,
only briefly when discussing the Atom Poets: Eysteinn porvaldsson, Atémskaldin. Addragandi og
upphaf médernisma i islenskri ljodagerd, 155; “Icelandic Poetry Since 1940,” 478. Elias later told
Hjalmar Sveinsson that the reasons why he was hardly ever referred to as a modernist poet were
firstly that he never fully abandoned the traditional form and secondly that he was primarily known
as a prose writer. Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 97.
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period.**

Writing about the everyday life in Reykjavik, without portraying it as the corrupt
opposite of the idealised countryside, was thus an unusual act but for Elias it came
naturally; he did not know the countryside and did not feel the urge to write about rural
life. In 1948, for example, he writes in one of the volumes of his collected works,
commenting on a draft he wrote in 1940: “The volume begins with a rural novel, — dear
Lord, how did it occur to me to write a rural novel?!”°%

Various aspects of the city appear in Elias’s writings and he is not afraid of
representing its ‘ugly’ sides and the paradoxes of urban life. His poems from 1939 and
1940, for example, sometimes portray the city as a dear and precious childhood home:
“And yet you are my childhood memory. / You are my dream, — my first acquaintance of
life.”® In other poems Reykjavik is a setting for poverty and hardship, such as
“Drengurinn i Oskjuhlid” (‘The boy on Oskjuhlid hill’) from 1939 that portrays a young,
poor and miserable boy who sits on the hill in a freeze, looks over the city and eventually

falls asleep, perhaps for the last time.>%

At times Reykjavik resembles a corruption den,
for example in “Heimsdsomi” (‘Indecency’) from 1943 where it is a cold and wet place
with filthy shops, drunk people and promiscuous women who keep themselves warm by
visiting American soldiers.>®

In Elias’s prose Reykjavik is often a background against which stories, especially
about young, elderly and poor people, unfold. Eftir érstuttan leik, Man eg pig l16ngum and
Végguvisa all focus on young men in Reykjavik in the mid- and late 1940s. The
protagonists feel somewhat depressed, frustrated and lost; they do not fit in, cannot live up
to the expectations of other people and the society and they are marked by post-war
uncertainty and fear of atomic bombings — an atmosphere Elias experienced himself and
later described as ‘tiredness’ and scepticism about the future.® The influence of

existential philosophy is prominent, especially in Eftir érstuttan leik whose protagonist,

“9 Jén Yngvi Johannsson, “Lausamalsbokmenntir 4 fjorda aratugnum,” 264-68; Astradur
Eysteinsson, “Icelandic Prose Literature, 1940-1980,” 411.

%00 «Bindi® hefst 4 sveitasdgu, — drottinn minn dyri, hvernig gat ég l4tid® mér koma til hugar ad skrifa
sveitasogu?!” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Collected works, vol. XXXI, a comment on a draft titled
“Sakramentin.”

0L «Og pratt fyrir allt ert po min @skuminning. / Pa ert minn draumur, — fyrsta lifsins kynning.”
“Reykjavikurédur” (‘An ode to Reykjavik’), composed in 1939. This poem, like many others, was
never published while Elias was alive but later appeared on print in books edited and published by
porsteinn Antonsson. See Elias Mar, Eliasarbok. Sogur og 1j6d, 147. See also Lbs. 13 NF. Elias
Mar. Collected works, vol. IV. Volumes Il and Il include more poems on Reykjavik that have
never been published, such as two texts titled “Um Reykjavik” (‘About Reykjavik’) from 1939 and
1940.

%92 | bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Collected works, vol. I1. Elias Mar, Eliasarbok, 150.

%93 | bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Collected works, vol. II. Elias Mar, Eliasarbok, 163-64.

%94 Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 47—48.
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Bubbi, resembles characters in existential novels by writers like Jean-Paul Sartre and
Albert Camus.’® Elias’s friend Jon Oskar admitted in his memoir from 1971 that he and
the other young pens in the 1940s had been unfair when they criticised Eftir orstuttan leik;
he believes the novel was in fact highly original and relevant because it captured “a feeling
of vacancy” — or existential gloom — that was prominent in Reykjavik in the late 1940s.%%
The reviewer Gudmundur Hagalin also said, as was noted in a previous section, that Eftir
orstuttan leik had a ‘look of tiredness and irresolution,” and when he wrote about Man eg
pig léngum roughly two years later he also mentioned Elias’s special ‘tone.” Both
Gudmundur and Kristmann Gudmundsson note in their reviews of Man eg pig 16ngum that
even though the text itself is flawed Elias has developed his own voice and created a
depressive and passive atmosphere which in fact describes many young people in their
society — a tone that is “dull and inscrutable, but a look which is shaped by our times.”*"’ It
is not easy to put the finger on what precisely this tone, voice or feeling is, but it is an
essential part of the ‘actuality’ Elias sought to bring into his writings — a part of

contemporary Reykjavik.

3.2.2 Marginal people

Elias’s prose from the 1940s also manifests his ambition to criticise class division and
discrimination through fiction. He often focuses on people on the margins of society and
issues related to upbringing and death — topics that in 1950 inspired the title of his first
short story collection: Gamalt folk og nytt (‘Old and new people’). “Sneefridur er ein
heima” (1946, ‘Snefridur is home alone’), for example, portrays an old widow who leaves
her farm and visits a place loaded with memories and emotions, a canyon where she sat
with her loving husband, watched her children play and felt the presence of elves — and she
cries because she is lonely, feels alienated from the life on the farm and her children and
grandchildren treat her with disrespect. This is one of the very few rural stories Elias wrote
but he addresses similar issues in an urban setting in texts such as “Sumum vex fiskur um
hrygg” (1945, ‘Some people gain momentum’). It is a story of an old man who buys a toy
for the first time in his life; a ball he wants to give to a six-year-old boy. This is a
meaningful act for the old man, who never had any toys when he was a child, but when the

time comes he realises that the boy already has much more exciting toys than the ball, such

%% |bid. 43-46; Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Arin eftir seinna strid,” 470. See ch. 4.

506 «[..] heldur s4 tomleikablaer sem hofundur hefur nad i sdguna [...].” J6n Oskar, Gangstéttir {
rigningu, 83-88, here 88.

307« ...] daufan og litt reedan, en svip, sem er métadur af pessum timum.” Gudmundur G. Hagalin,
“Daufur svipur, en b6 sérstedur,” Alpydubladio, 13 July 1949, 7. See also Kristmann

Gudmundsson, “Bokmentir,” Morgunbladid, 15 July 1949.
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as war aeroplanes that can carry atomic bombs. Eventually the old man leaves without
giving the gift to the boy. These stories are written with deep compassion for old people
and ask urgent questions about how we value people and their lives. They also underline
problems that accompany extensive societal and cultural changes — the gap between
children and old people sometimes seems impossible to bridge.*®

The gap between social classes is underlined in “Saga um jolatré” (‘A story of a
Christmas tree’) in Pjodviljinn’s Christmas issue in 1944. The narrator is a blue-collar man
who meets a merchant on the street and starts talking to him. The merchant tells the
narrator that he despises Christmas trees because when he was a boy he lived in great
poverty and felt ashamed because he did not have a tree, nor nice clothes like the other
children. Now he feels proud, because he is independent and has worked hard to make his
way up to his current social status, and triumphantly talks about his victories and how he
has risen against the powers who “crushed his heart” as a child.*®® The merchant is
portrayed as arrogant and ignorant, especially compared to the narrator who enjoys the
small joys of Christmas —the smell of oranges, coffee and hot chocolate and other
luxurious goods that are rarely available to poor people. The merchant does not notice this
smell; he left his frugality and kindness behind when he climbed up the class ladder and
became a capitalist. “Heldurdu ad ég hafi aldrei att modur?” (1945, ‘Do you think I never
had a mother?’) is also set in Reykjavik during Christmas. A bourgeois family is about to
have Christmas dinner when a drunk man, Bubbi, knocks on the door asking for money.**°
The husband, Magnus, opens the door and sympathises with Bubbi when he cries and tells
him how he used to have a family but drove them away with his drinking, especially when
he talks about how he hurt his mother. The wife refuses to let Bubbi in or give him money
but calls the police but when the police come and pick him up Magnus is sad and thinks
about his own mother who is somewhere alone on Christmas Eve. The story thus
underlines the individualism of bourgeois lifestyle and how people often ignore those who

are in a difficult social position — even their own parents.

%% The characters in Elias’s first published short story, “Gamalt folk” (‘Old people’) from 1944,
are also an old couple who discuss what will happen after they die. Elias grew up with his
grandmother, which may explain his interest in issues related to elderly people, and he dedicated
Gamalt folk og nytt to her memory. See Jon Karl Helgason, “Prautreyndur nygraedingur,” 102-3.
%% Elias Mar, “Saga um jolatré,” 6.

®1% j6n Karl Helgason suggests that this character may be an early version of the protagonist in
Eftir orstuttan leik, whose name is also Bubbi. Both have lost their mothers and are struggling with
the consequences of their unrestrained behaviour. See “Prautreyndur nygradingur,” 105-6.
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3.2.3 ‘The situation’

Scholars such as Gerdur Steinporsdéttir, Dagny Kristjansdéttir and Daisy Neijmann have
explored how post-war Icelandic literature dealt with ‘the situation’ and the gender crisis
discussed in the previous chapter. Their findings show that tension in relation to sexuality,
Icelandic masculinity and sexual relationships between women and soldiers became a
major theme in post-war literature, especially by male authors. Neijmann concludes that
male characters in novels by for example Johannes Gr Kétlum, Theoddr Fridriksson and
Gudmundur G. Hagalin are often somewhat impotent; writers who cannot write, men who
cannot form or maintain heterosexual relationships, physically and mentally disabled men,
ineffectual men or men who crawl before the occupiers.®'* Dagny similarly points out that
like in for example England and the United States post-war novels by young Icelandic men
are often characterised by anxiety and uncertainty concerning masculinity and masculine
performance. The protagonists of novels written by for example Agnar Pdérdarson,
Jéhannes Helgi, Jokull Jakobsson and Elias Mar are indecisive and lost, she says; they
rebel against or have problematic relationships with their fathers, are unsure about their
sexual performances and role as fathers, and the books often end in dissolution, violence,
death, or separation.®*> All the above is telling about Eftir érstuttan leik, Man eg big
I6ngum and Vodgguvisa, as chapters four, five and six will outline, and from that
perspective they are typical post-war texts; written in times of occupation and ‘crisis in the
gender order.’

Another typical reoccurring theme in Elias’s work from the 1940s is ‘the woman in the
situation” — sexual relationships between Icelandic women and soldiers. Gerdur
Steinp6rsdottir’s analysis of four post-war novels written by men, including The Atom
Station and Elias’s Soleyjarsaga, revealed that the ‘woman in the situation,” or the
“Yankee whore,” is a strikingly common character in these works, especially when they are
compared to novels written by women.®® Dagny and Neijmann also emphasise the
prominence of women who have relationships with soldiers in post-war literature and how
female characters often symbolise the Icelandic nation who offers her body to a foreign
power.”** Neijmann even notes that sometimes the relations between Iceland and the U.S.
army seem to be “completely sexualized”:

[A] male protagonist, who has lost all purpose and power over his life, looks on in
profound frustration and humiliation as the American army, supported by its

*! Daisy Neijmann, ““A fabulous potency.” Masculinity in Icelandic occupation literature.”

*12 Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Karlar i krapinu,” 191-95.

*13 Gerdur Steinpérsdottir, Kvenlysingar i sex Reykjavikurskaldssgum eftir seinni heimsstyrjold.
4 Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Karlar i krapinu”; Daisy Neijmann, ““A fabulous potency.””
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Icelandic puppets, is in complete control, and its soldiers systematically entrap,
abuse and rape Icelandic girls who, without the control of their male guardians,
allow themselves to be turned into army whores. In other words, with the complete
breakdown of national patriarchy authority and with a foreign army in control,
Mother Iceland has become a whore, and the source and future of Icelandic
manhood is severely threatened.*™

Many of these findings — but not all — apply to Elias and his work from the 1940s. His
first published article, “Einn dagur hja Steindori” (1944, ‘A day at Steindor’s’), for
example, describes a day at Steindor’s taxi and bus station where Elias worked in the
summer of 1941; his tasks at the office, impatient and rude customers, strange requests and
interesting characters. The text gives the reader an insight into the life in Reykjavik during
the war and underlines the city’s paradoxical character; taxi drivers are asked to deliver
barrels of salted meat while the police intervene in a fight in front of a fish and chips
restaurant; a drunk Icelander orders a car because he cannot walk along the streets in the
sun while black British soldiers drop by at the station and ask if they can “get some girls.”
Elias writes, in an ironic manner, that the soldiers probably belong to “the exceptional
troops that are supposed to protect us,” and outlines how he explained, “firmly but without
arrogance, — because we Icelanders are friendly towards our guests,” that they could not
‘get girls.’516 There is no obvious racist judgment in Elias’s article, nor direct criticism of
the presence of foreign military troops, yet the ironic undertone in the article as a whole
suggests that he is somewhat critical of the everyday life in Reykjavik — the people he
meets and the events he witnesses at Steinddr’s station — including the soldiers who want
to hook up with Icelandic girls.*’

Elias’s first poem on print, “Hamingjuédur ungrar Reykjavikurstulku” (‘A young
Reykjavik girl’s ode of happiness’), which appeared in the school magazine Blysid in
1940, also deals ironically with the relations between Icelandic women and soldiers. The
speaker is a ‘Reykjavik girl” who expresses her love of William, a British soldier, and
outlines how they kiss and caress and that he visits her at night. This is a happy carefree
poem that ends with a question: “Why should we not enjoy the fortune and joy of life /
since luck itself is always following me around?”™® The irony in these lines is rather

obvious; the almost boundless carefreeness suggests that the speaker does not fully agree

*15 Daisy Neijmann, ““A fabulous potency,”” 165.

516 «[ iklega er petta urvalslidid, sem 4 ad vernda okkur [...]. Vid neitum pvi mjog akvedid, an
nokkurs hroka p6, — pvi vid islendingar erum vanir pvi, ad vera frekar almennilegir vid gesti
okkar.” Elias Mar, “Einn dagur hja Steindéri,” 2.

*17 |bid,

%18 «“Hyi skyldum vid ei lansins og lifsgledinnar njota, / fyrst lukkan sjalf er stédugt & haelunum &
mér?” Elias Mar, “Hamingjuodur ungrar Reykjavikurstalku.”
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with, nor approve of, the girl and her choices.”™ The context in which the poem was
published moreover supports this interpretation. The previous issue of Blysid, published in
the spring of 1940, included a debate on how Icelandic girls should act, dress and behave,
especially around boys. An unnamed girl wrote an article claiming that girls should decide

themselves how they act,®?

while the editorial team — consisting of three boys — argued
that the main problem was that girls used too much make-up.>?! This debate continues in
the issue where Elias’s poem appears — published seven months after the arrival of the
British troops. Another unnamed girl criticises the discourse on ‘the situation’ where
Icelandic women are judged and condemned for being seen with soldiers: Icelandic men
never consider their own role in this situation, she says, but they ought to treat women
better. By the end of the article, however, she argues that women should not be with
soldiers because then they “give more than love alone. [They] lose Icelandic dignity and
Icelandic national ambition.”®> None of the debaters thus approve of the idea of a love
affair between an Icelandic woman and a foreign soldier, not even the girls who protest
against their male schoolmates’ attempts to regulate their behaviour. It is therefore
doubtful that the poem about the happy girl and ‘her William’ was meant seriously — it
should be seen as an ironic critique of such behaviour and the sixteen-year-old Elias Mar’s
contribution to the debate on ‘the situation’ in his school.

The short story “Stalka midar byssu” (‘A girl points a gun’), which was written in 1942
but published in 1948, is also a ‘situation story’ but it does not take a stand against the girl
who has an American boyfriend. The story underlines a sad, almost tragic, situation where a
young woman moves away from home to escape her mother who condemns all women who
behave somewhat ‘immorally’ and desperately seeks to control her daughter’s behaviour.
The mother shows no compassion when the young woman finally comes to her looking for
support after she has been kicked out of a taxi station, called a whore and denied service
because she was with her soldier. By the end of the story both mother and daughter are
alone, lonely and miserable. This story, like the texts discussed in the previous section, thus
deals with the complications and problems that can occur in a society where the older and
younger generations do not understand each other and people cannot talk about their

problems.

%1% J6n Karl Helgason also points out the irony in the poem and notes that it deals with similar
issues as the article “Einn dagur hja Steindori.” Jon Karl Helgason, “Prautreyndur nygradingur,”
97, 101.

%20 gkolastelpa [pseud.], “Reykjavikurpilturinn.”

%21 J6n Emils, Bjorn Helgason and Sigurjon Ingibergs, “Stridsradstofun.”

%22 |mba tindilfztta [pseud.], ““Astands”-stalkan,” 14.
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Women who have sexual relationships with soldiers appear in all four novels Elias
wrote and published in the 1940s and 50s. In Eftir 6rstuttan leik and Man eg pig l6ngum a
girl turns to a soldier after she has given up on the male protagonist or been betrayed by
him, a woman who sleeps with a soldier also appears in Man eg pig l6ngum, and in
Vogguvisa the ‘Yankee whores’ are background characters but do not play a significant
role in the life of the protagonist.”*® In Séleyjarsaga, on the other hand, the protagonist,
Soéley, is a young woman ‘in the situation.” Gerdur Steinpdrsdottir has criticised the novel
for portraying ‘female nature’ as a constant without raising questions about social gender
roles; Soley is submissive, sincere and lacks independent personality, Gerdur says and
notes that Séley only finds purpose through her relationships with men and children.%?
Dagny Kristjansdottir argues however that Séleyjarsaga is the most detailed description of
‘the situation’ in Icelandic literature and points out that it portrays the women as belonging
to a marginal subculture in which factors such as class and age are important; educated
girls from higher classes are with officers and men in superior positions while the lower-
class girls are with private soldiers.>”®> The novel was written in 1954-1959 and thus lies
outside the scope of this thesis but Elias’s early writings manifest that relationships
between Icelandic women and soldiers were not only addressed in Séleyjarsaga — they
were common topics in his work from the beginning of the war. These texts also show that
Elias’s stance concerning ‘the situation’ was neither simple nor firm; he expresses both
sympathy and moral judgment and writes about it from different perspectives. ‘The
situation’ is thus a good example of his engagement with the paradoxes of modern life and
within himself — a highly complicated and sensitive matter he deals with and seeks to

represent in his writings from various perspectives.

3.2.4 The youth

Last, but not least, the paradoxes of modern life appear in Elias’s writings about youth
culture and issues related to young people in Reykjavik. Chapter two outlined how concerns
were raised in the 1940s and 50s about the influence of mass culture, idleness and urban
growth and how these changes affected teenagers — and Elias took these matters very
seriously. His writings manifest a decisive socialist emphasis on protecting national identity
and culture from foreign capitalist influence and power, yet Elias’s personal documents
manifest that he was himself under strong influence from the supposed corrupt American

culture.

°23 See ch. 5.4 and 6.3.
*** Gerdur Steinporsdattir, Kvenlysingar i sex Reykjavikurskaldsogum, 101-21.
%2 Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Arin eftir seinna strid,” 472-76.
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In 1944 he wrote three articles that appeared in Pjodviljinn’s ‘youth section,” which
served as an organ for the Association of Young Socialists (Samband ungra sosialista).
The first text, published on 17 June — the day the Republic of Iceland was established —
deals with voting age and if people younger than 21 should be allowed to vote in public
elections. The conservatives fear the change, says Elias, because they know that young
people have turned away from conservative politics, except a few teenagers who have been
taught to fear socialism and idealise America, participate in capitalist rhetorics and enjoy
the taste of Coca-Cola. Elias does not believe there is any reason to worry about the latter
group because the future of Iceland is in the hands of the former: “It is in the hands of
every teenager who works as a part of the whole, who neither kisses the rod nor sleeps by
the execution block where the plutocracy intends to cut him the next day.”526

In October Elias writes an article on the war and how it has changed Icelanders’ view
of the world. The young people now understand international issues and politics better
than before, he says, and they see that things are not always simple or painted in black and
white:

We Icelanders may no longer see ourselves as mere spectators to what is happening
in the world around us. Our newly gained independence should encourage us to
understand that we are a link in a long chain, in many fields we are dealing with the
same problems as most other nations.>?’

People should not underestimate the youth, he continues, the future depends on them and
Icelanders must thus teach teenagers to think critically and make sure that “the upbringing
of the youth is aimed in the right direction” — that is, towards socialist politics.>?®

Elias’s choice of words and metaphors in these articles draws on the discourse on
Young Iceland outlined in the previous chapter; he is concerned about the future and
believes the youth must be taught to think in a certain way so the world will not be taken
over or destroyed, for example by capitalist powers. It is important to underline, however,
that Elias does not blame the teenagers for being led astray or influenced negatively; his
emphasis is predominantly on how adults are obliged to create a better society for the
youth. The last article he wrote for the youth section in bj6édviljinn in 1944 shows this very

clearly. The topic is films and the influence frequent visits to the cinema can have on

%26 “Hun er { hondum hvers pess unglings, er vinnur sem brot af heildinni, en sem hvorki kyssir 4
vondinn né sefur vid pann hoggstokk, sem audvaldid @tlar sér ad hdggva hann 4 naesta dag.” Elias
Mar, “Réttindi unga folksins,” 19.

527 «y/iy [slendingar megum ekki lengur alita okkur vera horfendur ad pvi, sem gerist umhverfis
okkur i heiminum. Hid nyfengna sjalfsteedi okkar etti ad hvetja okkur til pess ad skilja, ad vid
erum hlekkur i storri kedju, vio eigum vid sému erfidleika ad etja @ mérgum svioum og flestar
adrar pjodir.” Elias Mar, “Nokkur pankastrik,” 5.

528 <[] a8 uppeldi eeskulydsins beinist i rétta 4tt.” Ibid.
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children and teenagers. The film is an excellent media, Elias says, and it has great potential
— if it is used wisely. Films can be of great educational value and actors can be powerful
role models. Yet he argues that the films that are being screened in Reykjavik are of poor
value because it is not healthy for young people to watch violence: “But I want to point out
that it is a dangerous act on behalf of the administrators of the film associations to
encourage children to become mischievous, or even sadistic.”®® It is, therefore, in Elias’s
eyes, not the children’s fault that they are exposed to violence — the people who run the
cinemas, choose the films and run the industry must be seen as responsible. The political
goal with this article is clear: The society must resist capitalist power and take collective
responsibility for the upbringing of the youth.

Educating the youth is also a central theme in a speech that Elias gave at his old high
school and was published in Eining in 1945. Elias was an active member of the Good
Templar order from 1938 to 1948 and in February 1944 he was asked to talk to students
about temperance. Alcohol addiction is harmful to everyone, he says and argues that
teachers and other role models for children and teenagers should not drink. Young people
need to focus on being good and useful citizens and it is important that they avoid
drinking; “it goes without saying that if we consume alcoholic drinks we can never
become able social citizens,” he says.** He underlines the importance of creating
conditions for teenagers where they can thrive and are not led into situations where they
are tempted to drink; a teenager who can only seek entertainment

at cafés, bars, cinemas, not to mention billiard rooms like the ones here in
Reykjavik, — that teenager has more opportunities to consume alcohol than the one
who has a job to do, to occupy himself with.>*

Elias says that the school system needs more support because in order to create healthy
conditions for teenagers the society needs better schools and facilities. He also mentions
the importance of building a Youth Hall (£skulydshéll) and thereby refers to a project that

had been in preparation since 1943 and aimed at building a large centre for sports,

%9 «gp ég vil vekja athygli & pvi, ad pad er hettulegur leikur af hélfu forradamanna
kvikmyndafélaganna, ad ala upp i bérnum 1éngun til 6knytta og hrekkja, svo madur leyfi sér ekki
a0 nefna sadisma.” Elias Mar, “Kvikmyndirnar og askan,” 3.

530 «pag leidir af sjalfu sér, ad neytum vid afengra drykkja, getum vid aldrei ordid nytir borgarar
pjodfélaginu.” Elias Mar, “Bindindisreda flutt i Gagnfradaskola Reykjavikur, 1. febraar 1944, 2.
1 “pay segir sig sjalft, ad unglingur, sem hvergi getur skemmt sér, eda eytt timanum nema &
kaffihtsum, i spilaklibbum og biéum, svo ad eg tali nd ekki um billiardstofur, eins og par eru hér i
Reykjavik, — s& unglingur faer osjalfratt fleiri teekifeeri til pess ad neyta afengis, heldur en hinn, sem
eitthvert verkefni hefur med hondum, til pess ad hugsa um.” Ibid.
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meetings, film screening, libraries and various activities that would improve youth culture
in Reykjavik.>*

In these texts Elias expresses his concerns about the current situation in which young
people in Reykjavik find themselves and encourages them to make sensible choices; watch
good films, stay away from alcohol and not be fooled by the charm of Coca-Cola and other
American influence. The Young Iceland metaphor often functioned as a regulative
discourse in the Icelandic media as chapter two outlined — by making the individuals
responsible for the well-being of the nation and encouraging them to choose ‘good’ art, for
example — but Elias underlines that the responsibility is instead on the hands of politicians,
the people in power and the society as a whole.

In this context it is important to note that Elias was young when he wrote these
articles, 20-21 years old, and he had a personal experience of the temptations in question;
he was a teenager during the war, knew the streets and cafés in Reykjavik very well and he
was an enthusiastic film consumer. He seems to have followed his own advice regarding
alcohol consumption, since he did not drink until 1948, but when it comes to films things
get more problematic. One of the things Elias carefully documents in his notebooks is
when he goes to the cinema, with whom and which film they see. In the mid-1940s he
often goes to the cinema 2-3 times a week and sees everything from European
documentaries to Hollywood thrillers.>® In his letters to Gudmundur Pélsson in the
summer of 1943, while Elias is working with a road construction team outside the city, he
describes how problematic and paradoxical his relationship with the film media is; he feels
that he spends way to much time in the cinemas but at the same time he cannot hide how
fascinated he is by Hollywood stars like Peter Lorre. “But God save me from the
cinemas!”>** he writes and tells Gudmundur that he has nightmares about being back in
Reykjavik watching films; he wakes up feeling like he has wasted precious time and
money. In another letter from the same summer he tells Gudmundur that he has decided to
avoid cinemas. “My cinema visits last winter were the escape of a teenager who is fleeing
reality. I came home from school, tired and sad, and nobody was there to greet me,” he

says: “And | sought refuge in a distant world that did not concern me or even interest

%% See e.g. Gudmundur Vigfisson, “ZEskulydshdll i Reykjavik”; “ZEskulydsholl i Reykjavik,”
Timinn, 18 March 1943, 125, 128; “Stofnkostnadur, rekstur og stjorn askulydshallarinnar,”
Morgunbladid, 13 July 1943, 4. The Youth Hall was never built.

%3 | bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebooks 1944 and onward.

%3 “En gud fordi mér fra biunum!” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar to Gudmundur Pélsson, 4 September
1943.
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me.”>® Elias thus sees films as an interruption or a route to escape reality; they stand in his
way when it comes to writing and induce a feeling of shame when he has not been diligent
enough. His notebooks manifest, however, that films were and continued to be a prominent
part of his life; he was not able to keep his intentions. He visits a cinema the day after he
returns to Reykjavik in September 1943 and in the next few months he sees up to seven
films a week, mostly Hollywood comedies and action films.>*® His relationship with
cinemas and the film medium remains paradoxical throughout the period under
consideration in this thesis; he was a film enthusiast but at the same time sceptical about
the negative influence that films, especially Hollywood films, could have on the Icelandic
audience. These controversies moreover appear in his novels, especially in Vogguvisa as
chapter six outlines, and the film medium influenced Elias’s writings in the 1940s

substantially.

3.3 Same-sex desire
The themes in Elias’s writings from the 1940s under discussion in this chapter are aktdel —

current, topical, modern, real — and the same can be said about the primary theme of this
thesis: Same-sex sexuality. As an old man Elias Mar talked quite freely about his same-sex
desires and bisexual identity in past and present. “Already as a kid, or at least around the
age of confirmation, | had started telling my friends that | thought some boys were
beautiful just like girls,” he says in an interview in 2003; “I said I had a crush on some of
these boys and wanted to sleep with them.”®*" He also confirms that he was equally
attracted to boys and girls —men and women — from the age of ten or eleven; “I was
bisexual,” he says.”® Elias does not discuss same-sex desire in his notebooks and other
personal writings in the late 1930s and 1940s, however, and he rarely mentions sexual
matters in general before 1945. These sources are thus not telling about his sexual identity
before he went to Copenhagen at the age of twenty-two. Yet as Jon Karl Helgason and
Porsteinn Antonsson have pointed out Elias’s poetry and prose — especially texts that were

not published while he was alive — deal with sexual attraction to both men and women and

5% «Bioferdir minar sidastl. vetur voru urradi heimsflotta unglings. Eg kom heim dr skélanum,
preyttur og leidur og vid mér tok einginn. [...] Og eg leitadi 4 nadir hins fjarleega, pess sem kom
mér litid vid og sem eg hafdi i raun og veru eingan dhuga.” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar to Gudmundur
Pélsson, date missing, 1943.

%% | bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 27 September 1943 and onward.

537 «Strax sem krakki, eda ad minnsta kosti um fermingu, var ég farinn ad segja vid vini mina ad
mér pattu sumir strakar fallegir eins og stelpur. [...] ég sagdist vera skotinn i sumum pessum
strakum og ad mig langadi til ad hatta hja peim.” Asgeir b. Ingvarsson, “Elias Mar! Hvad erum vid
ad gera?” The age of confirmation in Iceland is generally fourteen.

% Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 51-53, here 52. See also Pétur Bléndal,
Skdpunarsogur, 275-77.
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may be somewhat telling about the author’s desires, although such autobiographical
reading of fiction should not be done without reservation.>*

Depression and death are recurring themes in Elias’s poems in the early 1940s.%*° His
grandmother died in February 1942 and the first poem he composes after her death
describes inner torment and pessimism: “The sun will fade, / the earth will sink, / the
bright stars will fall / from the sky” — “Such is the future!”**! Around the same time Elias’s
poems begin to express feelings that can be interpreted as homoerotic and a year later he
composes his most obvious and honest queer poem, “Salrent kvadi” (‘A psychological
poem’) — which is also marked by heaviness and depression. It describes an identity crisis
— or perhaps more specifically, a gender or sexual identity crisis. The speaker expresses his
uncertainty about himself and his future: “I don’t know where I come from / and even less
where [ am going [...] Am I alone or a part of a crowd?” and finally asks: “Am I a man or
awoman? / Do | know how to live like a proper man? / Is there anyone who pays attention
and judges? / Does it make any sense to think this way?”*>** The poem does not express
same-sex desire but as chapter two outlined questions related to sex and gender were
intertwined with the concept of homosexuality in the early twentieth century and the
speaker’s problems can ecasily be seen as a part of a sexuality crisis. He describes
uncertainty in relation to his masculinity but also wonders if his failure to perform as a
man will make other people judge him — and if there are other people like him or if he is
the only one who is different from the norm. If we approach this poem as an
autobiographical text it is an important queer performance which suggests that Elias was
struggling with coming to terms with his same-sex desires in the early 1940s — and that
writing was a way to deal with that struggle. If the poem is not based on Elias’s personal
experience it nevertheless shows that he was thinking about problems and dilemmas

concerning sexuality and gender.

%% Jén Karl argues that Elias’s writings in the early 1940s manifest that he had already started to
deal with many themes that were later prominent in his novels, such as ‘the situation,’ the death of
his mother, sex and sexuality. Porsteinn moreover suggests that Elias’s “search for sexual identity”
is represented in his writings from 1941 and even earlier. Jon Karl Helgason, “Prautreyndur
nygraedingur”; borsteinn Antonsson, Pérdargledi, 70-71.

*0'See e.g. Lbs 13 NF. Elias Mar. Collected works, vol. VI; Elias Mar, Elfasarbok, 139-45.

1 «S4lin mun sortna, / sokkva fold i mar, / hrapa af himni / heidar stjérnurnar.” — “Slik er
framtidin!” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Collected works, vol. VI, “Heimsumbreyting og helstefna.”

2 «“Hyadan eg er kominn veit eg ekki. / Hvert eg fer eg sidur veit sem stendur. [...] Er eg einn eda
er eg medal fjolda?” — “Hvort er eg heldur karlmadur eda kona? / Kann eg ad lifa eins og manni
semir? / Er nokkur til sem adgeetir og deemir? / Er nokkud vit i pvi ad hugsa svona?” Lbs. 13 NF.
Elias Mar. Collected works, vol. VII; Elias Mar, Eliasarbdk, 156.
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3.3.1 Queer gazes

Among Elias’s early unpublished writings are a few love poems, for example two poems
to a girl named Helga, composed in 1940. “It was you who received my first love [...] I
love you in joy and in sorrow,” sixteen-year-old Elias writes.>** A girl called Hanna also
appears in his poems and stories after 1941 but she was Elias’s teenage love. She went to
his school and although they were never friends and hardly ever spoke to each other he
admired her from a distance for many years. In 1945-1946 he even dedicated a special
notebook, “Bla bok” (‘Blue book’), to his feelings and thoughts about Hanna. “I realise
that by writing [in this book] | am describing myself the way | am deep inside, especially
my love life,”*** Elfas says and in the following weeks he describes his unrequited love for
Hanna and documents his unsuccessful attempts to reach out to her. “Your glance is
printed on my soul,” he says; “I have never seen such eyes in any other girl; I cannot find
words to describe them.”**

With these words Elias underlines the significance and erotic meaning of eye contact
and glances — which is a reoccurring theme in his oeuvre. A good example is one of his
unpublished stories, “Eg skrifta” (‘I confess’), written in December 1941, which is also
inspired by Hanna. It is, as the title suggests, the narrator’s confession and description of
how much he loves a certain girl. He recalls the first time their eyes met when she cycled
past him. “I imagine that my eyes were full of shame,” he says, but her eyes were both
reproachful and questioning.>*® This was the moment when my childhood innocence was
replaced by desire, he continues, and from this day he secretly watches the girl and
admires her but avoids looking into her eyes: “I only watch her when she is not aware of it,
when I get the chance.”"’

This emphasis on the possible consequences of eye contact is especially interesting if
“Eg skrifta” is compared to another unpublished story Elias wrote in December 1941:
“Eftirfor” (‘Pursuit’). There a male narrator outlines how he once watched and followed a

man on the streets and describes the stranger’s appearance and behaviour in detail. The

3 | bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Collected works, vol. IV, “Helga” and “Hrifning af Helgu.”

4 “En mér er jost, ad med pvi ad skrifa hana er ég ad gefa lysingu 4 sjalfum mér eins og ég er
innst inni, einkum i astamalum minum [...].” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. CC. Documents from the
college years. Box 3, uncategorised. “Bla bok,” 29 December 1945; borsteinn Antonsson,
pordargledi, 55.

5 «Augnarad bitt hefur brennt sig inn i sil mina. Eg hefi i engri stdlku séd énnur eins augu; mig
brestur ord til ad Iysa peim.” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Bla bok”; borsteinn Antonsson, Pordargledi,
58. On Elias’s love for Hanna, see borsteinn Antonsson, Pordargledi, 54-60.

%6 «Eg get imyndad mér ad augu min hafi verid full blygdunar.” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Collected
works, vol. XIX, “Eg skrifta.”

7 «[..] horfi eg adeins 4 hana, an pess hun viti, pegar mér gefst teekifzeri til.” Ibid. In 1944 Elias
comments on the draft and confirms that it was inspired by his first memories of Jéhanna
porgilsdattir.
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man caught his attention “because he did not look like other people,” the way he walked
and carried his head was somehow different, especially his glance. The narrator recalls that
the man looked at him with narrow eyes and then opened them suddenly as if he were
surprised:

| felt a sense of inferiority. He looked at me. He certainly did. | had become
another man’s spectacle. — — Perhaps he was a writer with a keen eye for character,
who could criticise me and write a story about me. Horrific!®*®

This moment has a profound influence on the narrator, just like the narrator in “Eg skrifta”
when he meets the girl’s eyes. He decides to follow the stranger and find out if he really is
a writer. Eventually the stranger notices that he is being followed, turns around, faces the
narrator and asks: “Do you know about Helga and me?” The narrator tells him that he
knows nothing about a girl named Helga; the stranger then smiles and leaves.>*® The
narrator follows him home and sees him disappear into a basement flat. He feels relieved:
“All fear of being ridiculed had disappeared from my mind and I no longer assumed that
the man was a writer. Yet | could not stop thinking about him; — how he walked and
carried his head and his glance.”°

Gazes play a vital role in the formation of identity and subjectivity as chapter one
outlined; knowing or imagining that another person is looking at and judging your
appearance and behaviour encourages self-discipline, self-punishment and self-awareness.
The narrator in “Eg skrifta” experiences such self-consciousness when he meets the eyes
of the girl; he is afraid that she will disapprove of him and therefore avoids her and
watches her from a safe distance. In “Eftirfor” the narrator similarly fears the man’s glance
and prefers watching him without being seen but he is especially worried about being
documented or ‘captured’ in the man’s writing because that would expose him to the
multiple ‘gazes’ of (possible) future readers.”® These two stories thus focus on male
narrators who are very self-conscious — their identity is being shaped and contested by the

girl and the mysterious man and their gazes.

8 “Eg fann til vanmetakenndar. Hann horfoi 4 mig. Alveg abyggilegt. Eg var ordinn ad augabragdi
annars manns. — — Ef til vill var petta skald og mannpekkjari, sem gat margt sett Gt & mig og samid um
mig sogu. Hradilegt!” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Collected works, vol. XIX, “Eftirfor.” The word
augabragd, which is translated here as ‘spectacle,” can both mean ‘object of ridicule’ and ‘object of
attraction.’

9 Elfas notes that the original name of the girl was Hanna but that he changed it to Helga before
he read the story at a school event to avoid rumours about him and Jéhanna porgilsdattir. See ibid.,
comment from Elias.

%50 «()]1 spéhreaedsla var horfin ur huga mér og eg var hattur ad halda manninn skald. Samt sem
&dur gat eg ekki heett vid ad hugsa um hann; — gongulagid, hofudtilburdina og augnaradid.” Ibid.
%1 The fear of becoming the subject of another man’s writing also appears in Man eg pig léngum,
where it is clearly associated with fear of one’s same-sex desires being exposed. See ch. 5.3.
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At the same time, however, both narrators return the gaze and are erotically invested in
what they see. The stories emphasise visual pleasure rather than physical intimacy and in
that sense they are like films; the reader watches the girl and the man from a distance
through the narrator’s eyes. In the article “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” Laura
Mulvey explores, through the lens of psychoanalytic theory, gender difference and the
pleasure in looking in narrative films. She argues that mainstream films echo and manifest
the patriarchal structures of the society that creates them; they assume the roles of an

active spectator, who is a man, and a passive female object.**

One of the most important
observations in Mulvey’s essay is that people experience two different kinds of pleasure
when they watch films: Erotic pleasure and recognition — desire and identification.
Freudian psychoanalytic theory as well as patriarchal normative societies, however,
require or demand that a clear line is drawn between the two — that people identify only
with the same gender and desire the other. Male figures in mainstream films therefore
“cannot bear the burden of sexual objectification,” Mulvey says, and they are reluctant to
be the ones who are looked at.”>® “Eg skrifta” — and in fact Elias’s Bla bok as well —
follows such a normative script; the male narrator wants to be in the active spectator role
where he can experience erotic pleasure by watching the girl without being seen himself.
Several scholars have noted that the heteronormative premises in Mulvey’s essay
make it problematic, to say the least, to build on it when discussing same-sex desire and
homoerotic pleasure — like in “Eftirfor.” D. A. Miller notes for example that even though
films often reduce and replace homoerotic themes they never manage to erase them or
prevent the audience from experiencing erotic pleasure. The “male bearer-of-the-look™ is
never invisible, Miller says; he is a “potential implied in that offer to capture the screen or
captivate our own look, with his bodily presence or its sexual objectification.”* Same-sex
desire is rarely distant from identification, Miller points out; the line between wanting to
be and wanting to have someone is far from clear — especially when it comes to watching
films. In “Eftirfor” the stranger is at first the bearer of the look; the object of the narrator’s
— and by extension, the reader’s — visual pleasure. The question if this pleasure is
identification or desire is, however, left unanswered. There is an obvious tension between
the two men; when they switch roles the narrator panics because he cannot bear being
objectified and thereby put in a passive (feminine) position. This tension is relieved,
however, when the stranger has ‘heterosexualised’ the situation by bringing a woman into

the picture, which suggests that the narrator’s pleasure is loaded with anxiety around same-

%2 | aura Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures, 14-27.
553 H

Ibid. 20.
%% D A. Miller, “Visual Pleasure in 1959,” 109.
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sex desire. Even though “Helga” is absent she thus functions as a “homosexual closet,” as
Miller puts it in his analysis of the film Suddenly, Last Summer; the homosexual fantasy is
dressed up in heterosexual disguise.*®® “Eftirfor” is a highly significant queer performance
in the sense that it expresses homoerotic interest, shifting identifications and a deep feeling
of inferiority or shame. The line between identification and desire is open for interpretation
and in that regard the characters’ eyes and gazes are of central importance; the shame and
insecurity the narrator feels is related to his queer sexuality which is not spelt out but
indicated in the pleasure he experiences when watching the stranger.

The association between homoerotic interest on the one hand, and a male writer figure
on the other, is also interesting when put in context with a poem Elias composed in April
1942, “Einginn sérstakur” (‘Nobody in particular’). The speaker talks about a young man
with “a holy secret” in his heart; a man the speaker has misunderstood and mistreated
because he did not know about this secret. By the end of the poem the man looks at the
speaker with “sparkling eyes” and says that he forgives him because they are both poets —
and after that the speaker sees him in a new light.>*® The men’s eyes and meaningful looks
are again associated with secrets that are not revealed and although the speaker’s interest
in the other man is not necessarily erotic the fact that they are both writers is significant
and supports a queer analysis of the poem — as the remaining chapters of this thesis will
explain in more detail.

The homoerotic aspect of watching another man from a distance and following him
along the streets of Reykjavik is underlined more clearly in yet another draft in Elias’s
manuscript collection; an unfinished short story, or beginning of a novel, without a title
from 1943.>°" This story also manifests the influence films and the film medium had on
Elias. Again the reader experiences visual pleasure through the narrator; a poor and
solitary man who claims to avoid people, mostly because of his “innate mystic inclination
and a spark of homosexuality.”>*® One day he walks into a tall and slim man on the street
and is immediately impressed: “I turned around at the corner where I met him and watched

him go with deep curiosity. Looking at him from behind was nothing special per se — but

%% |bid. 99.

5% | bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Collected works, vol. V1.

%7 |bs 13 NF. Elfas Mar. CC. Documents from the college years. Box 3. The draft begins with the
words “1. kafli. Har madur og grannur” (‘Chapter 1. A tall and thin man.”) It was never published
while Elias was alive and he presumably never finished it. It appeared on print in 2014, however,
under the title “Einn” (‘Alone’) in Elias Mar, Eliasarmal. Ségur og greinar Eliasar Mar, 75-83.
The printed version, referred to here, differs slightly from the original manuscript but mostly in
terms of punctuation.

%8 «yeldur pessu medfaedd mystisk tilhneiging og vottur af kynvillu.” Lbs 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Har
madur og grannur”; Elias Mar, Eliasarmal, 75. This is one of the earliest examples of direct use of
words referring to homosexuality in Elias’s writings.
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the face! — Such eyes, dear Lord!”**® The narrator follows the man and discovers that he is
up to something strange but the draft is unfinished and the reader never learns who the
man is or how the men’s relationship develops. The draft was probably meant to become a
detective story; the narrator is not just interested in the stranger’s appearance but also his
mysterious actions and his glance reminds the narrator of Peter Lorre.*® Lorre was, as
noted earlier, one of Elias’s favourite Hollywood actors and he had appeared in many
mystery and crime films, even in the role of a queer villain in The Maltese Falcon as

Richard Dyer has pointed out.”®*

A famous scene from that film pictures Lorre’s character
making intense eye-contact with another male character while fondling a cane — a
homoerotic gesture that was vague enough to elude the Hollywood Production Code which
put restrictions on homosexual representation, among other things.>®? The Maltese Falcon
was screened in Reykjavik in the summer of 1943 and it is not impossible that Elias saw i,
although he never mentions it in his notebooks. The influence from America and the film
medium is, at any rate, apparent in his unfinished story from 1943; American masculinity

is eroticised and represented as exotic and exciting via the narrator’s camera-like point of

view.

3.3.2 Awakening

Perhaps the frankest deliberations of same-sex desire in Elias’s early writings appear in an
unpublished story from 1945 which consists of three letters. The first is from a man called
Mar to a girl named Randi.*** Mar forbids Randi to be with other men and orders her to

wait until he comes home — “I want you to be with me when I want, [...] you are just a

%59 «“Bo snéri vid hja horninu par sem ég matti honum og horfdi 4 eftir honum eins og furduverki.
Ad sja hann aftanfra var Gtaffyrir sig ekkert einkennilegt, —en andlitid! — Hvilik augu, drottinn
minn!” Lbs 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Har madur og grannur”; Elias Mar, Eliasarmal, 77.

%0 | bs 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Har madur og grannur’; Elias Mar, Eliasarmal, 82. Strange or
mysterious glances are unquestionably queer erotic symbols in Elias’s writings; see e.g. ch. 5.1.3.
%! In The Maltese Falcon Lorre plays Joel Cairo who according to Dyer is one a film noir queer
male stereotypes who are over-elaborately dressed, coiffed, manicured and perfumed, have bitchy
wit and love art, jewellery and cuisine. Richard Dyer, The Culture of Queers, 90-115, especially
96. See also Richard Dyer, The Matter of Images. Essays on Representation, 50-70. Queer noir
men also appear in Elias’s novels, see ch. 4.5 and 6.2.2.

%2 See Rob Epstein and Jeffrey Friedman, “The Celluloid Closet,” 19:35.

%3 |n Skalda Elfas describes how he and his friend once followed Halldér Laxness along the streets
of Reykjavik and sought to catch his attention. This pursuit resembles Elias’s short stories in many
ways and although there is no reason to suggest that Elias had erotic interest in Halldér the entry
shows that it is often difficult to draw a line between identification and desire in Elias’s writings —
and that he was very fond of the ‘pursuit’ theme. See Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Skalda,” 20 February
1945,

%4 Kristmann Gudmundsson’s daughter was called Randi. Elias had a crush on her when he was
working with Kristmann in Hveragerdi. See Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 39.
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woman, who is only useful in distress, when a man has nothing else to have*®® — and the
letter ends with an obscene violent promise that he will show her a real cock when he
comes home. The second letter, which is from a guy called X to a girl named Hanna, is
also sexual and quite graphic but less violent. The setting is a fantasy; X asks Hanna to
borrow a plane and a parachute and visit him in his skyscraper; he is listening to a song by
Mar and promises to write a book about one of her body parts if she wants. The third and
final letter is from Elias Mar to X; a love letter without graphic sexual messages: “I don’t
know if you believe me, but | have been up all night thinking about you. I can hardly
forgive myself for being so spellbound by your beauty, which has captivated me so that |
cannot think of anything else.”*® This text thus deals with a network of sexual and erotic
relations between five characters, male and female, who are all to some extent based on —
or at least named after — Elias himself and his love interests. The outcome is a playful,
metafictional and autoerotic text in which the male characters are creative and beautiful,
sometimes loving, sometimes misogynistic and violent, while women are merely sexual
objects.

The story draft from 1943 — about the man with an ‘innate mystic inclination’ and a
‘spark of homosexuality’ — and “Salreent kvadi” suggest that by then Elias had started to
think about same-sex desire and express it through writing, even though he never
mentioned such thoughts in his notebooks or letters. The letters from 1945 moreover
manifest that his interest in sexual matters and homo- and bisexuality had developed and
he had become more confident in his writing — although he did not yet dare to publish texts
that discussed same-sex desire. The first entries in his notebooks that manifest an interest
in sexual matters, and may indicate that he knows he is not heterosexual, are from 1944,
around the time he starts writing Skalda. Then he starts documenting when he has
“Interesting conversations” about sexual matters and “personality” with his friends and
noting that he reads books and booklets about sexuality.>®” He has for example read The
Technique of Sex by Anthony Havil (the English version), whose deliberation of Freud’s
theory of bisexuality — that all people desire both sexes in early childhood but later learn to

repress or sublimate same-sex desires — was presumably of great importance to Elias.>®

%5 «Bo vil ad pu sért med mér pegar &g vil, — annars mattu bara eiga pig, pvi pd ert na einu sinni
ekki nema kvenmadur, sem eingdngu er ert [sic] brakleg i vidlogum, pegar madur hefur ekki annad
til a0 hafa.” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Collected works, vol. XXII, “Prju sendibréf.”

%6 «Eg veit ekki, hvort pu triir mér, en i alla nétt hefi ég ekkert getad sofid, vegna pess ad ég hefi
stédugt verid ad hugsa um pig. Eg get teeplega fyrirgefid sjalfum mér, hversu gagntekinn ég er af
fegurd pinni, er svo mjog hefur hrifid mig, ad ég hugsa ekki um annad.” Ibid.

%" He notes for example that he has had long talks about “sexual matters, personality and fiction”
with Hannes Sigfusson and others. Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Skalda,” 14-15 September 1944.

%8 See chapters 2.4 and 4.3.3.
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He also reads booklets by Karl Evang in Icelandic translation and texts by Icelandic
intellectuals such as Katrin Thoroddsen and Vilmundur Jénsson.>®® In November he writes
in Skélda that he has been at the National Library and read Heilsufraedi hjéna (1927,
‘Couples’ hygiene’) by Kristiane Skjerve, and that while he sat there with the book in his
hands he noticed a man looking at him: “He is always staring at me, everywhere he sees
me, and sometimes seems quite nervous. I suspect he knows who I am.”"° Elias’s
obsession with gazes, watching others and wondering how they see him is a reoccurring
topic in Skélda and some of his short stories, as we have seen, and there is also a strong
sexual undertone in this scene: Elias is reading a book about sexual matters while he feels
the other man’s gaze resting upon him. Unlike the narrators in his stories discussed in the

previous chapter, moreover, he seems to enjoy the attention.

3.3.3 The story about HOMO

The previous sections have sought to show how Elias’s writings from the early and mid-
1940s were not just writing performances but also queer performances; they express
homoerotic interest and pleasure as well as anxiety in relation to same-sex desire. As such
they were unquestionably important for Elias’s personal development and sexual identity,
even though we do not know to what extent they were built on his own life and experience.
Through his poetry and prose Elias expressed paradoxical and complicated thoughts and
feelings that he perhaps did not fully understand or could not write about in his notebooks.
At the same time these texts are also a part of Elias’s modernism — his engagement with
contemporary issues — and manifest that queer sexuality was, from the very beginning of
his career, a part of the modern life he expressed and dealt with in his fiction.

Elias’s most important queer writing performance in the early and mid-1940s,
however, is a novel about a boy in Reykjavik; a story he thought about for many years and
revised several times. The original working title was “Karlmenni” (‘A masculine man’).
Elias explains in a comment in volume XXIX of his collected works, transcribed in 1948:
“The story is a funny and sad description of the life in Reykjavik,” the protagonist is a

nine-year-old boy who is lonesome and sad, his father is an alcoholic who ends up in

%9 |n 1944 and 1945 Elias notes that he reads the following books: Havil, Raunhaft astalif; Karl
Evang, Heilbrigdi og hdgun kynferdislifsins; Kristiane Skjerve, Heilsufredi hjona; Katrin
Thoroddsen, Frjalsar astir. Erindi um takmarkanir barneigna; Vilmundur Jénsson, Afkynjanir og
vananir. Greinargerd fyrir frumvarpi til laga um ad heimila i videigandi tilfellum adgerdir a folki,
er koma i veg fyrir, ad pad auki kyn sitt; R. Y. Hoptons and Anna Balliol, Rekkjusidir.

570 “Hann starir alltaf 4 mig, hvar sem hann sér mig og virdist stundum vera nokkud nervds. Eg
hugsa ad hann viti, hver ég er.” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Skalda,” 2 November 1944. Heilsufradi
hjona does not discuss homosexuality but includes a paragraph which states that for the sake of
genetic quality homosexuals should not be allowed to have children. See Skjerve, Heilsufraedi
hjéna, 85.
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prison and dies and his mother is very poor. Elias started writing “Karlmenni” in 1938 but
never finished it; instead he rethought it and continued writing it with new titles.>”* In
“Baldur” (’Baldur’) the boy is twelve years old and lives in a small village,572 but in
“Bornin & molinni” (‘The urban children’), a draft from 194142, the protagonist is called
Jén Hansson and lives in Reykjavik. In 1944, however, Jon had become Halldér Oskar
Magnusson and Elias began to refer to the novel as “Man eg pig 16ngum.” Elias explains
that all these drafts are

the same story, at least they all have the same theme: a lonesome boy of little
consequence, either an orphan or far away from his parents, sometimes living with
his sick mother; he grows older with the author, is a part of him — but certainly not
really him, least of all in “Man eg pig 16ngum,” at least with regard to origins and
conditions; other factors may be somewhat related.’”

In 1950 Elias discusses Man eg pig léngum in a letter to Ragnar, his publisher, and
says that it was a very personal and important novel for him — a book he needed to publish
not only to debut as a writer but also for personal reasons:

[If] was in many aspects a settlement with my teenage years, although | only
willingly based the character Halldor Oskar Magnsson on one part of myself,
perhaps the poorest part, the passive and purposeless ljosvikingur-boy | was until |
turned twenty.>"*

Elias was relieved when he had finished the draft and sent it home from Copenhagen by
the end of 1946:

| felt like | had confessed. I felt like I could calmly lie down without writing
anything ever again. Not because | thought the story was so good, but because 1 felt
| had passed a necessary stage. | knew | would never again write a story that was
disconnected from the whole, the people, the times. | would never again spend
paper on thoughts about myself without connecting them to the crowd. This story

" | bs. 13 NF. Elfas Mar. Collected works, vol. XXIX.

572 | bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Collected works, vol. XXX.

°73 “Raunverulega eru skaldségur minar “Karlmenni”, “Baldur”, “Bornin 4 mélinni” og “Man eg
big l6ngum” allar sama sagan, a.m.k. er i peim 6llum sama temad: umkomulitill, litilsmegandi
drengur, ymist foreldralaus eda fjarri foreldrum sinum, i bezta falli hja veikri modur sinni; hann
eldist med hofundi sagnanna, er pattur af honum — en alls ekki hann i verunni, sizt af 6llu i “Man
eg pig 1ongum”, a.m.k. ekki hvad snertir uppruna og kjor; annad er kannski eitthvad skylt.” Lbs. 13
NF. Elias Mar. Collected works, vol. XXIX, notes on “Karlmenni.”

37 «Bo gerdi uppkastid ad henni, pegar ég var innan vid tvitugt; og pad var ad miklu leyti uppgjdr
vid unglingsar min, endapétt ég vitandi vits teki adeins einn pattinn af sjalffum mér i persénuna
Halldér Oskar Magnusson, ef til vill lakasta péttinn, hinn passiva, ljésvikingslega og stefnulausa
dreng, sem ég sjalfur var allt fram til tvitugs.” Lbs. 9 NF. Elias Mar to Ragnar Jonsson, 7 May
1950; Porsteinn Antonsson, Pérdargledi, 97. “Ljosvikingur” refers to a character in Halldor
Laxness’s novel Heimsljos; Olafur Karason, a poor man who wants nothing more than to become a
poet.
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was therefore a turning point in my maturity, a turning point that “Eftir rstuttan

leik” could never be.>”

A short note, written by Elias in May 1944, also sheds light on the novel’s personal value
and his relationship with the protagonist. There he says that he feels more connected and
related to Halldér than ever before:

I am physically and mentally exhausted, failed an exam, mired in bottomless debt,
so that | can barely breathe, | see no light in this foggy darkness of uncertainty and
helplessness, so | begin to write the story of Halldor Oskar Magnusson, my friend
and mental kinsman, weakling and intellectual, who still never wished to become a
writer. [...] Never before have I been such a weakling, as I am now, — and |
anticipate to sink even deeper. | anticipate misery, hunger, sickness, both mental
and physical. | anticipate a moment when | am entirely lone in the world, like
Halldér Oskar Magnusson in the last days of his service.*"®

Elias does not directly address sexuality or sexual issues in the letter to Ragnar or other
documents where he discusses Man eg pig Iéngum. His sexuality was, however,
unquestionably one of the aspects of his teenage years he settled with, or at least dealt
with, by writing the novel. As will be outlined in chapter five the protagonist Halldér
Oskar Magnusson is dealing with a severe existential crisis in which his masculinity and
sexuality are of central importance. In the eyes of many twenty-first century readers it may
seem evident that Halldor is homosexual but Elias’s contemporaries either did not see it or
willingly ignored it.%”" By the end of the book Halldér meets a man who shows him
homoerotic pictures and touches him. His reaction is fear and panic; he runs off and on the
last page he leaves Reykjavik with no money or support and his future is an unwritten

page. He thus never accepts his same-sex desires. Elias later said that he meant to write a

575 “pegar ég hafdi lokid henni um midjan desember, fannst mér ég hafa skriftad. Mér fannst ég
geta rélegur lagzt Gt af an pess ad skrifa meir. Ekki vegna pess, ad mér petti sagan svona géd,
heldur vegna hins, ad ég fann, ad ég hafdi lagt ad baki naudsynlegan &fanga. Eg vissi, ad ég myndi
aldrei skrifa sogu framar, sem veeri laus vid allt samband vid heildina, f6lkid, timann. Eg myndi
aldrei framar eyda pappir i pankabrot um sjélfan mig, an sambands vid fjéldann. Par af leidandi
markadi sagan timamot i proska minum, timamot, sem “Eftir orstuttan leik” hafdi enga adstdou til
ad marka.” Lbs. 9 NF. Elias Mar to Ragnar Jonsson, 7 May 1950; porsteinn Antonsson,
pordargledi, 97-98.

*7 “preyttur 4 sil og likama, fallin [sic] 4 profi, sokkinn i botnlaust skuldafen, svo ad ég nz varla
andanum, eygjandi enga minnstu ljosgleaetu i pokumyrkri dvissu og vanméttar, byrja eg ad rita
séguna um Halldér Oskar Magnusson, vin minn og andlegt skyldmenni, aumingja og gafumann,
sem p6 hafdi aldrei nokkra minnstu 16ngun til pess ad verda skald. [...] Eg hefi aldrei verid slikur
aumingi, sem eg er nd, — og ég horfi fram & pad, ad sékkva ennpa dypra. Eg horfi fram 4 eymd,
hungur, sjukdéma badi andlega og likamlega. Eg sé fyrir mér pa stund, pegar ég stend algjorlega
einmana { heiminum, rétt eins og Halldor Oskar Magnusson vard, seinustu daga hervistar sinnar.”
Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. CC. Documents from the college years. Box 3. “Preyttur a sal og likama.”
%7 None of the reviewers mention Halldor’s sexuality, although Bjarni Benediktsson suggests that his
crisis and misfortune can maybe be explained by something that happens by the end of the book.
Bjarni may thus have understood that the book was really about the boy’s homosexuality but not
dared to discuss it. Bjarni Benediktsson, “Elias Mar. Man eg pig 16ngum,” Pj6dviljinn, 12 April
1949.
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sequel in which it would be revealed that Halldér was homosexual, he would become a
writer, take the pen name Omar and go by the name Halldér Oskar Magntsson Omar,
aptly abbreviated to HOMO.>"® This book remained unwritten, however, because Elias had
lost interest in Halldor’s story — perhaps because he had himself matured and learned to
deal with the sexual issues and crisis that Halldér represented.

The novel Elias wrote and repeatedly rewrote in 1938-1946 — when he was fourteen to
twenty-two years old — thus eventually became a story about a young man who desires
other men but is not ready, or willing, to accept his same-sex desire or identify as homo- or
bisexual. The earlier versions of the novel do not focus on sexuality, perhaps
understandably since the protagonist is young — in “Baldur” and “B6rnin 4 molinni” he is
eleven to fourteen years old. They do, however, deal with various issues that are also
apparent in the final version of the novel and create a setting for Man eg pig I6ngum: A
working-class environment in Reykjavik in the early 1940s. “Bornin 4 mdlinni,” the
longest and most thoroughly processed draft, manifests Elias’s early determination to take
Reykjavik seriously as a setting for contemporary fiction; the title suggests that it is a text
that will contradict the idealisation of the rural novel and ‘healthy upbringing’ in the
countryside. The story directly addresses the differences between growing up in the city
and the countryside in a chapter where Jon and his friend Laki are playing outside; the
narrator notes that urban boys “show vigour and largely create their environment, just like
the boys in the countryside, who round up horses and cows and save lambs from high cliff
ledges.”" Rural children are more innocent and happy when they play and their games
are directly related to their work in the future, the narrator says, but their childhood ends
too early. Urban children, on the other hand, often play simply to make time pass and their
games are diverse, which can be both good and bad; they are exciting but sometimes turn
into small crimes and pranks. Neither rural nor urban life is idealised, however; the
narrator points out positive and negative aspects of both worlds.>*°

Man eg pig I6ngum was Elias’s first published text that indisputably dealt with same-
sex sexuality — although the protagonist in Eftir 6rstuttan leik is also queer as chapter four
outlines. Writing and publishing Man eg pig I6ngum was thus a radical and epochal

performance although Elias handled Halldér’s sexuality in a careful and inscrutable

® Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 57; Kolbrin Bergporsdéttir, “Er ekki
feeribandahofundur,” 24. See ch. 5.

578 «byi drengirnir 4 mélinni syna hreysti sina og skapa umhverfi sitt ad miklu leyti, alveg eins og
drengirnir i sveitinni, sem sakja hesta og kyr og bjarga 16mbum ofan Gr svimandi haum
klettastllum.” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. CC. Documents from the college years. “Bornin & mélinni”;
Elias Mar, Eliasarmal, 47.

% bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar, “Bornin 4 mdlinni”; Elias Mar, Eliasarmal, 17-74.
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manner and thereby avoided homophobic criticism. The novel may also have helped Elias
in the process of coming to terms with his same-sex desires; shortly after its publication he
started to openly identify as bisexual and became one of the most notorious queers in

Reykjavik.

3.3.4 Eratic triangles

Elias was never known as a playwright but in 1949 and 1950 he wrote at least two play
drafts, “Nottin” (‘The Night’) and “Prir vegir” (‘Three Ways’). They do not discuss
homosexuality directly but yet again there are important queer elements in Elias’s texts. The
two plays share certain characteristics; both focus on intense or emotionally charged male
friendships and conflicts between men who are, or have been, romantically involved with the
same woman. Among the most prominent themes are, in other words, erotic triangles and
male bonding that may, or may not, be interpreted as sexual. In Between Men: English
Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (1985) Sedgwick discusses male homosocial desire
— a term which covers the entire continuum between social and sexual male bonds — and
pays special attention to erotic triangles that consist of two men and a woman.*® The main
passion in such triangles is often between the men, rather than a man and a woman, she

9582 and a

notes. The triangle manifests the “routing of homosocial desire through women
patriarchal social structure where men fight for power and women are mere objects. Yet it is
also a (heterosexual) frame through which homosocial desire — including homosexual desire
— can be expressed and Elias’s plays certainly explore the possibilities of such framing.

The most intense relationship in “Néttin” is between Prainn, a young physician and
son of a district magistrate, and Heidbjartur, an artist and labour leader in a small village in
Iceland. The two young men grew up in the village but have not met since they were boys.
Heidbjartur has feelings for a woman, Snét, but she starts an affair with brainn who has
just returned home after studying abroad. prdinn has strikingly strong opinions on
Heidbjartur; he despises his labour activism, art and what he refers to as his lack of
masculinity and he claims that Heidbjartur is sick and underdeveloped — “stagnated in the
embryonic stage of development.”®® bréinn describes himself, however, as healthy and
normal. Heidbjartur is very passionate about the strike he is organising but feels
misunderstood and lonely. He identifies strongly with an old man, Blindi-Gvendur, or

Gvendur the blind, an outsider who has served time in jail. Gvendur is not really blind but

%81 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men. English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire, 1-2.
562 |1y

Ibid. 49.
%83 “En pad er kallad, ad madurinn standi kyrr & hinu embryonicska proskastigi.” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias
Mar. AF. Plays. “Néttin.”
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lives in symbolic darkness; he claims to be ‘committed to the night’ — the world of those
who are socially marginalised. By the end of the play Heidbjartur also ‘chooses the night’
and leaves the village, his family, Prainn and Snét: “The night awaits me. [...] The night
awaits us all. — Me, who am not able to live. You, who do not know your time has
come.”® In “Néttin” ‘the night’ and ‘darkness’ are thus strongly associated with social
exclusion and deviancy. Gvendur and Heidbjartur are marginalised because of their
political actions or crimes and also because of their supposed sickness and lack of
masculinity — they are ‘abnormal.” The play’s queerness consists first and foremost in
these associations and Heidbjartur’s and Gvendur’s decisions to choose the world of the
abnormal rather than normative society. Yet the relationship between Prainn and
Heidbjartur also has queer connotations, especially as they are joined in an erotic triangle.
Snoét ‘heterosexualises’ Prainn’s and Heiobjartur’s relationship and simultaneously ties
them together; Prainn’s extremely negative reaction to Heidbjartur is represented, or
disguised, as jealousy and rivalry but can easily be seen as his emotional struggle in
relation to same-sex desire.

Homosocial desire is also central in “Prir vegir” where a young man, Porir, meets
Tryggvi, his old primary school teacher. Both are very happy to be reunited and express
how much they appreciated each other when Pdrir was in school. It turns out, however,
that Porir is now seeing Tryggvi’s ex-wife, Jarprddur, and Tryggvi reacts with anger and
frustration — not because he is still in love with Jarpridur but because he does not want
borir to be with her. He warns Porir that Jarpradur will “trap him” and claims that she is
unfeminine because she seeks to maintain power over men. After this conversation borir
goes home to Jarprtdur and tells her that he feels conflicted:

There has even been more than one occasion where | have left you feeling
disgusted by myself. [...] A few hours later I have returned — and felt, that | have
one friend, just one, and that friend is you. [...] But two powers are fighting over
me. I don’t know which one of them is better. I think they are both evil.*®

Tryggvi then arrives and starts fighting with Jarprdur; he wants bérir to leave with him and
says he has a job for him, but Jarpradur begs Périr to stay. borir eventually leaves on his
own, however, and tells them that he chooses “the third way” — neither Tryggvi nor

Jarpradur.

%84 «“Min bidur néttin. [...] Néttin bidur okkar allra. — Min, sem ekki er feer um ad lifa. Ykkar, sem
ekki pekkio ykkar vitjunartima.” Ibid.

%85 «“bad hefur jafnvel komid fyrir oftar en einu sinni, ad ég hefi fari® hédan fra pér med vidbjod 4
sjalfum mér [...]. Nokkrum stundum sidar hefi ég svo komid hingad aftur — og fundid, ad ég hefi
att einn vin, adeins einn, og s& vinur ert pa. [...] En pad eru tvd 6fl sem togast 4 um mig. Eg veit
ekki hvort peirra er betra. Eg held pau séu badi ill.” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. AF. Plays. “brir vegir.”
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The power struggle in this play differs in some significant ways from “Néttin.”
Jarpridour has much more agency than Snét as she actively participates in the triangle
dynamic; Porir has intense relationships with both Tryggvi and Jarpradur, feels trapped
between them and eventually rejects them both. The ‘frame’ is heterosexual — a love
triangle — but all three characters are queer in the sense that they violate against normative
gender and sexuality; Jarpradur is assertive and conceived as masculine, Tryggvi has
strong feelings for Pdrir, and Porir is disgusted by himself when he is in the heterosexual
relationship with Jarpradur. The play’s queerest performance, however, is when borir
chooses the “third way”; an alternative to heterosexual and homosocial/sexual desire. He
and Heidbjartur both choose ‘something else’ — neither the heterosexual relationship nor
the male friend — and the two plays thus end with uncertainty; the queer characters walk
into the unknown and their future is a blank page. Such (queer) uncertainty and open
endings are also important characteristics in Elias’s novels from the late 1940s as chapters

four, five and six will outline.

3.4 An artist/homosexual
In August 1950, shortly after Elias returned home from London, he published an article in

the magazine Lif og list titled “Einn pattur ir Lundunaveldi” (‘A story from London’),
where he — as the title suggests — tells his fellow Icelanders about the life in London. This
text is not a glorification of the cosmopolitan city; Elias addresses the readers and tells
them about urban people who live in the shadows and appear after dusk; people full of
pain, guilt, shame, hopelessness and suspicion. These people are a part of the city although
most people do not want to see them, Elias says and emphasises that there are many other
sides of London than the museums and other sites tourists visit in bright daylight. You
cannot know London, he says, if you have

never bothered to take a walk during the night, leave your nice clothes behind for a
while, and take on the image of the pauper; never known the life of the thief, the
black marketeer, the sexual invert, the drug addict, the whore, the gambler or the
beggar. The cosmopolitan city is not a magnificent building, royalty or a park. The
cosmopolitan city is the yellow-blue, limpid face of the night, the face that never
sees the sun, the face of those who live in the underworld.>®®

%6 «Og samt hefurdu ekki hina minnstu hugmynd um Lundunaborg; vegna pess ad pu hefur aldrei
lagt pad & pig ad ganga Uti ad nottu til, segja um stund skilid vid betri fétin pin og tekid & pig mynd
fateklings; aldrei  kynnzt  lifi ~ pjofsins,  svartamarkadsbraskarans,  kynhverfingsins,
eiturlyfjaneytandans, skeakjunnar, fjarhattuspilarans eda betlarans. Heimsborgin er ekki glasileg
bygging, konungafolk eda trjagardur. Heimsborgin er hid gulblaa, teera andlit naturinnar, andlitio
sem aldrei litur solina, andlit pess sem byggir undirheima.” Elias Mar, “Einn battur ur
Lundunaveldi,” 21.
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Elias argues that those who do not want to get to know the underworld or try to understand
its inhabitants ignore the reasons why some people are in an unfortunate situation — and
they also ignore “the love that dare not speak its name.”®® The main virtue in the
underworld is silence; an understanding of human nature and “the liberality and open-
mindedness of those who do not judge.”®®

With this article Elias brings homosexuality into public discourse; he becomes one of
the few Icelanders who publicly addresses the issue in the media in a non-condemning
manner. He does indeed associate homosexuality with a foreign country and ‘outcasts’
such as drug addicts and thieves, which was a common practice, especially later in the
1950s as chapter two outlined, but his conclusion is quite radical: That the society must
learn to appreciate and accept marginal people instead of judging them. Hjalmar Sveinsson
has also argued, most convincingly, that this article can be seen as Elias’s writer
manifesto; that writers must treat their subject with respect and understanding and write
about the ‘hidden’ and marginal parts of the society as well as the world of the bourgeois
and idealised countryside.>® It expresses, in fact, an idea which is very similar to Elias’s
articulation of aktlel novels in his letter to Ragnar and the introduction to Végguvisa
which was published in Lif og list a month after the publication of the London article: He
wants to represent the ‘ugly’ sides of the modern world and introduce his readers to people
in marginal and often complicated situations. Yet the article differs from Elias’s previously
published writings in that it addresses homosexuality directly — it manifests, in other
words, that Elias has become confident enough to discuss the topic publicly.

The 15 months Elias spent in Copenhagen in 1946-1947 were a watershed period in
his life. Not only did he finish Man eg pig 1éngum and publish his first book — he
presumably had his first sexual acquaintances with men while he was there.>® His reading
list suggests that he was thinking about sexual matters but among the books he reads while

he is abroad are Havelock Ellis’s Study of the Psychology of Sex and a Danish book about

587 «[ . ] er hvergi getid um éstina sem ekki porir ad nefna nafn sitt [...].” Ibid. 22.

%88 «[ peim hopi er pognin hofuddyggd, skilningur og pekking 4 mannlegu eSli naudsynlegur
heefileiki, asamt afleidingum pessa alls, sem er: frjalslyndi og vidsyni pess sem ekki deemir.” Ibid.
Emphasis original.

%89 Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 68-71.

%0 Eljas never mentions lovers or discusses homosexuality in his notebooks in 1946-47, but he
later talked about his first same-sex sexual experience in Copenhagen. See Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr
penni i nyju lydveldi, 51-53; Asgeir b. Ingvarsson, “Elias Mar! Hvad erum vid ad gera?” He also
said, however, that he had been with a man once before he went to Copenhagen. See Pétur
Blondal, Sképunarségur, 276.
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young men’s sexuality.”®> He also mentions women more often in his notebooks than
before and in Copenhagen he has intimate relationships with at least two women.>*? Elfas
thus returns to Reykjavik in October 1947 with a new sexual and romantic experience.

The word “homosexuality” appears for the first time in Elias’s notebooks in March
1948 in relation to his friend and mentor Pordur Sigtryggsson. “I had a long conversation
with Steinn Steinarr about Porur Sigtryggsson’s homosexuality,” Elias writes, and the
next day he notes that he has started to read Psychopathia Sexualis by Krafft-Ebing.>*
Elias and Pordur had known each other for a long time; Elias’s grandmother, Guortn, paid
pérdur for teaching Elias to play the organ when the boy was eight years old.*** pérdur
introduced Elias to classical music which became one of Elias’s passions; in his notebooks
from 1944 and onward he documents the classical music pieces he listens to in the same
manner as the films and plays he sees, the books he reads and whom he visits. Péréur was
homosexual and quite outspoken about sexual matters but he was also a respected organist
and intellectual and Gudrdn does not seem to have been worried about him spending time
with Elias. Elias later noted, however, that Pérdur approached him sexually when he was

seventeen, without result.>®®

596

After Elias comes home from Copenhagen he and péréur

and in 1948 Elias sometimes notes when Pordur tells him about his
597
In

become good friends
own sexuality and other homosexuals and shows Elias books about sexual matters.
December 1950 bordur moreover writes a letter to Elias and expresses his regrets about the
fact that their relationship was never sexual when Elias was younger: “But that was your
fault, not mine. You did not know your time had come.”*®

In 1948-1950 Elias gradually becomes more honest about his sexual relationships in
the notebooks, for example about the women he sees in Reykjavik, Finland and London.

He sometimes writes that he has had “a very good time” with them, that he spends nights

% |bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebooks 1946-1947. 2 August 1946 he notes that he has started
reading “Den unge mands kensliv”’ by a writer named “H Olsen”, and on 2 May 1947 he begins to
read Kanslivets Psykologi, a Danish translation of Ellis’s work.

%2 Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebooks 1946-1947. Elias later confirmed that he had had two
girlfriends in Copenhagen, see Asgeir b. Ingvarsson, “Elias Mar! Hvad erum vid ad gera?”

% “Tala lengi vid Stein Steinarr um homoésexualitet bordar Sigtryggssonar.“ Lbs. 13 NF. Elias
Mar. Notebook 29-30 March 1948.

% Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 24; borsteinn Antonsson, “Su leynda ast,” 23.

%% Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni f nyju lydveldi, 58; Pétur Bléndal, Sképunarsdgur, 275-76. This
incident became an inspiration for a scene in Man eg pig 16ngum, see ch. 5.1.3 and 5.4.

%% Gudjon Fridriksson, Reykjavik bernsku minnar. Nitjan Reykvikingar segja fré, 41-53, here 52.
7| bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 26 June and 3 September 1948.

%% “En pad er pin sok, en ekki min. Pu pekktir ekki pinn vitjunartima.” Lbs. 952 NF. pordur
Sigtryggsson. Box 1. P6rdur Sigtryggsson to Elias Mar, 3 December 1950.
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with them, that he “likes them very much” and has “intimate conversations” with them.>%

The first time he says similar things about men, however, is in June 1950, while he is in
London. On 10 June he writes in his notebook that he has met “a young negro” and walked
with him, a few days later they have lunch together and Elias says that he is “a wonderful
boy.”®® In a draft titled “From The Underworld” — a three-page-long journal, dated on 8
June 1950, which seems to be an early version of the London article — Elias discusses his
acquaintance with the city’s nightlife, especially homosexual men he sees. He describes
their appearance in detail, including a man’s strikingly large genitalia and feminine
movements. Another man tells Elias that he has been watching him and invites him to a
club — and Elias is quite excited because he has never been to such ‘special clubs’ in
London. A week later, on 16 June, he concludes the journal with these words:

My entries in this journal have been delayed, when I think twice | feel that it is my
obligation not to continue with it — for the time being. It would also take too much
time from my other projects, if | would write it in necessary detail.*®*

These days in mid-June 1950 were thus quite eventful in terms of Elias’s sexual
encounters with men and for the first time — as far as we know, based on his preserved
personal archives — he writes directly about his same-sex desire. He is careful, however; in
“From The Underworld” he notes that the police might be entertained if they found the
draft and he eventually decides not to continue writing it. He is, in other words, aware of
the fact that his actions are illegal in London and that journals are readily used as evidence
in criminal cases.

The months Elias lives in London thus seem to have been another watershed period; it
is at least striking how open and honest he becomes about sexual matters after he returns to
Reykjavik in the summer of 1950. According to his notebooks his sex life is blooming and
he has sexual relationships with people of both genders —sometimes two or more

individuals at the same time.°*? By the end of 1950, in other words, Elias has started to

%9 |bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebooks 1948-1950. See e.g. 18 May 1948, 25 July 1949, 3
December 1949 and 11 March 1950.

890 hs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 10 and 13 June 1950.

801 «“pad hefur dregizt, ad skrifadi meira i pennan dagb6karpatt, pegar ég hugsa mig um finn ég, ad
pad er skylda min ad halda honum ekki afram — ad svo stoddu. Enda myndi hann taka of langan
tima fra 68rum storfum minum, ef ég skrifadi hann svo nakveemlega sem pyrfti.” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias
Mar. AE. Essays, articles, reviews and memoirs. 1943-1958. “From The Underworld.”

892 1n October 1950 Elias starts using gendered symbols and numbers in his notebooks to indicate
his sexual partners.
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write about his bisexuality in his notebooks and same-sex sexual activity has become a

part of his everyday life.°®

3.4.1 Writer struggle

The months in London were, like the time in Copenhagen, an important time in Elias’s
writing career as well as his personal life. In these cities — London in particular — he had
opportunities to hide in the crowd, explore homosexual subcultures and develop his sexual
identity; expand his world-view and familiarise himself with new cultures and currents.®®*
When he left Iceland in November 1949 to study literature at University College London
he was twenty-five years old and had already published two books, which was more than
most of his friends had done.®® Yet he was thirsty for more and felt hopeful that his new
novel, Vogguvisa, and the short story collection would soon be published. That process
was more difficult than he anticipated, however.

Elias had left the manuscript of Vogguvisa with his publisher but Ragnar later claimed
that he had never promised to publish it. As the weeks in London pass Elias becomes more
concerned about not hearing from Ragnar, not least because he needs the money. He
received a scholarship and the Icelandic government paid for his flight but letters from
Vilhjalmur S. Vilhjalmsson manifest that Elias’s financial situation in London is difficult.
Vilhjalmur assists Elias with his finances and foreign currency permits, like he did when
Elias was in Copenhagen and Finland, but his letters from February to June 1950 show that
he cannot send money to London because Elias does not have any —he is broke.
Vilhjalmur takes great pains to help his friend; he even sells a story he finds in Elias’s desk
and applies for a writer’s grant in his name.®®® In March he writes in a tired tone: “You

have prepared your trip like a child. You have to deal with the consequences yourself.” In

%% Elfas continues to read books about sexual matters. He reads the Kinsey report while he is in
Finland in June 1949 and a few months later Sexual Anomalies by Magnus Hirschfeld. Lbs. 13 NF.
Elias Mar. Notebooks 22 June 1949 and 12 January 1950.

84 On queer culture, politics and identities in London in the early and mid-twentieth century, see
e.g. Houlbrook, Queer London.

%5 Hannes Sigfiisson’s first book, Dymbilvaka, was published in 1949 and J6n Oskar and Sigfts
Dadason published their first books in 1951-52.

8% The application was rejected and Elias did thus not receive a writer’s grant in 1950. The story
Vilhjalmur sold to the journal Samvinnan was “A bekk med skaldum & hvitu torgi,” which had
already been published three years earlier in Pjédviljinn. Vilhjdlmur did not know that and
presumably did not care either; his main concern was to earn money for Elias. See Lbs. 13 NF.
Vilhjalmur S. Vilhjalmsson to Elias Mar, 28 May 1950.
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June he finally asks Elias to come home and take care of his own matters and by the end of
July Elfas is back in Reykjavik.%"’

Elias probably never registered at the university; he never received the payment for
Vogguvisa he expected from Ragnar and could thus not pay the fees.®®® Vilhjalmur, who
had been a mediator between Elias and Ragnar when Eftir orstuttan leik was published,
refused to talk to Ragnar and ask him about Vdgguvisa or payments in a letter to Elias
written by the end of December 1949.°® Two weeks later Elias writes a dry letter to
Ragnar where he says that he “assumes” that Ragnar will want to publish Vdgguvisa “as
soon as possible,” and requests, rather than asks, that Ragnar will send him 3000 kroner so
he can pay the university fees and continue his studies.®’® Ragnar never replies, perhaps
because he thinks the young writer has become somewhat too arrogant and demanding.®**
In April 1950 Elias writes another letter to Ragnar asking for money. This time Ragnar
replies, rather annoyed, and says that he has not decided what he will do with the
manuscript. He tells Elias that his “boring book™ — referring to Man eg pig I6ngum — has
not sold well, and explains that he cannot afford to publish non-profitable books. If | ever
become so wealthy, he says, I will publish your “Pjodvisa,” that is, if you have not found
another publisher “who does not publish books to make other people buy them, but rather
for himself, like a painting that no-one except the owner is ever allowed to see.”®*?

For the first time in his career Elias has to fight to get his book published. Eftir
drstuttan leik was a somewhat successful debut, which presumably made it easier for Elias
to get Ragnar to publish Man eg pig l16ngum, and Vilhjalmur’s assistance should not be
underestimated — he was Ragnar’s childhood friend.®** Now, however, Elfas is on his own,
and Man eg pig I6ngum has made Ragnar sceptical. It has not sold well and Ragnar is not
the only one who thinks it is ‘boring’; a similar view is expressed in Kristmann
Gudmundsson’s and Bjarni Benediktsson’s reviews, as noted earlier. Elias’s confidence

and nerve may also have had a negative impact on Ragnar. Last, but not least, it is not

897 «pyy hefur undirbuid for pina Ut eins og barn. bu verdur ad taka afleidingunum af pvi og pa ert
einn um pad.” Lbs. 13 NF. Vilhjalmur S. Vilhjadlmsson to Elias Mar, 30 March 1950. See also
letters from 22 April, 28 May and 12 June and Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 27 July 1950.

898 borsteinn Antonsson, Pérdargledi, 94.

809 bs. 13 NF. Vilhjalmur S. Vilhjalmsson to Elias Mar, 29 December 1949.

810 «[ ] ég geri rad fyrir, ad pi munir vilja sja um utgafu hennar vid fyrsta tekiferi [...].” Lbs. 9
NF. Elias Mar to Ragnar Jonsson, 14 January 1950.

811 See J6n Karl Helgason, Mynd af Ragnari i Sméra, 96-102.

812 <[] og p4 kemur Pjodvisan pin 4 prent, nema pt hafir adur kynnst 68rum utgefanda, sem ekki
gefur Gt baekur til ad prakka peim inna annad félk, heldur letur gera peaer handa sjalfum sér eins og
mélverk, sem enginn utan eigandinn feer nokkurntima augum litid.” Lbs. 9 NF. Ragnar Jonsson to
Elias Mar, first day of summer (20 April) 1950. See also borsteinn Antonsson, Pérdargledi, 95;
Jon Karl Helgason, Mynd af Ragnari i Smara, 97-98.

813 36n Karl Helgason, Mynd af Ragnari i Smara, 7778, 97-98.
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impossible that Ragnar was not in every respect content with the homosexual theme in
Man eg pig lIéngum and thus became wary of publishing another book by Elias. He never
says this directly, yet his letter to Elias includes references to homosexuality that suggest
that he was at least aware of Elias’s interest in men.

First of all, as Jon Karl Helgason has pointed out, Ragnar calls the novel “Pjodvisa,”
which may simply be a miswriting but could also be a reference to a famous poem with the
same title by Témas Gudmundsson — also published by Ragnar.®** The speaker of the
poem is (seemingly) a girl who describes her love affair with a young man, yet the first
line evokes questions about who the speaker really is: “I thought I was a young girl and
intended to exist.” The speaker’s gender, and consequently their sexuality, is undermined
here — the speaker thinks they are a girl. The poem can thus be interpreted as homoerotic as
Gudmundur Andri Thorsson has suggested.®™® Secondly, Ragnar’s words about the
publisher, who behaves like a man who owns a painting but does not allow anyone else to
see it, is a rather obvious reference to Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray — to Basil
who paints a portrait of the beautiful and charming Dorian but cannot exhibit the painting
because he has put too much of himself into it, and to Dorian himself who hides the
painting because it contains his secret. Both Basil’s and Dorian’s secrets have been
interpreted as same-sex desire and Ragnar’s reference to the publisher and the painting, as
well as to the gender-ambiguous speaker in “Pjodvisa,” may thus point to the homosexual
theme in Man eg pig 16ngum, or even to Elias’s own sexuality. The question if Ragnar
resisted publishing Vdgguvisa because he disliked the homosexual theme in Man eg pig
I6ngum remains unanswered but Elias later asserted that Ragnar would never have
published the sequence in which Halldor Oskar Magnusson Omar was supposed to ‘come
out.’®®

Demanding that Ragnar would publish Vogguvisa within a year from the release of
Man eg pig Idngum was perhaps a bold move. It says much about Elias’s confidence,
however, and so does the next letter he sends to Ragnar. In May 1950 he writes a long
reply, referred to earlier in this chapter, in which he defends himself and his books and
explains why he thinks Ragnar should publish Vdgguvisa. He tells him how personal and
important Man eg pig I6ngum was for him and says that it was not just the book’s fault that
it did not sell — Ragnar never advertised it properly. But such things should not matter, he
says, because books by young and aspiring writers rarely make profit; the publishers need

to be patient. Elias moreover assures Ragnar that

* Ibid. 100.
8% Gudmundur Andri Thorsson, “Ordlausir draumar.”

816 Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni { nyju lydveldi, 58.
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[t]here will be a day when “Man eg big 16ngum” will be considered to be a more
noteworthy novel than it is now. People will read it from other perspectives then
they have done so far. [...] The time will come when you will not be blamed for
publishing it, but rather the opposite.®*’

It is tempting to suggest, as Jon Karl Helgason has done, that with these words Elias is
referring to the novel’s focus on homosexuality and that he is predicting that it will be read
differently in the future when same-sex desire is not repressed, hidden or ignored.®*® Elias
assures Ragnar that Végguvisa is a different kind of novel but implies that Ragnar has not
realised that because he has not even read the manuscript, hence his miswriting of the title.
Elias convincingly argues that the book deserves to be published and says that he thinks a
fair price would be at least 10.000 kroner, but that he is willing to let Ragnar publish “the
first edition without paying me anything, on the condition that it will be out by Christmas
the latest.”®*® This last offer shows that Elfas is desperate to publish the book and values
money less than publication but it also shows his confidence and faith in Vogguvisa; by
referring specifically to a “first edition’ he seems to be hopeful that the novel will sell well
and be reprinted.

Whether it was the result of Elias’s convincing arguments or his offer to take no
payment Ragnar eventually gave in. Soon after Elias returns from London in July 1950
they come to an agreement; if Elias can collect subscribers Ragnar will publish both
Vogguvisa and the short story collection Gamalt folk og nytt. The books are proofread in
October and November and on 15 December they are both available in bookstores in
Reykjavik.%?° That day the editor and literary scholar Kristinn E. Andrésson invites Elias
to a party and the young man who five years earlier fantasised about being a published
writer thus celebrates the publication of his third and fourth book in the company of
Halldor Laxness, borbergur pordarson, Jon Oskar, Johannes ur Kotlum and many other
respected figures in the literary field.®”* The London article is published in the midst of the
publication process which shows that Elias’s ambition and struggle to get his writings
published goes hand in hand with his effort to publicly address homosexuality. A few

months later, moreover, Elias has become a patron at the controversial café, Adlon, at

817 »“Man eg pig 16ngum” mun einhverntima verda talin merkilegri bok en hin er talin nd. Folk
mun lesa hana 0t frd 60rum sjénarmidum en hingad til. [...] Su stund mun koma, ad pér verdur
ekki legid 4 halsi fyrir ad hafa gefid hana ut, heldur hid gagnsteda.” Lbs. 9 NF. Elias Mar to
Ragnar Jonsson, 7 May 1950.

%18 Jon Karl Helgason, “Madur dagsins, seint og um sidir.”

819 <[] pa gef ég pér hér med leyfi til ad gefa skaldsdguna ut i fyrstu Gtgafu, 4n endurgjalds til
min, p6 med pvi skilyrdi, ad hin komi & markad ekki sidar en fyrir naestu jol.” Lbs. 9 NF. Elias
Mar to Ragnar Jonsson, 7 May 1950; borsteinn Antonsson, Péroargledi, 101.

620 hs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 1950, August—December.

%21 Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 15 December 1950.
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Laugavegur 11 and one of the notorious artist/homosexuals that Manudagsbladid later
condemned. He has, in other words, become a famous writer as well as a notorious

homosexual.

3.5 Conclusion

Elias Mar’s writing performances in the 1940s are quite remarkable and his published as
well as unpublished texts — personal and fictional — manifest a strong ambition and
persistent endeavour to become an acknowledged writer. These writings also show that
Elias was from the beginning a political writer who above all wanted to make a difference
with his work; to deal with complicated and sensitive contemporary issues, such as class
division, generation gaps and the tension between rural and urban culture, and encourage
his readers to think critically about the world around them. Last, but not least, Elias clearly
saw same-sex desire as one of the aspects of modern life that contemporary fiction should
deal with and in that respect he was inspired by for example Halldor Laxness whose take
on homosexuality is unquestionably one of the factors that make The Great Weaver from
Kashmir a modernist novel in Marshall Berman’s understanding of the term — and an
aktdel novel in the eyes of Elias Mar.

Berman’s broad approach to modernism is useful in this context, not least because it
shares important characteristics with Sedgwick’s theory of queer performativity. At the
core of Berman’s argument is firstly how modernism seeks to point out and deal with the
paradoxes inherent to capitalism, bourgeois norms and other aspects of modernity, and
secondly that modernism is performative — modernist writings do not simply describe the
modern condition, they seek to act and make a change.®? Elias underlines the paradoxical
nature of issues such as ‘the situation’ and the urban life in Reykjavik in his work, rather
than for example idealising or condemning the city or the women, and he also exposes
paradoxes inherent in himself, such as in relation to films and American pop culture. Such
complications are also prominent in his writings on same-sex desire. He does not write
about homosexuality as a stable or fixed identity in the 1940s but rather about the fusion of
identification and desire. He writes about homosocial desire and the pleasures and fears
associated with not knowing the true meaning of another man’s gaze resting upon you, or
if you want to be that man or have him, watch him or having his gaze resting on you.
These writings are responses to sexual marginalisation and ‘forced exile’ and thus queer

623

modernist work, as Love underlines;>=* they deal with life and the experience of not

622 Barman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air, 15-37.
231 ove, “Forced Exile.”
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conforming to heterosexual norms in times when modern sexual identity categories were
becoming ever more influential and regulative in Iceland.

Elias’s texts from the 1940s are performances in themselves but they are also
performative in the sense that they ‘create’ a writer and through them Elias develops a
writer identity. His published works often have a political purpose and are meant to incite
social change. Yet his queer writing performances, published as well as unpublished, are
perhaps his most important performances; performances that helped him on his journey
towards accepting his same-sex desires, developing a bisexual identity and eventually
becoming confident enough to speak publicly about queer sexuality. Moreover, with the
London article in 1950 Elias brings homosexuality into public discourse. The novels he
wrote in the 1940s do not address homosexuality directly in the sense that they use words
like kynvilla, but as the next three chapters outline the texts also manifest Elias’s will to
express and discuss male same-sex desire in books that other people — not just himself —
would read. This is particularly prominent in Eftir drstuttan leik and Man eg pig 16ngum,

the novels Elias wrote almost simultaneously in 1945-1946.
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It was perhaps to be expected that Elias Mar’s first novel would be under strong influence
from his favourite writer, Halldér Laxness. When Elias wrote Eftir drstuttan leik he had
read The Great Weaver several times, as noted earlier, and he was later quite honest about
its influence and that his protagonist, Bubbi, resembled Steinn Ellioi:

I [was] of course not attempting to write a new Weaver and the boy is not Catholic,
but I feel now that there is something in him that came about under the influence of
The Great Weaver.®

The intertextual links between those two novels are indeed striking. Dagny Kristjansdottir
and Jén Karl Helgason have pointed out that like Steinn Ellidi Bubbi is dealing with an
existential crisis and searching for the meaning of life, and that he considers entering a
monastery although he does not take vows like Steinn.®?® This chapter discusses, among
other things, how the queerness in The Great Weaver is also present in Eftir drstuttan leik;
how Bubbi, like Steinn, resists and struggles with normative bourgeois ideas and
conventions, marriage, heterosexual love and family life. Elias’s fascination with The
Great Weaver was, after all, hardly a coincidence; Steinn Ellidi’s talk about sex with both
men and women and revolt against heteronormative morality must have struck and
inspired Elias as a young queer reader.

Eftir orstuttan leik is set in Reykjavik in 1945 and tells the story of a few months in
the life of the character-narrator, borhallur, who goes by the nickname Bubbi. He is a
twenty-year-old student and lives in a big house with his father who works as a teacher.
Bubbi’s mother died of childbirth when he was seven years old and the household has
since then been operated by his aunt, Sigurbjorg, and maids who work and live in the
house. In the novel Bubbi tells his readers about how he met, and was separated from, the
love of his life, a girl named Anna. Yet the novel is not a love story but rather Bubbi’s
account of his own emotional, mental — and sexual — problems and how he deals with

them.

824 «Bo er ad sjalfsdgdu ekki ad reyna ad skrifa nyjan Vefara og pilturinn er ekki kapolskur en pad
er eitthvad i honum sem mér finnst ntiina ad hafi ordid til vegna ahrifa Vefarans mikla.” Kolbrin
Bergporsdéttir, “Er ekki feeribandahofundur,” 24.

%25 Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Arin eftir seinna strid,” 470; Jon Karl Helgason, “Deiligaldur Eliasar,”
122. See Elias Mar, Eftir orstuttan leik, 186-87. References to Eftir drstuttan leik are hereafter
abbreviated: (EOL 186-87). Halldor Laxness dwelled in a monastery in Clervaux, Luxembourg, in
1922-23 and was baptised there. See Peter Hallberg, Vefarinn mikli. Um askuskaldskap Halldérs
Laxness; Halldor Gudmundsson, Halldér Laxness. Avisaga, 119-43. Elias took lessons from
pastor Boots in Reykjavik in 1944 and considered visiting a monastery but eventually decided not
to get baptised. See Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 15 January and 1 April 1944; Lbs. 13 NF.
Elias Mar to Gudmundur Palsson, 4 September 1943; Elias Mar, “Litid til Landakots.”
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Bubbi is restless and unhappy even though he may seem to have everything a young
man could want, such as money and good looks. His main concern is his sexuality and
relationships with women; he has been sexually active from a young age but when the
novel is set he has become utterly disgusted by sex. He decides to fight his desires and
solve his crisis by abstaining from sex and women but his chastity vow is challenged when
he falls in love. Unlike other women Anna makes him happy and for a few weeks he
believes she will lead him out of his crisis. Their relationship does not last, however,
because Anna’s mother separates them after finding out about Bubbi’s sexual behaviour in
the past. Bubbi is again alone and depressed but instead of returning to the chastity vow he
decides to deal with his problems by writing a book about himself, and this book is Eftir
orstuttan leik. The novel is thus a Bildungsroman as well as a story about its own creation;
a therapeutic process driven by Bubbi’s sexual crisis.

There are no blunt discussions or representations of same-sex desire or homosexuality
in Eftir orstuttan leik and yet there are, as Jon Karl and Dagny have outlined, indications
that suggest that Bubbi’s fear and frustration in relation to same-sex desire cause his sexual
crisis.®”® The following discussion is inspired by Jon Karl’s and Dagny’s analyses but
seeks to shed new light on Bubbi’s sexuality by approaching it from the point of view of
Sedgwick’s theory of queer performativity. This is thus not an analysis of Bubbi’s hidden
or suppressed homosexuality but rather of how he performs queerness and how those
performances are driven by his feeling of inferiority, self-disgust and shame. One of the
advantages of Sedgwick’s theory is that it allows us to think about various textual elements
as performances that represent or express queerness but at the same time play an important
role in the making and shaping of the character’s identity. Such an approach is particularly
feasible when reading Eftir orstuttan leik because Bubbi’s crisis is not just sexual; it is a
masculine identity crisis. He is disgusted by his desires and desperate to find out why he
feels this way, who he is and how he can control his desires and become the man he wants

to be — or feels he should become.

4.1 Sexual crisis

The first section of the novel’s second chapter, titled “Dansleikur” (‘Dance’), contains
Bubbi’s chaotic and somewhat paradoxical monologue where he tells his readers that he
has known for a long time that he is “not in every respect” in good mental health.®?” He
has been depressed, restless and mentally unstable and despite his young age he has faced

much hardship which, in his opinion, has made him more experienced and mature than his

626 Jon Karl Helgason, “Deiligaldur Eliasar”; Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Synt en ekki gefid.”
827 «<[ ] ad ég er ekki alls kostar heilbrigdur unglingur andlega.” (EOL 26)
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friends and contemporaries. He feels different from other people and has isolated himself
because he does not believe his friends can understand him. “It has been very long since |
took delight in the fellowship of a companion,” he says and adds that he has turned to
reading and studying a variety of psychological writings on the human drives and
personality in expectation of understanding himself and learning how to deal with these
issues.®?® Bubbi envies his friends and other young men who, unlike him, are “healthy and
happy”: “They have not taken on a yoke. They have enjoyed youth in a different way than
I have. They have been lucky.” Then he defends his behaviour and longings:

| have tried to enjoy life. Is that a sin? — | ask. — No. It is not a sin. That is all. It
cannot be sinful to act upon your healthy desires. Yet | have had to bear the
consequences of allowing myself to enjoy life differently — and more fully — than
they have. I have in certain ways been more unfortunate than them. But has that
been my fault? I do not believe so.

And yet | have now started to struggle so hard against my healthy desires that |
am close to complete derangement. | have started to fear myself, — both my urges —
and the wish to repress them. I’'m revolted by myself, — and at the same time |
admire myself. And my only goal is to overcome the imbalance in my psyche, — let
my drives merge with the healthy meaningful life, which has always been available
to me, and for which people have tried to make me aim, but to which | have not yet
been able to conform.

And yet that is the goal.

I am an individual. — And | aspire to be an individual. All my life is headed
towards being an independent personality. God knows, if he exists, if | will ever
manage to reach that goal.®*°

628 «pagd er ordid langt sidan ég hef haft yndi af samveru vid nokkurn einstakan félaga, — tiltdlulega
langt sidan.” (EOL 27) It is very hard, if not impossible, to capture the ambiguity of the phrase
nokkurn einstakan félaga in English translation. Félagi (‘companion’) can refer to both men and
women but it is more commonly used about men, and in this context — used by Bubbi who generally
dislikes women — it seems likely that the companion is a man. Einstakan can mean ‘one’ — which
suggests that Bubbi has been with one companion in particular — or ‘special’; that he has been with a
special companion. Nokkurn einstakan félaga can thus suggest that Bubbi has been with a (special)
male friend, which in a queer reading would be meaningful, but it can also refer more generally to
‘any companion.’ In the latter case the sentence does not refer to close or special male bonding;
Bubbi is then simply saying that it has been a long time since he has enjoyed being with any of his
friends.

829 “peir eru vist allir mjog heilbrigdir unglingar og hamingjusamir. Peir hafa ekki bundid sig &
neins konar klafa. peir hafa notid @skuaranna & annan hatt en ég. beir hafa verid lukkunnar
pamfilar. — Eg hef reynt ad njota lifsins. Er pad synd? — Eg spyr. — Nei. bad er ekki synd. bad er
allt og sumt. bad getur ekki verid synd ad hegda sér samkveemt heilbrigdum I6ngunum sinum.
Samt er pvi pannig farid med mig, ad ég hef matt stpa seydid af pvi ad hafa leyft mér ad njota
lifsins & annan hatt — og i fyllra mzli — en peir. Eg hef & vissan hatt verid 6lanssamari en peir. En
hefur pad verid mér ad kenna? bvi trii ég ekki. [...] PO er ég nu ordid farinn ad streitast svo mjog a
méti heilbrigdum Iéngunum minum, ad ég nalgast algjéra sturlun. Eg er farinn ad hraedast sjalfan
mig, - badi hvatir minar — og léngunina til pess ad bala par nidur. Eg hef andstyggd & sjalfum
mér, — og ég dyrka sjalfan mig jafnframt. Og ég keppi ad pvi takmarki einu ad sigrast &
¢jafnveeginu i salarlifi minu, — sameina hvatir minar hinu heilbrigda, tilgangsrika lifi, sem jafnan
hefur stadid mér til boda og reynt er ad lata mig keppa ad, en sem ég hef enn ekki fundid mig mann
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This section evokes several questions: What are, in Bubbi’s opinion, healthy and sick
desires? What is the ‘healthy meaningful life’ he cannot live? What is it that he has done
more of, or differently, than other young men? And what does he mean when he says that
he wants to be ‘an individual’ and ‘an independent personality’? As Dagny points out, it is
evident that Bubbi desperately wants to tell the readers a big secret.5*

In the remainder of the chapter Bubbi tells his readers about a night when he went to a
dance and talked to Anna for the first time. He meets Anna in the ballroom, asks her to
dance with him, they talk and enjoy each other’s company and after the dance they walk
half-way home together. When Bubbi comes home, however, he meets the housemaid,
Lovisa, who is drunk and starts flirting with him. He reacts belligerently, brings her to
tears and throws her out of the room. “I had resisted the temptation,” Bubbi says and adds:
“In the past months, I had been striving toward the goal. Now I had conquered yet another
obstacle on my passage. [...] I had to resist any kind of temptation, if | were to reach my
goal and not give up.”®" The goal Bubbi has set for himself, as noted earlier, is to
‘overcome the imbalance in his psyche’ and live ‘a healthy meaningful life’ — and here he
makes it clear that in order to reach that goal he needs to deny himself the company of
women, especially sexual relations with them.

The mere thought of sexual encounters terrifies Bubbi and he finds memories of his
“first experience of love” deeply humiliating (EOL 47). What these memories entail is not
spelt out but Bubbi implies, by adding that since he was twelve years old he has
“instinctively despised all the housemaids in my father’s house,”®* that he has been
having sex with the maids in his house since he was twelve. This implication is supported
by his statement that by the time he was fourteen he had “learned more than enough” about
sexual matters and that when he was a teenager he enjoyed the pleasures of sex so
excessively that it became a habit.®*® Later in the book the reader also learns that he has
conceived a baby with a girl named Bibi. He is not, however, interested in being a father or
participating in his son’s life. His sexual relationships with women have had a very

negative effect on him and he is disgusted by his own sexual behaviour and lack of self-

til ad ganga upp 1. [...] Pad er p6 takmarkid. [...] Eg er einstaklingur. — Og ég prai ad vera
einstaklingur. Allt mitt lif stefnir ad pvi ad vera sjalfsteedur persénuleiki. Pad veit gud, ef hann er
til, hvort mér mun nokkru sinni takast ad na pvi marki.” (EOL 27-28)

%% Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Synt en ekki gefid,” 116.

831 «o hafdi stadizt freistinguna [...] Undanfarna manudi hafdi ég keppt ad takmarkinu. Nt hafoi
ég sigrazt 4 enn einni hindruninni 4 leid minni. [...] Eg vard ad standast hvers kyns freistingar, ef
ég =tladi ekki ad snuia vid 4 leidinni ad takmarkinu.” (EOL 46)

832 “En sidan ég var tolf dra gamall, hef ég osjalfratt fyrirlitid allar vinnukonur, sem verid hafa &
heimili fodur mins.” (EOL 47)

833 «(11 vitneskja min um sextela hluti zsti upp i mér forvitni og 16ngun; og innan skamms hafoi
ég fengid ad vita meira en nog.” (EOL 47)
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control (EOL 28). Moreover, he notes that this is the reason why he started writing the
book about himself — in other words, the core of his crisis (EOL 47). Bubbi says that his
friends were jealous of him when they were younger because he was confident around
girls and knew how to approach them but that the careless and wild days of his youth are
now over. He is trying to be independent and therefore chooses either to be alone or prefer

634 _ and this one girl is Anna.

“one girl over all the others

It is possible that Bubbi is referring to masturbation — that he has masturbated
excessively — but his words can also be interpreted so that the ‘yoke’ he has taken on is the
consequences of excessive heterosexual sex — of having too much sex with too many
women. Following that line of interpretation the healthy meaningful life he wants to live is
a life where he is in control of his sexual desires and does not have too much sex — or any
sex at all. For a few weeks, when he is with Anna, he manages to live such a life; he feels
like he is “in close touch with the normal man’s healthy life” and is not bothered with
“seeking the abnormal,” but this relief is only temporal.”® Yet, like J6n Karl and Dagny
have pointed out, the extreme fear and frustration Bubbi experiences in relation to his
sexuality, and the fact that he sees himself as different from other ‘healthy’ young men,
suggests that something is left unsaid — that same-sex desires might at least be a part of the
problem, perhaps the core of his sexual crisis. Bubbi tries to convince himself and his
readers that his desires are healthy and not sinful, but simultaneously fights and resists
them, which suggests that he in fact sees them as sick and sinful. Same-sex desire is
certainly not the only part of human sexuality that has been considered sinful, and Bubbi
never explains what he means by ‘healthy desire,” but in this context one of the possible
interpretations — and the one this chapter builds on — is that his ‘unhealthy’ desire is a

desire for men.

4.1.1 Nausea and self-disgust

Both Bubbi and Steinn Ellidi in The Great Weaver are looking for true meaning in life and
both believe celibacy will help them on that journey — women and sex gets in their way
and disturbs them. Like Steinn, Bubbi searches for answers in philosophy and literature, as
the following sections outline; yet he is not religious like Steinn who seeks comfort in God
and the Catholic Church. In that respect Bubbi is perhaps more related to another

existential anti-hero: Roquentin in Jean-Paul Sartre’s novel La Nausée (1938; Nausea), a

834 «1...] tilraunum minum til ad ganga upp i einverunni, — “sjalfstzedinu”, — eda einhverri einni

stilku fram yfir allar adrar.” (EOL 67)
8% «[...] néna snertingu vid hid heilbrigda lif hins edlilega manns og keerdi sig ekki um ad leita
hins abnormala 1 hvers konar mynd sem pad birtist.” (EOL 100)
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depressed historian who has lost interest in his work and sees no purpose with his
existence.®®®

The most striking trait Bubbi and Roquentin share is nausea. In Sartre’s novel physical
disgust manifests and underlines the protagonist’s mental state; nausea is his bodily
reaction to ‘bad faith,” or people’s ignorance towards the fact (according to Sartre’s
existential philosophy) that man is only what he chooses to be and nothing else.®®” James
Wood thus notes that Roquentin

is filled with revulsion. These pompous civilians imagine that their lives have
meaning, and they believe that these paintings solemnize and preserve their
imperishable achievements. They are merely examples of what Sartre would later
call ‘mauvaise foi’, or ‘bad faith’: they have concealed from themselves the awful
dilemma of their existences.®*®

Disgust is similarly prominent in Eftir érstuttan leik; Bubbi’s attitude towards the world
around him is generally negative, he repetitively recalls being disdainful or disgusted by
other people, food and sex. In the first chapter, for example, he experiences similar
repulsion towards ‘pompous civilians’ as Roquentin; he goes to a restaurant and orders
food but loses his appetite while waiting and eventually starts feeling sick. It is not just the
food that disgusts Bubbi but also the surroundings; “middle-aged men dressed in grey with
tie-pins, cuffed pants and well-groomed hair, fat bald men with a watch chain attached to

639 a5 well as “stupid” and “ignorant” waitresses (EOL 21). His

the front of their vest,
dislike of these people — bourgeois men and young women, fat, snobbish, stupid people —
enhances his disgust of the food. But Bubbi is also full of self-contempt and self-disgust.
As noted earlier he is revolted by his own sexual behaviour and he also says that he
despises both the wild days of his youth and his current attempts to gain control over his
sexual behaviour (EOL 67). He is moreover disgusted when he realises how awkward he is
on one of his first dates with Anna and the filth under his fingernails makes him feel self-
disdain (EOL 56). Bubbi’s attitude towards his own body and personality is thus very

negative and cannot simply be described as bad faith.

8% J6n Karl Helgason, Dagny Kristjansdéttir and Hjalmar Sveinsson have pointed out similarities
between Eftir drstuttan leik and Nausea: Jon Karl Helgason, “Deiligaldur Eliasar,” 118-19; Dagny
Kristjansdottir, “Arin eftir seinna strid,” 470; Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 44.
Elias did probably not read French and Nausea had not been published in English, Danish or
Swedish translation when he wrote Eftir 6rstuttan leik. He may nevertheless have read about it and
perhaps seen parts of it in magazines or ‘home-made’ translations.

%7 See e.g. Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness. A Phenomenological Essay on Ontology.

&% James Wood, “Introduction,” xiii.

639 «[...] midaldra menn i graum fétum og med nzlu i bindinu, brot i buxunum og vel greitt har,
feitir menn med skalla og med trkedju framan 4 vestinu [...].” (EOL 21)
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Issues concerning masculinity and sex are a prominent part of Roquentin’s crisis; he
tries to get back together with his ex-girlfriend, Anny, hoping that she will save him from
his misery, but she does not want him.®* Scholars such as Lawrence R. Schehr and
Lawrence D. Kritzman have discussed same-sex sexuality in Nausea; Schehr notes that
even though Sartre’s philosophy emphasises the will of man and his freedom to choose his
own faith homosexuality is only portrayed in Nausea as “guilty behavior.”®** Kritzman
suggests that Roquentin desires men and that his despair — and hence his nausea — is
incited by the fact that same-sex desire does not conform to the aggressive, self-made,
“phallonormative” model of masculinity proposed by Sartre.*?? “If Roquentin’s
masculinity is in question,” he says, “it is because he perceives an alternative model of
relationality, a type of identification that both reifies the terms self and other and
simultaneously defies the stability of identity and difference.”®** Bubbi’s struggles are also
related to masculinity issues, as the following sections outline, and his contempt is
similarly seen here as a response to a hetero-masculine social ideal to which he cannot
conform.

Sedgwick’s and Tomkins’s theories on shame are helpful when it comes to Bubbi’s
identification with the idea of a happy, healthy, normal life and his condemnation of
himself and others who do not conform to that ideal. Although shame and disgust are not
identical affects Tomkins’s discussion of them is concurrent. In a chapter titled “Shame—
Humiliation and Contempt-Disgust” he outlines that unlike shame, disgust and contempt
focus on the object, the source of the affect, rather than the experiencing self. Yet
sometimes the self becomes the object of its own disgust and in such cases the line
between the two affects is very blurred: “Shame is often intimately related to and easily
confused with contempt, particularly self-contempt; indeed, it is sometimes not possible to
separate them.”®** The following discussion of Bubbi’s sexuality supposes that his self-
contempt can be analysed on the same main premises as shame; as an emotion that is
prominent in Bubbi’s life and which affects and shapes his relationship with social ideals
and norms as well as with his inner self and personal identity. His self-disgust, confessions

and speculations about his sexual crisis — about being different, mentally unhealthy and

&0 Jon Karl Helgason points out that Roquentin’s and Bubbi’s girlfriends carry the same name:

Anny/Anna. They are thus yet another intertextual link between the two novels. Jén Karl Helgason,

“Deiligaldur Eliasar,” 119.

81 L awrence R. Schehr, “Sartre’s Autodidacticism,” 45.

Z‘; Lawrence D. Kritzman, “To Be or Not to Be. Sexual Ambivilance in Sartre’s La Nausée,” 81.
Ibid. 79.

84 Tomkins, “Shame-Humiliation and Contempt-Disgust,” 133—36, here 134.
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unstable and wondering if his desires are sick or healthy, normal or sinful — are moreover
good examples of what Sedgwick describes as queer performativity.

Bubbi responds with disgust when he faces sexual women, heterosexual sex and
bourgeois masculinity — and his contempt is directed towards himself as well as other
people.®*® Tomkins discusses how self-contempt is often a response to contempt from
others, or self-defence mechanism. Children, for example, often learn to expect a disgust
or contempt response from their parents in certain contexts, such as when they behave in a
way they know has provoked contempt from the parent before. Instead of feeling ashamed
they sometimes respond with aggression or fear but they also often internalise the
contempt and punish themselves for their own behaviour. Whether or not such self-
contempt restrains the repetition of the particular behaviour, Tomkins says, “it provides a
type of punishment for norm violation which is to be distinguished from an expectation of
being shamed again.”646 Like with shame, however, the ‘other’ who shows contempt or
disgust can be the view, imagined or real, of unspecified others and the norms of a given
culture. Like Ahmed points out the power of normative regulation lies in the individual’s
desire to identify with the norm, to connect and reconnect with the social ideal, and
Bubbi’s contempt can be seen as self-punishment for not conforming to hetero-masculine
bourgeois norms he both resists and identifies with.%*’ His paradoxical relationship with
these norms is also evident when a strong wave of disgust hits him as he is confronted with
male intimacy. Shortly after the dance where he talks to Anna for the first time he goes to
a party and among the guests are two American soldiers. As the evening progresses and
the guests get drunker the soldiers start “hugging each other, saying ‘sweetheart’ and other
lovely things” (EOL 77), and soon after that Bubbi gets sick and throws up. His body thus
rejects homoeroticism which indicates that he has a problematic and paradoxical
relationship with homosexuality — he is afraid of identifying with it and thus reacts with
intense disgust and tries to eliminate it rather than accepting it as a part of his identity.

The role shame plays in shaping and reshaping identity is of primary importance here.
Eftir drstuttan leik is a product of such a process; Bubbi’s self-contempt is the driving
force behind the narrative. He writes because he feels miserable and putting thoughts and

feelings into words offers him relief — and the text in turn becomes a part of his identity.

&5 Dagny Kristjansdottir notes that Bubbi is constantly running away from food and fighting his
own bodily needs, including his sexual drives, and she suggests that his misogyny is grounded on
this problematic relationship he has with his own body; that he wants to draw a clear line between
himself and sexual women and thus renounces the food that they (the housekeepers and, by
extension, other women who are potentially sexual) give him. Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Synt en ekki
gefio,” 117-19.

%8 Tomkins, “Shame-Humiliation and Contempt-Disgust,” 144.

847 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 101-21.
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The same in fact applies to Roquentin who is arguably the author-narrator of Nausea; the
novel is his journal and self-therapy. The next section focuses on the queer potential of

such writing.

4.2 Writing

Bubbi’s most significant queer performance is writing the novel about himself, Eftir
orstuttan leik. The story he tells leads up to the moment when he begins writing and the
novel is thus an account of the events and feelings that eventually make Bubbi pick up the
pen and start expressing himself with words. “This is why I am now writing this story,”648
Bubbi says by the end of the second chapter, after having told the readers about his sexual
crisis, of how he met Anna and about his hostile responses to Lovisa the housemaid, and in
the last section of the novel he reflects upon the purpose of the writing process and what
he has gained from it:

I have [...] tried to forget, — or not to forget, — reviewed the events of the past few
months, preferably as if | were a poet writing about somebody else rather than
himself. This is how impersonal | have tried to be, — however well | may have
managed to do that. The memories are perhaps my only possession that cannot be
taken away from me, as long as I don’t lose my reason. It has been a pleasure
writing these memaories down on these sheets of paper. It has been a task for me. It
has simultaneously given me some rest and action. And now | have in front of me a
pile of yellow papers, containing a story nobody would have believed | would ever
write — about myself. — — — %%

He adds that this has been a difficult process and that he often considered giving it up, but
what urged him to continue was that writing made him feel better: “I have been able to
enjoy life somewhat better than before.”®*® The writing process thus consolidates contrasts
and paradoxes, such as rest and action, forgetting and remembering, truth and fiction, with
the result that Bubbi’s crisis is perhaps not solved but at least relieved. Earlier in the novel
he composed a poem about his feelings for Anna, but it did not make him happy, proud or
relieved: “But I am not a poet,” he says and throws the pen away.®®" Writing the novel,

however, helps him overcome the ‘imbalance in his psyche’ and it is also a step towards

848 «“bess vegna er nii svo komid, ad ég skrifa pessa sogu.” (EOL 47)

849 «Og undanfarnar vikur hef ég sniid mér ad henni eingdngu, reynt ad gleyma, — eda gleyma
ekki, — rifjad upp atburdi sidustu manada, helzt p6 eins og ég veri skald, sem ekki veeri ad skrifa
um sjalft sig, heldur um einhvern annan mann, svo Gpersénulegur hef ég reynt ad vera, — hvernig
svo sem mér kann ad hafa tekizt pad. Minningarnar eru kannske eina eignin min, sem ekki verdur
fra mér tekin, svo lengi sem ég held dskertu viti. bessar minningar hefur mér fundizt nautn ad
skrifa nidur a pessi bléd. pPad hefur verido mér verkefni. bad hefur veitt mér einhverja hvild og
athofn i senn. Og na liggur hér fyrir framan mig gulur bladabunki med sdgu, sem enginn mundi ad
likindum tria, ad ég mundi nokkru sinni rita — um sjalfan mig. — ———" (EOL 206)

850 <[ ] ég hef getad unad lifinu nokkud betur en adur [...].” (EOL 206)

851 «Ep &g er ekki skald.” (EOL 71)
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becoming ‘an individual’ or ‘an independent personality,” because through writing Bubbi
shapes and forms his own (queer) identity.

In his article on metafictional self-consciousness in Eftir orstuttan leik Jon Karl
Helgason argues that Bubbi’s need for self-expression through writing is his way of
dealing with various difficult emotional issues, such as the paradoxical attitude towards his
own same-sex desires. Jon Karl concludes that when Bubbi starts writing the novel about
himself he succeeds for the first time “to express the controversial feelings he experiences

17%°2 _ the writing process is a recreational process and

as simultaneously healthy and sinfu
thus an essential part of Bubbi’s journey towards understanding his same-sex desires.

Jon Karl argues that Eftir drstuttan leik is a ‘self-begetting novel,” which is, according
to Steven G. Kellman,

an account, usually first-person, of the development of a character to the point at
which he is able to take up his pen and compose the novel we have just finished
reading. Like an infinite recession of Chinese boxes, the self-begetting novel
begins again where it ends. Once we have concluded the central protagonist's story
of his own sentimental education, we must return to page one to commence in a
novel way the product of that process — the mature artist's novel, which itself
depicts the making of a novel [...] The final line [...] returns to the beginning.®*®

The last pages of Eftir drstuttan leik are Bubbi’s account of the day he started writing the
novel about himself and the following weeks, and the novel’s form and frame thus
manifest that it is a self-begetting novel — like Sartre’s Nausea to which Kellman dedicates
a whole chapter.®®* Building on Kellman, J6n Karl discusses the general thematic traits of
self-begetting novels and how they apply to Bubbi’s story, and concludes that Bubbi is a
very typical self-begetting character narrator. Kellman suggests that the self-begetting
novel is a continuation of a long tradition of myths and narratives about autonomous men
who have been abandoned by their families or are ‘self-created’ through for example
virgin birth, such as Jesus and Superman. Self-begetting character narrators are often
single and lonely and have a problematic and obsessive relationship with sex and related
issues, such as conception and birth.%>> By writing they manage to recreate themselves and
make themselves immoral and the result is both a twin self and a novel.®*® All this also
describes Bubbi quite accurately, as Jon Karl outlines; Bubbi’s sexual crisis is closely

linked with the lack of loving relations with his parents since his mother is dead and his

%2 Jon Karl Helgason, “Deiligaldur Eliasar,” 128.

%3 Steven G. Kellman, The Self-Begetting Novel, 3.

®* |bid. 32-48.

%5 Such characters can also be read within Lee Edelman’s frame of ‘sinthomosexuality’ — an alternative
to heteronormative ‘reproductive futurism,” grounded on the death drive rather than the pleasurable
fantasy of survival. See Lee Edelman, No Future. Queer Theory and the Death Drive, 33-66.

86 Kellman, The Self-Begetting Novel, 1-11.
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relationship with his father is problematic. Bubbi’s refusal to father his son and thereby
acknowledge the consequences of his sex life also contributes to his sexual crisis. By
writing a novel about himself he creates a twin self and conceives a book — an offspring
which is more important to him than his son. Through writing he thus finds an outlet for
paradoxical and painful emotions that are a part of his identity crisis and centred around
issues concerning for example same-sex desires.®®” In this context it should also be noted
that the self-begetting process can be seen as a ‘queer alternative’ to heterosexual life. It
avoids, and even rejects, women, marriage and heterosexual sex and as such it is a queer
performance — a highly problematic one, however, hence its masculinist and misogynist
premises.

From the perspective of queer performativity Bubbi’s writing process is first and
foremost an excellent example of “a strategy for the production of meaning and being, in
relation to the affect shame.”®*® He reflects upon previous events, his own emotions and
personality and embraces these memories, even though they are painful. Through this
process he learns to know and understand himself better — produces both meaning and
being — and even though he has not yet reached the point by the end of the book where he
feels ‘whole’ or ‘complete,” he is happier, calmer and feels less self-contempt and shame.
Sedgwick argues that shame performances are both relational and individuating and
Bubbi’s writing is precisely that.®®® As an autobiographical account it is individuating
because Bubbi explores his own personality and experience of past events, but it is also
relational since he reaches out to his readers and seeks to (re)connect with other people
from whom he has isolated himself. Writing the novel is thus simultaneously a movement
inwards and outwards; an identity-shaping performance.

Last, but not least, Bubbi carefully places clues in the narrative that suggest that same-
sex desires are at the core of his sexual crisis. He does not, or perhaps cannot, speak
bluntly about homosexuality but he discusses it indirectly by referring to books, writers,
artists and music that carry queer connotations. The following discussion focuses on these
clues and how they are significant queer meta-performances — performances within a
writing performance — that lead the readers, if they pay good attention, towards a queer

understanding of Bubbi’s story.

%7 J6n Karl Helgason, “Deiligaldur Eliasar.”
%8 Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 61.
%% See ch. 1.3.3.
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4.3 Reading
Bubbi enjoys reading, both fiction and academic work, and in the first chapter of Eftir

orstuttan leik he describes the contents of his bookcase to his readers:

The poetry collections were there, the novels by Icelandic authors were there, and
over there were novels by foreigners. There was Freud in two or three languages,
and Adler in German. Then there was the Bible, and | was sure the red ribbon was
placed where Ezekiel is most entertaining. | put it there the last time the book was
touched.®®

These lines would perhaps seem irrelevant were it not for the fact that by the end of the
novel Bubbi repeats this description, word for word (EOL 185-86), and discusses the
significance of reading such books:

| speculated about how much happier the world would be if some of these books
had never been written. What was the use of reading Freud, after all? — Or Adler? —
— Even Nietzsche, — my God. | wish | had never acquainted myself with some of
these men’s works, never made some of their opinions my own. Why had I
burdened myself with reading “Also sprach Zarathustra” and so many other
works?%®*

Such a repetitive act on behalf of a character-narrator inevitably calls for speculation and
so do his words about how reading books can affect people. Next sections focus on the
writers and books in Bubbi’s bookcase — the Bible, Freud, Adler and Nietzsche —and how

they are telling about Bubbi’s sexuality and identity crisis.

4.3.1 Book of Ezekiel

First of all, the Book of Ezekiel in the Old Testament is God’s announcement of the
judgment upon Judah and Jerusalem, its destruction and eventual restoration. It includes,
as Jon Karl Helgason has pointed out, verses that have been used in the debate on
homosexuality and if it should be seen as a sin or not, but according to Ezekiel:49-50 the
sins of people of Sodom, that led to the destruction of the city, were not sexual but greed,

idleness and inhospitality.?®* These verses can thus be used to support the claim that

80 “barna voru ljédabakurnar, parna skaldsdgurnar eftir islenzku héfundana og parna eftir pa
erlendu. barna var Freud & tveim eda prem tungumalum og Adler & pyzku. Svo var biblian parna,
0g ég var viss um, ad rauda bandid var sett i opnuna, par sem Esekiel er hvad skemmtilegastur. bar
setti ég pad, pegar bokin var snert sidast.” (EOL 19)

861 «Meér vard hugsad til pess, hversu selli heimurinn veeri, hefSu sumar pessara boka aldrei verid
skrifadar. Hvada gagn hafdi madur haft af pvi ad lesa Freud, eftir allt? — eda Adler? — — Jafnvel
Nietzsche — gud minn gédur. Eg vildi gjarnan, ad ég hefdi aldrei kynnt mér sum verk pessara
manna, aldrei helgad mér sumar skodanir peirra. Hvers vegna hafdi ég verid ad burdast vio ad lesa
“Also sprach Zarathustra” og svo fjolmargt annad?” (EOL 186)

%2 God says: “Behold, this was the iniquity of thy sister Sodom, pride, fulness of bread, and
abundance of idleness was in her and in her daughters, neither did she strengthen the hand of the
poor and needy. And they were haughty, and committed abomination before me: therefore | took
them away as | saw good.” Ezek. 16:49-50 (Authorised (King James) Version). See Jén Karl
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homosexuality was not a sin in the eyes of God — an argument which is directly linked to
Bubbi’s internal debate on whether his desires are sinful or not. Bubbi’s very particular
reference to the part of the Bible where Ezekiel is ‘most entertaining’ is thus hardly a
coincidence — it is a reference which supports his claim that his desires should not be

considered sinful.%

4.3.2 Adler: Inferiority complex

Bubbi’s references to the Austrian psychoanalysts Sigmund Freud and Alfred Adler,
together with his before-mentioned claims that he is not in good mental health and that he
wants to ‘overcome the imbalance in his psyche,” suggest that he considers his sexual
problems to be a mental illness or personality disorder. Bubbi desperately wants to
overcome this and become ‘an individual’ and ‘an autonomous personality’ who can
control himself and his desires, and he has read and studied psychological writings on the
human drives and personality in the hope that he will understand himself and learn how to
deal with his issues. Importantly for this context, both Freud and Adler discussed
homosexuality in their studies on the human mind and its development, and as the
following sections outline, both considered it to be, at least to a certain extent, a
pathological condition.

One of the great paradoxes inherent to Bubbi’s existential crisis is the fact that he both
despises and admires himself; he is full of arrogance and self-admiration as well as self-
contempt. He tells his readers that he worships himself “like a saint” (EOL 46), but he also
has strong negative feelings towards other people, as noted earlier. He has isolated himself
because he feels different from his friends but it is not always clear if he believes he is
better or less than them. “Sometimes I almost think my estrangement from my friends is a
kind of superiority complex,” Bubbi says but adds: “Or I conclude that it is caused by a
feeling of inferiority and nothing else. Yet | do not fully understand this. Why should I be
inferior?”®®* The answer to the last question is, in fact, to be found in one of the

psychology books on his bookshelf: The writings of Adler.

Helgason, “Deiligaldur Eliasar,” 126, footnote 42. On homosexuality and the sins of Sodom, see
e.g. Louis Crompton, Homosexuality and Civilization, 36-39, 136-39; Derrick Sherwin Bailey,
Homosexuality and the Western Christian Tradition, 10-28.

%3 Shame and sexuality are closely connected in Judeo-Christian societies and ideology. Shame is,
as Sally Munt has for example noted, central to the story of the origin of man and how Adam and
Eve were expelled from Paradise: “What we see in the Creation Myth is that the origin of human
experience, individuation and desire resides in a locus of shame, and it is out of that shame,
separation and loss that sexual differentiation occurs.” Munt, Queer Attachments, 80.

84 «Stundum liggur mér vid ad halda, ad fréhvarf mitt fr4 vinum minum sé tegund af
mikilmennskubrjalaedi. Eda ég kemst ad peirri nidurstdou, ad petta stafi af minnimattarkennd og

163



Asta Kristin Benediktsd6ttir

As Freud’s colleague Adler was one of the founders of the psychoanalytic movement
at the beginning of the twentieth century but he later departed from Freud’s circle and
developed his own school which focused on what he called individual psychology. He
placed more emphasis on social relations and how they shape the individual and their
personality than Freud, and while Freud considered the sex drive to be of central
importance for the development of the subject Adler focused primarily on the feeling of
inferiority.°® He saw inferiority — the feeling of being small, weak and less than others —
as an integral and original feeling among humans. All children feel inferior to adults
because they need to rely on them but in order to become independent individuals they
have to learn social skills, set life goals and strive for them, and thereby overcome their
weaknesses and rid themselves of the feeling of inferiority. Adler thus considered the
inferiority feeling to be

the driving force, the starting point from which every childish striving originates. It
determines how individual children acquire peace and security in life, it determines
the very goal of their existence and it prepares the path along which this goal may
be approached.®®

Some children, however, experience an intensified feeling of inferiority, even to the degree
that they fear they will never be able to overcome their weaknesses. Then the danger
arises, Adler says, that they set their goals so high that they will never be satisfied with the
outcome:

They will seek to tip the scales in the opposite direction. In such cases the striving
for power and dominance may become so exaggerated and intensified that it must
be called pathological, and the ordinary relationships of life will never be
satisfactory. The urges in these cases are apt to have a certain grandiose quality
about them and are well adapted to their goal. Individuals with a pathological
power-drive seek to secure their position in life with extraordinary efforts, with
exceptional haste and impatience, with violent impulses, and all without the
slightest consideration for others.®®

This is what Adler calls ‘the inferiority complex’ — a pathological condition which leads to
an illusional feeling of superiority and various kinds of anti-social behaviour, such as
pride, vanity, the desire to be better than others — and it often includes distancing or

isolating oneself from other people.®®®

engu 63ru. Eg get b6 enganveginn gert mér pad fyllilega ljést. Hvers vegna tti ég ad vera
minniméttar?” (EOL 66)

%5 Alfred Adler, Understanding Human Nature, especially 59-76.

86 |bid. 59.

%7 Ipid. 64.

%% bid.
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It almost goes without saying that according to Adler’s psychology Bubbi suffers from
an inferiority complex. He feels inferior because he cannot live a ‘healthy meaningful life’
like his friends and the weakness he fears he will never overcome is his abnormal or
excessive sexual drive. His frustration in relation to this problem has made him seek to ‘tip
the scales in the opposite direction’; he has set himself a goal which is presumably too high
for him to reach — sexual abstinence — and he is unable to maintain ordinary relationships
with other people because he is too self-centred. The contempt he feels towards both himself
and others is moreover the result of this complex; he feels simultaneously inferior and
superior to others. Bubbi has read Adler’s psychology and his talk about how he feels both
inferior and superior to others suggests that he has analysed himself and concluded, or at
least suspected, that he is dealing with an inferiority complex. The problem is that he does
not know how to deal with his problems and the imbalance in his mind. “I have learned that
none of these [psychology] books can tell me exactly what I need to do to become a man,”
he says.®®°

Yet there is more to Adler’s psychology that is telling about Bubbi’s crisis; Adler’s
discussion of the character traits typical among homosexuals are also a quite accurate
description of Bubbi. Adler saw homosexuality as an acquired, pathological, psychological
condition where an individual fixates the homosexual experiences most normal people
have at some point in their lives, usually in childhood.®”® According to Adler’s theory
normal people let go of these experiences but homosexuals convince themselves that they
are inevitable. He argued, in fact, that homosexuality was self-deception; a manner “in
which such an individual in question hypnotizes himself step by step and forces upon
himself violently the concept that he is not adapted for normality.”®"* This process requires
tremendous energy, Adler says, because great difficulties await homosexuals in the
society, and one of the main character traits of homosexuals is therefore “inordinate
ambition” but also “extraordinarily pronounced caution or fear of life.”®’? The homosexual
has, in other words, a severe inferiority complex and Bubbi’s complex can thus easily be

seen as a part of his same-sex sexuality.

89 «Og ¢g hef komizt ad raun um, ad engin pessara boka getur sagt mér til fulls, hvada tokum ég &
ad taka mig, til pess ad ég verdi ad manni [...].” (EOL 27)

870 Alfred Adler, The Practice and Theory of Individual Psychology, 184-96, here 184-86. The
lecture on homosexuality in this book was originally delivered before the Jurististisch-
Medizinische Gesellschaft of Zurich in 1918.

*" Ipid. 187.

%72 1bid.
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According to Adler’s theory the reason why some people have inferiority complexes is
usually to be found in their childhood and upbringing. He concludes, based on his research
on homosexuals, that if

the existence of impoverished and bad pecuniary family conditions, or of
disorganized relations between the parents, gives the child additional difficulties,
they are likely to suggest to him the thought of looking for the consummation of
his ambition by a very narrowly circumscribed method.®"®

In other words, children are more likely to fixate their ambitions on homosexual desires if
they come from split families or have had limited or difficult relationships with their
parents. Moreover, Adler believed that the same could be said about pampered children;
those who have been “so petted that a very early desire for being protected in the future
against every rough blast of wind, of always occupying first place, takes on an intensive
form.”®"* The petted children long to remain entirely untouched by the difficulties of life,
Adler says, but their extreme fear of not succeeding sometimes results in a pathological
condition such as homosexuality. These conclusions are especially interesting in relation to
Eftir drstuttan leik because they describe Bubbi’s family situation and upbringing quite
accurately. Since his mother died Bubbi has been pampered by his father and aunt who
have treated him “like a lap dog.”®"® His relationship with his father is moreover
troublesome and cold; he is embarrassed in his father’s presence (EOL 59) and feels
distant from him:

I have been told that | am related to this man — yes, even that he is my father. But
whether this is true is none of my business. The only thing that matters to me is I,
myself. Perhaps | think surprisingly much about myself, and maybe 1 am what the
bookworms call an “introvert” teenager.676

This is Bubbi’s inferiority complex in a nutshell; he has never overcome his feeling of
inferiority in relation to his father and instead of developing an adult relationship with him
on an equal basis he cuts the ties between the two of them and thinks primarily of himself.
Adler emphasises that not only do homosexuals suffer an inferiority complex but that they
usually have a “hesitating” attitude toward life; they are often anti-social and primarily
interested in themselves, and also more likely to find their occupation later than normal

people.’”” Again Adler’s theory fits Bubbi’s life and personality because he — as will be

73 |bid. 189.

74 |bid.

875 «“Og p6 hef ég fram til pessa verid medhondladur eins og kjdlturakki.” (EOL 63)

876 «“Meér er sagt, ad ég sé skyldur pessum manni, — j&, ad hann sé meira ad segja fadir minn. Hvort
pad er satt, kemur mér heldur ekki vid. bad eitt, sem skiptir mig mali, er ég sjalfur. Eg hugsa kannske
furdu mikid um sjalfan mig, og er ef til vill pad, sem bokabéusar kalla “innhverfur” unglingur.”
(EOL 65)

877 Adler, The Practice and Theory of Individual Psychology, 190.
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outlined in more detail in the following sections — does not have a job and does not want
one.

The majority of what has been said here about Bubbi’s inferiority complex also
applies to Steinn Ellidi in The Great Weaver who is pampered and idealised by his family,
especially the women; he seeks to secure his position in life with ‘extraordinary efforts,
exceptional haste and violent impulses,” without thinking about the effect his actions have
on others but never finds the stability or perfection he is looking for. It is important to
note, however, that one of the fundamental differences between The Great Weaver and
Eftir drstuttan leik is that Bubbi writes his own story and has placed the references to
Adler and inferiority complexes in the text on purpose. Even though he cannot directly
address the issue of homosexuality he thus gives his readers important clues when he tells
them twice that Adler’s books are to be found on his bookshelf.

4.3.3 Freud: Disorder of psychosexual development

Bubbi’s awareness of psychoanalytic theory also encourages a Freudian analysis of his
sexual crisis. Mentioning Freud is, like citing Adler, a queer performance on his behalf; a
suggestion to his readers to make sense of Bubbi’s crisis in terms of what Freud had to say
about homosexuality and psychosexual development.

According to Freud’s Oedipal model of character development the child’s libido is
originally invested in both itself — hence the same sex — and its mother; in the symbiotic
existence of the child and its caregiver. A ‘normal’ individual overcomes this stage of
primary narcissism and the formation of the ego requires such a departure. The child
realises that it is an individual, separated from the mother, and invests its libido in an ego
ideal — an idea of a perfect version of the ego by which the individual measures themselves
—and also in other people of the opposite sex. During the phallic stage the boy is sexually
attracted to his mother and rivals his father but later learns to identify with the father and
direct his sexual interest towards other women. Freud was more ambiguous concerning
female sexuality but his model supposes that girls are first emotionally attached to their
mothers but turn to the father as a love object when they realise that neither they nor the
mother have a penis. Eventually they direct their sexual interest towards other men and
fantasise about having a baby which will substitute a penis. The ‘normal’ outcome of

Freud’s model is thus inevitably a heterosexual adult.®’®

678 e QG s
Freud, “On Narcissism”; Sigmund Freud, “Femininity.”
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Bubbi has not finished this process successfully, like J6n Karl Helgason and Dagny

Kristjansdottir have pointed out, and he seems to realise this himself.®”

“I only enjoyed
my mother’s affection for a short while,” he tells his readers and adds: “I have sought it
with other women, but found something entirely different.”®®® He associates, in other
words, the loss of his mother with his sexual crisis and suggests that the reason why he
started having sex with the housemaids at an early age was that he was looking for a
mother-substitute. The fact that he makes this connection, along with his repeated
references to Freud’s books in his bookshelf, suggests that he is applying Freudian
psychoanalysis to himself. Such an analysis would argue that Bubbi has never managed to
leave the phallic stage; that he is still looking for his mother in the women he sleeps with
and, as will be outlined later in this chapter, that he refuses or is unable to identify with his
father. His crisis is thus both sexual and an identity crisis like he emphasises himself; he is
struggling with becoming ‘an individual’ and ‘overcoming the imbalance in his psyche,’
and according to Freud’s developmental model such ‘becoming’ includes identifying with

his father and desiring and loving other women than his mother or her substitutes.

4.3.3.1 Madonnas and whores

One of the results of Bubbi’s arrested psycho-sexual development is what Dagny
Kristjansdottir analyses as his Madonna-whore complex, or what Freud referred to as
psychical impotence; when men are impotent in a heterosexual relationship because they
see women as either saintly Madonnas, whom they can love but not desire sexually, or as
prostitutes whom they desire but do not love. This complex is a result of the man’s attempt
to deal with his Oedipal complex — to hold on to his primary love relationship, that is, with
his mother whom he idealises as a saint.®®* Dagny points out that Bubbi has replaced his
dead mother with a number of housekeepers who are like prostitutes to him, and even
though he has sex with them he is also disgusted by them. This is for example obvious
when he meets Lovisa after the dance and she flirts with him. He is “revolted by her whole

5,682

being”, describes her smile as “loathsome and sensual” and her eyes as “squinty, and

tries to throw her out of his room: “I meant to grab her and make her leave the room, but I

87 Jon Karl Helgason, “Deiligaldur Eliasar,” 116—26; Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Synt en ekki gefid,”
116-17.

880 « Astrikis modur minnar naut ég adeins skamma stund. Eg hef leitad pess hja 68rum konum, en
fundid allt annad.” (EOL 47)

%! Sigmund Freud, “The Most Prevalent Form of Degradation in FErotic Life”; Dagny
Kristjansdottir, “Synt en ekki gefid.”

882 «[...] og mér baud vid henni allri. [...] Hin var 6tralega raud og ohrein framan i, — pad sé ég
bezt i ljésinu. Og hin brosti andstyggilegu, nautnpyrstu brosi, eins pireygd og nokkur mannskepna
getur verid [...].” (EOL 43)
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was so revolted by her that | evaded touching her, and stopped for a moment in front of her
disgusting face.”® Then he calls her a slut and a whore, she starts to cry and he finally
manages to lock her out. Bubbi’s negative attitude towards women is not limited to the
housekeepers; Bibi, the mother of his child, is in his mind also primarily a sexual woman —
a ‘prostitute.” He notes that everyone, including himself, disgrace her (EOL 181),
presumably for being promiscuous and getting pregnant, and he also learns that she is ‘in
the situation’ — that she has been with soldiers.?®* Contempt marks Bubbi’s opinion of
women in general and he associates them with sex and immorality:

Women are generally so stupid. They are the stupidest creatures on Earth. Girls are
only lovely in their stupidity. Men truckle to these creatures, crawl, humiliate
themselves, cry, laugh like idiots, stay silent, speak, — everything to be favoured by
these sexual beings, — often risk their lives or willingly kill themselves.®®®

The misogyny in these words is striking and shows that Bubbi’s relationship with women,
and ideas about them, is very troubled. It is also, moreover, apparently inspired by Steinn
Ellioi whose letters in The Great Weaver describe extreme misogyny and fear of women —

#686 _ ond a

“I discovered early that woman appealed only to what was evil in by being
distinction between whores and wives.®’

Dagny points out the character who stands for the other extreme — the Madonna — is
Anna. She is the only woman Bubbi loves, adores and idealises.®® He thinks she looks like
Lana Turner, the American actress and pin-up model, he is impressed by her beautiful
figure and how feminine and “motherly” she is (EOL 34), and says she reminds him of
everything he likes about women (EOL 41). Dagny points out that Anna is the motherly
feminine goddess who Bubbi admires but does not desire sexually — there are at least no
explicit references to their sex life in the book. Bubbi and Anna’s affair is the ideal
heterosexual relationship; Bubbi’s dream of a healthy meaningful life where sexuality is
kept under firm control and contained within the family cell. Anna and Bibi/the

housekeepers thus represent the opposite poles of Bubbi’s paradoxical Madonna-whore

complex; the pleasure of love and the humiliating consequences of sex; heteronormative

883 «Big wtladi ad gripa i hana og fa hana ut fyrir dyrnar, en mér baud svo vid henni, ad ég veigradi mér
vid ad snerta hana og nam stadar eitt augnablik fyrir framan andstyggilegt smettid 4 henni.” (EOL 44)
%84 See ch. 6.3.

88 «Kvenfolk er yfirleitt svo vitlaust. Pad eru vitlausustu lifverur jardarinnar. Fyrir pad eitt eru
stllkur yndislegar, hvad paer eru vitlausar. Svo liggja menn i duftinu fyrir pessum verum, skrida,
audmykja sig, grata, hleja eins og fifl, pegja, tala, — allt til pess ad komast inn undir hj& pessum
kynferdisverum, — leggja oft lif sitt 1 hattu eda drepa sig viljandi.” (EOL 21)

86 Halldor Laxness, The Great Weaver From Kashmir, 153.

%7 |bid. 163-65.

%8 Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Synt en ekki gefid,” 116-17. Peter Hallberg has outlined how Steinn
Ellidi’s ideas about women and marriage are inspired by e.g. Otto Weininger, August Strindberg
and Bernhard Shaw. Peter Hallberg, Vefarinn mikli. Um askuskaldskap Halldérs Laxness, 61-97.
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family life and deviant sexuality; the life Bubbi wants to live and the life he wants to leave
behind. Bubbi’s problem is that he is not able to reconcile these extremes and is thus stuck

in arrested development.

4.3.3.2 Masculinity issues

Bubbi has problems with identifying with his father, which is, according to Freud, what a
healthy hetero-masculine man does after going through the stages of psychosexual
development. We have already seen that Bubbi’s crisis is a masculinity crisis and a
psychoanalytic perspective confirms that. First of all, Bubbi loathes everything his father
stands for, especially his bourgeois lifestyle and values. Bubbi does not have a job and he
despises physical labour and people who are not interested and invested in their job.
Instead he lives at home and lets his father support him and give him pocket money, and
he sees his father first and foremost as a financial sponsor (EOL 62—63). His refusal to
identify with his father is also a revolt against bourgeois capitalist masculinity norms.
Bubbi is terrified of becoming a “fat snob” like his father, and getting a job would in his
opinion bring him dangerously close to such a lifestyle. But he also knows that being
financially dependant upon his father is problematic and he fears that he will eventually
need to give in and adapt himself to bourgeois life:

I have started to worry that someday | will become some kind of moralist. That my
prediction will come true, that with time, maybe sooner than | think, | will become
one of the fat guests at the hotel bar, who visit such places out of habit and
snobbery. I will have to accept that. But one thing is certain, that | fear greatly my
inclination to become an “honest” petty bourgeois — and also that | will sink even
deeper into idleness and eventually have no shelter, like my father has so often
mentioned while threatening me.°

This situation intensified when Bubbi became a father himself because his father pays the
child maintenance. Bubbi does not care much for the little boy but he nevertheless tells his
readers that the birth of the baby was a turning point in his relationship with his father,
who then had to admit that Bubbi was not a child anymore. Bubbi feels that he is more
mature than his father and having a baby has helped him prove that (EOL 62-63).
However, the birth of the child has also made Bubbi more reliant on his father. The child
maintenance and financial issues in general are a very sensitive matter to Bubbi, and when
his father brings it up Bubbi almost punches him (EOL 132-33). Bubbi thus both

889 «fg er farinn ad oOttast, ad ég eigi einhverntima eftir ad verda nokkurs konar sidapostuli. Ad

spadomur minn reetist um pad, ad med timanum, kennske fyrr en mig varir, verdi ég einn af feitu
hotelgestunum, sem koma 4 slika stadi af vana og snobbsheetti. Pa er ad taka pvi. En svo mikid er
vist, ad ég hraedist mjog mikid i adra rondina pa tilhneigingu mina ad verda “heidarlegur”
smaborgari — og i hina rondina ad sokkva ennpd lengra i idjuleysi &n pess ad eiga jafnvel ad lokum
nokkurt athvarf, eins og fadir minn hefur mest haft ord 4, pegar hann hefur 6gnad mér.” (EOL 180)
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renounces his father and makes himself dependant on him, just like he both loves and
despises women, and this paradoxical relationship is inflammatory.

Another sign of Bubbi’s struggle with adapting a normative masculine role is that he
refuses to be a father to his son. When he meets Anna he has never seen the baby and does
not speak of him, but Anna encourages Bubbi to go and visit him. By the end of the book
Bubbi thus goes and visits his son for the first time. At first he is overwhelmed with
emotion when he looks at the baby, but eventually he leaves and has seemingly no
intention of going back (EOL 191-201). He thus both refuses to be a father and to have a
father — to grow up and to be a child. Dagny Kristjansdottir draws on this and points out
that Bubbi often refers to himself as ‘a teenager’ although he is twenty years old:

He thereby locates himself between adulthood and childhood like Peter Pan, and
refuses to change, does not want to grow up, because only by such means can he
stay in a kind of in-between-state and renounce his gender. If he is a boy he is not
(yet) a man.®®

Bubbi also often refers to other young men as teenagers,®** however, and it is questionable
to say that he renounces his ‘gender’ because he does not show any signs of gender
dysphoria. Dagny’s point is nevertheless important when it comes to Bubbi’s gender
expression and masculinity. He is hesitant towards normative bourgeois masculinity and
he also describes himself with quite feminine words and compares himself to women or
female figures. This is for example evident in his account of the night when he comes
home from the dance and Lovisa approaches him. When he throws her out of his room she
cries and asks him: “Are you a man?” He does not reply but when she is gone he locks the
door “like a young maiden who is afraid of the covetousness of satyrs.”692 Later in the
book he says he is “like a spinster in her fifties” because he needs to take pills to calm
down.®® Last but not least, as both J6n Karl and Dagny have noted, Bubbi describes how
he gets in the mood for going to the dance by listening to boogie-woogie and dancing “like
Ann Sheridan” — another American actress and singer — waving his hands and swinging his
hips (EOL 29).%** Bubbi does thus not renounce his gender in the sense that he wishes to

be something else than male, but he renounces certain normative ideas about masculine

80 “Hann stadsetur sig pannig 4 milli fullordinsara og bernsku eins og Pétur Pan og vill ekki
breytast, vill ekki verda fullordinn, pvi adeins pannig getur hann haldid sér i einhvers konar
millibilsastandi og afneitad kyngervi sinu. Ef hann er drengur er hann ekki (enn ordinn)
karlmadur.” Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Synt en ekki gefid,” 115.

8 See for example EOL 29, 62.

892 «Fo afleesti hurdinni ad herbergi minu eins og ungmey, sem Ottast aselni satyra, og tok ad
afkleeda mig.” (EOL 45)

893 «[ ] eins og fimmtug piparmey.” (EOL 192)

%% Jon Karl Helgason, “Deiligaldur Eliasar,” 126-28; Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Synt en ekki gefid,”
119-20.
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social roles and gender expression. His paradoxical attitude towards both women and
conforming to normative bourgeois masculinity is at the core of his sexual identity crisis,

and both are — according to Freud — symptoms of arrested psychosexual development.

4.3.3.3 Narcissism

Finally, Bubbi’s self-centeredness, how he has withdrawn from his friends and idealised
himself, can readily be seen as signs of narcissism — a term which is closely linked to male
homosexuality in Freud’s writings. As noted earlier, all individuals go through a
developmental stage Freud referred to as primary narcissism, where the child’s libido is
invested in the symbiotic whole, which is itself and the mother, but normal character
development requires the child to develop an ego, let go of self-love and direct its libido
first towards the mother and later towards people of the opposite sex. Some individuals,
however, fixate these desires during the stage of primary narcissism and continue to take
themselves, and by extension people of the same sex, as a love object. Or as Freud outlines
in his essay “On Narcissism”:

We have discovered, especially clearly in people whose libidinal development has
suffered some disturbance, such as perverts and homosexuals, that in their later
choice of love-objects they have taken as a model not their mother but their own

selves. They are plainly seeking themselves as a love-object, and are exhibiting a

type of object-choice which must be termed ‘narcissistic’.®®®

Such ‘secondary’ narcissism is Freud’s way to explain male homosexuality and various
other ‘perversions.” Like the Madonna-whore complex it is an aberration from normal
psychosexual development — not an innate fault but an object-choice preference for which
there are psychological explanations.®® In Bubbi’s case the reason for his problems is —
again — that is not able to identify with his father and desire his mother, which for Freud is
necessary in order for a boy to develop sexually and eventually desire other women, and
could thus not finish a normal psychosexual development process.

Bubbi does not show erotic interest in other men — at least he does not tell the readers
about them. His narcissism is first and foremost manifested in self-obsession. Freud did,
however, discuss various other manifestations of ‘perverted instincts’ than the ‘perverted
acts’ themselves. For example, when individuals’ development arrests in the stage of
primary narcissism, but they repress their self-love or same-sex desires instead of acting

upon them — renounce them and contain them in the unconscious — they can become

5 Freud, “On Narcissism,” 88.

8% Freud’s concept of narcissism only applies to male homosexuality. Women can also suffer from
secondary narcissism but Freud discusses female narcissism first and foremost in terms of women’s
obsession with their own looks, love of their children and their need for being loved (by a man). Ibid. 88-89.
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paranoid. In one of his papers on paranoia Freud argues that individuals who have fixated
upon narcissistic object-choice, but repressed this instinct, are always exposed to the
danger that an “unusually intense wave of libido” will burst through and sexualise their
social relations with the same sex, for example if a man suffers disappointment from his
relations with women or experiences difficulties in his social relations with other men.5
Paranoia can thus be a reaction to such possible, and unwanted, sexual ‘waves.” There are
several indications in Eftir drstuttan leik that Bubbi is repressing same-sex desires. He is
severely disappointed with his sexual experience with women in past and present and
seeks to repress his sexuality completely by practising abstinence. His fear of sex and
disgust of sexual women is a paranoid reaction and he has also isolated himself from his
male friends, which may be a result of his fear that his same-sex desires will break free
from the unconscious.

Finally, Freud’s term sublimation can also shed interesting light on Bubbi’s queer
sexuality. Sublimation is, for Freud, an unconscious transformation of unacceptable or
unwanted sexual instincts into non-sexual and acceptable actions or behaviour. The best
result comes from sublimation into intellectual or psychical work, such as seeking
knowledge and creating art, but such actions are only accessible to few people and
presuppose special talent.®®® This is the ideal way to deal with intensified sexual instincts,
Freud says, because “there is no attachment to the original complexes of infantile sexual
research, and the instinct can operate freely in the service of intellectual interest.”®®® He
also believed that works of art could be analysed, like dreams, in order to reveal the artists’
sublimations and the sexual instincts behind them, as can be seen in his study of Leonardo
da Vinci.” Eftir érstuttan leik can similarly be seen as a result of Bubbi’s sublimation of
his same-sex desires; a story of a man who represses his same-sex desires but eventually

sublimates them through creative writing.

4.3.4 Nietzsche: The Ubermensch
Last, but not least, Bubbi seeks answers in Friedrich Nietzsche’s novel Also sprach
Zarathustra (1883-1891; Thus spoke Zarathustra), in which Nietzsche’s philosophy of the

‘overman’ is elaborated.”* The Ubermensch is an ideal Nietzsche argued man should

%97 Sigmund Freud, “Psycho-Analytic Notes on an Autobiographical Account of a Case of Paranoia
(Dementia Paranoides),” 62.
%% Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, 26-27.
jzz Freud, Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of His Childhood, 29.

Ibid.
1 Elfas was probably, at least to some extent, influenced by his friend Pérdur Sigtryggsson, who
was in his writings somewhat inspired by Nietzsche and Zarathustra. See Svavar Steinarr
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strive towards instead of idealising gods and relying on religion. Man must overcome
himself and his ‘animal-like’ nature, such as unrestrained sexual lust, and aim to assimilate
the Ubermensch: An idea of an independent and self-cultivated man with full power over
himself and who rises above traditional morality based on Christian values.”® Thus spoke
Zarathustra tells the story of Zarathustra who seeks to teach his fellow humans about the
Ubermensch — the new man. He talks about diverse issues, such as joys and pleasures,
virtues, friendship, women, chastity and marriage, portrays women as sexual and
dangerous, argues that they are closer to animals than men are, not capable of friendship
because their love is blind and irrational, and that they only want one thing: To get
pregnant. The true man wants danger and diversion, says Zarathustra, which is why he
desires women — they are “the most dangerous plaything.”703 “Is it not better to fall into
the hands of a murderer than into the dreams of a lustful woman?” Zarathustra asks and
says that what people usually call marriage is filthy and pitiful.”** Marriage can be helpful
on the man’s journey towards self-cultivation but the ideal marriage is centred on the
man’s longing and love for the Ubermensch — for an ideal beyond himself. Chastity can be
a virtue, he says, but it does not always work when fighting against “doggish lust,” in fact
it can intensify it. Yet those who are chaste, Zarathustra argues, are happier and gentler
than other men.’®

From what has been said here it should be clear that Bubbi is on a quest towards the
Ubermensch — he has read Thus spoke Zarathustra and shares the attitude towards women
and sex represented there. He fears women and their sexual love as well as their desire for
getting pregnant and having babies; he has no interest in marriage or children. He wants to
master his ‘doggish lust’ and the only solution he sees is chastity. He wants to become a
new man — an individual who is in control over himself and his desires and does not need
other people — and even though he fails to remain chaste and control his sexual desires he
manages to create a book-version of himself, like a character-narrator in a self-begetting
novel. Zarathustra emphasises that the journey towards becoming the Ubermensch is

ongoing and never-ending, full of obstacles and failures, and he embraces those who fail:

Gudmundsson, ““Enginn madur hér 4 landi, annar en ég, hefur rétt til ad lesa Der Tod in Venedig.”
bordur Sigtryggsson, Mennt er mattur og islenzk menning 4 tuttugustu 6ld,” 84-90.

792 For Icelandic scholarly writing on Nietzsche, the Ubermensch and the reception of Nietzsche’s
philosophy in Iceland, see e.g. Sigridur Porgeirsddttir, introduction to Svo meelti Zarapustra; David
Kristinsson, “Islenskur Nietzsche vid aldamo6t”; Haukur Ingvarsson, ““Ad fortid skal hyggja, ef
frumlegt skal byggja.” Um afstddu Einars Benediktssonar til einstaklinga og sogu.”

3 Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra. A Book for Everyone and No One, 91. See
especially “Of the Friend,” 82—84, and “Of Old and Young Women,” 91-93.

™ Ibid. 81.

% |bid. See “Of Chastity,” 81-82, and “Of Marriage and Children,” 95-96.
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Man is a rope, fastened between animal and Superman — a rope over an abyss.

A dangerous going-across, a dangerous wayfaring, a dangerous looking-back, a
dangerous shuddering and staying-still.

What is great in man is that he is a bridge and not a goal; what can be loved in
man is that he is a going-across and a down-going.

I love those who do not know how to live except their lives be a down-going,
for they are those who are going across.

I love the great despisers, for they are the great venerators and arrows of
longing for the other bank.

I love those who do not first seek beyond the stars for reasons to go down and
to be sacrificed: but who sacrifice themselves to the earth, that the earth may one
day belong to the Superman.’®

Bubbi is one of ‘the great despisers,” as we have seen; he is disgusted by women and
himself and rejects the bourgeois masculine norms his father exemplifies, isolates himself
from his friends and seeks a different kind of masculinity which emphasises individuality
and misogyny but also homosociality; the Ubermensch does not need other people but
male friendship is the only helpful and acceptable model of social relations on man’s
journey towards his goal.

The Ubermensch in Nietzsche’s writings is strictly speaking gender neutral — a human
ideal — but its reception and popularisation was centred on men and masculinity — and
sometimes on male homoeroticism. The masculine quest of self-moderation is deeply
rooted in Western culture, as Mosse has outlined; willpower is central to modern Western
masculinity and it was for example influenced by Greco-Roman culture and sculptures
portraying beautiful male bodies — bodies that were shaped by the power of the mind.””’
Moderation was the greatest masculine virtue in ancient Greece; a battle every man had to
fight against himself and his desires, sexual as well as desires for food and drink. It was
thus a measure for masculinity — if a man could not master his desires he would be
considered effeminate.””® Mosse moreover notes that in the late nineteenth century
“willpower became almost an obsession when it came to describing true manliness,” not
least under the influence of Nietzsche and the Ubermensch.”® In the early twentieth
century, as Robert Beachy has discussed, Nietzsche also became one of the philosophical
guides of the homosexual rights movements in Germany, especially the ‘masculinist’
movement lead by Adolf Brand. The masculinists promoted a revival of Greek love —

erotic relationships between adolescent boys and adult men — in which self-moderation

"% Tbid. 43-44.

7 Mosse, The Image of Man, 19—40.

%8 See e.g. Michel Foucault, The Use of Pleasure. The History of Sexuality: Volume 2; David M.
Halperin, One Hundred Years of Homosexuality and Other Essays on Greek Love.

% Mosse, The Image of Man, 100.
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was a key virtue. Nietzsche’s rejection of Christian morality was interpreted and
understood as endorsing non-normative sexuality and excerpts from Thus spoke
Zarathustra appeared regularly in the movement’s magazine, Der Eigene. Beachy notes
moreover that popular rumours about Nietzsche’s homosexuality influenced the
homosexual movements in Germany.’*°

Citing Nietzsche’s Zarathustra is thus yet another queer performance by which Bubbi
seeks to explain and support his emphasis on self-control and abstinence, and hence on
rejecting heterosexual norms. Inspired by Nietzsche he has practised self-moderation in the
hope that he will find peace of mind and become the man he wants to be, but without
result. He does not find solutions in Nietzsche’s work nor in Adler’s and Freud’s
psychoanalytical writings; even though he can analyse himself and his sexuality he does
not know what to do or how to deal with his desires. Eventually, however, Bubbi discovers

that the most satisfying way to deal with his problems is not to read but to write — and the

spark that motivates him and encourages him to start writing is music.

4.4 Listening

In Nausea Roquentin finds relief from nausea and despair when he listens to the jazz song
“Some of these Days” and the music eventually contributes to his decision to start
writing.711 Music also plays a significant role in Eftir orstuttan leik but the novel begins
with Bubbi’s thoughts while he is listening to the prelude to Richard Wagner’s opera — or
music-drama, as Wagner chose to call his work ™ — Tannhéiuser (1845), which is “the most

wonderful prelude” Bubbi has ever heard.”*®

He talks about pilgrims that are on a journey
and imagines himself as one of them. They have only one goal: To get to the promised city
which marks the end of their pilgrimage. In Tannhduser the city is Rome but in Bubbi’s
narration it does not have a name: “There is the holy city, there are the lands of sunrise, —
life, — the eternal promise.”714 The narration begins in the early morning when the
pilgrims set off and describes their difficult journey through deserts, plains, lava fields and
forests, in the burning sun, cold wind, fog and rain, and finally up a hill to the point from

which they can see the promised city. Then the music stops, Bubbi’s gramophone makes

sounds to indicate the record is over and he wakes up from his thoughts.

0 Beachy, Gay Berlin, 101-6.

"1 See e.g. Mark Carroll, “‘It is.” Reflections on the Role of Music in Sartre’s ‘La Nausée’”;
Kellman, The Self-Begetting Novel, 40-48.

™2 See e.g. Mark Berry, “Richard Wagner and the Politics of Music-Drama.”

™3 «petta er forleikur, — dasamlegasti forleikur, sem ég hef nokkru sinni heyrt.” (EOL 9) The title
of the musical piece is never specified in the novel but Elias Mar later confirmed that he had built
the chapter on Wagner’s prelude. See Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 49.

"4 “bar er borgin helga. Par eru 16nd solaruppkomunnar, — lifsins, — fyrirheitsins eilifa.” (EOL 9)
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The core of Bubbi’s recapitulation of the prelude is that if you set yourself a goal and
overcome all the obstacles on the way towards it you will be rewarded — or with his words:
“If on your journey you are seeking forgiveness, you will undoubtedly receive it, because
you have overcome the temptations of the night and seen the sunrise as a conqueror.”’*®
This reflects Bubbi’s intention to gain control over his own sex life and obtain the ‘healthy
meaningful life.” Jon Karl Helgason points out that the prelude is a clear example of a mise
en abyme, or what Lucien Déllenbach refers to as an internal duplication or a mirror in the
text; a work of art contained within another work of art which reflects upon the latter, for
example its plot, characters, creation, reception or syrnbolism.716 The prelude gives the
readers a clue about the theme of the narrative that follows — like the pilgrims Bubbi sets
himself a goal and tries to overcome temptations on the way towards his promised city (the
healthy meaningful life). He makes a promise to himself that he will stay abstinent but
loses his track and it seems as if he has failed to reach his goal. Yet Jon Karl notes that by
the end of the novel Bubbi shows that he has not given up but found an outlet which may
work better than abstinence: Writing. Moreover, the novel ends with another textual
mirror; a repetition of two sentences from the overture: “Then who are those who turn
back? Does any man turn back, who walks onto the road in the early morning, steps
barefoot in a frozen puddle and sets himself a goal?”717 This repetition underlines the self-
reflectivity of the novel as well as Bubbi’s continuing journey towards his goal through

writing — inspired by music.

4.4.1 Zarathustra and Tannh&user

Bubbi’s stream of thoughts while listening to the prelude and its role in the novel’s
structure and thematic must be put in context with Wagner and the prelude itself, as well as
to Nietzsche’s philosophy. First of all the prelude chapter is under the influence from Thus
spoke Zarathustra. Like Nietzsche’s novel it describes the protagonist’s journey towards a
goal and both Bubbi ‘the pilgrim’ and Zarathustra climb hills or mountains until they find
peace of mind. Moreover, the narrative style in Bubbi’s prelude chapter, which is very
different from the narrative in the remainder of the novel, shares certain characteristics
with Thus spoke Zarathustra. Zarathustra often speaks to the people he lectures: “Behold, I

teach you the Superman [...].” — “I entreat you, my brothers [...].”"*® Bubbi similarly

™5 <« eitirdu fyrirgefningar 4 pessari reisu pinni, mun pér eflaust veitast hun, pvi pu hefur jafnan

sigrazt 4 freistingum naeturinnar og litid sélaruppkomuna sem sigurvegari.” (EOL 16)

8| ucien Déllenbach, The Mirror in the Text; Jon Karl Helgason, “Deiligaldur Eliasar,” 111-16.
7 “Hverjir eru pad svo, sem sniia vid? Snyr nokkur madur vid, sem éarla dags gengur ut &
pj6dveginn, stigur noktum fzti 4 hem pollanna og 4 takmark fyrir héndum?” (EOL 12, 207)

8 Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 42.
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addresses his (male) readers in plural and speaks of himself, the pilgrims and the readers as
one whole — as a group of (presumably male) travellers on their way towards the goal:

“Onward, — onward, my friends, — onward”"*® —

“Slip the shoes off your feet and fall on
your knees! — — — Cry! Laugh! ———“® Like Zarathustra he also uses formal
exclamations: “And, behold, — this is the goatl.”721 — “And this we have felt; — behold, I
have lead you to great joy.”"** Furthermore, like Zarathustra’s lectures, Bubbi’s prologue
chapter includes philosophical speculations:

The traveller opens his haversack and gives to the passing wayfarer. Both men have
set off along the same road, — only heading in opposite directions. Does that
matter? Both have a goal; there may be a several days’ journey to the goal, —
countless days. People would never cross paths if everyone walked in the same
direction. — Isn’t that strange, my beloved ones?'?

This message, that people are different and should therefore be allowed to set themselves
different goals, may seem to somewhat contradict Nietzsche’s philosophy of the
Ubermensch, and surely Bubbi’s stream of thoughts is not entirely built on Nietzsche.
There is nevertheless a strong Nietzscheian atmosphere in Effir érstuttan leik’s opening
chapter which sets the tone for the following chapters.

Secondly, the fact that Bubbi’s novel begins and ends with this particular musical
piece is highly significant, even though he states that he only wants to listen to the
prologue, not the opera as a whole (EOL 9). Tannhduser is set in Germany in the thirteenth
century and tells the story of the knight Tannhduser who has spent a year in Venusberg, the
kingdom of Venus, where he was the goddess’s lover. He has had enough of the lustful
pleasures of Venus and her city and decides to return to his former life; at first Venus
refuses to let him go but eventually she sends him away when he invokes the name of
Virgin Mary. In Germany Tannhéuser is reunited with his former (virgin) love, Elisabeth,
but their blissful moment together comes to an end when Tannhduser performs in a singing
contest and sings an ode to Venus and the pleasures of the senses, which shocks and
horrifies the audience and puts him in danger. He joins a group of pilgrims on their way to
Rome and seeks redemption from the pope, which he is not granted because those who

have enjoyed the pleasures of Venus are not to be forgiven. The story ends in tragedy;

9 «Afram, — &fram, vinir minir, — afram.” (EOL 12)

20 “Dragid sko af fotum ykkar og 14tid fallast 4 knén! — — — Gratid! Hlagid!” (EOL 15)

2L «Qg sja, — petta er sjalft takmarkid.” (EOL 16)

722 «Qg petta hofum vid skynjad; — sj4, ég hef leitt ykkur i mikinn fognud.” (EOL 17)

723 “Fjrumadurinn leysir fra mal sinum og gefur vegfarandanum, sem hann matir. Pessir menn
hafa badir lagt 0t & sama veginn, — fara adeins i andstedar attir. Skiptir pad nokkru mali? Badir
eiga takmark; kannske eru margar dagleidir ad takmarkinu, — oteljandi dagleidir. Ef allir feeru i
sému att, myndu engir maetast. — Er pad ekki skritid, minir elskanlegu?” (EOL 10)
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Elisabeth dies of grief while waiting for Tannhduser’s return and he also dies when he sees
her coffin. The following morning the pilgrims arrive with the pope’s ultimate redemption
but it is too late for Tannhduser. The opera thus deals with tension and conflicts between
Christianity and Greco-Roman mythology and, more importantly for this context, between
spiritual and sensual love. Tannhduser has, like Bubbi, enjoyed the pleasures of sex
excessively and decided to seek spiritual love instead, and like in Eftir orstuttan leik there
are two extreme representations of femininity in the opera, the dangerous sexual woman
and the idealised virgin — the whore and the Madonna. Both stories end in dissolution and
tragedy, the protagonists find happiness with their virgin lover for a short while, but are
then punished for their sexual past, and neither sensual nor spiritual love ‘wins’ in the end.
Unlike Tannhduser, however, Bubbi’s writing project, inspired by Wagner’s music-drama,
offers him at least some degree of hope for a better and happier future.

Wagner and Nietzsche were contemporaries, knew each other quite well and were
inspired and affected in various ways be each other’s work. Like Nietzsche, Wagner placed
great emphasis on masculinity, self-overcoming and male-suffering, and in his so-called
‘pro-Wagner period’ Nietzsche celebrated his friend’s work. Later, however, he turned
against him and criticised him harshly, not least his positive representation of Christianity
and Christian values which Nietzsche rej ected.”?® This is interesting in relation to Bubbi’s
prelude chapter because the promised city in his narrative is not Rome but “the lands of

. . T2
sunrise, — life, — the eternal promise,” °

and the final landmark on the pilgrim’s journey is
a tower with a non-religious symbol:

The symbol rises on the top of the highest tower. It does not matter if it is the cross
of Jesus Christ, or the hammer and sickle, or something else. — It makes no
difference. It is our symbol, — everyone’s symbol, — the symbol of all those who
have striven for this goal.”®

Religion is thus not an important factor in Bubbi’s prelude and neither is politics — and in
this respect he disagrees with Steinn Ellidi in The Great Weaver who searches first and
foremost for answers with God. Bubbi’s primary goal is to finish the journey — to prove to
yourself that you can achieve your goal — and it does not matter what the goal is. In the
prelude Bubbi is thus not as fixed on the ‘one and only goal’ — abstinence — as in the

following chapters. The prelude marks the beginning and the end of the novel and links

24 On the relationship and mutual influence between Nietzsche and Wagner, see e.g. Bernard
Wills, “The Case of Nietzsche. A Wagnerian Riposte”; Mitchell Morris, “Tristan’s Wounds. On
Homosexual Wagnerians at the Fin de Siécle,” 278-83.

725 “bar eru 16nd sélaruppkomunnar, — lifsins, — fyrirheitsins eilifa.” (EOL 9)

726 «A efstu turnspirunni ris taknid. Pad skiptir ekki mali, hvort pad er kross Jesti Krists, eda hamar
eda sigo, eda eitthvad annad. — bad skiptir engu mali. bad er taknid okkar, —allra, — allra, sem
hofum keppt ad pessu marki.” (EOL 16)
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two phases in Bubbi’s life — the phase in which he seeks answers in psychoanalysis and
Nietzsche’s philosophy, and the phase when he has started writing, inspired by Wagner’s
music. As such it is a meeting point for different goals and currents in Bubbi’s mind. The
goal that Bubbi ‘the pilgrim’ strives to reach is two things at once, as Jon Karl has noted,

self-cultivated masculinity and self-creation in the form of a novel.

4.4.2 Queer Wagner
The prelude chapter represents two important performances, firstly Bubbi’s decision to
listen to this particular music piece which inspires him to write, and secondly his writing
while listening to the prelude. What has not yet been outlined, however, is if and how these
performances are queer.

There are no references to, or representations of, homosexuality in Tannhduser and yet
the opera and Wagner’s work in general — like Nietzsche’s philosophy — has since the
nineteenth century appealed strongly to many queer men and male homosexual culture. As
Mitchell Morris has pointed out Krafft-Ebing noted in Psychopathia Sexualis that one of
his homosexual ‘patients’ had been inspired by Wagner’s operas. The man also suggested
that this was common among men who desired other men:

While T have but little interest in politics, I am passionately fond of music and an
inspired follower of Richard Wagner. I have noticed this preference in the majority
of us [homosexuals]; I find that this music is perfectly in accord with our nature.””’

A similar stance can be seen in the novelist Oscar Panizza’s essay from 1895, “Bayreuth
and Homosexuality,” where he says that Wagner’s Parsifal “offers spiritual sustenance for

»728 and in Hanns Fuchs’s book Richard Wagner und die Homosexualitat (1903)

pederasts,
where he interprets Wagner’s work and characters freely as positive homoerotic images,
for example because of their androgynous character and restraint towards sex, and argues
that Wagner was homosexual “in spirit.”729 Morris argues that among Wagner’s fans in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth-century was “a group of listeners who understood their
devotion to der Meister and his works as a way of making sense of their own transgressive

. . . . 730
sexual desires and gender identifications”

— and correspondingly a homosexual
stereotype was formed: The man who listens to Wagner. Tim Pursell moreover notes that

in the following decades several writers and artists embraced this stereotype and references

27 K rafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis, 291.

728 Quoted in Laurence Dreyfus, Wagner and the Erotic Impulse, 185. See 175-217 for Dreyfus’s
discussion of Wagner and homoerotics.

™ Hanns Fuchs, Richard Wagner und die Homosexualitat. Fuchs speaks of “die geistige
Homosexualitét.” See also Dreyfus, Wagner and the Erotic Impulse, 188-96.

™ Morris, “Tristan’s Wounds,” 272.
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to Wagner’s operas and motifs frequently appeared in homosexual publications in the early
twentieth century.”*

But why did Wagner’s work appeal to men who desired other men? Bernard Wills
notes that even though Wagner’s operas generally idealise dramatic heterosexual love they
also portray art, love and religious ecstasy as an answer to the disease of life and
emphasise the liberation which comes with willpower and self-overcoming. “Tannhduser
is redeemed by the love of Elizabeth from the delights of Venusburg,” Wills says and adds:
“Indeed, the notoriously lecherous Wagner had a lifelong fascination with ideals of
chastity. Yes to the freedom of the spirit seems, on its face, a kind of no to natural and

biological life.”"*

The love story in Wagner’s operas often ends in a tragic death and
“[s]exual satisfaction is not achieved naturally or even physically but against and beyond
nature in death.””® Wagner’s work thus portrays heterosexual sex as dangerous and
destructive, which appealed to many listeners whose sexual desires were generally
believed to be abnormal. Wagner’s answer to the problems of heterosexuality was not
homosexuality but chastity — an idea which, in a world increasingly affected by
heteronormative regulation, may have seemed liberating to people who desired the same
sex.

In his deeply personal study of a homosexual man’s attraction to opera Wayne
Koestenbaum has outlined how he was attracted to Wagner’s emphasis on dramatic
heterosexual love. “I don’t participate in the heterosexual system and yet I worship
schematic and artificial representations of it,” he says and takes certain scenes from
Tannhduser as an example of such high heterosexuality.734 He is fascinated by Elisabeth’s
joy while she is waiting for Tannhduser and feels that her joy is queer because it surpasses
reason and because she desires a place within a system that punishes her for her female
sexuality.735 In societies where same-sex desires are not easily expressed or made public,
operas, as well as other works of art, offer an opportunity for symbolising desires and
thereby expressing what the artists and writers cannot state clearly in words, Koestenbaum
notes, and readers and listeners similarly seek representations of their desires in art, even
though the artworks do not consciously deal with such desires. This is why operas have
become so important for many queer people:

Forbidden sexualities stay vague because they fear detection and punishment.
Historically, music has been defined as mystery and miasma, as implicitness rather

3! Tim Pursell, “Queer Eyes and Wagnerian Guys. Homoeroticism in the Art of the Third Reich,” 124.
32 Bernard Wills, “The Case of Nietzsche. A Wagnerian Riposte,” 34.
733 |1

Ibid.
34 Wayne Koestenbaum, The Queen’s Throat. Opera, Homosexuality, and the Mystery of Desire, 201.
" bid. 188-202.
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than explicitness, and so we have hid inside music; in music we can come out

without coming out, we can reveal without saying a word. Queers identify with
736

shadow because no one can prosecute a shadow.

Like Koestenbaum, and so many queer men before them, Bubbi finds relief in listening to
Wagner’s prelude and is at the same time inspired and motivated by it when he writes his
own novel. The role the prelude plays in his novel can readily be seen as a result of
Bubbi’s identification with the rejection of heterosexual sex and idealisation of non-sexual
heterosexual love in Tannhduser — the shadow of homosexuality. He also finds relief in
listening to music and hides inside it; music is Bubbi’s “best-tried and most durable means
of comfort.”"®” As Koestenbaum says about gay men’s fascination with operas in general,
many of them love opera without necessarily knowing why or being able to explain it: “[I]t
was enough just to listen, the point was not to draw the connection between homosexuality
and opera, but to pass into opera as into a safe silence.”"®®

Listening to the prelude and using it as an inspiration and motivation for self-
expressive writing is thus clearly a significant queer performance on Bubbi’s behalf. Yet
again he uses fictional or academic work to express what he cannot say directly — that
same-sex desires are the core of his sexual crisis. Moreover, the prelude chapter is perhaps
the novel’s most suggestive homosexual text, but as Jon Karl Helgason has pointed out it
carries connotations to same-sex sexual acts. The title of the chapter is “Forleikur,” which
means ‘prelude’ but it can also mean ‘foreplay’ in a sexual context, and it describes a
journey which, slowly but steadily, gets more intense and eventually reaches a blissful
climax. The form of the chapter bears, in other words, striking resemblances to sex — it
begins with foreplay and ends with an orgasm. Moreover, Bubbi addresses his readers
repeatedly as “my loved ones” and “my dear friends,” not just in the prelude chapter but
also later in the novel, and as Jon Karl points out this is perhaps Bubbi’s most promising
love affair — his relationship with his implied male readers’®: “These addresses remind us
that the self-begetting novel, like all literature, is in fact the offspring of two individuals,

author and reader, regardless of their gender and sexual orientation.”’*° Bubbi’s addresses

8 |bid. 189-90. Queer identification with shadows, or the night, is a theme in Elias Mar’s play

“Nottin,” see ch. 3.3.4.

87 «[_..] prautreyndasta og haldbezta sefjunartaeki mitt [...].” (EOL 28)

%8 Koestenbaum, The Queen’s Throat, 41.

%9 Masculine gender is the default grammatical gender in Icelandic, and the fact that Bubbi only uses
masculine grammatical endings when he speaks to his readers does thus (technically) not exclude
female readers. Yet the overall atmosphere in the chapter, and the novel in general, is so masculine
and misogynist that it is tempting to argue that the implied reader in Bubbi’s novel is male.

70 “bessi avorp minna 4 ad sjalfgetna skaldsagan, eins og adrar bokmenntir, er i rauninni afkvaemi
tveggja einstaklinga, héfundar og lesanda, 6had kyni peirra og kynhneigd.” Jon Karl Helgason,
“Deiligaldur Eliasar,” 128.
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to his readers are important queer performances, not only because they refer to same-sex
sex but also because they are theatrical — by speaking to his readers Bubbi transforms his
self-contempt and shame into acts of connecting and relating. From the perspective of
Sedgwick’s theory of queer performativity Bubbi’s relationship with his readers, which is
most intense in the prelude and established there, is thus an identity-building process

through which he starts to express his same-sex desires.

45 The artist

The discussion of Elias Mar’s early writings about male same-sex desire in chapter three
suggested that a link between queer sexuality and being an artist or writer can be identified
in “Eftirfor” from 1941 and the poem “Einginn sérstakur” from 1942 1n Eftir orstuttan
leik, moreover, this association is in a lead role; not only is Bubbi a writer who sublimates
his same-sex desire through artistic creation but he also seeks inspiration and outlet in
music and fiction. Again intertextual links between Elias’s novel, The Great Weaver and
Nausea are evident; Steinn Ellidi is a poet and his relationship with Carrington is centred
around the creation and publication of Steinn’s books, and Roquentin — like Bubbi — finds
an ‘aesthetic solution’ to his existential problems when he starts writing.742

There is also another (arguably) queer artist in Eftir drstuttan leik: Mr. Skerfirs, a
middle-aged pianist and friend of Anna’s mother who, despite playing a minimal role in the
novel, is responsible for much of Bubbi’s trouble. Bubbi meets him at Anna’s house one
evening when they are invited to listen to him play the piano (EOL 101-6). Shortly after this
visit ‘the artist,” as Bubbi calls him, tells Anna’s mother about Bubbi’s irresponsible
behaviour in the past and encourages her to separate the young couple. The mother then
decides to send Anna to Copenhagen (EOL 145-48). The artist does not seem to be in love
with Anna and the reason why he gets in their way is in many ways unclear. He does,
however, seem to be interested in Bubbi; they meet a couple of times and the artist

743 _
d,”"™ use his time well and

encourages Bubbi to become a “man of spirit,” take “art as a frien
not be tempted by women or other temptations (EOL 116-20). Such references to ‘art’ as a
friend that a man should prefer to the company of women suggest a queer reading — and seen
from that perspective the artist is an important queer agent. Not only does he ruin Bubbi’s
heterosexual relationship and hope for a healthy meaningful life; his physical appearance

and behaviour also has strong queer connotations. He is a flamboyant and exotic figure,

educated and has lived and studied abroad, wears neat long coats, tight suit, hats and silk

™ See ch. 3.3.1.
™2 See e.g. Peter Ruppert, “The Aesthetic Solution in Nausea and Malte Laurids Brigge.”
™3 “betta yfirstigur allt sa, sem 4 listina ad vin, — sem er madur andans.” (EOL 117)
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scarfs and has a broad and sophisticated “cosmopolitan smile.”"* His pomposity is almost
comical, especially his name, but ‘Skerfirs’ is an ironic neologism; a surname derived from a
place name in Reykjavik, Skerjafjordur. The artist moreover resembles a film character and
readily fits into Dyer’s description of gay iconography in American film noir from the
1940s; the features that indicate their queerness are for example bitchy wit, love of art,
fastidious dress style and tailored suit.”* These characters are often the villains, Dyer notes;
they delay or spoil the progress of the story and stand in the way of a happy ending, for
example by threatening the heterosexual union.”*® Associating the artist with this particular
film character type is not as far-fetched as it may seem because — as chapter three has
suggested and will be outlined in more detail in chapter six — Elias was a film enthusiast and
inspired by film noir in his portrayal of the Reykjavik life in his fiction, especially in
Vz')'gguvz'sa.747

Bubbi does not return the artist’s interest; he finds him tiring and dull. His disinterest
then transforms into annoyance when he finds out the artist revealed the truth about his
past. Yet Bubbi is a dandy himself and takes pleasure in dressing neatly and his interest in
attire and appearance seems to increase after he meets the artist. Shortly after the piano
night at Anna’s house he buys a new coat, hat, bow tie and braces and puts on a black suit
(151-2), seemingly to impress Anna, but this performance can also be seen as Bubbi’s
response to the fracture in his heterosexual union — as an (perhaps unconscious)

identification with the artist and queer noir villains and yet another queer performance.

4.6 Conclusion

Eftir orstuttan leik is fictional, not an autobiography, and yet the resemblances between
Bubbi and Elias Mar can hardly be ignored by those who have read Elias’s notebooks from
the mid-1940s. The Elias who appears in Skalda, for example, is a self-centred dandy in his
early twenties who expects much of himself and oscillates between feeling superior and
inferior — between self-confidence and deep anxiety. The novel is set in the period it was
written, the months after the end of the Second World War in the fall and winter 1945—
1946,*® and both Bubbi and Elias are experiencing post-war existential uncertainty and

affected by the gender crisis of the 1940s — they do not know what kind of men they want to

" The artist’s appearance is described on pages 116 and 135-7.

™5 Dyer, The Culture of Queers, 90-115, especially 96.

8 Dyer, The Matter of Images, 50-70, here 62—64.

™"'See ch.3.3.1and 6.2.2.

™8 Elfas Mar started writing Eftir rstuttan leik in October 1945 and finished the first fair copy in
April 1946. See Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Skélda,” 14 October 1945; Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar.
Notebook 10 April 1946. Bubbi starts writing in early December 1945 and finishes in January
1946, but the story he tells begins in August 1945.
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or can become.’*® Both moreover find relief and solutions in writing and Elias’s notebooks
suggest that he was also inspired by Wagner’s prelude to Tannhduser — he listened to it
repeatedly before and while he was writing Eftir orstuttan leik.”® The novel’s remarkable
richness and variety of intertextual references manifests that Elias himself was under the
influence from various films, books and other writings; he read much, both fiction and
academic work, and in his job as a journalist at Alpydubladio he was in touch with post-war
politics and ideological currents, such as existential philosophy.751 Last, but not least, the
novel is a queer performance and a part of an identity-forming process, regardless of
whether we think of Bubbi or Elias as the author. Chapter three outlined how Elias was
coming to terms with his same-sex desires in the mid- and late 1940s; he had started reading
books about sexuality and presumably had his first sexual affair with a man shortly after he
finished writing Eftir orstuttan leik. The novel-writing was thus a part of the process that
eventually enabled Elias to claim a bisexual identity and live relatively openly as a queer
man. He was not there yet in 1946, however; Eftir orstuttan leik does not deal with homo- or
bisexual identity but first and foremost struggles and uncertainties concerning masculinity
and same-sex desire.’>

The queer reading of Effir drstuttan leik in this chapter has underlined the paradoxes that
characterise Bubbi as well as the importance of intertextuality and books. He is in many ways
an incarnation of the paradoxes of modern life; he has so many options in life but is unable to
find a path that suits him, he is simultaneously enchanted and disgusted by sex and women,
and the mid-twentieth-century hetero-masculine norms and expectations overwhelm him.
References to books, films and authors are never coincidental in this novel; they always add a
perspective to the text — often a particularly queer one — and help the reader understanding
what Bubbi is either unable to say directly or does not fully comprehend. These queer
performances are moreover highly paradoxical. The ideas about masculinity and same-sex
desire represented in the Bible and the works by Freud, Adler, Nietzsche, Wagner, Sartre and
Halldor Laxness contradict each other in various ways, which corresponds to the fact that none
of them can give Bubbi any final answers or a solution to his problems. Even the novel-writing
is a never-ending process since the book begins where it ends; a loop in which Bubbi’s identity

is always in-the-making. His multiple quests — the Nietzscheian journey towards abstinence

™9 Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 43-50.

™0 | bs. 13 NF. Elfas Mar. Notebooks 1945-1946. See 1 April 1945, 7 July 1945, 1 January 1946,
17 January 1946, 20 February 1946 and 27-28 March 1946.

™! Elfas translates more than 200 texts about European politics, art, philosophy, fashion etc. for
Alpydubladid in 1945, mostly from English and Scandinavian newspapers. Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar.
Notebook 1945.

782 See ch. 6 for more discussion of autobiographical aspects of Eftir 6rstuttan leik.
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and masculine self-cultivation, Freudian and Adlerian self-psychoanalysis, Wagnerian
inspiration and finally the writing process — are performances that represent and manifest the
protagonist’s search for himself and his identity. None of them has a finish-line or ends with
success or solutions and yet these performances form and shape Bubbi’s identity; they are
individuating because they help him explore and understand himself, and relational because
they refer to texts and people outside the text and thus link Bubbi to other people — thinkers,

artists, works of art and various other queer performances.
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5 Man eg pig Iongum: The queer art of failure

In December 1943 Elias Mar wrote an essay titled “Deagurhugleidingar” (‘Momentary
reflections’) in which he discussed his life and feelings. He says his life is full of sadness
but that he is standing on crossroads where “the roads lead in many directions.””> His
main concern is that he is not industrious enough but he is also full of existential gloom:
“But is it enough to work, if it is done without a definite purpose, without a goal?”754 Such
feelings of purposelessness and problems concerning choosing one’s future and faith are
prominent in Eftir orstuttan leik, as we have seen, and the same can be said about Man eg
pig Iongum. That novel is also set in Reykjavik in the 1940s and focuses on a distressed
male protagonist: Halldor Oskar Magniisson, a teenage fisherman’s son from a small
village in West Iceland. Halldor is unsure of himself and unhappy and even though sexual
frustrations are not as prominent as in Effir orstuttan leik Halldor’s sexuality is
indisputably one of the novel’s most important themes. Unlike Bubbi, however, Halldor is
a reserved character who does not tell the readers about his frustrations or write his own
story. Man eg pig longum is narrated by a third person narrator and the point of view is
primarily Halldor’s; the narrative mostly consists of his thoughts, communicated through
the narrator. Halldor is very shy and does not speak many words; his conversations with
other characters are usually short, he answers questions with one syllable words and often

has to “make himself talk”">®

— that is, consciously force himself to speak. Unlike Bubbi’s
story Halldor’s characterisation is thus based on thoughts rather than verbal performances.
In “Daegurhugleidingar” Elias writes that he often feels like he is two different men.
First he describes a man who is “sensitive to ridicule and feels inferior because he did not
become what he intended, mostly because he did not strive for it himself. Then he lost
faith in himself — and others — and now everyone considers him a weakling.” The other
man, however, has “out of sheer luck become the ablest man”; he is successful, confident
and knows how to make the most of his options in life and he does not care about the

opinions of others.”® These two types are in many ways descriptive of the extremes Bubbi

oscillates between — inferiority and superiority — and in Man eg pig I6ngum they take the

783 «Eg er 4 miklum timamoétum. [...] eg finn, ad eg er staddur 4 krossgdtum, og pad liggja vegir i ymsar
attir.”” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Daegurhugleidingar.” The essay was never published. See ch. 3.1.

5 “En er ndg ad starfa, ef starfad er 4n dkvedins tilgangs, an einhvers takmarks?” Ibid.

785 «[...] komid sjalfum sér til ad tala [...].” Elias Mar, Man eg pig léngum, 11. References to Man
eg pig léngum are hereafter abbreviated: (MEPL 11).

786 «Eg pekki mann, sem { dag er spéhraeddur og fullur vanmetakenndar vegna pess ad hann vard
ekki pad sem hann etladi sér ad verda, mest vegna pess ad hann vann ekki ndg ad pvi sjalfur. Svo
missti hann traust & sjalfan sig — og adra — og nu er hann refill i allra augum. Annan mann veit eg
um, sem af einskerri hepni [sic] hefur ordid hinn nytasti madur [...].” Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar.
“Deaegurhugleidingar.”

187



Asta Kristin Benediktsd6ttir

form of two characters: Halldor and his friend Omar. The story begins in the fall when
Halldoér arrives in Reykjavik; he rents a small attic room and is planning to go to school.
He has good intentions but soon loses interest in his studies, sinks deeper and deeper into
depression and eventually fails his exams. Halldor’s idleness is almost overwhelming and
in that sense he resembles the shy man in Elias’s essay; almost all his intentions seem to
fail or dissolve — writing a letter to his mother, doing his homework, getting a summer job,
approaching the girl he has a crush on, and so on. As a result the novel is marked by heavy
gloom and passivity; the reader is waiting for Halldor to take action and hoping for him to
succeed but the happy ending never comes; by the end of the book a whole year has passed
and Halldor is wandering outside Reykjavik, alone, depressed, poor and homeless.

Halldor makes two friends in Reykjavik; Omar and a poor, disabled, middle-aged man
named Béas. Omar is the incarnation of the successful man in Elias’s essay: A young, good-
looking, middle or upper-class man who seems to get all his wishes fulfilled. Halldor’s
relationships with Boas and Omar are apparently non-sexual and same-sex desires are never
discussed directly in relation to their friendship, but as this chapter argues all three characters
have queer dimensions. By the end of the novel it is strongly implied that Halldor has same-
sex desires but that he is not able to, or never dares to, acknowledge them. As was noted in
chapter three the relevance of interpreting Halldor as a character whose desires are directed
towards other men is supported by Elias Mar’s statement, more than 50 years after Man eg pig
longum was published, that he meant to write a second volume in which it would be revealed
that Halldér was “a homosexual.”"®" Elias also planned to let Halldér become a writer and take
his friend’s name as a pen name: Halldor Oskar Magntisson Omar, aptly abbreviated to
HOMO.”® His intention was, in other words, to let the two men he described in the essay in
1943 merge into one. Yet the sequel remained unwritten and Halldor neither became a writer
nor a self-identified gay man. Man eg pig Iongum is thus not a ‘gay novel’ in the sense that the
characters identify as homosexual but like Efiir orstuttan leik it is full of queer performativity.
The following sections outline how the queerness in this novel is constructed, not through the
protagonist’s therapeutic writing but rather through various character performances that
become meaningful when they are thought of in relation to sexuality, individual identity and

shame.

5.1 Shame and failure

It is difficult to imagine a better example of a fictional character “whose sense of identity

is for some reason tuned most durably to the note of shame” — that is, a queer character

%7 Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 57.
78 |bid. See also Kolbrin Bergporsdottir, “Er ekki feeribandahéfundur,” 24.
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according to Sedgwick759

— than Halldor. He is, as noted earlier, very shy and insecure, and
he believes that he is not like other people — not as he ought to be. “He has always been
told that he was different from all the others,” the narrator says and adds: “He has believed
for a long time that he is — and always will be — different from all the others.””® This
conviction has marked Halldér’s identity since he was a child and the shame he
consequently experiences hangs like a black cloud over him throughout the novel.
Halldor’s shame is prominent already in the novel’s first sentence, marking the
beginning of a chapter in which the boy, who has just arrived in Reykjavik, meets his
landlady, Emilia: “He sits on a stool at the old woman’s kitchen table, hanging his head,

. 761
and sips coffee from a saucer.”

The body language described in this sentence suggests
that Halldor is avoiding the woman’s gaze. Tomkins emphasises that the face, especially
the eyes, are central in the shame experience, because the “self lives in the face, and within
the face the self burns brightest in the eyes,” and he adds: “Shame turns the attention of the
self and others away from other objects to this most visible residence of self, increases its

visibility, and thereby generates the torment of self-consciousness.” %

Therefore, people
who feel ashamed turn their faces away from others, look down and avoid eye-contact.
Such situations are described repetitively in Man eg pig longum as Halldor often avoids
looking at other people and blushes frequently.763 His shame is thus very physical and
visible on his body and it is also expressed through Halldor’s social behaviour and his
dwelling places. He spends hours and days alone in his room or in his friend Bdas’s small
basement flat, where he feels safe (MEPL 51), avoiding other people; often sitting or
standing in the same position without speaking or acting, as the opening of the second

chapter shows:

He sits motionless on the chair she brought him, a nice brown-painted chair. He has
stretched his left hand out on the table but put the right hand on the back of the
chair behind him. He has maintained this position for a long time when the clock
on the ground floor strikes seven. Four hours have passed since he came up to the

I'OOIl’l.764

™ Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 63.

80 «“Honum hefur alltaf verid sagt ad hann veri 68ruvisi en allir hinir. [...] Hann er fyrir longu
farinn ad trda pvi ad hann sé — og verdi alltaf — 6druvisi en allir hinir.” (MEPL 33)

1 Hann situr nidurlitur & kjaftastdl vid eldhisbord g6mlu konunnar og sotrar kaffi af undirskal.*
(MEPL 7)

762 Tomkins, “Shame-Humiliation and Contempt-Disgust,” 136.

7% See e.g. MEPL 35, 42-43, 72, 111-12, 115, 150, 174, 180.

®* “Hann situr hreyfingarlitill 4 stolnum sem hin kom med, gédum stol branmaludum. Vinstri
héndina hefur hann fyrir [6ngu teygt fram & bordpl6tuna en lagt p& heegri aftur fyrir sig & stolbakid.
i pessum stellingum hefur hann setid lengi pegar klukkan & hadinni slar sj6 hogg. Fjorir timar eru
lidnir fra pvi hann kom upp i stofuna.” (MEPL 15)
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Ahmed notes that because shame works “on and through bodies” it “also involves the de-
forming and re-forming of bodily and social spaces, as bodies ‘turn away’ from the others
who witness the shame.”’® Halldor’s stillness and passivity is a part of his shame
performance which seeks to minimise the space his body occupies — it is almost as if he
wants to disappear from the world, or at least from the view of other people. His shame
also affects, or forms, the spaces he chooses to spend the most time in: The attic room and
Boas’s basement flat. Both spaces are small, scanty and marginal, either above or below
the ground floor and unquestionably below bourgeois living standards, and thus underline
Halldoér’s feeling of being an outsider.

As was outlined in the introduction, the gaze which induces shame can be both ‘real’
and imagined. Sartre emphasises that when the subject feels shame “somebody was there
and has seen me,”"® but as Ahmed points out this ‘somebody’ is often the imagined view
of an ‘ideal other’ — the normative view of society.767 Since the narrator in Man eg pig
longum mostly follows Halldor’s point of view and rarely sees into the minds of other
characters it is often difficult to know if, or to what extent, they judge Halldoér. He is for
example deeply ashamed of his body and appearance but no one ever describes his
physical traits except himself. Early in the book he sees his reflection in a window and the
following paragraph is the narrator’s description of Halldor, from the boy’s point of view:
He is dressed in old and out-worn clothes, his face is long and pale, he has small eyes,
large ears and nose, uncut ginger hair, a long neck with a large Adam’s apple, and the torso
is long with “massive” arms and legs (MEPL 19). This image is strikingly negative and
bears witness to Halldor’s low self-esteem but the reader cannot know if or to what extent
other characters confirm it. The reader is thus often in a similar situation as Halldor —
trying to figure out what others think of him. Halldér frequently interprets other people’s
looks and responses to him as critical and judgmental, for example when he, after anxious
preparations in front of the mirror and an awkward attempt to shave his face for the first
time, goes to a school dance:

Soon he notices that people are looking at him. Yet nobody approaches him. But he
knows why they are looking. He reads the answer from the glances of the people
standing next to him, and he only needs to read the most obvious answers. The
ambiguous glances can be left aside. He does not know if he is looking at his
schoolmates and others nearby or something else. Everything is blurred before his
eyes. He only knows that he does not belong here. Why did he allow himself to be

% Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 101-21.
78 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, 221-22.
87 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 101-21.
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lured into this place? Here he stands, as if it were his only option, red-haired with

red scars in his face after the first shave.’®®

None of the people at the dance talk to Halldor, however, and it is impossible to tell if their
judgmental gazes are Halldor’s imagination — internalised ideas of how he should look — or
not. Sometimes, however, other characters respond to him, for example when Omar
comments on the bad state of his teeth by telling him that he has often wanted to give him
a toothbrush (MEPL 235). This remark shows that Halldor’s social position and bourgeois
norms influence his feeling of being different; he cannot afford to buy clothes,® getting a
hair cut is a luxury he presumably cannot allow himself (hence his thoughts about his
uncut hair) and neither is dental care. His class position is written on his body and
unavoidably boosts his shame. Last, but not least, Halldor’s feeling of being different and
unattractive in the eyes of others is enhanced when he overhears a girl saying that she finds
him “disgusting” (MEPL 191). His negative view of himself and his appearance is thus, at
least to some extent, confirmed by other characters’ responses and the gaze which judges

him is both ‘real’ and imagined.

5.1.1 Masculinity
Halldor’s shame can be seen as the “affective cost” of failing to approximate social ideals

and follow “the scripts of normative existence,” as Ahmed puts it’"

— especially norms
related to masculinity. His masculinity crisis is significantly different from Bubbi’s
paradoxical contempt of bourgeois heterosexual norms and values, however, because
Halldor does not renounce hetero-masculine norms — he wants to conform to them but fails
to do so.

First of all, Halldor has failed to become like his father, the hard-working fisherman,
because he is frail and incapable of physical labour. It is not revealed what kind of physical
limitations he is dealing with but he has a medical certificate stating that he cannot do
gymnastics in school (MEPL 34). Halldor’s shame and belief that he is different from
others are rooted in his childhood (MEPL 33) and it is strongly implied that the reason is

that he is unable to do labour and has therefore disappointed his father. He remembers that

as a child he played with the workers’ tools, but he has not touched them after he was old

768 «“Hann verdur fljott var vid ad ymsir horfa 4 hann. Enginn gefur sig p6 ad honum. En hann veit
af hverju verid er ad horfa. Hann les svarid Ut Ur augnaradi peirra sem nastir honum standa, og
hann parf ekki ad lesa nema audveldustu svorin. Tviredu augnaradin liggja milli hluta. Hann veit
ekki hvort hann litur & skolasystkini sin og adra sem parna eru nerri eda hann horfir & eitthvad allt
annad. Allt rennur i médu fyrir augum hans. Honum er pad eitt ljost ad hér & hann ekki heima.
Hvers vegna lét hann ginna sig hingad inn? Hér stendur hann eins og hann geti ekki annag,
blodraudur i framan, raudur & har og med raud 6r 4 vongunum eftir fyrsta raksturinn.” (MEPL 72)
8 Halld6r seems to be wearing the same clothes throughout the book.

1 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 107.
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enough to be expected to use them and become a labourer himself. “He has never been
considered able to exert himself, never been put through labour,” the narrator says. Instead,
the boy has been “allowed to bury himself in history books, academic books, also
collections of poetry. Then it was decided that he should get an education.””’* Halldor’s
parents have thus built their hopes on the boy’s intelligence and want him to “become
someone” — an educated man — but Halldor does not share that dream. He has always felt
that his parents’ expectations of him and his future connote “a judgment, some kind of
threat, which he avoids — first and foremost a confirmation of his special status among
other children, a status he has by no means wanted, — in itself an exclusion from others.”’"?
Halldor is, in other words, not interested in studying and does not build any hopes of a
better future on his education; he is first and foremost deeply ashamed because he has
failed to conform to fisherman and blue-collar masculinity.

After failing the exams in the spring Halldor does not return home to the village but
lies to his parents that he did well in school and tells them that he is going to work in
Reykjavik during the summer. Twice he makes an effort to work as a labourer, first at the
airport and later for the city. These attempts to prove his manhood and earn money that he
desperately needs are not successful, however; he gives up and quits after a few days. At
the latter workplace he is moreover deeply humiliated and suffers physical violence. While
digging a ditch Halldor’s co-workers challenge him and try to provoke him to anger,
without result as Halldor gradually becomes more ashamed and afraid but does not dare to
answer. Eventually they attack him, hustle him down on the ground, call him a loser and
rip his clothes:

Quick grasps, firm, and yet so raging, sometimes like nightmarish fumblings, like
when the weaker ones have to fight for their lives in battle, like gratification at a
moment of sick relish, such is the conduct of those who attack the boy. He can no
longer hold back a scream, scream, a loud scream. The other men’s hissing
wheezes blend with his screams.””®

Afterwards the boy is partly naked and has to fasten his trousers. It thus seems, although it
is not stated directly, that the workers rape him — at least they go very far in violating his

privacy and masculinity.

™ Hann hefur aldrei verid 4litinn f&r um ad reyna 4 sig, aldrei verid latinn vinna, en lofad ad

liggja i sogubokum, freedibokum, einnig 1j6dabokum. Svo var hann settur til mennta.” (MEPL 198)
2 1...] einhver domur, einhver 6gnun sem hann fordast — fyrst og fremst vidurkenning & sérstodu
hans medal annarra barna, sérst6du, sem hann enganveginn hefur prad, — i sjalfu sér atilokun fra
60rum.“ (MEBL 33)

™ “Hr60 handtok, viss, og b6 svo @disgengin, stundum likt og falm i martr6d, likt og i barattu
hinir dstyrkari [sic] ad vinna sér til lifs, likt og & augnabliki sjukrar nautnar fullneging pess er parf
atras, pannig eru adfarir peirra sem pilturinn finnur veitast ad sér. Hann getur ekki lengur stillt sig
um ad @pa, &pa, &pa hatt. Saman vid op hans blandast sogandi hvees hinna.” (MEPL 222)
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In Man eg pig Iongum physical labour is decisively associated with Halldor’s shame,
humiliation, pain and lack of masculinity. His incapability to work is particularly painful
because of his class position and the context he grew up in; an environment where
efficiency and rigour are among the most important masculine traits. Moreover, given the
fact that by the end of the novel it is quite clear that Halldor has same-sex desires, it is
tempting to analyse his deep-rooted feeling of being different, especially his lack of
masculinity, as a sign of queerness. Although Halldor’s sexuality is never mentioned in
relation to his childhood and masculinity issues there is something left unsaid in that
context. One of the boy’s most painful memories, for example, is from the year he was
fourteen and an old man in the village said something about him to his father:

The old man then came to see his father, Magnus. The boy still remembers what he
said, what the old man asserted, how he asked, he also remembers his father’s
silence, a silence which Halldor then thought was worse than if his father had
agreed with old Valdi.”™

The context of this memory is Halldor’s incompetence at manual labour, but the unsaid is a
key component here and it evokes more questions than can be answered: What did old
Valdi say? Why did Halldor’s father respond with silence? Why is this particular memory
so painful for Halldor? And why does the narrator not reveal what Valdi said? Is it possible
that the unsaid here is Halldor’s sexuality; can it be that Valdi was implying that the boy
was homosexual? Such an analysis is not incontestable but same-sex desire, as this chapter
will outline, can be seen as the most prominent unsaid, and yet ever-present, theme in Man
eg pig longum. The silence and deep sensitivity surrounding Halldor’s memory of Valdi’s
words indeed suggests that it is a memory of queer shaming.

Halldor’s inability to conform to hetero-masculine norms is emphasised in his
relationship with a female schoolmate, Helga, or rather lack thereof, because even though
he likes her and they exchange a few looks he only admires her from a distance. She seems
to like him too, and for a while the novel has the potential to become a heterosexual love
story, but the romance dissolves since Halldor never dares to talk to Helga. For him the girl
is a fantasy; something he simultaneously wants and fears. Similar themes can be seen in
other texts Elias wrote in the early 1940s as chapter three outlined; girls named Helga
appear there repeatedly and the eroticism and potential danger associated with eye-contact

are underlined.”” Like the narrators in “Eg skrifta” and “Eftirfor,” for example, Halldor

4 «pg kom gamli madurinn ad mali vid Magnus fodur hans. Drengurinn man pad enn, sem hann
sagoi, pad sem gamli madurinn sl6 fostu, hvernig hann spurdi, man einnig pégn fédur sins, pdgn
sem Halldori fannst pa verri en pott hann hefdi tekio undir med Valda gamla og verid honum
sammala.” (MEPL 203)

"% See ch. 3.3.1.
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cannot bear being observed — becoming the object of another person’s gaze. He is terrified
that Helga will learn something about him that he is not willing to face:

And yet he now knows that she has read from his glance something which no-one
has ever been allowed to read, which he has kept from everyone up until this day,
which he does not want to tell anyone, even not her. But why not her? No, not even
her. He is imperfect. He has nothing but desire, a lone teenager’s desire. And what
he desires, that he does not want to receive. He knows it is not enough to receive. A
gift must be repaid someday. He has nothing to give in return. Since he was a child
he has known that he is not made like other teenagers, but it has always been his
secret. To be made differently than other teenagers is to be wrongly made.”™

Nowhere in the novel, except in the final chapter, is it implied more clearly that Halldor is
homosexual. He fears the desire he may see in Helga’s gaze since he knows he has nothing
to offer in a heterosexual relationship, but he is not ready to acknowledge that he desires
the same sex and thus sees no other option than keeping his desires for himself and hide
them from others. In the eyes of other characters, however, Halldor’s failure to approach
the girl is a sign of effeminacy or failed masculinity. One of his classmates, Gissur, knows
about Halldor’s crush on Helga and encourages him to approach her, but when Halldor
never dares to take the first step Gissur makes fun of him and calls him a coward (MEPL
153). Moreover, when Halldér tells Omar about Helga, his friend says he has “almost been
unmanly, — in fact the victim in this game,” and Halldér agrees.””” His failure to perform

heterosexuality is also a failed attempt to perform masculinity.

5.1.2 Failure

The difference between Bubbi and Halldor’s masculinity crisis lies not least in their
attitude towards normative society and masculine norms. Bubbi is full of contempt and
defensively renounces bourgeois values (although he, paradoxically, also seems to want to
conform to them); Halldor, however, identifies with the norms but fails to live up to them
and is therefore flooded with shame. The performativity of Halldor’s shame is primarily
individuating; he turns inward and focuses on himself, the shame incited by unrequited

identifications with social norms and other people paralyses him and most of his attempts

778 «Og p6 veit hann pad ni ad han hefur lesid Gr augnaradi hans eitthvad sem enginn hefur 4dur
matt lesa, sem hann hefur leynt alla til pessa dags, sem hann eskir ekki ad tja fyrir neinum, jafnvel
ekki henni. En pvi ekki henni? Nei, jafnvel ekki henni. Hann er 6fullkominn. Hann & ekkert nema
pra, pra unglings sem er einn. Og pad sem hann prair, pvi vill hann ekki taka & méti. Hann veit ad
pad er ekki nég ad taka & méti. Gjof heimtar einhvern tima endurgjald. Hann & ekkert til
endurgjalds. Honum hefur verid ljost fra barnasku ad hann er ekki skapadur sem adrir unglingar,
en pad hefur alltaf verid leyndarmél hans. Ad vera ekki skapadur sem adrir unglingar pad er ad
vera ekki rétt skapadur.” (MEPL 62)

77« ..] pt hefur nénast verid 6karlmannlegur, — raunverulega polandinn i leiknum [...].” (MEPL 235)
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to “reconstitute the interpersonal bridge,” as Sedgwick puts it, fail.””® Halldér’s primary
queer performance seems in fact to be failing to perform — or not performing at all.
Failure is a central aspect of shame, as Ahmed points out:

Shame may be restorative only when the shamed other can ‘show’ that its failure to
measure up to a social ideal is temporary. Shame binds us to others in how we are
affected by our failure to ‘live up to’ those others, a failure that must be witnessed,

as well as be seen as temporary, in order to allow us to re-enter the family or

community. s

If the failure to conform to the norm is not temporary but repeated or permanent, however,
the subject’s identificatory relationship with the norm or other people is not restored. The
shame still binds the subject to other people and the norm, but not in an affirmative way;
exclusion from, or at least marginalisation within, the community is unavoidable. Yet
Sedgwick emphasises that such shame is also performative and meaningful and plays a
central role in the forming and re-forming of the subject’s identity. Even though some
shamed individuals, like Halldor, do not transform their shame into pride or manage to
restore the relationships with the normative society, the meaning and functionality of their
shame should not be dismissed or seen as purely destructive. Halldor’s passivity and
inertness may seem to be anything but performative — a non-performance — but from
Sedgwick’s point of view it is a profoundly meaningful shame performance. Being flooded
with paralysing shame and not trying to cast it off is a significant act; a self-reflective
performance. Halldor spends most of his time thinking about himself, how he should and
could be, and his relations with others, and this self-obsessed introversion shapes his
identity. Halldor’s shame is queer shame, moreover, and his self-reflective thoughts are
often centred on his gender and sexuality; he does not come to a queer self-understanding
or identify as homosexual but his shame and passivity is unquestionably a queer
performance.

Linking failure with queerness is not a far-fetched idea, as scholars such as Halberstam
and José Esteban Muifioz have pointed out. Failing is integral to the capitalist emphasis on
success, progress and reproduction, and it is “something queers do and have always done
exceptionally well,” as Halberstam says.’® Failing in itself is also a performance. Both
Halberstam and Muiloz note that failure is not simply the opposite, or erasure, of success; it
offers alternatives. Mufioz outlines how queer failure is performative in that it suggests that
“something else” is being said or done; it implies that there are other options than what is

considered to be either a successful outcome or the absence of success: “The misfire, this

78 Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 36.
1 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 107.
"8 jack Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure, introduction, loc. 66.
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failure, is intrinsic to how the performative illustrates the ways different courses are traveled in

"8l Halberstam also underlines the rewards of

contrast to what heteronormativity demands.
failure:

[Flailure allows us to escape the punishing norms that discipline behavior and
manage human development with the goal of delivering us from unruly childhoods
to orderly and predictable adulthoods. Failure preserves some of the wondrous
anarchy of childhood and disturbs the supposedly clean boundaries between adults
and children, winners and losers. And while failure certainly comes accompanied
by a host of negative affects, such as disappointment, disillusionment, and despair,
it also provides the opportunity to use these negative affects to poke holes into the
toxic positivity of contemporary life.”®?

Seen from this perspective Halldor’s failure to conform to hetero-masculine norms and
cast off his shame is not merely a defeat. By failing to follow the ‘script of normative
existence’ he lives differently and chooses ‘something else’; a life which is not
heteronormative yet not homosexual either, a life which is not happy, not successful but
still a life — a painful and challenging queer alternative outside the definitions of

heteronormativity.

5.1.3 Queer potential

By the end of Man eg pig longum Halldor finds himself in a situation where he is provoked to
face and acknowledge his same-sex desires. At this point in the story his life has become
almost unbearable; he has been assaulted and humiliated at work and given up the dream of
ever talking to Helga, he has failed his exams, is unemployed and has no money to pay the
rent, Omar has left the city and Boas is dead. Halldor is, in other words, miserable and very
lonely.

He wanders around, aimlessly. Maybe he has no house to return to when the night
falls. But then he suddenly meets a man he has seen before, but he cannot place
him. This is a fat man with a big bag, well-groomed, smiling broadly when he sees
the boy. And now Halldor knows who the man is. He remembers him well. They
greet each other.”®

8! José Esteban Mufioz, Cruising Utopia. The Then and There of Queer Futurity, 154. In his
discussion of queer failure and the performative Mufioz builds e.g. on Shoshana Felman’s writing
on Austin and performativity in The Scandal of the Speaking Body: Don Juan with J. L. Austin, or
Seduction in Two Languages (2003).

"8 Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure, introduction, loc. 69.

"8 «“Hann reikar { stefnuleysi. Kannske 4 hann ekkert hus ad flyja i pegar lidur ad néttunni. En pa
verdur allt i einu & vegi hans madur sem hann hefur séd einhvern tima adur, en kemur ekki fyrir sig
hver hann muni vera. petta er feitur madur med storeflis tosku, vel til fara, brosandi Gt undir eyru
pegar hann kemur auga a piltinn. Og na veit Halldor hver madurinn er. Hann man vel eftir honum.
beir heilsast.” (MEPL 268)
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The man Halldér runs into on the street is a missionary who travels around the country and
sells religious books. On his first day in Reykjavik Halldor met him at a restaurant and had
a short chat with him; the man was friendly, showed interest in the boy and gave him a
glossy picture of Jesus. Halldor was shy and yet interested in the man whose facial
expressions caught his attention: “He seems to be around fifty years old, bold, well shaved
and neat. A vague smile is on his lips and his eyes cast an inscrutable glance.”784 When
Halldor meets the missionary again he is relieved to see a friendly face but notices again
“the glance in his eyes, this strange mixture of provocative reference and naive
happiness.”785 The words ‘inscrutable glance’ and ‘provocative reference’ suggest that
Halldor is both interested in and suspicious of the man, but more importantly that there is
something mysterious about him; a secret which Halldor may want to learn more about.
Moreover, the missionary catches the boy’s attention by giving him money and finally
inviting him to visit his apartment. “I enjoy talking to you,” he says before he leaves: “You
are an unusual teenager. You are not like everyone else. — — Such teenagers always catch
my attention.”’®® Halldor, who is in a very vulnerable position, feels he has made a new
friend — a friend he really needs and who can offer him both money and positive and
affirmative attention.

The next day Halldor goes and visits the missionary who greets him happily and starts
showing him books and pictures and talking about Jesus:

Yes, my friend. There is a picture of Jesus Christ. This is a divine picture of a
divine body. I have often dreamt about being with him. I am sure you know the
other pictures too, the ones of Socrates and Plato. — They were also distinguished
men, and yet, merely men. Christ was not a man. — But some of the things these
two men said and still exist, that was not so stupid. — Hahaha! — No. It was not.”®

The boy looks into the man’s eyes and sees again “the strange referential look.”"® The
missionary continues and talks about how much Jesus wanted men to love each other:

“The Greek, my friend, they had a similar theory; and their theory was both precept and

84 “petta virdist vera madur um fimmtugt, skollottur, vel rakadur og vel til fara. Um varir hans
leikur dauft bros, og i augum hans er dkennilegur glampi.” (MEPL 21)

78 «[...] glampanum { augum hans, pessu merkilega samblandi af dgrandi skirskotun og barnslegri
gledi.” (MEPL 268)

8 «pyy ert dalitid sérstaedur unglingur. Pu ert ekki eins og flestir. — — Svoleidis unglingar vekja
alltaf athygli manns.” (MEPL 269)

87 «J4, vinur minn. barna er mynd af Jesu Kristi. betta er guddomleg mynd af guddémlegum
likama. Mig hefur oft dreymt ég vaeri med honum. Hinar myndirnar pekkirdu vist lika, pessar af
Sokratesi og Platoni. — beir voru einnig merkir menn, en adeins menn, reyndar. Kristur var ekki
madur. — En sumt af pvi sem pessir tveir menn ségdu og enn er til, pad var ekki svo vitlaust. —
Hahaha! — Nei. bad var pad ekki.” (MEPL 276)

788 «[...] pann undarlega skirskotunarsvip [...].” (MEDL 277)
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practice.”’® The reference to male same-sex desire in the man’s words is of course
obvious; not only does he talk about Jesus’s body in an erotic manner but also refers to the
practice of male love in Ancient Greece. The strange glance in his eyes is a queer erotic
symbol which also appears in Elias’s earlier writings, such as “Eftirfor,” “Einginn
sérstakur” and the unfinished story draft from 1943.% The missionary has, in other words,
invited Halldor to his apartment with the goal to seduce him. Halldor seems to realise to
some extent what is happening; he feels uncomfortable and tries to leave but the
missionary invites him to dinner, which is an offer the hungry and poor teenager cannot
refuse. After the meal they chat and the missionary continues to show the boy books and
magazines and tell him stories. Eventually he opens a drawer and takes out a pile of
magazines, sits down beside Halldor and talks about the pictures. They halt at a picture of
a young man wearing high-fashion clothing in bright and shiny colours; Halldor sees and
hears that the missionary is smiling a mysterious smile and breathing heavily:

How do you like this, my friend? How do you like it? Is this not beautiful? Is this
not wonderful? This is how I picture you, — much smarter, happier, more bright-
eyed, — enjoying all the best things life has to offer while you are young. I have,
since the first time I saw you, envisaged you as the most elegant teenager on the
streets, — like this picture shows, — yes much more elegant — o

Then the missionary begins to touch the boy, stroke his back, shoulder and neck and tells
him he is beautiful. Halldor sits still at first, although he feels uncomfortable, but
eventually jumps up, feeling confused and disappointed, and runs out of the house.
Halldor’s thoughts while he is visiting the missionary are paradoxical. When he starts
realising what is happening he feels uncomfortable and wants to leave, but there is also
something holding him back: “Yet he also feels that he has finally found the man who both
wants and can help him overcome a difficult obstacle, give him strength. Finally, the boy
sees the clouds begin to peu‘c.”792 A moment later he feels like he is living a nightmare and
is deeply disappointed that “what he first thought was an interesting adventure”’® is

turning into circumstances that terrify him. Halldor has hoped that the missionary could

provide him with what he needs the most, friendship, money and security, but it is also

™8 «Grikkir, vinur minn, peir 4ttu til sams konar kenningu; og peir 4ttu hana ekki einungis i ordi
heldur og & bordi.” (MEPL 277)

" See ch. 3.3.1.

! “Hvernig finnst pér vinur? Hvernig finnst pér? Er petta ekki fallegt? Er petta ekki dasamlegt?
Svona sé ég pig fyrir mér, — miklu finni, gladari, bjarteygari, — njétandi pess bezta sem lifid hefur
ad bjoda medan madur er ungur. Eg hef fra pvi fyrsta séd pig fyrir mér sem glasilegasta
unglinginn & gétunum, — pannig sem pessi mynd synir, ja miklu glasilegri — — (MEPL 280)

92 «p¢ finnst honum einnig sem nii loksins hafi hann fyrirhitt pann sem baedi vilji og geti hjalpad
honum yfir 6rdugan hjalla, veitt honum styrk. Loksins sér pilturinn rofa til.” (MEPL 281)

793 «[..] vonbrigSum mitt i pvi sem hann hélt fyrst vera nystarlegt avintyri.” (MEPL 281)

198



Man eg pig l6ngum: The queer art of failure

implied that he has hoped the man could help him overcome “a difficult obstacle,” which
could be facing his desire for men. At the same time, however, Halldor fears the idea of
male sexual intimacy so intensely that he loses control and flees. Out on the street Halldor
comes to himself and realises that he has

freed himself from magazines, books, promises, everything except himself, not
thanked for anything, not said good-bye to the missionary, and he only knows that
he is free and has no place to return to.”®*

Yet again Halldor is alone. He thinks about what would have happened if he had stayed:
“Should he have waited until he was certain [about the missionary’s intention]? No. He

1% He thus seems to realise that if he had allowed the

would not have been able to resist it.
missionary to continue he would have given in to his same-sex desires. This thought
frightens him so much, however, that he associates escaping same-sex desire with being free;
a state which he is thankful for although it means that he is again alone, broke and homeless.

After this incident Halldor starts wandering around the streets again without a plan or a
purpose, neither happy nor sad; he does not want to return to his attic room and neither will he
go home to his parents. The last person he meets is one of the guys who assaulted him at the
workplace. He is drunk and starts apologising to Halldor and offers him money but the boy
refuses to accept the gift and leaves. He wanders out of the city and simultaneously out of the
novel, which ends with these words: “He has hardly any intention with this walk, and he is not
yet sleepy, nor is he tired or hungry. Over the mountains in the East, a rising sun appears.”796
Like Eftir orstuttan leik, Man eg pig longum thus ends in uncertainty and without solving the
characters’ problems. Yet both novels also leave their queer protagonists with possibilities;
transformation, a new life, queer self-understanding, more failure, or something else. Halldor’s
walk into the sunrise outside Reykjavik is, like Bubbi’s writing process, perhaps his most
significant and promising queer performance. Driven by shame — and the confrontation with
his own same-sex desires and the possibility of acting upon them — he leaves the city and its
people, norms and values behind, refuses to accept his attacker’s money or apology and walks

into the unknown. He is not heading towards promises of a better life or homosexual identity

but towards a new day full of difficulties, pain and failure — and queer potential.

4 1...] slitid sig lausan fra blodum, bokum, fyrirheitum, 61lu nema sjalfum sér, ekki pakkad fyrir

neitt, ekki kastad kvedju & trdbodann, og veit pad eitt ad hann er frjdls og & i engan stad
afturkveemt. (MEPL 281-82)

% “Hvernig hefdi verid ad bida unz hann hefdi fengid vissu um pad? Nei. Hann hefdi aldrei stadizt
pad.” (MEDL 283)

% Hann hefur varla fyriretlun med pessari gdngu, og hann er ekki syfjadur ennpa, heldur ekki

preyttur eda svangur. Yfir austurfjéllunum bjarmar fyrir haekkandi s6l.“ (MEPL 286)
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5.2 Reading

One of the most significant queer performances in Man eg pig longum is carried out by Boas.
Halldér meets him shortly after he arrives in Reykjavik and the two men bond instantly,
perhaps because they share a strong feeling of being social outsiders; both are poor introverts
who have physical limitations and feel that they do not belong in bourgeois society. Their
friendship is close but not seemingly erotic, yet there are clues in the text that suggest that
Boas is attracted to the same sex and that he knows Halldor is too, and moreover that Boas
tries to help his young friend understand his own desires. Like when Bubbi repeatedly
mentions the books in his bookcase, Boas’s queer performance is based on reading and
understanding fictional texts. He has a ‘life philosophy’ that he takes firstly from the science
fiction novel Urania (1890) by a French astronomer, Camille Flammarion,”®” and secondly
from an old Icelandic folk song that begins with the words forming the novel’s title: “Man eg
pig l6ngum.” Boas makes untiring efforts to make Halldor read and understand these two very
different texts. The queer message they carry is perhaps not overt but an in-depth analysis
reveals that Boas’s philosophy is a vision of a world where same-sex love and desire is
accepted.

Urania is “common astronomy shaped as fiction,” wrote the Icelandic translator, Bjorn
Bjarnason, in an introduction to the novel when it was published in Icelandic in 1898.7%8 1t
tells the story of two astronomers, the character-narrator who carries the author’s name,
and his friend George Spero. Both are fascinated by ideas about the relationship between
psychology, philosophy and astronomy, and by the possibility of an afterlife on other
planets; that is, the idea that when people die their souls can be transferred to other parts of
the universe. Both men travel to other solar systems and planets, either in dreams, with
help from mediums or after their death, where they learn that compared to other societies
in the universe the people on Earth are underdeveloped and overly reliant upon material
needs, such as money, power and physical desires. There are societies, they find out, where
spiritual matters are more important than physical matters and where the inhabitants’ sense

and understanding of the world is completely different from the way most earthlings think

™7 Elfas Mar wrote in his notebook in 1945, while he was writing Man eg pig l6ngum, that he had
read Urania. Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. Notebook 5 July 1945. Flammarion’s novel was originally
published in French as Uranie in 1889 and came out in English translation as Urania in 1890. The
Icelandic translation, Urania, was published in 1898. All references in this thesis are to the English
translation unless other is noted.

798 «[...] alpydleg stjornufraedi i skaldsdgubiningi.” Bjérn Bjarnason, “Formali,” vi. Flammarion was
an astronomer who worked at the Paris Observatory and devoted many years of his life to research on
the moon and other planets, especially Mars and Venus. He argued that Mars was inhabited, and
believed in personal immortality, the plurality of worlds and that life was universal and eternal, all of
which are ideas illustrated in Urania. See Hector MacPherson, “Camille Flammarion.”
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about their environment and other people. Last, but not least, the narrator and George learn
that the whole universe is connected in time and space, and that after their death people
can leave the Earth and upgrade to a higher level of existence on other planets — but only if
they have shown and proved they are sufficiently mentally and spiritually mature. Most
earthly souls are attached to the Earth and unprepared for the spiritual or ‘Uranian’ life,
George explains to the narrator after he has died and started living an afterlife on Mars:

To sum up, justice reigns in the moral world as equilibrium does in the physical
world; and the destiny of souls is but the perpetual result of their capabilities, their
aspirations, and consequently of their works. The Uranian way is open to all; but
the soul becomes truly Uranian only when it has entirely shaken off the weight of
material life. The day will come, even on your planet, when there will be no other
belief, no other religion, than the knowledge of the universe and the certainty of

immortality in its infinite regions, in its eternal domain.”*

George has tried this on his own skin but he died a tragic death when trying to save his
fiancée, Icléa, who in turn died while attempting to save him. They sacrificed themselves
for each other and both were reincarnated on Mars because

[t]heir love was, from its very nature, very far removed from all those common-
place unions founded, some on gross sensual pleasure, others on motives of interest
more or less disguised, which represent the greater part of human love. Their
cultivated minds kept them isolated in the loftier regions of thought; their delicacy
of feeling kept them in ideal atmosphere where all material burdens were forgotten;
the extreme impressibility of their nerves, the exquisite refinement of all their

sensations, brought them delights whose enjoyment seemed to have no end.®”

George and Icléa are, in other words, Uranian souls who, unlike most earthlings, are not
attached to the material life but mature and cultivated and thus capable of enjoying the true
wonders of the universe.®*!

Boas has taken Urania as his existential and philosophical bible and he believes that
people can, after they die, have their souls transferred to another planet where they will live

a better and happier life. Most importantly, he believes that in the afterlife unrequited love

" Elammarion, Urania, 252.

8% pid. 130-31.

81 Yrania is not ‘simply’ science fiction; it is based on scientific studies, performed e.g. by
Flammarion himself, and theories about human souls and existence beyond the limits of death and
time. It was written into a tradition of occultism that was influential, yet disputed, both in France
and Iceland around 1900. See e.g. David Allen Harvey, “Beyond Enlightenment. Occultism,
Politics, and Culture in France from the Old Regime to the Fin-de-Siecle”; Benedikt Hjartarson,
““Magnan af annarlegu viti.” Um strangvisindalega dulspeki Helga Pjeturss.” The Icelandic
translation of the novel was criticised for promoting irrational and unscientific nonsense but also
celebrated. See e.g. “Bokmentir vorar,” Nyja 6ldin, March 1899, 117-33, especially 123-25;
“Bokasafn alpydu,” Pjédviljinn ungi, 30 September 1898, 11.
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and desire will be fulfilled. “And everything we desire here but cannot have,” he says to
Halldor;

sometimes we can only blame ourselves when we do not get everything we want, — but
anyhow, — everything we do not obtain here, we attain later. We just have to remember to
desire, not to forget the things we have once been captivated by and not enjoyed.802

The importance of waiting and persisting, of eternal love and desire that must never be
forgotten, is central to Boas’s philosophy, which he often discusses with Halldor,
especially after Halldor tells him about his feelings for Helga. In that context Boas also
recites a folk song, “Man eg pig 1ongum”:

I remember you always
beautiful woman.
I saw you by the blue ocean

this one time.

. . 1803
You will never leave my mind.

Late in the novel the reader learns that Boas once had a girlfriend who died, and that since
then he has been “strange,” as lady Emilia says to Halldor (MEPL 249). The message Boas
draws from Urania and the folk song, and which he believes in so firmly, may thus be
about heterosexual love: That men like Boas and Halldor should be persistent, even if the
girls they love disappear from their lives or the relationships do not work out, because if
their love is strong and spiritual it will be fulfilled in the afterlife. There is, however, also a
queer dimension to Boas’s philosophy.

Urania is a key to recognising and understanding Boas’s queer sexuality. First of all,
although this is neither mentioned in Urania nor Man eg pig longum, the term ‘urania’
refers to late nineteenth-century ideas and theories on same-sex sexuality. In his writings in
the 1860s and 1870s the German human rights activist Karl Heinrich Ulrichs used the
terms Urning and Urningin about individuals who desired the same sex.®** An Urning was

a man who was born with decisive feminine inner qualities and who was sexually attracted

802 «Og allt sem vid praum hér en ekki faum, — stundum er pad sjalfum okkur ad kenna ad vid faum
ekki hvadeina sem vid viljum, — en hvad um pad, — allt sem vid 68lumst ekki hér pad faum vid
sidar. Vid megum adeins ekki gleyma ad pra, ekki lata lida ur huga okkar pad sem vié héfum einu
sinni 14tid heillast af og ekki notid.” (MEPL 108)

803 «“Man eg pig 16ngum / menja fogur hrund. / Eg s4 pig vid sginn bld / um eina stund. / Muntu
seint ur minum huganum lida.” (MEPL 132)

84 The English terms uranian or uranian love were also used frequently and appeared for example
in Edward Carpenter’s book The Intermediate Sex (1908). Terms such as ‘uranian poets’ and
uranian poetry’ moreover came to refer to radical Western-European poets and their work in the
late nineteenth century and throughout the 1920s, but a significant theme in their work were
references to and celebration of ancient Greek history and culture, especially emotional and
sensational relationships between adult men and young boys. See e.g. Timothy d’Arch Smith, Love
in Earnest. Some Notes on the Lives and Writings of English ‘Uranian’ Poets from 1880-1930.
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to men, and Urningin was similarly a ‘masculine’ woman who desired women.?® Ulrichs
built this terminology on Greek mythology and Plato’s Symposium, more specifically
Pausanias’s speech where he discusses the two types of Eros, ‘common’ and ‘heavenly’
Eros, in relation to the two distinct origin tales of the birth of Aphrodite. While common
Eros, desire for both women and men, is associated with the ‘common’ Aphrodite who is
the daughter of Zeus and Dione, heavenly Eros — desire for boys — derives from the
Aphrodite who is the daughter of Uranus — and only Uranus. The heavenly or ‘uranian’
Aphrodite is thus a goddess in whose birth the female has no part; her Eros is the adult
man’s love of a young boy. The difference between common and heavenly Eros is not
simply based on the gender of the love object, however. The common Eros, according to
Pausanias, is vulgar; “such men love women no less than boys; next, they love their bodies
rather than their souls; again, they love the stupidest they can find, looking only to act,
careless of whether or not it is done beautifully.” Heavenly Eros, on the other hand, is the
love of boys only and the men who love heavenly “delight [...] in what is by nature
stronger and possessed of more intelligence.”806 Uranian love is thus, if we follow Plato’s
writings, male same-sex love, but also love that is intelligent and spiritual, as opposed to
common material and ‘physical’ love. This is also the kind of love that is idealised in
Flammarion’s novel and which gives the characters access to ‘the Uranian way,” or eternal
afterlife free from the restrictions of the material life on Earth.

Moreover, the novel Urania challenges the idea of innate sex and compulsory
heterosexuality. In some of the societies the narrator and George explore, souls and bodies,
gender and sex, are not an impenetrable whole but fluid and interchangeable. In the first part
of the novel, for example, the goddess Urania shows the narrator (in his dream) a planet
where the inhabitants are androgynous, which in her opinion is a great advantage: “The three
passions which absorb the greater part of earthly life — eager greed for fortune, political
ambition, and love — are unknown to them, because they require nothing to live on.” Being
androgynous is “different,” she says, but it “is a great deal of trouble saved to a
humanity.”®” Later it appears that the people on Mars are not bound to the same bodily sex
as they were on Earth. George has reincarnated in a female body, for example, and Icléa in a
male body, but that does not alter their love for each other: “He has become she, the woman;

she is now the man, — and they love each other more than ever.”8% George also explains to

85 Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, The Riddle of ‘Man-Manly’ Love. The Pioneering Work on Male
Homosexuality.

86 p|ato, The Symposium, 121.

87 Flammarion, Urania, 28.

%% Ibid. 155.

203



Asta Kristin Benediktsd6ttir

the narrator that on Mars bodily sex and gender does not matter; the souls are neither male
nor male and they are not bound to bodily sex, because on Mars the existence is spiritual but
not physical.809 The ideas and speculations about sex, gender and sexuality in Urania are
therefore quite radical and queer. The novel is critical of the restrictions of binary sex and
gender, gender roles and gendered definitions of love and desire, and even though there are
no blunt discussions of same-sex love the text emphasises that ideal happy love is not
gendered. Like the Greek heavenly Eros, such love is first and foremost spiritual and
intelligent.

The afterlife Boas fantasises about is therefore not just a place where everyone is free
to be themselves; it is also a world where sex and gender are infinite and interchangeable
and where sexuality is not defined or restricted by gender. It is, in other words, a world
where same-sex desires and love is possible and not marginalised. Importantly, however,
the idealised love in Boas’s fantasy is also inherently non-physical and non-sexual — it
does not include sexual intercourse. Boas’s emphasis on Urania, its philosophy and
‘message,” can thus easily be interpreted as a queer fantasy; as his wish to leave the Earth
and live an afterlife in a society where non-sexual same-sex love can flourish, and where
his physical limitations do not matter because soul and love is not bound to bodies. Boas
has, like Halldor, been socially marginalised and shamed because of his body and lack of
masculinity. This shame has marked his life and identity but he has found a way to live
with it — reading and believing in Urania and its message is a queer performance by which
Boas transforms the energy of his shame into hope and belief in a better future.

Boas tries to connect to Halldor through Urania and get him to read the book; to
understand the message and at the same time himself, his desires and thereby what he has
in common with Boas. “This book is undervalued, but it contains what every man should
read,” says Boas about Urania. “It is not just a scientific work, a story and exceptionally
well written; it also carries the message, the revelation that 810 He never finishes the
sentence but adds that he doubts that any book could be more beneficial for Halldor to
read, even if he may not believe everything it says. Building on the discussion of Urania in
this chapter, the sentence can be completed for Boas: The novel carries with it the
revelation that people can desire and love whomever they want to, regardless of their

gender. Boas’s attempt to make Halldor understand this fails, however; Halldor begins to

%9 1bid. 239-40.

810 «pessi bok er litils metin. En hiin geymir samt pad sem hverjum manni er gott ad lesa. [...] hin
er ekki adeins visindarit, saga og listaverk i frasogn, heldur ber hin pann bodskap, pa opinberun
sem —” (MEDL 49)
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read the book but never gets it, loses interest and eventually gives up on it. He does not

understand Urania and thus fails to acknowledge Boas’s queer message.

5.3 Writing

Not only is a fictional text a key to a queer understanding of Man eg pig Iongum; when it
comes to the relationship between Halldor and Omar, books and fiction are also loaded with
erotic meaning. Unlike Boas and Halldér, Omar is handsome and self-confident, as noted
earlier, he comes from a relatively wealthy family and Halldor thinks he is one of those who

“probably have never had to be ashamed of themselves.”®"*

Importantly for this context,
moreover, Omar is a writer. Béas has known Omar since he was born and introduces him and
Halldor. The first time the three men meet neither Béas nor Halldor can keep their eyes off
Omar (MEPL 136). After this meeting Halldor is full of unexpected excitement and later
realises that he is anxious about meeting Omar again. That same night the three of them go to a
café and the cinema together, and when Halldor goes to sleep he cannot stop thinking about
Omar:

The image in his mind is clear, even every small detail in the writer’s attire: the
white cuffs below the deep-blue jacket sleeves, the deep-blue necktie on the white
shirt, the sharp cuffs on his pants, the shiny shoes Halldor was constantly afraid he
would step on while sitting at the table with him, the curl in the golden hair, his
blue eyes, the ring on his finger with a red stone embedded in a thick frame, the
watch on his white slender wrist — — —*

“Has a man ever been described with more obvious erotic care by another man in an

1
% and

Icelandic novel?” Hjalmar Sveinsson asks in his discussion of Man eg pig longum.”
this is indeed a very valid question. The description and other comments about Omar in the
novel, all from Halldor’s perspective, are detailed and sensual and Halldor’s admiration of
Omar grows stronger as the novel progresses. The two of them seek each other’s company
and often meet without Boas, and even though their relationship is not explicitly sexual it
is indeed close and meaningful.

Again the association between homoeroticism and artists appears in Elias Mar’s

writings. Halldor is very impressed by the fact that Omar is a writer and admires him

deeply. He is also fascinated by books and other things in Omar’s premises; luxuries the

811 «[ ] sem liklega hefur aldrei purft ad skammast sin fyrir sjalfan sig [...].“ (MEPL 140)

812 «“Fyrir honum stendur pessi mynd skyr, jafnvel hvert smaatridi i kleedaburdi skaldsins: hvitar
mansétturnar fram undan dokkblaum jakkaermunum, dokkblatt pverbindid framan & hvitu
skyrtubrjéstinu, egghvdss brotin i buxunum, gljafegdir skornir sem Halldor var sifellt smeykur um
ad stiga ofan & pegar hann sat til bords med honum, sveipurinn i gullnu harinu, bla augu hans,
hringurinn & baugfingrinum med raudum steini greyptum i pykka umgerd, Grid & hvitum grénnum
Ulnlid hans — — — (MEPL 144)

813 «Skyldi karlmanni nokkurn timann hafa verid Iyst af jafn augljosri erdtiskri alid af 6drum
karlmanni 1 islenskri skaldsogu? Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 57.
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poor fisherman’s son has rarely seen. The first time Omar invites Halldor to his house he
gives his friend canned fruit with cream; a delicacy the boy has never tried before in his
life. While they sit and eat they talk about writing and fiction and Omar allows Halldér to
look at some of the books in the living room:

There is a large number of books, more than Halldér has ever seen in one room.
Omar Duason opens the bookcase, places a few books on the small table, offers
Halldor to take a look at the ones he likes the most. Halldor has never touched such
marvellous and carefully made things, and he hardly feels he is worthy of touching

them.

: 814
— If you want, you can borrow some of them, says Omar.

With these words the chapter ends. On the next page Halldor wakes up the morning after
and “can still taste the delicious fruit he ate in the writer’s living room. He rises like a new
man, decides to go to school, combs his hair, which he rarely does [...].”815 He is
unusually happy and confident and even thinks the coffee tastes differently: “The aftertaste
of the warm coffee evokes the memory of tasty exotic fruit and other delicacies his friend
Omar the writer gave him last night.”816 These descriptions of sweet exotic fruit and the
texture of book covers are strikingly sensual and erotic. Omar’s appearance, personality
and class position charm Halldor, make him happy and help him cast off his shame for a
little while — and Omar’s writings and the books in his bookcase are central to this erotic
fascination.

Late in the book Halldor and Omar go camping in bingvellir together, lie in the sun
after a long walk and Halldor watches his friend’s hands touching a mossy rock (MEPL
231). He is yet again charmed by Omar: “He looks at his friend, full of surprise and
admiration, more frequently than the writer realises. There is something about Omar’s
personality he feels he can simultaneously respect and trust.”®" Halldor cannot help but

5,818

“associating [Omar’s] face with something perfect — something more perfect than

814 «parna er mikill fjoldi boka, svo mikill fjoldi ad Halldér hefur aldrei séd annad eins i einni
stofu. Omar Duason tekur hurdirnar fra hillunum, setur nokkrar baekur & smébordid, bydur Halldori
ad skoda pad sem hann vilji helzt. Halldor hefur aldrei snert vid svo dyrlegum hlutum og vel fra
gengnum, og honum finnst varla ad hann sé pess verdur ad snerta a peim.

— Ef pu vilt mattu f4 einhverjar ad lani, segir Omar.” (MEPL 160)

815 «pegar Halldor vaknar daginn eftir finnur hann enn i munni sér ljuffengt bragdid af 4véxtunum
sem hann bordadi i stofu skaldsins. Hann ris & feetur sem nyr madur, akvedur ad fara i skélann,
greidir har sitt sem hann sjaldan gerir [...].” (MEPL 161)

816 “Bragdid eftir heitt kaffid vekur pagilega endurminninguna um gott bragd af nystarlegum
avoxtum og d8rum satindum, sem vinur hans Omar skald veitti honum i gaerkvéldi.” (MEPL 163)
87 “Hann litur oftar til vinar sins, fullur undrunar og addaunar, heldur en skaldid veit af. Vio
personu Omars finnst honum eitthvad sem hagt sé ad bera i senn virdingu fyrir og syna traust.”
(MEbL 232)

818 «[...] kemst hann enn ekki hja pvi ad setja pad andlit i samband vid eitthvad fullkomid [...].”
(MEDL 232)
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Halldor has ever seen in any man — and he is overwhelmingly grateful to be with him in
bingvellir. Earlier that day Halldér has confided in Omar and “told him everything —
confessed” (MEPL 232). What exactly this “everything” is is unclear. Omar indicates that
they have talked about Halldor’s feelings for Helga and about “Halldor himself,”®° but he
also mentions that Halldor has told him about “a very serious problem” he is dealing
with.#° Like Halldér’s memory about old Valdi’s words this conversation between Halldor
and Omar, which is one of the rare occasions in the novel where Halldor expresses himself
and says more than a few words, is full of gaps; the narrator only reveals part of the truth
and several questions are left unanswered. Yet given their erotic and sensual friendship it is
tempting to suggest that they were talking about sexual issues and same-sex desires.

The trip to Pingvellir is the last time Halldor sees Omar, because Omar soon leaves the
city with “his girl.” A few days after Halldor returns to Reykjavik the thought suddenly
hits him that Omar may use the personal things he told him as a writing material, but Omar
has told him that he is going to focus on writing while he is away. Like the narrator in

81 Halldér is terrified and wonders if Omar only

“Eftirfor,” discussed in chapter three,
spent time with him so that he could write a book about him:

He received the material where I told him all my secrets. Or why has this man
made so much effort to get to know me? — Why, if not because of this, if not
because of what he has now succeeded to achieve — to analyse me and gain control
over me so he can write about me? — —22

Halldor is, in other words, afraid of being exposed and that his secrets will be revealed.
His most important secret is arguably that he desires other men and even though the reader
never learns what exactly Halldor told Omar the possibility that they discussed sexual
matters remains open. Halldor is deeply afraid of his same-sex desires and the thought of
someone else putting them in words, let alone publishing them, is frightful. Halldor’s fear
that his personal matters will become book material is in a way rational, of course, because
although Omar presumably did not write this book, Elias Mar did. Omar’s potential book,
or work in progress, is a work within a work and can be interpreted as a mirror in the text,
similar to the prologue in Eftir orstuttan leik. It reflects upon the making of the novel, Man
eg pig longum, as well as the second volume that was never written but would have dealt

with Halldor accepting his homosexuality.

819 «“Um pennan draum pinn, ef svo ma segja, um pessa stalku, um sjalfan pig.” (MEPL 233)

820 <[ ] pitt mjdg svo alvarlega vandamal [...].” (MEDBL 235)

%2 See ch. 3.3.1.

822 “Hann hefur fengid efnividinn par sem ég sagdi honum allt i trinadi. Eda hvers vegna hefur
pessi madur gert sér svona mikid far um ad kynnast mér? — Hvers vegna ef ekki vegna pessa, ef
ekki med pad fyrir augum sem honum hefur na tekizt — ad kryfja mig til mergjar og hafa mig a
valdi sinu til ad geta skrifad um mig? — — (MEPL 239)

207



Asta Kristin Benediktsd6ttir

In this context it is worth noting that there are certain resemblances between Omar and
Bubbi; unlike Halldor they are well off financially, handsome and self-confident — and
they write. Writing seems in fact to be a key to living a relatively happy life with queer
desires in both Eftir orstuttan leik and Man eg pig longum — a queer performance that
enables the characters to release tension and feelings that cannot be channelled otherwise
and transform their queer shame and self-contempt into fiction or artistic creation.
Through writing Bubbi and Omar sublimate their same-sex desires and thus survive
without coming out or identifying as homosexual. Halldor, however, never takes this step.
He is indeed fascinated by the fact that Omar writes and admits that he has always wanted
to write himself. He plans to write down Boas’s ‘aphorisms’ — his philosophical thoughts
and theories (MEPL 125-26) — but never makes a real attempt to start writing. Yet shortly
after Halldér meets Omar for the first time he discovers the advantages of creative self-
expression. He is alone in a classroom and draws a big detailed picture on the blackboard,
puts great effort and ambition into the drawing and forgets his surroundings. When he is
done he is very proud of his work, and for a moment he feels relieved, happy and
confident. This euphoria does not last long, however, because he hears the other students
laughing and making fun of him and again he feels deeply ashamed and self-conscious
(MEPL 146-49). This scene shows that for Halldor too, even though he never starts
writing, creating art offers relief from shame. Moreover, in the sequence to Man eg pig
longum that was never written, he was supposed to become a writer and face his desires
and ‘become’ a homosexual. Halldor’s potential transformative queer performance was

thus never realised — only in the mind of Elias Mar.

5.4 Conclusion

The creative process behind Man eg pig [ongum spans more than a decade, as chapter three
outlined, or from 1938 to 1949. It should thus perhaps not come as a surprise that several
themes appear in the novel that are also under discussion in Elias’s earlier work. It
expresses for example strong sympathy with people who are marginalised because of their
class position or disability, such as Halldor, Béas and Boéas’s mother, and underlines the
differences between lower and upper-class homes and lifestyles. ‘The situation’ is not a
prominent theme in the novel but it is implied that Helga starts seeing a soldier after she
has given up on Halldor (MEPL 227-30, 265—66). A woman named Disa also sometimes
uses Halldor’s room when he is not at home; Emilia tells him that she cleans the room but
he later finds out that she meets soldiers there — and probably sleeps with them for money.

At first Halldor is judgmental and disgusted but Emilia tells him that he should not
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condemn others and eventually he starts caring about Disa.??® An earlier version of Disa
appears in the draft “Bornin 4 mdlinni,” where it is Jon’s mother who, after losing her
husband and dealing with economic struggles, starts drinking and selling sex; Jon is
ashamed of her but he also loves her and wants to understand her.®** The woman in ‘the
situation’ does thus not appear in these writings as a one-dimensional or predominantly
negative character but as a person with a background story, marked and limited by her
social status.

Halldor represents characteristics Elias recognised in himself and wanted to overcome,
such as shyness, idleness and inferiority, as he suggested himself in a letter to his

publisher.?®

Elias’s notebooks and other writings from the early 1940s, especially 1941—
1943, often remind the reader of Halldor; sadness, uncertainty and loneliness are
prominent feelings and Halldor’s relationship with Helga bears strong resemblances to
Elias’s descriptions of his unreciprocated love of Johanna Porgilsdottir (Hanna). He later
stated that he had used that experience as a reference when he wrote Man eg pig
lé’ngum.826 Like Elias Halldér frequently visits cinemas, especially when he feels
miserable, but the films he sees are never under discussion; only the time and money he
spends on them.*”” Such a view of films and cinemas, as a waste of time, energy and
money, is evident in Elias’s letters to Guomundur Palsson in 1943, and his essay
“Deagurhugleidingar” clearly manifests that he considered idleness and lack of self-
discipline to be among his greatest faults that prevented him from being a good and
productive writer.5%8 Last, but not least, Halldér’s sexual crisis is without doubt to some
extent based on Elias’s own experience and he later said that the missionary was based on
bordur Sigtryggsson, the organist who had approached him sexually when he was
seventeen years 0ld.?®

Man eg pig longum deals with same-sex desires in a prudent manner. The novel
appears to focus on heterosexual love and problems associated with such desire, but as this
chapter has outlined several clues suggest that the sexuality at the centre of this novel is far

from heterosexual. Halldor, Omar and Boéas perform various queer performances — acts

that are meaningful in relation to their non-heterosexual sexuality, identity and the shame

83 See e.g. MEDPL 112-14, 122-23, 171.

%24 Lbs. 13 NF. Elias Mar, “Bornin 4 molinni”; Elias Mar, Eliasarmal, 17-74.

82 See ch. 3.3.3.

85 | bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. CA. Diaries and guestbook, box no. 5. “Njola,” 24 April 2000; borsteinn
Antonsson, Pérdargledi, 41-60.

87 See e.g. MEDL 75, 87, 119.

828 |bs. 13 NF. Elias Mar. “Daegurhugleidingar.”

89 Hijalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni { nyju lydveldi, 58; Pétur Bléndal, Skdpunarsdgur, 275-76. This
probably happened in the summer of 1941.
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that comes with being different. Spiritual love and close male friendship are idealised in
the novel, as in Urania, but male physical intimacy is associated with fearful tension.
Whenever Halldor is in actual physical contact with other men — that is, when men touch
him — he responds with panic and fear, first when he is attacked and perhaps raped at work,
and secondly when he is in the missionary’s apartment. The novel’s stand towards same-
sex love and desires is thus paradoxical and ambivalent — just like the protagonist’s
emotional life. Halldor’s queer shame is overwhelming and paralysing and he fails to
perform in almost all aspects of his life, but this failure is in fact one of his most
significant performances. While Eftir orstuttan leik is from the first page to the last
Bubbi’s self-creative writing performance, Halldor’s primary queer performance is his
constant failure to conform to normative ideas about what it is to be a man; resistance to
heteronormative regulation and expectations about normative subjectivity. His walk into
the unknown on the novel’s last page also underlines the potentiality of not-conforming,
and the fact that the second volume was never written opens up a creative space for the
readers in which they can continue to explore various possibilities for Halldor.

This novel is, like Eftir orstuttan leik, a very self-conscious text in which queer
performances are intertwined with intertextuality and fictional self-consciousness. Urania
and the folk song “Man eg pig 16ngum” are textual mirrors that reflect upon and underline
the encoded theme in Man eg pig longum: Same-sex desires. Both are ‘works within
works’ that symbolise the theme through disguising it; Urania’s title refers directly to
homosexuality and the fact that the first line in the folk song is also the title of the novel
underlines its importance. Moreover, in Man eg pig léngum, fiction is both homoerotic —
reading, writing and touching books helps the characters to understand and express
themselves and gives them hope in living with their queer desires and their shame — and a
symbolic system which enables the readers to identify same-sex love and desires in the
novel. The queer performativity associated with fiction, creative writing and being an artist

in Elias’s first two novels is, in other words, striking.
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When Elias Mar wrote and published Vigguvisa in 1949-1950 he had become an
established writer and his intention with the novel was clear: To analyse and engage with
youth culture and the post-war atmosphere in Reykjavik. This was an ambitious project
and Elias prepared it well; he collected for example slang and neologism used by young
people and used this ‘slang dictionary’ as a reference when he was writing the book.?*° The
result was different from most prose that had been published in Icelandic at the time; a
short novel with rapid progress and film-like scenes in which urban teenagers, who speak
‘bad’ Icelandic and drink much liquor, commit a crime and try to get away with it.
American cultural influence is also prominent; the characters use English slang and
idealise American jazz, film stars and action heroes. These novelties caught the attention
of many readers and reviewers and Ragnar Jonsson had no reason to regret publishing
Vigguvisa; it was quite well received and now, almost 70 years later, it is indisputably
Elias’s best known and most popular work. It has been republished twice, in 1979 and
2012, and is the only book by Elias that has been translated; in 1958 it was published at
Aufbau in East-Berlin as Chibaba, chibaba: Bruchstiick eines Abenteuers.

Végguvisa is famous for its representation of American cultural influence and its effect on
post-war teenagers. The characters’ use of language was contested and the novel was both
praised and criticised for it; the reviewers often noted that the language was an important part
of the novel’s portrayal of corrupt youth but they were also sceptical and sometimes even
outraged. “Vogguvisa is the most Reykjavikian story written so far, not least because it is the
first attempt to describe the life in the city using its own turns of phraxse,”831 Helgi J.
Halldérsson writes in Timarit Mals og menningar in 1951. Helgi Seemundsson says in
Alpyoubladio:

The author makes the characters speak a ridiculous language, which must be seen
as a part of the weeds that grew on the fields of occupation and relations with
occupational forces from the South and the West. %2

He adds, however, that this language is too excessive in Végguvisa and in fact inexcusable.

Sveinn Bergsveinsson says in Lif og list that Elias’s choice of words is “at times almost not

80 The slang dictionary was published in Végguvisa’s third edition in 2012, 149-58. See ch. 3.1.1.
and Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 72-77.

81 «ysgguvisa er reykviskasta saga, sem enn hefur verid skrifud, ekki sizt fyrir pad, ad hér er i
fyrsta sinn reynt i alvoru ad lysa lifi borgarinnar med hennar eigin tungutaki.” Helgi J.
Halldorsson, “Elias Mar. Végguvisa,” 101.

82 «Hofundurinn letur sogufolkid tala skripamal, sem teljast verdur til illgresisins, er spratt & akri
hernamsins og samskiptanna vid setulidin ur sudri og vestri.” Helgi Semundsson, “Nytt aflamid og
drjugur fengur,” Alpydubladid, 23 January 1951.
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fit to be printed,”®*

and Sveinn Sigurdsson asks in Eimreidin: “Is this the new Icelandic
language of the future, and is it too much to ask of our writers, that they warn readers of
this nuisance?”®* The tone in these comments moreover shows that many reviewers read
the novel as a polemic against American cultural and social influence — especially since it
does not end well for the young criminals. “The author portrays images from the shadowy
side of Reykjavik, describes the chaos and corruption of misguided youth,”®* Helgi
Seemundsson says and Sveinn Bergsveinsson argues that Elias’s description of the youth in
Végguvisa is delicate but important; “the sharpest criticism we have seen, but the time is
ripe.”836 Kristinn E. Andrésson praises the novel and states that it is a warning to the

Icelandic nation and “a polemic that strikes home.”®¥’

In the epilogue to the German
translation Vogguvisa is read into a broader cold war-context. Moral chaos, crimes and
corruption among teenagers is described as a Western problem, caused by war and
“American culture barbarism,” and small nations like Iceland, that have just begun to stand
on their own feet after centuries of foreign rule, are said to be particularly vulnerable to
such Americanisation.?*® The only solution is socialism and Végguvisa is in the epilogue
located within the frame of a socialist polemic. In the Icelandic post-war context, however,
Végguvisa’s take on American influence did not only appeal to socialists but to a broad
range of readers who were concerned about the nation’s ‘cultural independence.’

Yet a one-sided political interpretation of Vdgguvisa risks becoming too simplistic.
Hjalmar Sveinsson has for example argued that Vogguvisa is a classic work of fiction, not
because of its criticism of American influence but first and foremost because it captures so
brilliantly the world view of misfit teenagers in the late 1940s and the post-war

839

atmosphere.” The following discussion similarly seeks to outline how a queer reading of

the novel brings forth paradoxes and complexities that challenge common interpretations

833 «“Tilsvor hans nalgast stundum ad vera ekki prenthzef [...].” Sveinn Bergsveinsson, “Bokmenntir
— Vogguvisa,” 21.

84 «Er petta st nyislenzka, sem koma skal, og veeri til of mikils melzt af rithéfundum vorum, ad
peir vorudu vid peim 6fognudi, sem hér er a ferdinni?” Sveinn Sigurdsson, “Vogguvisa, brot Ur
avintyri, eftir Elias Mar,” 246.

85 “Hfundurinn bregdur upp myndum ur skuggalifi Reykjavikur, lysir upplausn og spillingu
urkynjadrar og afvegaleiddrar asku [...].” Helgi Seemundsson, “Nytt aflamid og drjugur fengur.”
86 « ysingin 4 pessari asku “@vintyrisins” er hardordasta adeilan, sem fram hefur komid og eru
bad pd ord i tima t6lud.” Sveinn Bergsveinsson, “Bokmenntir — Vogguvisa.”

37 «[...] hun er adeila sem hittir i mark.” Kristinn E. Andrésson, “Vogguvisa eftir Elias Mar,”
Pjoéoviljinn, 7 January 1951.

88 «[...] Einfliissen der amerikanischen Kulturbarbarei [...].” “Nachbemerkung” in Elias Mar,
Chibaba, chibaba. Bruchstiick eines Abenteuers, 129-31. See also Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i
nyju lydveldi, 86-88.

89 Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 81. See also Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Arin eftir
seinna strid,” 475-76.
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and shows that Vogguvisa is, like Elias’s first two novels, a queer performance as well as
an aktuel, modern and modernist text.

This final chapter continues the discussion of queer performativity in Eftir orstuttan
leik and Man eg pig Iongum and seeks to locate Vogguvisa within that frame. The focus is
primarily on queer self-consciousness, or narcissism, understood here broadly as a
cultural, literary and psychoanalytic term as well as a general reference to self-love. The
chapter thus discusses egocentric protagonists and their identity crises and shame, as well
as narrative self-consciousness (metafiction) and what Sedgwick calls ‘authorial
narcissism’ — an intensely charged relationship between an author and (queer)
characters.3* The previous chapters identified a strong relationship between fiction and art
on the one hand and same-sex desire on the other in Eftir érstuttan leik and Man eg pig
longum — between being queer and enjoying or creating art — and the following sections
continue to explore such associations and how they become points of queer resistance and

transformation.

6.1 Queer Narcissuses
In Greek mythology Narcissus is the son of the river god Cephissus and the nymph Liriope;

a beautiful youth who has many admirers but rejects all of them. In The Metamorphoses
Ovid writes that when Narcissus was born a prophecy predicted that he would live a long
life “if he does not discover himself.” When he, at the age of sixteen, sees his reflection in a
pool there is no turning back; he falls in love with his own image but is overwhelmed with
sorrow when he realises that he cannot kiss or caress his lover. Eventually he dies or
dissolves and in his place grows a white flower.?** This story of the consequences of taking
oneself as a love object has been a popular inspiration and source in Western literature,
thought and culture; the term narcissism has become a general reference to self-love or
excessive interest in oneself — and it has also been strongly associated with (male)
homosexuality.

The first scholar who referred to Narcissus in relation to homosexuality was probably
Ellis who in the 1890s spoke of a Narcissus-like tendency among people, especially men,
who desired their own image — their own sex.?*? Freud then developed his theory of
narcissism in the early twentieth century, inspired for example by Ellis, and his
psychoanalytic model, in which homosexuality is a form of narcissism and as such a state of

arrested psychosexual development, has shaped Western thought ever since with the result

890 sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 39.
81 Ovid, The Metamorphoses, 91-92.
82 See e.g. Havelock Ellis, “Auto-Eroticism: A Psychological Study.”
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that the term often has pathological connotations.?*® Yet narcissism has never become a
model in which heterosexual and homosexual desires are clearly distinguished from each
other, as Steven Bruhm outlines in Reflecting Narcissus: A Queer Aesthetic (2001).2* In
Freud’s essay “On Narcissism,” for example, homosexuality is only one of many
manifestations of narcissism. Children, according to Freud, are narcissistic in their self-
contentment and women — especially if they are good-looking — develop a certain self-
satisfaction and love themselves “with an intensity comparable to that of the man’s love for
them.”®® Such narcissism is not only common, says Freud, but attractive; children are
charming in their self-absorption and self-loving women “have the greatest fascination for
men,” not just because they are beautiful but because “another person’s narcissism has a

846 Neither women nor children are

great attraction for those are in search of object-love.
fully developed subjects in this formulation, however, since they are not capable of object-
love. Finally, Freud notes that individuals who are in pain are narcissistic since they are
neither able to show love nor interest in others; illness and hypochondria entail “a
narcissistic withdrawal of the positions of the libido on to the subject’s own self. 8
Narcissism is therefore, like shame, characterised by broken or absent identifications with
others. All these examples manifest that in Freud’s essay narcissism is, as Bruhm notes, “less
the demarcating signifier between the hetero and the homo than a phantasm that structures
all desire.”®*®

Chapter four outlined how Efiir drstuttan leik invites its readers to utilise Freudian
theory and Bubbi is indeed a psychoanalytic narcissist prototype; incredibly self-centred
and unable to love women and become a fully developed masculine subject. Halldor’s
problems in Man eg pig longum can also readily be discussed as narcissism; he is stuck in
arrested development, arguably because he has not learned to sublimate his same-sex
desires. Both characters are also in (mental) pain and their libidinal energy is first and
foremost directed towards themselves; they suffer because they are not who they should
be, or because they are not acknowledged by others, and the pain they feel pulls their
attention toward the self. They are, in other words, neither able to identify with nor desire

other subjects in a way that makes them happy or fulfilled. All the above also applies to the

3 Freud, “On Narcissism,” 92-102; Steven Bruhm, Reflecting Narcissus. A Queer Aesthetic, 1—
19. See ch. 4.3.3.3.

84 Bruhm, Reflecting Narcissus, 1-19.

85 Freud, “On Narcissism,” 89.

88 Ibid.

%7 bid. 83.

88 Bruhm, Reflecting Narcissus, 6. For discussion of Freud’s problems with maintaining the
division between genders and identification and desire, see e.g. Bruhm, Reflecting Narcissus, 1-19;
Diana Fuss, Identification Papers; Michael Warner, “Homo-Narcissism; or, Heterosexuality.”
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protagonist in Vogguvisa, the fourteen-year-old Bjorn, often called Bambind; a working-
class boy who is deeply ashamed of his smallness and childish appearance and wants
nothing more than to be accepted as one of the stwelgejar (‘style-guys,” ‘cool guys’) in
Reykjavik. In the novel’s opening chapter he breaks into an office with two other guys and
steals a large sum of money. The following pages describe the consequences of the crime
and how Bambino enjoys the thrill of having money while trying to avoid being caught.
He drinks, parties and carries out a series of hetero-masculine performances or ‘rites of
passage’; has sex with a girl and tries to prove himself to the older guys and earn their
respect. Once again, however, Elias Mar leaves the protagonist in a problematic situation;
Bambiné makes several mistakes and by the end of the novel he is lying in the mud on
Austurvollur in the city centre, drunk, desperate and alone. One of the main reasons for his
downfall is his self-centeredness and the fact that he betrays his friends, but he is also, as
this chapter argues, struggling with same-sex desire and becoming a hetero-masculine
subject.

When Elias’s novels are analysed in relation to the Greek and Roman sources of the
Narcissus myth, rather than to nineteenth- and twentieth-century formulations of it, an
even queerer picture arises. Bruhm points out that in the early Greek sources Narcissus is
loved by young men, not women, but the stories are neither moral tales about the
consequences of vanity or self-love nor centred around sexuality;

[they] make no ethical distinction between rejected male or female lovers or
between masculine or feminine reflections in the pool. Rather, the stories
demonstrate the angry play of the gods, the seductive traps of specular beauty, and
the gorgeous poignancy of metamorphoses into nature.®*

Ovid was the first to add the dimension of heterosexual desire to the tale; in The
Metamorphoses Narcissus is loved by both men and women and the story of Echo — the
nymph who can only repeat words spoken by others and who falls in love with Narcissus
and dies of sorrow — is added.®® This “sets up a queerly disruptive paradigm,” Bruhm
says,

in which Narcissus’s love for another man is replicated in the desire of a woman
doomed to the same doubling imperative, a replication that is dazzling and
confusing in the way it both conflates and separates desiring subjects, desiring
objects, objects and subjects of desire.®!

89 Bruhm, Reflecting Narcissus, 13. Other versions of the myth include the story of Ameinius,
Narcissus’s most insistent suitor, who kills himself on Narcissus’s threshold. See Robert Graves,
The Greek Myths, 286.

80 See also e.g. Louise Vinge, The Narcissus Theme in Western European Literature up to the
Early 19th Century.

81 Bryhm, Reflecting Narcissus, 13.
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In other words, although the Narcissus myth was later simplified into a moral allegory
against vanity and self-love, and its implication of same-sex desire was often erased,
decried or described as abnormal or pathological, the early Greek and Roman versions are
much more complex and paradoxical — and queerer.

The protagonists in Elias’s first two novels can easily be seen as modern versions of
the Greco-Roman Narcissus; self-centred young men whose desires and identifications are
paradoxical and confusing, and this chapter outlines how the same can be said about
Bambiné in Vogguvisa. In that context it is important to note, as Bruhm underlines, that
Narcissus refuses to love the way that is expected of him. He rejects Echo and the boys
who want him and thereby rejects both the social expectations that require him to desire
another person and “the drive to stabilize a range of binarisms upon which gender in
Western culture is founded.”®? Narcissus is neither hetero nor homo and he is not ‘simply’
egoistic:

Ovid’s Narcissus evinces neither a universalizing equation of sexual object-choice
and egoism nor a minoritizing celebration of the love of beauty, but rather both
simultaneously. The tale holds up a mirror within itself that allows a shuttle
between oppositions, a shuttle that begins to demarcate the “queerness” of Ovid’s
text.®

Narcissus’s tale, seen from this perspective, is about queer performativity — a mode of
being which entails desires and identifications that escape heteronormativity and other
binary regimes. “[A] politically aesthetic resistance — a queer reading — of Narcissus needs

to begin by reconsidering Narcissus as the figure who rejects,”®*

Bruhm argues and the
queer reading of Elias’s novels conducted here similarly underlines the importance of
rejection and resistance in relation to various manifestations of narcissism.

Sedgwick emphasises that queer performativity is not merely a way to express shame
or get rid of it but is a strategy for the production of meaning and being in relation to it.
Central to her theory is the claim, as we have seen, that shame is not a toxic emotion but
an essential part of shaping and re-shaping subjectivity and identity. She is thus sceptical
about therapeutic or political strategies that aim to get rid of shame because shame is not a
distinct part of individual or group identity that can be thrown away. Quite the contrary, it
is

integral to and residual in the processes by which identity itself is formed [...]
available for the work of metamorphosis, reframing, refiguration, transfiguration,

82 1hid. 15.
83 hid. 12.
8% bid. 15.
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affective and symbolic loading and deformation, but perhaps all too potent for the

work of purgation and deontological closure.®®

Shame has, in other words, a powerful productive potential which is especially meaningful
in relation to sexuality and queerness because, as Sedgwick points out, for queer people
“shame is simply the first, and remains a permanent, structuring fact of identity.”856 Her
discussion of the creative and transformative potential of shame has inspired scholars such
as Munt who suggests, in a section on ‘aesthetics of shame,’ that:

Remembering that shame is the most embodied of emotions, and that shame is also
intrinsically relational, correlative, and associative, perhaps we can imagine an
aesthetics or technology of the self that reinscripts the bio-power of bodies, that
builds ethical futures out of shame, that perceives shame as a sort of muscle, an
energy that can make things happen.®’

Shame is performative, as we have seen; it makes individuals turn inwards but also
towards others, propels relationships, identifications and various other performances. In
Elias Mar’s first two novels it certainly has such energy; a queer, creative, transformative
potential. If we, yet again, discuss the novels in relation to the Narcissus myth we
moreover see that the tale does not end with conclusive death but with metamorphosis.
Narcissus cannot touch his reflection and cries of agony, and when he sees his loved one
dissolve and vanish when his tears touch the water he “can bear it no longer.” He is

>

“melted by love,” changes shape and eventually transforms into a flower “with white

858 Brihm notes that the result of this transformation is

petals surrounding a yellow heart.
“a metaphor, a displacement, perhaps a work of art” and points out that the story of
Narcissus

is most suggestive in the way it gathers up significations — gender transformations,
homo-othered desire, self-other identifications, self-knowledge that is self-

destruction/self-apotheosis — and attempts to contain them within an artistic

signifier, a signifier that all too readily betrays its overdeterminations.®*

He suggests, in other words, that Narcissus’s fate is not merely a punishment for
immorality but a beginning of a new life in the form of a flower, or a work of art.
Narcissus transforms and the result is a queer signifier that eludes cultural binarisms and
determinations. The endings of Elias’s first two novels can be interpreted along similar
lines; Bubbi picks up the pen by the end of Eftir orstuttan leik, starts recreating himself

through writing and transforms into another life form. Eftir orstuttan leik is thus, like the

85 Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 63.

%% Ipid. 64.

&7 Munt, Queer Attachments, 220-21.
88 Ovid, The Metamorphoses, 91-92.
89 Bryhm, Reflecting Narcissus, 17—18.
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white flower, a queer signifier; a work of art which is the result of Bubbi’s transformation,
incited by his queer shame and identity crisis. By the end of Man eg pig I6ngum Halldor
walks out of Reykjavik into the unknown world of potentiality and if we accept Elias’s
claim that he intended to write a sequel in which Halldor would become a writer and
accept his queer sexuality this ending also entails a transformation; the reader can envisage
that Halldor will, like Omar and Boas, write and read and thereby transform his queer

shame into other ways of being.

6.2 Narcissistic narratives
While moving on to a discussion of how Bambino, like Bubbi and Halldor, rejects,
transforms and performs queerness, this section also explores yet another dimension of the
Narcissus phenomenon. In Narcissistic Narrative: The Metafictional Paradox (1980)
Linda Hutcheon discusses metafiction; fiction about fiction or textual self-awareness,
fiction in which books, films, reading, writing and other creative performances are of
central importance. Such texts are narcissistic in a general understanding of the term, as
they are self-conscious and self-obsessed, but Hutcheon also discusses them in relation to
the Narcissus myth and Freud’s formulation of narcissism. Her objective, among others, is
to argue that metafiction and its popularity in the 1970s do not mark the ‘death of the
novel,” as many reviewers and critics were arguing at the time. She points out, as for
example Robert Alter had done before her, that Don Quijote by Miguel de Cervantes was
not only arguably the world’s first novel but also the first metafictional novel, and
narrative narcissism is thus, like primary narcissism in Freud’s theory, “not an aberration,
but the “original condition” of the novel as a genre.”860

Hutcheon’s primary objective, however, is to explore textual self-consciousness. She
notes that there are many forms of narcissistic narratives and metafictional references are
not always obvious:

Overt forms of narcissism are present in texts in which the self-consciousness and
self-reflection are clearly evident, usually explicitly thematized or even allegorized
within the “fiction.” In its covert form, however, this process would be
structuralized, internalized, actualized. Such a text would, in fact, be self-reflective,
but not necessarily self-conscious.®®

Eftir orstuttan leik is, as we have seen, an overtly narcissistic narrative in the sense that its
self-consciousness is constantly underlined when Bubbi writes his story, addresses his

readers and talks about the writing process. The mises én abyme and references to reading

80 | inda Hutcheon, Narcissistic Narrative. The Metafictional Paradox, 1-8, here 8; Robert Alter,
Partial Magic. The Novel as a Self-Conscious Genre.
81 Hutcheon, Narcissistic Narrative, 23.
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and writing in Man eg pig longum and Eftir orstuttan leik, such as the books in Bubbi’s
room and Boas’s Urania, are more covert narcissistic characteristics. Hutcheon would
perhaps describe them as self-reflective rather than self-conscious but they are
nevertheless forms of what she calls narrative narcissism.

Other scholars, such as Brian Stonehill, are not hesitant to refer to novels similar to
Man eg pig longum as self-conscious. In The Self-Conscious Novel: Artifice in Fiction
from Joyce to Pynchon (1988) he discusses a wide range of characteristics that manifest
textual self-consciousness and lists them in what he calls a “Repertoire of Reflexivity.”*®?
This repertoire includes features that belong to the domains of narration (the reader is
reminded of the author, direct address to the reader, the narrator is visibly engaged in the
act of composition, etc.), style (use of non-referential or polysemous language,
incongruous styles, etc.), structure (mise én abyme, conspicuous subordination of the plot
to artificial generative principles, etc.), characterisation (dehumanisation, characters aware
of their fictional status, etc.), and theme (concern with the relations between fiction and
reality, literary criticism within the text, etc.) A text does not have to be self-reflective in
all these aspects to be self-conscious, Stonehill says, and a text can also have one or more
of these features without being self-conscious:

This list makes it clear that only those narratives that are in some sense about
themselves as well as about their ostensible subjects will be endowed appropriately
by the features we have identified. Fictions that tell their stories without directly
confronting their own ontology will not draw extensively from this repertoire.863

Eftir orstuttan leik’s self-consciousness is most prominent in the domain of narration but
also in the novel’s structure, style and characterisation. Yet in both Man eg pig longum and
Eftir érstuttan leik the most important self-conscious domain is arguably the theme that
has been analysed in the previous chapters — that reading and writing can lead to self-
understanding and enable characters to live with their same-sex desire. Both novels
thereby directly confront their own ontology, as Stonehill points out. The metafictional
elements in these texts are central to their queerness — keys to a queer reading — and the
narrative narcissism in Elias’s first two novels is thus intertwined with other ‘kinds’ of

narcissism, or dimensions of Narcissus and his legacy, represented in the texts.

6.2.1 Avintyri
The first, and perhaps most visible, signs of narrative narcissism Elias’s novels are located

on the front covers — and before that in advertisements and discussions about the books:

82 Brian Stonehill, The Self-Conscious Novel: Artifice in Fiction from Joyce to Pynchon, 30-31.
863 H
Ibid. 31.
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The titles are (or refer to) lines from poems and lyrics. “Man eg pig 16ngum” is, as we
have seen, a line from the old folk song Bodas reads to Halldor when he is trying to help
him understand his queer sexuality, and “Eftir orstuttan leik” (‘After a short play’) is from
a well-known Icelandic poem by Porsteinn Erlingsson, often referred to as “Eg vitja pin
aska.” Porsteinn’s poem is a tribute to the speaker’s youth, days of love, joy, innocence
and carelessness, warm kisses and beautiful girls. In the last verse, however, “the most
beautiful flowers” have become dull and meaningless, and finally, “after a short play [...]
all the goblets are empty.”®®* The young speaker thus loses interest in his lovers when he
has become acquainted with them and his moments of joy are brief. All this reminds the
reader of Bubbi and the consequences of his sexual relationships with women in the past,
and the novel’s title, like “Man eg pig 16ngum,” is thus a mise én abyme that reflects and
underlines one of its main themes: Bubbi’s sexual crisis.

Vogguvisa’s title is also a mise én abyme but this time a very different kind of text
appears in the mirror. While “Eftir 6rstuttan leik” and “Man eg pig 16ngum” are lines from
poetry that is unquestionably Icelandic, “Végguvisa” (‘Lullaby’) refers to an American song,
“Chi-baba, Chi-baba” or “My Bambino go to sleep,” made popular by Perry Como in 1947:

All the stars are in the skies

Ready to say good night;

Can’t you see your doll is sleepy too?
Close your drowsy little eyes,

Mam will hold you tight

While she sings a lullaby to you.
Chi-baba, Chi-baba, chiwawa,
Enjalawa cookala goomba.

Chi-baba, Chi-baba, chiwawa,

My bambino go to sleep.865

This song is played everywhere around Bambino and the ‘bambino’ to whom it is sung is
the source of his nickname. The mise én abyme in Viogguvisa’s title thus underlines
Bambind’s young age, his decisive identification with American pop-culture and perhaps,
as some reviewers and critics have argued, how American culture brainwashes Icelandic
youth and lulls them to sleep.®®® As such it mirrors the novel’s main theme — teenagers and
American cultural influence in the late 1940s — as well as the primary ‘model’ on which

the novel’s narrative narcissism is centred: American films and the film medium.

84 [...] en hin fegurstu blém / urdu alslaus og tom, / ef pau urdu mjer dalitid kunn; / eftir drstuttan

leik / var hver blomkrona bleik / og hver bikar var temdur i grunn.” porsteinn Erlingsson, Rit 1.
Ljodmeeli, 108-9. See Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 45.

85 |yrics by Mack David. Elias Mar, Végguvisa. Brot Ur &vintyri, 34. References to Vogguvisa are
hereafter abbreviated: (V 34).

86 See e.g. Kristinn E. Andrésson, “Vogguvisa eftir Elias Mar”; Eysteinn Porvaldsson, “Um Vogguvisu.”
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One of the reviewers of Vogguvisa, Helgi Seemundsson, pointed out shortly after the
book was published that its form and structure was significantly inspired by the film
medium:

“Vogguvisa” resembles a film, and the story is much more American than the
author would admit. Its structure is technical, it is fast-flowing, the plot is
continuous from beginning to end, and the writer is neither speculative nor long-
winded, which is a welcome novelty in these times of gabbling.867

The narrative is indeed centred on plot and character action, and although the narrator
sometimes briefly comments on events or Bambind’s behaviour he is reserved and
primarily follows the protagonist and his point of view. When Bambin6 is sleeping the
narration pauses; it continues when he wakes up and never seems to omit many hours of
the day. The novel is set in only four days and its structure is ‘technical’ in the sense that
the text is divided into four chapters, “Thursday,” “Friday,” “Saturday” and “Sunday,” and
the division takes place at midnight, regardless of what is happening, even in the middle of
a sentence.®® The novel thereby draws attention to itself and its structure, and such self-
reflection has a defamiliarising effect, Stonehill says; it underlines the novel’s status as
fiction.®®®

Bambino is a frequent guest in the cinemas in Reykjavik and they influence his world-
view to the extent that he sometimes feels like he is a character in an action film. The
novel begins with a burglary, which in Bambiné’s mind is like a film scene. “[A]ll the

ao 870
streets are vacant like in a film,”

the narrator says, mediating the boy’s thoughts, and
Bambin6 is ready to do everything Baddi P4, his role model and leader in crime, tells him
to do; “everything a good friend and a smart guy would do in an action film.”®"* The day
after the burglary Bambind goes with Baddi to see A Walk in the Sun (1945); a war film,
starring Dana Andrews, about a group of American soldiers during the Allied invasion of
Italy in 1943. Bambind’s experience in the cinema is almost spiritual:

Red curtains; and the sunlight never reaches this room. Several benches; this is
today’s temple. Here one comes close to God, whoever he is and whatever his
name, I do not care, I am just waiting for the curtains to rise. Meanwhile the
program explains the film, raises one’s curiosity perhaps, maybe not, and yet one is
more convinced than ever of how divine those men are who make all this, act in

807 «eyggguvisa” minnir 4 kvikmynd, og sagan er miklu ameriskari en héfundurinn fengist til ad
vidurkenna. Hun er teeknilega byggd og hradstreym, ségupradurinn er 6rofinn fra upphafi til enda,
og hoéfundurinn vidhefur hvorki vangaveltur né malalengingar, en pad er blessunarleg nybreytni a
pessari 61d kjafthattarins.” Helgi Seemundsson, “Nytt aflamid og drjiigur fengur.”

88 See e.g. the division between Friday and Saturday (V 63-64.)

89 Stonehill, The Self-Conscious Novel, 25.

870« ] allar naestu gdtur mannaudar eins og i kvikmynd [...].” (V 10)

871 <[ ] allt pad sem godur vinur og klar gae myndi leggja 4 sig i hasarmynd [...].” (V 11)

221



Asta Kristin Benediktsd6ttir

these films and live in beautiful cities and paradise gardens. I guess the place is

called Beverly Hills, but it doesn’t matter, really, it’s just somewhere in America.?"?

Bambiné’s God is Hollywood and the actors and film producers are divine figures in his
eyes; this fictional world is his utopia. He identifies strongly with male actors and
characters in war and action films like 4 Walk in the Sun, and his involvement in the
burglary is a step towards becoming like them. This day in the cinema, however, he
experiences a new feeling. The soldiers face various obstacles and many of them die but
eventually they take over a farm after a strategic and heroic battle. During the final battle,
Bambino, to his great surprise, starts identifying with the enemy soldiers who are trapped
inside the house. “Could they not escape?” Bambiné thinks and grabs his seat, and
afterwards he feels surprised and ashamed for thinking like this — for empathising with the
enemy or the weaker side (V 31-32). Later in the novel, Baddi admits to Bambiné that he
felt the same way:

We are trapped, Bambind. There are enemies all around us. But the only difference
between us and the soldiers in the hut is that our enemies, the police and the public,
do not know about us, they do not know where we are hiding. Not yet.873

Both Bambiné and Baddi thus identify with film characters, not just the heroes but also the
soldiers who are about to be defeated, because they have themselves taken a risk that
might lead to defeat. Hollywood films thus reflect upon and influence their view of their
own lives and surroundings.

The film references make Végguvisa a particularly narcissist and self-reflective novel
and direct the readers’ attention towards its ontology as well as to questions regarding
reality and fiction. The line between fiction and reality, Reykjavik and America, is often
blurred in Bambiné’s mind and in this regard the phenomenon cevintyri is of central
importance. The word appears in the novel’s subtitle — “brot Gr @vintyri” — and repetitively
in the main text.®’* It has at least a double meaning in Icelandic; it means ‘adventure’ or

‘dangerous journey’ but also, in a narrower sense, ‘story’ or ‘fairy tale.” Bambind often

872 «“Rautt tjald; og inn i pennan sal berst aldrei solarljos. Margir bekkir; petta er musterid i dag.
Hér nalgast madur gud sinn, hver svo sem hann er og hvad sem hann heitir, mér er alveg sama, ég
bid bara eftir pvi, ad tjaldid sé dregid fra. A medan er pad programmid, sem skyrir fyrir manni
myndina, vekur forvitni manns kannske, kannske ekki, og pé sannferist madur betur en adur um
pad hversu guddémlegir peir menn geta verid, sem bia petta allt saman til og leika i pessu og eiga
heima i fallegu umhverfi storborga og paradisargarda. Beverly Hills heitir pad vist, annars er sama
hvad pad heitir, pad er bara einhversstadar i Ameriku.” (V 29-30)

873 «Vid erum lokadir inni, Bambind. Pad eru Ovinir allt i kring. En munurinn 4 okkur og
hermdnnunum i kofanum er adeins sa, ad ovinir okkar, I6greglan og fjéldinn, veit ekki um okkur,
veit ekki hvar vid leynumst. Ekki ennpa.” (V 103)

84 Brot means ‘fragment’; ‘fragment of adventure or story,” It is also possibly a word game; brot
could refer to the word afbrot, ‘crime.” The subtitle would then refer to a crime adventure or story
about a crime.
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refers to the crime and the following events as cevintyri: “This was the cevintyri, and the
cevintyri demands that one performs well,”®” he says while they are breaking into the
office. After the burglary when Bambiné is running away with Baddi and Einar, their
fellow in crime, the narrator also comments that “the wvintyri has taken over the

teenager’s life,”8"®

referring to the adventurous event of committing a crime and trying to
get away with it. But Bambino also thinks of cevintyri in the context of action films and
America itself is a world of eevintyri: “He saw a milkshake glass upside down and thought

. . 877
of a tower in a faraway city of @vintyri.”

In Bambind’s eyes evintyri is thus the crime
he commits, his reality in Reykjavik, his daydreams about America as well as the fictional
world of films. Hence Viogguvisa’s subtitle — ‘fragment of eevintyri’ — is, like the main title,
a narcissist reference to the novel itself and underlines its fictional status; that it is an
adventurous story, like a fairy tale or an action film. The phenomenon cevintyri thus
combines Vogguvisa’s plot and self-consciousness and as such it is, along with the film
references, the novel’s most important metafictional component. It emphasises the blurred
line between reality and fiction in the minds of Bambiné and his friends, and through this

narrative narcissism Vogguvisa thus allows the every-day life in Reykjavik and the world

of film, Icelandic and American culture, to merge, overlap and contradict each other.

6.2.2 Homo noir
The narrative narcissism in Eftir orstuttan leik and Man eg pig longum is, as has been
outlined, a key to queer analyses of the novels and intertwined with other queer and
narcissistic dimensions of the texts. The queerness in Vdgguvisa similarly lies in the
novel’s self-consciousness; the homoeroticisation of American film masculinity and the
cevintyri. The previous chapters have revealed that Elias Mar’s writings were inspired and
affected by films and the film medium from the very beginning. Mysterious film-like male
characters are associated with homoeroticism in for example the unfinished draft from
1943, where a strange man reminds the narrator of Peter Lorre, and in chapter four it was
suggested that the artist in Eftir orstuttan leik plays the role of a queer film noir villain
who stands in the way of a happy heteronormative ending. In Vogguvisa, moreover, such
noir-like characters play the leading roles.

Vogguvisa’s last pages are a continuous recollection of the events that lead to
Bambind’s defeat and failure. This scene functions as a flashback, as Anna Lea

Frioriksdottir, Sigrin Margrét Gudmundsdottir, Svavar Steinarr Gudmundsson, Porsteinn

875 “betta var avintyrid, og evintyrid krefst pess alltaf ad madur standi sig.” (V 10)
876 “bannig er avintyrid tekid vid i lifi unglingsins, og eftirvaentingin rik.” (V 14)
877 «“Hann s4 milksjeikglas 4 hvolfi og kom til hugar turn i fjarlaegri vintyraborg.” (V 98)
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Surmeli and Pérunn Kristjansdottir point out in their publishers’ epilogue to the third
edition of Vogguvisa:

It is as if these fragmented images from the past are being cast from a cinema
projector, and Bambino sees before him memories from the history of Iceland, his
own childhood and the fateful weekend.®'®

The publishers note that such flashbacks were a common device in film noir and they
argue, most convincingly, that Vogguvisa is influenced by the noir genre in particular.879
Like film noir the novel is set in a city during or after the Second World War and most of
the scenes take place in darkness, during the night, on the streets or in cafés and clubs, but
Bambino spends most of his time in cafés, at parties, in cinemas or wandering along the
streets of Reykjavik. “Isolation, fear and brutality follow Bambiné throughout the story,”
they note; “the pavements that in film noir are glistening with rain are covered with
Icelandic sludge in Vogguvisa; ill-lit streets, dingy bars and measly parties are his
refuge.”880 The first scene, where Bambinoé and his friends break into the house, is also a
typical film noir scene; it is set in a dark alley and depicts a gang of men committing a
crime.®" Dyer argues that one of the main characteristics of film noir is that, unlike in
standard detective stories, the hero’s quest — solving a mystery, getting away with a crime,
becoming a hero — is full of detours and not always successful. Its structure is “like a
labyrinth with the hero as the thread running through it,” he says.882 The same can be said
about Vogguvisa like the novel’s publishers outline in the epilogue. Bambind’s mission is
to avoid being caught and Baddi tells him he needs to keep quiet and sober, go home to his
family and avoid parties, but Bambino is repetitively lead astray; he is drunk or hungover
throughout the novel, parties every night and eventually makes a complete botch of his
adventure.

War and post-war Hollywood films were highly occupied with the performance of

masculinity. Masculinity and the role of men were under scrutiny in the United States as

878 «“Engu er likara en pessum myndbrotum r fortidinni sé varpad af syningarvél par sem renna
fyrir hugskotssjonum Bambinds minningar Gr sdgu pjodar, eigin a&sku og fra helginni 6rlagariku.”
Anna Lea Fridriksdottir et al., “Svingpjattar og vampirfés. Um Vogguvisu eftir Elias Mar,” 142.

879 |bid. 137-43. On film noir and its main characteristics, see e.g. Dyer, The Matter of Images, 50—
58. Dyer notes that film noir is hard to define and not indisputably a specific genre. Yet he argues
that the films in question, that were made from the early 1940s until the mid-1950s, share a certain
structure, iconography, visual style and history which justifies that they should be seen as a
“discrete film kind.” (51)

80 “Einangrun, 6gn og hrottaskapur vofir yfir Bambin6 alla sdguna, glitrandi gangstéttir
rokkurmyndanna eru i Végguvisu votar af islensku slabbi; illa upplystar gétur, s6da(legir) barir og
veszldarleg samkvemi eru athvarf hans.” Anna Lea Fridriksdottir et al., “Svingpjattar og
vampirfés,” 139.

%L Ipid. 137.

82 Dyer, The Matter of Images, 51.
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elsewhere; concerns were raised about the social and economic influence of the war and
the servicemen’s return to ‘normal’ life. Mike Chopra-Gant notes that films dealt with
masculine representation in different ways; war and action films often emphasised heroic
hetero-masculinity, soldiers in uniforms and the importance of male comradeship.®®® The
film Bambiné and Baddi see in the cinema, A Walk in the Sun, is a good example. The plot
revolves around the soldiers and their situation, they wait for orders, move between places,
try to avoid getting killed, see others get killed, and eventually win the final battle. No
woman appears on the screen and even though the soldiers occasionally mention their
wives and girlfriends such notions have little significance — the primary goal and driving
force behind the soldiers’ actions is solidarity and endurance, fighting and surviving
together. The men are tough and deep or complex emotions are not under discussion,
although some of them are traumatised by the war, % Chopra-Gant notes that many of the
most popular post-war films explore relationships between men in a positive manner
without hinting at homoerotic undercurrents or anxieties around intimate relationships
between men.%® They often represent a masculine identity with a clear purpose,
contrasting various complications concerning gender roles and identities that occurred
when the soldiers returned to their families and everyday life after the war. These films
provided “a space in which the pleasures of male companionship could be celebrated,”%%
Chopra-Gant says; they represent male friendship which is not ‘too close’ and yet close
enough so that queer spectators could be influenced and inspired by its potential. There are
no obvious homosexual or erotic references in 4 Walk in the Sun, but its heavy focus on
male comradeship and the total absence of women invites spectators, such as Bambino, to
enjoy the pleasures of male relationships and even fantasise about what could happen
between the characters.®® The fact that Bambind watches the film with Baddi moreover
underlines the intimate bond between the two of them.

Noir films, on the other hand, often represent a troubled and disrupted image of
American wartime and post-war culture and masculinity and thus emphasise anxieties
concerning the stability of normative masculinity and heterosexuality. Chopra-Gant notes
for example that the noir hero is typically a complicated, unheroic and faulty character and

the male characters are often criminals, violent, drink excessively and spend much time

83 See e.g. Chopra-Gant, Hollywood Genres and Postwar America, especially ch. 4-6.

84 1 ewis Milestone, “A Walk in the Sun.”

85 Chopra-Gant, Hollywood Genres and Postwar America, 121-45.

% |bid. 121-22.

87 The relationship between the machine gun soldier Rivera and his assistant, Friedman, in A Walk
in the Sun is especially interesting in this context, since they spend hours lying side by side while
they wait for orders to use the gun, a phallic symbol.
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away from their families.®%® Dyer has outlined how male homosexuality is a common
theme in film noir. The queer characters are represented in a particular ‘effeminate’ way
and ideologically linked with luxury and decadence, he says; they are fastidious about
clothes, smell of perfume, with manicured hands or fussy hairstyles and they often love
art, music and cuisine. They are often in the role of the villain and frequently “constitute
one of the blind alleys of the labyrinth, lengthening the process of solving the mystery or
threatening the heterosexual union.”® Claude J. Summers similarly notes that film noir
often represents young queer characters — “criminally minded dandies” — who are tamed or
guided by an older and more masculine man. These relationships are, like noir male
friendship in general, associated with tension and anxiety around masculinity and
sexuality.890

Most of what has been said here about film noir applies to Bambiné and his friends,
which yet again underlines the ‘noirness’ of Végguvisa. They are criminals and rebels who
drink excessively and spend little time with their families, although Baddi emphasises that
in order to get away with the crime they need to ‘act normal’ — perform as well-behaved
young men who go to work and sleep at home. Bambiné is unheroic, even anti-heroic, and
Baddi is a mentor who gives him advice and leads him into the world of crime and
manhood.®" Baddi is older than Bambin6 and speaks to him in a fatherly tone, especially
when he emphasises that Bambiné must be careful, quiet and avoid trouble. The crime is
Bambind’s major rite of passage; a performance which proves his courage, disrespect of
the law and society and his loyalty to Baddi, and provides him with money and respect.
“This was to be a man, not a child [...] to conquer infantility,”® Bambino thinks while he
follows Baddi into the house — and for a while he enjoys the thrill of having proved his
courage and masculinity. Both moreover readily fit into the role of the young, criminal
dandy; Bambino chooses his clothes and hairstyle carefully to resemble the brave, tall,
dark-eyed Baddi (V 9, 76-77) and thereby ‘become a man.” The masculinity he wants to
achieve is also exemplified in the drummer Pall Palsson, called Kjudi, who in Bambind’s
eyes is

one of those cool guys whose clothes are always pristine, at least not until he has
become too drunk to play the drums; one of those who owns a whole pharmacy of
hair products and cosmetics, buys magazines directly from the cosmopolitan city
itself, and orders fancy clothes from America and gets them delivered to his friends

88 Chopra-Gant, Hollywood Genres and Postwar America, 156-73.

89 Dyer, The Matter of Images, 62.

80 Claude J. Summers (ed.), The Queer Encyclopedia of Film and Television, “Film noir.”

1 See e.g. Dagny Kristjansdottir, “Arin eftir seinna strid,” 471-72.

892 «[ ] petta var ad vera madur, ekki barn [...], petta var ad sigrast 4 barnaskapnum [...].” (V12)
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in Keflavik; he who, with the exception of Baddi P4, Bambino respects more than
any other non-filmed human beings, oh, how cool and smart he is. Here he comes
walking, and swings his hands to both sides, free and easy as if he were John
Payne; and even though his chin is shaped in a way that makes one feel the urge to
punch it, it must be admitted that he knows how to carry himself — and live. 5

This masculine ideal is violent, rebellious and hard-boiled but also dandy and neat — and
intimately linked to noir films and Hollywood stardom, via for example John Payne.

Dyer notes that portraying queerness and homosexuality was a risky and delicate
matter in the times of the Hollywood Production Code and noir films do thus not address
queer issues directly but through various ‘unusual’ or excessive portrayals of gender and
symbolic iconography. There is much uncertainty surrounding the queerness of the
characters and Dyer argues that this uncertainty is an integral part of the film’s noirness —
their shady and dismantling atmosphere.894 Excessive emphasis on masculine
performances and constant uncertainty in relation to hetero-masculine identity is also
prominent in Vogguvisa. Although Baddi is described as handsome and says at one point
that he “wants girls” (V 33), he is not portrayed as a womaniser and the reader in fact
never ‘sees’ him with girls. Even though ‘getting girls’ is an inherent part of the
masculinity Bambind wants to achieve there are no successful heterosexual unions in the
novel, except perhaps Bambind’s parents who belong to a world in which the boy is not
interested. The novel’s visual pleasure is primarily homoerotic; the characters whose
physical appearance is described most positively and in most detail are Kjudi and the men
on the cinema screen. The relationship between Bambinoé and Baddi, moreover, is based on
hetero-masculine performances but also open to a homoerotic interpretation. It is not
overtly sexual but Bambind’s admiration of Baddi is unreserved, they spend much time
together and homoerotic signs are carefully encoded in the text. Early in the novel, for
example, the narrator states that while Baddi is usually just called Baddi, girls call him

Baddi Pd, because they think he resembles the Hollywood film star Tyrone Power.®®® Yet

83 pall Palsson, Kjudi, einn af pessum stelgejum, sem ekki lata sja blett & fotunum sinum, ad

minnsta kosti ekki fyrr en hann er biinn ad drekka sig undir trommuna; einn peirra sem & vandad
apétek af harvotnum, kremi og dufti, kaupir tiskublod millilidalaust fra sjalfri heimsborginni og
letur meika sér flotta dressa i Ameriku og senda pa gegnum vini sina i Keflavik; hann sem ad
undanskildum Badda P& einum manna nytur meiri virdingar hja Bambind en nokkur mennskur
madur 6kvikmyndadur, mikid er hann svalur og flott. NG kemur hann gangandi, og géngulag hans
er handaslattur til beggja hlida, frjalslegt eins og pad veeri John Payne; og endapétt haka hans sé
pannig, ad mann langar &dru fremur til ad gefa manninum undir hana, pa ber ad vidurkenna pad,
hversu vel hann kann ad bera sig — og lifa.” (V 78)

84 Dyer, The Culture of Queers, 90—115, here 90. See also Dyer, The Matter of Images, 50—70.

85 v/ 10 and 85. P4 is pronounced ‘pow.” Tyrone Power visited Iceland in November 1947, while
Elias was still thinking about Végguvisa, and caused quite a stir, especially among young women
who wanted to get his autograph. The Icelandic newspapers specifically commented on Power’s
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the narrator, who primarily follows Bambino’s point of view and seems to use his mode of
expression and choice of words, always calls him Baddi P4, which can be seen as a subtle
indication that Bambiné has ‘feminine’ erotic interest in Baddi.

The most intimate scene between Baddi and Bambind, and perhaps Bambind’s most
significant queer performance, is when they break into the house — a scene which also adds
a queer dimension to the phenomenon cvintyri. Before they start the operation Baddi
orders the third partner, Einar, to stand on guard while he and Bambiné climb through the
window. Bambiné is scared but excited, doubts if he can or should follow Baddi but
eventually decides it is safe:

This was an evintyri; Bambiné was having an cevintyri, and then maybe money,
perhaps even all the things you can buy with money, and the street is empty, all the
nearest streets empty like in a film, yes, this was safe, at least it was safe to go a
little bit further. Baddi P4 was in charge.®®

The break-in can easily be seen as a symbolic sex scene: Baddi invites the young, innocent

and unexperienced Bambino to follow him, and Bambiné’s obedience is absolute — “he

d 5,897

was now ready to do everything Baddi P4 wante Einar is not happy with staying

behind but eventually smirks at the others, lights a cigarette and wishes them a “good
time,” and Baddi and Bambin¢ start their two-men journey:

They did not say a word to each other. Baddi P4 reached up towards a hook that
kept the window open, grabbed hold of it with a fine and confident grip that the
boy will remember for the rest of his life, unhooked it and lowered it down towards

the window frame, silently and carefully, because there was no rush.?®

Baddi then climbs through the window, Bambiné follows him and the tempo, excitement
and pleasure rise:

And he reached up, grabbed Baddi P4’s hands, this was as easy as drinking water,
he was up on the window ledge, stepped inside, had overcome law and order,
conquered all fear, yes, he had never been more sure and confident, never prouder,
more excited, no, never lived before now, this was to be a man, not a child, this
floor under one’s feet, and the night, this was conquering infantility, being

good looks and popularity among women. See “Unga f6lkid vard ekki fyrir vonbrigdum af Tyrone
Power,” Visir, 24 November 1947, 1, 8.

89 “betta var @vintyri; Bambind var lentur i avintyri, og svo kannske peningar, jafnvel allt petta sem
feest fyrir peninga, og gatan mannaud, allar nastu gétur mannaudar eins og i kvikmynd, ja petta var
Oheett, ad minnsta kosti alveg ohztt ad fara svolitid lengra. Baddi P4 rédi ferdinni.” (V 10)

897 «[..] og nli var hann reidubuinn ad gera allt sem Baddi P4 vildi [...].” (V 11)

88 “beim for ekki or® 4 milli. Baddi P4 teygdi sig upp med veggnum, nadi i krok sem hélt
glugganum opnum, greip um hann pessu fina og érugga taki, sem drengurinn & eftir a8 muna svo
lengi sem hann lifir, bra honum ar lykkjunni og lét hann siga nidur ad gluggakarminum, hljédlaust
og varfernislega, pvi ekkert 1a 4.” (V 12)
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confirmed; and Baddi Pa: fearless, brave, — a friend who had trusted him; Bambino
took a deep breath.?®

They enter the office and find an open safe and several bundles of cash notes:

[T]he game has reached its climax, and then one follows orders and runs, slides
down from the window ledge, lands a bit too roughly on the concrete yard [...].
That is how the ceevintyri takes over the teenager’s life, and the excitement is
high.*®

With these words the scene ends. Later Bambino thinks of Baddi’s grip with great
affection; “a strong hand that once helped a foolish teenager up to a window ledge in a
dark alley and inaugurated him with the experience of his very first evintyri %% The thrill
Bambind experiences during this symbolic penetrative act is thus not just incited by
completing a masculine task; it is also very sensual and saturated with erotic potential. It is
moreover an essential part of the cevintyri in which the line between fiction and reality,

hetero- and homosexual performances, is blurred.

6.2.3 Bambind’s narcissism

Bambino is a narcissist in a multiple understanding of the term. He is self-centred and acts
without thinking about the consequences for others. He also fits within the Freudian model
of narcissism since he fails to become a hetero-masculine subject, perhaps because he does
not know how to separate his desires for other men and identifications with them. Like
Bubbi and Halldér, moreover, Bambino is deeply ashamed because he is not the man he
feels he should be. The primary motive behind his masculinity quest, and hence the plot in
Végguvisa, is the fact that he is small and young — at least smaller and younger than he
wants to be. His nickname continually reminds him of the fact that he is smaller than most
of his friends and at home his parents call him ‘little Bjdssi.” Being so unmanly is almost
unbearable:

Only if he, this little boy, had become tall and slim, for example like the guys in the
film he just saw, and even with a black moustache, carefully cut but not too much,

89 «Og hann teygdi sig upp, tok vid gripum Badda P4, petta var eins og ad drekka vatn, hann var
kominn upp i gluggakistuna, steig innfyrir, hafdi 16g og rétt ad baki, sigurvegari yfir allri hraedslu,
ja, hann hafdi aldrei verid vissari og 6ruggari, aldrei stoltari, eftirvaentingarfyllri, nei, aldrei lifad
fyrr en nd, petta var ad vera madur, ekki barn, petta golf undir fétum manns, og nétt, petta var ad
sigrast & barnaskapnum, vera fermdur; og Baddi Pa: 6ruggur, djarfur, — vinur sem hafoi treyst
honum; Bambiné dré andann djapt.” (V 12)

%00 « ] leikurinn hefur n4d hamarki, og péa fylgir madur skipuninni ad flyja stadinn, rennir sér
nidur ur gluggakistunni, kemur oparflega hart nidur i steinsteypt portid [...]. Pannig er @vintyrid
tekid vid 1 lifi unglingsins, og eftirventingin rik.” (V 14)

%01 «piltyrinn finnur hond Badda & 6xI sér, sterklega hond, sem einusinni lyfti favisum ungling upp
i gluggakistu i dimmu porti og vigdi hann reynslu hins fyrsta avintyris.” (V 78)
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but above all not so small; it was so unmanly to be small, he knew that better than

most others.*%?

This shame drives him to action; he tries relentlessly to prove that he is a man, not a child,
and transform himself by dressing and behaving like his masculine role models — in other
words, by performing American masculinity.

The queerness in Vogguvisa lies not least in how American masculinity is both
eroticised and idealised; in the uncertainty and confusion that is associated with Bambino’s
admiration. ‘American masculinity’ is of course not a homogeneous phenomenon. Chapter
two outlined how, during and after the Second World War and under the influence of army
presence as well as imported pop-culture, it became in the minds of many Icelanders a
modern, foreign and exotic alternative — or threat — to ‘Icelandic masculinity.’903 In
Végguvisa American masculinity is a diverse and paradoxical idea, in fact everything that
has to do with masculinity and America: the heroic soldiers Bambino and Baddi admire in
A Walk in the Sun; hard-boiled noir criminals and actors like John Payne; American
soldiers and other men who live or dwell in Iceland; the army base in Keflavik; images of
men in imported fashion magazines and films; and comic heroes such as Tarzan. All these
images are fascinating in Bambind’s eyes and his obsession is loaded with (noir)
uncertainty; it is not clear if he desires these men more than he identifies with them, or
vice versa. When he is invited to a party at Kjudi’s place, for example, he is intrigued by
an American guy and his Icelandic friend who “looks like a real American”; they bring
booze and chewing gum, speak English and thus embody American masculinity. The two
men hook up with girls at the party, yet their friendship is associated with queerness
because the Icelandic guy is wearing a silver bracelet which is a gift from the American — a
sign of something more than ‘just’ friendship (V 86). Bambind’s admiration of Baddi and
Kjudi is also highly influenced by their ‘Americanness’. Kjudi is his idol because he has
friends in Keflavik and thus access to American magazines, clothes and other exotic
things. He is “one of those we look up to with unlimited respect and wish to resemble
when we grow up,”®®* Bambin6 thinks, but he also likes the way Kjudi smells, a mixture

905

of perfume and alcoholic drinks, his broad shoulders and how he walks™> — he is “a cool

%2 “Bara ad hann, pessi litli drengur, veeri ordinn har og slank, til demis eins og strakarnir i
myndinni 48an, og jafnvel med svart yfirskegg vel klippt og ekki mikid, en umfram allt ekki svona
litill; pad var svo okarlmannlegt ad vera litill, pad vissi hann best sjalfur.” (V 32)
903

See ch. 2.4.3.
904 «[ . ] einn af peim sem vid litum upp til med Otakmarkadri virdingu og praum ad likjast pegar
vid stekkum [...].” (V 79)
%5 See e.g. V 79 and 118.

230



Narcissism and queer transformation

guy, hot stuff and man of evintyri [...] like an embodied advertisement for foreign fashion
producers, cosmetics and action comics.”%%

Bambiné’s transformation process, moreover, reminds us of the Narcissus myth and its
intertextual relations with Elias’s novels. Bambiné’s story, like Bubbi’s and Halldér’s, ends
in dissolution. Throughout the novel the boy tries to transform himself into an American
cool guy and his life into an cevintyri — a homoerotic concoction of reality and film,
Iceland and America — but his mission fails. Bambino does not want to become an artist or
writer and the ending includes no signs of artistic or creative transformation. Yet perhaps
Vogguvisa itself is a metamorphous Bambino; this chapter has outlined how the title and
the subtitle — a fragment of cevintyri — mirror the novel’s narrative narcissism, its obsession

with films, confusion concerning identifications and desires and dissolution of margins

between reality and fiction.

6.3 Resistance

If a queer reading of Narcissus must focus on him as a figure who rejects, as Bruhm
argues,”®’ a queer reading of Elias’s novels similarly needs to pay attention to how Bubbi,
Halldor and Bambin6 all reject, or at least seek to escape or fail to conform to, norms and
societal expectations; heterosexual norms, normative masculinity, bourgeois life and
‘Icelandicness.’ Failure, as chapter five outlined, is not simply the opposite of success but a
performance and act of resistance in itself; failing to conform to norms and expectations
opens up potentials and possibilities of ‘something else,” as Muifioz says.908 Through their
reluctance to become what they ‘should be’ Elias’s Narcissuses similarly resist and reject —
sometimes quietly, sometimes decisively — and this resistance is an inherent part of their
queerness.

Firstly they all fail or resist being heterosexual, although they simultaneously wish to
be ‘normal’ subjects. We have seen how Bambino, Halldor and Bubbi all arguably have
homoerotic desires and their resistance to heterosexuality is even more striking when the
novels’ portrayal of women is analysed. Sexual women are destructive figures in Elias’s
texts, especially in Eftir orstuttan leik and Végguvisa where all female characters except
Anna are either mothers (or children) or femme fatales — sexual and vicious. The
publishers of Vogguvisa’s third edition note for example that one of the novel’s noir

characteristics is the negative portrayal of women, especially its emphasis on femme

906« ] steelgainn, hottstoffid og avintyramadurinn Pall Palsson, 68ru nafni Kjudi, herdabreidur og

snyrtur, likastur holdtekinni auglysingu fyrir erlend tiskufirmu, smyrslafabrikkur og hasarbl6d.” (V 118)
%7 Bruhm, Reflecting Narcissus, 15.
%8 Mufioz, Cruising Utopia, 154. See ch. 5.1.2.
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fatales.®®® There are few female characters in the novel; Bambind meets and communicates
only with his mother, his little sister and three girls he meets in a party held by Kjudi. One
of the girls, Gabriella, is a ‘Yankee whore’ and described in a very graphic and negative
manner; she is drunk, “hoarse, dressed in fur, smelled of perfume, unnaturally blonde, and
her feet were so copiously out-turned that one could hardly see if she was coming or
going.”910 Bambino, who profoundly enjoys the smell of Kjudi and the American guy, is
suffocated by Gabriella’s perfume and experiences it as a heavy stench (V 88), and to him
she is neither arousing nor appealing — quite the opposite. He is generally not attracted to
women; in the cinema he sees images of half-naked “negro girls” singing “Gala and huala”
and unlike the American men he sees on the screen he finds them ugly (V 31). He talks
about girls because he knows he is supposed to show interest in them, yet he is mostly
anxious and afraid of them (V 48).

Bambiné’s heterosexual debut is a disappointing and destructive experience which
does not confirm his masculinity, as he had hoped, but instead dissolves his evintyri. On
the Saturday he goes to Kjudi’s party although Baddi has told him to lay low and stay
sober. He is excited when he hears that there will be girls at the party and deeply offended
when Kjudi suggests that he is too young for skirt-chasing (V 82). Yet he wonders if Kjudi
may be right: “Wasn’t he too much of a child, like Kjudi just said? Couldn’t it be that he
was making an ill-fated move, which would bring the eevintyri to an end?”? Everything
that happens in the following hours supports Bambino’s foreboding; he gets drunk, Kjudi’s
girlfriend, Addi, starts flirting with him and persuades him to stay at the party instead of
going to the cinema with Baddi, and he eventually goes home with her while Kjudi is
sleeping. When they are alone together he is scared — “kisses that no one sees are much
more serious than kisses at parties,” he thinks and wishes he were not so small, young and

912
d.

inexperience When the sex is about to happen he thinks of his mother and her eyes

merge with Addi’s eyes, and his mind is full of anxious uncertainty:

But the girl’s eyes, the warm, the deep, eyes of the night, are they not the ones we
wish to enjoy in the end, when we are eternally lost and everything is eternally
lost?°™?

9 Anna Lea Fridriksdottir et al., “Svingpjattar og vampirfés,” 139-41.

910 «[ ] kvenperséna & ungum aldri, has, pelskledd, vellyktandi, 6edlilega ljosherd, og svo
raekilega ttskeif ad vart matti sja hvort heldur hun var ad koma eda fara [...].” (V 86)

911 «yar hann ekki of mikid barn, eins og Kjudi var ad segja? Gat ekki sked, ad hann veeri ad stiga
eitthvert 6heillaspor, sem yrdi til pess, ad @vintyrid fengi sleman endi?” (V 83)

912 «K ossar sem engir sja eru svo miklu alvarlegri en kossar i partium.” (V 95)

913 «En pessi augu stalkunnar, hin heitu, hin djipu, augu naturinnar, skyldu pad ekki vera pau sem vié
praum ad njota ad lokum, pegar vid sjalfir erum ag eilifu glatadir og allt er ad eilifu glatad?” (V 95)
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Again, like in Man eg pig longum and Elias’s writings from the early 1940s, a girl’s glance
causes the male protagonist deep anxiety — perhaps because he knows they can reveal his
queerness or hetero-masculine impotence.914 The desperation Bambind experiences is in
sharp contrast with the excitement and joy he feels when he is with Kjudi and Baddi, and
this is underlined when the narrator notes that the only thing the boy notices in the room is
a poster of Tyrone Power — the image of Baddi P4 even accompanies Bambino during his
heterosexual debut.”™ Sleeping with Addi can moreover be seen as Bambind’s attempt to
get intimate with Kjudi — that instead of approaching him sexually he sleeps with his
girlfriend — but such erotic triangles are prominent in Elias’s plays from 1949 and 1950.%%6
The chapter ends abruptly, however, and on the next page Bambino wakes up, hungover,
miserable and disappointed: “Why wasn’t this better? The thing everyone had told him
was the best of all, the most desirable, the peak of all pleasure,” he asks himself and looks
at the girl beside him who sleeps with her mouth open.*"” He is revolted by both her and
himself, goes to the toilet, throws up and leaves (V 96-97). The consequences of this night
are grave; Kjudi takes revenge by claiming that he will inform on Bambin6 for the
burglary and the novel ends in uncertainty about the boy’s future. He has also betrayed
Baddi and presumably ruined their friendship. Bambind’s disobedience, his lack of self-
control and loyalty as well as his unpleasant heterosexual debut have thus brought his
cevintyri to an end and confirmed his failure to perform hetero-masculinity.

Like Narcissus rejected those who loved him, Elias’s protagonists reject sexual women
and hence resist becoming heterosexual subjects. The anxious portrayal of potential or
actual heterosexual experience in Eftir drstuttan leik, Man eg pig longum and Viogguvisa is
strikingly queer. Bubbi and Bambiné are disgusted by the women they sleep with and
Halldor is both terrified of and humiliated by girls — perhaps first and foremost because
these girls and the possibility of heterosexual sex threatens to expose the same-sex desires
the protagonists are struggling with. In these novels it is not the ‘Yankee whore’ who is
necessarily the femme fatale but the women who approach the protagonists sexually.
Women who have relationships with soldiers appear in all three novels, as we have seen,
but choosing a soldier over an Icelandic man is not condemned harshly; neither Bibi nor
Helga can be blamed for seeking the company of soldiers, for example, because Bubbi and

Halldor have ignored or betrayed them. The anxiety around sexual women in these texts is

1 See ch. 3.3.1.

%15 \/ 94, Thanks to Gudran Elsa Bragadottir for pointing this out to me.

%1% See ch. 3.3.4.

917 «Af hverju var pad ekki betra? betta sem allir hofdu sagt honum, ad veri best af Sllu,
eftirsOknarverdast, hAmark alls unadar.” (V 96)
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thus not centred on ‘the situation’ or relationships between women and soldiers but the
women’s intimacy with the queer protagonists. The contrast between this anxiety and the
pleasure associated with male homosocial relationships is striking, especially in Man eg
Dpig longum and Viogguvisa where Halldor and Bambino thoroughly enjoy spending time
with their male buddies and experience intimate and erotic moments with them. Bubbi
does not have male friends, and is in fact disgusted by male same-sex intimacy, but
eventually, after his relationship with Anna has been destroyed, he turns towards his (male)
readers and forms with them perhaps the most intimate relationship in the novel.
Heterosexual performances do not lead the protagonists anywhere except towards failure,
however, and women are obstacles rather than objects of love or desire.

An important part of the protagonists’ struggles with becoming masculine subjects is
their problematic relationship with their fathers — men who represent different versions of
Icelandic manhood. Bubbi is disgusted by his father, who is a bourgeois teacher, and
Halldér cannot become a hard-working fisherman like his father. In Vogguvisa the primary
representative of Icelandic masculinity and values is Bambiné’s father, a diligent and
responsible worker who lives a normative family life, takes care of his wife and children
and practices self-control and frugality. But like Bubbi, Bambiné has no interest in
becoming like his father or other Icelandic blue or white collar men, and he does not want
to be noticed or acknowledged for being kind, diligent or a family man — his masculine
role models are, as we have seen, American film characters, action heroes and cool guys.

The protagonists’ rejection of their fathers is a part of their resistance to
heterosexuality but also more broadly to normative ideas about Icelandicness, masculinity
and capitalist bourgeois family life. Bubbi is disgusted by bourgeois values and lifestyle
and his father is the incarnation of everything he resists becoming: A petty bourgeois,
heterosexual family man. Halldor will neither become a fisherman like his father nor an
educated man and thus resists both physical and intellectual work. All three protagonists
resist participating in the capitalist economy; instead of having a job and earning money
they either live off their parents, steal money or live in poverty. They are inclined to ‘queer
time and place,” as Halberstam puts it; to alternative time and places that do not follow the
logic of family life and capitalist productivity.918 They sleep in, wander along the streets of
Reykjavik and go to cinemas; Halldor spends most of his time in a basement flat with Boas
or in his room in the attic, hidden from sight, and Bambino operates mostly at night when
the ‘good’ citizens are sleeping. None of them is moreover concerned with or interested in

Icelandic nationality or national values. Their parents belong to a generation of Icelanders

%28 Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place, 1-6. See ch. 2.5.5.
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who are rooted in the old, rural and less modernised Iceland but who have witnessed rapid
social and cultural changes — urbanisation, occupation, the presence of thousands of British
and American soldiers and a wave of English and American cultural influence. The boys,
however, are a new generation of modern teenagers who have lost the connection with the
old life and its values.

Bambin6 and the cool guys, in particular, do not identify with the Icelandic traditions
and values that are being forced on them by their parents, but rebel against them. What is
respectable and masculine in their eyes is everything American, even chewing gum. They
speak a language that is heavily influenced by English; they say ‘6kei,” ‘naes,” ‘bissi,” and
‘teikadisi’ (okay, nice, busy, take it easy), make grammatical errors and their careless
pronunciation is underlined in the narrative by means of colloquial spelling such as ‘mar’
(madur), ‘aunmitt’ (einmitt) and ‘mikjandskoti’ (mikill andskoti). Bambiné suffers because
he does not understand or speak English properly and he believes learning it will make
him more masculine:

He thought [that] he would become just like the boys in the films, thrillers and
comics if he would only bother to learn English. And he intended to learn English.
But he had deferred it, and even forgotten to be American, but occasionally he felt
the urge again, usually when he had been in the cinema. And then he felt so
extraordinarily good and thought he was a man among men, not a little boy like
usual.”

He admires and idealises the soldiers who live in the army base and Keflavik even
becomes a substitute for America in his eyes:

He thought about Keflavik. If only he could go there sometime. [...] He also
intended to go to America someday, even join the U.S. army and travel around the
globe to the occupied countries. He had heard about some cool guy who did that
last year. But first he had to get to the airport and meet Americans, trade with them

if he could, learn how to talk to them like Kjudi, become a man.*?

He wants, in other words, to escape Iceland and become a part of an American evintyri.
It is easy to see Bubbi, Halldor and Bambind as symbolic representations of the

Icelandic nation in the mid-twentieth century — an embodied Young Iceland who, like

%19 «“Honum fannst [ad hann myndi] verda ad 6llu leyti eins og strdkarnir i myndunum, reyfurunum
eda hasarblddunum, adeins ef hann nennti ad leggja pad & sig ad laera ensku. Og hann atladi sér ad
lera ensku. Svo hafoi petta farist fyrir, og hann haféi jafnvel gleymt pvi ad vera ameriskur, nema
annad slagio kom petta upp i honum, oftast pegar hann hafdi farid i bié. Og pa leid honum eitthvad
svo ovenju vel og fannst hann vera madur med moénnum, en ekki litill patti eins og endraneer.” (V 88)
%20 «Honum vard hugsad til Keflavikur. Bara ad hann gati fengid ad komast pangad sudur eftir
einhverntima. [...] Einhverntima aetladi hann sér lika ad komast til Ameriku, jafhvel ganga i bandariska
herinn og fara um hélfan hnéttinn til peirra stada sem Bandarikin hafa hernumin. pad kvad einhver
svalur nungi hafa gert i fyrra. En fyrst var ad komast sudur & flugvoll og kynnast einhverjum kana,
versla vi0 pa, ef haegt veeri, leera ad tala vid pa eins og Kjudi gat, verda ad manni.” (V 89)
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Halldoér Laxness said in 1925, is “in adolescence, neither a nature child nor an educated

man; half-formed and marked by chaos and inconsistency.”%**

They do not know who they
are — but they know that they are not what their parents/the society expect them to be.
Bubbi’s relationship with his father, for example, can be seen as a symbolic representation
of the struggle between Iceland and Denmark or the United States. Bubbi himself
compares the tension between them to international political struggles when he quotes a
book his father borrowed from him, titled 7 Saw Poland Suffer: “Thus, the Germans were
hitting the Italians, and hitting them hard in two of their most sensitive spots: National

Pride and Personal Purse [...].”922

The father provides Bubbi with money, food and
accommodation and in turn wants to control his behaviour; Bubbi hates to be under his
father’s rule and his pride is hurt, but he is too dependent on him economically to become
independent. When Eftir érstuttan leik is read along these lines Bubbi thus represents the
Icelandic nation that wants to be independent and free but neither manages to cut the cords
that tie it to foreign paternal and economic powers nor take responsibility for and nurture
the republic it has founded. The protagonist’s crisis is thus also a national identity crisis.®?
Bambino can also be seen as an incarnation of a national identity crisis. He is foolish,
impressionable and not fully in control of his acts and emotions and he stands on the
margins between cultures and periods; his future is an unwritten book but his actions and
mistakes have grave consequences. His parents — like so many others who voiced their
concerns about Young Iceland in the media in the early and mid-twentieth century — try to
regulate his behaviour and steer him towards becoming a responsible, diligent worker who
loves and respects his family. “I know it can be very difficult, little Bjossi, to become an
adult man,”®** his mother says when he comes home late on Thursday night, tired and
annoyed, and when the boy has not shown up at the warehouse, where he has a job, for

several days, his father is worried and sad rather than angry:

You will probably find it difficult to grow up, little Bjossi. Perhaps you are too
unfamiliar with poverty. Luckily, we have had enough for our family in the past
years. What would happen to you if you had to live a worker’s life as it was when I
was young? How would you manage if you had to sign up for unemployment work

%! Halldér Kiljan Laxness, “Af islensku menningarastandi IL,” 2. See ch. 2.2.

%2 EGL 61. The book was written by an anonymous Polish doctor during the German occupation
of Poland in the Second World War. It was translated and published in English in 1941.

%3 Hijalmar Sveinsson has also suggested that Bubbi’s child, who was conceived in Pingvellir
during the Republic celebrations on 17 June 1944, can be read as a symbol for the Icelandic
republic; an innocent offspring to whom the nation has great expectations but who is left
unattended in a harsh world when the party is over. See Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju
lydveldi, 45.

%24 «Bg veit pad getur verid 6skop erfitt Bjossi litli ad verda fullordinn madur.” (V 35)
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day after day in the hope of getting a job during years of depression? Little Bjdssi,
listen to what I am saying.925

But Bambind does not remember the Great Depression and is not interested in capitalist
productivity. He wakes while others sleep and steals money instead of earning it, and the
queer time he lives in is underlined in the film-like narrative technique discussed earlier,
such as chapter division at midnight and action-based narration.

The only time Bambiné considers listening to his parents is on the Sunday when he is
very hungover and finds temporary comfort in letting his mother wash his clothes, tuck
him in and give him food. Following his father’s advice he then visits an old friend called
Leifur instead of going to meet the cool guys (V 104-7). Leifur is Bambiné’s childhood
friend, a kind, hard-working, promising teenager — perhaps the ideal version of Young
Iceland that Bambinoé could have become had he followed his parents’ guidance. His name
is moreover highly symbolic; /eifar means ‘remains’ or ‘leftovers,” and Leifur can thus
readily be seen as a representative of the old Iceland and the life Bambin6 has rejected:
Innocent childhood, normative Icelandic masculinity, Icelandic culture and traditions, and

. 1ipa 926
‘good’ or decent normative life.

When Bambiné arrives, Leifur is occupied with tools
and busy curving letters in a wooden board. Bambino tries to persuade him to go to the
cinema but Leifur is not interested — he prefers curving wood. Bambino is tired and wishes
for a brief moment he could free himself from the consequences of the break-in and
become like Leifur:

Oh, Leifur, if you only knew. I wish I were you. Young, innocent, a bit scared,
more scared than curious about the future, only adequately free, — and childish
enough to lock me in with carpentry and pottering about.’

Eventually, however, Bambino gives up, accepts that he has nothing in common with
Leifur anymore and leaves. Bambind has said good-bye, the narrator says, and “perhaps
permanently parted with the last remains of his childhood, days of simplicity and childish

9928

pottering. He has, in other words, chosen the wvintyri — an Americanised fusion of

5 Liklega @tlar pér ad veitast erfitt ad vaxa upp, Bjossi litli. Ma vera, ad pu pekkir of litid
fateektina. Sem betur fer hofum vid haft nég fyrir okkur undanfarin ar. Hvernig fari fyrir pér, ef pa
pyrftir ad lifa lifi verkamannsins eins og pad var pegar ég var ungur? Hvernig veerir pu undir pad
bdinn ad lata skra pig & atvinnuleysingjalista dag eftir dag i von um ad fa atvinnub6tavinnu a
kreppuarum? Bjossi litli, hlustadu & pad sem ég segi.” (V 106)

926 L eifur” can also be a reference to Leifur Eiriksson; the Norse (Icelandic-born) man who
discovered North America around year 1000.

%27 «(, Leifur, ef pt vissir. Eg vildi ad ég veeri pi. Ungur, saklaus, dalitid hraeddur, meira hraeddur
en forvitinn andspenis pvi 6komna, ekki nema matulega frjals, — og négu mikid barn til pess ad
geta lokad mig inni yfir smidum og dutli.” (V 108-9)

%8 «Og innan stundar er Bambing farinn; hefur kvatt; og kannske skilist vid hinstu leifar bernsku
sinnar fyrir fullt og allt, daga einfeldni og barnslegs dundurs.” (V 110)
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reality and fiction, identifications and desires — and to continue his rebellion against his

parents’ expectations, heteronormativity and ‘good’ Icelandic values.

6.4 Ilrony and paradoxes

A few hours after Bambino says good-bye to Leifur and the remains of his childhood he
goes to a party in a house in the city centre called “Sjalfstadishisio,” or ‘The House of
Independence.’929 The boy is hungover and disappointed after Kjudi’s party and the night
with Addi and has good intentions to stay sober so he can go to work in the morning and
“be an independent man, like would be appropriate in this beautiful and fine house.”**° He
intends, in other words, to be a good kid and lay low as Baddi told him. Yet again,
however, he drinks too much and makes fatal mistakes; he meets Kjudi who threatens to
denounce him, Bambiné punches him and is immediately kicked out of the building into a
pool of snow and mud where the novel ends. This ending is central to many common
readings of Vogguvisa; the house where Bambind’s story ends, the House of
Independence, is often seen as a key to a political interpretation and the boy’s defeat as a
clear message about the corrupt and destructive influence of American culture on Icelandic
youth.” The contrast between Bambiné and Leifur is also a key component of such
readings; Leifur is an exemplary Young Iceland while Bambin6 is the youth who betrays
his nation and culture.

But is Végguvisa a political, anti-American polemic? The irony in the text undermines
such a reading but irony is, as chapter three outlined, a common stylistic element in Elias
Mar’s early fiction. Viogguvisa’s portrayal of the cool guy world and Bambind’s
idealisation of America and his role models is hyperbolic and at times comical, and
although the reviewer Sveinn Bergsveinsson, for example, seems to have seen this irony as
an essential part of the novel’s criticism it can also be interpreted differently; perhaps the
novel’s anti-American message is not entirely serious.”” Témas R. Einarsson has argued
that the scene when Bambino visits Leifur is overly dramatic and laughable and he

considers the following description of Leifur to be the novel’s weakest point:**

%3 The Independence Party owned the building from 1941 and ran a restaurant and dance hall there
in 1946-1963. See Freyja Jonsdottir, “Thorvaldsenstreeti 2: Kvennaskolinn,” Dagur —
islendingapaettir, 28 October 2000.

980 <[ ] vera sjalfstzedur madur eins og vid tti i pessu fallega og dgata husi.” (V 113)

%1 See e.g. Sveinn Bergsveinsson, “Bokmenntir — Vogguvisa”; Kristinn E. Andrésson, “Vogguvisa
eftir Elias Mar.”

%2 See e.g. Sveinn Bergsveinsson, “Bokmenntir — Végguvisa,” 21.

%3 Tomas R. Einarsson, “Amattlegt djassvein og hofSaletur i raudvidarfjsl. Tonlistin i Vgguvisu.”
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A reserved boy wearing a sweater on a Sunday, carving hdfdaletur into a redwood
board, — perhaps he is a small nation’s biggest hope. Maybe nothing is further
removed from the original and the good than being unable to understand him.%*

Portraying hdfdaletur — an ancient Icelandic wood-carving practice — as a real alternative to
going to the cinema in the mind of a post-war teenager in Reykjavik is contrived, Tomas
says and argues that it shows that Elias did not honestly believe in Vogguvisa’s ‘ideology,’
that is, the anti-American polemic.%5 Following that line Leifur can be seen as an ironic
portrayal — the sad leftovers — of a lost world and values that belong to the past, and
Végguvisa then becomes a highly paradoxical text which ironically criticises both Icelandic
traditions and American influence — or rather points out the tension between them. Such
paradoxes marked Elias himself in the 1940s, as chapter three outlined; he was critical of the
influence of Hollywood films but simultaneously a big consumer of American culture
himself. In his opinion teenagers like Bambino6 should not drink alcohol, watch violent films
or drink Coca-Cola, but he also knew that the times had changed and the distance between
generations was growing. Bambind is lead astray and makes mistakes but it is not his fault
that he lives in a society where teenagers feel like misfits. Like in Elias’s short stories, such
as “Stulka midar byssu,” “Sumum vex fiskur um hrygg,” and “Snafridur er ein heima,” the
generational gap is extensive and it cannot seemingly be bridged; the teenagers do not, and
cannot, identify with their parents’ generation and the adults do not understand their children
either.**®

The queer reading of Végguvisa conducted in this chapter, moreover, resists a decided
anti-American polemic interpretation. Just like the Narcissus myth is much more complex
and queer than allegorical versions of it suggest Bambind is not ‘simply’ symbolic
representation of the Icelandic nation or its youth. He both desires and identifies with
American masculinity while rejecting Icelandic manhood, which can be interpreted as a
critique of Icelandic masculinity but also as a (queer) ironic portrayal of Icelanders’
idealisation of American culture. Bambiné’s actions are first and foremost driven by
contradictory and confusing queer feelings and desires; shame and the will to transform

into the world of evintyri. From the perspective of Sedgwick’s theory of shame and queer

984 «Palatur drengur { peysu 4 sunnudegi, og sker hofdaletur i raudvidarfjél, — kannski er hann
steersta von litillar pjodar. Kannske er ekkert jafn fjarri pvi upprunalega og géda sem pad ad geta
ekki skilid hann [...].” (V 109)

5 Tomas R. Einarsson, “Amattlegt djassvein og hofdaletur i raudvidarfjol.” ‘Hofdaletur’ is a
specific Icelandic ornamental lettering that was mostly used for carving in wood. It is presumably
the only Icelandic letter type and carving it was considered to be a national art form. See Freyja
Hlidkvist Omarsdottir, “Hvers konar letur er hofdaletur? Hvad ma segja um uppruna pess og
notkun gegnum tidina?”’

%% See ch. 3.2.4. Dagny Kristjansdéttir also underlines the importance and significance of the
generational gap in Végguvisa: “Arin eftir seinna strid,” 475.
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performativity the primary motive behind Bambind’s acts, and hence the events in
Végguvisa, is not a longing to rebel against good Icelandic values, but Bambind’s identity
crisis and feeling of shame. He suffers because he feels he is too young, small and
unmanly, not just in the eyes of the cool guys but also because the older generation does
not understand or acknowledge him. He recalls that when he was younger “people did not
notice him. No. Rarely. He suddenly realised [...] that people ignored him. [...] This was
his first disappointment with people. For them he did not exist.”%’ Bambin thus feels that
his identifications with his parents’ generation, and, by extension, with Icelandic society,
are not acknowledged or mutually experienced. Sedgwick argues that such ruptured
identifications evoke shame but at the same time they play an important part in the
development of the subject’s identity. Végguvisa can similarly be seen as a story of how
Bambiné’s identity — and Icelandic national identity — is shaped and challenged by the
tension between two different cultures and generations that are unable to identify with
each other. Bambino is ashamed because he is not a man — not a proper subject — in the
eyes of his parents’ generation. He has lost interest in trying to reconnect with them and
instead of seeking their approval he rejects them and their values and makes other
identifications — with the evintyri, the cool guy culture that understands him, and
narcissistic identifications with himself and other young men. The critical attitude towards
American cultural influence, which indisputably is prominent in Vogguvisa, is thus not
merely a socialist polemic or a critique of individuals or their behaviour but a critical
reflection on the state of Icelandic society in the post-war years where rapid societal and
cultural changes have separated generations. Seen from this perspective Véogguvisa is first
and foremost an aktiel novel.

Finally, another important component of Vogguvisa, which has not yet been discussed,
eludes an anti-American polemic interpretation: The character Arngrimur, a wholesale
merchant whose office Bambiné and Baddi break into. He is the only (upper) middle-class
character in the novel; he believes all men must work and produce and does not fear
warfare because he believes it will bring him, and Icelanders in general, economic profit.
He is, in other words, an outspoken capitalist who hates communists and blames them for
everything that goes wrong, including the break-in at his office. He is a patriot, in the
sense that he does not want socialist influence in Iceland, but at the same time he does not
mind American influence; he prefers jazz over classical music and makes money from

selling goods imported from the United States (V 49-57). He is thus a highly paradoxical

987 «Og folkid leit ekki vid honum. Nei. Sjaldnast. Hann uppgétvadi pad allt i einu, ad folkid leit ekki
vid honum. [...]. Pad voru fyrstu vonbrigdi hans med folkid. bvi fannst hann ekki vera til.” (V 27)
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and ironic character. If Végguvisa were ‘simply’ a socialist polemic, Arngrimur would be
the bad guy, or at least a very unsympathetic character, and from a certain perspective he is
— he is Bambind’s, Baddi’s and Einar’s main enemy since he can send them to jail if he
finds out they stole his money. At the same time, however, Bambind, Baddi and Einar are
the criminals in the novel and Arngrimur is the victim of their crime. He is thus, like the
teenagers, both faulty and sympathetic, villain and victim.

More importantly, moreover, Arngrimur is queer. This is revealed when Bambin6 and
Einar go to a party at a student residence on the Friday night; in a long scene (27 pages)
which may appear to be an irrelevant digression, since it has little or no significance for
the plot, but becomes highly relevant when read from a queer pc—”:rspec‘[ive.938 At the party
Bambino, Einar and Arngrimur meet a theology student called Josafat and an anonymous
bum. Josafat tells his guests that he does not “care about bloody women, or anything at all.

939

Ich bin ein Onanist, and Bambino6 and Einar have heard that he has no sexual desires

(V 47). The bum, on the other hand, proudly announces that he is “the only man in Iceland

940 and tells the others that he once had an

who has killed a woman in a very original way,
affair with “a fat, promiscuous widow,” but eventually got sick of her and decided to kill
her. One day he tied her up and put her in a closet: “And afterwards I felt like I had
finished for the first time. With good conscience.”%! Arngrimur, moreover, turns out to
have beastly desires. Before the party starts the narrator notes that Arngrimur is a peculiar
man and tells a story of him: One day he had a fight with his wife, drove off with a bottle
of strong liquor and fell asleep behind the wheel in the countryside. When he woke up he
saw a ram — the most beautiful sight he had ever seen. He wanted to catch the ram and pet
him but the sheep ran away and Arngrimur settled with buying another ram at a nearby
farm and take him to Reykjavik (V 42—46). This story, however ridiculous and fictitious it
may seem, is given increased value at the party when Arngrimur suddenly leaves but

returns with a horse:

May I introduce you, said Arngrimur. This is my friend, Pegasus. [...] We
understand each other. Finally, I have found Pegasus. [...] We have often been
together — in spirit, said Arngrimur and patted his friend on the tail. >

%88 \/ 46-73. The novel is only 120 pages.

939 «“Uss, mér er sama um allt helvitis kvenfolk, og yfirleitt allt. Ich bin ein Onanist.” (V 66)

0 «[E]g held ég sé eini madurinn hér 4 fslandi sem hefur drepid kvenmann 4 verulega frumlegan
hatt.” (V 67)

1 «Og 4 eftir fannst mér sem &g i fyrsta skipti 4 sevinni veri bainn ad ljika mér af. Med g6dri
samvisku.” (V 67)

%2 “M4 ég kynna ykkur, sagdi Arngrimur. betta er vinur minn Pegasus. [...] Vid skiljum hvor
annan. Loksins hefi ég fundid Pegasus. [...] Vid hofum oft verid saman — i anda, melti Arngrimur
og klappadi vini sinum 4 stertinn.” (V 70)
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Arngrimur thereby introduces Pegasus to the other men as if the horse were his good
friend or lover, leans up against him and shows him endearment, and his intimate petting
on the horse’s rear end underlines the reference to bestiality. All three men at the party are
thus queer; the bum is a sadistic sexual criminal and Josafat’s and Arngrimur’s sexual
desires — masturbation and bestiality — also belong, or have at some point belonged, to the
sphere of sexual aberration. Their ‘perversions’ can thus be read as coded representations
of same-sex desire. The party is therefore, like the café at Laugavegur 11 discussed in
chapter two, a queer time and space; a self-created space to which normative logic does
not apply and in which three adult men with queer sexual desires speak freely without
being judged.

From a certain perspective Vogguvisa is an anti-American polemic but it is also too
paradoxical, ironic and queer for an allegorical interpretation — and too narcissistic. The
party at the student residency confirms this; it may seem ridiculous and pointless but when
the novel is read from a queer perspective it becomes vital — a key to the novel’s
queerness. It is not just a scene in which queer sexuality is discussed, moreover, it is also a
narcissistic narrative. Josafat and Arngrimur are writers; Arngrimur talks about his dream
to publish a collection of poetry about “animals and nature” (V 51) and Josafat is
introduced as a poet (V 47). The name of Arngrimur’s horse, Pegasus, also refers to the
white winged horse in Greek mythology — a friend of the muses and symbol of poetry —
and yet again a connection between male same-sex desire and the act of writing thus
appears in Elias Mar’s writing. Bambind is not a writer and he does not read books but
Vogguvisa nevertheless represents, like Eftir orstuttan leik and Man eg pig longum, fiction

as a transformative queer potential via the queer party.

6.5 Conclusion

So that whenever the actor, or the performance artist, or, I could add, the activist in
an identity politics, proffers the spectacle of her or his “infantile” narcissism to a
spectating eye, the stage is set (so to speak) for either a newly dramatized flooding
of the subject by the shame of refused return, or the successful pulsation of the
mirroring regard through a narcissistic circuit rendered elliptical (which is to say:
necessarily distorted) by the hyperbole of its original cast. As best described by
Tomkins, shame effaces itself, shame points and projects; shame turns itself skin
side out; shame and pride, shame and dignity, shame and self-display, shame and
exhibitionism are different interlinings of the same glove. Shame, it might finally
be said, transformational shame, is performative.g43

3 Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 38.
242



Narcissism and queer transformation

In this paragraph, one of the most important parts of her chapter on James and queer
performativity, Sedgwick discusses the influence narcissism has on the subject’s life from
infancy — from the moment the child first realises it has failed to arouse another person’s
positive reactions and the cycle of returned identifications is broken. The attention is on
the subject itself, what it has done wrong and what it can do to fix the situation; it is
flooded with shame which is simultaneously paralysing and arousing and motivates the
subject to perform and, conscious about previous performances, perform again. Sedgwick
argues that James’s prefaces are heavily marked by such shame and “a productive and

. . P 44
almost promiscuously entrusted or “thrown” authorial narcissism.”

His project is
narcissistic in itself, since he is writing prefaces to, and reviewing and revising, his own
collected works, Sedgwick says, and the texts also manifest his narcissistic need for
approval from his readers and his narcissistic relationship with his own past, represented as
an author’s relationship with younger versions of himself or characters that resemble
him.**

Authorial narcissism is also characteristic of Elias Mar’s writings in the 1940s. “None of
them is about me,” Elias said in an interview in 1999 where he repudiated the idea that his
novels were personal texts.**® He was of course right in that the novels are indisputably fiction,
not autobiographies or memoirs, yet this claim somewhat contradicts his letter to Ragnar
Jonsson five decades earlier where he described the personal value of Man eg pig longum and
how Halldér was based on the “passive and purposeless” teenager Elias himself was.**’ His
protagonists in fact all resemble the author in one way or another; they are teenagers who live
in Reykjavik in the late 1940s, they are marked by post-war uncertainty, rapid modernisation
and societal changes, they have none, little or troubled relationships with their parents, and
they are struggling with coming to terms with their same-sex desires and masculine identity.
They also find relief in reading, writing and watching films and for them these performances
are ways to deal with and live with same-sex desire. Elias personal writings, discussed in
chapter three, suggest that he felt the same way; that he was ashamed and insecure about his
masculinity and sexuality as well as about his status as a writer and writing performances, that
he loved reading and watching films, and that gradually, while writing the novels under
consideration here, he became more confident, both as a writer and a man who desired other

men.

%4 1bid. 39.

%5 bid.

%8 K olbran Bergporsdottir, “Er ekki feribandahdfundur,” 25.
%7 See ch. 3.3.3.
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The characters in Elias’s novels are narcissists in a multiple understanding of the term;
they are self-conscious, queer and full of shame, they resist and reject social expectations
and seek to transform their lives into something else. The narratives underline this theme via
their own narcissism; they constantly blur the line between reality and fiction, include
countless intertextual references and links and remind the reader of the ontological status of
the work they are reading, and most importantly, this narrative self-consciousness is
inherently queer and emphasises that in Elias’s oeuvre same-sex desire and fiction are
inseparable phenomena. The texts’ authorial narcissism and Elias’s personal writings
moreover suggest that the same can be said about him; that fiction, art and artistic experience
and expression was for Elias, like his queer protagonists, an important part of being a queer
man and living with same-sex desire. Writing and publishing Eftir orstuttan leik, Man eg pig
longum and Vogguvisa were transformative performances for Elias; he became an
established and well-known writer, travelled the world, and his personal writings show that
he started to identify as a bisexual man and act upon his same-sex desire in the same period,
in 1945-1950. The novels are thus indisputably a part of his ‘queer transformation.” They are
not ‘coming-out’ novels, however; and they do not deal with fixed or stable homo- or
bisexual identity. Like the metaphor, which is the result of Narcissus’s transformation, they
elude cultural binarisms, betray over-determinations and express and portray queer feelings

and performances that resist the power of heteronormativity.
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7 Conclusion: Aktuel writings, or Elias’s queer
modernism

Two years before Vogguvisa was published, in March 1948, The Atom Station by Halldor
Laxness came out. Elias Mar read it and was impressed®® — and perhaps inspired; many
critics have at least pointed out similarities between the two novels. “Vogguvisa’s narrative
mode resembles The Atom Station by Halldor Kiljan Laxness substantially,” Sveinn
Bergsveinsson says in his review and adds that the two books have similar missions, by

which he probably means that they are both anti-American polemics.949

Eysteinn
borvaldsson later argued that the use of street language in Vogguvisa was under the
influence from Halldor, but some characters in The Atom Station use slang and careless
language.950 Other similarities between the novels are the urban setting (Reykjavik),
discussions of the impact of American cultural and political powers, film-like narrative mode
and the fact that the protagonists are young people who are trying to find their place in a
confusing and paradoxical modern world. The style in Vogguvisa also sometimes resembles
Halldor’s texts; especially the queer party which consists mostly of character monologues
and conversations rather than the narrator’s account or Bambind’s thoughts. The three queers
at the party have quite unusual and extreme opinions and tastes, and their speeches are
philosophical and pompous, which is a common feature in Halldor’s books. The bum’s
statement that the “height of civilisation is feeling the rush of drugs in a fancy living
room™! is for example a rather obvious echo from Steinn Ellidi’s letters in The Great
Weaver.

Both Halldér and Elias saw homosexuality and same-sex desire as a part of the
modernity their books represented and dealt with, as the previous chapters have outlined,
and The Atom Station is no exception. Although it neither mentions fancy lesbian dances
nor same-sex couples it includes a queer character; the organist who becomes Ugla’s
mentor is — or was at least meant to be — homosexual. Peter Hallberg has pointed out, in
his study of the conception of The Atom Station, that in the first draft of the novel from
17952

1946 Halldor describes the organist as “a self-educated eccentric and a homosexua

Originally the organist was intimate with young men and rejected Ugla when she sought

%8 | bs. 2017/32. Thor Vilhjalmsson. B2. Thor Vilhjalmsson to Elias Mar, 25 May 1948.

#9 «“A§ frasagnarhetti minnir Vogguvisa nokkud mikid & Atémstodina eftir Halldor Kiljan
Laxness, hefur enda hlidstaedu hlutverki ad gegna.” Sveinn Bergsveinsson, “Bokmenntir —
Vogguvisa,” 22.

%0 Eysteinn borvaldsson, “Um Vogguvisu,” 7.

%L “Hamark sidmenningarinnar er eiturlyfjanautn i finni stofu.” (V 68)

%2 “Hann er sjalfmentadur sérvitringur og kynvillingur.” Peter Hallberg, “Ur vinnustofu
sagnaskalds,” 149-51, here 150.
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his affection but in the final version of the novel most of his ‘homosexual characteristics’
have been erased. Peter suggests that the main reason why Halldor changed his mind about
portraying homosexuality as one of the organist’s most prominent characteristics was the
death of his friend Erlendur Jonsson in 1947; that Halldor decided to dedicate the novel to
Erlendur and build the organist on him, which meant that he became ‘less queer.’953 In
1965 Elias Mar moreover wrote an obituary, following the death of Pérdur Sigtryggsson,
and argued that Pordur was the original (queer) inspiration behind the organist. Pordur and
Halldér were friends and Elias writes that anyone who knew Pordur can confirm that the

. . 4
organist resembles him.*

Whatever the reason was, Peter Hallberg notes that the only
remaining sign of the organist’s homosexuality in the final version is Ugla’s description of
the organist by the end of the novel:

This organist, whom men considered above gods, and gods above men, he who was
in actual fact most remote from women and yet the only man where a woman could
ultimately find refuge — before I knew it he clasped my head with his slender
fingers, bent over it, and kissed my hair at the parting, right on the crown.*®®

There are more signs of the organist’s disinterest in women, however; Ugla notes for
example that his hand is “very soft to touch but somehow quite neutral and uncharged with
electricity, so that I did not blush even when he fondled the joints of my fingers [...].”956
The organist is perhaps not explicitly homosexual in the novel’s final version but he is
queer in the sense that he challenges heterosexual norms and expectations. Moreover, he is
the character who has the most radical influence on Ugla; he introduces her to modern art,
classical music, philosophy and politics. His house is also a meeting place for various
‘eccentrics’; characters who challenge sexual and bourgeois norms and have certain
absurdist traits that deviate from the social realism that dominated the Icelandic literary

field in the mid-twentieth century.®’

In that respect they are, broadly speaking, queer.
Halldér Laxness had more influence on the discourse on homosexuality in Iceland
than many would perhaps have anticipated; he was never a gay or queer spokesman or
activist and yet his writings had, as we have seen, significant influence on public discourse
on homosexuality as well as on Elias Mar and his work. The idea of homosexuality was

often ‘attached’ to other modern phenomena and aspects of modernisation — urbanisation,

%3 Ibid.

%4 Elias Mar, “Minningarord: Pordur Sigtryggsson kennari.” Pordur also seemed to be convinced
that Halldor had built the organist on him. See Pordur Sigtryggsson, Mennt er mattur. Tilraunir
med dramb og hroka, bls. 86-87; Svavar Steinarr Gudmundsson. ““Enginn madur hér & landi,
annar en ég, hefur rétt til ad lesa Der Tod in Venedig,”” 14—20.

%5 Halldér Laxness, The Atom Station, 199.

% |bid. 13.

%7 See Astradur Eysteinsson, “Icelandic Prose Literature, 1940—1980,” 411.
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foreign influence, jazz, unconventional art and literature — and Halldor’s writings spoke to
that context. His take on homosexuality was celebrated by some and condemned by others,
depending on for example their view of social and cultural modernisation and how, or if; it
should be allowed to affect and shape the future of Young Iceland. Moreover, the
association between writers, fiction and homosexuality, that appeared for example in
relation to Halldor and The Great Weaver, developed into a discourse on
artist/homosexuals in the 1950s when the ‘sick’ homosexual and the ‘bad’ or ‘idle’ artist
merged into one, especially in Mdnudagsbladid’s writings. Such negative response to
homosexuality and ‘bad’ art must be understood in relation to its social and cultural
context. The rapid social changes in the interwar years and during the Second World War,
fight for independence, gender crisis and the rise of mass-culture caused moral panic and
anxiety about the future of the Icelandic nation, and it became ever more important to
define what was ‘normal’ and ‘Icelandic’ and what was not —to guard and define the
borders of the nation and the population. Homosexuality and non-traditional art —
modernism or avant-garde as well as anything that could be seen as ‘too’ foreign or
modern — challenged such norms and the harsh response to Halldor’s writings, the Atom
Poets and the bohemians and artists who gathered at Laugavegur 11 in the 1950s is, in that
context, perhaps understandable.

Elias Mar was one of the artist/homosexuals Mdanudagsbladio grambled about, but in his
writings the artist and the homosexual, fiction and same-sex desire, merge on very different
premises than in the media discourse. In one of the interviews he took part in as an old man
in the early 2000s he said: “I think being homosexual is somewhat a sign of intelligence.
And it is noteworthy how many good artists have been homosexual, or at least bisexual.”%%®
This idea seems to have stayed with him for 60 years; the prose he wrote in the mid-
twentieth century also represents same-sex sexuality and artistic creativity and experience
almost as two sides of the same coin. Being an artist or a writer in Elias’s writings from the
1940s is often — although not always — a symbol for queer sexuality and intertextual
references are frequently keys to a queer interpretation. The young queer men in his stories
do not identify as homosexuals or think of themselves in such terms and they often struggle
with their same-sex desire. Their shame drives them to action and inaction; they perform
queerness by failing, resisting and rejecting heterosexual relationships and hetero-masculine
norms, bourgeois life and national ideals, but those who read books, listen to music and

express themselves through writing are considerably more confident, successful and less

%8 Eg held pad sé svolitid greindarmerki ad vera samkynhneigdur. Og pad er athyglisvert hvad
margir g6dir listamenn hafa verid samkynhneigdir, eda ad minnsta kosti tvikynhneigdir.” Elias
Mar, interviews by Hrafnhildur Gunnarsdéttir and Porvaldur Kristinsson.

247



Asta Kristin Benediktsd6ttir

ashamed than those who do not. Writing and reading are thus meaningful queer
performances that incite transformation and enable queer characters to become ‘something
else.’

Queer performativity is also at the core of Elias’s concept aktiel and his intention to
‘face the heartbeat of the world’ with his writings.959 Elias’s personal and fictional writings
in the 1940s are energetic, enthusiastic and particularly in touch with the times and setting
in which they are written; they deal with the modern turmoil in Reykjavik during and after
the war and see it from the perspective of young people who cannot, and will not, identify
with their parents’ generation and their values — including Icelandic hetero-masculinity and

%0 The shame felt by the young characters is incited and bolstered by

bourgeois capitalism.
societal changes and the generation gap; the society does not understand them and they
therefore feel marginalised. In the novels this shame is also inherently queer, which
underlines the modernness of same-sex sexuality in Elias’s writings, and this is Elias’s
queer modernism in a nutshell; a political, personal and aesthetic response to the paradoxes
of modernity, the emergence of modern sexual identities and the experience of sexual
marginalisation. Eftir orstuttan leik, Man eg big léngum and Végguvisa are typical
Icelandic post-war texts in the sense that they deal with young men and masculinity crises
but their special status among other works from the mid-twentieth century is their
queerness; how they represent same-sex desire and the problematisation of heterosexual
desire as an integral part of the modern Reykjavik in the mid-twentieth century.

For Elias, unlike Halldér Laxness, writing about queerness was also a personal
objective; the 1940s were not just the decade when he became a writer but also when he
came to terms with his same-sex desires and started identifying as a bisexual man. The
fusion of same-sex desire and fiction, queers and writers, in his writings thus reflects upon
and mirrors his own life while he was writing the texts in question. His prose may not be
autobiographical, strictly speaking, but it is indeed narcissistic; the young queer characters

represent certain aspects of Elias and for him, like them, writing seems to have been a way

%9 Elias’s emphasis on the importance of writing aktdel books was persistent, also in the 1950s. In
1957 he wrote a review of Halldér Laxness’s novel Brekkukotsannall (1957; The Fish Can Sing,
1966) and criticised it for being unrelevant — not aktdal enough. The novel is well written but
“untimely” (“6timabar”), he says and encourages Halldér to write another book like The Great
Weaver — “a book of our times.” See Elias Mar, “Halldér Kiljan Laxness: Brekkukotsannall,” 181—
82. The difference between the young Elias who dreamt about Halldor Laxness’s recognition in the
1940s and this Elias, who has become confident enought to order his idol about, is striking.

%0 Eljas criticised the idealisation of masculinity and heavy emphasis on ‘masculine’ values,
including violence and war, in modernised Western societies in an article published in Birtingur in
1953. Many interesting references to his earlier writings can be identified in this text; he discusses
for example how Christianity has idealised celibacy, self-discipline and sexual restrictions and thus
encouraged ignorance and intolerance. Elias Mar, “Ofdyrkun karlmennskunnar.”
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to deal and live with same-sex desire — a transformative potential. His novels leave the
protagonists in uncertainty and without definite answers but with endless possibilities, and
this thesis similarly leaves Elias where he walks into the 1950s with four books published
in his name but no certainty about the future. Like the sequel to Man eg pig longum, the
second volume of this project, which would discuss Elias’s queer performances and
writings in the 1950s, remains unwritten (for now), but various sources and studies suggest
that it would discuss for example love and heartbreak, dramatic friendships, travelling and
economic struggle, disappointment and expectations in relation to writings and
publications, and tension between having a writing career and a permanent job — but first
and foremost fusion and overlapping of writing and sexuality, being an artist and a
bisexual man.*®*

The London article, which Elias wrote and published in the fall of 1950, is presumably
his first public performance where he participates directly in bringing homosexuality into
discourse in Iceland; that is, unlike his fiction this article mentions homosexuality and
homosexuals by their name. Shortly after that he participated indirectly, via for example
his visits to the café at Laugavegur 11, in the development of the media discourse on evil
artistsshomosexuals. Yet although Elias’s writings from the 1940s do not address
homosexuality directly or represent full-fledged gay characters they manifest a persistent
interest in various aspects of being a young queer man in a heteronormative world, and as
such their status in the history of Icelandic literature is unique. Their queer themes may
have gone unnoticed, but they show that same-sex desire and homosexuality was not just
brought into discourse in plain-spoken public debates and medical publications, but also —
although in different forms — in fiction.

Writing aktGel books was, as we have seen, a personal and political project for Elias.
The texts’ queerness is a narcissistic projection of his own experience and at the same time
a social critique of heteronormativity and bourgeois masculinity; by portraying and
drawing out various paradoxes without embedding them in a binary system or giving
definite answers Elias invites his readers to think critically about the society they and the
characters live in. This critical engagement with modernity and contemporary issues is not

bound to use of language or narrative form, but if any narrative style can be said to be

%! Elias’s most significant queer text after 1950 is Saman lagt spott og speki; a short story he wrote
for PArdur Sigtryggsson on his birthday and published in company with Ragnar Jonsson. The story
is very frank about same-sex desire and shocked many readers (see ch. 1.1). On Elias’s life and
writings in the 1950s, see e.g. Hjalmar Sveinsson, Nyr penni i nyju lydveldi, 97 and onward;
porsteinn Antonsson, bordargledi, 74 and onward; Porsteinn Antonsson, “Su leynda ast”;
Porsteinn Antonsson, “Um hughvérf 4 hofundarferli”; Orn Olafsson, Gudbergur — Um rit
Gudbergs Bergssonar, 23-31; Arni Bergmann, “Hinsegin baekur og menn”; Gudmundur Andri
Thorsson, “Brot r lifsbokinni. Eftirmeeli: Elias Mar”; Pétur Blondal, Sképunarsogur, 244-87.
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characteristic of Elias’s aktiiel books it is self-consciousness or narrative narcissism; a
feature which has sometimes been associated with modernism or post-modernism but has
in fact been a part of novel-writing for centuries, as Hutcheon points out.%®? Distinguishing
between modernism and realism, or ‘aesthetic’ modernism and other kinds of critical
engagements with modernity, makes in fact little sense in this context, however; Elias’s
texts are both modernist and realist, radical and focused on capturing the reality in
question, personal and political, their language is both experimental and conventional. His

queer modernism is first and foremost engaged in the current moment.

%2 Hutcheon, Narcissistic Narrative, 1-8.
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A sidari hluta fimmta aratugar 20. aldar samdi rithéfundurinn Elias Mar (1924-2007)
skaldsdgur um unga karlmenn i Reykjavik, kynferdislegar sjalfsmyndarkreppur peirra og
samkynja langanir. Sidar tjadi hann sig nokkud hreinskilnislega um ad hann veeri
tvikynhneigdur og & sjotta aratugnum var hann medal annars pekktur fyrir ad vera hluti af
einum af fyrstu hinsegin menningarkimunum i Reykjavik, hépi félks sem safnadist saman
& kaffihisinu Adlon & Laugavegi 11. pessi ritgerd fjallar um verk Eliasar fra fimmta
aratugnum, Utgefna texta jafnt sem handrit, skaldverk og persénuleg gdgn, og pad hvernig
hverflyndur unglingur umbreytist i ungan tvikynhneigdan mann og einn af pekktustu
rith6fundum pjédarinnar. Auk bokmenntagreiningar & verkum Eliasar er sjénum beint ad
pvi hvada ahrif pad hafdi & hann, personulega og faglega, ao skrifa og gefa Gt pessa texta;
hvernig pad geroi honum kleift ad ferdast, preifa fyrir sér & kynferdissvidinu og tja
hinsegin tilfinningar og hugsanir sem sjaldan rétudu inn i opinbera ordradu & islandi.

Ritgerdin er fyrsta itarlega rannséknin & hinsegin hlidum héfundarverks Eliasar og
jafnframt fyrsta doktorsritgerdin & svidi islenskra hinsegin bokmennta. 1 henni er einnig
gerd grein fyrir pvi hvernig ,.kynvilla®“ — en pad ord var pa oftast notad um pad sem i dag
kallast samkynhneigd — vard hluti af opinberri ordraedu & islandi & fyrri hluta 20. aldar og
um hana midja. Horft er & patt Eliasar i pvi ferli en lika Halldérs Laxness, sem segja ma ad
hafi verid atrdnadargod Eliasar & pessum tima. Nidurstddurnar syna medal annars ad
sjaldan var ratt opinberlega um kynvillu a fyrri hluta aldarinnar en um og eftir 1950 jokst
slik umfjollun umtalsvert og ahyggjur af kynvilltum karlménnum i Reykjavik birtust
reglulega i bl6dum ad pvi er virdist i fyrsta sinn. Pad bendir til pess ad kynvilla (karla) hafi
um petta leyti ordid veigameiri péttur i ordfeeri og hugarheimi Islendinga en &dur. bessi
préun atti sér stad samhlida 66rum samfélags- og menningarlegum breytingum sem oft eru
kenndar vid natimann og pvi er hér haldid fram ad hdn hafi verid hluti af ndtimavadingu
islensks samfélags. Reykjavik 6x hratt & pessum arum og par myndadist vettvangur fyrir
hinsegin félk, menningu og sjalfsmyndir sem ekki var til vid upphaf aldarinnar. Svipud
proun atti sér stad vioa a Vesturlondum nokkud fyrr, undir lok 19. aldar og vid upphaf
peirrar tuttugustu, en rannséknir fra 6drum Nordurléndum hafa synt ad st hugmynd ad
flokka meetti félk eftir kynhneigd (fyrst og fremst sam- og gagnkynhneigd) festi reetur
seinna i litlum sveitasamfélégum eins og Finnlandi og dreifbyli Svipjédar en i péttbyli og
steerri borgum. Nidurstddur pessarar rannséknar benda til ad pad sama hafi att vio um
island.

Fra pvi a pridja aratugnum ad minnsta kosti einkenndist ordreda um kynvillu i
islenskum fjélmidlum af pvi ad litio var & hana sem sérstaklega natimalegt fyrirbeeri, ekki
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sist i skrifum sem létu i 1josi &hyggjur af &hrifum natimaveedingar & islenskt samfélag,
menningu og sjalfsteedi, oft undir sterkum ahrifum fra pjodernishyggju. Oft var skrifad um
helstu 6gnirnar sem Islendingar steedu frammi fyrir, ekki sist yngsta kynslodin, og algengt
var ad fjallad veeri um islensku pjéodina sem dmotadan og ahrifagjarnan taning i midju
umroéti natimavadingar hins vestrena heims. Pau fyrirbari sem talin voru 6gna ,,Unga
[slandi“ voru gjarnan af erlendum uppruna eda tengd vid Gtlond og erlenda
menningarstrauma og medal pessara imynda ,hins illa® var kynvilla og hinn kynvillti
einstaklingur. Sterk tilhneiging var til ad utmala kynvillu sem erlendan I6st en slik ordraeeda
var einnig algeng vidar & Vesturlondum. Sidast en ekki sist f6lu tengsl milli natima og
kynvillu sem birtust i opinberri ordreedu & islandi gjarnan i sér samband milli kynvillu og
kynvillinga annars vegar og ,,nutimalegrar®, ,,0hefobundinnar eda ,,vondrar® listar og
listamanna hins vegar. Kynvilla var pannig oft sett i samhengi vid spillta borgarmenningu,
Urkynjun og gleepi en einnig pydda og innflutta afpreyingu & bord vid teiknimyndabléd og
biomyndir, ymiss konar nyjungar i skaldskap og listum og listaf6lk sem dgradi umhverfi
sinu & margvislegan hatt.

I skrifum sem fjélludu um natimann & frjalslyndari nétum, svo sem greinum Halldors
Laxness um menningar- og samfélagsmal og skaldsdgu hans Vefaranum mikla fra Kasmir
(1927), ma einnig sja tengingu milli kynvillu annars vegar og ndtima og nutimaveadingar
hins vegar, svo og vid listir og listamenn. Halldor var einn af peim fyrstu sem tjadu sig
opinberlega a nokkud frjalslegan hatt um kynvillu & fyrstu &ratugum aldarinnar og
adalpersénan i Vefaranum, Steinn Ellidi, er hinsegin i margvislegum skilningi pess ords:
hann er rotteekur andstaedingur borgaralegrar hugmyndafredi, fullur af pversognum, & i
nanu sambandi vid karlmenn og stundar kynlif med félki af badum kynjum — og par ad
auki er hann lj6dskald. Halldor var talsmadur ndtimaveedingar og taldi samkynhneigd
sjalfsagdan hluta af peim nyja veruleika sem vid blasti en margir voru & 6dru mali; peir
ritdémarar sem voru gagnrynir a Vefarann rokstuddu mal sitt oftar en ekki med pvi ad visa
i umfjéllun bokarinnar um kynvillu og politiskir andsteedingar Halldérs notudu skrif hans
um kynvillu gegn honum langt fram eftir éldinni.

A fyrri hluta 20. aldar vard kynvilla pvi merkimidi sem hagt var ad festa & og tengja vid
ymislegt, svo sem kvikmyndir, bokmenntir, pdlitiskar skodanir, pjodir og hvadeina sem talist
gat natimalegt, i peim tilgangi ad undirstrika til demis réttekni, nybreytni og tengsl vid
erlenda menningu. Hugmyndin um tengsl kynvillu, ndtima og lista birtist badi & jakveedum
og neikvaedum forsendum i opinberri ordreedu og hdn raungerdist enn fremur & Laugavegi

11 par sem Elias og félagar hans komu saman. bpar myndadist pad sem kalla ma hinsegin
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rymi — rymi fyrir ymiss konar folk, skodanir og hegdun sem samreemdist ekki borgaralegum
kapitaliskum vidmioum, til deemis hvad vardadi fjolskyldulif, kynverund og listir.

Elias Mar dadi Halldér mjog & fimmta aratugnum, las Vefarann og énnur verk hans
margoft og deildi med honum pélitiskum skodunum; badir voru sannfeaerdir sosialistar.
Skrif Eliasar fra pessum tima eru oft undir augljésum ahrifum fra Halldéri og pad er pvi
engin hending ad hér er fjallad um pa samhlida. I pessari ritgerd er kastljosinu einkum
beint ad fyrstu tveimur skaldségum Eliasar, Eftir orstuttan leik (1946) og Man eg pig
I6ngum (1949) en einnig Voégguvisu (1950) og smasdgum hans, 1j6dum, minnisbékum,
ritgeroum og ymsum handritum fra fimmta aratugnum. Bokmenntagreiningin byggir a
kenningum Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick um hinsegin gjorningshatt (e. queer performativity)
en hugtakio visar til veruhatta og merkingarberra athafna sem tengjast kyni, kynverund og
skomm en falla ekki ad hugmyndum um sam- og gagnkynhneigd. Skémm er midleg |
umfjéllun Sedgwick um hinsegin gjorningshétt pvi hun telur ad su tilfinning marki
hinsegin félk sérstaklega. Sa hinseginleiki sem hun beinir sjénum sinum ad er med 6érum
oroum ekki sjalfsmynd heldur gjérningar, tilfinningar, tjaning og athafnir peirra sem eru i
jadarstoou i samfélagi par sem gagnkynhneigd er rikjandi viomid. Slik nalgun a einkar vel
vid verk Eliasar pvi engin af skaldpersonum hans ,kemur ut Gr skapnum* eda tekur upp
sam- eda tvikynhneigda sjalfsmynd en verkin fjalla engu ad sidur um margs konar
hinsegin gjorninga. Adalpersonurnar i skaldségunum eru ungir karlmenn i tilvistarkreppu
sem eru pjakadir af skémm, einkum vegna pess ad peir eiga erfitt med eda mistekst
algjorlega aod tileinka sér normatifa gagnkynhneigda karlmennsku. beir eiga enn fremur
allir i ndnum sambondum vid adra karlmenn en hraedast kynferdisleg samskipti vid konur.
Lita ma & pessa ungu menn sem birtingarmyndir Unga islands; nyrrar kynslodar islendinga
sem vex Ur grasi i pversagnakenndum og sibreytilegum heimi natimaveedingar um midja
20. old og fjarleegist sifellt ymis hefdbundin gildi og vidmid islensks samfélags. Bilid &
milli ungu mannanna og eldri kynsl6da er breitt og jafnvel dbrdanlegt; peir geta og vilja
ekki samsama sig hugsjénum og gildum foreldranna, til demis um karlmennsku,
fjolskyldulif, 4byrgd og skyldur. S& samtimi sem Elias fjallar um i pessum fyrstu verkum
sinum er pannig ekki bara markadur af tilvistarkreppu og kjarnorkudgn eftirstridsaranna,
ahrifum strids, hersetu og borgarveedingar, heldur er hinseginleiki einnig midleegur og
mikilveaegur hluti af pessum veruleika — hinu nyja natimavaedda Islandi.

Tengslin milli listar og kynvillu, sem koma fram i opinberri ordraedu, gegna einnig
veigamiklu hlutverki i skaldskap Eliasar fra fimmta aratugnum. Skaldsdégurnar hans og
margar af smasogunum eru fullar af textatengslum og afar sjalfsmedvitadar; peer eru soégur

um skaldskap og listir. Ungu mennirnir lesa og skrifa, hlusta & tonlist og horfa &
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kvikmyndir og allt hjalpar petta peim & margvislegan héatt ad lifa med skémm sinni og
samkynja léngunum. Skaldskapur og listir eru auk pess hinsegin taknkerfi i textum Eliasar;
verkin sem persdnurnar lesa, hlusta og horfa & eru oftar en ekki lyklar ad hinsegin talkun.
Allar skaldségurnar sem fjallad er um hér enda i dvissu um afdrif adalpersénanna en pétt
ekki sé bodid upp & lausnir eda farselan endi felst von i Gvissunni — von um ad peir geti
umbreytt skomm sinni i ,,eitthvad annad*“. Pessi von tengist ekki sist listreenni skdpun; ad
med pvi ad taka upp penna og byrja ad skrifa geti ungu mennirnir endurskapad og métad
sjalfsmynd sina og haft ahrif 4 eigin tilveru. Listreen skdpun og pad ad njota lista er pannig
i skaldskaparheimi Eliasar hinsegin gjorningur sem felur i sér umbreytingarmdguleika.
Svipadar hugmyndir ma sja i personulegum skrifum hans fra fimmta aratugnum og hér er
peirri kenningu slegid fram ad i augum Eliasar, eins og persdnanna sem hann skapadi, sem
margar likjast héfundinum & ymsan hatt, hafi listreen reynsla og sképun verid mikilvaegur
hluti af pvi ad vera hinsegin og lifa af i gagnkynhneigdarmidudum heimi.

Elias Mar var gridarlega metnadarfullur og afkastamikill ungur héfundur a fimmta
aratugnum eins og sja ma 4 ritaskra hans og skjalasafni sem vardveitt er & handritadeild
Landsbokasafns. Hann lagdi fra upphafi mikla dherslu 4 pad sem hann kalladi ,,aktaelar
bakur og ad héfundar stedu ,,andspenis hjartsletti tilverunnar* — p.e. ad skrifa verk sem
teekjust & virkan hatt & vid samtimann og samtimamalefni. 1 pvi efni var Elias undir
augljosum ahrifum fra Halldori Laxness og sosialiskri hugsun. I peim textum sem fjallad
er um i pessari ritgerd fjallar Elias medal annars um borgarvaedingu, malefni kynjanna,
strioid, hersetuna, kynslédabil og samfélag og menningu ungs félks i Reykjavik,
biémyndir, teiknimyndasdgur, sjoppur og billjardstofur. Allt var petta hluti af hans eigin
veruleika og & persénulegum skrifum hans ma sja ad hann glimdi sjalfur vid ymsar peer
pversagnir, vandamal og vidfangsefni sem birtast i verkum hans. Bakur Eliasar eru sjaldan
taldar til moderniskra verka en hér er leitad i smidju fredimanna sem vilja vikka Ut
maodernismahugtakid og pvi haldid fram ad présaverk Eliasar fra fimmta aratugnum, likt
og til deemis skéaldségur Halldors, Vefarinn mikli fra Kasmir og Atomstddin, séu aktlel og
maodernisk verk, pvi pau séu viobrogd vid natimanum, ryni i og gagnryni ymsar hlidar a
nGtimasamfélégum og dragi fram pversagnir og 6samraemi i lifi natimamannsins.
Madernismi Eliasar er enn fremur hinsegin mddernismi; vidbragd hans vid pvi ad tilheyra
kynferoislegum jadarhopi & timum sem einkenndust af aukinni medvitund um tilvist
samkynhneigdra og fjandskap i peirra gard. Skaldsdgur hans eru & margan hatt deemigerdar
eftirstridsarasogur, par sem politisk og hugmyndafradileg atok, tilvistarkreppa og brotnar
karlmennskuimyndir eru aberandi, en pad sem markar peer sérstaklega og greinir peer fra

60rum samtimatextum er hinseginleikinn og hvernig par fjalla um samkynja langanir og
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ymsar flaekjur i tengslum vid kyn, kynverund og samfélagsleg vidmid. Med pvi ad skrifa
um pessi malefni tok Elias patt i ad feera samkynja langanir inn i opinbera umraedu a
islandi, pott hann veeri hikandi vid ad fjalla um sam- eda tvikynhneigda sjalfsmynd og tala
beinum ordum um kynvillu. Hinsegin gjérningshatturinn sem birtist i verkum hans er
pannig ndtimalegt og moderniskt pema sem tengist einkalifi hofundarins, sosialiskum
skodunum hans og fagurfreedilegri syn orjufanlegum béndum, svo og ndtimavaedingu

islensks samfélags um migja 20. 6ld.
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