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Sjón
   

Born in Reykjavík in 1962, Sjón is an Icelandic writer whose novels have been translated into thirty-five languages. He has won several awards including the Nordic Council’s Literature Prize for The Blue Fox and the Icelandic Literary Prize for Moonstone, while From the Mouth of the Whale was shortlisted for the International IMPAC Dublin Literary Award and the Independent Foreign Fiction Prize. His most recent novel, Codex 1962, was published in English in 2018.


Sjón has also published nine poetry collections, written four opera librettos as well as lyrics for various artists, and was nominated for an Oscar for his lyrics in the film Dancer in the Dark. He lives in Reykjavík, Iceland.


Victoria Cribb has translated more than twenty-five books by Icelandic authors. Her translation of Moonstone was longlisted for the PEN America Translation Prize and both it and her translation of Codex 1962 were longlisted for The Best Translated Book Awards. In 2017 she received the Orðstír honorary translation award for services to Icelandic literature.




‘A nearly perfect modern myth’


Sam Sacks, Wall Street Journal


‘Iceland’s literary spell-binder … A tantalising smoke of marvel and magic drifts through Sjón’s work’


Boyd Tonkin, Economist 1843


‘One of our era’s great writers. Like Ovid, Kafka, and Bulgakov, he is fascinated by metamorphosis and, from apparently limitless resources of the imagination, can convey what it must feel like.’


Charles Baxter, Nation


‘Sjón is the trickster that makes the world; and he is achingly brilliant.’


Junoz Díaz


‘Every now and then a writer changes the whole map of literature inside my head. The most recent has been the Icelander Sjón, whose work is unlike anything I had read, and very exciting … I think of Icelanders as erudite, singular, tough, and uncompromising. Sjón is all these things, but he is also quicksilver, playful and surreal … [Sjón] has changed the way I see things.’


A.S. Byatt, The New York Review of Books


‘An exceptional book. Truly stunning. I adored every one of the 112 pages. I strongly suspect I shall spend most of the rest of the year recommending it to anyone who will listen … I never wanted it to end.’


Scott Pack, Me and My Big Mouth
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I


(9–11 January 1883)




Blue foxes are so curiously like stones that it is a matter for wonder. When they lie beside them in winter there is no hope of telling them apart from the rocks themselves; indeed, they’re far trickier than white foxes, which always cast a shadow or look yellow against the snow.


A blue vixen lies tight against her stone, letting the snow drift over her on the windward side. She turns her rump to the weather, curls up and pokes her snout under her thigh, lowering her eyelids till there’s the merest hint of a pupil. And so she keeps an eye on the man who has not shifted since he took cover under the overhanging drift, here on the upper slopes of Asheimar, some eighteen hours ago. The snow has drifted and fallen over him until he resembles nothing so much as a hump of ruined wall.


The creature must take care not to forget that the man is a hunter.




He began his pursuit away south at Botn. The sky was clear and the first blush of day at its winter blackest. The man slid down over the homefields, then set a course north over the Asar to Litla-Bjarg, where it had not drifted as yet.


Once there, he caught a movement on the brow of the hill. Thrusting a hand inside his clothes he took out a spyglass, extended it and put it to his good eye:


Yes, there was no mistaking it!


There was a daughter of Reynard on the move.




She seemed blithely unaware of any danger. All her movements indicated that she was on the prowl for a bite to eat. She went about her business unhurriedly, intent on this sole purpose.


The man took a closer look at her.


He bent his thought hard upon her, trying to get an inkling of what she intended, of which way she would go when she had finished her nosing on the crest. All of a sudden she took off at a run; the man couldn’t imagine why. Her whole demeanour showed that she sensed a grave threat. Yet she couldn’t have had the least suspicion of the man – by ordinary means.


She must have had a foreboding of his intention:


He’s a man with hunting on his mind.






The man walked up the hill. He tried to keep the image of the vixen clear in his mind to help him find her again the more easily: ‘She spins over the hard-packed snow like a top.’


Up on the crest he cast around for the vixen’s tracks. He pinched one fox print between thumb and forefinger; it seemed a sizeable beast. In the snowflake that lingered on his fingertip lay a gleaming hair – there was no mistaking the colour: blue.


Vertical streaks of cloud in the west.


Maybe a storm on the way.


The vixen nowhere to be seen.






The trail was plain, as far as the eye could see.


The man walked briskly with the wind at his back. It didn’t much matter now if the vixen caught his scent; she knew he was after her.


He paused every now and then to cast around, using the same method as before. He bent all his thought on the one goal of working out which way the vixen would run and where he would get within striking distance.


All at once he receives word of which way she is going and where he will get within striking distance:


‘The vixen is going north over the plain. She’ll double sharply to the east with the gravel beds of Melar before her, nothing but stones; a perfect hiding place for a blue fox.’


Was she too intent to take care? Had she given all her mind over to the danger – thereby letting him into her thoughts? Had she paid no heed to warding him off?


Had the man received a thought-message from the vixen?






Out on the stony plain the air was still and freezing hard; only the lightest breath touched his cheek. The man saw a bluish bump far to the north. He held himself still. After a while the bump began to stir. And shortly afterwards a blue vixen rose from the stones.


‘Ha, there she is!’


A rare beast. Dark as earth to look at, with a thick pelt and bushy tail, clearly jumpy as hell. She sprang away in sharp, stiff bounds.


The man set off at a run.


As he had suspected, the vixen made straight for the blowing snow. In the very instant before the blizzard swallowed her, she stopped short and glanced back at the man.


Then whisked away again at a terrific pace.






There was a whining in the air.


A ptarmigan hurtled past, a hair’s breadth from the man, driven before the wind. It was followed by a falcon, flying high with sure and steady wing-beats.


The man turned away from the blast, tightened his scarf and wrapped the shoulder strap three times round his right arm so the bag rested tight against his hip.


He was not too late for the storm.






The man trudged through the impenetrable murk.


At first he had stony ground underfoot and the going was not too bad, but the snow soon thickened; conditions deteriorated.


He had to trust to his line of thought:


‘The vixen can be childishly weather-shy. She’ll dig herself into a drift or press herself deep into crannies, well below the frost-mark, and there she’ll stay until the foul weather has passed.’
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