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      Jón Yngvi Jóhannsson: Were you constantly composing when you were a child, Sigurður?




      Sigurður Pálsson: No, I didn’t compose a thing. On the other hand, I was always writing. [1]


      


      





      The above is taken from a public interview with Sigurður Pálsson. In his typically humble fashion, but spiced with a dash of humour, Pálsson tells his audience that as a child he had thoughts of becoming a goldsmith, a painter and a writer – clearly distinguishing the verb að skrifa [to write] from að yrkja [to compose], the latter of which is only used for composing poetry. As it turned out, he opted for the last, becoming a writer in the broadest sense of the word, winning numerous nominations and awards for poems, his prose works, his plays and his translations, both in Iceland and in France. However, he is not very well known in the English-speaking world. This book hopes to go some way towards redressing that imbalance and thereby give much greater access to his poetry than has hitherto been possible. That is its primary aim.




      Hopefully, the idea that any poetry worth the name requires no contextualization died out with New Criticism, that brand of literary “analysis” that notoriously ignored time, place and circumstance in an attempt to place literary studies on a more scientific basis. The truth is that while good literature, and especially good poetry, tends to rise above its immediate cultural context and (translators dare to hope) above its source language, some basic explanation can help accelerate the process. Aside from my glancing treatment of the poem ‘Plywood’, a little later on in this introduction, there is no attempt here to explicate the poems themselves, or indeed even to justify why I chose one English word or phrase over another – that is left entirely to the reader. However, I feel that Pálsson’s poems do require some kind of contextualization, regarding both the milieu out of which they emerged and, just as importantly, their overall structure as perceived by the poet in the process of writing.




      Arc Publications recently brought out Bloodhoof, a single volume of poems by the Icelandic writer Gerður Kristný Guðjónsdóttir, a narrative sequence inspired by the Poetic Edda. Both the volume itself and the English translation are considerable achievements, and not least because Gerður Kristný is not only a poet but also the author of a number of best-selling novels for young readers, a writer of short stories and novels for adults and, most recently, an adapter of her own work to the musical stage. I expect she would also describe herself as a writer with similar humility. Justifiably proud of (and still influenced by) ancient traditions, Icelanders regard themselves not only inheritors of the land of the sagas and of Eddic poetry, but also as a highly technologically advanced and ultra modern society, in which book and computer literacy are amongst the highest in the world. It still surprises me that the best sales’ period for books is Christmas. This is because Icelanders have a long tradition of buying each other books as Christmas gifts. Icelanders are avid readers, both through those long, dark winter nights and those endless summer days. As representatives of the tourist industry never tire of reminding us, Iceland is a country of striking contrasts. Geologically speaking, it is a relatively new land mass, having been pushed up out of the sea during the Miocene Period some twenty million years ago. As a direct result of its comparatively late appearance, very little fauna evolved on the island aside from birds. Indeed, its only indigenous land mammal is the arctic fox, which is believed to have walked to it across the frozen wastes of the north at the end of the last Ice Age. All other mammals – mice, rats, cats, dogs and livestock, even reindeer – were introduced by man. Its range of flora is similarly limited, though more varied than one might imagine. For most of its history, what is now called Iceland remained untouched by anything but the elements. Then, in the ninth century AD, and for reasons that no one has successfully explained, the first wave of settlers began to arrive – and everything changed.
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