                            Halldor Laxness and Iceland.
The text of Halldor Laxness I want particularly to discuss is The Atom Station translated Magnus Magnusson. I don’t know whether it is still in print but cheap copies can be obtained through Amazon. However, if you don’t manage to read the novel, don’t worry : I will introduce you to the novel by means of extracts and outline, possibly with other extracts, Laxness’s contribution to world literature ( he was awarded the Nobel Prize)
Iceland is the most interesting of the Scandinavian countries, and perhaps the most interesting country in Europe. Iceland itself is an island rather larger than Ireland, and yet it has a population of only 317,000, which is somewhat smaller than Bristol, ( 380 000) so it has nothing like the revenue base of a state of comparable area. Further the only advantage it has is that it is more than self sufficient in renewable energy, thanks to its numerous volcanoes ( about 200) and its geysers, so much so that  it is making arrangements to export some of its surplus energy to Britain. It has no coal, no minerals; it is too cold for grain to grow so wheat and other cereals have to be imported.The interior of the country is uninhabitable and there are many glaciers. It is so far north that though it is light until past midnight in the summer, it is correspondingly dark for much of the day in the winter months.
And yet Iceland a modern state with all the institutions of a modern state – it has a parliament headed by a Prime Minister with a President as Head of State; a university ; a symphony orchestra ; a national football team ; a national museum and a national art gallery .And of course, banks : of all the European states hit hard by the recession, Iceland was hit the hardest, and yet it was the one that recovered first ( by simply repudiating its debts !). The standard of living of its people is, moreover comparable to that of the other Scandinavian states. And individual Icelanders have made their mark on the international stage – in athletics ; in popular music ( Bjork) and of course in literature – its medieval sagas are world famous and at least until recently still read by all Icelanders, and though he wrote in a language which only a few hundred thousand people could speak : Laxness himself
 But what makes Iceland even more remarkable is that though founded by one of the most ruthless and cruel of peoples the Vikings  ( whose ruthless ethos is satirically exposed in Laxness’s own imitation of a saga The Happy Warriors ) it is a nation without spies and without armed forces. And as Gunnar Karlsson says in his  history of Iceland , ‘If there is one main rule in Icelandic history, it is that victory is won by the inability to use force’ And he goes on to say ‘ The only attempt to rely on military force for its security – participation in the Western defence system- has not defended Iceland against any offensive, but has caused a bitter conflict in the country and seriously damaged the people’s self – image’. That is what The Atom Station is all about. Laxness is bitter about Iceland’s loss of independence and the way his country as he sees it was ‘sold’to the Americans : he tries to show how that sale has damaged the national life. The novel is not however a propaganda tract but makes its points indirectly, through a comparison of the corrupted life of Reykjavic and the traditional values of the North, which had been evoked in his great novel Independent People, which was published before World War Two.
