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PRONUNCIATION GUIDE
The modern Icelandic alphabet has thirty-two letters, compared with twenty-six in modern English. There are two extra consonants (ð and þ), and an additional diphthong (æ). Readers may find a note on the pronounciations of specifically Icelandic letters helpful:
ð (Ð), known as “eth” or “crossed d,” is pronounced like the (voiced) th in breathe.
þ (Þ), known as “thorn,” is pronounced like the (unvoiced) th in breaths.
æ is pronounced like the i in life.
The pronunciation of the vowels is conditioned by the accents:
á like the ow in owl
 é like the ye in yet
 í like the ee in seen
 ó like the o in note
 ö like the eu in French fleur
 ú like the oo in soon
 ýlike the ee in seen
au like the œi in French œil
 ei and ey like the ay in tray

Please note that asterisks (*) within the text indicate explanatory notes to be found on pages 407-425.
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INTRODUCTION
At first glance, Iceland’s Bell has a few strikes against it when it comes to attracting American readers. To begin with, there is the author’s name. Who is Halldór Laxness anyway? And then there is that country in the title. Am I really going to settle into a long novel about Iceland of all places? And did we mention the story takes place in the seventeenth century and revolves around forty years of intractable civil and criminal litigation? Headed for the exits yet? If so, I have some simple advice: stop. You’ve stumbled upon a beautiful and hilarious novel by a superb writer. This first English translation of Iceland’s Bell confirms the author’s place among the best novelists of the twentieth century. If I could get away with a one-line introduction, I would: Halldór Laxness rules.
Readers who have encountered this one and only Icelandic Nobel laureate are most likely to have read his 1934 classic, Independent People. Out of print for some time, it is now enjoying a revival and a widening readership thanks to a handful of devoted writers and editors who have championed his work in the last several years. I myself am the beneficiary of these efforts. A friend recommended Independent People to me a few years ago. I bought it with some trepidation, my gut telling me this would be one of those worthy, difficult books that ennoble through struggle. I couldn’t have been more wrong. Reading my first Laxness novel is one of those experiences that I look back on with a kind of jealous fondness, loving the memory of it but wishing it hadn’t ended.
Many of the same pleasures, in particular a mixture of laughter and awe unique to Laxness, can be found in Iceland’s Bell. Written a decade after Independent People, the novel has a broader geographical and political scope than that book and is more expressly concerned with national identity and the role literature plays in forming it. It is also a tale of colonial exploitation and the obdurate will of a suffering people. This description might lead one to imagine an earnest and patriotic work, which Iceland’s Bell most certainly isn’t. That’s because Laxness has done here what so many other writers who reach for large, historical themes fail to do: he’s retained his sense of the absurd.
“There was a time, it says in books,” the novel opens, “that the Icelandic people had only one national treasure: a bell.”
This bell rang at the courthouse on the site of the national assembly where all the major business of government and the courts took place. As the story begins, one of the three central characters, Jón Hreggviðsson, a miserably poor farmer, has been arrested for stealing cord, or fishing line, a commodity that every poor person in Iceland seems to be after. Pressed into labor for the Danish crown, which then ruled Iceland, Jón Hreggviðsson is made to cut the bell down from where it has hung since time immemorial in order that it be melted down and its copper used in the rebuilding of Copenhagen. The Danish capital has been ravaged by the Swedes and now Iceland is being stripped of its meager wealth to finance the repairs. This insult to the pride of Iceland and the dignity of its courts heralds a descent into the misprision of justice that the characters will contend with for the rest of the book.
Within a few days’ time, Hreggviðsson will be whipped for insulting the king as he cut down the bell (and a more harrowing description of that punishment I have never read). After this harsh treatment Jón gets drunk with a group of his tormentors, including the man who flayed his back. In his typically laconic style, Laxness doesn’t suggest anything perverse in this; they just happen to be traveling in the same direction. Lost in a swamp, Jón passes out drunk and wakes to find the dead body of the king’s hangman nearby. The judicial haggling over whether Hreggviðsson is responsibile for this death will, before the novel is over, ruin the reputations of several Icelandic aristocrats and send the man himself into an endless series of prisons and workhouses. It will also make him a pawn in a love affair between a royal advisor and the most beautiful woman in Iceland.
Readers of Independent People will recognize in Jón Hreggviðsson a character cut from the same cloth as Bjartur of Summerhouses, that ignorant and violent bore whom the novel’s readers can’t help but love. Hreggviðsson is perhaps even more violent and boorish than Bjartur. Upon returning from the workhouse in the second chapter, he finds “his sister and aunt, who were both lepers, one glabrous and palsied, the other nodous and ulcerous, [sitting] downcast in their black veils out by the dungheap, holding each other’s hands and praising God.” Being drunk, “he began immediately to beat his wife and his idiot son. His fourteen-year-old daughter laughed at him and his aged mother embraced him tearfully: these he did not beat to any considerable extent.”
The bleakness is so total, and perhaps more importantly is delivered in prose so thoroughly nonchalant, that laughter is the only possible relief. There’s no doubt Laxness intends it to be this way. Two hundred pages later, when Hreggviðsson returns to find his daughter on her bier, his retarded son laughing, and his wife cursing him, the author asks, “But what were these compared to the tragedies that had befallen the man’s livestock in his absence?” And he’s only half kidding. This is gallows humor to be sure, humor quite literally at the edges of death, which is what gives almost all of Hreggviðsson’s scenes their beguiling combination of lightness and profundity.
If Jón Hreggviðsson were its one and only hero, Iceland’s Bell might have ended up as a thinner version of Independent People, but Laxness sets the peasant farmer on a course that intersects with the daughter of Iceland’s magistrate, the beautiful Snæfríður, and the man she comes to love and struggle against, the royal advisor Arnas Arnæus. The latter, based on Árni Magnússon, the great Icelandic book collector and scholar, has come to Iceland in search of ancient books and manuscripts that might contain fragments of the Icelandic sagas. The soul of Iceland lives in its poetry and its tales of brave men, but in this country, the population has been reduced to using old vellum manuscripts as shoe leather, patches for clothing, and even for food.
When visiting with local gentry, Arnæus finds pieces of the most prized manuscript of all, the Skálda, among the hay and garbage that makes up the bed of Hreggviðsson’s mother. It’s on this visit to the peasant’s hovel that the young Snæfríður, afraid of Hreggviðsson’s leprous family, clings to Arnæus for protection. It will be many pages before the reader understands that Snæfríður is desperately in love with Arnæus, admiring the man who works tirelessly for the honor and reputation of his country.
From these early scenes, the book opens up into a rather elaborate plot. Snæfríður helps to free Hreggviðsson the day before his execution for murder and asks him to travel to Denmark with a message for Arnæus, who has returned to Copenhagen and his books without leaving word to his young admirer. Hreggviðsson’s journey through darkened jails and conscription in the Danish army is a surreal black comedy of its own. It’s only toward the middle of the novel that we return to Snæfríður, years later, on a dilapidated farm, still beautiful but married to Magnús, a murderous alcoholic layabout. In one of the most pathetic and grimly funny scenes in the book, Magnús, so drunk he’s weeping in a stranger’s field asking for his head to be cut off, signs a contract selling his wife for a cask of booze. When she is informed of this by a priest, our heroine, in good Laxness fashion, can only laugh. When Magnús does finally come after her with an ax (too drunk to hit his mark), she goes to her sister’s estate and there meets Arnæus again, this time in the role of a special crown prosecutor charged with cleaning up Iceland’s supposedly crooked and overly harsh system of criminal punishment.
It is difficult to imagine another writer capable of making an ugly, wife-beating failure into an appealing character, without resort to either misogyny or machismo. But Magnús is too wrecked even to achieve an intention we might dislike him for. And here we see the unflinching generosity Laxness has toward all his characters. Like a loving and forgiving god, he details their every miserable failure but never for the purpose of castigation or judgment. The human comedy of error—and in Laxness’s hands it is most definitely a comedy— is delivered up as a wry and occasionally absurd pleasure.
Regarding character, it is worth mentioning that contemporary readers are likely to find Laxness’s people lacking in what you might call modern psychological depth. We get no internal description of what people think or feel but rather come to know them almost exclusively through what they say and do to each other. Together with the historical setting, this at times gives the reader the sense that the book is an Icelandic saga of its own, with the flatness of characterization we associate with folklore. This is no doubt partially true. In an interview published in 1972, Laxness admitted to making a conscious decision to mimic the style of the sagas in this book. But there is more than copying going on here. Laxness is adapting the form of the modern novel to encompass the meanings and concerns of the saga tradition.
One reaction to this hybrid, which I suspect many readers may have at first, is to dismiss the work as simplistic. If you look to fiction for news about what it’s like to be alive in the world today, why read a book in which self-consciousness, the philosophical linchpin of the modern condition, is more or less ignored? The answer is, I believe, that Laxness knows precisely what he is doing and is well aware of his choices as a twentieth-century writer. Iceland’s Bell is no act of nostalgia. Implicit in the narrative is an assertion of the role that a certain hardscrabble pragmatism and pride plays in surviving the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune—modern or ancient.
Toward the end of the book, after she has suffered through one indignity after the next, Snæfríður travels to Denmark to plead with the Danish governor to reopen the corruption case that has ruined her father the magistrate’s reputation. Finally, her patience gives and she rips into the corpulent aristocrat as they stand in his splendid hall:
Excuse me for speaking up, excuse us for being a race of historians who forget nothing. But do not misunderstand me: I regret nothing that has happened, neither in words nor thoughts. It may be that the most victorious race is the one that is exterminated: I will not plead with words for mercy for Icelanders. We Icelanders are truly not too good to die. And life has meant nothing to us for a long time. But there is one thing that we can never lose while one man of this race, rich or poor, remains standing; and even in death this thing is never lost to us; that which is described in the old poem, and which we call fame: just so my father and my mother are not, though they are dust, called ignoble thieves.
Of course, this being a Laxness novel, it turns out her father has been a bit corrupt, but is, generally speaking, a good and respectable guy of the old school. Yet listen to the tenacity in her speech: “And life has meant nothing to us for a long time.” It’s a radical sentiment spoken by a woman whose people have lived through a degree of privation which it is difficult for most of us to imagine fully without the help of literature (one of the early descriptions of Hreggviðsson’s mother traveling through the plague-stricken landscape is a tour de force). And it is perhaps worth noting that billions of people in the world today live in conditions not so very different from those found in this novel: failing subsistence farming, poverty, sickness, and occasional famine. I have been more earnest in the last two sentences than Laxness is throughout the entire novel. My point is simply that it would be an error to mistake the quasi-folkloric style of Iceland’s Bell and Laxness’s work more generally for a lack of psychological or spiritual insight. Like many other great modernists, Laxness uses and transforms the grand narratives of his cultural past to create a stark, comedic vision of the human predicament every bit as profound as the more psychically probing novels of Mann, Faulkner, or Woolf.
In the final third of the novel, the scene returns to Copenhagen, where the political war for control of Iceland is being waged. Laxness opens this section with a brilliant skewering of royals and aristocrats at play. After all the deprivation we’ve seen to this point, the description itself performs the parody with no prodding by the author required. Snæfríður and Arnas Arnæus find themselves on opposite sides of the struggle. Arnæus considers taking up the governorship of the country if it were sold to German merchants; Snæfríður wants royal edicts to reverse the verdicts that Arnæus himself handed down against her father, and for that she needs the Danish monarch. Jón Hreggviðsson remains a pawn caught in the middle, dragged, beaten, released, and jailed again, never expecting more than punishment, and never seeming to give a second thought to his orphaned children. (Children don’t fare well in this book.)
The denouement brings Snæfríður and Arnæus together one last time and here Laxness indulges in what is perhaps the only real set piece in the novel, a short dialogue in which the two of them describe to each other what Iceland will be like once rid of its colonial paymasters. For one of the final improvements, “A splendid courthouse shall be raised at Þingvellir, and another bell hung there, larger and more melodious than the one that the king demanded from Iceland and that the hangman ordered Jón Hreggviðsson to cut down.” Thus, the justice of the old days will be restored, trade will become fair again, and a grand library will be built to house all the collected manuscripts. At this point, the reader can take an educated guess as to whether any of this idealism will ever come to pass.
Nationalism and good literature have always been uneasy bedfellows. One seeks to enforce an ideology, the other to lay pieties bare. Laxness is aware of this and in all his characters’ rantings about the doomed dignity of poor, suffering Iceland, we sense the undertow of parody. But there must have been part of him that did write out of a sense of historical grievance and a desire that his country’s stories be heard beyond the shores of that cold, rocky island out there in the North Atlantic, a country whose landscape he so lovingly describes. In Iceland’s Bell he pulls it off. He manages to have a free-flowing, open-ended conversation about the fate of his nation inside a compelling, even suspenseful novel. There are precious few writers about whom that can be said, Tolstoy being one of them.
The rise and fall (and rise again) of literary reputation is a slow, uneven, unpredictable business that, before it achieves the status of common knowledge, usually depends on the passions and devotion of other writers, editors, and translators. Thus it’s a cause for optimism that a wonderful book like Iceland’s Bell has after all these years finally made it into the English language.
ADAM HASLETT
New York City
January 2003


ICELAND’S BELL

1
There was a time, it says in books, that the Icelandic people had only one national treasure: a bell. The bell hung fastened to the ridgepole at the gable end of the courthouse at Þingvellir by Öxará. It was rung for court hearings and before executions, and was so ancient that no one knew its true age any longer. The bell had been cracked for many years before this story begins, and the oldest folk thought they could remember it as having a clearer chime. All the same, the old folk still cherished it. On calm midsummer days at Þingvellir, when the fragrance of Bláskógar wafts in on gentle breezes from Súlur, the regent, the magistrate, and the executioner, the man to be hanged and the woman to be drowned assembled at the courthouse, and the chime of the bell could often be heard mingled with the murmur of Öxará.*
One year when the king decreed that the people of Iceland were to relinquish all of their brass and copper so that Copenhagen could be rebuilt following the war, men were sent to fetch the ancient bell at Þingvellir by Öxará.
A few days after the dissolution of the Alþingi, two men with several packhorses approach from the western side of the lake. They ride down the ravine opposite the estuary, cross over the ford, and dismount at the edge of the lava field near the courthouse. One of the men is pale, with full cheeks and small eyes, wearing a tattered aristocrat’s jacket much too small for his frame and walking with his elbows extended like a child pretending to be a nobleman. The other is dark, ragged, and ugly.
An old man with a dog walks over through the lava rocks and steps out onto the path before the travelers.
“And who might you men be?”
The fat one answers: “I am His Majesty’s emissary and hangman.”
“You don’t say,” the old man mumbled hoarsely, in a voice that seemed to come from a great distance. “All the same, it’s the Creator who rules.”
“I have a letter to prove it,” said the king’s emissary.
“Oh, for sure,” said the old man. “Everyone’s got letters these days. All sorts of letters.”
“Are you calling me a liar, you old devil?” asked the king’s emissary.
The old man didn’t want to risk coming any closer to the travelers, so he sat down on the remains of the wall encircling the courthouse and looked at them. He was no different from any other old man: he had a gray beard, red eyes, a chimney-cap, and gnarled legs, and he clenched his blue hands around his walking stick and leaned forward upon it tremblingly. His dog came over inside the wall and sniffed at the men without barking, as dogs do when concealing their savagery.
“No one had letters in the old days,” murmured the old man softly.
Swarthy, the pale man’s guide, exclaimed: “Right you are, pal! Gunnar of Hlíðarendi* had no letters.”
“And who are you?” asked the old man.
“Oh, this is a cord-thief from Akranes; he’s been lying about in the Þrælakista at Bessastaðir* since Easter,” answered the king’s emissary, and he kicked angrily at the dog.
The black-haired man spoke up and sneered, baring his gleaming white teeth: “That’s the king’s hangman from Bessastaðir. All the dogs piss on him.”
The old man on the crumbling wall said nothing, and his expression remained for the most part blank. He continued to look at them and blinked a little as he sat there trembling.
“Climb up there on the house, Jón Hreggviðsson, you miserable wretch,” said the king’s hangman, “and cut down the bell. I find it hilarious to think that on the day when my Most Gracious Sire orders me to twist the noose around your neck, right here in this very place, no one will be ringing this bell.”
“Enough with your mockery, lads,” said the old man. “It’s an old bell.”
“If you’re in league with the priest,” said the king’s hangman, “then tell him from me that neither quibbling nor crying is of use here. We have letters for eighteen bells plus one—this one. We’ve been ordered to break them apart and send the pieces to Denmark on the Hólmship.* I answer to none but the king.”
He took a pinch from his snuff-horn without offering any to his companion.
“God bless the king,” said the old man. “All those church bells that the pope used to own, the king owns now. But this is not a church bell. It’s the bell of the land. I was born here on Bláskógaheiði.”
“Do you have any tobacco?” asked the black-haired man. “This damned hangman’s too stingy to give a man some snuff.”
“No,” said the old man. “My people have never had any tobacco. It’s been a hard year. My two grandchildren died in the spring. I’m an old man now. This bell—it has always belonged to this country.”
“Who has the letters to prove it?” asked the hangman.
“My father was born here on Bláskógaheiði,” said the old man.
“No one owns anything unless he has letters for it,” said the king’s hangman.
“I believe that it says in the old books,” said the old man, “that when the Norwegians arrived in this empty land, they found this bell in a cave by the sea, along with a cross that’s now lost.”
“My letter is from the king, I say!” said the hangman. “And get yourself on up to the roof, Jón Hreggviðsson, you black thief!”
“The bell may not be broken,” said the old man, who had stood up. “It may not be taken away in the Hólmship. It has been rung at the Alþingi by Öxará since the beginning—long before the days of the king; some say before the days of the pope.”
“I could care less,” said the king’s hangman. “Copenhagen must be rebuilt. We’ve been fighting a war against the Swedes and those filthy bastard skulkers have bombarded the place.”
“My grandfather lived at Fíflavellir,* some way up from here on Bláskógaheiði,” said the old man, as if he were starting to narrate a long story. But he got no further.
“Ne’er would king with arms so stout caress her
Drape her in gems that fair bewitch
Drape her in gems that fair bewitch . . .”

The black thief Jón Hreggviðsson was straddling the roof, his feet dangling out over the gable, singing the Elder Ballad of Pontus. * The bell was fastened with a thick rope around the ridgepole, and he hacked at the rope with an ax until the bell fell down into the dooryard:
“Drape her in gems that fair bewitch
—Unless she were both young and r-i-i-i-ch . . .

. . . and now they say that my Most Gracious Hereditary Sire has gotten himself a third mistress,” he shouted down from the roof, as if announcing tidings to the old man. He looked at the edge of the ax and added: “And she’s supposed to be the fattest of them all. That’s what separates the king from me and Siggi Snorrason.”
The old man made no reply.
“Your words are going to cost you, Jón Hreggviðsson,” said the hangman.
“Gunnar of Hlíðarendi would never have run away from a pale pig-belly from Álftanes,” said Jón Hreggviðsson.
The pale emissary took a sledgehammer from a saddlebag, placed the ancient bell of Iceland on the doorstep before the courthouse, raised the hammer up high, and gave the bell a blow, but it only slipped a bit from under the hammer with a dull and glancing sound. Jón Hreggviðsson called down from the roof:
“ ‘Seldom break bones on hollow ground, my man,’ said Axlar-Björn.”*
The king’s hangman repositioned the bell against the step and struck its inner edge, and this time the bell broke in two along its crack. The old man had sat down again upon the crumbling wall. He looked tremblingly into the distance, his sinewy hands clenched around his stick.
The hangman took another pinch of snuff. The soles of Jón Hreggviðsson’s feet could be seen dangling from the roof.
“Are you planning on riding the house all day?” shouted the hangman to the thief.
Up on the roof of the courthouse, Jón Hreggviðsson sang:
“Ne’er would I with arms so stout embrace her
Though her gleam might fair bewitch
Though her gleam might fair bewitch
Unless she were both fat and ri-i-ich.”

They put the pieces of the broken bell in a bag, which they hung on a saddle-peg opposite the sledgehammer and the ax. Then they mounted. The dark man led the horses by the reins. The pale man rode freely alongside the packtrain, following genteel custom.
“Farewell, you old Bláskógar devil,” he said. “And give God’s greeting and mine to the Þingvellir priest and tell him that His Royal Majesty’s emissary and hangman Sigurður Snorrason has been here.”
Jón Hreggviðsson sang:
“The kingdom’s lord leads ladies and pages parading
Throughout his lands at furious pace
Throughout his lands at furious pace
Throughout his lands at furious pace
—On champing stallions they boldly ra-a-ace.”

The packtrain left by the same route as it had come: over the ford at Öxará, up the slope of the ravine opposite the estuary, then southward to Mossfellsheiði, following the path to the west of the lake.

2
Actually, nothing more than usual had been proven against Jón Hreggviðsson, even though he had, as always, been charged with the crime. In general, everyone able to do so tried to steal anything they could from the drying sheds of the fishermen on Skagi* during cruel springtimes; some stole fish, some cord for fishing lines. Every spring was cruel. But the regent in Bessastaðir always needed more workers and he was delighted when bailiffs sent thieves to his workhouse, known as the Þrælakista—suspected thieves were just as welcome there as proven ones. At the beginning of the haymaking season, however, the authorities in Borgarfjörður sent word to the regent that the rogue Jón Hreggviðsson should be sent home to Rein on Akranes, because his people had no provider and were close to starvation.
The farm stood at the foot of the mountain in the place where it was most in danger from both landslides and avalanches. Christ owned the farm and its six-cow inventory.* A long time ago one of the bishops of Skálholt* had donated the farm to this particular landlord with the proviso that it be used to subsidize a widow in the parish of Akranes, particularly one who was pious, honest, and burdened with children; if no widow of this sort could be found in Akranes, one should be sought in Skorradalur. A long search was conducted but no such widow was found in either district, so Jón Hreggviðsson had been made the tenant of the farmer Jesus.
His homecoming was as might be expected considering the dwellers there were either lepers or half-wits, if not both. Jón Hreggviðsson was drunk when he came home and he began immediately to beat his wife and his idiot son. His fourteen-year-old daughter laughed at him and his aged mother embraced him tearfully: these he did not beat to any considerable extent. His sister and aunt, who were both lepers, one glabrous and palsied, the other nodous and ulcerous, sat downcast in their black veils out by the dungheap, holding each other’s hands and praising God.
Next morning the farmer went out to sharpen his scythe, and afterward began to cut the grass, loudly singing the Ballad of Pontus. The black veils moved reluctantly to the edge of the homefield and started pottering about with rakes. The half-wit and the dog sat on a hillock. The daughter came and stood before the door, barefoot and in a torn undershirt, to take in the smell of the newly mown grass, black and white and slender. Smoke reeked from the chimney.
Several days passed.
It then happened that a fine-looking courier riding a strong horse showed up at Rein and delivered to Jón Hreggviðsson a message that he was to appear in the bailiff’s court at Skagi after a week’s time. Jón saddled his jade on the appointed day and rode out to Skagi. The hangman Sigurður Snorrason was there. They were given soured whey to drink. Court was convened in the bailiff’s sitting room and Jón Hreggviðsson was accused of having, at Þingvellir by Öxará, slandered our Supreme Highness and Majesty, Count in Holstein, our Most Gracious Hereditary King and Sire, with unseemly gibes to the effect that this our Sire had now adulterously acquired three mistresses. Jón Hreggviðsson denied having said any such thing about his Beloved Hereditary King and Most Gracious Sire, His Highness and Majesty and Count in Holstein, and asked for witnesses. Sigurður Snorrason swore that these were Jón Hreggviðsson’s words. Jón Hreggviðsson requested that he be allowed to forswear the accusation, but counteroaths were not allowed at the same hearing. After the farmer’s request was rejected, he said that it was as a matter of fact true that he’d spoken the words—everyone in the Þrælakista at Bessastaðir was talking about it—but it was out of the question that he’d intended to insult his king with these words. Quite the contrary—he’d simply wanted to say how much he admired a king who was so excellent that he was able to have three mistresses at once, in addition to a queen; at the same time he’d been poking fun at his good friend Sigurður Snorrason, who’d never made the acquaintance of a woman as far as anyone knew. But even if he had spoken these words about his Most Gracious Hereditary Sire himself, he was sure that His Highness was so benevolent that he would willingly forgive one poor, stupid man and muddleheaded beggar of such ill-advised chatter. Court was then adjourned and the sentence handed down that Jón Hreggviðsson was to pay three rixdollars* to the king within a month, or his skin would be taken in place of the fee. The court’s verdict was worded along these lines: that the ruling “was determined not so much according to a large amount of testimony, but rather according to the sufficient amount of evidence that was implicit in the testimony.” With that, Jón Hreggviðsson rode home. Little else of interest occurred during haymaking, and the farmer gave hardly any thought to paying his fine to the king.
In the fall an assembly was convened in Kjalardalur. Jón Hreggviðsson was summoned to the assembly and two farmers were sent by the bailiff to escort him there. The farmer’s mother mended his shoes before he left. The Rein farmer’s mare had a limp and they made the journey slowly, arriving in Kjalardalur late in the day, toward the end of the assembly. It turned out that Jón Hreggviðsson was to be flogged with twenty-four lash-strokes. Sigurður Snorrason had arrived on the scene with his leather straps and his hangman’s cloak. Many of the farmers had ridden home from the assembly, but a number of youngsters from the nearest farms had come to watch the flogging for fun. Floggings were carried out in a pen where the ewes were milked during the summer; the pen had a stone crib running through it, and the scoundrel was laid across this crib while justice was being done. The more important men stood in the meantime in the corners of the pen on either side of the crib, while children, dogs, and beggars stood on the walls.
A small group of people had gathered by the time Jón Hreggviðsson was led into the pen. Sigurður Snorrason had buttoned up his hangman’s mantle and had finished reciting the Lord’s Prayer; he saved the Creed for beheadings. They had to wait for the bailiff and the official witnesses, so the hangman took his straps out of their sheath and stroked them respectfully and studiedly, then tested the handles gravely and earnestly—he had fat hands, blue and scaly, and hangnails. The two farmers held Jón Hreggviðsson between them while Sigurður Snorrason practiced aiming the straps. It was raining. The men looked distracted like they usually did when it rained, and the wet youngsters stared; the dogs acted like they were in heat. Finally Jón Hreggviðsson began to get bored, and said:
“Those mistresses are giving me and Siggi Snorrason a lot of trouble.”
A few faces slipped into sluggish, joyless smiles.
“I’ve finished reciting the Lord’s Prayer,” said the hangman calmly.
“Let’s hear the Creed, too, dear,” said Jón Hreggviðsson.
“Not today,” said Sigurður Snorrason, and he grinned. “Later.”
He stroked the straps very slowly, carefully, tenderly.
“You should at least knot up the poor straps, my dear Siggi,” said Jón Hreggviðsson, “even if only for the queen’s sake.”
The hangman said nothing.
“Hardly will such an excellent king’s man as Sigurður Snorrason bear taunting words from the mouth of Jón Hreggviðsson,” said a tramp on the wall, in a style like that of the ancient sagas.
“My dearly beloved king,” said Jón Hreggviðsson.
Sigurður Snorrason bit his lip and started knotting the straps.
Jón Hreggviðsson laughed with a gleam in his eye and his white teeth flashed in his black beard—“Just now he knotted his first mistress,” he said. “He’s definitely no yellow-belly. Knot it up again, dear.”
The spectators began to liven up, like men standing over gamblers whose wagers are huge.
“O servant of His Royal Majesty, remember our Sire!” came an exhortative voice from the wall, the same that had previously spoken saga-style. The hangman was convinced that his audience stood firmly behind him and the king. He grinned and looked from wall to wall as he made another knot in the straps; he had small gap-teeth and swollen gums.
“Well, now he’s come to the last one—and the fattest,” said Jón Hreggviðsson. “Many a good man has had to give it up just before she’s fully tied.”
Just then the bailiff arrived, along with the two witnesses, who were wealthy farmers; they pushed the people aside and entered the pen. The bailiff saw that the hangman was knotting up the straps and ordered him to undo the knots, with the proclamation that justice would be served here, not mockery. Then he ordered the hangman to begin.
The farmer was told to loosen his clothing and wadmal* was draped over the crib. The man was stretched out prone on this bench and Sigurður Snorrason pulled down the man’s breeches and slipped his shirt up over his head. The farmer’s body was lean but strongly built, with convex muscles that knotted with movement. He had a small patch of black, woolly hair that reached from his rigid buttocks to just below the hams of his knees, but otherwise his body was white.
Sigurður Snorrason signed himself, spat into the palms of his hands, and began his work.
Jón Hreggviðsson made no move at the first few strokes, but at the fourth and fifth strokes his body was seized with cramps. His legs, his face, and the upper part of his chest lifted, leaving his weight resting on his tightened stomach. His fists clenched, his feet stretched away from his ankles, his joints stiffened, and his muscles hardened. His shoes were newly mended, by the look of the soles. The dogs jumped up on the wall and yelped down into the pen. After eight strokes had been delivered the bailiff said that they would stop for the moment: the criminal had the legal right to a brief respite. His back, however, had only just begun to redden. Jón Hreggviðsson could care less about a respite, and yelled through his shirt:
“Get on with it in the name of the devil, man!”
The work was continued without further delay.
After twelve strokes Jón Hreggviðsson’s back had become somewhat bloodied and bruised, and at the sixteenth his skin actually started to split open between the shoulder blades and at the small of the back. The dogs on the walls yelped madly, but the man lay like a solid block of wood, motionless.
At the sixteenth stroke the bailiff said that the criminal was to be allowed another respite.
Jón Hreggviðsson was heard to shout:
“In the devil’s name, the devil’s name, the devil’s name—!”
The king’s hangman spat into his palms once more and adjusted the shaft of the straps in his grip.
“Now he starts on the last—and the fattest,” said the man on the wall, and he started laughing incessantly.
Sigurður Snorrason stepped forward on his left foot and with his right tried to get a grip on the slick floor of the pen, then bit his lip as he moved in for the blow. The gleam in his tightly drawn eyes testified that he gave himself with utmost concentration to the power of his craft; he became livid. The dogs kept up their yelping. At the twentieth stroke blood trickled out nearly everywhere along the length of the farmer’s back, and the strap had become damp and sleek. As the work drew to a close the man’s back was transformed into a bleeding and tattered sore, and splashes of blood were thrown in various directions by the hot, dripping whip, some onto people’s faces. When the authority gave the signal to stop, the farmer was not so exhausted that he had to accept others’ offers to help him fasten up his breeches; instead he laughed, with eyes gleaming, up toward the walls of the pen at the men, dogs, and children, his white teeth flashing in his black beard. As he girded himself he loudly sang this stanza from the  Elder Ballad of Pontus:
“A splendid feast the pope did host, a regal banquet,
Emperor, kings, and courtiers fine
Cheerfully dined and drained their wine.”

It was evening by the time various groups of lingerers rode home from the assembly, each group in its own direction. The last group to leave included the bailiff and the two witnesses, the wealthy landowners Sívert Magnússen and Bendix Jónsson, along with several farmers from Skagi, Sigurður Snorrason the hangman, and of course Jón Hreggviðsson from Rein.
Bendix Jónsson lived at Galtarholt, and because the men from Skagi still had a long way to go he invited the party home for a drink before continuing on its way. Bendix was a seigneur, very well-to-do, and he kept a barrel of brennivín* on stocks in his storehouse. He offered to loan Jón Hreggviðsson a line and sinker, which was a generous and noble gesture considering the shortage of fishing tackle and the famine that now pressed upon the tenantry of the land.
A partitioned-off platform was located at the far end of the storehouse, and it was there that Bendix led the bailiff, the king’s hangman, and Monsieur Sívert Magnússen. Three lesser men and the man who’d been flogged were shown to seats on saddle-turfs and casks of flour in the storehouse’s entryway. Bendix quickly poured drink into the men’s glasses and the storehouse became the scene of a great communal celebration. Any distinction between dais and entryway was soon rendered irrelevant as everyone sat down in a circle in the entryway and started in on various entertainments, including storytelling, debate, and poetic recitation. The men quickly forgot about their daily toils and expressed their shared brotherhood with handshakes and embraces. The king’s hangman lay down upon the floor and tearfully kissed Jón Hreggviðsson’s feet, while the farmer sang and swung his cup. Seigneur Bendix was the only one in the group to remain sober, as befitted his duty as host.
It was deep in the night when the men rode away from Galtarholt. They were all completely drunk, causing them to lose their way the moment they left the homefield. They suddenly found themselves riding through a disgusting, foul-smelling mire filled with deep stagnant wells, bogs, pools, and peat-pits. The mire seemed to be endless and the travelers floundered for a good part of the night in this forecourt of Hell. Monsieur Sívert Magnússen rode into a peat-pit and invoked the name of God. It was very common for people to drown dogs in such places, and because it was so difficult for the gentleman’s companions to tell the living man from the dead dogs it took them some time before they were finally able to drag him out. At last they got the man up onto the edge of the pit, due primarily to the grace of God, and he fell asleep there. The last thing Jón Hreggviðsson remembered was trying to get up on his own mare’s back after helping drag Monsieur Sívert Magnússen from the pit, but his saddle was stirrupless and his horse seemed to have grown considerably, besides the fact that it wouldn’t stop kicking out with its hind legs. Whether he actually made it up on horseback or whether something that prevented him from doing so occurred in the total darkness of that fall night, he could not completely remember later.
At daybreak he roused the folk at Galtarholt and asked for Seigneur Bendix. He was much the worse for his wanderings, muddy and wet and with chattering teeth. He was riding the hangman’s horse and had the hangman’s cap on his head. Bendix helped the man off the horse, dragged him back to the farm, undressed him, and put him to bed. The farmer was exhausted and he lay facedown because of the swelling on his back, but he slept immediately.
When he awoke around nine o’clock he asked Bendix to go with him to the mire, because he’d lost his hat and his gloves, his horsewhip, his line and sinker, and his mare.
The mare was standing in a group of horses a short distance away with its saddlecloth hanging at its belly. The mire wasn’t as large as it had been during the night. They spent some time searching for the lost items near a narrow stream where Jón Hreggviðsson seemed to remember that he’d been lying. He happened to be correct—they found his belongings on the bank of the stream, the horsewhip lying in the grip of one of his gloves, the line and sinker nearby. A few steps away they found the hangman, dead. He was on his knees, propped upright between the banks of the stream, which was so narrow there that the man’s body was enough to stop it up. The stream had filled in somewhat above the body, so that the water, which was otherwise not much more than knee-deep, was at that point up to the armpits. The corpse’s eyes and mouth were closed. Bendix looked at it for a moment, looked next at Jón Hreggviðsson, and asked:
“Why is his cap on your head?”
“I woke up bareheaded,” said Jón Hreggviðsson. “And after I’d gone a few steps I found this cover. Then I shouted, ‘Ho, ho!’ but no one answered, so I put it on.”
“Why are his eyes and mouth closed?” asked Seigneur Bendix.
“Only the devil knows,” said Jón Hreggviðsson. “I’m not his undertaker.”
He moved to pick up his whip, gloves, and line and sinker, but Bendix stopped him and said:
“If I were in your shoes I would first call upon six witnesses to come and examine the evidence.”
This was on a Sunday. It was decided that Jón Hreggviðsson should ride to Saurbær, where he could ask some churchgoers to come and examine the body of the hangman Sigurður Snorrason as it had been found in the stream. A large group of people rode back with him out of sheer curiosity to see the dead hangman, and six said that they would be willing to swear oaths that no wounds could be seen upon the body, nor any evidence indicating that hands had been laid upon the man, except that the eyes, nostrils, and mouth were closed.
The hangman’s body was dragged back to Galtarholt, and afterward they all rode back to their own homes.

3
The next day’s weather was bright and still and people were at their various tasks on land and sea, but Jón Hreggviðsson lay prone in bed, cursing his wife and begging the Lord with painful moans to give him tobacco and brennivín and three mistresses. The half-wit sat on the floor and laughed fervently as he pulled apart pieces of wool. The obtrusive stench of the lepers prevailed over the other stenches in the room.
Suddenly the dog starts howling from the rooftop, and a low thundering of horses’ hooves rolls in from outside. Presently bridle bits rattle and men’s voices murmur just beyond the door; a commanding voice orders the grooms to their work. Jón Hreggviðsson didn’t move a muscle. His wife came running into the room, gasping and panting, saying:
“Lord Jesus have mercy on me, the gentry have come.”
“The gentry,” said Jón Hreggviðsson. “Haven’t they finished flaying off my skin? What more do they want?”
But space for long-winded conversation soon vanished as the sounds of footsteps, voices, and the rustling of clothing swept in from the corridor. The visitors had invited themselves in.
First to step over Jón Hreggviðsson’s threshold was a thickly set, ruddy nobleman in a wide mantle, with a hat tied under his chin, a heavy golden ring, a silver cross on a chain, and a costly riding crop. After him came a woman wearing a yellow chimney-hat, a red silk scarf, and a dark, full-length riding frock. The woman had not yet reached middle age and had rosy cheeks, though her bearing suggested a slackening of youthful tension; she was beginning to put on some weight, and an air of worldliness marked her countenance. Following her came another woman, very young. She was, with respect to her youth, a lyrical image of the first, having experienced less of the things that make a woman. She wore no hat, and her head shone with disheveled hair. Her slender body was childishly supple, her eyes as unworldly as the blue of heaven. Her comprehension was still limited to only the beauty of things, rather than to their usefulness, and thus the smile she displayed as she stepped into this house had nothing to do with human life. Her gown was high-waisted and indigo blue, with a spangle of silver at the neckline. She held up the hem with dainty fingers, revealing red ribbed stockings over her shoes.
Last in this outstanding entourage came a nobleman whose bearing was composed, attentive, and self-assured. The man was in good condition, and it was difficult to determine his age; his face was smooth and his nose straight, the appearance of his mouth both supple and sad, almost feminine, yet lacking fickleness. His measured movements testified to years of self-discipline. His glance was tranquil and determined, yet his eyes were fully sympathetic, large and lucid, giving the impression that their field of vision was wider than that of other men and that therefore less could be concealed before them. These eyes assessed everything more by nature than curiosity, faculty than effort, reminding one of the calm surface of a lake. They were the hallmark of the man. In actuality, the visitor would have more closely resembled a wise commoner rather than an aristocrat, had not his attire made the difference. Most aristocrats could be distinguished by their bearing, acting as if they ruled the world, but this one expressed himself through his careful but unpretentious taste. The aesthete in him spoke out from every seam, each pleat, every proportion in the cut of his clothing; his boots were of fine English leather. His wig, which he wore under his brimmed hat even amongst boors and beggars, was exquisitely fashioned, and was as smartly coiffured as if he were going to meet the king.
Following a few steps behind this elegant company came Jón Hreggviðsson’s pastor, the parish priest at Garðar, along with his curly-tailed sheepdog, sniffing. It quickly became too crowded having so many magnates in the sitting room at once, so Jón Hreggviðsson’s wife dragged the half-wit up onto the bed to allow the gentry more room.
“Well, my dear Jón Hreggviðsson from Rein, look at what fate has handed you,” said the priest. “Here is the bishop of Skálholt himself, with the daughters of Magistrate Eydalín: the bishop’s wife, Madam Jórunn, and her sister Lady Snæfríður, the flower of maidens. And finally, who else but Arnas Arnæus himself, the right-hand man of our Most Gracious Sire and Hereditary King, Assessor and Professor at the University of Copenhagen—all gathered here in your sitting room.”
Jón Hreggviðsson gave a tiny snort, nothing more.
“Is the farmer ill?” asked the bishop, who was the only one of the visitors to extend him his hand, with its heavy golden ring.
“I would hardly call it that,” said Jón Hreggviðsson. “I was flogged yesterday.”
“He’s lying—he was flogged the day before yesterday. Yesterday he killed someone, the poor wretch,” said his wife quickly and sharply, and she slipped as swiftly as she could out the door behind the visitors.
Jón Hreggviðsson said: “I beg my venerable excellencies to pay no attention to this she-creature, for just who she is can best be seen by that little puke of hers up there on the bed—and slink yourself off, you idiot!—don’t let decent folk see you. Little Gunna, Gunna! Where’s my dear Gunna, who at least has my eyes?”
The girl ignored his calls, and the bishop turned to the priest and asked whether any beneficium* had reached these poor souls. He was told that they had never asked for such a thing. The bishop’s wife clasped her husband’s arm and leaned toward him. Snæfríður Eydalín glanced at her serene companion and her involuntary smile dwindled into a look of panic.
The bishop bade Reverend Þorsteinn announce the assessor’s business and then call upon all of the house’s occupants to come and receive his blessing.
Reverend Þorsteinn began his speech by reiterating what a great distinction it was for this household to receive the erudite scholar from the great capital of Copenhagen, Arnas Arnæus, friend of the king, comrade-in-arms of counts and barons, and the true pride of this our poor land amongst the nations. He desired to purchase any and all ancient tatters of writing, whether on parchment or paper: old scrolls, scraps, anything resembling a letter or a book that was decaying now in all haste in the keeping of the destitute and wretched inhabitants of this miserable land. These people, he said, no longer had any understanding of such things, due to the ill-effects of starvation and other types of divine punishment suffered by impenitent folk and those who are ungrateful to Christ. The assessor, said the priest, would find for these poor scraps of books a place of refuge in his own great mansion in the city of Copenhagen, to be stored for all eternity so that the learned men of the world could be sure that once upon a time there had lived in Iceland folk to be reckoned men, such as Gunnar of Hlíðarendi and the farmer Njáll and his sons.* Next Reverend Þorsteinn explained that it had come to his master’s knowledge, through the power of prophecy possessed only by learned witnesses to divine wisdom, that the simpleton Jón Hreggviðsson from Rein had in his keeping several ancient pieces of vellum containing writings from the Catholic era, and thus had this lofty company, which was traveling to Skálholt from Eydalur in the west, detoured and made its way hither to Akranes, to discuss the matter with the wretched tenant of Christ who here napped, freshly flogged, upon his bed. The assessor was very interested in seeing these tatters if they were still in existence, in borrowing them if they were available for loan, or in buying them if they were for sale.
Jón Hreggviðsson, unfortunately, could not recall having in his possession any skin-patches, tatters, or scraps that preserved the memory of men of ancient times, and thought it sad that such a noble company should have come so far on such a hopeless quest. In this household there were no books to be found but for a shred of the Graduale and a copy of the half-rhymed Kross School Hymns written by Reverend Halldór from Presthólar.* Gunnar of Hlíðarendi, he said, would never have composed such hymns. There was no one on the farm able to read fluently except for Jón Hreggviðsson’s mother: she had attained to this art because her father had been a bookbinder for the late Reverend Guðmundur in Holt out west and had worked on old books until the day he died. Jón Hreggviðsson said that he himself never read except when he was forced to do so, though he had learned from his mother all the necessary sagas, ballads, and old genealogies, and he claimed to be descended from Haraldur Hilditönn, the Danish king, on his father’s side. He said that he would never forget such excellent ancients as Gunnar of Hlíðarendi, King Pontus, and Örvar-Oddur,* who were twelve ells high and could have lived to be three hundred years old if they hadn’t run into any trouble, and that if he had such a book he would send it immediately and for free to the king and his counts, to prove to them that there had indeed once been real men in Iceland. On the other hand, he reckoned, it was hardly due to impenitence that the Icelanders were now fallen into misery, because when had Gunnar of Hlíðarendi ever done penance? Never. He said that his mother had never grown tired of singing the penitential hymns of Reverend Halldór from Presthólar, but she had very little to show for it. On the contrary, he said, lack of fishing tackle had done far more harm to the Icelanders than lack of penitence, and his own misfortune had originated when he let himself be tempted by a piece of cord. But no one should think, least of all his dear lord bishop, that he was ungrateful to Christ, or that he would ever squander Christ’s property; quite the opposite, he said—he thought that this landowner and heavenly farmer had always been lenient and forgiving toward his poor tenant, and that they’d always gotten along quite well.
As the householder was talking the others came in to receive the blessing of the bishop of Skálholt. The nodous aunt with exposed fingerbones and the ulcerous sister whose face had been eaten away would not be still until they had pushed themselves up into the visitors’ faces, eye to eye with the finery of the world. Few disfigured folk are as quick as lepers to use any opportunity they can to display their sores, especially to those in authority, often doing so with a certain provocative pride that can disarm even the most valiant man and make the most handsome ludicrous in his own eyes: Look, this is what the Lord in his mercy has granted me, this is my deserved reward from the Lord, say these images of men, and at the same time they ask: Where’s your reward, how has the Lord honored you? Or even: The Lord has stricken me with these sores for your sake.
The half-wit had always been jealous of the two lepers and took it badly that they were closer to the action now that such a great event was taking place, so he teased and harassed them as much as he could by kicking, pinching, and spitting at them, forcing Jón Hreggviðsson to yell at him several times to clear off. Reverend Þorsteinn’s dog put its tail between its legs and ran out. The bishop’s wife tried to smile cordially at the two lepers who lifted their black faces toward her, but the damsel Snæfríður turned herself with a cry away from this sight, raised her hands involuntarily to the shoulders of Arnæus, who stood at her side, curled herself suddenly and tremblingly up to his breast, tore herself away from him again and tried to regain her composure, and then said in a restrained, somewhat melancholy voice:
“My friend, why have you brought me into this dreadful house?”
The remainder of the occupants, the mother, the daughter, and the wife, had now arrived to receive the bishop’s blessing. The old mother kneeled before the bishop and kissed his ring according to ancient custom, and His Excellency helped her to her feet. The dark, frightened eyes of the girl, convex and shining, were the house’s finest ornament. The wife stood behind in the doorway, sharp-nosed and shrill-voiced, ready to disappear if something should happen.
“It would seem, as I have told my lord many times, that there is no great treasure to be found here,” said Reverend Þorsteinn. “Even the mercy of the Lord is entirely more distant from this house than from the others in the parish.”
There was only one man in this stately company who was not affected by anything sinister, whose aristocratic tranquillity could not be displaced, and to whom nothing came by surprise, neither here nor elsewhere. Nothing in the countenance of Arnas Arnæus indicated that he was anything other than completely satisfied in this house. He had now struck up a conversation with the old woman, slow in his speech, humble and unpretentious like a rustic who has contemplated many things in his solitude. There was a softness to his deep voice, more like velvet than eiderdown. It turned out, extraordinarily so, that he, the king’s confidant, the table-companion of counts, and the pride of our people amongst the nations, this far-traveled cosmopolitan who could scarcely be considered an Icelander except according to dreams and fables, knew thoroughly the descent and origins of this paltry old woman and could name all of her relatives in the western part of the country, and he said with a gentle smile that he had more than once held in his hands small books that her father had bound for a certain Reverend Guðmundur who had died over a hundred years ago.
“It is unfortunate,” he added, looking toward the bishop, “—it is unfortunate that the late Reverend Guðmundur from Holt was in the habit of having ancient manuscripts of famous sagas torn apart, when every single page, or even half-page, or even one tiny shred of these manuscripts was auro carior*—it would not have been too much to trade landed estates for some of them. Afterward he would have the parchment leaves used for covers or involucra* for the prayer books and hymnbooks that he received unbound from the printshop in Hólar, and he would give them to his parishioners in exchange for fish.”
He turned back to the old woman and said:
“I thought it might be pleasurable to ask whether my dear old mother might not want to show me to the places where scraps of patched-up skin-breeches or worn-out old shoes are sometimes left and forgotten in corners: under the bed, in the kitchen, out in the storehouse, or up in the storehouse loft; or else in the wall-slats of the outer shed, where sometimes during the winters useless patches are packed into the gaps to keep the snow from drifting in. Or perhaps she might have an old bag or box of rubbish in which I might rummage around a bit, just in the hope of finding something, even if it were nothing but a miserable shred of a book cover from the days of Reverend Guðmundur from Holt.”
But in this household there was no bag or box of rubbish, neither was there a storehouse loft. The assessor, however, did not look any more likely to leave because of this, and although the bishop was becoming slightly restless and wanted to finish bestowing his blessing, the friend of the king continued to smile sympathetically at the family.
“There’s nothing—unless you might want to try the bottom of my mother’s bed,” said Jón Hreggviðsson.
“Oh yes, of course—the things our dear old ladies hoard!” said the assessor, and he took snuff from his pouch and offered some to all, including the idiot and both of the lepers.
When Jón Hreggviðsson had partaken of some of this excellent tobacco it dawned on him that something must surely have become of the old pieces of skin they’d given up on trying to use to patch his breeches a few years ago.
Dust and poison gushed up from the old and moldy hay within the woman’s bed as they began their search. Mixed up in the hay was all kinds of garbage, such as bottomless shoe-tatters, shoe-patches, old stocking legs, rotten rags of wadmal, pieces of cord, fibers, fragments of horseshoes, horns, bones, gills, fishtails hard as glass, broken wooden bolts and other scraps of wood, loom-weights, shells both flat and whorled, and starfish. The bedstead was even roomy enough to accommodate several useful and extraordinary things, including girth buckles, sea beans, whipstocks, and age-old coppers.
Jón Hreggviðsson himself had crept over to help the Professor Antiquitatum* rummage in the old woman’s bed. The two elegant women had gone outside but the two lepers remained behind with the bishop. The old woman stood off to one side. As they began their search a blush appeared on her shriveled cheeks and her pupils widened, and the longer they searched the more startled she became as another nerve was touched with each new item they uncovered, until finally she started to tremble. In the end she lifted her skirt up to her eyes and sobbed quietly. The bishop of Skálholt had been standing nearby, watching the assessor’s methods with a skeptical eye, and when he saw the old woman begin to cry he stroked her soft, wet cheeks with Christlike mercy and tried to assure her that they would not take away anything that was of value to her.
After a long and thorough search through the old hay the noble visitor dragged out some wadded and hole-riddled parchment scraps that were so shriveled, shrunken, and hardened by age that it was impossible to smooth them out.
While he was searching through the rubbish, the quiet nobleman’s eyes had reflected a modest and apologetic amusement, but this suddenly gave way to an impersonal, dutiful earnestness as he held his find up to the soft light coming through the window screen. He blew on the parchment and scrutinized it, then took a silk handkerchief from his breast pocket and dusted it.
“Membranum,”* he said finally, glancing momentarily at his friend the bishop, and they both examined it: several sheets of calfskin gathered and threaded at the spine, the thread having long since torn or gone rotten. The surface of the parchment was black and grimy, but one could easily discern a text there, written in a Gothic script. They became eager and reverential at once, handling these shriveled rags as carefully as if they were holding a skinless embryo, and muttering Latin words such as “pretiosissima,” “thesaurus,” and “cimelium.”*
“The script can be dated to circa 1300,” said Arnas Arnæus. “It would be my guess, from the evidence, that this is a page from the Skálda* itself.”
Then he turned to the old woman, said that here were six pages from an ancient manuscript, and asked how many pages she might have had originally.
The old woman stopped crying when she saw that they didn’t want to take anything more valuable from the bottom of her bed, and answered that she wouldn’t have ever had more than one other page. She could dream back to having once, a long time ago, softened up this tangled mess of skin and torn a page from it to use as a patch for her dear Jón’s breeches, but the piece had turned out to be completely useless because it wouldn’t hold a thread. When the visitor asked what had become of this particular page, the woman answered that she’d never been in the habit of throwing away anything that might be useful, least of all scraps of skin—she’d had enough trouble throughout her entire life trying to scrape together enough material to make shoes for
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