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			Acclaim for The Museum of Whales You Will Never See

			“Unseen treasures are hidden in the corners of Iceland—and inside this book. Glittering with whimsy and speckled with small drawings, The Museum of Whales provides a much-needed detour to a place most of us won’t ever get to see.”

			—NEWSWEEK

			“A delightful one-of-a-kind journey.”

			—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY (STARRED REVIEW)

			“Beguiling and witty . . . There’s an air of Italo Calvino’s fantastical Invisible Cities wafting its way throughout.”

			—KIRKUS REVIEWS

			“So attentive and meticulous and compassionate a voice, a touch, that every light and feathery (avian, human) thing here gathered . . . seems pristine in all its qualities.”

			—DAVID SEARCY

			“Like a dream . . . As the sentences unspool their disarming lyricism . . . Greene allows delight to converse with revulsion, incantation with nightmare, tradition with oddity.”

			—MATTHEW GAVIN FRANK 

			“This is a book that opens a pathway into the depth and variegated distances of the human heart, enriching the experience we call: to be alive.”

			—KURT CASWELL

			“A delightful, lyrical tribute to those who gather, record, and preserve.”

			—MALACHY TALLACK

			“Greene’s wit and deep curiosity cast sparks across every page.”

			—PHILIP GRAHAM

			“A beautiful, buoyant read . . . Funny and powerfully poetic.”

			—CHRISTINE COULSON

			“Read this book. You will be happier, and richer in spirit, for it.”

			—BEN FOUNTAIN
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			For the sorcerer who took me to see petrified trolls,

			who sent me running from the museum to catch a car departing

			even before I understood that I might hope to see whales

		

	
		
			
			
				Tears fall in all the rivers: again some driver

				pulls on his gloves and in a blinding snowstorm starts

				upon a fatal journey, again some writer

				runs howling to his art.

				—W. H. AUDEN, “JOURNEY TO ICELAND”

				When they boarded the boats, the Icelanders had the heaviest trunks. Because they packed their trunks with books. Not clothes, not shoes. Books. You don’t feel starving or in pain if you have a book.

				—VALGEIR ÞORVALDSSON

				Why have a museum if you don’t have a story?

				—VALDÍS EINARSDÓTTIR
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			Points of Reference

			MASS AND WEIGHT

			
				4 kilograms = 8.8 pounds = 16 merkur = the approximate weight of a human baby

				20 tons = 40,000 pounds = the approximate weight of a red comb sea monster

			

			DISTANCE

			
				500 kilometers = 310 miles = approximate stretch of southern coast without a bay

				ell = length of an arm from elbow to the tip of the middle finger ≈ 18 inches

				40 ells ≈ 20 yards ≈ 18 meters ≈ length of a narwhal according to the 1585 Ortelius map ≈ 3x modern records of adult narwhal lengths

			

			CURRENCY

			
				800 kronur (ISK) ≈ $6.50 (USD) ≈ 6 euros (EUR) ≈ 5.5 British pounds (GBP) ≈ approximate cost of museum admission

				3 cows = the cost of the first Icelandic language Bible, in 1584

			

			TEMPERATURE

			
				81 degrees Fahrenheit = 27 degrees Celsius = approximate peak recorded temperature in Iceland

			

			SEASONS

			By the old Icelandic reckoning, there are two seasons: summer and winter.

			Summer begins the first Thursday after April 18. Winter begins on a Saturday in October, twenty-six weeks after the start of summer. Where I’ve taken the liberty of “spring” and “fall,” they correspond to the time of year otherwise so named in climates of the Northern Hemisphere.

			A Brief Introduction to Séríslensk Stafsetning, or Specifically Icelandic Orthography

			As a student of Icelandic, you will become sensitive to the particular sounds and rules of letters like á, au, é, ei, í, ý, æ, ö, dj, f, g, hv, j, ll, p, and r; sensitive to the y sound that j makes, as in Reykjavík; and attentive to the trill of the r. As a tourist to Icelandic you might muddle through acute accents, but at the very least, you’ll want a passing familiarity with eth and thorn.

			The letter thorn (Þ in upper case, þ in lower case) is a survivor. It was popular in many historical languages, Old English included, but Icelandic is the only living language that still uses it. In shape it may resemble a pedestrian p, but it sounds like the “th” in “Thor,” god of thunder and strength. Look for it in the bird name þórshani, or the last name Þorsteinsson, or the first names Þórður and Þorvaldur, and you can’t miss it in the full name Þorbjörn Þórðarson. It is the soft, voiceless, almost whispered th of “thick” and “thin” and “thistle.”
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			The letter eth (Ð or ð) shares ancient history with that runic letter thorn, and will come in handy if you have a brush with Faroese or Elfdalian. It looks like Ð in the upper case, which won’t come up much since it never starts an Icelandic word, but the lower case ð shows up plenty. It’s there in towns like Siglufjörður and Bjarnafjörður and Ólafsfjörður. It’s there in basically every Icelandic home, though it’s been centuries since anyone bathed in the room called baðstofa. There are those who would rather transliterate it to the visually similar d, but it is there nonetheless, making a voiced, vibrating th sound like “this.”

			

		

	
		
			

			Arrival

			Lilja collects me from the airport bus under a gray morning sky and, swinging my bag into her little silver car, asks if I got her message not to worry about the volcano. “Because you shouldn’t, and it won’t affect your trip, and these things happen all the time.”

			The whole trans-Atlantic approach from Boston to Reykjavík takes less than five hours, which is scarcely time enough to fall asleep or start a third in-flight movie or convince yourself of the proper pronunciation of every unfamiliar letter in the Icelandic alphabet—eth and thorn, especially—but it is apparently long enough to board an airplane and cross half an ocean without having any idea you are aimed straight at a sudden increase in seismic activity.

			Not that it should be surprising. Just the forty-five minutes from the international airport to the bus terminal downtown is a misty drive through old lava fields and venting hot springs, a gradual accumulation of houses and buildings tracing the ocean’s edge of an island straddling two tectonic plates—an island that rose up from these waters in the first place precisely because of those plates, their penchant to slip and grind and spill their molten heart.

			Lilja says, “Don’t worry about the volcano,” and in the same breath begins to describe the possibility of ash clouds and gas masks and helicopters plucking hikers from the mountains because there’s no better way to alert them that they may be in mortal peril.

			She pulls up the national weather service’s website, teaches me to toggle from the outline of Iceland annotated with the forecast of rain, to the one predicting the visibility of the northern lights, to the dots and stars mapping a string of tiny earthquakes, every shift and shock detected for the last seventy-two hours. Mostly, on the map, they register not much more than a 3.0 on the Richter scale. I grew up along another shoreline, in California, and the freckling map prompts a certain kind of nostalgia, a tenderness for these almost imperceptible events.

			I am to keep vigil, Lilja says. I am to refresh and refresh and refresh the map. It doesn’t matter that they are tiny, doesn’t matter that they are all but obscure. I am to watch whether the number of tremors waxes or wanes. I am to notice how their alignment is not random, every one of them a sign. I am to witness: Their accumulation, in fact, articulates the frontiers of fault line and fissure we cannot otherwise see. It describes those underpinnings shaping everything else. And, though we may tremble, it points us ever toward what may just happen next.

			The ridgelines here are black rock or lupine laced, perhaps dotted with sheep, if not dusted with snow. Where there is shoreline enough I pick up sea glass and shards of china, walk past feathers and sometimes bones. I have come, I think it is right to say, because of the borders of this place. Because not just here but always, something happens at the edges.

			I have come for the perimeter of territory staked out under the name “museum.” Because for all the museums I have worked for or volunteered at or interned with, for all the continents where I have been the museum visitor, I have never known a place where the boundaries between private collection and public museum are so profoundly permeable, so permissive, so easily transgressed and so transparent as if almost not to exist.

			“So maybe don’t make plans until we know if the lava is melting the glacial ice, if the flood of all that water unbound will close the northern roads or the southern roads or, who knows—it’s happened—both.”

			They say that if you’re baptized wrong, if the holy water does not wash over your eye, you may retain another sight, may see the elves even when they do not choose to reveal themselves to you. And I feel something of that old story here, that I have been given a glimpse of something extraordinary, hidden though it was there the whole time, interwoven amid everything else we see or know or put in our pockets or hold in our hands.

			Sometime later, in the calm of a museum café, I will be chatting with a family visiting from my homeland, and I will tell them how the local museum-studies professor puts the count at 265 museums and public collections in this country of 330,000 people, how that alone would be astonishing—but remember almost all these places have been established in the last twenty years, like seeds dormant forever and then triggered at last by some great fire, some sharp snap of frost, to finally take root and bloom.

			Amazing, they agree, though they sit there in the museum café, sipping their coffees, never leaving the antechamber for the exhibits within. Outside, the mist collects and recedes, gathers up and blows through, the world beyond the museum’s glass wall always there but veiled, disintegrating, fading in and out of perception’s reach.
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			“And anyway it doesn’t have to flood; it could spew ash. Maybe the crops die, maybe the sheep are poisoned, maybe you breathe through a washcloth and famine sparks the French Revolution.”

			These are old forces. The magma and the tremors. The famine and the want. The way we love rocks and birds and old boats and brass rings, and the way we survive this world because of the stories we fashion from its shards. We do not just keep and collect things, amass and restore them. We trouble ourselves to repurpose, create, and invent things just to carry, a little easier, those stories we cannot live without. Enchantments and mysteries and monsters and—the woman on the cusp of transformation searching for her sealskin so she can return home, become again what she was before—this is what we have always held on to, this is how we lash ourselves to the mast. These are old forces—irresistible, shaping the world anew.

		

	
		
			CABINET A

			The Museum of Something Mumbled

			There was famine. And the family determined they could save one son by sending him away. Or maybe they determined that with one less mouth to feed, they could save themselves. So they arranged for his passage to North America, a very long time on a ship. As the sailing date drew near, the boy was too sick to journey—but everything was arranged and someone had to go, so they sent a different, even younger son in his place.

			Relatives in North America dutifully met the ship, but when they could not find the name of the first son on the manifest, could not find the boy they had come for—and did not know to look for another—they went home empty-handed. It did not matter when they learned of the substitution, if they learned of the substitution. No one heard from the boy who had been sent on the ship. No one was found who claimed they had seen him. No one could determine where the lost boy had died.

			Only he wasn’t dead. More than a decade after that first ship had docked, he stepped off another, returning home to Iceland, intent to find a bride. In all that time he’d never written. In all that time he’d never sent word. He had scarcely more to say in the flesh: something curt and mumbled about the native people, that they should be treated better, but no further accounting of his survival, of how that starving child became a man, standing here in a buffalo coat.

			I myself know nothing more of him, of his story, would not know even this except for the buffalo coat, sequestered here in a glass case as if it had stepped into a phone booth to make a call. And even this, what little I know, feels misplaced, though it turns like a key in a lock.

			It feels like a story not meant for me, in part because it hardly feels on display. It’s not in the main museum but in an entry building, in a kind of hallway before temporary exhibits, at the far edge of the museum café. The coat has been given a footprint of text in its case, everything properly printed and kerned. It is a text shorter even than the story I tell here, the words in Icelandic but not echoed in another tongue, not a one of the other languages of the people who knew this man, knew the lost boy long enough for his shoulders to fill out this coat. I assume the text, too, says something curt and mumbled.

			This is the story I was given, though I came looking for a reverend, after I was shown that man’s frock and shoes. This is the story I was given after I kept asking about a different boat: the old fishing boat docked in sod and rotting on the museum lawn, never quite enough money to maintain it, now too dangerous to climb aboard, though anyone who grew up here used to clamber about its planks and railings as a child.

			I keep this stray gem as one does any precious thing. I have the sense to hold close this story I did not come for, could not have asked for. I see the windfall immediately. This is the story I was given only after I was given the grand tour, after I was invited to rest in the museum café, after I thought my questions were answered, after I was given coffee and given cake, until I could eat no more.
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				GALLERY 1

				ANATOMY OF A MUSEUM

				Icelandic Phallological Museum

				(Hið Íslenzka Reðasafn)
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			It’s different now. Whaling is legal again only recently—an industry shrunk until one family owns what whaling ships are left—but even though you can get it, people aren’t used to eating the meat. It used to be a bounty. The whalers used to give away chunks of leviathan if you showed up at the whaling station and brought a bag to put it in. Plastic grocery bags, mostly. But if you had some garbage bags, if you had some friends, if you called ahead and the whale they had was the right kind of whale, if you brought your own ax, they might save for you a bit of flesh they couldn’t use. And so you and your daughter might wrestle the penis of the whale—the tip, really, that third of it that extends from the body when, in death, the retractor muscles relax and the organ comes to equilibrium—wrestle its slippery dead weight into the backseat of your car.

			

			*

			The first Icelander I ever knew was Garðar. Garðar was tall and blond and worked with my sister at a government lab in California. He volunteered to help hang the cabinets in her new kitchen, and as we sat on the concrete floor smoothing out installation diagrams, I confessed that I really didn’t know anything about Iceland. I asked Garðar what he thought I should know.

			It occurs to me now that he could have told me about the island skimming the arctic circle or having a total human population of 330,000 or the highest literacy rate in the world or a government agency just for making foreign words into Icelandic ones (cell phones named from an archaic word for a young sheep, the buzz of it reminiscent of a bleat). He could have claimed the singer Björk or the band Sigur Rós and left it at that. He might well have mentioned his namesake, the Swedish Viking Garðar Svavarsson, and that for some time Iceland itself was named after that Garðar. But he didn’t say a thing about the years when Iceland was Garðarshólmi. He didn’t bring up any of that. Right off the bat, with no further introduction, the one thing he told me about Iceland was this: “We have a penis museum.”

			“Really?” I asked.

			“The only one in the world.”

			

			*

			I love a qualified superlative. Best or first or oldest is all well and good, but the oldest continually operating ice cream parlor in the world, for instance, the largest matchbook collection in Europe, the second-oldest museum west of the Mississippi—how much more charming are these claims for their tempered braggadocio, their peculiar specificity? And yet, in their precision they manage a curious elusiveness, keeping their calculations to themselves. Are we to suppose this is a humility born of the limits of even the most scrupulous research, that because there’s just no telling what all exists in the world, honor dictates we claim no more than we can prove? Or do they know well and good the supreme matchbook collection of the globe is in Uruguay and they just aren’t telling?

			At their finest, these titles sound like niches narrowed and narrowed until there is no possible competition. Victory by exclusion! Glory by attrition! And still they are stated with such triumph, as though it were a most coveted distinction to be the regional self-proclaimed nearly almost sometimes runner-up.

			By its own estimation, “The Icelandic Phallological Museum is probably the only museum in the world to contain a collection of phallic specimens belonging to all the various types of mammal found in a single country.”

			If any other institution is competing for this honor, it’ll be hard to beat a small island country situated at the kind of extreme latitude that discourages biodiversity. Indeed, if the collecting mission were limited to just the native land mammals of a country, Iceland could have retired after the collection of one single arctic fox.

			And why be limited to just mammals, one wonders. It’s not biology. Fish are certainly fair phallus game, as evidenced by the Icelandic Phallological Museum’s own display of two specimens of ocean perch. There are dragonflies with phalluses. And, sure, only 3 percent of bird species have any kind of phallus, but it’s hard to dismiss them as negligible when the duck’s penis is a corkscrewing tentacle of an organ that unfurls to a length equal to that of the duck’s whole body.

			But let’s, for the moment, stick to the stated objective of mammals. It sounds straightforward enough, the Phallological Museum’s collection a kind of mammal-phallus Noah’s Ark—all the animals led in one by one—but in fact there’s no official count for the number of mammal species in Iceland. On land you have to decide which of the introduced species count and whether your collecting mission expands with every imported exotic pet. In the water, you have to decide where Iceland ends and the open ocean begins. And then, even once you draw your borders, the ocean changes.

			Forty or fifty years ago you wouldn’t see a blue whale any farther north than the southern city of Reykjavík. Ditto for the humpback. Since then, changing water temperatures have drawn them farther and farther north, making them ever more present, while the right whale and the walrus are sighted less and less often. For that matter, there’s less and less ice to float polar bears close enough to swim the rest of the way from Greenland. Historically they arrived often enough that there’s official legislation about how to deal with them. As it is, the museum has one polar bear penis specimen: boneless, acquired late, that flesh the Icelandic Museum of Natural History didn’t need when preparing their skeleton mount. Indeed belugas used to be spotted off the Icelandic coast, but no longer. The museum has no specimen to represent them. And likely never will.

			

			*

			Sigurður Hjartarson was born in 1941, back when Icelanders were still born as citizens of Denmark. In the 1950s he spent summers doing ranch work up in the north country, where one of the tools he used was a pizzle. If at the time no one paid much mind to a wizened, dried bull’s penis being used as a whip, come 1974 it was an object of curiosity. By that time Sigurður was headmaster at a secondary school on the southwest coast, where he received a pizzle as a gift from a pupil’s parent. He doesn’t say why.

			Sigurður has a master’s degree in Latin American history. A textbook he wrote is still in use in Iceland’s tenth-grade classrooms, and the summer we met he was translating an 1806 manuscript on the conquest of Mexico. He is a great visitor of churches and museums; when in Spain he always visits the Goyas at the Prado and a tapestry museum/workshop near the railway station. In 1977 he helped found Friends of the Arctic Fox, a conservation group that remains active to this day, and has written some fifty articles on the subject. Which is all just to say: A pizzle is not necessarily the obvious thing to give this man.

			But I like to believe if you were going to give a whip to a headmaster, the pizzle would be your choice. Both its use and its origin suggest a certain violence and a commensurate authority, and yet to take it out of the country is to take it out of use, to render the dried old skin all the more impotent. Which makes the gift a bit ridiculous, a bite of satire under the mask of tradition. And as such it is a good gift after all; if Sigurður has been endowed with anything, it is a sense of humor.

			Whatever the intent of the gift, its effect was inspiration. Not for Sigurður—he left it on a shelf in his office. But some of the teachers worked summers at a whaling station nearby, and once they knew about the pizzle, they started hauling whale penises into Sigurður’s office. Which is to say, the initial expansion of the collection started as a joke. Imagine the strange satisfaction of plopping a giant penis across your boss’s desk. Yes, it was a very good joke. And then, it’s hard to say when, it became something more.

			

			*

			Hermes, before he was a god of travelers, was a god of transitions and boundaries. Which I wouldn’t think about much, even with the oceans warming and all the migrations rerouted, except that I once read about Alcibiades—that he was put on trial in absentia and sentenced to death for the mutilation of the Athenian hermai. Hermai, I should mention, are not people. A herm is a square- or rectangular-based prism of stone the height of a man with the head of a god and, here’s the thing, male genitalia protruding from that prism in exactly the place you should find it if the prism were a body and not a slab. I have a certain affection for the hermai. I like to think, though it certainly is not true, that they represent a kind of missing link in the evolution of sculpture. I like to think first there were slabs and then there were busts and then, having mastered the head, someone decided to add the next most essential element, and later you get legs and then arms and before you know it we have—both at the National Mall and in the history of representational sculpture—something like the Washington Monument on one end and the Lincoln Memorial on the other.

			When I traveled in Greece I did not meet the hermai at crossroads, which used to be their place, but in museums, where it was easy in my youth to dismiss them as juvenile or caricature or the work of an artist too lazy to finish the job. The hermai vary, of course—not even all of them are meant to be the god Hermes—but I encountered so many with their lascivious grins and lavishly exaggerated genitalia that in my earnestness and prudishness I could not take them seriously.

			And yet, the first time I ever seriously thought about penises was in a Greek museum. Specifically, it was the national museum in Athens, where one bright March day our classics professor, Jörgen Ernstson, was wearing an ascot printed with tiny elephants and palm trees, and casually pointing out that the male genitalia represented in the statues of classical Greece were disproportionate to the rest of the figure. Too small, in fact.

			Jörgen Ernstson had been trying to talk about identification, about how no one could tell if the bronze in front of us was Zeus or Poseidon because whatever the bearded fellow had been holding in his right hand was lost, and without that lightning bolt/trident/something else entirely, all we could really say was that the arms were too long for the body. We might have had a different conversation altogether if someone had brought up the eyeless eye sockets, but the group of young men in our cohort elected a representative among them and asked, instead, about the penis.

			We can only guess that the arms are elongated because of perspective, to counteract an illusion of foreshortening, that the statue was not situated to emphasize wingspan but with the viewer in the same plane, directly in the path of whatever was being held up as if to be thrown. We don’t know why the arms are so long, but there was definitely an answer for penis scale. At least for purposes of representation, the penis was considered by the Greeks if not exactly vulgar, then certainly something base. A constant reminder of the physical, the carnal, the hard to control. It was an animal attribute. Man in his ideal was a thing of reason, able to subvert the animal, and so there you had it: great men without great endowments.

			The males in our group snickered. They’d been wondering for a while, actually, and were relieved to have an explanation. But it hit me differently. I hadn’t noticed. Normally in a hall of nude statuary I’d find a way to casually avert my eyes, to draw attention neither to my looking nor to my not looking. But this new information made a difference. I felt the permission to look. Nay, not just look, but scrutinize—and not just permission, but obligation. Just the difference in belly buttons on figures at Zeus’s temple in Olympia is enough to conclude that the pediment sculptures at the temple’s front were made by one workshop and the ones facing away from the back by another. One must always pay attention, it turns out. So much depends on an outie. And penis size, I was shocked to discover, meant something after all.

			

			*

			The drinking helped. You cannot receive a whale penis, I think we will agree, and not have your friends find out. Not in a town of five thousand people. Not when these are friends you drink with. And it probably does not matter that your friends are academics and members of parliament—someone is going to make a joke. Indeed, the jokes will get harder and harder to resist. Your friends will insert them everywhere. It’s natural. There’s no helping it. They’ll become a handful. And no matter how erudite or innocent you imagine yourself to be, you will discover that everything is funnier when you talk about a penis museum. Eventually you will—you must—surrender to its charms.

			And so it was at the bar in Akranes. Before you knew it, Sigurður and his friends were joking their way through the finer points of organizing an imaginary establishment. They coined an Icelandic acronym for the Phallological Museum: RIS/HIS, a play on words that translates as “rise happy.” The English word phallological is Sigurður’s own coinage, but he credits a colleague in the Latin department for describing the hypothetical institution as a phalloteca. They were always generous with one another, their contributions rewarded in honorifics from the nonexistent institution, until every one of them was pronounced, at the very least, an upright member in good standing.

			None of this was raised as a serious possibility, of course. But that it existed as any kind of possibility, no matter how dubious, changed things. The Icelandic Phallological Museum became, if only remotely, possible. It had been given the special power of something with a name. The collection may have started with a whip, but the museum, I believe it is safe to say, was born at the bar.

			They weren’t necessarily accurate prognosticators. No one at the bar said, “Wouldn’t it be great if your daughter and daughter-in-law had a bit of space in their children’s clothing shop for your museum and you could sit whittling penis souvenirs while grading papers?” But so it went. The women were having trouble making rent, so they offered Sigurður half the roughly 3,800-square-foot storefront in a tidy little alley off Reykjavík’s main shopping street. Sigurður was already in his third decade of collecting, and he had representations for thirty-four of the island’s thirty-six mammal species sitting at home. So why not? He moved sixty-two specimens into his half of the shop, and the Icelandic Phallological Museum opened to the public on August 23, 1997. It was Sigurður’s fifty-sixth birthday.

			

			*

			The first article about the collection was published seventeen years before there was any museum to visit. The early thrust of the collection was whales, and by 1980 there were thirteen specimens to report on. A Reykjavík paper decided to cover the penises under a headline that translates as 30KG WHALE PENIS DELIVERED IN A PLASTIC BAG.

			When I ask Sigurður how a collection becomes a museum, he shrugs. It’s the same reaction I get from the retired professor at the Volcano Museum, out on the Snæfellsnes Peninsula, or really from any museum anywhere else in this country. These things, he says, who knows? The local newspaper finds out you have an interest and they publish something, people ask to see what you’ve got, they make appointments to come over, and the whole thing matures, transitions. With every inquiry, the private collection becomes a bit more public. And then, one day, strangers are giving you money.

			In Sigurður’s case, someone from a local women’s group might call to arrange a field trip, or a friend hosting a few foreign visitors would ask to stop by. In Iceland, a bachelorette party is not a stag party or a hen party but a “goose party,” and the goose parties, too, started calling.

			Maybe it means nothing (I’m almost sure that’s so), but I will note that all the museum’s opening-night speeches were made by women. The men—all the writers and parliamentarians, the left-leaning, beer-drinking men who had been gabbing and joshing and prodding the museum along for years—were silent. They stood on the sidelines and clapped. It was as if by that time there was nothing left to be said. Their words had already done their work, given them this place to stand in, and perhaps that was enough to reckon with to leave them speechless.

			Only one of them, a musician, had anything to offer up: an original composition he played later that night, when everyone had settled in, the speeches were over, and perhaps the less serious talk had resumed.

			

			*

			The Icelandic Phallological Museum is smaller than you’d think. The domestic collection of 212 specimens fits in one room. The combined sixty-four items in the foreign and folkloric collections share an oversize alcove. And yet, still, it is a little overwhelming. The first thing I do at the Icelandic Phallological Museum, moments after I have crossed its threshold, is pause long enough to collect myself, and visit the loo.

			Even for those 60 percent of visitors who won’t be using a phallus to relieve themselves, the water closet seems a natural introduction to the subject at hand—and the very architecture of the museum suggests the option. The main door opens to a landing, a small foyer presenting two options to continue on. Stairs up and to the left arrive at the museum galleries; stairs down and to the right (it sounds almost Freudian) deliver you to locked storage and the WC.

			This is not by design. The design suggested for the museum, according to a cartoon in the archives, was a long corridor of a gallery met at one end by a pair of circular structures housing a gift shop in one lobe and a café in the other—a structure not unlike the actual design of Iceland’s international airport, the aerial views of which were much commented on after its unveiling. No, that the museum should be housed in the peculiar architecture of Héðinsbraut 3a has only to do with the local bank, which offered the location to the museum for pennies on the dollar, glad to
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