Iceland's literary output inspiring; Nation's love of writing
comes from the gut
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"There's a saying in Iceland that everyone has a book in their stomach waiting to come out," says Egill
Johannsson, managing director at Forlagid, Iceland's biggest publishing house.

Icelanders have an ardent tireless enthusiasm for writing, says Johannsson, which can make it hard
for a publisher to enjoy a drink with friends in Reykjavik.

"Going to a bar can be very difficult," he says, laughing. "A couple of beers and | will need to listen to a
lot of poetry and ideas."

It's not always a bad thing, he notes; a number of Forlagid's bestselling books began as pub pitches.

Iceland is well-known for its literary output. Some news sources report as many as one in 10
Icelanders will become published authors (though others say this includes letters to the editor, not just
books). Successful contemporary authors include Sjon, winner of the Nordic Council's Literature Prize
for Fiction (who also writes lyrics for Icelandic singer Bjork), crime writers Arnaldur Indridason and Arni
Thorarinsson, and novelist Audur Ava Olafsdottir, who are all popular abroad, with works translated
into other languages.

And some of us may have heard of the Icelandic-Canadian poet Stephan G. Stephansson (1853-1927)
who spent a significant chunk of his life in Markerville, near Red Deer.

In Iceland, he's a household name; Icelanders even come on organized tours to Alberta to see
Stephansson House Provincial Historic Site.



On a recent trip to the northern European island, | spoke with a number of authors and publishers
about Iceland's burgeoning lit scene, which I'd describe as small but mighty - and distinct.

Unlike Canada and the U.S., there aren't literary agents in Iceland; authors deal with publishers
directly. And there's a strong culture of self-publishing, meaning writers who don't land a book deal will
still be respected and sold in places like Eymundsson, the Icelandic bookstore chain. "You'll be
shelved next to the bestselling authors in Iceland," Johannsson says.

Iceland's love of literature and storytelling can be attributed in part to the Icelandic Sagas, historical
Viking prose in Old Norse dating back to the 10th and 11th centuries. "Our cultural heritage is the
written word; Icelanders' identity is the written word," says Johannsson.

But literature is also big in Iceland because of a tradition of book giving, which began during the First
World War.

"Books became the main present to give at Christmas," he explains, due to a lack of other giftable
merchandise on the island.

"Most people get a book for Christmas. So that's more than 300,000 copies up for grabs," says
prominent writer Andri Magnason. "The market is quite good."

Gulli Kristmundsson is a book nerd who receives on average three to seven books for Christmas.
"Then they circle around in the family," he says, "or | give them to my grandmother."

Forlagid publishes about 150 titles a year, and has managed to be profitable since it started in 2001.
The company is a family business (of the 35 employees, one-third are Johannsson's relatives,
including his mom, dad and wife). They're a feline-friendly operation, too: "CEO" Randver is one of two
cats on staff.

Most staff have clawed their way into a job, including Erla Gunnarsdottir. "I'm a bookworm and I've
always wanted to work here," she says. "Everyone is insanely nice. | waited a few months, because
there's always a snake (in a workplace). But there's no snake! I'm never leaving."

I love Iceland's love of books, its grassroots, small-town approach to publishing, its support for
Icelandic authors. Writers Kari Tulinius and Valgerdur Thoroddsdottir run Partus Press , which
publishes small volumes of Icelandic poetry. It's run by volunteers, but it manages to pay the authors
and sells out every run of about 200 copies. "They're about the price of a coffee drink, a double latte,"
says Tulinius. The pair got the press going in 2010, after the country's financial collapse. "We wanted
to be frugal but also not ugly. We didn't want it to be photocopied and stapled." In Reykjavik, the
lunchtime poetry readings in the city library are well-attended, and it's not just because of the yummy
soup. There is even a walking tour app, Literary Reykjavik, which guides you around book-and author-
related sites of interest in the city.

Magnason, 40, is a writer of poetry, non-fiction and fiction. The Story of the Blue Planet was the first
children's book to snag the Icelandic Literary Prize. Thanks to a multi-year government stipend for
authors, Magnason and his wife, a nurse, can support their four children while Maganson writes books
full-time.

The scene is largely supportive, too. "Both in music and in literature, it's more friendly than competitive.
People are by nature competitive but | don't feel this nagging and friction."

Says Tulinius: "The market is small enough that no one feels very threatened by anyone. People do
have fallings out on Facebook and unfriend each other, but it usually lasts about a week. You run into
the person you had a Facebook fight with and you realize you just misunderstood one another." It's not
dissimilar to the supportive, friendly vibe | know in Edmonton.



I know we're not at the epicentre of the CanLit scene, and | know we haven't got the Icelandic Sagas
as our literary foundation, but | think we could learn from Icelanders. Literary walking tour app,
anyone?



