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colors. Sometimes you're walking down the main street in the 

capital and, out of nowhere, you come across a statue of a bear, 

dukes up, above the legend BERLIN 2,380 KM. Everything's out of 

context here because there simply is no context. 

Much of Iceland still has the phlegmatic, Spartan style of the 

laconic north. The best hotels in Reykjavik offer little more than 

a bed, perhaps a TV; and a Bible in Icelandic (with separate New 

Testament in German, French, and English); in rural areas, visi

tors generally stay in boarding schools. The museum in Akranes, 

the finest I saw in the country, offers a dentist's drill. On holidays, 

couples in cocktail dresses and suits munch on sheep's heads, ram's 

testicles, reindeer, and ptarmigan; Auden and MacNeice gnawed 

less happily on "half-dry, half-rotten shark." One Westman Is

lander told me that during the terrible volcanic eruption of 

1973, he went with his grandmother to the harbor just in time to 

see the last fishing boat fleeing to the mainland. "Oh, well," the 

grandmother said as lava poured toward her, burying five hun

dred houses, "the last boat's gone. Let's go home and have a 

coffee." 

Iceland has yet to lose this never-never quality. It is a cozy, friendly, 

Christmas tree kind of place: Even the chic black-leather girls 

who come into the cafes on Saturday afternoon are carrying bun

dles of babyhood in their arms. My old friend Kristin, now study

ing Mrican dance, told me eagerly about her nine-year-old 

daughter's class in karate and how both of them kept strong with 

regular doses of "fish oil" (Icelanders, by some counts, are the 

longest-living people in the world). "Families are so important 

here," I said. She looked surprised. "They are not everywhere?" 

And somehow, in the windswept silences so bare and broad 

that the mind takes Hight, the close-knit purity of the people can 

work a curious kind of magic. Chill Lutheran bells awakened me 
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one ringing Sunday morning, and I went out into the quiet, rain

swept streets, empty save for a few children, the smell of fresh 

baked bread, and an old crone in earflaps delivering the Morgun

bladid. From inside the most modern church in town, I heard 

choirs singing hallelujahs in the cool, severely tall, white nave. 

Hallgdmskirkja has the whitest, chastest interior I have ever seen, 

snowcapped islands misty through the windows behind its altar's 

cross. Across the street is the Einar J 6nsson House, which opens 

up two afternoons a week to disclose the late artist's mythopoeic 

sculptures and Blakean visions of angels and ascents to heaven, all 

white but muscular and rugged. 

And in the sepulchral silence and unearthly calm of Iceland, the 

religious impulse has room to stretch out and take wing and pick 

up light. The only thing I could find inside the reading pocket on 

an Icelandair domestic Hight was a copy of the New Testament, 

and Van Morrison was singing "Whenever God Shines His Light" 

above the sober businessmen's breakfast at the Hotel Holt. The 

figure of Jesus in the Skilholt Church is one of the most haunting 

apparitions I have ever seen, a dim blue figure, hardly corporeal, 

faint as a half-remembered dream, emerging from the wall to look 

out upon an ice blue stained-glass window. One of my favorite 

Reykjavik restaurants is a medieval underground cavern lit en

tirely by candles, its waiters wearing friars' robes as they serve you 

panfried puffin in the dark. If countries were writers, Iceland 

would, I think, be Peter Matthiessen (whose very name and face 

suggest the elemental north): craggy, weathered, close to earth and 

sea, yet lit up from within by a high, ascetic charge. As I sailed 

through large caves near the Westman Islands, the ship's captain 

stopped the vessel, got out a flute, and started playing Bach toc

catas and '~azing Grace." The high, angelic sounds echoed 

around and around the empty space. 
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