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I must have been seventeen when I read it, eighteen at most. I was a gluttonous 
reader in those years. I went through stacks of novels and plays and poetry, ripping 
my way through the Greek tragedies over a sleepless weekend, the collected plays 
of Shakespeare in a week. I borrowed the collected works of Beckett, Lorca, 
Leonard Cohen, and I plowed through the books with all the intransigence of 
pimpled adolescence. I can’t say I recall much of it. Their spines in the library stacks. 
The book covers. The sex scenes. Sometimes the gist.  

At some point during those years of book grinding, the collection of short 
stories stopped over on my nightstand. The title, Ofsögum sagt, is a clever twist on a 
proverbial saying in Icelandic: “Það er ekki ofsögum sagt að …”, “It is no 
exaggeration to say that …;” perhaps best rendered as Exaggerations, though of 
course the wordplay is lost in translation. One of my closest friends passed it to me, 
Kristján Eldjárn, the first prose work by his father published in 1981 when we were 
nine. With ten short stories, Ofsögum sagt was also the first of Þórarinn Eldjárn’s (b. 
1949) books that I devoured. Prolific poet and novelist, his most favored form is 
the short story. I can’t do justice to just how funny they are; how evocative, 
irreverent, tender, tragic, well-crafted, and devastatingly hilarious. This much I do 
recall from my brush with Ofsögum sagt, an impression reinforced by reading his 
other books at other times. But the individual stories I’d honestly forgotten all 
about, every one of them. 

It’s been ages since my avarice dwindled to mere and occasional late-night 
cravings, usually satisfied with a quick thriller, sometimes a more substantial novel 
around the holidays (usually the same one). However, suffering the rituals of social 
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distancing during the pandemic, I found relief in audio books. Books, I discovered, 
provided congenial company on a walk in the park, a drive to the suburbs, a workout 
(on the elliptical I bought in the classifieds), or a masked and latex-gloved 
promenade through the supermarket.  

It was on my way from the car to the grocery store one miserably gray afternoon 
in February that I took Storytel’s suggestion (“You might like:”) to listen to Ofsögum 
sagt (read by a talented actor, Stefán Benedikt Vilhelmsson). Already in the vegetable 
aisle, I gave a chortle. In the dairy section, I tried to suppress a laugh. By the time I 
reached the self-check-out counters, tears were streaming down my face. The wit 
was scintillating, the stories brilliant. Having loaded the trunk, I drove around 
aimlessly. After unpacking the groceries at home, I retired to my elliptical in the 
cellar to finish the book: delivered in three hours and sixteen minutes. Listening to 
the stories thirty years after reading them, I remembered not one of the plot 
resolutions. None of the punchlines hit me before the reader artfully delivered them.  

Nevertheless, there was something oddly familiar about the stories. It took me 
a while to figure out because, I think, the familiarity involved not any particular 
story, but rather all the stories taken together. Their accumulated impression or 
underlying conception, the thread tying the one to the other, I realized, was 
uncannily like my intellectual biography. Their order within the book doesn’t 
precisely mirror the chronology of my research career, but then again, that 
chronology is not particularly orderly or logical; in hindsight, I seem to have jumped 
back and forth between the pages of Ofsögum sagt.  

From fieldwork in folk belief and legends—the boy attempting to record on his 
tape-recorder the conversation of the cows in the barn on New Year’s Eve, that 
liminal time when the elves come to party and the cattle speak—to a study of the 
tyranny of things (around which I’ve organized a course in material culture) in the 
story of a broken hairdryer, or the study of humor and its artifices (around which I 
built a good part of my course on contemporary folklore) in the story of the man 
who painstakingly develops the perfect laughter only to find he has lost his sense of 
humor; from folklife under occupation (which I took part in building a museum 
around) to children’s relations with military forces (which I studied through the 
medium of chocolate, but Þórarinn through bubble gum); from the account of the 
disappearance of certain crafts (handbag repairs, in a story translated as “Die 
Taschenkrise”) and the catastrophic social effects of such loss of intangible heritage 
(a conception to which I’ve dedicated a book and a bunch of articles) to the moral 
effects of swimming (about which I’m working on an exhibition in Iceland’s 
Museum of Design and Applied Art): it dawned on me while stashing away the 
groceries that all the topics I’ve studied, the paradoxes I’ve attempted to unravel 
and questions I’ve tried to answer have also been a focus in the writings of Þórarinn 
Eldjárn. All are present in Ofsögum sagt, published when I was nine.  

Þórarinn returns to many of these in his later books. Just last night I read in his 
1988 novel Skuggabox a devastating parody of an ethnographic study of symbolic 
interaction in gang showers in public pools; the showers take center stage in the 
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exhibition on swimming pool culture opening next month. Indeed, the 
representation of traditional culture in museums is the topic of a zany story in his 
latest book, released last month, with the title “Toffi og Þjolli,” in which the 
eponymous senior citizens take up part-time jobs portraying disappearing folk 
customs (such as smoking) at the Folkways Museum (Eldjárn 2021). 

The best-known story in Ofsögum sagt—and one of Þórarinn’s most beloved 
stories—is “Síðasta rannsóknaræfingin” (The Last Conference). It narrates with 
grim humor the tragic success of the last conference of the Association for Icelandic 
Studies in bringing together with perfect attendance every scholar in Iceland in the 
fields of language, literature, and folklore for an annual event with a keynote lecture, 
an animated debate, and a ritual meal of fermented shark and other traditional fare 
washed down with generous servings of brennivín schnapps. We follow the excited 
preparations of our protagonist, for whom this is the social highlight of the year, as 
he joins his colleagues in this intellectual festival of indulgence; we observe the 
adulation of the luminaries in the field; and witness the pettiness of their arguments, 
all amplified by the booze, and finally curtailed by general vomiting—lethal 
poisoning from the fermented shark puts a revolting end to the party and very nearly 
to the discipline. Our protagonist is the last man standing, the last and only surviving 
hope for Icelandic studies. He had promised his wife to steer clear of the foul-
smelling shark; it was the day of her ovulation.  

As a dedicated folklorist (and student of foodways), I have never been able to 
make such promises. However, I can relate to this story as an academic conference 
organizer (the only thing most scholars at any given conference agree on is how 
terrible the food is). Moreover, the fermented shark I cannot help but associate with 
the research project that I currently lead on fermentation as a form of human-
microbial relations. The project focuses on fermented foods; we follow 
fermentation from kitchen crafts through the gut microbiome to the fermentation 
of organic waste in various forms of composting. Scheduled to run for the next few 
years, the project has biologists and nutrition scientists working together with 
ethnologists, anthropologists, and archeologists. We take as our frame of reference 
a renewed understanding of the body as a multitude, composed of countless 
organisms of multiple species, with the human cells in minority; an ecological 
understanding of humans as part of their environment, with a focus on the kitchen 
counter as one locus of symbiotic living between species.  

Which brings me around to one more story from Ofsögum sagt. This is the story 
that brought it home for me. Listening to this one, I realized it is not just that 
Þórarinn Eldjárn and I share an interest in the topics of folklore and ethnology, 
which as such is not so surprising: Þórarinn literally grew up in the National 
Museum, where his father was director and the family lived on the ground floor (he 
actually had skeletons in his closet); and he went on to pursue Icelandic studies and 
literature at the universities of Iceland and Lund. There is more at play here than 
common interests; a bizarre replication. As Sigmund Freud taught us, the 
“Unheimliche” is not so much the opposite as the extension of the “Heimliche”, 
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the homely and familiar. The uncanny, he wrote, “is in reality nothing new or 
alien, but something which is familiar and old-established in the mind, and which 
has become alienated from it only through the process of repression” (1999: 241). 
The way in which familiar details of my intellectual trajectory since entering 
university in 1992 are hilariously prefigured in Þórarinn’s 1981 collection of short 
stories points to a well-worn and thoroughly examined literary device, as common 
in medieval sagas as in modern literature, in which dreams and visions prefigure 
later events. The uncanniness of prefiguration, in this case, leads me to deduce that 
I am a character in Þórarinn’s fiction. It is the only way I can get the coincidence of 
facts and circumstances to make sense, considering the chronology. As Freud went 
on to say, “the uncanny [i]s something which ought to have remained hidden but 
has come to light” (ibid.).  

The story to which I’m referring, the one that brought me to this realization, is 
“Lífheimur borðtuskunnar;” the title translates as “The Biome of the Kitchen Rag.” 
It tells the story of an eccentric fellow, Dr. Óskar Björnsson, a biologist who 
sustained a serious head injury at his doctoral defense when a letter from a line of 
poetry inscribed above the door to the aula came loose and fell on his head. The 
University of Iceland felt obliged to bestow the degree, although technically the 
doctoral candidate had been unconscious during the ceremony, but the accident did 
not mark the end of his scientific career. He turned with all the scientific rigor of 
his basement laboratory to a socio-biological study of the microbiome of kitchen 
rags. The story is told from the vantage point of a narrator who, as a boy, lived 
across the street from Óskar and took part in his experiments. He was charged with 
collecting specimens for the study from housewives in various parts of the city. 
They analyze the microbiome of the rag in four stages: first, a microscopic analysis 
of fungi, bacteria, and other microbes; next, using the “scent-spectrum” as a means 
of classification, they detect mildew, mold, decay, sickly sweet, oily, chemical, and 
sui generis smells; then they analyze the fabric and origin (was it designed to be a 
rag or had it earlier served as underwear, pyjama, shirt?); and finally, the social 
analysis involves detecting differences according to the social class of the owners 
(is it a laborer’s rag or an executive’s rag?), their age, and neighborhood. An 
interdisciplinary study, in other words, of microbiota and their social relations, 
centering on the kitchen counter. 

I have deliberately left for last a topic of research that has kept me coming back 
for more over the past twenty years: that of originals and copies, authorship, 
tradition, and copyright. I have argued elsewhere that historically tradition emerged 
as a remainder of authorship, its constitutive outside (Hafstein 2014). The discursive 
and legal regimes that attributed to the author the power to create—a verb that until 
the late eighteenth century was reserved for the divine acts of a God—left the folk 
with the ability only to echo, to repeat or perform its stories, songs, and rituals, an 
ability (and limitation) to which countless collections and ethnographies bear 
witness. Realizing now how Ofsögum sagt prefigured my trajectory in a series of 
Exaggerations, how I appear to have echoed, repeated, and performed its pages over 
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the course of my career to date, I wonder once again about the precepts of creative 
agency. Our laws and ideologies conspire to embody creative agency in individual 
subjects: the sole producers of texts with the legal ability to assign copyright to 
publishers and impeachable for their offenses and crimes of writing. But as Michel 
Foucault maintains in “What is an Author?” (1997), it is a fallacy to believe that 
authors create their works; in fact, it is the other way around: the works create the 
author. Regardless of historical biographies, Shakespeare as an author is a product 
of the plays we attribute to him, much like Homer is a product of the Iliad and 
Odyssey, James Joyce a product of Ulysses and The Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. 
Which brings me to my final realization: if Þórarinn Eldjárn too is a product of his 
works, it is I who have created him. 
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