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From Finland Station to
Atom Station: A Possible
Case of Influence

Rory McTurk

University of Leeds

In this paper I should like i
th : d to consider whether Halld6r i
Mﬂm”mmu M__mcnoﬁ_ m&é@.&: (1948; The Atom Station, ﬂw%wmm?“
i luenced w %&:EE Wilson’s book on the prehistory of the w—r&g
revolutor 0 n.noca_. GS. To the Finland Station (1940). What has
d ne 0 nonwamn this question is the similarity in content of a
Mnmnac _w.nm mﬂwﬂumo in _mmxbmmm. book to one in Wilson’s, each of them
oys playing chess. The one in 2:8:.,
. s book
mwﬂwa%ww o&wﬁ ”Wo cmﬁ in question are the young 5&:02”%:”
, referred to both as Vladimir and as Volé i
. d
elder brother Alexander llyich Ulyanov, referred to as mwwm% :MW_M

referred to in the passage ar i
e the o A
father, Iy meo_mnSocmSw»noS ir younger brother Dmitri and their

Th . .

Eoo.m_.h”_mnﬁ o <_mﬁ_§._ r of m_v. 4 Nikoldevich’s death was to release

became Swsdmunno s&._nr _.._m father had held in check. He even

asked EHM :wnaomrwa with his mother. On one occasion, when she

with Sasha. be MsMMSnﬂ_Em Mz a moment when he was playing chess
. ered curtly and went on playing. Sasha told hi

must do what she wanted or he would not m:m& Emm%ﬂo:.:mvwm
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evening, writes their brother Dmitri, the younger children were playing
in the yard. Through the screened and open window, they could sce
Sasha and Vol6dya inside, sitting absolutely motionless and silent, bent
over the lighted chessboard. A little girl came up to the window and
shouted: ‘They’re sitting in there like convicts that have just been
sentenced to hard labor!’ The two brothers suddenly turned and looked
out, while the little girl ran away (p.359).

The passage in Atomstddin may be quoted in Magnus Magnusson's
translation. Here the boys in question are cousins. One of them is a son
of Bii Arland, the Icelandic Member of Parliament in whose house
Ugla Falsdéttir, the narrator of Atomstddin and the speaker of the
passage quoted, works as a maid. The passage forms part of the sub-
chapter (of ch.13) entitled ‘Jorfagledi’ (Orgy) in which Ugla describes
an orgiastic party held by Bii’s older children in his house in the
absence of their parents. Earlier in the story, to judge from what the
narrator (in ch.6) reports another character in the novel, a policeman,
as saying, the boys had been in trouble with the police for stealing fifty
mink from a mink-farm, killing some of them and letting the rest
escape. The narrator, Ugla, had subsequently (in ch.11) bestowed the
nickname Gullhritur (Gold-ram) on this son of Bii’s, and had
confiscated from him some revolvers which, according to his elder

brother, he had been complicit in stealing:

I opened the door of the brothers’ room and peeped in. There on the
elder brother’s bed a sozzled couple lay slobbering, and on the younger
boy’s bed a girl in a vomit-smeared brocade dress had been laid out in
a Christian attitude, with arms folded across her breast. The radio was
\ tuned to some American stallion-station, with hideous squealings and
,\ rending farts. Then I saw that the door of the clothes-cupboard was
ajar, with the light on inside; and what was going on in there in the
midst of the orgy of the century? Two boys playing chess. They sat
facing each other, crouched over a chess-board in the cupboard,
infinitely remote from everything that was going on just beside them;
the mink-and-revolver thieves, Gold-ram and his cousin. They made no
reply even though I spoke to them, and never looked up even though I
w\ stood at the cupboard door for a long time watching them. And at this
sight I was once again captivated by the essential security of life, by

AN
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the ._.m&m-_no of the mind and the healing powers of the heart, which no
accident can destroy. I contemplated once more the civilized peace of
the chess-game amongst the din from the American radio-station and
the four gramophones scattered throughout the house, some
saxophones, and a drum; then I went up to my room, locked the door

went to bed, and fell asleep (Arom Station, pp.102-03). .

I have quoted both passages at some length in order to give an idea of
n.ﬁ context of each and in order to avoid making them look more
similar Ewn in fact they are, which it might have been possible to do
c.w quoting them more selectively than I have done. While the
9224%8 between them are, I trust, evident, the similarity between
them in ._goamv.mzm two boys concentrating hard on a game of chess
under a light is, I hope, no less clear; it may also be noted that the boys
are compared to convicts in the first passage, and described as thieves
in the second. What is not so obvious from the way the passages have
cnns.acoﬁa here is that each of them has an important thematic
function in the book of which it forms part, the former in indicating
not only what it calls Lenin’s ‘natural arrogance’ but also his tendency
to oo.sona._.wﬁ in general on ‘contingencies immediately to be reckoned
with A.S.nmoc. p-453); and the latter in using the chess-game to
wwsvo__mo the enduring capacity of Icelandic culture to resist foreign
and in this case American, influence. .
I must confess at the outset that the argument 1 am offering here
that Laxness was influenced in Atémstédin by Wilson’s To the B.iazm

s

Station, rests on no hard evidence that I have so far been able to ;\

a_mooswn - in the form of, for example, an explicit reference to
<<=mo=..m work in ore of Laxness’ writings. I have not made an
nx__»_.._m:é search of all Laxness’ work dating onwards from 1940, the
year E.iEn: Wilson’s book was published, but have found at the .zEm
of writing no reference to this book or to Wilson in any of Laxness’

writings published between that date and 1948, the date of the \

publication of Atémstddin.> Nor have 1 had direct access to Laxness’
draft versions of Atémstédin, which might be expected to throw light
on the matter. These have, however, been subjected to a close analysis
by Peter Hallberg, who would, I strongly suspect, have found and
noted a reference to Wilson’s work in them if there was one to find.*
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While it may seem discouraging in the present context that Hallberg
apparently found no such reference, it may be noted that he draws
attention to a reference by Laxness in the earliest known draft of
Atémstédin, dating from 1946, to Ruth Benedict’s book Patterns of
Culture, and shows clearly that Laxness made use of this book in
writing Aromstodin. Benedikt's book was first published in 1934, but
if we may trust Hallberg’s indication that the edition of it used by
Laxness was issued in 1946,° the reference at least serves 1o emphasize
that Laxness, if he did know of Wilson’s book, and even if he read it
in its second edition, which appeared in 1942, would have had plenty
of time to read and digest it before giving final form to Atémstodin. My
own suggestion that he made use of it in writing that novel must
remain, however, for the moment at least, a suggestion and nothing
more.

I shall first consider certain aspects of Wilson’s book that Laxness
might well have found congenial to him, to judge from what he had
already published by the time that he was working on Arémstddin, and
will then go on to identify features of Laxness’ work published since
1940, including Atémstddin, which seem to reflect certain aspects of
Wilson’s book, and which suggest, to me at least, that he was
influenced by it. Considerations of space will mean that each of my
points will have to be made rather briefly; nevertheless, I hope they
may have a cumulative effect.

It may first be noted that Wilson (p.213, cf. p.193) emphasizes the
influence of Dante Alighieri on Karl Marx, and that Laxness himself,
as is well known, was profoundly influenced by Dante, most especially
in his first major novel Vefarinn mikli fra Kasmir (1927; The Great
Weaver from Kashmir) and in the sequence of four novels that came to
be known as Heimsljés (1937-40; World Light, 1969/2002).¢ Secondly,
Wilson’s discussion (pp.101-02; cf. however p.169) of the interest in
the railways shown by the French engineer and socialist Prosper
Enfantin as a means of bringing people together and unifying them may
be compared with Laxness’ own wish to see railways in Iceland,
expressed in Raflysing sveitanna (The Electrification of Rural Areas),
a series of articles by him published in The newspaper Alpyd
(The People’s Paper) in March 1927 (‘cultivating the soil, laying
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:..__Smﬁ. building schools and churches’).” Thirdly, Jules Michelet’s
view of history as organic, discussed by Wilson in his first chapter
(pp-4-5; cf. also his discussion of the.Hegelian Dialectic in ch.11
wm._eu-o@. may be compared and contrasted with Oswald mvnam_.o_..m
view of history, in which Laxness in the essay ‘Pjéderni’ (Nationality)
published in his essay collection Alpydubdkin (1929; The Book of 5m
wo@_ov. expresses a critical interest, maintaining that Spengler’s
notion wm the Decline of the West does not apply to Iceland.® Fourthly v/
m_,mano_m-ZOmm Babeuf’s view that, as Wilson paraphrases it ,Qia.m
code of equality caused him to be prosecuted for 88383,. (p.78) is
m:m_@mocw .8 Laxness’ comparison, in his essay ‘Tri’ (Faith; also
published in Alpydubdkin), of the execution of Nicola mmon..v and
Bartolomeo Vanzetti with the crucifixion of Christ.® Fifthly, Wilson’s
summary of the view expressed in Marx’s The Holy MEE.@ that, in
Wilson’s words, ‘[i]t [...] is man - real, living man - g“:o mma
nOmmnmmnw and fights in everything’ (p.195) may be compared sz
Laxness’ own view, also expressed in the essay ‘“Tri’, that ‘Man is the \
WMMUMm of E.a_uasw culture, man as the most perfect biological species,
man 2 Mowm_.ﬂ unity, man as a life symbol and an idea, the only true .\
.m:s.Ew. the predicament of Michelet as a boy, as described by
<<.__mo=“ .E.EmQ and cold’, and ‘forced in for food and heat on his own
mind and imagination’ (p.14), may be compared with that of Olafur
Nw_.umos, .En hero of Laxness’ four-novel sequence Heimsljés, as
%mo.zcoa in the early chapters of the first novel in the sequence. ?wono
%aa&ow:%. there are in Wilson’s book accounts of visionary
experiences which recall the vision in which the nineteenth-century
Icelandic folk-poet Sigurdur Breidfjord (1798-1846) appears in that
same =.o<n_ to Olafur, and consoles him in his distress by conferring
upon him the title [jds heimsins (the light of the world), which was also
the title of the novel itself in its first published form." There are four
.Em: mo.ooE:m in Wilson’s book, dealing respectively with the Comte de
Saint-Simon’s vision of Charlemagne saying to him: ‘Get up, monsieur
Wm ngwm_ mnEoBcn_. you have great things to do!’ (p.80); iE.. the vision
in which it is revealed to Saint-Simon that Isaac Newton, and not the
Pope, was elected by God to sit beside him and transmit Qma.m purposes
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to humanity (p.83); with Robert Owen’s belief that all those who had
shared his vision of social reform, including Percy Bysshe Shelley and
Thomas Jefferson, were returning from the other world to support him
(p-97); and with Gustave d’Eichthal’s claim that it had been revealed to
him that ‘Jesus lives in Enfantin’, and that Enfantin was one of a holy
couple, the Son and Daughter of God, who were to convey a new gospel
to humanity (p.100). If Laxness did indeed read Wilson's book shortly
after its publication in 1940, the year in which the fourth and final
volume in the Heimsljés sequence was published, he could hardly fail
to have been struck by the similarity of these accounts to his own
presentation of Olafur Kérason in the first volume in the sequence,
published in 1937.
Seventhly and finally under this heading, the relatively general point
may be made that Wilson (pp.190-91) strongly emphasises Marx’s love
/ of paradox, and the fact that there is in Marx’s work more of paradox
than of the progression that is found in that of Georg Wilhelm
Friedrich Hegel (Wilson, p.289), whose principle of the Dialectic
Marx and Friedrich Engels took over and adapted to their own
purposes. In other words, Marx, according to Wilson, tends to stay
u\ with the first and second elements, thesis and antithesis, of the
Hegelian Dialectic of thesis, antithesis and synthesis, rather than to
move towards the third element, synthesis, which is supposed to
reconcile and unify the first two. Much the same could be said, and
indeed has been said, of Laxness. Hallberg in his writings on Laxness

has emphasised ‘the markedly dialectical slant’ that pervades the world -

of Laxness’ literary creation, which Hallberg sees as embodying
tensions not only between man as social being and as individual, but
also between, among other things, rationalism and mysticism, head and
% \ heart, cold and hot, irony and pathos, in such a way that ‘a thesis may
suddenly trn into its own antithesis’, and ‘the reader is never allowed
to settle down in safe possession of an insight or a final judgement’.
Although these observations of Hallberg’s were meant to apply to
Laxness’ work in general, they were clearly stimulated chiefly by close
reading of Alpydubdkin and Heimsljos."”
These seven considerations, which relate for the most part to
works by Laxness published before 1940, obviously cannot be used
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in support of the view that Wilson’s To the Finland Station, first
published in that year, influenced his writing. They may unn.<n to
suggest, however, ways in which Wilson’s book is likely to have
mnu.w&na to Laxness if, as I believe is possible, he read it before or
during the writing of Atémstodin. In the remainder of this paper I
should like to draw attention to aspects of Wilson’s book that seem
mo me to find echoes in works by Laxness published after 1940
52:.9:@ Atomstédin, and which, when taken together and viewed =w
relation to the passages quoted at the beginning of this paper may
help to establish the influence of this book on m&é&.&z. as a
E.oc.wc::« rather than merely a possibility. Once again
considerations of space will mean that each of my points will need to
be made fairly briefly.

m:..maw. Leon Trotsky’s view, quoted by Wilson (p.385), that
Lenin’s n.o:o%ozaanoo with his close colleagues was carried on ‘in a
B_mmam@:_n. um.zmcmmo. may be compared with Laxness’ notion of ‘the
_._mcn uality of the telegram’ (‘stileinkenni simskeytisins’) as
anaommon_ in the article ‘M4lid’ (1941; The Language) in connection
with Vopnin kvidd (1941), his translation of Ernest Hemingway’s 4
Farewell 10 Arms.” Secondly, Wilson’s frequent use (pp.74-79) of the
mnmﬁ.umnmon in his otherwise third-person summary of Babeuf’s defence
of his momaou in the trial that culminated in his attempted suicide and
oxooc.:on (in May 1797) may be compared with Laxness’ own use of
..3% indirect libre, which is especially evident, as Hallberg has shown
in the :.o<n_ trilogy Islandskiukkan (1943-46; Iceland’s Bell, 2003) "
but é:os also occurs in Atémstédin, where the Eﬁ:o.a Cﬁw
manE.:am. refers to herself in the third person, most =o8g“ in Em
antepenultimate paragraph of ch.9. Thirdly, Wilson writes in the

‘context of Lenin’s funeral: ‘He is the most male of all these reformers

because _.uo never weeps’ (p.450). Given the context in which it is
made, this statement may be contrasted with the one made by Ugla
near .Ea .n:a of ch.16 of Atdmstddin: ‘he who weeps does not die;
weeping is a sign of life; weep, and your life is worth something mm»E“
(Artom Station, p.127).

Fourthly, as Hallberg has noted, the end of ch.25 of Atémstddin
appears to show the influence of Anatole France's novel L'ile de
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, pingouins (1908; Penguin Island),” to which Laxness refers more than

once in his draft versions of Atémstédin, as Hallberg has also shown.'¢
In this book, according to Wilson’s account of it in To the Finland
Station, ‘the rebels are wiped out with their masters, and such men as

From Finland Station to Atom Station

Drapier’s Letters (1724), can ‘get a certain poetry out of money’
(Wilson, p.290); and of his view that Marx, in his book Herr Vogt
(which takes its title from Karl Vogt, the object of its attack), is
‘almost as excremental as Swift’ (Wilson, p.223). Wilson clearly finds

a close affinity between Marx and Swift, a writer whose influence on
Laxness is no less clear, albeit less frequently attested, than that of
Marx; and if Laxness, like Marx as Wilson views him, has a capacity
for making poetry out of money, this is perhaps most evident in his
novel Brekkukotsanndll (1957; The Fish Can Sing, 1966/2000), in

Il masters, : :

R4 are left on earth return to their original condition as tillers of the soil’

ot (p.62). The relevant passage in Atdmstdoin is spoken by the organist,

= Ugla’s organ teacher and apart from her the most prominent character
in the novel:

e

The loveliest garden is nevertheless the countryside; that is the garden
of gardens. When the nuclear bomb has razed the cities to the ground
in this present world revolution because they have failed to keep pace
‘/ with evolution, then the culture of the countryside will arise, and the
/ earth will become the garden that it never was before except in dreams
' / and poetry... (Atom Station, p.194).

is i the return of a lost age, reminiscent of what is prophesied
7 by the sybil towards the e iC a (c.1000; The

Sybil’s Prophecy), may be seen in re 0 Wilson’s account of how
Marx and Engels, both of whom initially saw history in terms more of
class struggle than of brotherly relations between human beings, came
to believe, under the influence of the American ethnologist and
socialist Lewis H. Morgan, in ‘something in the nature of a Golden
Age of communist ownership and brotherly relations’ (Wilson, pp.300-
02; cf. also pp.159-60; 196-97; 246-47).

Fifthly, Wilson compares Marx’s ironic argument in defence of
crime in Das Kapital (i.e., that crime reduces the population and thus
increases the possibility of employment) with Jonathan Swift’s
‘““modest proposal” for curing the misery of Ireland by inducing the
starving people to eat their surplus babies’ (Wilson, p.290). Wilson’s
comparison may itself be compared with Laxness’ ironic use of this
same work of Swift’s (4 Modest Proposal, 1729) in connection with
the Korean war, in an article written on the occasion of a meeting of
the World Peace Council in Vienna in December 1952, and published
in his collection of articles and speeches Dagur { senn (1955; A Day
at a Time)."” Mention may also be made here of Wilson’s further
comparison of Marx with Swift as someone who, like Swift in the
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which the account of how a gold coin passes into, out of, and back
into the possession of the young protagonist, Alfgrimur, has
something of a unifying function.” Sixthly, Hippolyte Taine’s view,
quoted by Wilson (p.49) in the context of Taine’s isolation of himself
from French politics after the coup d’état of Louis Bonaparte in 1851,
that “[p]olitical life is forbidden to us for perhaps ten years. The only
path is pure literature or pure science’, may be compared with what
Laxness, in a foreword written in 1955 for a German edition of
Heimsljos (and published in his Gjorningabdk (1959; Miscellany))®
calls ‘inner emigration’ (‘innri landflétti’), and describes there as the
third of three alternatives open to creative writers under Nazism - the
first being the impossibly dangerous one of open opposition to the
regime, and the second being flight abroad.

Seventhly, it may be noted that there is much in Wilson’s book that
would lend support to the view expressed by Laxness in his article
‘Eastern Lessons’, written in English in 1958 (and also published in
Gjdrningabdk), that ‘Communism is an English religion [...] evolved
by a German-writing London Jew’.® Wilson’s emphases on the
religious element in Marxism, and on Marx’s English experience and
his Jewishness, may be considered here in turn. Wilson describes the
Dialectic as ‘a religious myth’ (p.194) and as ‘a semi-divine principle
of History’ (p.197). He writes of Joseph Proudhon’s warning to Marx
and Engels against posing ‘as the apostles of a new religion’ (p.154)
- a warning hardly heeded by them, as Wilson implies in his account
of Engels’ Calvinist upbringing, and of how Marx, while on the one
hand claiming to ‘hate all the gods’, on the other hand maintained that
a writer with a message to convey must ‘in his way adopt the
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principles of the preacher of religion’ (p.194). Wilson also notes that
Marx’s physical appearance at sixty showed a ‘bend. from the defiance
of the rebel into the authority of the Biblical patriarch’ (p.2§3) -a
feature which is, of course, also consistent with his Jew1smes§.
Wilson (pp.437-38; cf. pp.421-22) further shows how Trotsky, in his
book on the Russian revolution of 1905, sees that event as pz'xrt (?f
history’s providential plan, and how in this bogk, no less _than in l}xs
other writings, Trotsky implicitly equates the dialectic of history with
God. Even Lenin, as Wilson describes him (p.453), alth9ugh much
more of a realist than a theorist like Trotsky, and disinclfnc.eq to see
history as a Guardian Angel, is not above shiftiqg re§pon51bll.1ty or.xt?
it, or entirely free of a sense of ‘God still disguised in the Dialectic
(Wilson, p.469).

As for Marx’s English, and specifically London background,
Wilson gives considerable emphasis to this. He writes of Marx’s move
to England after his expulsion from Paris in 1849 (pp.177-78); of his
enforced removal in 1850 from Camberwell to Soho, where he was to
remain for six years (pp.206-08); of his admission to the Brnus.h
Museum reading room in June, 1851 (p.205; cf. p.212)3 anfi of his
move from Soho to Maitland Park, on Haverstock Hl“., in 1856
(p.241). He describes Marx’s impoverished.circumstances in London
(pp.217-21; 241-45; 255-59), shows that his fortunes changed for a
time with Wilhelm Wolff’s bequest to him of £800 (p.260), and felates
how, after travelling abroad in 1882, he went to the Isle of Wight to
escape the London fogs shortly before his death in London on March
14, 1883 (pp.333-34).

A strong impression of Marx's Jewishness also emerges fror.n
Wilson’s book. We read how Marx, descended as he was from Rabbis
on both sides, was from an early age profoundly conscious of the
socially disadvantaged status of the Jews (pp.112-14). Wilson
describes Marx as ‘the great secular rabbi of his century’ (p..118),
quotes Marx’s view that ‘[t]he social emancipation of the Jew is the
emancipation of society from Judaism’ (p.lt.16), and comments fhat
‘(als a Jew, Marx stood somewhat outside society; as a man of gf:nxus,
above it’ (p.151). Marx’s failure to seek employment, ‘accordl.ng to
Wilson, was at least partly due to a wish to forestall the imputation of
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commercialism so often brought against the Jews (p.208); and his
substitution of the plight of the proletariat for that of the Jews, also
discussed by Wilson (pp.305-11), was, in the latter’s view, mistaken,
since the proletariat had been stunted intellectually in a way that the
Jews had not (pp.318-19).

Eighthly and finally under this heading, it may be noted that in
Wilson’s book (pp.105-10), Etienne Cabet, the French socialist and
founder of the ill-fated American-based group know as the Icarians, is
contrasted with Brigham Young, the leader of a relatively successful
co-operative community, the Mormons (pp.105-08); while the
American socialist John Humphrey Noyes is compared, not least
because of his preoccupation with sex, to Joseph Smith, the founder
of the Mormon Church (pp.108-11). This is obviously relevant in the
present context to Laxness’ novel Paradisarheimt (1960; Paradise
Reclaimed, 1962/2002), which is to a large extent about
Mormonism.*

Readers may judge for themselves whether these eight
considerations, taken together with the two quotations given at the
beginning of this paper, are enough to make it probable, rather than
simply possible, that Laxness in writing Atémstédin was influenced by
Wilson’s To the Finland Station. In the remainder of this paper I
should like to consider briefly the question of whether Laxness was
influenced by the title of Wilson’s book in his choice of the title
Atémstédin. The Finland station, to which Wilson’s title refers, is the
railway station in Petrograd (St Petersburg) at which Lenin arrived in
Russia in early April, 1917, on his return there from exile by way of
Finland. Wilson ends his book with an account of Lenin’s arrival,
assuming in the reader knowledge of its momentous consequences: the
leadership by Lenin of the October Revolution and the formation of
the Soviet Government. The atom station of Laxness’ novel, on the
other hand, is not quite so easy to identify. Atémstédin, as is well
known, was written to a large extent in response to the decision by the
Alpingi in 1946 to grant to the United States control of the airfield at
Keflavik, some thirty miles southwest of Reykjavik, for military
purposes - a decision which was seen by many Icelanders, including
Laxness, as treasonable. The theme of ‘selling the country’, i.e.,

/-__—w
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~ selling Iceland to a foreign power, is certainly a recurrent one in the
\/ novel,” and one might think that the atom station of the title is meant
to represent Keflavik. Not all are agreed that this is so, however.

7  Kristinn E. Andrésson, one of the earliest critics to discuss Atémstodin
at length, wrote in 1949: ‘The atom station is not Keflavik’, and
mairtained that the novel was itself an atom station, the tendency of

¥ | which was to expose, Wﬂ
contradictions in the capitalist mentality is-view was the root

cause of the Al[gmgl s decision.” Peter Hallberg has since written that

“the atom station is, broadly speaking, the symbol of a_certain
disintegration or explosion tstomed ideas and associations’,

such as was boung eland s contact with the outside
world during the years of the Second World War,”™ and which is,
mﬂpusagﬁboﬂ chess-playing from ch.13
of the novel, quoted at the beginning of this paper. Rather more

recently, Hermann Palsson has written: ‘The title is not only an
allusion to the Amerjcan military base in Iceland, but it also has a

¥ V4 deeper significancef,* Jand refers in this context (as Kristinn E.

Andrésson also did) to Bui Arland’s view, expressed in ch.23 of the

+ ‘f novel, that ‘[tlhe whole world is one atom station’ (Atom Station,

p-183).

Wilson’s Finland station, albeit more easily localisable than
Laxness’ atom station, clearly has a symbolic function. In giving his
account of it a climactic place in his book and in choosing to refer to
it in his title, Wilson seems to have intended it as what in fact it is: a
striking symbol of the historic meeting of Russia with the outside
world that led to events of enormous consequence not only for the
history of Russia, but also for world history. In much the same way,
if rather less obviously, Laxness seems to have intended his atom

N station to be symbolic of the meeting of Iceland with the outside world
that took place during and just after the Second World War, with
consequences of obvious significance for Icelandic history, and
potentially also, in view of Iceland’s strategic importance in an east-
west context, for world history as well. It is conceivable, then, that
Laxness was influenced by the title of Wilson’s book in choosing the
title of his novel.
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It is also interesting that both writers make use of the image of a
game of chess in rather similar ways. Wilson, who refers more than
once to Lenin’s chess-playing (pp.359, 366, 382), seems to be using
chess as symbolic of something stable and unchanging in Lenin’s
character, and perhaps also in the Russian character generally; and
Laxness, as already indicated, seems to be using the image of a chess-
game in the passage quoted above as a symbol of what is permanent
and enduring in Icelandic culture, even in the face of foreign
influence.? Laxness could not have known when he wrote Atdmstddin
that the world championship chess match between Boris Spassky and
Robert Fischer would take place in Reykjavik in 1972, or that
Reykjavik would also be the venue for the summit meeting of Mikhail
Gorbachev and Ronald Reagan in 1986. Atémstédin does seem to hint,
however, at the possibility of events such as these taking place, and the
fact that it does so may in part be due, no less than other aspects of the
novel discussed here, to the influence of Edmund Wilson’s To the
Finland Station.
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