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      Christmas in Iceland is special. Ask any Icelander and they will tell you. For most of us, the Yule and its preparation kindle a little light in the heart, providing a much-needed respite from the winter darkness that by December has settled over everything. We get up in the dark, go to work in the dark, and come home in the dark. It is the time of year when “up at the crack of dawn” means you have overslept far too late.

      But then the Advent arrives, and this gives us permission to start lighting things up. We put Advent lights on our windowsills, string lights on our trees and bushes, candles everywhere. The delicious smell of cookies baking, laufabrauð frying, or hangikjöt cooking bring back happy memories of childhood. “Ég er mikið jólabarn,” Icelanders will proclaim during the Advent—literally “I am very much a Christmas child”—and that phrase perfectly describes the way they embrace the season: with the wonder and excitement of a child. Music is all around, friends gather, restaurants are filled with people partaking of festive Yuletide offerings, authors are out and about reading from their new works. Everything pulsates with a vibrant, happy energy. There is even a word for the gleeful excitement one feels when waiting for Christmas—jólaskap, literally “Christmas mood”.

      Deep in the collective psyche of the Icelandic people, shaped by living for centuries in a harsh, unforgiving climate, there is an awareness that, at this darkest time of year, the winter solstice is imminent, marking a gradual return to the light and those endlessly luminous days of summer. Hope quickens: we are almost there. In the meantime, let us immerse ourselves in the rituals and traditions of our community, the stories and beliefs and traditions that give us so much comfort, such a sense of belonging. Those things that make us a tribe.

      For Icelanders who live abroad, homesickness stings most at Christmas. They return for the holidays if they can, and if they cannot they ask relatives to send them some of those traditional foods, the ones that make Christmas in Iceland. In faraway lands they cook their hangikjöt (smoked lamb), open their cans of ORA peas (from an Icelandic cannery), pour their jólaöl (Christmas ale), and sigh with a sense of diluted delight. The full, consummate experience of the Icelandic jól eludes them, because it cannot be had unless you are right there, in Iceland, with the darkness and the weather and the family and the songs and the radio … and all the rest.

      In this book I invite you on a journey of the Christmas season in Iceland—a season that also includes New Year’s Eve, and slightly beyond.
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      I wish to make two brief disclaimers, though, before we set off. First, I am aware that I sometimes generalize, and not everyone engages in the traditions or customs that I describe. There are Icelanders who are not at all enthusiastic about Christmas, who get very depressed at Christmas, who cannot wait for Christmas to be over. Furthermore, many people live in Iceland who are not Icelanders, and whose Christmas traditions are not at all like the ones I describe. Yet the country is still fairly homogenous, and even those who did not grow up with the Icelandic traditions would agree that Yule in Iceland holds a certain kind of magic.

      Second, I sometimes get flak for focusing too much on what happens in Reykjavík, and not enough on what takes place outside the capital. The fact is that, during the Christmas season, the greatest number of happenings and events take place in the capital area, where two-thirds of the population lives. So when I say “the Icelanders” attend those events, I obviously mean those Icelanders who reside in that area, or who happen to be in that area. It is not my intention to cause offence to anyone who lives outside Reykjavík.

      But enough about that. Let us begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            LET THERE BE LIGHTS
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      The Advent, that magical time when preparations for the Yuletide season get underway, begins four Sundays before the arrival of Christmas Eve. That day, logically enough, is known as the first Sunday in Advent, and it is when the jólabörn, those “Christmas children” of all ages who have been waiting patiently for this time to arrive, head to the storage room and excavate the beloved ornaments that, to them, are so integral to Christmas. Those will almost certainly include two objects: the Advent wreath, and the Advent lights.

      The National Church in Iceland, to which approximately 60 percent of the Icelandic population belongs, is Evangelical Lutheran. The Advent wreath is part of the Lutheran tradition, and is comprised in its most basic form of four candles, one for each of the Sundays leading up to Christmas Eve, set on a round frame representing the circle of eternity. It is normally decorated with evergreen branches symbolizing the everlasting life found in Jesus Christ. Now, the Icelanders, it should be said, are highly secular—only a small percentage attends church regularly, and the vast majority rarely sets foot inside a church, except for special ceremonies like weddings, christenings, or confirmations. Consequently, since many of the customs intrinsic to the Yule are Christian traditions, few people will be aware of their original meaning, even though they may observe them more or less, er … religiously.

      A case in point: most homes in Iceland will have Advent wreaths as decorations, though their owners are highly unlikely to be aware of their full symbolism. This includes yours truly: before I wrote this book I had no clue that the first candle lit on the wreath is called Spádómakertið, the Prophecy Candle, referring to the prophecy that heralded the coming of Jesus Christ; that the second is Bethlehemskertið, the Bethlehem Candle, referring to Christ’s birthplace; the third Hirðakertið, the Shepherds’ Candle, referring to the fact that the prophecy of Jesus’ birth was revealed to humble shepherds; or that the Englakerti, Angels’ Candle, refers to the angels that brought the message of Christ’s birth to all mankind. Even further from my mind was the notion that I should pray or meditate while lighting each of the candles, as you are apparently supposed to do—bad Christian that I am. Still, that does not change the fact that I enjoy my Advent wreath, or that it helps me feel connected to a common legacy.

      The other item sure to be brought out of storage is the eponymous Advent lights. This is a set of seven electric candles most often set on a pyramid-shaped frame, placed on people’s windowsills so they are visible from the outside. The Advent lights have a sweet story: they were originally brought to Iceland from Sweden in 1964 by a businessman who had been searching for a suitable gift for his two elderly aunts. He decided on a set of Advent lights for each, since they were, at the time, the hottest trend in Swedish Yule decorations. The Icelanders have always been highly susceptible to fads, and as it turned out the businessman’s gift was not only a hit with the aunties, but with their entire circle of friends, as well. The following year he returned to Sweden, bringing a shipload of Advent lights back to Iceland with him and putting them up for sale. They promptly sold out. Naturally the only possible course of action was to commence large-scale imports of the lights. And that is how Advent lights came to grace the window of every respectable household in the Land—as they still do, five decades later.

      On that first Sunday, most children in Iceland will rejoice at being able to enjoy the first piece of candy from their Advent calendar, or to light one of those candles designed for the Advent, whereby each day is a little line, and the idea is to light the candle and have it burn down to the line corresponding to that day, thus counting down to Christmas. A fine idea, and one that no doubt helps some folks manage the intolerable strain of waiting … but also one that is a tad tricky because, if you are like me, you will forget to blow out the candle, and suddenly all the days of the Advent will have burned away.
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      By the time folks have set up their essential trimmings on that first Sunday in Advent, it will be time to head down to Reykjavík’s Austurvöllur square for the lighting of the Oslo tree, an event designed primarily for small kiddies and their families. What is the Oslo tree, you ask? Well, if you have seen any Icelandic Yule photograph from Reykjavík, chances are that it will have been of the Dómkirkjan cathedral with a big fir tree next to it, all covered in snow and white lights. The Oslo tree.

      We call it the Oslo tree out of habit, even though it no longer has anything to do with Oslo. See, in 1951 the Norwegian capital presented the city of Reykjavík with a tall fir tree as a gesture of friendship. We might reflect that, at the time, there were hardly any tall trees in Iceland, so this gift was most earnestly bestowed and welcomed. So much, in fact, that a small festive tradition grew around the lighting of the bulbs that adorned it, involving a stage with performances, a Christmas sing-along, various Yule-related characters mulling about, and suchlike. I recall going as a child, and later taking my own child there. The lighting of the Oslo tree was an excuse to head into town, forge a Yuletide bond with our fellow citizens, have some hot chocolate, let the kids marvel at the lights and personages who were there for their entertainment, and generally to get our Yule on.
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      With all that, imagine our dismay when, in 2011, the city of Oslo announced that its annual gift of the tree would henceforth be discontinued. What? Take away our beloved tree-lighting ceremony?! Oh dear, we wondered what we had done wrong, and whether Oslo had stopped being our friend. Was this a response to that incident during the Kitchenware Revolution—civil unrest that followed the Icelandic economic meltdown in 2008—when the Oslo tree was torn down by an angry mob and thrown onto a fire that was burning in front of the parliament buildings? Yes, we knew, it was bad, but we were just so damn angry, and really—it had nothing to do with Oslo, only our corrupt politicians who had sold us down the river. But the good civil servants of Oslo assured us that it was nothing like that, they had simply decided to stop sending the tree for environmental reasons. Besides, what with global warming and everything, Iceland now grew its own tall trees right at home, so what point was there in transporting a tree all the way over on a ship?
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