
What is Skáldaskil? 

Skáldaskil (translated “Poets Apart”) is a literary work by Þorvaldur Gylfason — more 

precisely, a trilogy in six acts about the relationship between two Icelandic poets, Einar 

Benediktsson and Þorsteinn Gíslason.  

Here are some more details: 

• The time span is roughly 1896 to 1932.  

• It is structured in three parts (or volumes) made up of six acts in total.  

• The first part, Þegar landið vaknar (“When the land awakens”), begins in Copenhagen in 

1896 and describes Þorsteinn’s challenges with the university, leading into his meeting 

and interaction with Einar back in Iceland as co-editor of Dagskrá, Iceland’s first daily 

newspaper.  

• The second part, Þegar skipið kveður (“When the ship departs”), is more of an 

intermezzo: it involves scenes on a ship of the East India Company in 1914, and tensions 

connected to colonial possessions and political choices.  

• The third part, Þegar blóðið syngur (“When your blood sings”), is set in Reykjavík in 

1932 in the home of Þorsteinn and his wife Thórunn, where the two poets meet again and 

reflect on their past.  

• Along the way, other real historical figures appear or are referenced (e.g. Valtýr 

Guðmundsson, Halldór Kiljan Laxness)  

• The work is published by Skrudda (2020) and has about 256 pages.  

• On his website, Þorvaldur Gylfason describes it as an epic trilogy in six acts dealing with 

the “tumultuous friendship” of these two poets.  

• There are also three songs drawn from Skáldaskil, setting parts of its text to music.  

If you like, I can give you a summary or theme-analysis of Skáldaskil, or place it in the context 

of Icelandic literature. Would you like me to do that? 

Yes, please 

Great — here’s a summary and thematic analysis of Skáldaskil: 

 

       Summary 

Skáldaskil is a literary trilogy in six acts by Þorvaldur Gylfason. It dramatizes the friendship, 

rivalry, and ideological conflict between two Icelandic poets: 

• Einar Benediktsson (1864–1940) — a visionary, nationalist, and businessman, often 

seen as a modern romantic with grand ambitions for Iceland. 

• Þorsteinn Gíslason (1867–1938) — a philosopher, translator, and poet, more reserved, 

skeptical, and intellectual. 



The three parts trace their relationship across decades: 

1. Þegar landið vaknar (“When the land awakens”) 

o Begins in 1896 Copenhagen with Þorsteinn’s academic struggles. 

o Shifts to Reykjavík, where the poets collaborate on the first daily newspaper 

(Dagskrá) but clash in views. 

2. Þegar skipið kveður (“When the ship departs”) 

o A symbolic interlude (set partly aboard a ship in 1914). 

o Reflects global change, colonialism, and political choices as WWI looms. 

3. Þegar blóðið syngur (“When your blood sings”) 

o Set in Reykjavík, 1932, in Þorsteinn’s home. 

o The poets meet again in old age, reflecting on ambition, disillusionment, and what 

remains of art and friendship. 

 

   Themes 

1. Friendship and Rivalry 

o The title Skáldaskil means “Poets Apart” or “Poetic Divide” — capturing both 

closeness and distance. 

o Their bond is creative but strained, as differences in personality and ideology 

drive wedges between them. 

2. Nationalism and Identity 

o Both poets embody different visions of Iceland’s future: Einar’s expansive, 

industrial nationalism vs. Þorsteinn’s quieter intellectual skepticism. 

o Their debates echo Iceland’s own search for independence and modern identity in 

the early 20th century. 

3. Art vs. Politics 

o Should poets serve as political leaders and visionaries, or remain committed to 

pure art and thought? 

o The work explores the tension between creative ambition and political 

entanglement. 

4. Time and Disillusionment 

o The six acts span 36 years, showing youthful idealism turning into middle-age 

compromise and old-age reflection. 

o By 1932, the characters confront mortality, missed opportunities, and the limits of 

human striving. 

5. European Context 

o Scenes set abroad (Copenhagen, aboard the ship) highlight Iceland’s position 

between isolation and global entanglement. 

o The poets’ friendship is a microcosm of Iceland navigating modernity. 

 

    Literary Significance 



• Skáldaskil blends historical drama with philosophical dialogue and lyricism. 

• It revives two important but contrasting figures in Icelandic literature, staging their 

differences as a way of reflecting on culture, politics, and the human condition. 

• The work itself is “epic” in structure — a trilogy in six acts, echoing classical and 

Shakespearean drama. 

 

Would you like me to also compare Skáldaskil to other Icelandic literary works (like Halldór 

Laxness’s novels) to show where it fits in the broader tradition? 

Yes, please 

Perfect — let’s place Þorvaldur Gylfason’s Skáldaskil in the context of Icelandic literary 

tradition, especially in comparison with Halldór Laxness and others: 

 

             Skáldaskil in the Broader Icelandic Tradition 

1. Historical & Biographical Drama 

• Skáldaskil focuses on real historical poets (Einar Benediktsson and Þorsteinn Gíslason), 

dramatizing their friendship and conflict. 

• This is relatively rare in Icelandic modern literature, which often leans toward fiction or 

allegory. 

• It echoes older traditions, like the Íslendingasögur, which dramatize interpersonal rivalry 

and conflicting visions of honor, but here updated into the 20th-century intellectual 

sphere. 

 

2. Comparison with Halldór Laxness 

• Laxness (1902–1998), Iceland’s Nobel laureate, also grappled with art, politics, and 

national identity. 

• Novels like Íslandsklukkan (Iceland’s Bell) or Sjálfstætt fólk (Independent People) 

similarly reflect the tension between individual striving and collective destiny. 

Similarities: 

• Both works examine Iceland’s search for identity in modern times. 

• Both weave historical and fictionalized characters into broader political and philosophical 

debates. 

• Both are deeply engaged with questions of independence, modernity, and morality. 



Differences: 

• Laxness’s works are epic novels (socially broad, richly descriptive), while Skáldaskil is a 

dramatic trilogy (dialogue-driven, tightly focused on two figures). 

• Laxness often embeds irony and satire, whereas Skáldaskil is more earnest in staging 

dialogue as philosophical struggle. 

• Laxness invents fictional characters to reflect archetypes; Þorvaldur uses historical 

figures directly, blurring history and drama. 

 

3. Dialogue & Philosophy 

• Skáldaskil resembles European intellectual drama (e.g. Ibsen, Strindberg) more than 

typical Icelandic prose. 

• Where Laxness explores societal satire, Þorvaldur stages intellectual debate between 

thinkers. 

• This places it closer to the Platonic dialogue tradition, but reframed as a six-act 

Icelandic epic. 

 

4. Themes of Disillusionment 

• Like Laxness’s later novels (Gerpla, Brekkukotsannáll), Skáldaskil meditates on failed 

ideals and the passing of time. 

• Both suggest that Iceland’s grand visions (whether nationalist, artistic, or utopian) often 

collide with reality, compromise, and mortality. 

 

5. Unique Contribution 

• Skáldaskil can be seen as a bridge between saga-style rivalry (two strong personalities 

at odds) and modern political literature (Iceland’s identity struggles). 

• It contributes a dramatic lens to a tradition otherwise dominated by prose and poetry. 

• It revives overlooked figures like Þorsteinn Gíslason, placing him alongside Einar 

Benediktsson in the cultural spotlight. 

 

   In short: 

If Laxness gave us the social novel of Iceland’s people, Þorvaldur in Skáldaskil gives us the 

philosophical drama of Iceland’s poets. Both works circle around the same question: What kind 

of nation will Iceland become — and what role does art play in shaping it? 


