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By Adam Gallari

How does a work travel? 
It is, in many ways, a 
question unanswerable 
in the hypothetical and 
only shown upon the 
arrival of an author 
to a foreign shore and 
to a foreign audience. 
Why do some authors 
resonate beyond their 
language and others fail 
to connect, and what 
does this lay bare about 
the soul of a people?              

Discounting Stieg 
Larsson, the English 
speaking world has 
not encountered as 
�S�U�H�Y�D�O�H�Q�W���D�Q�G���L�Q�Á�X�H�Q�W�L�D�O��
a Scandinavian voice 
�L�Q�� �O�L�W�H�U�D�U�\�� �À�F�W�L�R�Q�� �V�L�Q�F�H��
Knut Hamsun.  Per 
Petterson has gained a powerful foothold 
in the American literary consciousness, 
and while there are parallels in the work 
�R�I�� �+�D�P�V�X�Q�� �D�Q�G�� �3�H�W�W�H�U�V�R�Q���� �+�D�P�V�X�Q�·�V��
biography included a failed emigration 
�H�I�I�R�U�W���W�R���$�P�H�U�L�F�D�����Z�K�L�O�H���3�H�W�W�H�U�V�R�Q�·�V���S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O��
narrative is entirely Norwegian and both 
�V�S�H�F�L�À�F�D�O�O�\���D�Q�G���S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O�O�\���L�Q�I�R�U�P�H�G���E�\���L�W�V��
local trajectory.  

�3�H�W�W�H�U�V�R�Q�·�V���L�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���U�L�V�H���L�V���L�Q�G�L�V�S�X�W�D�E�O�H����
However, while his popularity continues 
to swell across the Atlantic, he has not 
garnered the same kind of interest in 
Britain straight away. Despite sharing 
a common language, the literary 
�D�I�À�Q�L�W�\���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���W�K�H���8�Q�L�W�H�G���6�W�D�W�H�V���D�Q�G��
the United Kingdom remain divided, 
and a writer like Petterson serves as an 
ideal study as to what might lie behind 
this disconnect. There are many deep 
and plausible explanations at work 
here, but for the brevity of this essay, 
traditions, both cultural and literary, 
will bear the bulk of examination.

His novels are simple in scope. That 
is not to say that they are pedestrian, 
but one would be hard-pressed to 
claim them to be operatic works, and 
this arguably strikes at the heart of 
a fundamental difference between 
the American and British literary 
�W�U�D�G�L�W�L�R�Q�V���� �3�H�W�W�H�U�V�R�Q�·�V�� �Q�D�U�U�D�W�L�Y�H�V��
glory in the solo experience, and often 
revolve around an outcast or lone-
wolf character adrift in a tempest 
of their own making. Most, if not all 
of his protagonists could easily be 
transplanted to the American west 
of old and, with minor changes, 
would be right at home alongside any 
itinerant cowboy persona. To be even 
more frank, it would not be a stretch 
to imagine Arvid Jansen (I Curse the 
River of Time) or Trond Sander (Out 

Stealing Horses) being portrayed by a young, 
stoic and reticent Clint Eastwood ready to 
offer his patented scowl towards a harsh 
and cruel world that has pushed him to the 
margins.              

�)�X�U�W�K�H�U�P�R�U�H���� �3�H�W�W�H�U�V�R�Q�·�V�� �Z�R�U�N�� �S�R�V�V�H�V�V�H�V�� �D��
fatalism and existential quality that is often 
�D�P�L�V�V�� �L�Q�� �%�U�L�W�L�V�K�� �À�F�W�L�R�Q���� �Z�K�L�O�H�� �W�K�L�V�� �I�D�W�D�O�L�V�P��
has been until very recently a stalwart 
characteristic in American literature. It 
is a motif that is beautifully illustrated by 
�W�Z�R�� �R�I�� �3�H�W�W�H�U�V�R�Q�·�V�� �P�R�V�W�� �Q�R�W�D�E�O�H�� �$�P�H�U�L�F�D�Q��
�L�Q�Á�X�H�Q�F�H�V�³�5�D�\�P�R�Q�G�� �&�D�U�Y�H�U�� �D�Q�G��
�(�U�Q�H�V�W�� �+�H�P�L�Q�J�Z�D�\���� �� �3�H�W�W�H�U�V�R�Q�·�V�� �Z�R�U�N���� �L�I��
�F�O�D�V�V�L�À�H�G���� �Z�R�X�O�G�� �H�D�V�L�O�\�� �À�Q�G�� �L�W�V�H�O�I�� �G�U�D�Z�L�Q�J��
comparisons to the many different schools 
of existentialism that arose during the 20th 
century, most notably in France and Russia 
before being transplanted by the exiles of 
these countries to the United States. But for 
some reason, the existential formula never 
quite captured the British imagination 
the way the grand, performative world 
of Dickens has done. To this day, British 
literature exists in the shadow of Dickens, 
still applying his formulas and still 
�D�W�W�H�P�S�W�L�Q�J�� �W�R�� �F�R�Q�Á�D�W�H�� �W�K�H�� �H�Q�W�L�U�H�� �K�X�P�D�Q��
experience within 340 pages of text.   

The question of why existentialism never 
truly hoped the channel but swooned 
within the hearts of continental writers 
would serve as the genesis for an interesting 
dissertation. However, for present purposes 
we must merely resign ourselves to the 

inadequate admission that it did happen 
this way, even though the world of 
Dickens, if viewed through a certain slant, 
could easily have become the world of 
Dostoevsky or Tolstoy, Perhaps the reason 
that it never quite took that path is found 
in the English literary tradition that lies 

in the poetic epics of Chaucer, Milton 
and Pope, and even in the trenches of 
World War I. It was the poetic form 
�W�K�D�W�� �U�H�V�S�R�Q�G�H�G�� �W�R�� �%�U�L�W�R�Q�V�·�� �\�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J��
for individual voice, whereas the 
Norwegian/Scandinavian mindset 
stems from a well-spring that 
produced the not only Hamsun but 
Strindberg and Ibsen. The work of the 
latter pair might even have been better 
served not on the stage but in the voice 
of a keen observer ready and willing 
to narrate and comment on all of the 
stilted protocol present inside each 
Norwegian doll house and Frauline 
Julie stable.              

Another argument of the difference 
between a British and Norwegian 
mindset would be to engage in a 
discussion of how religion, or most 
�V�S�H�F�L�À�F�D�O�O�\�� �W�K�H�� �%�D�U�R�T�X�H���� �L�Q�Á�X�H�Q�F�H�V��
the psychological landscape of both 
literature and the public reception to it. 
Granted, both Britain and Scandinavia 
are Protestant, and both have taken 
oppositional stances to art of Papist 
inspiration. Yet Petterson, like the 
British Catholic convert Graham 
Greene, seems at war with a very 
Catholic god who has not been taken 
down from a gilded cross by Luther 
and Calvin to walk amongst the 
people but instead rules from on high. 
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�0�D�V�W�H�U�� �R�I�� �À�Q�H�� �D�U�W�V. Per Petterson (b. 1952), today an acclaimed 
author across the world.
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Per Petterson made his debut as 
�D�Q�� �D�X�W�K�R�U�� �L�Q�� ���������� �Z�L�W�K�� �W�K�H�� �V�K�R�U�W��
story collection Aske i munnen, sand 
i skoa. Since then he has published 
six novels and been translated to 
49 languages. His Out Stealing 
Horses (Ut og stjæle hester, 2003) 
was awarded numerous literary 
prizes, among which were the 
Independent Foreign Fiction 
Prize and the International 
IMPAC Dublin Literary Award. 
When the Times selected the 100 
best books of the decade 2000-
2009, Out Stealing Horses marked 
the only Scandinavian presence. 
Petterson worked as a bookstore 
clerk, translator and literary 
critic before becoming a full-
time writer. Knut Hamsun and 
Raymond Carver are mentioned 
�D�P�R�Q�J���K�L�V���N�H�\���O�L�W�H�U�D�U�\���L�Q�Á�X�H�Q�F�H�V��



Forthcoming edition of British Politics Review
Anglo-Irish relations have 
been under the spotlight 
this year, in relation to 
�W�K�H�� �4�X�H�H�Q�·�V�� �K�L�V�W�R�U�L�F�D�O��
visit to Ireland in May. 
�0�H�D�Q�Z�K�L�O�H���� �W�K�H�� �À�Q�D�Q�F�L�D�O��
crisis has revealed some 
shared points of fragility 
in the two economies as 
well as some of the key 
differences between them. 

The Irish Republic, 
built on the notion of 
distinctiveness from 
the UK, remains in a 
tight, historically and 

�J�H�R�J�U�D�S�K�L�F�D�O�O�\�� �G�H�À�Q�H�G��
relationship with the 
larger state on the British 
Isles.  In December 
2012, ninety years will 
have passed since the 
foundation of the Irish Free 
State in 1922, which was 
based upon the Anglo-
Irish Treaty signed one 
year before.  The next issue 
of British Politics Review 
approaches the complex 
relationship between 
Britain and Ireland from 
a range of perspectives, 
from the political, via 

the economic to the 
cultural aspects. Where 
is the political dynamic 
heading today, and what 
has been the contribution 
of EU membership for 
the two countries? What 
role have Irish migrants 
played in British public 
life? And what has been 
�W�K�H���V�L�J�Q�L�À�F�D�Q�F�H���R�I���D�U�W�V���D�Q�G��
literature in forging the 
relationship?

The winter edition of British 
Politics Review is due to 
arrive in February 2012.

However, while it 
would be interesting 
to trace this 
connection further, 
there is little textual 
evidence other 
than the secondary 
interpretation of a 
readership looking 
for these motifs that 
lends any credence; 
rather it is more 
telling to again 
speak in terms  of 
gods literary and 
not religious; while 
Shakespeare reigns 
supreme in the 
British pantheon  
(and his late protégé 
Dickens ranks an 
arguable second in 
reverence), American 
literature does not 
have the weight of 
history to burden  its 
proclivities.

America is not a nation of verse, whether 
in drama or epic form, but a child-nation, 
one whose birth coincided with the 
growth of the novel as the chic written art 
form, as it is the 19th century that sees the 
novel beginning to grab a 
foothold in lands that were 
previously averse to seeing 
�S�U�R�V�H�� �D�V�� �À�W�� �I�R�U�� �D�Q�\�W�K�L�Q�J��
more than missive or 
academic discourses. 

Moreover, America, much 
more so than the British 
tradition, has experienced 
the death of the storytelling 
technique in prose and 
adopted a much more 
character-centric theory of 
literature. The mental exploration, which 
began with Hemingway, reached its height 
with Salter, Carver, Updike and Ford, 

and then was given a 
minimalist make-over 
by Carver, still serves 
as the starting point 
for many American 
authors. Contrast this 
with the work of one 
�R�I�� �(�Q�J�O�D�Q�G�·�V�� �I�R�U�H�P�R�V�W��
contemporary novelists, 
Philip Hensher, whose 
books like The Mulberry 
Empire, The Northern 
Clemency and King of the 
Badger attempt to serve, 
almost as a microcosm 
of British society rather 
than the case study of 
singular human. 

The distinctive 
difference in how 
human fate should be 
addressed provides a 
dividing line across 
the Atlantic. Perhaps 
this cleavage between 

an American and a British tradition is 
also a reason why the former culture has 
embraced Petterson with more immediate 
effect than the latter.  In many ways, the 
British tradition has been a tradition of 
the collective, of a binary class system 
that has lived without, for lack of a 

better word, a voice to 
�D�G�G�U�H�V�V�� �W�K�H�� �Q�R���P�D�Q�·�V��
land between middle and 
working class, since for 
much of its tradition the 
British literature has been 
one where the upper-
class author engages from 
a distance their topic of 
discussion so as to either 
point out the taboos 
of society in earnest 
(Thackery), lampoon (E.M. 
Forrester) or to write into 

existence a lower class whose knowledge 
they garner from observation rather than 
from commiseration (Orwell.) 

Thus, class has always been at the forefront 
�L�Q�� �%�U�L�W�L�V�K�� �À�F�W�L�R�Q���� �Z�K�L�O�H�� �W�K�H�� �$�P�H�U�L�F�D�Q��
style, taking its motivation from the myth 
that America is a “classless society,” takes 
a more optimistic view of the possibility 
�I�R�U�� �F�K�D�U�D�F�W�H�U�V�·�� �F�O�L�P�E�� �D�Q�G�� �H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H��
rather than the glass ceiling they will, in 
the British system, inevitably encounter.  

Nonetheless, nothing is permanent in 
�O�L�W�H�U�D�W�X�U�H�����D�Q�G���F�D�Q�R�Q�V���F�R�Q�W�L�Q�X�H���W�R���E�H���Á�X�L�G��
as new generations of readers experience 
the upheavals of the world around them 
and continue to look for a meaning or 
explanation in the works of great writers 
both contemporary and archaic. And, with 
the recent upsurge of interest in Britain 
for the once dismissed stories of Carver, 
it is not too bold to predict that an interest 
in Petterson will accompany it. But then 
again, as Petterson himself would easily 
say, only time will reveal what is to be.

�3�H�U���3�H�W�W�H�U�V�R�Q���D�Q�G���(�Q�J�O�L�V�K���O�D�Q�J�X�D�J�H���D�I�À�Q�L�W�L�H�V�����F�R�Q�W������   
By Adam Gallari

Breakthrough and cornerstone . Out Stealing 
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Membership 2012
Time has come for BPS memberships to be renewed for 
2012. Membership in BPS is open to all individuals 
and institutions with an interest in British politics, 
society, language, and culture. As a member, you receive 
subscription to four editions of British Politics Review, 
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If you have questions about membership, please do not 
hesitate to contact us by e-mail 
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” �3�H�W�W�H�U�V�R�Q�·�V�� �Z�R�U�N��
possesses a fatalism 
and existential quality 
that is often amiss in 
�%�U�L�W�L�V�K�� �À�F�W�L�R�Q���� �Z�K�L�O�H��
this fatalism has been 
until very recently a 
stalwart characteristic 
in American literature.”


