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I IN MEMORY OF OLLE CARLSSON VIREDIUS

One day in August, 1936, three young men were sauntering down the main street in Lund, a 
university city on the south of Sweden. One of the young men was a cripple: his withered 
right stump dangled to and fro as he pushed himself forward with the aid of two short, stout 
sticks and momentary leanings on his shortened but still useful left leg. He was listening 
intently to what the other two were talking about. 

"Do you know," said the older of the two, "that James Joyce is in Copenhagen?" 

"No," said the other one who was always called Kid, "I don't. And how do you know?" 

"Well, Harald Elovson told me he had seen in Politiken - or was it in Berlingske -well, in 
their visitors’ column, anyhow - he had seen mentioned 'James Joyce, Irish writer, and wife'. 
What do you say to a trip across the Sound? We might be able to find out where the Joyces 
are staying, we might even have a chance of meeting Mr Joyce himself!" 

For some reason, Kid did not appear enthusiastic. He thought there was a chance in a million 
of meeting the half-blind Joyce and what would his interest be in seeing a couple of Swedish 
students? 

At this point Olle Carlsson (the cripple) said, shaking his ashblond curls and smiling 
mischievously: 

"Perhaps he would like to sample a Swedish bath house? Remember what he wrote about 'the 
froeken, bonne à tout faire, who rubs male nakedness in the bath at Upsala'?" He stressed the 
tout. 

"He might, you know”, said Arthur King, the oldest of the trio. 

At this point Olle Carlson said goodbye to the other two: 

"Well, I must go home now. Cheerio! Tell me what you've decided on, about Joyce, I mean. I 
might join you, you know". 

***

So much is certain that neither Arthur King nor I went to Copenhagen during the Joyces' stay 
in the Danish capital. A couple of days later Olle's landlady told me that her lodger had gone 
to Copenhagen to see a friend and attend a meeting. I had quite forgotten about James Joyce 
and his being in Copenhagen and thought he had gone to see his friend Lauge R. Kallestrup 
who by the way was as agile on his hands as most people are on their feet. 

Olle Carlsson and I had been acquainted for years and were in fact friends, the way university 
students are. I knew that he came from a pretty large village called Vireda and that he had 
come up after matriculation six years earlier. He had read several subjects without seeming to 
be able to concentrate on the two or three that he would have to do if he wanted a degree. He 
was much interested in politics, a member of both Clarté, the radical student organisation 
founded by Henri Barbusse, and the Foreign Affairs Society of Lund University. His main 
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interest in literature was undoubtedly James Joyce: if ever there was a fervent admirer of the 
great Irlshman it was Olle Carlsson from Vireda. 

In October, 1936, Olle Carlsson suddenly left Lund for Menton. He was always of the 
secretive sort. He does not seem to have told anybody why he went to Menton, of all places, 
perhaps to seek the sun. Anyhow, he returned to Lund towards the end of November. This is 
the only time that I recall Olle Carlsson looking sad, yea, downcast: he was a cheerful lad. It 
appeared that he had experienced a brief period of intense happiness in the arms of what he 
called "a child of the streets". But it was not just that, he protested vehemently, he was 
violently in love. He believed that Cerise was really in love with him too. She promised never 
to leave him but the day before he went to the station to buy her a ticket she left the house. 
On a table was a note which in execrable spelling told him that she could not imagine 
spending her life in "le pays des ours, pas même avec mon petit ours à moi". In fact, Olle 
seemed heartbroken. 

Whatever the reason, Olle finished his studies in almost no time and left Lund, without 
saying goodbye to his friends, in any case not to me. 

Later I heard that he had got a job at a Folk High School outside Stockholm and that he had 
married Carl von Ossietzky's daughter, presumably to make it possible for her to settle in 
Sweden, for the marriage did not last long.

Years passed. Then one day someone sent me (perhaps Olle himself) three long articles on 
Joyce, published in the Communist newspaper Ny Dag. I thought them brilliant even though 
they were too coloured by Marxism, They certainly were the first expertly written pieces on 
Joyce in Sweden. This was in October 1945. I wrote to Ny Dag praising the articles and asked 
them to forward a letter to the author. Olle Carlsson replied in his curiously secretive way: he 
sent me, without any comment, some pages of his diary from August/September 1936, plus a 
pencilled note which ran somewhat like this: 

"I do not think you will remember that we talked about Joyce being in Copenhagen in August 
1936. As you will see from my diary I went to C. on my own: I thought I would be a burden 
on you two energetic chaps and therefore told you nothing: you might have thought it 
gentlemanly to go with me as some kind of help. Further, I actually believed that the half-
blind Joyce would in me ’see’ a fellow-sufferer and therefore be sympathically inclined. And, 
between you and me, both Arthur and you are such pushing fellows, or at least were. - 
Possibly you will think I have made all this up? In any case I trust that you will not publish 
what I have written: I do not want to be made fun of or ridiculed by the numerous 
besserwissers that stalk the Joycean jungle these days. What you do with the enclosed pages 
after my death is not my business really. All the best, from tuo Olle". 

As he gave me no address I did not even write to thank him, but kept his fascinating notes in 
a drawer - until now. 

On 30 January 1951 Exiles was produced by the Swedish Radio. The translation was by the 
Swedish poet Olov Jonason. In the Radio Journal an essay on Joyce and on his only play was 
written by Olle Viredius, as he was called at this time. - Six years later the City Theatre of 
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Göteborg produced Exiles (called Landsflykt In Swedish). The programme had a lengthy and 
indeed excellent essay on the play. It was written by Olle Viredius.1 

In 1966 Olle Viredius, alias Olle Carlsson, alias Eirikr Blom, alias Ole Charles (in Menton) 
died peacefully, we hope. He was a good friend and an honest man. 

The following pages give the truly amazing story of James Joyce's venture into Sweden, in 
the company of his lifelong admirer, Olle Carlsson Viredius. Those of you who would 
question the veracity of the story or even label it as yet another hoax will perhaps admit to 
sensing the inherent veracity of Olle Carlsson's tale, Si non è vero, è molto ben trovato, as 
one of Joyce's heroes, Giordano Bruno, writes in 1585 (in Gli eroici furori). 

1In 1946, 21 December, Olle Carlsson Viredius reviewed Thomas Warburton's translation into Swedish of Ulysses, also in 
Ny Dag.
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II JOYCE IN THE BATHS AT ELSINBURGH

A narrow strait separates the once Danish province of Scania from the still Danish province - 
and island - of Zealand. At its narrowest point lie the two cities of Elsinore (in Zealand) and 
Elsinburgh (in Scania). From the battlements of Elsinore Castle the naked eye can discern the 
donjon of Elsinburgh Castle, the only part that still stands of Horatio's once imposing abode, 
the scene of a long-lost tragedy ascribed to Nicolas Brekespere, the only Englishman to 
become Pope.

"Yesterday I met - and spoke to! - James Joyce, the Irish writer who now lives in Paris, the 
man who wrote Dubliners, A Portrait of the Artist and Ulysses. It is true!

I arrived in this fair city from Lund at about noon and strolled at a leisurely pace from the 
Main Station to Raadhuspladsen, where I intended to catch a bus to Søerne (= the Lakes) and 
Friend Lauge's place where I was to stay the night. As there was no great hurry I walked into 
the large bookshop on the corner of Strøget. I had been there only a few minutes when I 
heard someone address an assistant in something that sounded like Danish with an accent 
which might be Swedish. Thinking that the speaker could be a compatriot, I looked up from 
the book I was leafing through. I saw a spidery man looking earnestly at the assistant, who 
was answering this man first in German, then in English and finally in atrocious French. 
Obviously irritated, the man asked in English something about 'the foreign books section’ and 
was led by the assistant to where I was with my copy of Dubliners in hand. Suddenly I 
remembered that Arthur had intimated that James Joyce was in Copenhegen. I had not quite 
believed him. Now I somehow felt that I had to ask this evidently half-blind person with doll-
like hands: 'Excuse me, sir, but are you Mr Joyce?’ - ’I am James Joyce’, answered the man, 
rather forbiddingly. Yet I went on: ’If you are looking for copies of your books I can tell you 
they've got Dubliners and A Portrait. In fact, they've even got Ulysses ... . Oh, my name is 
Blom, but my first name is not Leopold! I was christened Eirikr, quite an unusual name in 
Sweden, but then my mother is from Iceland. I call myself Erik mostly… ’. I felt ashamed: 
what a flow of words! He must think me unbelievably self-centred, childish and stupid. Such 
were my thoughts when to my surprise Mr Joyce turned his magnifying-glass eye on me and 
said, with some intensity: 'Did you say your name was Erricker Bloom?’ (that is how he 
pronounced my name, Eirikr Blom). - 'Yes, Eirikr Blom’. Mr Joyce laughed, a short 
humorous laugh, and said, Do you ever read a journal called transition? No? Well try to get 
hold of it in a university library and read what is published there under the title "work in 
progress", look for the year 1927.' Mr Joyce was all smiles and good humour. Then he looked 
quizzically at me and said, 'I think I should like to meet you again - for a very special reason. 
I can't tell you more now. Could you contact me? I'm staying at the Turist Hotell. You'll find 
the address in the phone book. No, you needn't give me yours. Besides, you live in Sweden, 
don't you? Write to me from there. I shall be staying in Copenhagen until the beginning of 
September’. The contrast between the silent Mr Joyce and the voluble one was startling. I just 
nodded. By this time the bookseller turned up and showed Mr Joyce that he had copies of 
Ulysses. At this moment Mr Tom Kristensen appeared and was introduced to Mr Joyce. I was 
of course completely forgotten and made my escape, unnoticed by Mr Kristensen and 
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certainly also by the bookseller. I do not know whether I shall contact Mr Joyce at the Turist 
Hotell. He will no doubt be too busy to want to see a non-entity like me” 

Thus ends the first piece of Olle Carlsson’s diary. Ellmann quotes Tom Kristensen as saying 
that he ran into Joyce in "a bookshop in the Politiken building". There is i [sic] bookshop in 
that newspaper building. The diary states, however, that the meeting took place in another 
bookshop, quite close by. It is no longer there, having made room for an enormously large 
eatery, Burgerking. It was more internationally oriented than the one in the Politiken building 
and would be the one a foreigner would choose. - "Erricker" is how one should pronounce the 
name Earwicker, Cf. the BBC Pronouncing Dictionary of British Names, 1983 edition: 

Earwicker, f.n,, 'erikər, érricker. - The Turist Hotell is now called the Alexandra. - Klaus 
Rifbjerg, a Danish poet, refers -to the bookshop scene in a poem called "Stephen in 
Copenhagen bip" (published in Mytologi, 1970): 

Se https://www.jamesjoycesociety.com/james-joyce/per-svenson-en-dubbelexponering/

For several days there is nothing in Olle Carlsson's diary about the the Irish writer. Then 
comes the following note, written on 26 August: 

"Have written to Mr Joyce at the Turist Hotell. Reminded him of our meeting and that he had 
asked me to write to him 'for a very special reason’. Expressed my curiosity. What would he 
want to meet a young Swedish student for. Also said I could come to Copenhagen whenever 
he wished. Gave my address in Lund". 

Evidently Joyce replied by return, for three days later we find this: 

"What a surprise! Letter from Mr Joyce, asking me to see him in Copenhagen the day after 
tomorrow. Meeting-place: outside the bookshop where we first met. Time: 10 o'clock. Shall 
have to go to C. the day before. Have already said yes to Mr Joyce's suggestion. There’s 
nothing in the letter about 'the special reason', exc. perhaps the reference to p. 44 in Ulysses, 
Random House Edition. Shall have to look it up." *

There is no mention in the diary of Olle Carlsson looking up the page in Ulysses Probably he 
did look it up, as he does not express any surprise at Joyce's suggestion about how to spend 
the day, at their meeting outside the bookshop: 

"I arrived at our meeting-place just before ten o'clock. A few minutes past ten a taxi stopped 
just outside the bookshop. Out stepped Mr Joyce, apologizing for being a little late. 'You will 
forgive me for asking you to meet me this early - I suppose you've come from Lund today? - 
but it is for a very special reason. I want you to come with me to Elsinore. I'll -tell you why 
on the train. You see, I was in Elsinore the other day and then the idea struck me that I should 
pay your country a visit, before leaving for Paris. Do you mind?’ I did not mind. I had a 
hunch what Mr Joyce's special reason might be, I could not help smiling a little. 

* “Licentious men. The froeken, bonne á tout faire, who rubs male nakedness in the bath at Upsala. Moi faire, she said. Tous 
les messieurs. Not this Monsieurs, I said. Bath a most private thing. I wouldn’t let my brother, mot even my own brother, 
most lascivious thing.” (mitt, Bertil Ws tillägg detta citat från Ulysses)

https://www.jamesjoycesociety.com/james-joyce/per-svenson-en-dubbelexponering/
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The two of us crossed Raadhuspladsen and walked up Østerbrogade and then switched off for 
the main railway station, Hovedbangaarden. Mr Joyce spoke little, if at all. Perhaps I was not 
listening. 

At the station Mr Joyce insisted on getting the tickets: this time his Danish had evidently been 
understood, for he returned to the spot where I was standing, triumphantly holding two tickets 
in his raised left hand. We boarded the train, found two seats and now Mr Joyce began 
talking. 

He asked me if I knew a Miss Ebba Atterbom in Göteborg. She had translated A Portrait into 
Swedish, in fact some 20 years ago. This was the first book of his to be translated into any 
language. He said he had corresponded with that lady even before his first time in Paris, i.e. 
the first time after the World War. She seemed to be a very gracious lady. Mr Joyce said that 
he had a copy of the Swedish edition, presented to him by the Swedish lady with the booming 
name, ’Attabom-bom-boom’, he cried, scaring some of the passengers. ’Ett porträtt av 
författaren som ung’, he said, with an accent that was more Norwegian than Swedish. 

'Is författaren the correct translation?’ he queried. Not kunstneren?' I told him that 
konstnären in Swedish had some overtones of 'painterartist’, wherefore probably författaren, 
'the author’ sounded more adequate. Mr Joyce wondered if there was a difference here 
between Danish and Swedish. I did not know. In this connection I wondered If I might ask 
him a question. In his short story 'A Painful Case’ there was a telling phrase which had struck 
me as the exact equivalent of a phrase to be found in a Swedish play, Gertrud, written by one 
of Sweden's foremost writers. The phrase the soul's incurable loneliness corresponded 
exactly to the Swedish själens obotliga ensamhet, the phrase the Swedish playwright Hjalmar 
Söderberg used not only in the motto of the play but also in the play itself. ’Oh’, said Mr 
Joyce, 'I wonder if it was in the first version of that story of mine? I don't think so. I seem to 
remember I saw it in d'Annunzio - I was very fond of d'Annunzio at the time. You know 
perhaps that I never liked ”A Painful Case” very much. I may still rewrite it some day. Do 
you like it?’ I thought it prudent not to tell him that besides 'The Dead' and ’The Sisters’ it 
was my favourite story. 

During the train journey to Elsinore we talked about many things, i.e. Mr Joyce did most of 
the talking. Now and then he fired off questions at me, questions that demanded precise 
answers, or none at all. At one point he looked squarely at me with his one seeing eye and 
said that I was a Dubhgall, Was this because my mother was from Iceland? Were not Swedes 
Fingalls? Did I know that Dublin and other Irish cities had been founded by Scandinavians, 
some of whom were dark-haired or Dubhgalls, while others were Fingalls or fair-haired? The 
Norwegians were dark and the Danes where fair. As it was the Norwegians who had 
colonized Iceland, he supposed that the Icelanders were Dubhgalls. I was a little 
overwhelmed but managed to stutter that my eyes were blue, and I did not think I was dark. 
My passport said my hair was ash-blond. Mr Joyce deigned not to reply. 

As we were now nearing Elsinore Mr Joyce went silent, as if in two minds about what to say. 
Then he said in a quiet voice: 'Did you read the page I wrote to you about? Well, you see I 
thought that as I was so close to Sweden I should like to sample a Swedish bath house. Since 
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I wrote that passage in Ulysses I have learned that the fröknar who rub you in Swedish baths 
are not fröknar at all but staid, elderly ladies, and married to boot. However, it seems to me to 
be quite a nice custom, to be rubbed clean by elderly and no doubt motherly women, much 
nicer than to be rubbed clean by homosexual men, as I am told is the custom in Budapest, 
however lovingly you may be rubbed. - I want you to take me to the public baths in 
Hälsingborg - or Elsinburgh, as it should be called in English, I suppose, as Helsingør has 
become Elsinore. But that is Shakespeare's fault, no doubt!’

By then the train had reached Elsinore - or Helsingør as the Danes call it. ’You lead the way’, 
said Mr Joyce and I did, We walked out of the station and went on board one of the ferries 
that ply the Sound between Elsinore and Elsinburgh. It takes only about 25 minutes to cross 
and we spent some 20 of those at the bar, where Mr Joyce downed a glass of white wine. On 
arrival at Elsinburgh, or Hälsingborg, as the Swedes call it, Mr Joyce took a deep breath of 
what he called ’Swedish air’. I managed to find a taxi. As I had no idea where the Public 
Baths were,I thought it wise to go there by car. 

The Baths was not far away. I paid the taxi, we walked in. The entrance fee was not stiff for 
my meagre means even, so I paid for the two of us. Besides, Mr Joyce had no Swedish 
money. Our valuables were put in a locker and then we ventured into a large room with a 
small pool in the centre. Around it we saw men of all ages sitting on the edge of the pool or 
walking or just talking to each other. Round the walls were cubicles or cells with curtains, 
some of which were drawn apart, showing that the cubicles were not occupied. An elderly 
lady appeared. 'She might have looked like Matisse's Portrait of a Girl forty years ago, 
whispered Mr Joyce in my ear. She greeted us kindly and said: ’When you are ready, just ring 
this bell’. Nobody took any notice of her. She seemed quite at ease among all the nude males. 
I led Mr Joyce into one of the empty cells and took the one next to his. 

When I was ready, I walked out with my bath-towel over my shoulder. Mr Joyce was still in 
his cell, so I took a shower and went into the dry sauna. Eventually I saw Mr Joyce: he was 
still wearing his glasses and he had draped his bath-towel around the middle part of his gaunt 
body. I left the sauna and walked up to Mr Joyce, who seemed lost. ’Where do I wash?’ he 
asked. I decided to be ’brutally' frank: 'You don't wash, not here, not yourself. Take a shower, 
if you like, and I’ll press the button for you. You see the slab over there, in the niche? That's 
where your fröken will wash you.' Meekly, Mr Joyce walked into the shower. I helped him to 
make it work. Turning his back to me, he handed me his towel and let the water pour down 
his body. Our ’washerwoman’ appeared (I had rung the bell). She was not the same as the 
one who had welcomed us on our arrival. Indeed, she was younger and quite goodlooking. I 
wondered if Mr Joyce would notice the difference.

Mr Joyce came out of the shower. Somehow he had managed to stop the water from running. 
The towel still hid his private parts, ’Bath a most private thing’. ’This way,’ I said and led 
him into the niche, allowed the bonne à tout faire to get in, drew the curtain so that nobody 
could look in and rang again, this time for myself. The elderly lady of our arrival showed me 
to the second 'bathing niche' and washed me, discreetly leaving my private parts aside - for 
me to wash after she had finished her job, which she did exceedingly well. My guess is that 
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Mr Joyce did not lower his towel and that his fröken let him have his way: she must have had 
to do with cranky foreigners before. 

When I got out of the hands of my bonne à plupart faire (or whatever one might call her in 
French), I washed the parts she had left over to me and took a cold shower. Mr Joyce was 
nowhere to be seen. I noticed that his cell curtain was drawn and guessed that he was behind 
it, so I asked the curtain: ’Are you there, Mr Joyce?’ He was. I told him that we were 
expected to spend some time in the sauna and then perhaps cool our bodies in the pool, after 
which we were supposed to call for our ’helpmates’, who would dry us and wrap us in warm 
blankets. Then we were supposed to rest on the couch in the cell, even to take a nap. After the 
nap, we would feel refreshed and ready to tackle whatever came our way. This may sound 
irreverently spoken, especially if coming from a young student and addressed to a 54-year-
old man, who also was one of the most famous writers of this century. I think, though, that I 
spoke softly and not without due reverence in my voice. And then Mr Joyce was in fact rather 
boyish in his ways, although his face was that of an old man. In the bath-house surroundings 
he further seemed to be asking for help all the time. He was out of his depth. 

He accompanied me for a brief time in the so-called wet steam-bath but refused to take a dip 
in the pool, preferring a shower. When our ’ladies’ appeared he would not allow his lady to 
wrap him up but accepted the towels and the blanket. Speaking to him from my cubicle I said 
that I had asked my fröken to rouse us in half an hour. The only answer I had was, ’All right’, 
spoken in a tired tone of voice. 

The half-hour gone, I was awakened and dressed quickly. Mr Joyce was waiting for me. I 
wondered if he had slept at all but did not dare to ask him. We walked out in silence. Out in 
the street I did not venture to ask Mr Joyce what he thought of his firsthand experience of a 
Swedish baths, and Mr Joyce kept mum. We talked about other things as we walked to the 
ferry station, inter alia his poor eyesight. Then he suddenly said: 'Do you know, I thought one 
of the men in the bath looked as if his name was Pukkelsen. Although my sight is so very bad 
I did notice that one of the large fellows there had a large hump, for that is what pukkel 
means, isn't it?' 

On our journey back to Copenhagen (Mr Joyce evidently took it for granted that I should 
accompany him back to our starting-point) Mr Joyce talked about his daughter Lucia who 
was 29 and an artist, about Hans Christian Andersen (he liked his story about the nightingale 
very much), about a painter he had met in Copenhagen who bore the funny name of Vinkaer, 
’but then you Scandinavians do have funny names. Didn't you Swedes have an archbishop 
once whose name was Söderblom - Southflower? It sounds like the name of some Indian 
maid, or perhaps of a chieftain ine [sic] the South Seas'. I mainly listened, but when we 
finally reached Hovedbangaarden and I had found him a taxi to take him back to his hotel, I 
ventured to ask him about his impression of what he had called 'a Swedish bath’ earlier that 
day. He turned his face to me, I could see the magnifying glass in his left eye glitter in the 
light: ’Well, I don't think I saw any lascivious people there so what might once have been a 
licentious custom is no longer so - or no longer in Hälsingborg. Perhaps they are more 
licentious in the bath at Upsala? No, no, I don't think so. Protestant puritanism has no doubt 



9

done away with the licentious part. However, I still would not let my own brother, not even 
my own brother, rub me clean.' 

Then Mr Joyce added with a smile: ’But then my brother would not have that motherly touch 
when rubbing me - as I thought Our Lady of Elsinburgh had, even with such an old and 
decrepit fellow like me’. 

With those words Mr Joyce got into his taxi. And that was the last I saw - and heard - of 
James Joyce.” 

***

Thus end the pencilled quotes from Olle Carlsson Viredius's diary. The name he gave James 
Joyce, Eirikr Blom, was a pseudonym he used some times when meeting foreigners. He must 
have thought it singularly apt when meeting Joyce. Not even he realized though that the 
Christian name of Eirikr was one that Joyce had in mind when writing about Humphrey 
Chimpden Earwicker. 

/The translation of Olle Carlsson Viredius's diary from the Swedish Is by Johannes 

Hedberg, alias Kid Heathcliff/


