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Five Questions Icelanders talk about their favorite places.                 

what is your favorite swimming pool in the capital?
The Árbaejarlaug pool.

where is the best place to enjoy nature in reykjavík?
At the waterfalls down in Gljúfurdalur valley on Mt. Esja. It is 
sometimes forgotten that Reykjavík reaches over a whole 
mountain. There you will find beautiful rock formations, crags 
and there is hardly ever anyone there. Then you can trek up to 
Kambshorn summit and enjoy the view and even the storm.

where would you take a foreign guest to dine?
Restaurant dill at the Nordic House. It has a good atmosphere 
and food that lightens you up.

what is your secret place in reykjavík?
I just wish that I could hide more often at the Kaffismidjan cafe 
on Kárastígur street.

the most beautiful building in the city in your opinion?
City Hall, Rádhúsid and the Ásmundarsafn museum in 
Laugardalur valley. It is typical Icelandic architecture, 
improvised and impractical but charming in 
its eccentricity.
 

best place for casual dining in reykjavík
Vegamót is my favorite restaurant.   

the perfect day-trip out of the capital
Going fly-fishing with my dad in Stóru Laxá or Sog River. 

the best pool to visit
Vesturbaejarlaugin is my favorite pool; it’s kind of small 
and quiet—just the way I like it. 

your secret place in reykjavík 
Öskjuhlíd is my secret place. When I need time for myself to 
clear my mind, I take a walk at Öskjuhlíd Hill, an outdoor area 
in central Reykjavík. 

your favorite shop
Spútnik, a beautiful vintage shop in Reykjavík. 

Margrét Kara Sturludóttir  
Basketball Player at KR

Kristján B. Jónasson  
Writer and publisher
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Icelanders talk about their favorite places.                 

where is the best place in reykjavík to grab a good 
bite, in peace and quiet?
I have to say Hornid. It is always quiet and their cooking 
is always perfect. 

what’s the most walkable street in reykjavík?
I’m all for Laugavegur. But Skólavördustígur is on the 
march too.

where would you go for a daytrip from reykjavík?
Hvolsvöllur is a great place to use as a base, there’s no 
question about it. From there it’s a short distance to the 
volcanoes, the historic sites of Njáls Saga, Thórsmörk, 
Fljótshlíd and even to the Westman Islands.
 
which shop or boutique would you visit to forget time 
and place?
Herrahúsid on Laugavegur 47. You walk in there and go 
back in time. Their service is good and old fashioned 
and it does not matter if you are 15 or 50. They will tailor 
you.

which pool has the best hot tubs?
That’s a difficult one. I opt for the pool in Hvolsvöllur. It’s 
the only pool I know of that always offers a fresh brew 
of coffee beside the hot pots.
 

where is the best weather in iceland?
In my mind the weather is always good, wherever I am, 
and it does not matter how hard the wind blows.

where is the best place to see the fireworks display 
on new year’s eve?
From a plane over Kópavogur town or from the 
Úlfarsfell mountain.

where would you take a foreign friend, in iceland 
for the first time?
I would drive south to Jökulsárlón glacial lagoon. 
Everything is beautiful on the way.

what is the most beautiful place in iceland?
There are so many. It’s like differentiating between 
your children. But the Öraefasveit district is always enchanting.

what does it mean to be an icelander, in short? 
It’s cool, I think. There are many things much worse than that.
 

Hreimur Örn Heimisson  
Eurovision singer

Ragnar axelsson  
Photographer

I&IPhotos and words by Páll Stefánsson.
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The slogan for Iceland’s honorary participation at the Frank-
furt Book Fair is Sagenhaftes Island / Fabulous Iceland, 
cleverly combining the extraordinary literary tradition of 

this small, isolated island nation, reaching all the way back to 
its first settlement a thousand years ago, and its spectacular 
beauty. Nature is indeed prominently featured in the promo-
tional material, with giant books creatively incorporated in the 
landscape. 

“We wanted to make ourselves stand out. We do realize that 
juxtaposing nature and literature can be a cliché,” says Halldór 
Gudmundsson, director of the immense project. “Nonethe-
less, it is something that is unique to Iceland. We are the Euro-
pean country with the largest uninhabited area, located on the 
boundaries of civilization. Therefore, we are in touch with nature 
but at the same time have a great literary tradition. Through the 
centuries, living under bleak conditions in isolation and poverty, 
writing and storytelling was what kept Icelanders going. Then, 
in the 20th century, as the nation began defining itself for better 
or for worse, it realized this unique position. In the wake of our 
recent economic crisis, it is priceless for us to be able to proudly 
manifest that which we are actually good at. We believe that this 
will not only have a positive effect on authors and readers, but 
on the nation’s self-identity.”

A Letter From iceLAnd 

A new and exciting chapter in the nation’s thousand-year-old 
literary history has begun, as Iceland is honorary guest at the 2011 
Frankfurt Book Fair, the most important one of its kind in the world. 

The 2010 Frankfurt Book Fair received almost 300,000 guests. A total 

of 7,314 exhibitors participated, out of which 3,315 were German and 

the rest from 111 countries all around the world. There were 75 national 

exhibitions held in relation to the Book Fair. The venue is approximately 

172,000 square meters in size. 

In every village, every town around Iceland, you have 
a swimming pool. In the capital area alone, you 
have close to twenty warm Olympic size pools 
to enjoy. The top six pools in Iceland are; 

 The new pool in HoFsós, North West Iceland. 

 LAugArdALsLAug in Laugardalur, Reykjavík, the biggest of them all. 

 AkureyrArLAug in Akureyri, North Iceland.

 seLárLAug in Vopnafjördur, East Iceland. With the best view. 

 tHjórsárdALsLAug, middle of nowhere, South Iceland. 

 krossAnesLAug in Strandir, North West Iceland, 

     a great pool touching the Arctic Ocean. 
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Iceland’s reputation as a book-loving nation is undeniably 
well earned. Twice as many books are published per capita than  
other Scandinavian countries—five titles per capita, which is unique. 
Each year, every Icelander buys approximately eight books. 

Iceland’s participation has already succeeded greatly at boost-
ing its literature in many ways. It has prompted a new com-
plete translation of the Icelandic sagas, as well as the transla-
tion of numerous contemporary works. Approximately 180 titles,  
either translated from Icelandic or dealing with Icelandic literature 
or Iceland, have been or will be published in Germany this year 
alone. Icelandic crime novels were already well established in the 
German market. Also, many authors had already found publish-
ing companies. “Now, numerous new authors have joined them, 
younger ones as well as authors of more difficult literature, poetry 
and even playwrights. We are hoping that this will open doors for 
even more Icelandic writers.”

Coinciding with the Book Fair, which will take place October 
12-16, the preparation committee has devised a varied program 
that goes on all year, including readings and other kinds of literary 
events, art exhibitions and concerts; making for a bona fide Icelan-
dic art festival in Germany. 

By Ásta Andrésdóttir.

In August 2011 Reykjavík was designated UNESCO City of Literature, the 
fifth city to receive that honor.

A Letter From iceLAnd 

Portrait

Take a dip
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"Iceland as a travel destination? Sounds interesting. Average 
July temperature is only 13 degrees?? Hmm … Are you sure you  

wanna go there?” Research on the internet, reading reviews and 
browsing photos made all the doubts disappear and more than half 
a year before the holidays we knew we were going to Iceland. 

It was love at first sight—from the moment I saw the cliffs with 
a charming lighthouse when our plane was landing in Keflavik in 
the rays of the midnight sun. And that love grew during those 14 
unforgettable days that we spent driving and hiking all around the 
country.

The brightest impression of all was Jökulsárlón, the glacier  
lagoon. Huge, striped or amazingly blue pieces of ice, drifting 
around to finish their life in the ocean… It was so quiet in the lagoon 
that one could hear the sound of melting and breaking ice and that 
gave a truly magical feeling!"

"My husband always wanted to go to Iceland. We went 
and now it is our favorite place. We flew up North to  

Akureyri, and then drove the Ring Road back to Reykjavik, the  
summer of 2008. We loved everything. The beautiful North with the 
Fjords and Whale Watching out of Húsavik, Lake Mývatn and the  
Nature Bath, and sitting next to the rushing waters of dettifoss, Ice-
land’s largest waterfall. We saw the mountains and Seydisfjördur 
in the East. In the south we found all the little towns and waterfalls  
every place you look. In Skaftafell National Park we went  
hiking all the way up to the glacier. We floated among the ice-
bergs at Jökulsárlón lagoon and then watched as the icebergs 
went out to sea. One of my favorite places was the Black Beach at  
Reynisfjara with its Sea Stacks and the little farm dog to run with 
on the beach."

"In the spring of 2009, during the eruption of Eyjafjallajökull, I fell 
in love with Iceland. My students came in to class that morn-

ing speaking of nothing else but the eruption. We spent the en-
tire day researching the geology of Iceland, the geography of the 
surrounding area, learned of volcanoes, watched video and viewed 
breathtaking photographs, wrote an email to a photographer to 
discuss his technique for photographing the volcano at night dur-
ing its powerful display of electricity, and wrote the principal of a  
Reykjavik school to inquire how Iceland maintains and inspires one 
hundred percent literacy (to which the principal promptly respond-
ed simply, “Practice, practice, practice...no magic!” My students 
loved her response!)."

amazing Iceland...
by Anastasiya - August 08, 2010

Jaw dropping Beautiful
by Gail Allison - June 08, 2010 

Beyond Inspiration
by Bonnie Serpa - August 08, 2011  

inspired by iceLAnd“ ” Impressions of visitors. 
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"I was wrong. Every image and every imagined scene of Iceland 
vanished when I landed at Keflavik. Every day in Iceland taught 

me a new lesson. The deep respect for each other, which is the 
basis of respect for their country and its people is something that 
must be made known to the world. Iceland is an island of ravish-
ing beauty but I think that its major contribution to the world is its 
unique spirituality, formed over centuries. "

"I have been to Iceland twice. First in the summer of 2008 I trav-
eled around the island and I was impressed by the landscape, 

wilderness, contrasts and beauty of the country. The next year 
I went to Landmannalaugar to do the awesome Laugavegur trek 
in the southern highlands. Both experiences have been unbeliev-
able, and I’m already thinking, when will be the next time I go to  
Iceland. "

Bathed in northern light
by David Pepler 

- September 03, 2010  

Best vacations ever
by Cesar - June 03, 2010  

"About 20 years ago I read a Swedish novel written by Per Olof 
Sundman that was based on Hrafnkels Saga. It was roughly 

the same story transferred to modern Iceland. It fascinated me and 
made me interested in everything Icelandic. I started to learn the 
language and in this way I met an Icelander who is now my hus-
band. I am part of a big, wonderful family whom I often visit in Ice-
land, and I enjoy every minute of being there. I love the stunning 
nature, the good food, the hospitality, and all aspects of culture, 
from literature and arts to knitwear! "

Inspired by the sagas
by Zsuzsanna Tomcsányi 

- June 03, 2010 

"Streets—even the touristy ones—are devoid of the ubiquitous 
BabyGaps and Mcdonalds, and populated with custom de-

signed lines of clothing, housewares, and stationary. A volcano 
blows up, and all of a sudden a line of chocolates appears, beauti-
fully designed and brilliantly executed, shaped like tiny Icelandic 
mountains in clever triangular packaging. Coffee, anyone? You can 
forget about finding an overpriced Venti latte at a Starbucks, thank 
goodness. And what do you do to decorate the town when just 
about everything that isn't made of rocks, dirt or fish needs to be 
shipped in? On every street corner downtown I found an incredible 
array of street art: funny, freaky, thought-provoking, artful, and just 
plain weird. "

So long and Thanks 
For all the Fish
by Anneli Rocknak 
- August 09, 2011 

” 

P
ho

to
 b

y 
P

ál
l S

te
fá

ns
so

n



Sonic RetRo 

10 I&I

“We at Redwing Amps view the tube guitar amplifier 
as an instrument. dave Hunter, the author of The 
Guitar Amplifier Handbook, hit the nail square on 

the head when he said: ‘Tube amps are not rocket science, they 
are much more complicated than that.’ Playing them involves 
personal taste, feelings, emotions and other factors […]. A good 
amp reacts to a musician’s playing dynamics and preserves 
the signature sound of the guitar,” the makers of the Redwing 
amplifiers proudly state on their website. They are currently  
developing hand-wired guitar amplifiers, which were inspired by 
the blackface and brownface American circuits from the 1960s. 
The amplifiers have been tested by a number of musicians,  
including blues guitarist Vasti Jackson during the Reykjavík 
Blues Festival in April 2011, Nels Cline of Wilco who played with 
the Plastic Ono Band in Iceland in October 2010, and established 
Icelandic guitarist Gudmundur Pétursson. 

“Gudmundur Pétursson, a renown Icelandic guitarist, hardly 
uses anything else,” says Thröstur Vídisson, who founded Red-
wing with Sigurdur Karl Ágústsson and Júlíus Valsson. “dikta 
used Redwing amps during the Iceland Airwaves festival and 
Börkur Hrafn Birgisson uses them with his brother dadi during 
recordings in Stúdíó Sýrland—he was the first to compliment 
us.”

Vídisson, a guitarist himself, has been making his own ampli-
fiers as a hobby for 15 years, but the product’s real development 
started in 2009. “We did it with our own money in our free time 
and own everything debt-free,” he stressed. In 2010 Redwing 
received the Encouragement Prize from the Icelandic universi-
ties’ House of Ideas Workshop, and a grant from the Innovation 
Center Iceland the same year towards designing the product’s 
look and a prototype. 

“Redwing amplifiers will have their own special look,” Vídisson 
told news website smugan.is at the time. Not only do they want 

to make Redwing amplifiers in Iceland, but also use as much 
Icelandic material in the production as possible. “We have also 
been coming up with our own technique, making amendments 
and finding our sound […] and have put a lot of effort into de-
veloping the business idea.” Given how warmly musicians have 
welcomed the product, Vídisson and his associates are now pre-
paring its official launch. Fashion goes in circles, they say, and 
now it looks as if the sound of the 60s and 70s might be back in 
soon. redwingamps.com

By Eygló Svala Arnarsdóttir.

Icelandic start-up company Redwing designs 
hand-wired vintage amplifiers. 
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If you like music you can visit Iceland virtually every month 
and find some sort of music festival. Jazz, blues, classic, heavy 

metal. You name it and you will probably find it. Some of the 
festivals are in Reykjavík, like the ever popular Iceland airwaves 
in October, while many are in towns and villages further afield.  

east is east
The tiny community of Borgarfjördur eystri is one of Iceland’s 
most popular music venues during the summer. The July Brae-
dslan festival has had many popular performers in the past, in-
cluding Emilíana Torrini, damien Rice, Belle & Sebastian, Magni, 
Fanfarlo, Lay Low, Thursaflokkurinn, Megas and Senuthjófarnir, 
Páll Óskar and Monika, Eivör Pálsdóttir, KK and Ellen, the Irish 
Oscar winner Glen Hansard, and Hjálmar.

The Braedslan festival is steadily becoming one of the most 
popular music events in summer. The festival is called Braed-
slan, or The Smelter, because the music venue is an old herring 
smelter tank. Adding to the charm of the festival is its location in 
a small, isolated village in eastern Iceland, about an hour’s drive 
from Egilstadir airport. Every year about one thousand people 
come to Borgarfjördur eystri (not to be confused with the Bor-
garfjördur in western Iceland), thereby increasing the number of 
inhabitants tenfold. 

West is west
Some things are best done on a small scale, like putting together 
Aldrei fór ég sudur (‘I never went south’), a little music festival 
that has been happening over the Easter weekend in Ísafjördur 
since 2004. 

The concept behind the festival is simple, as one of its main 
founders, musician Mugison, describes it: “We thought, how fun-
ny would it be to have a festival where there was no sound check, 
where every band had to just plug in and play—whether you were 
múm or some old guy on an accordion—where everybody was 
equal in a way.” 

Just getting to Ísafjördur around Easter may be an adventure in 
itself. From Reykjavík, you can book a 45-minute flight or you can 
drive some 450 kilometers. The drive takes you through some 
of the most varied landscape that Icelandic roads have to offer 
in one day: lava fields, rolling hills, the dreaded highland of Ste-
ingrímsfjardarheidi, and finally the long, winding, sparsely popu-
lated fjords. 

The festival itself is a two-day affair, beginning on Good Friday 
and lasting well into Saturday night. Initially, the festival took place 
in an old fish-freezing plant in the harbor, but has since moved to 
a slightly bigger warehouse just outside the city center. 

music ALL Around us 
Music festivals are becoming more popular 
every year in all corners of Iceland. 

The five mountains with the best 
view in Iceland. 

 sveinstindur, not far from Lake Langisjór, easy walk, fantastic view. 

 esjA, next door to the capital, easy and rewarding. 

 kverkFjöLL, at the northern part of Vatnajökull glacier, from the top you 

         can see the whole North East Iceland. 

 kALdbAkur in Eyjafjördur bay, north of Akureyri. 

 kALdbAkur, yes the same name, but this one is in dýrafjördur in the West Fjords. 

 

Top Secret
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iceLAnd’s nAtionAL Hero turns 200 

Life was harsh in Iceland in the 19th century. It was particu-
larly hard in the Westfjords, where the people endured harsh 
weather, epidemics, and were often surrounded by icebergs 

in winter. However, the fjords were also close to the best fishing 
grounds in Iceland, with many men both farmers and fishermen. 
Crews went out on small open boats for days at a time to hunt the 
valuable sharks, a huge fish caught for its precious liver. 

But even though living conditions were hard, many of the best 
educated Icelanders came from this part of the country. One of 
them was born 17 June 1811 at Hrafnseyri by Arnarfjördur. Jón Sig-
urdsson was a man that was at the right place at the right time in 
Icelandic history.

In the 19th century young Icelandic men had to go to Copenha-
gen for university studies. Some of them came back to be priests 
or sheriffs, others were introduced to the sweet life of Bacchus and 
never reached their full potential. A few settled in Copenhagen, 
mostly to work for the danish government. 

In the 1840s the danish king thought it would be appropriate for 
the Icelandic nation, then part of the danish kingdom, to resurrect 
Althingi, Iceland’s old parliament. In the first session in 1845 Jón 
Sigurdsson was elected president of Althingi, a post he held for 
most parliamentary sessions until his death in 1879. 

Jón Sigurdsson had all of the qualities of a true leader. He was an 
elegant man, well educated in Icelandic history and language, and 
a very good writer who could argue for Icelandic rights—not only 
in a sentimental, but also a logical way.

In 1851 a national convention was held in Iceland to discuss the 
form of government. It soon became apparent that the represen-
tatives, guided by Jón Sigurdsson, wanted far more independence 
than the danish king was willing to grant. A group of soldiers, 
under the direction of the infamous Count Trampe, came to the 
convention and dissolved it. Jón Sigurdsson objected to the act of 
violence “against the king and the nation”. Almost all the represen-
tatives then stood up and proclaimed: “We all protest”.

It was not until 1874, a thousand years after Iceland was first set-
tled, that the country got its own constitution and Althingi could 
pass laws and a national budget. Jón Sigurdsson not only fought 
for independence from denmark, but also for the rights of all indi-
viduals for free enterprise, regardless of origin or nationality.

Jón Sigurdsson lived all his adult life in Copenhagen fighting for 
the good of the nation. He and his wife Ingibjörg both died in de-
cember 1879 in Copenhagen. Both are buried in Reykjavík. 

The University of Iceland was established in 1911, exactly 100 
years after Jón Sigurdsson’s birth. In 1944 the Icelandic republic 
was established on June 17, Jón Sigurdsson’s birthday. 

By Benedikt Jóhannesson

• tHe jósAFAt Hinriksson museum, 

a collection of maritime and handcrafted 

artifacts, is located in an old warehouse, in 

Neskaupsstadur. A gem. 

• petrA’s stone coLLection in the  

village of Stödvarfjördur, is out of this world. 

• The old turf house at burstAFeLL, in 

Vopnafjördur, is one of the best preserved turf 

houses in the country. A great place to see 

how we lived a hundred years ago. 

• At Hali, a farmstead close to the Glacier  

lagoon, you have tHorbergssetur  

museum, where the books of writer  

Thorbergur Thordarsson come alive.

 

Not only do Iceland’s East Fjords 
have great nature to explore,  
here you have interesting 
museums showcasing various 
aspects of Iceland’s history.  
These are the top four museums 
in the region:  

eastern Showcase 
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PortraitIcelanders don’t have many heroes. Jón Sigurdsson, 
the leader in the country’s fight for independence, is an 
undisputed hero in Icelandic history.

iceLAnd’s nAtionAL Hero turns 200 
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Everybody in Iceland has an opinion about the new music 
hall. In the beginning, many thought we did not need it, 
others that the country could not afford it. But now that 

it is built and in use, we all seem to like it. The truth is that prior 
to Harpa, the only exclusive “music hall” Iceland ever had was a 
small octagonal house sitting by the Reykjavík Pond. Since 1922 
this has been the home of the Reykjavík City Brass Band. There 
is no space inside for an audience.

This does not mean that there has been no music. The Icelan-
dic Symphony Orchestra performed concerts in the University 
Cinema; the Icelandic Opera had its home in the Old Movie The-
atre. The London Symphony played a concert in the Reykjavík 
sports hall. All of these gave audiences performances that will 
be remembered for a long time, but none of them are music 
halls. 

When the elegant, expensive new music hall Harpa was opened 
in May 2011, it immediately struck a chord with the nation. At the 
formal opening ceremony it was stressed that Harpa—Icelandic 
for “harp”—is not only for classical music. All types are welcome 
and the nation saw tuxedos and latex suits that night. Each play-
ing to diverse audiences. 

Harpa is not only a music hall. It is also a convention center 

Finally Reykjavík has its own music 
hall; an architectural masterpiece and 
a world class concert hall.

Harpa of 1,600 StringS 
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and can house modest local political meetings all the way up to 
large international conferences. This fall it will host the annual 
Iceland Airwaves event. It has already booked events a few years 
into the future. If you happen to come in during the day, you can 
have a cup of coffee or a glass of white wine at the first floor 
café. The fourth floor restaurant oversees the harbor, a memo-
rable sight in summer and winter. You might also buy something 
at the gift shops. 

Harpa has different halls for differing needs: the main concert 
hall with seating for 1,600 people; a conference hall with seating 
for 750 people, that can be divided in two smaller halls; and a 
recital hall with seating for 450 people.

In true Icelandic fashion the building was not quite ready when 
guests came flocking to the gala opening night. Honored guests 
might get splinters from a temporary staircase or look helplessly 
into a huge plastic cover, blocking who knows what. But nobody 
seemed to care. It was a night to remember.

August 20 was another night to remember. That was the night 
Harpa was officially completed. Of course it still wasn’t quite 
done, but there are no more splinters and the fabulous lights in 
the tinted windows were seen for the first time.

Harpa is a delight for the eye. And the ear. Especially the ear.

Photos this spread by Geir ólafsson and Páll Stefánsson.
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Vladimir Ashkenazy grew up in commu-
nist Moscow. He was a very talented 

piano player and that gave him privileges. 
Still he had to live with his parents in a 38 
m2 (380 sq feet) apartment. And in 1961, 
when he married a girl from Iceland who 
was also a sensational pianist, they had to 
move into that same flat.

Still, Ashkenazy’s talents gave the young 
couple the opportunity to travel to foreign 
countries, a privilege in the Soviet Union. In 
one such trip to London the couple decided 
to apply for residency in the UK. They did 
not renounce their Soviet citizenship and 
did in fact return to the Soviet Union after 
this, only to leave for good two months 
later.

This was during the Cold War and the 
Ashkenazy flight was news all around the 
world. However, little by little Ashkenazy 
stopped being the outlaw and became one 
of the world’s greatest pianists. 

When Iceland first held the Reykjavík Arts 
Festival in 1970, and in subsequent years, 
Ashkenazy was instrumental in getting the 
greatest artists in the world to appear. The 
couple lived in Iceland until 1978, but since 
they moved to Switzerland they have kept 
strong ties to their “home country” (both 
are Icelandic citizens). 

Even though Ashkenazy is still an active 
pianist, he has concentrated on conducting 
in later years. Now he is the conductor of 
the Sydney Symphony Orchestra in Austra-
lia. 

On May 4 this year, the audience awaited 
the first concert by the Icelandic Symphony 
Orchestra in its new home, Harpa—meaning 
‘harp’. Ashkenazy had been instrumental in 
getting the marvelous new music hall built, 
and it was only natural that he would hold 
the conductor’s baton. In this moment it felt 
like a circle was closing; Iceland finally had a 
world class music hall and world class musi-
cians to perform. One story was coming to 
an end and a new story was beginning. 

By Benedikt Jóhannesson.

A top musiciAn opens 
tHe new HArpA 

Vladimir Ashkenazy was a child prodigy piano player. Now he is one 
of the leading conductors in the world.

P
ho

to
s 

b
y 

G
ei

r 
ó

la
fs

so
n.



17I&I

Located right under the Arctic Circle, Raufarhöfn is a place like no other. Iceland’s northernmost 
town, with a population of just over 200, is home to the extraordinary Arctic Henge, currently un-

der construction on the plains of Melrakkaslétta. A calendar of the seasons based on the paths of the 
sun and the moon, it is a circular arrangement of stone blocks, 48 meters across. In the center, a stone 
structure with a crystal on top captures the rays of the sun and breaks it into prism colors. On the outer 
wall, four gates face each other, marking the solstices of winter and summer and the equinox of spring 
and fall, according to the old Nordic calendar. The Henge’s unique location has a 360° horizon on land 
meaning that the sunlight and the moonlight can flow unhindered. Old Nordic mythology and literature 
will be featured in the Arctic Henge in the form of a group of dwarves discussed in the Völu-Spá book 
of poetry, each assigned a particular time of year, meaning that everyone has their birthday-dwarf.

By Ásta Andrésdóttir.
 

Arctic Allure

Photo by Páll Stefánsson.

A Stonehenge-like 
construction is 
appearing close to 
Raufarhöfn by the
Arctic Circle.
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I visited Iceland for the first time in July, 2010, at the invitation of 
a friend and business colleague from Reykjavik. I knew before 

the trip that I had to make my visit very "efficient," that is, to see 
as much as possible in the brief time allotted. I made a reservation 
for an 18-19 hour combination of three tours - history, scenery and 
a glacier walk, and Gullfoss and Geysir. What a day, and it was day-
light the entire time! I'm so glad that I brought my good camera, 
because I saw so many beautiful sights! My eyes were WIdE open 
the entire day, and I saw much that day. However, I want to see so 
much more of Iceland - it's a really fascinating land, in ALL respects. 
So much history, so much beauty, such friendly people! I remember 
being in Reykjavik on my last day there, and I had trouble getting a 
parking meter to accept my credit card, and I had no small change 
for the meter. A woman and her two daughters asked if they could 
help. Well, after I explained what I was trying to do unsuccessfully, 
the woman opened her purse, dropped a few coins in the meter, 
and smiled at me, saying "Enjoy your visit in Reykjavik." I was both 
stunned and grateful.

My Short-Term Marathon 
Visit to Iceland

by Bob Hirst - June 30, 2011  

It had been raining for days, and this morning was no different. We 
bundled up, put on our rain gear, and set off in our super jeep. The 

driver made a few stops on the way, once to show us snow from 
1980 that has been preserved under tephra layers for the past 30 
years. Pretty amazing, but we were ready for the volcano. He drove 
us about 2/3 of the way up the southwest flank of Hekla, and then 
we got out and began hiking. The higher we went, the crazier the 
weather got. Wind whipped our faces, and it only invigorated us. 
Rain soaked through the best of our rain gear, and we only pushed 
harder. We finally made it up to the crater and had our moment of 
celebration before starting back down. The weather began to clear, 
and a rainbow formed right in front of us. As we made it down to 
the jeep, the blue sky opened up and a second, beautiful double 
rainbow appeared. It stayed with us our entire drive back to the 
main ride. Even the driver stopped to take a picture of the “crazy 
colors.” That is what truly made the day for me, seeing something 
that even a native Icelander was impressed by. I will never forget 
this day. 

inspired by iceLAnd“ ” 

Photo by Páll Stefánsson.

When I had read my first “Nonni book” I was immediately 
hooked to the author and to Iceland. And I am not the only 

one who got interested in this fascinating country AFTER reading 
the adventures of Nonni and his younger brother Manni. 

My personal wish is to finally get to know Nonnahús in Akureyri/
North Iceland, and shed a few emotional tears when entering his 
small bedroom—the scene of many childhood tales skillfully nar-
rated by my dear Nonni. 

 

enchanted by the 
Icelandic author 

Jón Svensson – “nonni” 
- and his 12 “nonni books”

by Friederika - June 07, 2010 

Hekla: 10 years overdue 
for an eruption, showing 

activity, rain and 70 kmph 
winds—so we hiked it!

by Rose Ganley 
- August 08, 2011   

Impressions of visitors. 
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esA: A slain puffin. Its head and colorful 
beak at a twisted angle, the remains of its 
innards and skeleton stretched out to twice 
the bird’s length, black and white feathers 
scattered around the grass. This is the work 
of the Great Skua. “I don’t feel sorry for the 
occasional puffin that gets caught,” says 
Einar Sigurdsson, who runs tours to the 
bird reserve Ingólfshöfdi in southeast Ice-
land with his family. “There are millions of 
puffins but only thousands of skuas.” There 
weren’t many puffins on the promontory 
this early in the season in May but as soon 
as our guide spotted one, he brought out 
his telescope, placed it firmly on the edge 
of a cliff and invited us to take a look at 
the bird up close. Such an adorable little 
creature.

For some time, the Great Skuas were 
hunted in high numbers in the region be-
cause people disliked their behavior. But 
as the skua population started dwindling, 
people had the good sense to place them 
under preservation. Today there are ap-
proximately 5,400 skua couples in Iceland, 
which accounts for almost half of the Great 
Skua’s world population. The bird mainly 
nests along the country’s southern coast.

As for the puffin, scientists have voiced 
concern as its nesting in south and west 
Iceland has failed in the past summers 
because of lack of sandeels. For now the 
Great Skua is safe but what happens if its 
prey disappears? Or maybe the birds are 

among evolution’s favorites that adapt 
easily to new situations as long as they are 
left alone by humans. 

bj: Ingólfshöfdi in late June when the 
nesting season was at its peak. We were 
in skua territory. The group stopped and 
saw a bird sitting on a nest. It looked calm. 
But don’t let looks deceive you. Suddenly, 
one of its mates appeared out of nowhere. 
It was a big bird with a wing span of at 
least 150 centimeters (about five feet). It 
looked mean.

Suddenly it attacked.
Fortunately, the guide was the target 

and he could defend himself with a stick. 
The skua comes at you again and again as 
we soon would learn. We ran away. Jump-
ing off the cliff might have seemed like a 
good idea if the attacks hadn’t stopped.

Luckily, we were then sufficiently far 
from the nest and had left the protective 
bird’s territory. The guide pointed out a 
puffin, thus saving the trip for many of the 
foreigners.

History repeats itself and this history 
was no exception. From one nest to the 
next. Past the seamen’s shelter, to the 
lighthouse that was serving as a shelter 
for a group of sheep, standing by its yel-
low wall.

esA: It’s survival of the fittest, I suppose, 
but I must admit I favor puffins over skuas, 
even though the latter bird is impressive 
to watch. Others obviously feel the same 

tHe cute, 
tHe crueL 
And tHe 
tourists 
Everyone likes the puffins, but the cruel skua is 
indeed a rare bird, as Eygló Svala Arnarsdóttir 
and Benedikt Jóhannesson found out during their 
respective trips to the Ingólfshöfdi bird reserve.

way given that puffins are the main reason 
people visit Ingólfshöfdi, despite the bird 
reserve having been established originally 
to protect the Great Skua.

May they both flourish for centuries to 
come, I thought, as I bid Ingólfshöfdi fare-
well.

The Great Skua let out a cry—in agree-
ment, I decided, promising to teach its little 
brother new methods of survival. But it’s 
more likely the greedy predator was just 
preparing for a new hunt.

 
oraefaferdir.is
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Nutritionists say that one third of the 
dinner plate should be vegetables. Tra-

ditionally, that was far from the truth in Ice-
land. For centuries, vegetables were largely 
unheard of, let alone fruit—the country’s 
climate didn’t allow the growing of greens, 
with only a few exceptions. Potatoes were 
first grown in Iceland in the mid-18th centu-
ry and immediately became a huge hit. The 
yellow turnip, or rutabaga, which arrived a 
few decades later, was also hardy enough to 
survive the cool Icelandic summer. The rhu-
barb, which has a history of 130 years in Ice-
land, has also become part of the country’s 
culinary heritage, for example as a sweet 
stew with cream. The growing of other veg-
etables was impractical and import rare; 
children used to get apples and oranges at 
Christmas as a special treat. 

Iceland may be located at a northerly 
latitude but the county also has a great 
advantage: geothermal heat, which can 
be used for heating, electricity production 
and the production of vegetables. Green-
house farming began in the 1920s and has 
expanded rapidly in the past decades; the 
electricity usage for greenhouse lighting 
increased from one GW hour in 1984 to 
36.3 GW hours in 2004, which equals the 
electricity consumption of up to 4,000 
homes. Now Icelanders enjoy locally grown 
cucumbers, which have a 95 percent mar-
ket share, and tomatoes, with a 70 percent 
market share, year-round, and a wealth of 
other seasonal vegetables. Additionally, the 
types of vegetables grown outdoors have 

increased in the past decades. The cradle of 
Icelandic greenhouse farming is upcountry 
in the county of Árnessýsla in Southwest 
Iceland: Flúdir, Reykholt and Laugarás. This 
area represents 78 percent of greenhouse 
farming in the country. Vegetable markets 
are held every weekend in Hveragerdi dur-
ing the summer and fresh vegetables can 
be bought straight from a few farms in the 
region, including Sólheimar and Engi. 

So what about fruit? One should eat 
five fruits per day, nutritionists preach, but 
to live up to that wisdom, Icelanders must 
rely on imported goods. Yet today, more 
and more people are experimenting with 
growing apple trees with promising results. 
More exotic fruit would have to be grown 
inside greenhouses; Iceland boasts one 
banana tree at the Horticulture College of 
Hveragerdi. However, expanding into mass 
production of fruit is a question of money. 
Some Icelanders would like the nation to 
become self-sufficient in growing both fruit 
and vegetables, and call for geothermal en-
ergy to be used for greenhouses instead of 
large-scale industrial projects like aluminum 
smelters. Acclaimed musician Björk has 
even suggested that instead of continuing 
with the smelter plans in Helguvík on Reyk-
janes peninsula near Keflavík International 
Airport, a giant greenhouse should be con-
structed instead. And who knows? Maybe 
fruits and vegetables will become the new 
aluminum one day. 

By Eygló Svala Arnarsdóttir.

it isn’t eAsy being green… 
except mAybe in iceLAnd 

Since they became widely available, Icelanders prefer their 
vegetables fresh and local. Flúdir, Reykholt and Laugarás 
are the cradle of the country’s greenhouse farming.
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iceLAnd to export 
tomAtoes to tHe uk 

• Geogreenhouse, a new Icelandic company, is preparing to construct high-tech 
greenhouses close to a geothermal power plant, and to use green electricity, geo-
thermal water, CO2 and the purest cold water to produce a range of premium quality 
pesticide-free tomatoes with zero carbon footprint. The UK will be the main market.

• According to Sigurdur Kiernan, chairman of the board of directors of Geogreen-
house, the construction of the first phase, a 3.3-hectare greenhouse, will commence 
early 2012 and the first shipment abroad is planned for September that year. 

• Geogreenhouse has contracted a company in the UK for marketing, packag-
ing and distributing the tomatoes. An extension of up to ten hectares in two years’ 
time is already planned, and the future vision is for a full-scale 20-hectare high-tech 
greenhouse, employing 150 people. 

 

Photo by Páll Stefánsson.
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When chess legend Bobby Fischer 
first came to Iceland he was hard to 

please. He made one absurd demand after 
another. One thing he was always happy 
with: Skyr, the Icelandic dairy product that 
reminds many people of something else 
they’ve tasted, but is not really the same. 

The charm of Skyr was not undermined 
by the fact that you could only get it in Ice-
land. Imagine how exciting pizza would be if 
you could only get it in Italy, or if you had to 
travel to the Caucasus to get yogurt. 

Old fashioned Skyr was sold in only one 
variety until about thirty years ago. Then 
new products started to appear and now 
you can get assorted flavors and even a 
Skyr drink. The Skyr pie is a popular treat. 
The good news for those who don’t live in 
Iceland is that now you can get Skyr in many 
stores both in Europe and America. 

super Food
Now food connoisseurs have discovered 
this delicacy and one American author, Cyn-
thia Sass, nutrition consultant and author of 
best selling books on diets, called Skyr “Su-
per food”, the new yogurt, thicker and more 
protein rich than Greek yogurt. 

In Iceland people always knew that Skyr 
was good and healthy, but it certainly helps 
when specialists agree. Einar Sigurdsson, 
president of MS-food in Iceland, said that 
only a few products have been dubbed Su-
per foods, and that will certainly help ex-
ports to America. MS has been exporting to 
the US for six years and results are encour-
aging. Skyr is also taking Nordic markets by 
storm, in Norway, denmark and Finland. The 
exports now are fourfold what they were a 
year ago. Finland has also welcomed an-
other Icelandic dairy product, Hledslan or 
Charge, using a low fat dairy product. 

But even though many people say that 
real Skyr can only be found in Iceland, we 
now give you the secret recipe: “Skyr is 
made from pasteurized and/or reproduced 
skimmed milk which has been heated to at 
least 72-78°C (162-172°F) for 15-20 seconds. 
The skimmed milk is curdled with rennet 
and soured with a conventional Skyr con-
denser and then the whey is separated from 
it. Skyr is to contain at least 18 percent milk 
solids.” You can try this at home.

But it might be a better idea to look for a 
supermarket that sells the real thing. 

 

tHe super good super Food 
The dairy product that is not quite like anything else.
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We went to a 200-year-old house in Ísafjördur; the Tar 
House. Why is it called Tar House? I don’t really know, but 

I guess that it was tarred for protection. All the other houses 
on the far end of the peninsula are tarred as well, but the other 
houses have other names. 

It has gained a reputation as the best fish restaurant in Iceland. 
Best is a big word, so we were prepared to be disappointed. 
When we arrived at 6:30 p.m. we looked inside, but there was 
nobody there except for a young waitress. “We are not open 
until seven,” she told us. But yes, we could get a glass of beer 
or white wine. 

We have never seen an ad for this restaurant, so we were not 
surprised that we were still the only people around a quarter 
of an hour later. The waitress told us that the cook was still out 
shopping for fresh fish. When we asked if they had any tables 
for eight, she told us that unfortunately they were fully booked, 
though we were welcome to sit at the outside table.

But when we explained that we did in fact have a reservation, 
but for six people, not eight, she smiled and said that would be 
no trouble if we didn’t mind sitting tight. At the same time the 
cook rushed in and asked if the pans were ready. It turns out that 
his wife had been in the kitchen, preparing the salad. In almost 
no time at all we could smell butter on the frying pan.

At precisely seven we stepped into the small restaurant. You 
could smell the tar combined with the smell of food. As if some-
one had waved a magic wand, the restaurant filled up in one 
minute. I have no idea where all these people came from, but 
they obviously did not want to lose their seats by being late.

This night, and every night during summer, they offered the 
seafood buffet. Any fresh fish might find its way in, so that no 
two dinners are the same. We started out with the soup, filled 
with fresh fish and shell fish. Those allergic to shell fish proceed-

ed directly to the Plokkfiskur, a type of fish gratin. After that, the 
pans came out one after another: sole, trout, monkfish, mack-
erel. Each with a distinct taste, all good. Pan after pan emptied 
and I could hear the cook wondering aloud if they needed to go 
out for more. 

In little over an hour our only regret was that we could not eat 
more. At 8:30 p.m. a second group of people came in. I looked 
into the kitchen to thank the cook for a delightful meal and dis-
covered that he was in a state of total confusion—What fish was 
on which pan?—and by the speed of things you would imagine 
that you were not in a fast food restaurant, but rather a turbo 
restaurant. But suddenly he came to his senses and said: “This 
needs some more mushrooms, the next one a little garlic,” and 
everything was under control.

He was delighted that we enjoyed our meal and hoped we 
would come again. And we will. 

By Benedikt Jóhannesson.

Food is Fun
Many people are pleasantly surprised when 
they come to Iceland and find culinary delights.  
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In the 1960s there were not that many food production companies in Ice-
land that were not connected to the cooperative movement or the farm-

ers’ union. At that time a young industrialist thought: “Iceland really has only 
one type of cheese, why don’t I start an independent cheese production in 
Hveragerdi?” The coops did not welcome the competition and two years 
later he had to close the company.

However, the young man, Hafsteinn Kristinsson, did not give up and start-
ed producing ice cream instead. The product, called Kjörís, was an instant 
hit and 40 years later his widow and children are carrying on the family 
tradition of making quality ice cream. 

dId nOT exPand TOO MucH
Valdimar Hafsteinsson, son of the founder, is now running the company as 
general manager. Three of his sisters sit on the board along with their moth-
er and uncle. Kjörís is one of the few companies in Iceland with four women 
on the board. All the siblings live in Hveragerdi, a town of about 2,300 peo-
ple. One of Valdimar’s sisters, Aldís Hafsteinsdóttir, is mayor of Hveragerdi. 
She was reelected last year with almost two thirds of the votes. 

Valdimar was chosen Businessman of the Year 2010 by Frjáls verslun, a 
business magazine. One of the main reasons given was that the company 
had stuck to the basics, and had very modest debts in comparison to most 
Icelandic companies. The equity ratio of 59% would be the envy of most 
Icelandic industrial companies. Indeed most Icelandic companies.

When many families sold their companies in the early 2000s Kjörís was 
not for sale. “Our mother never wanted to sell. Then the company might 

“In January 2009, I saw an internet 
item which discussed the debut of 

the Mattel MindFlex game at the New 
York Toy Fair. The player’s level of con-
centration was transmitted to activate 
a fan, which blew a plastic ball into the 
air,” says deepa Iyengar, managing di-
rector of Icelandic start-up company 
MindGames. “Immediately, I knew that it 
would be easier to make more complex 
mind-controlled interactions in the virtual 
world. And, if the ‘mind power’ used was 
concentration or relaxation, then while 
they were having fun, people would also 
be improving their control over their con-
centration or relaxation; that is, learning 
valuable skills for life.”

Iyengar, originally from the United 
States, moved to Iceland in 2006 with 
her Icelandic husband. Together with four 
other collaborators, they founded Mind-
Games in 2009. The company belongs to 
a new breed of companies within the Ice-
landic gaming industry, which look at the 

economic situation as an opportunity to 
grow and establish themselves in foreign 
markets. 

In december 2010, MindGames be-
came the first company in the world to 
sell an iPhone application, called Tug 
of Mind, which is a fitness experience. 
To play it, users need a brainwave tool 
that transmits information to the game 
based on real-time measurements of 
their brainwaves. The technology is a 
simplified version of electroencephalog-
raphy (EEG), which has been used since 
the early 1930s in hospitals to diagnose 
patients’ brain activity. “Brain cells com-
municate using electrical pulses. Pulses 
from one brain cell are small, but when 
you add up the activity from huge num-
bers of brain cells, that can be detected 
by metal electrodes if you place them on 
the scalp,” Iyengar explained.

In the same month, the company re-
ceived a grant from the Ministry of Indus-
try’s Technology development Fund to 

develop additional iOS games. In addi-
tion, MindGames’ 2009 summer student 
interns were one of the top six groups 
honored at the President of Iceland’s 
2010 Innovation Prize awards reception, 
for their role in developing the first multi-
player brainwave-controlled computer 
game on Facebook, Gods and Mortals, 
which will soon be up for user testing. 

In March 2011, MindGames released 
W.I.L.D. on iPhone and iPad. “In W.I.L.D., 
the player falls asleep and finds herself in 
a lucid dream, which she can and must 
control with her mental powers in order 
to wake up,” Iyengar explained. “We up-
date this game every month for free, with 
a new dream.” In addition, MindGames 
will release two new mind-controlled 
iPhone games this fall and this summer 
they will make a game for PC which will 
help children improve their ability to pay 
attention. mindgames.is 

By Eygló Svala Arnarsdóttir.

brAin-power-pLAy 

An old fashioned family firm has made great 
ice cream for more than 40 years.



27I&I

have moved from Hveragerdi. She has always wanted the town to benefit 
from the jobs. We all agreed with her,” said Valdimar. 

In the beginning only seven people worked for the company, but now 
the company employs 50 people. In the summertime 70 to 75 people 
work for Kjörís. The warmest season is the best time for an ice cream 
factory. “We are among the few that don’t oppose global warming,” 
Valdimar jokes. 

a queSTIOn OF lIFe and deaTH
He continues: “In the beginning the farmer’s coop tried to stop the ice 
cream factory, just like it had stopped the cheese factory. These people 
did not like competition.” This forced the company into non-dairy ice 
cream, and many innovations, such as popsicles, at that time unknown 
in Iceland. 

One might think that ice cream is ice cream. But it is not that simple. 
Kjörís produces about 160 different products. In 1995 Iceland was no lon-
ger closed to international brands and Kjörís started importing ice cream 
from Unilever. This strengthened the company despite many who said 
they could not survive foreign competition. “Icelanders like the local ice 
cream, much of our imports goes to foreign tourists,” says Valdimar. 

In the year 2006 the other Icelandic ice cream producer was sold from 
the farmer’s coop to a private company. Hence, the competition is at last 
on an equal footing. 

Kjörís is a company that has kept Icelanders cold for more than 40 
years and hopefully will continue to do so in the future.   

we screAm For icecreAm 

Icelandic start-up company MindGames creates innovative 
computer games that are controlled by the user’s brainwaves.

Photo by Geir Ólafsson.
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Graena orkan (‘The Green Energy’) is 
a cluster project at the Ministry of In-

dustry aiming at increasing the share of 
eco-friendly domestic energy resources in 
transport in Iceland at the cost of imported 
fossil fuels. Its ambitious goals includes 
connecting the many companies involved 
in the alternative fuel sector in Iceland and 
making the country a leader in the use of 
alternative energy resources for transport. 
While some of those involved have com-
plained that things aren’t happening quick-
ly enough, the ministry has promised to 
prioritize the project this coming winter.

This spring it was announced that Amer-
ican AMP Electric Vehicles (AMP EV) had 
teamed up with Iceland’s Northern Lights 
Energy (NLE) on marketing electric SUVs 
in Iceland. “We have 50 Icelandic compa-
nies and government offices, including 
the Ministry for the Environment, signed 
up to host electric vehicle charging and to 
convert their fleets to 100 percent electric 
vehicles and their expectations are high. In 
my opinion, this AMP EV will meet and ex-
ceed all expectations,” said Gísli Gíslason, 
chairman and CEO of NLE, in a statement. 

At the same time, Icelandic fuel compa-
ny N1 announced that it had invested tens 
of ISK millions in the experimental cultiva-
tion of rapeseed, which has been ongoing 

for three years. CEO of N1 Hermann Gud-
mundsson told Fréttabladid that studies 
indicate rapeseed cultivation is feasible 
all around the country but the Eyjafjör-
dur region (in the north) and South Ice-
land showed the best results. It is believed 
possible to grow 15,000-20,000 tons of 
rapeseed in Iceland annually. A few days 
earlier, farmer Ólafur Eggertsson at Thor-
valdseyri in South Iceland, a pioneer in 
rapeseed cultivation, handed over 500 li-
ters of oil which he pressed from rapeseed 
in the autumn of 2010 for experimental 
fuel production at the biodiesel company 
Lífdísill. He considered the event a mile-
stone. “This is the first time that a farmer 
has transported oil from the countryside 
to the town to have it changed into fuel 
for diesel engines.” 

Meanwhile, as reported in Fréttabladid 
in July, the number of methane-run ve-
hicles in Iceland had doubled in the past 
18 months, now approaching 600. Einar 
Vilhjálmsson, marketing director of meth-
ane company Metan, pointed out that the 
interest in using methane instead of fossil 
fuels is steadily increasing in the country; 
a recent survey by Capacent concluded 
that 85 percent of respondents are inter-
ested in methane. The first power plant 
in Iceland which will use biological waste 

to produce methane is scheduled to open 
by the end of next year. The pork producer 
Stjörnugrís and energy company Metanor-
ka are planning to use waste from Stjörnu-
grís’s pork farm at Melar in Melasveit, West 
Iceland, to produce methane which could 
power up to 1,000 vehicles. Also, a hydro-
gen car was tried out in Iceland in August.

As for other developments, Landsvirkjun, 
the national power company, and Icelandic-
American Carbon Recycling International 
(CRI), are studying the possibility of build-
ing a renewable methanol plant next to the 
geothermal power plant at Krafla in North-
east Iceland. At full capacity, the methanol 
plant would produce more than 100 million 
liters annually of renewable methanol, a 
clean burning high octane fuel for cars, us-
ing only carbon dioxide (CO2), water and 
renewable energy from the Krafla plant. 
The process would eliminate 45,000 tons 
of CO2 emissions per year. CRI has already 
completed the construction of its first re-
newable methanol plant—the first of its 
kind in the world—at Svartsengi in South-
west Iceland in cooperation with HS Orka. 
The plant will start production in the fall of 
2011.  

By Eygló Svala Arnarsdóttir.

mAinstreAming 
ALternAtive energy

We’re not there yet, but methanol, methane, rapeseed oil, hydrogen and 
green electricity might soon replace fossil fuels in Iceland for good.

A rapeseed field. Photo by Helgi Bjarnason / Mbl.
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In Iceland, Christianity and paganism have 
gone side by side ever since the lawsayer 

Thorgeir Ljósvetningagodi announced in 
Ad 1000 that Icelanders should be Chris-
tian but allowed to practice heathen tradi-
tions in secrecy. Nowhere is this ‘twist of 
faith’ depicted more clearly than at Skál-
holt, an ancient bishopric and the capital 
of Icelandic Christendom, where there is 
a statue showing Thor, the Norse god of 
thunder, and Bishop Jón Arason standing 
next to each other in camaraderie. Arason, 
Iceland’s last Catholic bishop, was ulti-
mately decapitated at Skálholt along with 
two of his sons at the conversion to Evan-
gelism in 1550; a tragedy acknowledged 
by a memorial on the bishopric’s grounds.

Located in the region of Biskupstungur 
in south Iceland, Skálholt nestles between 
the rivers Hvítá and Brúará. Mt. Vördufell 
watches over the site, while Mt. Hestfjall 
can be spotted further to the south. In 
clear weather the volcano Hekla can be 
seen in the distance. Skálholt is one of 
Iceland’s most important historical sites 
as it is the place where the country’s first 
bishop, Ísleifur Gissurarson (ordained in 
1056), settled half a century after the good 
lawsayer’s announcement. For centuries 
Skálholt served as Iceland’s capital, as well 
as its cultural and spiritual center. But af-
ter the waning status of the bishopric, vol-
canic eruptions, a major earthquake and 
other disasters in the late 18th century, the 

episcopal see and school were transferred 
to Reykjavík. However, due to its historical 
significance, Skálholt reclaimed some of its 
ancient glory in the mid-20th century. The 
modern cathedral, inaugurated in 1963, is 
well known for its works of modern art, as 
well as for artifacts from previous churches 
that used to stand there. 

despite being such a god-fearing place, 
Skálholt has had its bad luck with churches. 
They’ve regularly burnt down or been de-
stroyed by earthquakes, tiny turf churches 
and huge timber cathedrals alike. Currently, 
a turf church is being reconstructed beside 
the modern one. While the modern church 
stands on the grounds of the churches 
that came before it, the turf church stands 
where there used to be an outhouse; the 
two buildings were connected by under-
ground tunnels. An archeological excava-
tion at Skálholt is ongoing, with new dis-
coveries regularly being made. The most 
significant discovery to date at Skálholt—
and possibly in all of Iceland—is the sar-
cophagus of Bishop Páll Jónsson (bishop 
1195-1211) unearthed in 1954. Recently a mu-
seum opened on the grounds, displaying 
interesting artifacts from the Skálholt exca-
vations and other objects significant to the 
bishopric. A copy of the first Icelandic Bible 
Gudbrandsbiblía (printed at Iceland’s other 
bishopric, Hólar in north Iceland, in 1584) is 
also preserved at Skálholt. skalholt.is.

By Eygló Svala Arnarsdóttir.

twist oF FAitH 
Skálholt, Iceland’s Capital of Christendom, 
also gives a nod towards paganism. 
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A rapeseed field. 

At Skálholt, Thor, 
the Norse god of 
thunder, and Bishop 
Jón Arason stand 
next to each other in 
camaraderie. 
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This must be heaven! I thought, as I 
stared at the giant bowl of blue mus-
sels in front of me, taking in its salty 

scent mixed with the smell of freshly-baked 
bread. “Come on, you have to eat more 
than the Italians!” the blue mussel growers 
of Hrísey urged, referring to the last group 
of Saga Travel’s gourmet tourists who vis-
ited their beautiful north Icelandic island, 
‘The Pearl of Eyjafjördur’, as it is known 
among locals. dinner was served inside a 
museum dedicated to a late island resident, 
Shark Jörundur (1826-1888), which exhibits 
fascinating objects related to the tradition 
of shark hunting. Tasting fermented shark, 
an acquired Icelandic delicacy, was yet to 
come (downing it earned us membership 
of the Rotten Shark Club of Hauganes). Af-
terwards we got to enjoy other local food, 
including bacalao from Ektafiskur, Kaldi 
beer from Bruggsmidjan and farmhouse 
ice cream at Holtsel with weird flavors like 
rhubarb and sheep sorrel—they even have 
beer ice cream, made in collaboration with 
Bruggsmidjan. We also tasted beef carpac-
cio seasoned with Angelica seeds (the An-
gelica is grown in Hrísey and also used to 
brew Bruggsmidjan’s Stinningskaldi beer), 
smoked lamb and an assortment of jams. 
The last two foods were served at a rather 
obscure museum, the Small Object Muse-
um (Smámunasafnid) in Sólgardur, exhibit-
ing objects collected by eccentric local car-
penter Sverrir Hermannsson (1928-2008), 
such as rusty nails from all the old houses 
he renovated, some of them historic, and 

Lad brothers. Looking for something else 
to do on a rainy day? How about hopping 
between Eyjafjördur’s churches, which 
is also a tour offered by Akureyri-based 
Saga Travel. The region boasts 25 houses 
of worship, everything from its capital’s 
landmark church, Akureyrarkirkja, built in 
1940, displaying stained glass windows 
from the Coventry Cathedral in the UK 
which was destroyed in World War II, to 
one of the last and largest of the original 
turf churches in Iceland, Saurbaejarkirkja, 
built in 1858. 

However, as Eyjafjördur natives pride 
themselves of good weather, there is no 
reason why you shouldn’t include an out-
door adventure in your trip. In the summer, 
whale watching is the name of the game, 
operated from Hauganes and Ólafsfjördur. 
If you’re up for a longer trip at sea, consid-
er visiting the island Grímsey by ferry from 
dalvík, Iceland’s northernmost inhabited is-
land where the sun never sets in the height 
of summer. If you’d rather skip the three-
hour ferry ride, Grímsey is also accessible 
by plane from Akureyri. For real ocean-lov-
ers, take a dive to the unique natural phe-
nomenon Strýtan, geothermal stalagmite 
chimneys that grow out of the fjord’s floor. 
In wintertime, you can ski down Strýtan, 
which is also the name of the Akureyri ski 
resort’s steepest slope in Mt. Hlídarfjall. The 
region has slopes that suit everyone from 
toddlers to action-prone adventurers. Heli-
skiing, anyone? Adrenaline seekers can 
also ski down Mt. Kaldbakur, the country’s 
longest skiing slope at 1,174 meters, or slide 
down on a customized toboggan. Or just 
enjoy the view and hitch a ride back down 

the butts of all the pencils he ever used. 
Observing these hordes of peculiar objects 
one man collected in his lifetime was both 
overwhelming and strangely fascinating. 

Eyjafjördur has a range of museums to 
choose from so everyone is guaranteed to 
find something to their liking: from Akurey-
ri’s rooted Heritage Museum, Aviation Mu-
seum and Nonnahús, dedicated to chil-
dren’s book author Jón Sveinsson (Nonni; 
1857-1944)—I believe there was a nail from 
that house in the Small Object Museum—
to the more unorthodox Icelandic Folk and 
Outsider Art Museum in Svalbardsströnd. 
Further to the north, in dalvík, the Heritage 
Museum Hvoll sheds light on the commu-
nity’s history and its most famous residents, 
including Jóhann Pétursson, ‘The Giant’ 
(1913-1984), who was once the tallest man 
in the world at 2.34 meters (7 ft 8 in). Si-
glufjördur, Iceland’s former herring capital, 
is now connected to Eyjafjördur via a new 
tunnel from Ólafsfjördur. The town’s Her-
ring Era Museum, Folk Music Center and the 
recently-opened Poetry Museum are well 
worth a visit. If you’re in the mood for some 
hands-on history, the turf manor Laufás 
takes you back in time, or, better yet, if the 
timing is right, jump right back to the mid-
dle ages and shop at the medieval market 
at Gásir, the site of an ancient marketplace. 
The market comes alive every year in mid-
July. If it’s cold and miserable outside, you 
might as well pop by the Christmas Garden 
by Hrafnagil for some all-year holiday spirit, 
and learn about the gruesome 13 ogre Yule 

tHe FLAvors oF 
tHe nortH

Explore the many unorthodox museums, 
adorable countryside churches, wild 
adventures and local foods of North Iceland’s 
Eyjafjördur region.  
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Akureyrarkirkja, the town’s landmark church. 
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Helgafellssveit in Snaefellsnes, 63; 

Snorradalshreppur, also in West Iceland, 61; 

Tjörnes, just north of Húsavík in North-East 

Iceland, 56: and, with the smallest popula-

tion, Árnesshreppur in the West Fjords, 50. 

Reykjavík is by far the most populous, with 

118,326, followed by Kópavogur with 30,357 

and Hafnarfjördur with 25,913, both in the 

capital region. Next is Akureyri, North Iceland, 

with a population of 17,573, and number five 

is Keflavík, with its 14,091 inhabitants, 50 km / 

30 miles west of the capital.

 

There are 76 municipalities 
in Iceland, and by far the 
largest, Fljótsdalshérad, 
population 89, covers nine 
percent of the republic. Only 
four other municipalities 
have fewer people:   

Head counting  

with the snowmobile. Whether diving, ski-
ing, horseback riding, jeeping, hiking or sea 
angling is your thing, Eyjafjördur can meet 
your needs. Cultural happenings are also 
plentiful, most notably in the new concert 
and culture center Hof by Pollurinn, the 
placid seaside of the region’s hub, Akureyri. 
The town boasts a variety of fine-dining 
restaurants, including Hof’s 1862 Nordic 
Bistro. Try anything with the sheep sorrel 
dressing. And one thing must not be for-
gotten in between all the wild adventures 
and/or museum hopping: to soak in one 

of the region’s many swimming pools. The 
rural pools at Hrafnagil and Thelamörk are 
particularly good for draining away the 
stress and relaxing stiff muscles. 

While tanning in the Eyjafjördur sun in the 
paddling pool at Thelamörk and breathing 
in the smells of the surrounding country-
side, my stomach started rumbling and my 
thoughts drifted back to the blue mussels. 
They offered us a doggy bag… why didn’t I 
accept it? sagatravel.is; northiceland.is

By Eygló Svala Arnarsdóttir.

From left to right: Skiing at Mt. Hlídarfjall; 
Akureyri town center on a sunny day; Akureyri’s 
new culture center Hof; the blue mussels of 
Hrísey; the stately countryside church at Grund; 
the Icelandic Folk and Outsider Art Museum in 
Svalbardsströnd. 
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counter between local women and alien 
residents in ancient Naples.

Two recordings of other works are also 
on display: the musically-inflected video 
installation “Constitution of the Republic of 
Iceland” (2008-2011), accompanied by the 
appropriated colorful, dotted costumes of 
the performers; as well as a video docu-
mentation of the gondola performance 
“Il tuo paese non esiste”. A contempo-
rary serenade for mezzo-soprano, guitar 
and trumpet, the piece was composed by 
Karólína Eiríksdóttir and performed live 
by Ásgerður Júníusdóttir, traveling the ca-
nals of Venice. The simple lyrics repeat the 
same phrase in several languages: “This is 
an announcement from Libia and Ólafur: 
Your country doesn’t exist.” 

For the “Constitution of the Republic 
of Iceland,” the duo commissioned Eiríks-
dóttir to write music for the eighty-one 
articles of the Icelandic constitution to 
be sung by soprano, baritone and mixed 
choir with piano and double bass. “We 
wanted to reflect publicly on the constitu-
tion, but decontextualize it by transform-
ing it into something else—a music piece 
and a performance,” the artists explain. 
It was recorded by RÚV (the National 

Broadcasting Service) and broadcast on 
television, whereas the editing was overseen by the duo. 

The fourth and final part of the series is a “do-It-Yourself” 
painting by the Icelandic Ambassador in Berlin H.E. Mr. Gunnar 
Snorri Gunnarsson in February 2011, in collaboration with the 
artists.

Castro and Ólafsson’s participation in the Biennale this year 
creates exceptional enthusiasm. This creative duo has the best 
potential of becoming international art stars and outshining the 
biggest contemporary Icelandic visual exports so far: Erró and 
Ólafur Elíasson. 

By Kremena Nikolova-Fontaine

The joint career since 1997 of Libia Castro (b. 1969 in Madrid) 
and Ólafur Ólafsson (b. 1973 in Reykjavík) has consistently 

reflected the globally changing world. According to the Icelan-
dic Art News website, “[t]hey collaborate with CEOs and minis-
ters, as well as with the homeless, with activists, lobbyists or for-
tune tellers and their “moving perspective” takes them to places 
such as the streets of Istanbul, the EU offices and the catacombs 
of Naples.” Castro is a foreign-born artist: unprecedented in the 
history of the Icelandic participation at the Biennale. 

Their participation, entitled “Under deconstruction”, includes 
three works, consisting of video, performance, sculpture, sound 
and music interventions. At the Icelandic Pavilion, visitors will 
encounter a neon sculpture installed on the facade reading “Il 
tuo paese non esiste” (Italian for “Your country doesn’t exist”) 
as well as the bilingual audio piece “Exorcising Ancient Ghosts” 
(2010) on the roof, in which two couples having intercourse re-
cite Greek-Roman fragments about the forbidden intimate en-

iceLAnd does 
(not) 
exist

Internationally renowned for 
their attentive and often critical 
artwork dealing with global 
socio-political and economical 
issues, Spanish-Icelandic duo 
Libia Castro and Ólafur Ólafsson 
are Iceland’s representatives at 
this year’s Venice Biennale.   

The gondola performance "Il tuo paese non esiste".
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A different world, a very different world to the capital region 
is East Iceland. Stretching from the bird cliffs and the wind 

in Langanes peninsula in the North East, to the Jökulsárlón gla-
cier lagoon in the South East, is East Iceland with all its natural 
wonders and great outdoors. There are the mountainous fjords 
and charming small villages, my favorites being Seydisfjördur 
and Borgarfjördur Eystri. You have Papey—the puffin island near 
djúpivogur—and the endless vastness of the highlands in the 
vicinity of mount Snaefell, the only place in Iceland where rein-
deer roam free. East Iceland is a place to rediscover a different 
Iceland. 

By Páll Stefánsson.

eAstern promises
Eastern Iceland is a delight to visit.
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A postcArd 
From reykjAvík
Photos by Geir Ólafsson, Páll Kjartansson and Páll Stefánsson.

Pictures from the capital city in summer.
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It used to be only grandmothers who knitted, or so it seemed, 
as if knitting was some sort of activity you were only permit-

ted to do when you reached a certain age and status. Young 
women thought that if you did not get a woolen sweater from 
your mother, then you would buy it in a store, of course. 

To be sure, many young women belonged to knitting clubs, 
but that generally meant that you would meet with your friends 
to gossip. Knitting was not strictly forbidden, but it was certainly 
not necessary.

All this changed in 2008. When debts went up and pay came 
down, the monthly paycheck had to be stretched a bit. Why not 
start knitting for your baby or even yourself? 

Suddenly it was rediscovered that knitting can be fun. And 
everybody joined in as co-authors of a new knitwear pattern 
book Prjónaperlur—prjónad frá grasrótinni (“Knitwear Pearls—
knitting from the grassroots”), Erla Sigurlaug Sigurdardóttir and 
Halldóra Skarphédinsdóttir, discovered. “There is such growth in 
knitting in Iceland and we were curious to find out what people 
were knitting” says Erla. “So we contacted knitters who we knew 
weren’t following conventional patterns but rather knitting and 
crocheting from their own heads.” 

Valdís Vífilsdóttir at Tinna, which publishes knitting maga-
zines, said that roughly ten percent of the Icelandic population 
are knitters, mostly women, and the practice is growing in popu-
larity. Approximately 4,000 people subscribe to their magazines 
and Tinna’s online knitting club has around 12,000 members. 

An export opportunity
The knitting revolution has also been expanding in an un-
expected way. There is significant interest among foreign 
knitting enthusiasts in luxury trips to Iceland where they 
can knit in an Icelandic environment. Knitting Iceland is a 
new company offering such customized trips to the country, 
among other projects. “It is a completely new target group 
in tourism in Iceland. Organizing knitting trips to the country 
have never been done before to my knowledge,” says Rag-
nheidur Eiríksdóttir, who runs Knitting Iceland with knitwear 
designer Hélène Magnusson. 

“With this idea we were included in a project called Export 
Increase and Economic Growth at the Trade Council of Ice-
land, and there we have worked on organizing and market-
ing such trips since October 2009,” Eiríksdóttir added. 

knitting is cooL
The crisis in Iceland has changed attitudes towards old values. 
Iceland is now caught by knitting fever.   
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When the banks collapsed in October 2008, a certain ma-
terialistic ideology collapsed with it. In the pre-crisis rat 

race many Icelanders worked so hard to buy the all things they 
fancied—such as shiny new Range Rovers—that they hardly 
had any free time. Then people started rearranging their priori-
ties and changing their lifestyles; some were forced to because 
they couldn’t afford the high life anymore, others out of con-
viction that investing more time in their health and wellbeing 
would make them happier. And so in many households hearty 
home-cooked meals were preferred over fast food, various out-
door activities gained increased popularity and the gyms were 
crowded. 

Jóna Hildur Bjarnadóttir, director of Sport for All at the Na-
tional Olympic and Sports Association of Iceland (ÍSÍ), explains 
there are many reasons for the apparent post-crisis health-
awakening among Icelanders. “People have generally become 
interested in their health and wellbeing and their awareness of 
the importance of a healthy lifestyle has increased, how exercise 
and a healthy diet help prevent most chronic diseases like car-
diac diseases, problems with the musculoskeletal system, type 2 
diabetes and mental health.”  

At ÍSÍ, Bjarnadóttir oversees two annual contests that have 
seen a significant increase in  participation over the past couple 
of years: ‘Cycle to Work’ where workplaces compete in their 

employees’ combined cycling distance to and from work; and 
‘Life’s Run’ where workplaces and schools register each hour of 
exercise performed by employees and students and then com-
pete among themselves. “In ‘Cycle to Work’ there was a 19 per-
cent increase between 2010 and 2011, up from almost 9,500 to 
more than 11,000, and in ‘Life’s Run’ we were looking at a 23 
percent increase with the number of participants growing from 
over 13,000 to almost 16,500,” Bjarnadóttir says. “Employers 
have been efficient in cheering their workers on and creating a 
fun and positive atmosphere around these competitions, which 
also explains this development.” Overall, running is gaining more 
popularity among the public as the rise in the number of con-
testants in this year’s Reykjavík Marathon shows, and more and 
more people climb mountains in their free time, as well as en-
gaging in lighter activities such as going for a stroll and bicy-
cling, she adds. 

When asked whether the financial crisis may have spurred this 
growing interest in exercise and outdoor activities, Bjarnadóttir 
says she is certain it had some part in it. “The crisis brought us 
back to the ground. People realized that striving for a fancy life-
style may have led them off track. The crisis got people thinking 
and reevaluating things. They came to the conclusion that the 
most important things in life are family and health.”

By Eygló Svala Arnarsdóttir.

gottA run
When the crisis hit in 2008, people 
traded their dress shoes for sneakers.  

Photo by Páll Stefánsson.
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Through the centuries, bathing has been an important aspect 
of Icelandic culture. The settlers were quick to realize the ad-

vantages of living on a volcanic island; comfortable hot springs 
were plentiful. Today, it is well known that Iceland is dotted with 
thermal swimming pools and natural hot springs are still popu-
lar for bathing. Not as many people know that hot springs are 
also used as steam baths; saunas are more typically associated 
with another Nordic country, Finland. There is one Icelandic hot 
spring in particular that has been a source of enjoyable steam 
baths for decades and, more recently, heated debates.

Since 1929 one hot spring by the lake Laugarvatn in southwest 
Iceland has been a favored place for locals and visitors to have 
relaxing steam baths, and also a party place for students of the 
Laugarvatn Sports Teacher College. A simple shed, demolished 
in 2007, surrounded the hot spring with steam rising through the 
floor. Access to the natural steam bath was public and admission 
modest. Some locals wanted to keep it that way, others wanted 
to reopen the steam bath in a larger and more modern building 
able to facilitate a steady stream of visitors. The steam bath has 
now been given a makeover as part of Laugarvatn Fontana—a 
spa owned by Icelandair Hotels and the Blue Lagoon, among 
other shareholders—which opened in early July and will be open 
year-round.

Another historical location by Laugarvatn is the thermal pool 

Vígdalaug. Ancient sources say that some of the chieftains who 
converted to Christianity at Thingvellir in 1000 refused to be 
baptized in cold water and preferred the hot springs by Lau-
garvatn. The lake and the surrounding area was actually named 
after the pool, such was its significance; its water is said to have 
healing powers. Bathing is not permitted in the pool, which lies 
outside Laugarvatn Fontana’s boundaries, but it is still a hotspot 
among tourists. 

Laugarvatn is located right in the middle of the Golden Cir-
cle, Iceland’s most popular day tour. The spa includes a num-
ber of paddling pools and hot pots, in addition to a view plat-
form on the roof, facilities for sunbathing and a beach by the 
lake kept warm by hot springs. The building was designed to 
harmonize with the surroundings with soft, flowing lines, walls 
made of stone and larch, and heather growing on the roof. The 
biggest attraction is of course the old steam bath, which in the 
midst of all this modern design has maintained its rustic appear-
ance. With a wooden frame around the hot spring, steam emits 
through gaps in the floor as in the old shed. 

After four years, the good, old natural steam bath is back in 
business and awaiting your visit. If you can take the heat.

fontana.is
By Eygló Svala Arnarsdóttir.

cAn you 
tAke 
tHe HeAt?
The old natural steam 
bath by Laugarvatn has 
undergone a makeover 
as part of Laugarvatn 
Fontana.  
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Many people know that Icelandair has been flying over the 
north Atlantic for decades. But the company has an ex-

tensive network serving more than thirty cities in Europe and 
North America and flying almost 2 million people annually. In 
addition to that, Icelandair Group runs several other companies 
in the travel and aviation industries, like the domestic airline 
Air Iceland, Icelandair Hotels, Icelandair Cargo, as well as travel 
agencies, a charter airline and other service providers. 

“This company has a long and colorful history and has man-
aged to hold on to the magnificent pioneering spirit of its 
founders,” says Björgólfur Jóhannsson, Icelandair Group Presi-
dent and CEO. “Our main goal is of course to run a profitable 
company, offering customers from all over the world great value 
for money. But we are also well aware of our social responsibil-
ity in both providing the Icelandic nation with a great airline to 
connect it with the outside world, as well as being the founda-
tion of the fast growing tourism sector in Iceland, now one of 
Iceland’s key industries and job providers,” says Björgólfur. 

Following the banking crisis in Iceland in 2008, Icelandair 
Group has now returned to profitability and is one of the few 
companies still listed on the OMX Icelandic stock exchange. In 
2010 it had the best EBITdA-profit in its history, ISK 12.6 billion 
(EUR 76 million/ USd 110 million). The company is also doing 
well in 2011. 

Icelandair Group focuses on two main business areas: A Route 
Network based on using Keflavík International Airport as a hub 
between Europe and North America, a strategy developed by 
the company over the decades; and Tourism Services with a 
focus on supporting the route network as well as offering ser-
vices to tourists in Iceland and to Icelanders travelling abroad. 

Icelandair Group is a developing and growing company. “It is 
a great testament to our staff, to their experience and dedica-
tion, that having faced both the collapse of the Icelandic econ-
omy and two very serious volcanic eruptions in the past few 
seasons, we have come through this challenging period stron-
ger than before. I have every reason to be optimistic about the 
future with a workforce like that, and we intend to offer our 
customers better services and greater value than ever before,” 
says Jóhannsson.

FLy tHe 
FriendLy skies 
And more

Icelandair Group is by far 
Iceland’s biggest tourist 
company.  

Björgólfur Jóhannsson, Icelandair Group President and CEO. 
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drawn by the mysterious novelty of unending night, the 
majesty of snow-covered mountains, and the other-
worldly sight of black and white speckled lava fields, 

some 85,000 tourists will venture to experience the island dur-
ing the period from November to March when the nation holds 
more true to its frosty moniker. 

Much like their fair-weather peers, so too will these winter 
tourists experience Iceland’s magnificent nature, conquer its 
crystalline glaciers, delve into the frigid waters of Silfra and dare 
to tackle the ice and snow-laden Route 1. We mention only a few 
of the things to do.

While the climes are more unpredictable than naught in the 
height of the tourist season, those journeying to Iceland in the 
winter months would be particularly wise to expect that the ever 
changing forecast—snow, sleet, clouds, rain, hail, sun, repeat—is 

worthy of their attention in order to guarantee a mishap-free va-
cation.

Opting for organization and smooth sailing, many tourists so-
licit the services of Iceland’s numerous tour operators, which of-
fer excursions year round for adventure-seekers and coach-rid-
ers alike. “Snowmobile tours are very popular, even diving tours, 
horse-riding and ATV-riding. All those activity tours are very pop-
ular year round,” says Sigrídur Roloff, e-business manager of Ice-
land Excursions. While some excursions are seasonal and depend 
on the temperate summer weather to be feasible, the company 
runs 20 tours over the winter months.

Operating since 1994, Icelandic Mountain Guides (IMG) boasts 
a lengthy list of wintertime tours for the more adventurous tour-
ists, from glacier hiking and ice climbing to alpine skiing and lava 
caving. “The glacier hiking tours are by far the most popular ones. 

A dArk 
winter pArAdise

Even though most people come to Iceland in summer, 
more and more are experiencing the unique 
winter months’ adventures.  

• tórisvAtn 85 km2   • LAke tHingveLLir 82 km2   • LAke Lögurinn 53 km2   • LAke mývAtn 37 km2   • LAke Hópid 30 km2 

Lakes cover less than three percent of 
Iceland, but two of them are among 
Iceland’s top destinations. Lake Mývatn 
with its unique bird life, and Lake 
Thingvellir, which are on the UNESCO 
World Heritage List. The five 
largest lakes are; 

like lakes  
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It’s so easy to have a close encounter with those great frozen gi-
ants. Other popular tours include combinations of glacier hiking 
and horseback riding, northern lights safaris, lava caving and a 
thermal Jacuzzi,” says Arnar Jónsson, IMG’s managing director.

“Training and instruction given depends on the chosen tour,” 
explains Jónsson. “But in general a good explanation of what 
to expect and what to pay attention to in particular is given, 
warning people of crevasses, for example. Hypothetical instruc-
tions—of what to do if this or that happens, how to react if the 
guide is the one that goes down and so on—are also provided 
to prepare the clients. All guides take good time in training the 
clients so they feel competent walking on crampons and using 
the axe on the ice, trek or climb.”

Arctic Adventures is another operator that depends on the 
detailed instructions of its capable guides to keep tourists safe 

and enjoying their scheduled activities. “If you’re going ice hiking 
with crampons we show you how the crampons work; if you’re 
going snorkeling we show you how the snorkeling gear works; 
if you’re going caving we’ll teach you how to behave in a cave; if 
you’re driving a super jeep we’ll explain how to drive a super jeep,” 
emphasizes Tinna Sigurdardóttir, sales manager, raft guide, diving 
master and cave guide for Arctic Adventures. “There’s always, of 
course, a briefing before each trip on how things work. We don’t 
just put customers on glacier gear without proper instructions.”

That is not to say that the couch potatoes among us are ca-
pable of tackling all the tours on offer with detailed instruction. 
“Most of our tours are highly flexible in regards to prior training 
or certain skills. Ice climbing, for example, is customizable for 
both beginners and experienced clients,” says Jónsson. “However 
climbing the highest peaks means one needs to be reasonably 
fit.” While nobody expects perfect fitness and two percent body 
fat, the higher one’s fitness level the more likely one will be able 
to complete strenuous activities.

Northern Iceland is more reliable than the south if you are look-
ing for snow. You will find plenty of opportunities for winter ac-
tivities, such as skiing on the slopes of Mt. Hlídarfjall next door to 
Akureyri (they have snow machines too). In Siglufjördur, where 
the locals are optimistic that the new tunnel will bring an influx 
of travelers and make this fishing town of approximately 1,400 
inhabitants as lively and bustling as during the height of the her-
ring mania in the 1950s, the town’s Herring Era Museum bears wit-
ness to this period of prosperity when the ‘silver of the sea’ made 
Siglufjördur better known than Iceland’s capital in some parts of 
the world, only to fall into oblivion once the herring disappeared 
due to overfishing.

But Reykjavík and other towns also have museums for the “po-
tatoes”. In winter, hardly a day goes by without a concert—classic, 
rock, jazz, pop—and the new concert hall Harpa is home to the 
Symphony Orchestra and the Icelandic Opera. Tourist shopping 
has increased greatly after the Icelandic króna weakened. So 
whether you are energetic or the more relaxed type, you may be 
surprised how much you can do during winter in Iceland. • tórisvAtn 85 km2   • LAke tHingveLLir 82 km2   • LAke Lögurinn 53 km2   • LAke mývAtn 37 km2   • LAke Hópid 30 km2 
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HuLLAbALoo

Hullabaloo (Gauragangur), released in december 2010 and 
directed by Gunnar B. Gudmundsson, provides a unique 

look into the life of a teenager in Reykjavík at the end of the 
1970s and into the new decade. 

If you think not much has changed between then and now, 
the film’s synopsis does a good job of pointing out some of the 
differences in Iceland’s capital city: 

“The mullet is just about to put its mark on a unsuspecting 
generation, there is no TV on Thursdays, only one radio sta-
tion, beer is still an outlawed commodity and somewhere within 
the city limits the first female president the world will see has a 
dream.” 

I’ve got to admit, despite the characters’ 70s and 80s garb, it 
actually took me a while to realize Hullabaloo wasn’t set in the 
present day. 

Based on a book by Ólafur Haukur Símonarson, Hullabaloo is 
a creative and playful film that at times reminded me of Ferris 
Bueller’s Day Off, the 1980s classics from director John Hughes, 
and even Jason Reitman’s Juno. But this film certainly wasn’t a 
copy of anything I’d seen before; it felt different and very Ice-
landic. 

Hullabaloo is a typical ‘teen’ film in the sense it follows teen-
ager Ormur Ódinsson (played by Alexander Briem), and his in-
fatuation with his classmate Linda (played by Hildur Berglind 
Arndal), in the familiar ‘boy likes girl, boy chases girl’ scenario. 

Hullabaloo is beautifully shot and captures another time in 
Reykjavík. I was amazed at how the city I have grown to know 
so well was transformed, in large part by the atmosphere cre-
ated by the interplay of a number of elements. 

I liked that the film evoked a feeling of nostalgia, but did so in 
a subtle manner and thereby avoided turning into stereotype or 
an inside joke about life in the late 1970s. 

iceLAndic movies: 
HAppy, sAd And serious

Icelandic film makers have turned 
to various subjects in their films, 
and most of them are 
strongly Icelandic.  

By Alana Odegard.

IN THE LAST FOUR 
yEARS 28 NEW FULL 

LENGTH MOVIES 
WERE MADE IN 

ICELAND!  

IT'S A FACT:
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undercurrent

Right off the hop I’ll tell you the only major complaint you’ll 
find in this review of Árni Ásgeirsson’s 2010 film Undercur-

rent (original title: Brim) is that I didn’t get around to seeing it 
sooner. 

The film follows the crew of the fishing trawler Undercurrent 
RE 29 as they come to terms with the tragic death of one of their 
own aboard the ship. 

Whether catching a glimpse of a ship out at sea while walking 
along the ocean or marveling at the sheer size of the fishing ves-
sels docked in Reykjavík harbor, I’m utterly fascinated by what 
fishermen do. 

Being on a boat out at sea for an extended period of time is 
one of my biggest fears; I can hardly make it through a video 
that features an Icelandic trawler “dancing like a cork on top of 
crazy waves” before my palms become clammy and my stom-
ach starts turning. 

This film highlights that being a fisherman is a way of life, not 
a job you can leave at the office, so to speak. 

Another reason I loved this film was the all-star cast. 
Undercurrent comes close to including almost all of those who 

I consider to be today’s best Icelandic actors, although it took 
me nearly half of the film to positively confirm that yes, the dark-
haired, goatee-clad character of Saevar was indeed played by 
my favorite Icelandic actor Ólafur darri Ólafsson (I Hunt Men)—
yet another indication of his ability to transform into any role, be 
it comedic or dramatic. 

However, now that I think of it, I’m not entirely sure if Ólafsson 
had any lines of dialogue in the entire film. But, like any talented 
actor, he still made his mark with his ability to say just as much 
with a look as he can delivering a monologue. 

The captain of the ship, Anton, is played by veteran actor Ing-
var Eggert Sigurdsson (Jar City). Nína dögg Filippusdóttir (Chil-
dren) plays drífa, the niece of Captain Anton who comes aboard 
to fill in for the crewmember who recently died. 

Not surprisingly, she has her work cut out for her when it 
comes to settling in. It’s not often you hear of fisherwomen, and 
it was certainly interesting to get a sense of life on the ship from 
another perspective. 

In terms of style, the gritty and realistic look of the film is per-
fectly suited to its content. Undercurrent takes place mostly on 
an old trawler, which makes for an interesting set. 

Without a doubt, Undercurrent ranks as one of the best Ice-
landic films I have seen to date and is most definitely worth get-
ting your hands on to get swept away in the story just as I did. 

mAmmA gógó

Mamma Gógó (2010), directed by Fridrik Thór Fridriksson, is 
based on the director’s mother and is above all a touching 

tribute. The mother comes through as a much-loved and influ-
ential person in his life based on what we see in the film. 

I suppose the film is a biopic of sorts, as at the center of the 
film is a version of Fridrik himself, a character billed as “The di-
rector” in the credits, set around the time his film Children of 
Nature (Börn Náttúrunnar) was released in Icelandic theaters. 

The film traces The director’s financial troubles as a result 
of having invested everything he had in the film (Children of 
Nature) only for him to realize that his target audience for the 
film was too old; they were either dead or had one foot in the 
grave. 

Actor Hilmir Snaer Gudnason is cast as the lead and as usual, 
he does not disappoint with his portrayal of The director, who is 
also a son, father and husband dealing with the strains of family, 
love and money. 

But bank statements and corrupt officials aren’t the focus of 
the film, rather Mamma Gógó is more about the title charac-
ter Gógó, The director’s aging mother who we see progressing 
through the stages of Alzheimer’s disease. 

The sentimentality and profundity of this film sneak up on 
you, and I think it has something to do with the humor that the 
film captures so brilliantly. Sometimes life gets outrageous or 
sad enough that all there’s left to do is laugh. In this film, as in 
life, one moment you’re laughing and the next you’re brought 
to tears. 

Kristbjörg Kjeld delivers a superb performance as Gógó and 
manages to capture the humor, frustration and fear of someone 
who is essentially losing parts of herself to Alzheimer’s. Gunnar 
Eyjólfsson, who plays Gógó’s late husband, visits her in appari-
tions that add an interesting element of mysticism to the film. 

There is layer upon layer in Mamma Gógó, including referenc-
es and footage of Fridriksson’s past films which create a fasci-
nating intertextuality within the film. 

But perhaps what is most notable is the inclusion of the black 
and white footage from scenes of the 1962 film 79 af stödinni 
which also featured Kjeld and Eyjólfsson together as a couple.  

And so it is through his exploration of the themes of love, 
commitment, family, and life in general that Fridriksson’s film 
ends up not only paying homage to his mother, but to anyone 
who has had to say goodbye. 
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tHe LittLe book oF 
tHe iceLAnders—voL. 1. 

I bet I wasn’t the only one who felt sad when Iceland’s leading lady 
of the blogosphere, two-time Bloggie nominee Alda Sigmundsdóttir 

of The Iceland Weather Report, announced her decision to stop blog-
ging. 

For years she has entertained and enlightened the world with her 
honest and hilarious anecdotes about the Icelanders, and her deep and 
profound news analysis, which provided foreign media outlets with 
valuable and, sadly, often unaccredited information. 

But fans of Alda will be thrilled to know that she has not stopped 
writing, she just switched formats, and are sure to welcome her second 
eBook, The Little Book of the Icelanders—Vol. 1. 

Preceded by the more serious Living Inside the Meltdown, is a lighter 
read, comprising “50 miniature essays on the quirks and foibles of the 
Icelanders,” as it says on the cover. 

Indeed, one chapter leads to the next, creating a continuous chain 
of storytelling. It feels as if you’re sitting in the author’s kitchen, enjoy-
ing a cup of coffee and conversing with her about the quirks of her 
countrymen, every now and then bursting out laughing. And Alda sure 
has mastered the art of storytelling. Her style is sarcastic and straight 
to the point, drawing up amusing and truthful examples of Icelandic 
behavior. 

I recommend that people planning to move to Iceland read this book 
to prepare for an imminent culture shock. For example, it’s good to 
know that you shouldn’t expect a surprise party for your birthday or 
anyone buying a cake for you; in Iceland you bake or buy the cake and 
organize your birthday party yourself. 

Not being aware of these cultural differences, an American colleague 
of mine was very sad that no one remembered her birthday, when ev-
eryone expected her to announce it was her birthday and bring a cake 
to celebrate like everyone else at the office does. 

Also, if no one mentions it specifically, you should not bring your own 
food if you’re invited to a dinner party or a BBQ, and usually the host 
provides the beverages too, while bringing a bottle of wine for the host 
is considered a polite gesture. 

The book is a valuable source of information about many Icelandic 
traditions, including naming traditions, which, based on the interest of 
my readers in that subject, is a likely hit. 

Some traditions, such as weddings and funerals, aren’t that different 
from those in other Western countries, I believe, at least not European 
or Nordic countries, but, of course, Alda draws the most comparisons 
with North American traditions. 

I heartily recommend The Little Book of the Icelanders both to fans of 
Alda’s blog and those unfamiliar with her work. It is a funny little book 
that rings true, although it shouldn’t be taken too seriously either. 

By Eygló Svala Arnarsdóttir.

iceLAndic books:
A reFLection oF reALity 
And Absurdity 
Our critics look at three different Icelandic books 
by three different Icelandic authors.

 

ICELANDERS PUBLISH 
1,550 BOOK TITLES 

EACH yEAR! 

IT'S A FACT:
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outrAge 

Outrage is the ninth book in the detective Erlendur series 
and this time the protagonist is Elínborg, a seasoned detec-

tive who is also a mother and a wife. She investigates a brutal 
murder and during the investigation battles with the hidden ug-
liness of human nature, visible only to a few, as well as her own 
guilt pertaining to parental neglect. 

One of my arguments against writing crime novels set in Ice-
land has been that there is simply no basis to believe such bru-
tality occurs within the confines of our little island; that the writ-
ing itself is almost wishful thinking, a way to place Reykjavík on 
a platform with American cities where detectives do investigate 
brutal murders. However, Indridason proved me wrong in Out-
rage, starting with the plot. 

The plot is sparked by a simple event: the murder of a young 
man living in Reykjavík. The plot explores Elínborg’s initial im-
pressions, then the more questionable details of lifestyle choices 
that lead to a full exposure of a much darker world, so far from 
our imagination yet perhaps too easy to stumble into. 

Notions of guilt and innocence enter into a battle zone where 
the undeserving experience guilt and the question of rightful 
punishment for the deserving are ever-present in the characters 
and their conflicts. 

Indridason has been published in several languages and it is 
perhaps the sense of Iceland and the Icelandic reality that draws 
foreign readership to his work. 

He captures the intricate details of the Icelandic way of life 
and of the citizens in Europe’s northernmost capital city, with 
a glimpse into smaller communities that seem so strange to a 
city dweller, yet to someone whose childhood was spent in such 
a place, the familiarity of people’s interaction is prevailing. The 
story captures the sense of invisible borders between the citi-
zens of this island in the North yet does not discriminate. 

The protagonist Elínborg and her thoughts and investigative 
work are revealed to the reader, but little is said about Sigur-
dur Óli, a disgruntled police officer whose fuse is short, much to 
Elínborg’s dislike. The presence of Elínborg’s family serves as her 
shelter from the world, yet not a shelter from her inner life. 

The storyline is simple yet invites the reader to catch a glimpse 
of a subplot involving the invisible character Erlendur, a mild in-
troduction to a mystery to be resolved in a later book perhaps. 

Outrage  is not a masterpiece but succeeds where many crime 
novels fail: to provoke readers and surprise them with an unfore-
seen conclusion. 

The original title of Outrage, Myrká or ‘dark River’ is certainly 
appropriate for the evil running through the plot. 

By Júlíana Björnsdóttir

 

tHe pets 

The Pets by former Sugarcubes bassist Bragi Ólafsson, origi-
nally published by Bjartur in 2001 and translated into English 

in 2008, is one of the stranger books I have read in recent years. 
The book’s nomination for the Icelandic Literature Award and 
favorable reviews in Iceland and abroad, show that this strange-
ness was appreciated. 

With a straightforward and humorous style, the author man-
ages to catch the reader’s attention from the first pages, even 
though the events he describes seem rather everyday and not 
all that exciting to begin with. There is something between 
the lines, hinting that the story is about to take an unexpected 
turn. 

The whole book happens in a few hours, mostly in an apart-
ment in a quiet street in downtown Reykjavík, with only a few 
glimpses of the past to shed light on the present situation. 

The story is divided into two narratives, a first-person ac-
count by the story’s main protagonist, Emil: a pretty normal guy, 
presumably in his mid-thirties, who has a son in denmark from a 
past relationship and a friend in Akureyri, who he isn’t quite sure 
whether or not to call his girlfriend. 

Hávardur is an unpleasant fellow who carries a mysterious 
plastic bag around Reykjavík while he searches for his friends. 
As none of them are at home in the middle of the day, he wan-
ders around the city center, leaving a trail of uneasiness.

The two narratives merge into one as the two characters catch 
up with each other, and the rest of the story is told through Em-
il’s perspective, who, upon his return from London, finds himself 
in the most absurd of situations. The book teaches us that not 
everything is what it seems and that there are many sides to a 
story. Yet the story has no definite moral; readers must decide 
for themselves what they want to make of it. Many things are 
left unsaid, there is room for speculation and, in fact, there is no 
definite ending. The book is like a track on a Cd that isn’t played 
to the end but stops right before the outro begins. 

Whether that is good or bad, readers will have to decide for 
themselves. While some might find an open ending stimulating, 
I find it a bit irritating, as if I’ve been cheated out of something. 
But perhaps the author attempts to provoke such feelings in his 
readers. He certainly provokes thinking. 

The book never has a dull moment and I never got bored 
reading it, although I didn’t have any problems putting it down 
either. The story didn’t get me hooked, craving more (except 
I am curious about that ending). However, The Pets is a good 
read for sure. 

By Eygló Svala Arnarsdóttir.
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brigHt Future 
For iceLAndic 
soccer
Although the Icelandic men’s 
national football team is ranked 
number 124 in the world the 
outlook seems to be good.

Watching the Icelandic soccer team has become a trau-
matic experience. They seem to lose game after game, 

even against those they are supposed to defeat. The men’s na-
tional team, that is. The women have been doing much better, 
they even made the European final, although they lost all their 
games. At least they were there. And they win the games they 
are expected to win.

Suddenly there is hope for a brighter future. 
The Icelandic U-17 (under 17) national team in men’s football 

became Nordic champion in August after beating denmark 1-0 in 
Akureyri, north Iceland. Aevar Ingi Jóhannesson of the Akureyri 
club KA scored the winning goal in the 22nd minute. There were 
two Icelandic teams in the championship this year. Iceland’s 
second team played Norway for the third place yesterday but 
ended up losing 1-2. Sweden, England (!), the Faroe Islands and 
Finland also had teams in the U-17 Nordic Championship.

Nordic champions, that’s more like it! 
The Icelandic women’s U-17 soccer team is not doing badly ei-

ther. They came fourth in the European U-17 Championship after 
losing both games in the semi-finals. But playing for bronze in 
the European Championship has not even entered the dreams 
of the men’s national team.

That might change in the future. In addition to the fine U-17 
team, the Icelandic U-21 team is packed with good players. The 
team won the right to play in the European Championship finals 
in denmark in June 2011 by beating Scotland in a playoff. 

Hopes were high for the star packed team and in the end it 
was only one goal away from reaching the semi-finals. Had the 
team scored one more goal in their victory to host denmark, 
they would have made it. Most of the players are professionals 
with various European teams, and their total worth was estimat-
ed at ISK 4 billion (EUR 24 million, USd 35 million). 

In spite of the good results there is still room for improvement. 
Sports writer Sigmundur O. Steinarsson says: “They still have a 
lot to learn in the wizardry of football, to become great soccer 
players; they have to learn patience, determination, swift move-
ments and the right time to shoot for goal. If they master these 
skills we do not have to be concerned about the future”. 

Photo by Kristinn Ingvarsson/Mbl.
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vík prjónsdóttir scArF FActory
Knitwear company Vík Prjónsdóttir operated a scarf factory on 

the city’s main shopping street Laugavegur, allowing guests 
to observe the production process and purchase freshly made 

scarves, made by designers as well as Víkurprjón’s staff. 

krAds – pLAytime
In the courtyard of the Reykjavik Art Museum, Hafnarhúsid, the 
Icelandic / danish architectural firm KRAdS did a site-specific in-
stallation giving guests a glimpse of the traveling workshop PLAY-
TIME. developed in collaboration between KRAdS and danish toy 
manufacturer LEGO, creativity is unleashed through a mixture of 
play and specific obstructions. 
 

sound oF FAsHion
Fashion houses Andersen & Lauth and Farmers Market, in col-
laboration with filmmakers and musicians, hosted an event at 

Reykjavik Art Museum, Hafnarhús. The sophisticated and adven-
turous feel of Andersen & Lauth was entwined with the air of the 

countryside romance surrounding Farmers Market, resulting in 
an Icelandic fairy tale for eyes and ears.

wAreHouse
The Association of Product and Industrial designers 
invited the public to an exhibition, featuring new and 
exciting products by more than 20 designers.
 

A LigHt in tHe dArk
Toppstödin, an energy plant of innovation and skill, resides 

in an historic electrical plant in Ellidaárdalur. There, creative 
minds, designers and tradesmen share their experience and 

knowledge, resulting in a variety of innovative design, includ-
ing toys, furniture, clothing and vehicles. At designMarch, 

the Top People hosted an exciting array of installations and 
events, introducing their work to the public.

FLOURISHING design
last March, the Iceland design center presented the third annual designMarch in Reykjavík. Featuring 
Iceland’s internationally renowned veterans in the field as well as fledgling designers, the festival included 
a wide range of exciting events, exhibitions and lectures. Here are some of the festival’s highlights.

By Ásta Andrésdóttir
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