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A Glimpse into the Icelandic Art Scene 

By Ombretta Agrò
Iceland is the land of extremes. “While the earth is boiling the people are everydaying”
 The earth feels incredibly alive, yet primordial and untouched. The weather, as much as the landscape, plays a central role in shaping the country and those who live in it. It is completely unpredictable, in constant transformation. As the saying goes, if you don’t like the weather here, just wait a minute. The great outdoors, along with a very peculiar climate on one side, and a very intimate, domestic sphere on the other, are recurring themes in the works of many Icelandic artists, always elaborated in a very personal and distinctive way.

Tumi Magnusson, in a series of paintings from the early 80’s, combined these two elements by attaching to a canvas, painted in the deep blue hues of a mountainside lake, domestic objects such as saucers and cups. Maybe a way of questioning the most persistent of all modern Icelandic genres, Magnusson’s work evolved towards a more subtle interpretation of contemporary abstract and figurative painting in which soft and indefinite gradations of complementary colors cover evenly the surface of the canvas. The physical objects, in this series produced in the mid- to late-’90s, have disappeared, being replaced by pure color. The titles, without which the paintings would simply appear as abstract color configuration, refer to the materials or substances which have given the works their color. Porridge and Heroine and Chicken and Soap (1997), for instance, is an installation of small wall paintings in the color of four substances that begin with the letter “H” in Icelandic. Coca Cola, Deep and Shallow (1998-99) is a series of six canvases of various sizes, in which the artist investigates an amorphous substance, the legendary American drink, taking into account the depth and the shallowness of the fluid contained before his eyes. This very personal version of still life evolved into more ambitious, site-specific installations where the support disappears in favor of a fresco effect in which the artist takes over entire rooms. The reference to existent objects remains, whether Magnusson uses acrylic color applied with air brush directly onto the walls (as in the Fireexit series, 2000-2001, inspired by the color of Fire Exit signs in the exhibition venues) or large-scale photographs glued to the walls. During the last couple of years the artist has in fact explored the possibilities of the photographic medium in works such as Family Portrait, Telephone, and most recently in Ocean Series, digitally elaborated portraits of fish. Family Portrait (2000) is a series of digital close-ups of an eye, a nose, a mouth and an ear of the artist’s family members that are enlarged and printed to fit walls and areas of the exhibition space. Telephone is a similar work in which the image of a yellow telephone is scanned into a computer and printed to fit awkward and unexpected areas of the galleries where it has been displayed.

Addressing similar themes from a very different tack, Radhildur Ingadottir’s main source of inspiration is instead outer space. As she puts it, “the Icelandic earth and nature do somehow affect my art and my being, but what comes strongest is outer space. I can understand nature (and its manifestations), but space represents the unknown, and I tend to be interested in those things that are not obvious to me.” During her studies in her twenties, she remembers being particularly attracted to geometry as well as to sculpture and natural science. Her geometry teacher, Olive Whicher, wrote the books, Sun Space and Plant between Sun and Earth, which had a strong influence on her thinking. She was also fascinated by Joseph Beuys and his approach towards art, especially after reading an interview entitled “Energy Plan for the Western Man (Joseph Beuys in America).”

These influences are clear in a series of works from the mid-’90s to the present such as the Letters 1996- (The Loop Movement of the Planets), an ongoing project that involves the graceful loops of the planets. Every time a planet rotates its way past Earth and around the Sun, Ingadottir sends her friends and acquaintances around the world a letter with astrological information. These letters are set up so that they will continue to be sent even after the artist’s death, as it takes the outermost planet, Neptune, 165 years to complete such a loop. A similar concept is at the base of the garment-works, Hale-Bopp (1997). During the opening, the guests of the gallery were invited to wear clothes, on which the routes of the comets Hale-Bopp and Hyakutake and drawings of spirals had been printed. In Time-cones (1998), created for the Reykjavik Art Festival in June 1998, the artist gave thirty people, in Iceland and abroad, dresses and t-shirts printed with geometric symbols, images inspired by the shapes used by physicist Stephen Hawking to describe the interdependence of spatial and temporal conditions. The receivers were asked to wear such clothes and document their use with a video that was then sent back to the artist.

From February 2000 until the summer of 2001, Ingadottir, who also teaches at the Reykjavik Art Academy and often collaborates with her students, was involved in The Yellow House project. Initially a squat project, it became a venue for contemporary avant-garde practice run by a group of artists. The artist painted the whole interior of the house with an intense, light blue color she chose for its association with outer space. The idea was to “dissolve” the walls in anticipation of their being torn down. 

Bjargey Ólafsdóttir (1972) is one of the new generation of Icelandic artists who are working across lens-based media and performance, which she believes is somehow a consequence of her having grown up in Iceland. “Being extreme, being able to do whatever…we are [raised] that way…we have to be multifunctional people…For instance, I use [all kinds of] media, it is not fun to limit oneself to one medium. I enjoy exploring ideas and ways of making things.” 
  Fascinated by a broad range of artists such as Klimt and Schiele, Picasso and Dalí as well as Nan Goldin, Sophie Calle, Matthew Barney, and Pipilotti Rist, she also keeps an eye on fashion photographers such as Mario Testino. In her films, the influence of the surreal atmospheres recurrent in the works of directors such as David Lynch and Aki Kaurismaki are also evident.

Her short film False Teeth (2000) tells the story of a young and elegant dentist, who spends her time between flying around her apartment and studying lurid pictures of decaying teeth. Her boyfriend is obsessed by the idea that she is only interested in him for his teeth. In the end she kills him and flies away. Ólafsdóttir has constructed a scenario in which obsession and fantasy are an integral part of life for the young, modern woman. Tired of the insecurities of her boyfriend, she needs to eliminate him in order to move on with her life, which is defined by energy and intellectualism
. 

In her series of photographs Bedlam (2001) she makes portraits of her friends lying around messy bedrooms. Through the cold eye of the camera, Ólafsdóttir documents shameless domesticity in the intimate moments of her young peers. A somehow familiar scene of a post-party delirium is suspended in time. The bodies seem like scattered dolls. They could almost be lifeless corpses left at a crime scene. There is in fact, a recurrent sense of the sinister in Ólafsdóttir’s work. The artist challenges viewers to question our preconceptions about what we see, about the media she employs, and the symbols she uses in her films. She wants the audience to ponder those questions while navigating her dreamlike plots.

Anna Gudmundsdottir, born in Reykjavik, but now based in Oslo, is an example of an Icelandic artist who has fared well outside of her native country. In 2002, she participated in Manifesta 4, where she presented a dazzling installation of wall paintings (One Way Vision Screen), which covered an extensive, articulated area of the Stadelsches Kunstinstitut in Frankfurt. The walls were covered with baby pink and lilac paint on which the artists drew with black marker. The background color had been painted in patches, as if it was an unfinished job, a detail that curiously contrasted with the sharpness and precision of the drawings. The artist, during her time at the Art Academy, started working with photography and video; then, a few years ago, antithetical to the mainstream, turned to large-scale wall-drawings. She also works on paper, creating more intimate comic-strip-like drawings that lack the power of the larger works. The subjects Gudmunsdottir depicts are taken from a broad range of sources, such as scientific textbooks, magazines of various kind and lately religious brochures. She is also strongly influenced by the Icelandic musician Bjørk, who she considers her spiritual muse (and coincidentally was the artist’s baby sitter when she was young). Once Gudmunsdottir identifies the figure she wants to capture, she projects it onto the wall on which she traces its enlarged outline. The images are often modified from their original and once extrapolated from their context, engage in interesting dialogues among each other. They are also often interrupted by handwritten statements and freehand drawings, which become the artist’s commentaries on particular subject matter, as in One Way Vision 3 (2002), Seildukfabrikken, Oslo. In her drawings, Gudmunsdottir often touches on political topics as well social and cultural themes, and confronts the viewers in an ironically playful way with worlds and problems that arise from real as well as unreal sources.

Things may have changed for the Icelandic art scene since the beginning on the 90’s when artist Sigurdur Gundmundsson stated “Everything in the North grows slowly—not only nature but also people.  We, Nordic artists for instance, usually begin to show some talent when we are around forty and when we are fifty we could be called promising.  One lifetime is too short a time for us to become artists.  We are bound to the same tragedy as the Icelandic potatoes.  The Icelandic potatoes—absolutely the most desired things in Iceland—grow so slowly that they would need at least two Icelandic summers in order to become potatoes [...] Yes—there are some remarkable similarities”

Easier travels, real time data exchange and the internet have somehow weakened the isolation that Icelanders have experienced in the past.  We do hope however that these changes, while enhancing the awareness of the international art scene about Icelandic art, will never alter those very peculiar aspects that make most of these artists’ body of work so engaging and fresh.
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