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Halldér Bjarn Runélfsson:

Samneytio vid midilinn

Pad er merkileg reynsla ad standa frammi fyrir kola-
teikningum Ragnheidar Jonsdottur og virda fyrir sér
marghdttada virkni peirra. Petta eru risastorar teikn-
ingar rissadar 4 pykkan Cansonpappir, sem fenginn er
af up.b. tveggia metra breidum rallum og tiu metra
longum. P6 svo ad teikningarnar séu misstorar - sumar
eru d lengdina en adrar 4 hadina - etja paer allar kappi
vid mannlagar sterdir og gott betur. Frammi fyrir
slikum hlutféllum getur Ragnheidur breyit teikni-
listinni { likamlega athofn par sem hiin raedst 4 pappir-
inn og krassar hann ut med miklum krafti og hrada.

Ef til vill er pad ndid samneytid vid midilinn, sem gerir
Ragnheidi kleift a0 fylgja eftir fyrstu sporunum - kola-
teikningunum fra 1990, sem hun syndi { Hollandi
tveim drum sidar - med slikum fitonskrafti. Ragn-
heidur dvaldi i nokkra médnudi i gestavinnustofu i
Sveaborg - Norrenu listamidstodinni uti fyrir hafnar-
mynni Helsinki - par sem hin vann sleitulaust ad
teikningum sinum. Pott taknin sé ®tid sjilfri sér lik
er fislbreytni pessara teikninga med eindemum, Sumar
peirra minna 4 kinverskar teikningar, adrar 4 riss-
myndir Leonardos og annarra endurreisnarmanna, Enn
adrar eru eins og leikandi barokk-skissur Claudes
Lorrains, en flestar eiga sitthvad sameiginlegt med
vatnaliljumyndum Monets, maélverkum Pollocks og
Gerhards Richters. Liklega stafar pad af ,alsetning-
unni”, peirri personulega teiknitekni Ragnheidar ad
skipta ekki fletinum formrent heldur dreifa teikn-
unum svo til jafnt um allan flétinn.

[ kolateikningunum fra 1990 kennir margra grasa, sem
6haett er ad telja undanfara nyju teikninganna. Taeknin
- vidarkol og strokledur - er hin sama og vinnubrégdin
eru svipud. Ragnheidur raedst med vidarkolin yfir allan
tlétinn, rissandi og skissandi, svo ekkert er litid 6snort-
i0. Jafnframt beitir hin strokledrinu med sama éryggi
til ad draga fram positifa samsvirun vid dokkum eda
negatifum kolasallanum. Pritt fyrir svo niskyld vinnu-
brogd er reginmunur d nyju teikningunum og peim
gomlu,

Munurinn er einkum s ad i eldri syrpunni gactir enn
tilhneigingar til dkvedinnar, grafiskrar tormskopunar.
Vidarkolinu og strokledrinu er beitt eftir dkvednum
leidum pannig ad sveiflunni er veitt i dkvedinn farveg,
Fyrir vikid verda 4 fletinum pattaskil, ellegar artaskil,

sem lada fram og undirstrika dkvedid og afgerandi form-
spil. Pad er eins og horft s¢ 4 megindraetti landslags i
hvinandi kafaldshrid. An dbyrgdar verdur ad segjast ad
kolateikningar Ragnheidar fra pessum drum likjast fau
jafnmikid og ovedursmyndum Tumners af skipum i
braelu og muggu.')

En pad eru ekki allar teikningarnar fra 1990 jafnéliésar
og pokukenndar. Nokkrar eru nagilega hlutbundnar
til ad afthjipa yrkisefnid. A einni af sérstaedustu mynd-
unum ur syrpunni er hringida einna likust skystrokki,
sem telja ma vist ad s¢ tulkun Ragnheidar 4 gapi ginn-
unga ur pridja erindi Véluspar.’)

Teikningin gefur afar vel til kynna léngun Ragnheidar
til ad tulka nattiruna dn pess ad lysa henni sem dpreif-
anlegu landslagi. Hin virdist fremur sja nittiiruna sem
i0andi 6fl en stadbundid umhverfi. Petta skipar henni
a bekk med Turner og bendir til a0 myndhugsun hennar
s¢ naer romantiskri hugsyn en raunseerri stadarlysingu.

Ad nefna blutina

Nt er svo ad Voluspa lysir ginnungagapi sem tomi par
sem ekkert er og ekkert gerist heldur. Hvernig sem
hann reynir er lesandinn engu nar um pad hvernig
heimurinn var buinn til. Hid godunum gerist petta
med svo sndggum heatti ad hlutimir eru tilbunir eins
og hendi sé veifad. 1 Véluspa parf ekki einu sinni ad
orda bodin , Verdi ljos":

4. Adr Burs synir
bitidum of yppdu,
peir er Midgard
maran skopu;
sol skein sunnan
d salar steina,
bd var grund gréin
graenum lauki’)

Solin skin og allt grenkar samstundis. Godin virdast
ekki hafa haft neitt fyrir pessu enda er lesanda Valu-
spar ekki orgrannt um ad vandi héfundar sé hinn sami
og hofundar Masebdkar. Hvorugur botnar nokkud i
tilurd jardar né peim edlisfradilegn logmalum, sem
par bua ad baki, Pess vegna er bidum hofundum midg i
mun ad komast sem fljotast yfir i adra og skemmti-
legri sdlma:



6.  Pd gengu regin dll 7. Hittusk asir,
d rokstola, d Idavelli,
ginnheilig god, beir er hirg ok hof
ok um pat gettusk; hdtimbrudu;
ndtt ok nidjum afla Iagdu,
ndfn of gdfu, aud smiduday,
morgin hétu tangir skdpu

ok midjan dag, ok tal gerdu.
undorn og aftan,

drum at telja.

Ad gefa hlutunum nafn er eitthvad, sem rithofundar og
skald geta skilid. Pess vegna kostar pad ®dri marttar-
vold i Mésebok og Voluspa toluvert meiri tima og
erfidi ad gefa hlutunum nafn en skapa pa. Eins virdast
@sir purfa ad leggja toluvert meira 4 sig 4 til ad smida
einfoldustu tol og taeki, reisa hof, fiska og greeda fé en
biia til sjalfan alheiminn. Hvergi sannast ord Wittgen-
steins betur en hér: , Allt sem er er pad sem mali skipt-
ir, Pad er allt og sumt.”)

Munurinn i skildum fortidarinnar og listamionnum
faeddum eftir daga endurreisnarinnar er einkum f6lg-
inn i afstédu peirra til hreyfingar og hreyfiafls. Fyrir
nilifandi listamann er éhugsandi ad skoda skopunar-
sbguna - hvernig sem si saga hljomar - an pess ad
tengja hana einhvers konar dialektisku préunarferli. Ad
tilurd heimsins hafi ordid in dtaka og i einni svipan
eins og hendi veeri veifad samrymist einfaldlega ekki
vitneskju okkar um alheiminn.

Pad er pvi mun naertekara fyrir Ragnheidi ad taka mid
af ragnarkum vélvunnar i Voluspa pegar hun fjallar um
ndttiruna og krafta hennar. Raunar virdist pad einnig
vera audveldara fyrir hofund sjilfs balksins, Honum fer
eins og hofundum Bibliunnar og skildinu Dante. Peir
eru mun andrikari pegar peir lysa heimsendi og helviti
en kyrrstaedri hamingjunni 4 himnum.’]

Yeedrasill skekinn

Mér er ekki drgrannt um ad teikningin af hringidunni
fra 1990 sé beinn undanfari tingarmyndanna um Ygg-
drasil fra 1991, Svart gatid, sem myndar 6ljosan strokk-
inn, 4 sér samsvorun i efra horninu til vinstri. Pad er
erfitt ad skoda pessa teikningu 4n pess ad leida hugann
ad svortu holunum i geimnum. Allt sem sogast inn i
pessar svortu holur er talid ganga undir dkvedna meg-
indarbreytingu par sem allt, viddir, timi og efni, um-
hverfist. Menn spyrja sig hvort svortu holurnar séu
ekki i senn upphaf og endir alls efnis i alheiminum.

Pannig hugsar mitimamadurinn sér framvindu hlutanna
og getur ekki annad. Hann er ad svo morgu leyti bund-
inn peirri mynd af alheiminum, sem afstediskenningin
hefur métad. Hugmyndir okkar um hreyfiafl og fram-
vindu ma ad minnsta kosti rekja aftur til endurreisnar.
A timum Pollaiuolos, Botticellis og Leonardos foru
listamenn ad endurnyja kynni sin af hreyfingu eftir
aldalanga kyrrstedu midalda. Svo virdist sem adur-
nefndir listamenn hafi farid ad lita 4 hreyfingu jakvaed-
um augum, jafnvel péte { { tulkun peirra 4 hreyfiaflinu
felist dagodur skammtur af tilvisun til eydingarmattar
pess sama afls.’)

Laufmynstrid i hringidunni tengir skystrokkinn at-
ingarmyndunum um Yggdrasil. Pd getur teikning Ragn-
heidar { senn vakid dhorfandann til umhugsunar um
hversdagsleg lauf, sem pyrlast { strok 4 haustdegi, og
vestanvindinn Zephyr, sem blas lifi i Floru i Vori
Botticellis. Allt fer pad eftir pvi hvernig dhorfandinn er
innstilltur og kerir sig um ad tilka pad sem fyrir augu
ber. Pad er po narteekast ad skoda teikninguna sem
undanfara Yggdrasilssyrpunnar, sem Ragnheidur byggir
einmitt 4 teiknum Véluspiar um veentanlegan heims-
endi:

47, Skelfr Yegdrasils
askr standandi,
vmr it aldna tré,

[ wtingarsyrpunni ma sjd askinn eins og tvo spirala
fyrir midju, sem vinda sig til hvorrar handar inni i lauf-
skriidinu. Pad er hér, sem dvedin breyting hefur ordid
4 afstodu Ragnheidar til yrkisefnis og utfzrslu pess. |
teikningunni af hringidunni matti sjd myndefnid tulk-
ad med bysna raunszjum haetti 4 skd ofan fra. [ wtingar-
syrpunni er Yggdrasill einfaldadur i takn, sem s€d er 4
hlid gegnum bétt laufregnid. Lokamynd syrpunnar er
ekki einungis 6hlutbundin heldur hefur syran bitid sig
med mynstrudum hatti i plotuna alla. [ stad skyrt af-
markadrar hringidu, sem sogar allt til sin, standa eftir
daufgra teikn spirala asksins bak vid laufpykknid, sem
flazdir um pappirinn eins og misdokkar skellur.

Segja ma ad ymsar adrar kolateikningar Gr syrpunni fra
1990 hafi bodad pessi straumhvérf i list Ragnheidar.
Ein stersta teikningin synir streymi furunila og free-
korna likt og fljotandi 4 yfirbordi rennandi vatns. i
teikningunni af furunalunum for Ragnheidur nar pvi
ad alsetia flotinn en { nokkurri annarri teikningu frd
pessum tima. Par med virdist hin hafa losad sig undan
allri kvéd til ad skaka sjon okkar med peim prividdar-
brigdum, sem enn leynast i sumum teikninganna ur
syrpunni.’]



Margir, misvisandi fletir

En hvernig hljémar nyjasta syrpa Ragnheidar af kola-
teikningum og hvad hefur breyst? Segja ma ad 4 peim
premur drum, sem lidin eru sidan hin for ad fast vid
storar kolateikningar hafi 61l synileg skirskotun til natt-
trunnar horfid. [ raun er ekkert eftir af synilegum takn-
um ur fyrri verkum. Allar visbendingar um hugsanlega
fiarvidd og li6sbrot, sem einkenndu sumar kolateikn-
ingarnar frd 1990, eru gufadar upp. Eftir stendur einungis
hradsodin alsetning kolasalla, sem Ragnheidur nuddar
og purrkar med strokledri, til pess eins ad krota enn
meir og fastar ellegar nudda og purrka enn betur burt,
allt eftir pvi hvers heildin krefst.

Eftir standa po heildardhrif, sem taka langt fram 6llum
fyrri tilraunum Ragnheidar, Enda p6tt nyja syrpan sé i
beinu framhaldi af fyrri verkum og taeknilega naskyld
peim eru dhrifin pé allt dnnur og mun sterkari. Med
einfoldustu teiknum gerir Ragnheidur hvort tveggja i
senn, ad skapa fullkomlega ohlutbundid mynsturfladi
og gefa i skyn ad ferlid gerist 4 morgum, 6likum flétum.
Pannig er engu likara en margir grunnfletir séu § stad
eins dkvedins og dhorfandinn horfi 4 mismunandi hall-
andi teikn 4 einum og sama fletinum. Ahrifin eru ekki
Osvipud pvi pegar horft er 4 yfirbord lygnrar tjarnar, par
sem nerliggjiandi umhverfi speglast.

[ smaatridum er takni ef til vill einkamil sérhvers
listamanns. Teikning Ragnheidar er samt sem adur
svo gagnsa ad pad er nasta audvelt ad rekja adferdar-
fraedi hennar ofan i 6ljésustu teikn. Eftir ad hafa pakid
allan flétinn nokkud jafnt med kolapari, nuddar hun
flekkina og notar strokledur til ad undirstrika dkvedna
stefnu nidur pappirinn. Ofan 4 pessa grunnteikningu
leggur hin sidan adra misjafnlega hallandi vidarkola-
flekki, giarnan i misstdra kekki eins og pandar stjdrnu-
pokur. Pad eru pessir kekkir, sem breyta stefnu teikni-
fledisins fra lodréttum dherslum undirlagsins og kalla
fram blekkt vidmio likt og fledid eigi sér stad 4
mirgum misvisandi flétum.

N metti spyrja hvort petta sé ekki jafnatsmogin
blekking og su, sem Ragnheidur vidhafdi pegar hin
fékkst vid teikningarnar Gr syrpunni fré 1990, Vissu-
lega eru pessar nyju teikningar hennar dhrifameiri en
fyrri verk hennar af svipudum toga. Par bia jafnframt
yfir meiri sannfaeringarkrafti. En pad vari rangt ad tala
um blekkingu i pvi sambandi pé svo Ragnheidur spili
d tilhneigingu sjontauga okkar til ad laga sjonarsvidid
ad einhverju, sem kalla md dpreifanlegan raunveru-
leika. I nyjustu teikningum hennar orlar hvergi 4 porf

fyrir ad likja eftir raunverulegu myndefni. Skyggingar-
taeknin - samspil ljoss og skugga til ad lada fram dkvedna
formmdétun - og grafiskt rauns®id, sem einkenndi
sumar eldri teikningarnar, hefur gjiorsamlega ltid undan
siga fyrir fullkomlega hlutlegu tiknmali. Ef dhorf-
andinn sér einhverja dkvedna ndttdrustemmningu 1t
ur teikningum Ragnheidar er slikt fullkomlega 4 hans
eigin dbyrgd. Pegar 6llu er 4 botninn hvolft er ekkert
bad i fletinum, sem réttletir ad teikningarnar séu
settar i beint samband vid ytri veruleika.’)

Ur og ad brennidepli

Pad eykur enn 4 tviredni hinna nyju teikninga Ragn-
heidar ad par verda 6ljésari eftir pvi sem fjeer dregur
midjunni. Pannig blandast enn énnur erting sjéntaug-
anna vid fyrri blekkingar. Ahorfandanum finnst sem
teiknin 1ti vid jadrana sogist ad midjunni og péttist par
og skyrist. Pad er ekki furda pétt hann nuddi augun eins
og hann telji pessi dreiti stafa af einhverri tilfallandi
siondepru i ®tt vid gliku, Vid sjalft liggur ad hann spyrii
sig hvort hvelfing augans ridi hér einhverju. Sistreymi
d bord vid hringiduna i teikningu Ragnheidar fra 1990
er nui tilkud med fullkomlega éhluthundnum haetti.
Eigi ad sidur er virknin svo sannferandi ad han getur
haglega valdid 6notum. Eftir stendur ad pad sem Ragn-
heidur purfti ad tilka adur fyrr med hjalp hefdbund-
innar myndbirtingartaekni setur hin ni fram med ad-
ferdum, sem hin hefur sjalf uppgétvad og fullkomnad
med protlausum rannséknum og tilraunum.

Segia ma ad huin setji sig beint inn { umraduna eins og
hiin spratt af Vatnalilium Monets og hardnadi sem
deila eftir ad abstraktmyndir Pollock komu til ségunnar
i lok seinni heimstyrjaldar. Alsetning flatarins dn skarp-
rar formmotunar heyrir fremur til sidmoderniskrar
afstbou en maderniskrar. Ahorfandanum finnst sem
hann skorti 61l vidmid og kvartar undan pvi ad verkid
gleypi hann med takni sinni og yfirpyrmandi sterd.
En pvi méd ekki gleyma ad Monet sd { pessum enda-
lausu endurtekningum sinum nyja tegund af tiknsai,
sem byggdist 4 fhugun sistreymis og dyptar i stad kyrr-
stoou og dpreifanleika. Vatnaliljurnar voru flestar mal-
adar milli 1890 og 1925 i Giverny, par sem listamadur-
inn hafdi biid sér litla tjiorm gagngert sem métif. En
bad ték heiminn miklu lengri tima ad vidurkenna dgeeti
pessa svanastngs impressionismans.

Ef til will var pad ekki fyrr en med Jackson Pollock ad
Vatnaliljurnar gatu af sér sannfarandi laerisvein. Lista-
menn verda ad hafa likamlega tilfinningu fyrir pvi si-
streymi, sem alsetning flatarins ber med sér og bodar,
Vissulega maetti segja ad undanfara Monets og symb-
olskra hugmynda hans megi rekija til teiknarans Leon-



ardos. Syndafallid, ofvidrid og hringidurnar, sem hann
festi 4 blad, mestmegnis sem rannsoknir 4 straumfari
idandi vatns og vinda fara hins vegar bysna nerri kin-
verskum landslagsmélverkum frd 12. og 13, 6ld.

Pad bendir pvi flest til pess ad Ragnheidur standi traust-
um fotum i hefd, sem hvorki eigi sér upphaf né endi,
heldur fylgi logmalum peirrar vixlverkunar olgu og
ihugunar, sem finnur sér samsvoérun { dpekkum fyrir-
harum ndttirunnar. Hid innra speglar sig i hinu ytra,
ekki adeins myndrent eins og hji Leonardo og kin-
verskum meisturum sid-midalda, heldur einnig ad-
ferdarlega eins og hia Monet - halfpartinn kominn med
dépur augu sin ofan i myndflotinn dn pess ad nema
almennilega heildina - og Pollock, sem 68 um med
milaraprik sin eins og seidskratti eda hljomsveitar-
stiori og sletti lakkinu i endalaust viravirki. Eins og
gomlu kempurnar nytur Ragnheidur gods af pragma-
tiskri glogeskyggni sinni. bvi mé fullyrda ad teikningar
hennar séu af lifi og sal likt og hiin sjilf og gréandin
kringum hana.

Skyringar:

1) | milverkum Tumers hefur myndefnid pokad fyrir lysingum a
vedurofsa, Stundum er litid annad eftir af eiginlegri formmatun
en meginsteinur pensilfarsins.

2} Hugmyndir midalda um eilifa hringris gera okkur erfitt ad
greina milli sképunar og tortimingar. | Voluspa sér vblvan
endurnyjun koma { kjdlfar ragnaraka. P& or stor munur i lys-
ingum hofundar 4 tilurd heimsins og endalokum eins og an
vertur vikid,

3) Skv. Islendingasagnattgafunni, Reykjavik, 1949.

4] ,Skv. opnunarsetningue L. Wittgenstein: Tractatus Logico
Philosophicus, London 1922, pp. 30-31.

5| Af pessu hafa sprottid peer tthreiddu skodanir ad list og skild-
skapur prifist ekki par sem allt leikur { lyndi.

61 Dot endurreisnin bodi visst afturhvar til fornaldar er iin einnig
dvedid andsvar vid timaleysi midalda. lralski listamadurinn
Michelangelo Pistoletto telur ad 1if eftir Klukkunni® og deiling
timans yiir dasgur hafi 6dlast sess i endurreisnartimanum og
skipt skopum fyrir hugmyndir Evropubtia um  hreyfiafl og
soguhyggiu. (Skv. obirtu vidtali vid listamanninn),

71 | hinu fialbreytilega safni, sem nyja teiknisyrpan er, md finna
amk. cina teikningu med furundlum. Mun bad vera eina
hlutlaga arridid, sem eftir stendur § kolateikningum Ragnheidar.

8] Ragnheidur hefor bent 4 fyrirher (r eigin revnslubeimi, sem
e.t.v. skyrir porf hennar fyrir ad bregda upp mirgum fldtum og
sitnarhomum, sem oft virka cins og horft sé 4 heiminn 4 flug,
Ragnheidur kannast vid pa sérstedu tilfinningu ad finnast sem
hun fljag viir pvi landslagi, sem adrir verda ad lita sér nagia a0
skoda fra hlid,

Halldér Bjérn Runélfsson:
Companionship with
the Medium

It is a remarkable experience to stand facing
Ragnheidur Jonsdottir’s charcoal drawings and take in
the complex way in which they act. These are gigantic
drawings sketched on thick Canson paper, taken from
rolls two metres wide and ten metres long. Although
the drawings vary in size — s0me use the paper
lengthways, others sideways — they always strive
towards and even beyond human proportions.
Working on such a scale enables Jonsdottir to trans-
form the act of drawing into a physical ritual in which
she attacks the paper and daubs it with rapid, powertul
charcoal strokes.

Perhaps it is her close relationship with her medium
which enables Jonsdéttir to follow up with such
vigour her initial venture into charcoal drawings,
which were made in 1990 and exhibited in the
Netherlands two years later. She spent several months
as an artist-in-residence in Sveaborg, the Nordic Arts
Centre just off the mouth of Helsinki harbour, work-
ing indefatigably on her drawings which, although
consistent in technique, are exceptionally diverse.
Some of them recall Chinese drawings, others the
sketches of Leonardo and other Renaissance artists,
yet others the playful baroque sketches of Claude
Lorrain, but the majority have something in common
with Monet’s Water Lilies and the paintings of
Pollock and Gerhard Richter. This is probably the
effect of Jonsdéttir's “total coverage,” her personal
technique of not dividing up the surface on formal
principles but rather spreading the images more or less
evenly right across it.

Her charcoals from 1990 show a variety of effects that
can definitely be seen as precursors of new drawings.
Her materials — charcoal and an eraser — are the same
as usual, and her technique is similar, aggressively cov-
ering the whole surface with charcoal, sketching and
scribbling, leaving no part of it untouched. At the same
time she applies the eraser with equal self-assurance to
bring out a positive correspondence to the dark or nega-
tive charcoal mass. But despite the close affinity in
techique, there is a fundamental difference between
her new drawings and earlier ones.

In particular, they differ in the tendency towards defi-
nite creation of graphic form, which is still found in the
carlier series. Charcoals and the eraser are applied sys-



tematically to channel the curve into a definite course.
The outcome is a number of turning-points on the sur-
face, or rather changes of direction, which conjure up
and underline a definite and decisive formal play. The
impression is rather like looking at the features of a
landscape in a driving blizzard. It is tempting to say that
one of the closest resemblances with Jénsdéttir's char-
coal drawings from these years is the ships that Turner
painted in rough seas, storms and fogs.'

But not all the 1990 drawings are as vague and nebu-
lous. Some are sufficiently concrete to reveal their
subject. One of the most distinctive drawings from the
series is a whirlpool resembling a column of cloud,
which 1s almost certainly Jénsdottir's interpretation of
the “gaping void” of Ginnungagap in the third verse of
Viiluspd, the ancient Icelandic “Sibyl’s Prophecy, "
The drawing suggests admirably Jonsdottir's yearning to
interpret nature without describing it as a tangible land-
scape. She appears to see nature more as a whirling
force than a localized environment. In this respect she
has affinities with Tumer, which suggests that her pic-
torial conception is closer to a Romantic ideal than a
realistic depiction of place,

Naming things

Ginnungagap as described in Véluspi is a void where
nothing exists, and nothing happens either. No
amount of effort on the part of the reader can shed
light on how the world was created. The gods dispatch
this task in an instant, creating things at the wave of a
hand. Véluspa does not even need to state the com-
mandment “Let there be light":

4. Before, the kin of gods
arched up the lands,
makers of the famous
Middle Earth:;
sun shone from the south
on stony land,
the ground was grown
with green trees.’

The sun shines and everything turns green at once. For
the gods this is an effortless process, and the reader
cannot help feeling that the author of Viluspi faces
the same problem as the author of Genesis. Neither
has the slightest inkling of how the earth came into
being, nor the physical laws at work. Therefore both
strive to change to a more interesting subject as quick-
ly as possible:

6. Then all the powers
met to mete out fate,
mighty, holy gods
in consultation;
to night and its offspring
they gave names,
called them morning
and mid-day,
afternoon and evening,
to be counted in vears.

7. The high ones met
on Idavellir Plain,
they who raised timber
altars and temples,
built furnaces,
wrought precious things,
made tongs
and forged tools,

Naming things is an act that writers and poets can
understand. This is why it takes the higher powers in
Genesis and Viluspa considerably more time and
effort to give things names than to create them.
Likewise, the gods seem to need to put in a lot more
work to make the simplest tools, build temples, go
fishing and produce wealth than to create the universe
itself. Nowhere can we find better confirmation of
Wittgenstein's phrase that “The world is everything
that is the case.™

In particular, the difference between the poets of
antiquity and post-Renaissance artists lies in their
attitudes towards motion and dynamics. For an artist
today it is inconceivable to view any version of the
creation of the earth without associating it with some
king of dialectical process of evolution. A world that
came into being without conflict and in an instant, at
the wave of a hand, simply does not fit in with what
we know about the universe,

S0 the doom of the gods in Véluspa is a much readier
choice for Ragnheidur Jonsdottir when she deals with
nature and its forces. As it happens, this also seems
easier for the author of the poem himself, who is in
the same position as the Bible authors and Dante.
They are all much more inspired when describing the
end of the world and hell than static bliss in heaven.*

The ash of the world is shaken

I have a suspicion that the 1990 whirlpool drawing
may be a direct predecessor of the etchings of
Yggdrasill, the Ash of the World, from 1991. In the



upper left-hand corner there is an image corresponding
to the black hole that forms the vague column of
cloud. Looking at this drawing, it is difficult to avoid
thinking of black holes in space. Everything sucked
into them is thought to undergo a fundamental change
in which dimensions, time and matter are transformed.
It is natural to ask whether black holes are not at once
the beginning and end of all cosmic matter.

Modern man, so tied to an image of the universe that
has been shaped by the theory of relativity, is unable
to think about the development of objects in any other
way. Our notions of dynamics and development may
be traced back to at least the Renaissance. In the age
of Pollaiuolo, Botticelli and Leonardo da Vinci, artists
began to renew their acquaintance with motion after
centuries of stasis during the Middle Ages. These
artists would seem to have begun to take a positive
view of motion, even though their interpretations of
dynamics contain a fair amount of references to their
inherent destructive power."

The leaf patern in the whirlpool links the column of
cloud to the etchings of Yggdrasill. Jonsdottir's draw-
ing thereby prompts at one and the same time specula-
tion about ordinary leaves whisked up into a spiral on
an autumn day, and also about Botticelli's Zephyr
breathing life into Flora in Spring. It all depends on
the mood of the observer and his willingness to inter-
pret what he sees. Yet the most immediate interpreta-
tion is to see the drawing as a precursor of the
Yggdrasill series which Jonsdéttir bases on the images
in Voluspa foreseeing the end of the world:

47. The upright ash trembles,
Yggdrasill,
that ancient tree groans.

The series of etchings depicts the ash as two centrally
placed spirals, winding to either side amidst the foliage.
It is here that a definite change has taken place in
Jonsdottir's attitude to her subject and its development.
In her whirlpool drawing the subject is interpreted in a
highly realistic way, seen diagonally from above; but in
the etchings, Yggdrasill is simplified into a symbol seen
from the side through the shower of leaves. The final
work of the series is not merely abstract, for the acid
has also etched a pattern into the whole plate. Instead
of a clearly delineated whirlpool sucking in everything
around it, the dull grey images of the spirals of the ash
remain, behind the thick foliage, which flows across the
paper like blotches of varying darkness.

A number of other charcoal drawings from the 1990
series can also be described as heralding this change of
tack in Jénsdottir's work. One of the largest shows a
stream of pine needles and seeds, as if floating on the
surface of flowing water. In drawing the pine needles,
Jénsdéttir came closer to covering the surface com-
pletely than in any other drawing from this time.
Thereby she seems to have freed herself from all oblig-
ation to confound our sight with the three-dimension-
al effects that can still be found in some of the draw-
ings from this series.”

Numerous surfaces in all directions

So what is Ragnheidur Jénsdé6ttir's latest charcoal
series like, and what has changed? It is fair to say that
over the three years that have passed since she last
engaged upon large charcoal drawings, all visible refer-
ence to nature has vanished. In fact nothing remains
of the visible images from her earlier works. All sug-
gestions of conceivable perspective and refracted light
which characterized some of her 1990 charcoals have
evaporated. All that is left is the raw “total coverage”
by the mass of charcoal which she rubs and removes
with her eraser with the sole aim of scribbling farther
and harder, or of rubbing and eradicating even more
absolutely, depending upon the demands made by the
work as a whole.

What remains is the total impact of the works, which
is much more forceful than all Jonsdéttir's earlier
experiments. Even though this new series is a direct
continuation of earlier ones and closely related to
them in terms of technique, its impact is completely
different and much more powerful. With her simplest
images she combines the creation of a completely
abstract flow of patterns with an implication that the
process is taking place on many different surfaces. The
impression is one of many basic surfaces taking the
place of a single one, whereby images lie at various
inclinations on one and the same surface. It is not a
dissimilar effect to looking across the surface of a
calm lake which reflects its immediate surroundings.

As far as details go, perhaps, technique is the private
business of each artist. All the same, Jonsdéttir's
drawings are so transparent that her methodology can
be quite easily traced back to the vaguest of images.
After covering the entire surface fairly evenly with
charcoal scratchings, she smudges them and applies
an eraser to underline a definite direction down the
paper. On top of this basic drawing she then imposes
other patches of charcoal at various inclinations, fre-
quently in masses of different sizes, like inflated



galaxies. These then alter the direction that the
images flow, away from the vertical emphases of the
underlying surface, and create an illusory reference, as
if the flow is taking place on many surfaces in differ-
ent directions.

It is fair to ask whether this is a subtle illusion akin to
those of the 1990 drawings. Certainly, these new draw-
ings have a stronger impact than her earlier ones in a
similar vein, and also display more conviction. But it
would be wrong to talk about an illusion in this
respect, even though she plays upon the tendency of
the optic nerves to adjust their field of vision to what
may be called tangible reality. Her latest drawings
make no hint of a need to imitate real pictorial sub-
jects. Shadowing technique - the interaction of light
and shadow to generate a definite formal effect — and
the graphic realism which characterized some of her
earlier drawings have completely yielded to a perfectly
objective symbolism. An observer reading a particular
sense of nature from Jonsdottir's drawings does so
entirely on his own responsibility. When all is said and
done there is nothing on the pictorial surface to justify
linking the drawings directly to external reality.*

In and out of focus

A further element of ambiguity in Jonsdéttir's new
drawings is the way they grow increasingly vaguer
away from their centre, adding yet another optical
provocation to her other illusions. The observer feels
that the images at the edge are being sucked into the
centre where they become more compact and clearer.
Someone looking at these works can be forgiven for
rubbing his eyes and blaming this disturbance on a
random sight defect, glauca perhaps, and may well ask
whether this is not just an effect created in some way
by the curvature of the eye. Eternal flows such as the
whirlpool from 1990 are interpreted here in a com-
pletely abstract manner. Nonetheless the effect is so
convincing that it may easily be discomforting. What
Jénsdéttir needed to interpret with the aid of conven-
tional representational techniques is now set forth
using techniques which she has discovered for herself
and perfected with indefatigable research and experi-
mentation.

It may be said that she engages directly in the dialogue
that developed from Monet's Water Lilies and gradually
polarized after Pollock’s abstracts appeared at the end
of World War II. The total coverage of the surface with-
out sharp formal definition belongs more to post-mod-
emist than modernist approaches. The observer feels
that all points of reference are lacking and complains

about being engulfed by the technique and overwhelm-
ing scale of the work. But it should not be forgotten
that Monet, in his endless repetitions, saw a new ver-
sion of symbolic vision based on contemplation of eter-
nal flow and depth instead of the static and tangible.
His Water Lilies were mostly painted between 1890
and 1925 in Giverny, where he had made himself a
pond with the express purpose of serving as a motif.
But it took the world a long time to acknowledge the
merits of this swansong of impressionism.

Perhaps it was not until Jackson Pollock that the
Water Lilies begat a convincing disciple. Artists need
to have a physical feeling for the eternal flow that
total coverage of the surface implies and heralds.
Certainly the prototypes of Monet and his symbolist
ideas can be traced to Leonardo's drawings. The Flood,
the storms and whirlpools that he commited to paper,
mostly as studies of swirling water and air currents,
however, come very close to the Chinese landscapes
of the 12th and 13th centuries.

There is overwhelming evidence, therefore, that
Ragnheidur Jonsdottir is firmly rooted in a tradition
which has neither beginning nor end, but whose laws
obey instead the dialectic of motion and contemplation
which has correspondences in  familiar natural
phenomena. The internal is reflected in the external,
not only pictorially as with Leonardo and late
medieval Chinese painters, but also in terms of
methodology as in Monet — who is half-way to
pressing his dimmed eyes into the pictorial surface
without truly realizing the whole — and Pollock, who
wielded his sticks like a conjuror or conductor,
splashing lacquer into endless wire constructions.
Like the old practitioners, Ragnheidur Jénsdéttir
benefits from pragmatic insight. Her drawings have a
life and a soul, just like herself and the force of growth
around her,

I In Turner's paintings, the subject is subordinated to a description
of the violence of the weather. Sometimes little remains of the
actual formal representation apart from the main directions of
the brushstrokes,

1  Medieval ideas of an ectemal cyele make it difficult for us to
distinguish between what was scen as creation and what
destruction. In the Voluspd, the sibyl sees regeneration following
the doom of the goods. However, there is a major difference in
the descriptions of the origin of the world and its end, cf. below,
Publ. Revkjavik 1949,

4 Opening sentence of L. Wittgenstein: Tractatus Logico
Philosophicus, London 1922, pp. 30-31.



This has led to a widespread belief that art and fiction do not
thrive under conditions of harmony and peace,

While boding in a sense a return to antiguity, the Renaissance
also provides a definite response to medieval timelessness. The
Ttalian artist Michelangelo Pistoletto believes that “living by the
clock” and the division of time into days established itself
during the Renaissance and proved crucial for European
conceptions of dynamics and historicity [source: unpublished
interview with the arist).

The diverse collection of the new series includes at least one
drawing of pine needles, the only concrete clement remaining in
her charcoals.

Ragnheidur Jonsdottir has pointed out phenomena from her
private experience which may explain her need to represent
many surfaces and angles so as to give a frequent impression of
watching the world from above, She admits to a peculiar
sensation of fecling herself flying over a landscape which other
people would have to make do with seeing from the side.
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