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Islensk nattira hefur a=tid soétt & islenska listamenn, og &
20. &ld hefur nattdran verid eitt af helstu vidfangsefnunum
i islenskri myndlist. islensk nattdara er uppspretta sérstakra
forma, ljoss og lita, og ekki sist voldugur aflvaki tilfinninga,
en hver listamadur hefur ndlgast nattdruna & sinn veg;
serhver peirra hefur valid sina eigin leid til tjaningar,
tulkunar, samraedu og hyllingar. A pessari syningu er
brugdid ljosi & glimu islenskra myndlistarmanna vid nattiru
islands. Hér er fjoldi listaverka, unninn & 6likum listraenum
forsendurmn, en uppruni peirra allra er samur: hid éhjakvaemi-
lega stefnumdt islensks listamanns vid land sitt.

lcelandic nature has been a constant preoccupation among
lcelandic artists, and in the visual arts its presence has
been very clear this century. Nature's powerful effects and
the emotions it arouses have been developed by artists,
each in his or her own separate way. This exhibition sheds
particufar light on the way lcelandic artists have
pictorialized their country's nature in their works. It presents
a large number of works which are created from different
artistic starting-points, yet have a common origin in lce-
landic nature

@Wm
Formadur menningarmalanefndar Reykjavikur/Chair,
Cultural Committee of the City of Reykjavik



Gunnar B. Kvaran

Nattdran i gegnum myndmalid
— leidin til frumlileikans

Oldum saman var listin fyrst og fremst skilgreind sem
fagurfreadileg tjaning i akvednum farvegi sem samfelagid
og stofnanir pess hifou skapad med almennum reglum
um vidmidanir og fyrirmyndir.

Listasagan hefur aftur a mdti kennt okkur ad greina i sundur
fegurdina og listaverkid, og i byrjun 20. aldar sagdi listin
skilid vid paar hefdbundnu fagurfraadilegu forsendur sem
listaskdlar og akademiur héfdu stadid vord um Sldum
saman. Vidfangsefnid var ekki lengur fagurfraedilegt heldur
miklu fremur spurt ad pvi hvad vaeri list og hvad pad vaeri
sem gerdi hlut, hugmynd eda gjorning ad listaverki.

Alla 20. dldina hefur listhugtaki® verid tengt spurningum
um frumleika. Samtimis hafa listheimspekilegar aherslur
fearst fra pvi ad skoda og meta listaverkid utan fra, a
akvednum skilgreindum forsendum, yfir i ad lita a
listheimspeki sem eiginlegan hiuta af listaverkinu.

Margir islenskir listamenn hafa a pessari 6ld fetad leid sina
til frumleika um islenska nattaru. A pessari syningu er
atlunin ad stefna saman verkum eftir islenska listamenn
sem hafa tekid hdédndum saman vid mddur nattdru,
samsamast henni eda notid hennar a einn eda annan hatt.

bPatt islensk nattira hafi hofdad sterklega til islenskra
listamanna, og haft tilhneigingu til ad gripa frarm fyrir hendur
listarinnar, pa hafa myndgerdir eda formskriftir avallt komid
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upp a milli listamannsins og nattdrunnar. Hvort sem
listamenn hafa viljad dtlista nattdruna eda tileinka sér form
hennar i myndverki hafa peir avallt purft ad nota myndmal
til ad midla skynjun sinni og upplifun. Rithéfundar faara
kenndir sinar og fyrirmyndir i ord, og a svipadan hatt purfa
myndlistarmenn ad myndgera tilfinningar sinar og
fyrirmyndir. Ad sjalfségdu er myndmal | grundvallaratridum
frabrugdid ordraedunni, par sem einingarnar skipa sér i
reglulegar fylkingar samkvasmt IGgmalum hljédfraedi og
setningafraedi, en hin myndraana utfaersla lytur avallt eigin
logmalum sem fela i sér endurskopun eda endurbyggingu
a hinu nattarulega vidfangsefni.

Listamenn skapa sér eda tileinka sér myndmal og formskrift
og nyta sidan til ad tulka eda yfirfazra vidkomandi myndefni,
en sérhver gerd myndmals eda formskriftar er | raun svo
kerfisbundin ad a hverjum tima eda menningarskeidi er
unnt ad segja ad akvedid myndmal eda formskrift sé
rikjandi.

Pérarinn B. Porlaksson (1867-1924) tileinkadi sér
naturaliska myndgerd sem a hans timum var rikjandi i
dénsku malverki, og var einna fyrstur til ad Utlista islenskt
landslag af mikilli nakveemni. Pad vaeri pvi freistandi ad
lita & verk Pdrarins sem nullpunktinn i islenskri myndlistar-
sogu, sem eins konar hlutlaust upphaf. Pegar betur er ad
gad komumst vid pd ekki hja pvi ad greina dkvedin sérkenni
i malverkum hans. A3 hluta til er pad audvitad formskriftin,
en po sér i lagi liturinn, birtan. Porarinn magnar blamann i
verkum sinum og skapar pannig taert, ferskt og unadslegt
andramsloft. Hann vekur til lifsins hinn svalandi blama sem
22 sidan hefur med einum eda 4drum haetti fléttast inn i
islenska listasdgu med peim arangri ad nu telja flestir pessi
einkenni nattaruleg.

Margir halda pvi fram ad Kjarval (1885-1972) hafi gefid
okkur nyja syn a landid. Hann malar ut fra 6drum
forsendum, leggur aherslu 4 ad samsama efnisvirkni
malverksins vid hraunid og mosann, og gerir landid um
leid gegnsaett. | augum Kjarvals var nattdran lifandi, hladin
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kynjaverum, ségu og menningu. A namsarum sinum og
ferdum um Evropu kynntist Kjarval olikum myndgerdum
sem sottu & opinn hug hans. Hann leyfdi sér ad gera
tilraunir sem sifan runnu saman og einkenndu hina
kjarvélsku formskrift. Vid sjaum til deemis hvernig hinar
dhlutlaegu og kibisku tilraunir hans fra pridja aratugnum
birtast &4 ny, medvitad eda omedvitad, pegar hann teiknar
hraunid sem smagerfa tigla og ferhyrninga, likt og net sem
lagt hefur verid yfir landid. Med tilfinningalegri umskrift sinni
4 innri samsetningu og hrynjandi landslagsins malar
Kjarval landid i senn ur fjarlaegd og i nalaegd. Hvort sem
aherslan er légd a hinar stéru linur landsins eda
margbreytilegt litrdf pess tvinnar listamadurinn oftast
saman frjalslega efnisrika pensilskrift og smagerd
geometrisk form. | pessum verkum losnar malverkid undan
fyrirmyndinni og lifir sjalfstaadu |ifi, pétt pad fijalli an aflats
um nattiruna og um tengsl hennar vid manninn.

Georg Guéni (f. 1961) malar landid ur fjarla2gd, mannlaust
og framandi. Natturan er fjéll, himinn og birta. Malverkid
er einféld teikning, litur og fernis. A stoku stad virdist
malverkid astla a8 umbreytast i sjonhverfingu, en pa
skynjar ahorfandinn pensilstrokurnar, myndflatinn. A
bennan hatt er likt og nattiran/malverkid leysist upp i sifellu
og birtist & ny. Pad er einmitt 4 pessari stundu sem
malverki® missir jardsambandid og verdur ad hugsyn. Petta
virfist fullkomlega andstaett pvi sem vid sjaum i verkum
Eggerts Péturssonar (f. 1956), sem dregur upp a lereftid
smagerdan grédur landsins. Af visindalegri nakvamni,
meaetti segja, en naersyn hans er slik ad oftar en ekki
umbreytast malverkin i augum ahorfandans i éhlutleeg
formleysis {,over-all*) malverk. Blomin og grodurinn glata
hlutraenni merkingu sinni Iikt og i formleysismalverkinu
forum par sem hin sjalfsprottna tjaning var pungamidjan
og myndefnid innri veruleiki listamannsins og rymi og timi
athafnarinnar ad mala. [ leitinni ad hinu upprunalega voru
formleysismalararnir mefvitadir um ad peir pyrftu ad
komast undan menningunni og ségunni. Og til ad frelsa
malverkid undan hefdinni og rikjandi fagurfreedi var
naudsynlegt ad hafna forminu sem igildi hlutarins. Slikt
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frahvarf hatdi i for med sér ad listamadurinn sagdi skilid
vid hefdbundna teikningu, lit, myndbyggingu, venjubundid
rymi, fiarvidd og dypt. Peir ségdu skilid vid landid og
hefdbundna dsynd pess. Med pvi ad segja skilid vid hlutinn/
formid var i reynd buid ad eyda allri peirri fagurfraadilegu
vidmidun sem gilt haféi i vestreenu malverki. Malverkid var
ekki lengur daemt eftir tasknilegri fullkomnun eda fagurfraadi
sem purfti ad vera i samrami vid gefnar fyrirmyndir.
Listaverkid var pess i stad upprunaleg tjaning, érvaenting-
arfull leit ad tilvistarlegri merkingu. [ raun vildu peir komast
ad hinu nattdrulega i hverjum manni — sjalfri lifsorkunni.

Svavar Guénason (1909-88) malar frjalst med lithum, og
i verki eins og Gullfiéllunum fra 1946 ma jafnvel tala um
ad liturinn samsamist handsveiflu listamannsins. Efnisrikar
litablokkir eru hér stérar og hljémsterkar, og verkin bua
yfir rikri tilfinningalegri skirskotun og dramatisku inntaki.
Hughrifin fra nattirunni eru dleitin i mérgum pessara verka
sem eins konar kveikja ad tilfinningalegri upplifun
hofundarins, og birtast i upplausn forms, hijémraznni birtu
litarins, og ekki sist [ margbreytilegri efnisaferd.

Pott formleysismalverki® a fimmta aratugnum (Cobra-
hépurinn og ameriski expressjonisminn) hafi i upphafi verid
Milvistarlegur verknadur' var pad tveimur aratugum sidar
ordid myndmadl eda still sem listamenn gatu tileinkad sér,
notad, umbreytt og ummyndad til ad tulka hughrif sin og
tilfinningar. Pad var or8id sundurgreinanlegt myndmal, sem
listamenn purftu ad taka afstédu til at fra personulegri
tjianingu og markmidum. A8 undanskildum verkum Svavars
Gudnasonar fra fimmta aratugnum var abstrakt-expressjon-
isminn i islenskri listasogu ekki andlegur og sidferdilegur
hreinsunareldur, eda andof gegn hiutnum/forminu heldur
i flestum tilfellum abstrakt landslagstilkun, ny adferd til
ad nalgast og tdlka ahrifaméatt nattarunnar.

| verkum Ninu Tryggvadéttur (1913-68) svifa efnisrik,
vel adgreind og lausbeisiud form um myndflétinn, en pé |
akvedinni og uppbyggdri hrynjandi. Bétt hun leggi i tjaningu
sinni meginahersiu a litinn er formid samt sem adur skyrt
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og skipulagt. Myndfletinum er gjarnan skipt upp i akvedna
litafleti med margbreytilegum litbrigdum sem skapast pegar
hian skefur litnum og hledur a léreftid. Myndir Ninu eru
greinilega skipulega uppbyggdar, og skirskotun til litbrigda
og hrynjandi nattdrunnar er aleitin i upplifun Ahorfandans.
Efri hluti myndanna er oft upplystur, likt og sjondeildar-
hringur, og laustengdar litablokkir minna um margt a kletta
og grj6t i landslagi. | peim verkum par sem rytmi adgreindra
litablokkanna er sneggri og margvislegri er nattiruskirskot-
unin ekki sidur aleitin eins og morg néfn verka hennar bera
med sér: Gos fra 1964, Grytt eydimdrk fra 1966. Formin
eru malud gréfum, snéggum strokum pannig ad ahorfand-
inn skynjar virkni og nalsegd efnisins, og peim er stillt
saman i dynamiskan en jafnframt agadan samleik a
fletinum. Sjalf lysti hdan verkum sinum sem ,islenskum
landslagsmyndum®, sem .eiga ad gefa hugmynd um pad
hvernig islensk nattira hefur kristallast i vitund minni a
pessum arum, hvernig fjéll hennar og litir hafa orkad &
mig og buid um sig i hug minum® (Bjadviljinn 16.9. 1855.)

Tianingarmati Kristjans Davidssonar (f. 1917) einkennist
af expressivri formskapandi pensilskrift sem getur verid
hra og ofsafengin, med sterkum svip af snertigildi litarins,
og litnum sjalfurm sem efni og aferd. Pensilskriftin hefur
oft a tidum skyra hlutlaega skirskotun: grannar figurur eda
uppriddun andlitssvipa sem wvaxa fram ur hvatlegri
pensilskriftinni. Kristjan rissar ennfremur upp a léreftid
natturustemmningar med aarslafullri pensilskrift, og minnir
pannig a tengslin milli tilviljunarrikrar natturu og
tilviljunarkennds edlis malverksins, vitandi vits ad
sjondeildarhringurinn eda flaadarmalid liggur rétt nedan vid
myndrammann. Abstrakt-expressjonismi Kristjans er
umskrift 4 hughrifum fra nattdrunni, en samt er pessi
nattiruskirskotun ekki visun i akvedid landslag heldur er
um ad raeda hugrenningatengsl baedi vid hid smagerda
oqg hid starbrotna i nattarunni; land maetir hafi, hrauni eda
jekli. Verk Kristjans eru opin fyrir slikum merkingarlegum
skirskotunum; pad er a valdi Ahorfandans ad tengja saman
og réfa i. Ahorfandinn er i raun krafinn um slika abyrgd.
Listaverkid er ,opid' og Ahorfandanum er gert ad ljuka pvi,
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likt og i verkum Jdhanns Eyfells (f. 1923) sermn hefur gert
tilraunir med draed ohlutlaeg form og hluti sem hann brasdir
ur malmum og blandar &drum efnum. | pessum verkum
skiptir edli efnisins mestu um nidurstédur og lausnir
listamannsins. List Jéhanns & uppruna sinn i peirri tegund
hégamyndalistar sem spratt upp af formleysismalverkinu.
Petta er myndraen orka sem byggist a dynamiskum samleik
listamannsins og efnisins. Listamadurinn hlustar eftir
frummerkingu efnisins og athygli Ahorfandans beinist ad
sjalfu efninu sem hluta af merkingarsvidi verksins. | verkum
Jéhanns er nattiuran oftast virkur patttakandi i gerd
myndarinnar. Hann notar natturuna sem mot fyrir verk sin,
med pvi ad grafa holu i landid, eda pa ad hann byr til mot
ur nattdrulegu efni. Pott listamadurinn hugsi, leggi upp og
stjorni gerd verksins, er ljost ad a akvednu stigi gripur
nattdran fram fyrir hendur listamannsins og framlengir
sképunarmatt hans. Halldér Asgeirsson (f. 1956)
framlengir aftur & méti sképunarmatt nattarunnar pegar
hann braedir hraun i smagerda dropa og radar peim a
myndflétinn, eda teiknar og malar eftir peim og dregur
pbannig fram pa mynd sem i hrauninu byr. Asmundur
Sveinsson (1893-1982) vann einnig medvitad med
afdrattarlausar skirskotanir i nattaruleg fyrirbaari og sagdi
raunar i vidtdlum ad pad hafi umfram allt verid landid sem
métadi formskyn hans. | leit sinni ad frumlegri formskrift
sem haefdi islensku myndefni sétti Asmundur i formheim
nattdrunnar. Hann vann visvitandi dr peim formum sem
haf og vindar hofdu motad og sorfid i islenskt landslag og
gaf peim nyja merkingu. Tréllkonan er fjall, klettur og hellar,
og formin i Héfudlausn minna & rof i landslagi. Islensk
nattira hafdi ad geyma pad myndasafn sem Asmundur
purfti til ad myndgera islenskan veruleika.

Konseft-listin a sjdunda aratugnum var upphaflega andsvar
vid fagurfreedilegum aherslum minimal-listarinnar og
almsaetti hlutarins eins hann birtist medal annars |
popplistinni. Konseftlistamenn alitu ad formraann og
huglsagur pattur listarinnar vaeri ekki pad sem mali skipti
heldur sjalf merking hennar. Peir ldgdu sig hins vegar fram
vid ad sundurgreina edli hennar, virkni og notagildi. Af
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bessu leiddi a8 frazdilegar vangaveltur og rékraadur komu
oft i stad pess ad bua til eda skapa raunverulega listhluti |
hefbundnum skilningi. A sama tima vard Arte Povera-
stefnan ahrifarik; listamenn l6gdu aherslu a menningar-
felagslegt gildi listarinnar en héfnudu listaverkinu sem
afurd. Til ad forda listaverkinu fra pvi ad vera ,neysluvarn-
ingur’ notudu Arte Povera-listamenn oft forgengileg efni
sem attu litla méguleika & ad ddlast nytt formaliskt efnislif
hja hefédbundnum listneytendum. ,Auvirdileg’ efni voru pvi
einkennandi fyrir listamenn Arte Povera.

Kristjdn Gudmundsson (f. 1941) og Sigurdur Gud-
mundsson (f. 1942} tileinkudu sér snemma eins konar
samruna a fyrrnefndum myndgerdum og téku medal
annars til vid ad skilgreina islenska nattdru. Kristjan var
og er pd &llu frezdilegri | sinum atlistunum, til deemis pegar
hann maelir lengstu nétt & islandi. Merking verksins er
augljos klifun milli heitisins og verksins, milli formsins og
inntaksins, klifun sem lokar fyrir alla talkunarmaguleika
ahorfandans. Pannig 4 sér stad skyr taaming milli formsins
og forsendu verksins, — taeming a midlun. Petta er
einmerkingarverk. Pad sama ma segja um sjalfutskyrandi
landslag Sigurdar Gudmundssonar. Hreinn Fridfinnsson
(f. 1943) er aftur &4 mati opnari og ljédraenni | sinum verkum
pott hugmyndin ad verkinu hér a syningunni se skyr og
afdrattariaus: Hlid fyrir sunnanvindinn!

Samtimalistin einkennist af endurskodun, endurvinnslu og
samruna listhugmynda. En pratt fyrir pad fléttast visanir i
islenska nattdru inn | sképunarverkid. Finna Birna
Steinsson (f. 1958) vinnur ut fra forsendum konseft- og
umhverfislistar og skilgreinir og merkir, telur Vatnsdals-
holana og teemir pa ad merkingu, og umbreytir pafum i
sready-made“-listaverk innan veggja listasafnsins.
Hrafnkell Sigurdsson (f. 1963) saekir steina Ut i nattiruna
og malar pa eda felur i sterkum litum og radar a vegg
safnsins. Kristjan Steingrimur Jénsson (f. 1957) skil-
greinir og tilkar vedurastand i malverkum par sem hann
stefnir saman draedum lit og frezdilegum taknum. Kristinn
E. Hrafnsson (f. 1960) gerir afsteypur af votnum og
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endurradar fiarlaegdum og afstddu i syningarryminu. Birgir
Andrésson (f. 1955) dregur upp myndir af manngerdri
nattiru og priénar islenska fanann Gr lopa i saudalitunum.
Og Olafur Eliasson (f. 1967) notar stéra ljgsmynd af
islensku landslagi i innsetningu par sem hann dregur fram
dulud landsins og framandleik. | 6llum pessum verkum er
islensk nattira forsendan, Otgangspunkturinn og inntakid,
bott listamennirnir hafi sagt skilid vid akvednar efnisfors-
endur. Listaverkin birtast i pvi efni og formi sem hasfir hinni
listreenu hugmynd.

A pessari syningu er adeins ad finna faeina af peim
islenskum listamdnnum sem sott hafa formreen efa
inntaksleg vidfangsefni til nattdrunnar. Alls eru hér verk
eftir 19 listamenn sem spanna éldina og byagja a afar
élikum hugmyndalegum forsendum. En hver skyldi vera
skyringin a pvi ad svo margir islenskir listamenn saskja
andagift eda hugljomun til nattdrunnar? Er islensk nattiara
svo uppaprengjandi ad islenskir listamenn eiga |
erfidleikum med ad komast undan henni? Er hin dleitnari
en nattdra annarra landa? Efa er skyringa ef til vill helst
ad leita | menningarlegum pattum? bPad er stadreynd ad
ofugt vid granna okkar i sudri er i islensku samfélagi ekki
til 16ng og storbrotin myndlistarhefd sem listamenn &
hverjum tima purfa naudugir viljugir ad taka til afstédu,
ymist med pvi ad basta vid rikjandi hefd eda snuast gegn
henni, snua Ut dr henni og afvegaleida hana — og koma
henni um leid & nytt préunarstig. | pessu samhengi er vert
ad hafa i huga ad islenskir listamenn hafa ekki fundid upp
liststefnur. Peir hafa hins vegar tileinkad sér myndmal eda
formskriftir og lja peim persénulega tjianingu. | leitinni ad
frumleikanum hafa peir pvi oft viljad samsamast sérstddu
islenskrar nattdru og stydjast vid skirskotanir og vis-
bendingar ur myndasafni hennar. Par hafa islenskir
listamenn fundid hraefni i nattdruleg listaverk.
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Gunnar B. Kvaran

MNature as visual image
— the way to originality

For centuries art was defined above all as aesthetic ex-
pression, for which society and the establishment had
agreed about clear references and prototypes.

Art history, however, has taught us to distinguish beauty
from the work of art. In the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, art abandoned all the aesthetic premisses which art
schools and academies had stood guard over throughout
the centuries. It was no longer a question of aasthetics,
but much more of what art actually is and what it is that
makes an object, concept or performance into a work of
art.

All this century, the concept of art has been examinad more
or less in terms of the question of originality. At the same
time we can say that the focus of philosophy of art has
shifted from examining and assessing the work of art ex-
ternally (on the basis of specific defined premisseas) and
towards being an inherent component of the work of art
itself.

For many lcelandic artists this century, the path to origi-
nality has often lain through leelandic nature. This exhibi-
tion aims to bring together works by lcelandic artists who
have teamed up with Mother Nature, identified with her or
enjoyed her in one way or another.

Even though nature has consistently had a strong appeal
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to lcelandic artists and shown a tendency to take over
where their art leaves off, different types of pictorial com-
position or Ecriture have always established some friction
between the artist and nature. Regardless of whether they
have wanted to depict nature in detail or adopt its forms in
their works, artists have always needed to use visual lan-
guage to mediate their perception and experience. Like
authors who present their feelings and prototypes in words,
artists need to pictorialize their emotions and prototypes.
And even though visual language differs fundamentally
from verbal discourse, and furthermore is based on analo-
gies, any visual representation always obeys its own laws
which involve a process of re-creation or reconstruction
of the natural subject. In effect, the visual language and
Ecriture which artists have either created or adopted and
then used to interpret or translate the subject in question
are so systematic that we can describe specific visual lan-
guages or Ecritures any given time (or, in a wider context,
cultural era) as being dominant.

Thararinn B. Thorlaksson (1867-1924), who adopted the
naturalist composition which in his day dominated Danish
painting, was one of the pioneers of depicting the Icelan-
dic landscape with great precision. It would therefore be
tempting to regard Thorlaksson's works as the point zero
of lcelandic art history, a kind of neutral beginning. On
closer examination, however, we cannot help distinguish-
ing certain characteristic features in his paintings. In part
this is of course his Ecriture, but in particular the colour,
the light. Thorlaksson magnifies the blueness in his works
to create a clear, fresh and luxurious ambience, kKindling
the soothing blue quality which ever since has been so
entwined in one way or another with lcelandic art history
that it is now generally held to be a natural characteristic.

Kjarval (1885-1972), who is said to have given the Ice-
landers a new way of seeing their own country, paints on
the basis of other principles, emphasizing the identifica-
tion of the material action of the painting with the lava and
moss, at the same time as he renders the land transpar-
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ent. To Kjarval nature was living, charged with fantastic
beings, history and culture. As a student and on his trav-
els in Europe Kjarval became introduced to different types
of composition which attracted his fancy. He was open-
minded and allowed himself to make experiments which
would later merge and appear as the characteristic Kjarval
Ecriture. For example, we see how his abstract and cubist
experiments from the 1920s reappear (consciously or not)
when he draws lava as minute diamonds and squares.
Like a (transparent) net laid across the land. In his emo-
tional reworking of the inner structure and rhythm of the
landscape, Kjarval paints the land simultaneously from afar
and from close up, and regardless of whether his empha-
sis is the large lines of the land or its ever-changing spec-
trum, he generally combines free and lavish brushwork
with delicate geometrical forms. In such works the paint-
ing is liberated from its prototype and lives an independ-
ent life, even though it is consistently dealing with nature
and its relationship with man.

Georg Gudni (b. 1961) paints the land from a distance,
uninhabited and remote. Mature is mountains, sky and light.
The painting is a simple drawing, colour and varnish. Oc-
casionally the painting appears poised to transform into
an illusion, at which point the spectator perceives its
brushstrokes, the pictorial surface. In this way nature/the
painting give the impression of continually dissolving and
reappearing. It is at precisely this moment that the paint-
ing loses its material contact and becomes a mental vi-
sion. The opposite is the way Eggert Pétursson (b. 19586)
depictions of delicate vegetation on the canvas with what
we could even call scientific precision. His vision is so my-
opic that more often than not his paintings transform be-
neath the spectator's gaze into abstract 'overall' works,
The flowers and vegetation lose their object meaning as
in the old formless painting whose focal point was auto-
matic expression and whose subject was the artist's inner
reality and the time and space of the act of painting. In
their quest for the original, the formless painters were con-
scious of the need to be released from culture and history.
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And to liberate the painting from tradition and the prevail-
ing aesthetic it was necessary to reject form as the surro-
gate of the object. The consequence of this process of
rejection was that artists abandoned conventional draw-
ing, colour, composition, space, perspective and depth.
They abandoned the land and its traditional appearance.
Abandonment of the object/form in effect eliminated all
aesthetic points of reference which had been valid in West-
ern painting. Instead of being judged in terms of technical
perfection or an aesthetic which had to conform to given
prototypes, the painting became original expression, a
desperate search for existential meaning. In effect they
wanted to discover the natural in man — the vital force
itself.

Svavar Gudnason (1909-1988), draws/paints freely with
colour and in a work such as Golden Mountains (19486) it
is even possible to identify the colour with the motion of
the artist's hand when painting. Besides their dense and
resonant heavy blocks of colour, his works are possessed
of intense emotional allusions and dramatic content. Na-
ture exerts an imposing presence in many of these works
and acts as a kind of starting-point for the artist's emo-
tional experience, appearing in the dissolution of form,
resonant brightness of the colour and, not least, highly
diverse texture.

Even though the formless painting of the 1940s (Cobra
and American expressionism) was an 'existential act,’
within the space of two decades it had become a visual
language/style which artists were able to adopt, use, alter
and transform in order to interpret their impressions and
emotions. It had become a distinguishable visual language
towards which artists were forced to take a standpoint on
the basis of personal expression and aims. Clearly, then,
abstract expressionism in lcelandic art — with the excep-
tion of Svavar Gudnason's works of the 1940s — was not
a mental and moral purgative or an act of dissent against
the object/form. In most cases it was abstract interpreta-
tion of landscape, a new method for approaching and in-
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terpreting the powerful effect of nature.

In Nina Trygggvadéttir's (1913—1968), works, dense and
clearly distinguished unbridled forms hover across the pic-
torial surface, yet in a definite and structured rhythm. De-
spite her main emphasis on colour, the form is still clear
and organized. The pictorial surface tends to be divided
up into definite planes of colour possessed of variegated
hues which are produced when she scrapes and heaps
the colour onto the canvas. Tryggvaddttir's paintings are
clearly consciously structured, besides the recurrent ef-
fect that the allusion to the hues and rhythms of nature
has on the way the spectator experiences them. The up-
per part of the painting is often lit up like a horizon, and
the loosely connected blocks of colour recall in many ways
cliffs and rocks in a landscape. In the works where the
rhythm of distinct blocks of colour is also quicker and more
variegated, the allusion to nature is no less imposing, as
many of her titles suggest: Eruption (1964) or Rocky Desert
(1966). The forms are painted in rough, sharp strokes,
whereby the spectator perceives the action and presence
of the material, and these are paired in a dynamic yet at
the same time disciplined interaction on the surface. The
artist herself once described her works as 'lcelandic land-
scape paintings,’ adding that 'The paintings are supposed
to give some idea of how Icelandic nature has crystallized
in My consciousness over this period, how its mountains
and colours have acted upon me and nested in my mind.’
(Pjadviljinn, Sept. 16, 1955).

Kristjan Davidsson's (b. 1917) style is typified by ex-
pressive brushwork which creates forms and can be raw
and violent at the same time. A strong feature is the tactile
quality of the colour, the colour as material and texture.
His brushwork often has a clear objective allusion, with
slender figures or a series of faces growing out of the im-
pulsive strokes. Furthermore, Davidsson sketches moods
in nature onto the canvas with playful brushwork (note the
relationship between nature with its abundance of coinci-
dences and the coincidental character of the painting), well
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aware that the horizon or shore lie just below the bottom
of the frame. His abstract expressionism is a rewriting of
impressions from nature, yet this allusion is not made to a
specific landscape, but is rather an association of ideas
with the delicate and at the same time the grand in nature:
land meeting the ocean, lava or glacier. His works admit
semiological allusions which it remains to the spectator to
link and arrange, or in effect demands such a responsibil-
ity of him. The work is ‘'open’ and the spectator is expected
to complete it, just as in the works of Jéhann Eyfells (b.
1923) who has experimented with cryptic abstract forms
and objects which he melts from metal and mixes with
other materials. In these works, the material is decisive
for the artist’s findings and solutions. Eyfells, art originates
in the branch of sculpture which grew out of the formless
painting. This is a visual energy which is based on the
dynamic interplay of the artist and his material. The artist
listens for the archetypal meaning of the material and the
spectator's attention is directed towards the material itself
as part of its realm of signification. Nature, in Eyfells ,
works, is more often than not an active participant in the
production of the image. He uses nature as a mould for
his works — by digging a hole in the ground — or he pro-
duces a mould from natural materials. Even though the
artist devises, presents and directs the making of the work,
it is clear that at a certain stage, nature takes over from
the artist and extends his creative force. Halldér
Asgeirsson (b. 1956), on the other hand, extends the crea-
tive force of nature when he melts lava into tiny drops and
arranges them on the pictorial surface, or draws and paints
over them to bring forth the image that lies within the lava.
Asmundur Sveinsson (1893-1882) also worked con-
sciously with decisive allusions to natural phenomena and
was quoted as saying that it was above all the land which
shaped his perception of forms. In his gquest for an origi-
nal Ecriture, Sveinsson looked to the formal world of na-
ture. He deliberately elaborated on the forms that the ocean
and wind had shaped and etched into the lcelandic land-
scape and endowed them with new meaning. His
trollwoman is a mountain, a rock and a cave, while the
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forms of his Lament for My Sons recall erosion of a land-
scape. lcelandic nature possessed the iconography which
Asmundur Sveinsson needed in order to pictorialize lce-
landic reality.

Concept art, which emerged in the 1950s, was originally a
response to the aesthetic emphases of minimalism and
the omnipotence of the object as it appeared in, for exam-
ple, pop art. In the view of concept artists, the formal and
subjective elements of art were not important; what mat-
tered was its meaning. However, they strove to analyse
its character, action and function. As a result, academic
speculation and argument often replaced the act of mak-
ing or creating genuine art objects in the conventional
sense. Arte povera also achieved widespread currency at
this time. One of the preocccupations among its adherents
was the socio-cultural value of art, and they rejected the
work of art as a product. In order to release art from what
has been called 'consumer goods' arte povera often used
transitory materials which would decay after only a few
days and had little chance of acquiring a new formalist
material life among traditional art-lovers. "humble’ materi-
als were therefore the hallmark of arte povera.

At an early stage in their careers the brothers Kristjan (b.
1941} and Sigurdur Gudmundsson (b. 1942) adopted a
kind of merger of the aforementioned types of composi-
tion and, among other things, embarked on definitions of
leelandic nature. Kristjan Gudmundsson, however, was
distinctly more academic in his descriptive approach when
he measured the longest night in lceland. The meaning of
the work is a clear tautology between the title and the work,
between the form and content, which excludes all possi-
bility of interpretation on the part of the spectator. A clear
process of emptying takes place between the form and
the principle of the work — an emptying of the medium.
This is a work with a single meaning, and the same may
be said about Sigurdur Gudmundsson's self-explanatory
landscape. Hreinn Fridfinnsson (b. 1943), on the other
hand, is more open and lyrical in his works, although the
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concept behind the work at this exhibition is clear and
unqualified: a gate for the south wind!

Contemporary art is characterized by a review, recycling
and merging of artistic concepts. Nonetheless, references
to leeland nature are entwined with the artistic creation.
Finna Birna Steinsson’s (b. 1958) starting-point is the
principles of concept and environmental art, as she de-
fines and marks, counts and exhausts the meaning of the
hills of Vatnsdalsholar, and transforms tussocks into ready-
mades within the walls of the exhibition hall. Hrafnkell
Sigurdsson (b. 1963) gathers stones in nature, paints/
conceals them with strong colours and arranges them on
the exhibition hall wall. Kristjan Steingrimur Jénsson
(b. 1957) defines and interprets the state of the weather
in paintings where he juxtaposes cryptic colours and sci-
entific symbols. Kristinn E. Hrafnsson (b. 1960) makes
casts of lakes and rearranges/reconstructs distances and
relations in the exhibition space. Birgir Andrésson (b.
1955) draws up images of man-made nature and knits the
lcelandic flag from sheep’'s wool in the original undyed
colours. And Olafur Eliasson (b. 1967) employs a large
photograph of Icelandic nature in an installation where he
brings out the mystical and remote gualities of the land. In
all these works, lcelandic nature is the premiss, starting-
point and content, where certain assumptions about the
material have been abandoned. The work of art therefore
appears in the material and form suited to the artistic con-
cept.

This exhibition includes only a handful of the artists who
have sought their form or content in subjects from nature.
Mineteen artists in all, spanning the entire century and
representing, in artistic terms, very different conceptual
starting-points. But what can be the explanation why so
many lcelandic artists seek their inspiration/insight in na-
ture? Is lcelandic nature so immediate that lcelandic art-
ists have trouble in escaping from it? Is it more imposing
than nature elsewhere? Or is the explanation above all
cultural? The fact that lceland lacks a long and grand tra-
dition of visual art whose practitioners at any time are
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forced to make a conscious or unconscious stand, either
by rebelling against prevailing tradition, distorting it and
leading it astray, or continuing to develop it? In this con-
text, it is worth remembering that lcelandic artists have
not invented movements, but they have adopted a visual
language or Ecriture which they have often endowed with
personal expression. In their quests for originality they
have therefore often tried to identify with the distinctive
character of lcelandic nature, supporting themselves with
allusions and hints from its iconography. There, Icelandic
artists have often found the raw material for natural works
of art.
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