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Blomsturheimar

Sélvi Helgason, eda Sélon Islandus eins og
hann kalladi sig lika, er tvimeelalaust einn
af &hugaverdustu alpydulistaménnum sem
pjédin hefur alid. Hann var heillandi utan-
gardsmadur i lifshlaupi sinu og listskdpun.
Flakkari, freedimadur og listamadur, en lika
kenjéttur sérvitringur sem fér a svig vio
mannanna l6g og reglur.

Nafn Sélva Helgasonar pekkja flestir
Islendingar af eldri kynsl60, en ekki er vist
ad yngri kynslédir pekki pad né ségu hans.
Su saga hefur ekki enn verid s6gd ad fullu
pétt margir hafi fjallad um lif hans i timans
ras. Ekki adeins spunnust sagnir um Sélva
i lifanda lifi, heldur hafa ad honum latnum
verid ritadir um hann aevipaettir og samin
um hann skaldverk, leikrit, [j6d og séngvar.

Sélvi Helgason var faeddur ad Fjalli i Sléttu-
hlid i Skagafirdi pann 16. 4gust 1820 og Iést
ad Ysta-Holii peirri sému sveit arid 1895,
75 ara ad aldri. b6 ad stutt vaeri milli
faedingarstadar hans og danarstadar segir
pbad ekkialla séguna, pvileidir hans lagu
um Island pvert og endilangt og alla leid til
Danmerkur i betrunarvist.

So6lvi missti féour sinn fijdgurra ara gamall
og méour sina fjértan ara. Tiu &ra gamall
var hann settur i féstur 8 ymsum bagjum,
en um leid og hann var ordinn sjalfrada fér
hann ad flakka um sveitir Skagafjardar og
forumadur var hann alla sina eevi. Hann vard
landskunnur fyrir flakk sitt og samskipti
vid yfirvold sem reyndu itrekad ad stodva
for hans. Vid lydi var svokallad vistarband
sem fyrirskipadi ad hver jardnaedislaus
madur skyldi vera i vinnumennsku og voru
allar ferdir utan viokomandi sveitar hadar
sérstoku leyfi yfirvalda. Solvi bardist med
sinum sérstaka haetti gegn vistarbandinu
og askildi sér ferdafrelsiitrassivid gildandi
16g. Taldi S6lviad hans idn, listin, veeri full-
gild &staeda til pess ad fé ad ferdast frjals.

Svo stadfdst var st skodun hans ad henni
var ekki haggad pratt fyrir itrekadar tilraunir
yfirvalda til ad stddva hann og refsa honum
med hydingum og fangelsisvist.

JAhraerandi ,flakk" pad er peir kalla, évinir
minir og démari par eystra, synist vera eins
0g 6tdlud ord eda étinn matur. Ma pa ekki
madurinn leita sér ad atvinnuvegi, og pad
i'sinni eigin idn, handverksmadurinn, og
sémuleidis listamadurinn i listasmidi sinu?
Og hvad er Sélviannad en petta; eda hvad
hefur hann gert annad en leitad sér atvinnu
idn sinni og listum?""

Til ad tryggja sér ferdafrelsi Utbjo Solvi
sjalfur reisupassa, sem vard freegur

ad endemum, og hlaut fyrir pad sinn

fyrsta dém arid 1846; tuttugu og sjo
vandarhagga hydingu. bad kom fyrir litid,
Solvi hélt uppteknum heetti og lenti i fleiri
démsmalum. Einu peirra lauk med peirri
harkalegu nidurst6du ad Solvi var deemdur
ario 1854 til priggja ara betrunarvistar i
Danmorku. bad er kaldhaedni 6rlaganna ad
tima vistarbandsins lauk um pad leyti sem
Solvilagdist banaleguna.

Sélvi tok upp morg aukandfn um aevina

og kalladi sig snemma Sélva Helgason
Gudmundssen ad heldri manna heetti, og
beetti pa stundum vid Philimatis, eda sa sem
elskar leerdom. Nafnid Islandus ték hann
upp mjég snemma og hafdi nafnstafina SH |
i signeti sinu sem st60 fyrir Sélvi Helgason
Islandus. Pad var siour heldrimanna ad
gera sér signet til ad innsigla bréf sin og
ekki algengt ad alpydumadur eins og Solvi
aetti sitt eigid. Fljétlega fér einnig Spek-
ingsnafniod ad festast vid Solva, eda jafnvel
ekkert minna en Stérspekingurinn Sélvi
Helgafdstrilslandus.



~Heimspekingurinn & aldrei ad hirda um Iif
né dauda og ekki nema um viskuna og truina
og Gud sinn! - Ad hann megi rita fyrir pj6d-
irnar um uppgétvanir sinar og uppafinn-
ingar og framferdi um heiminn, laerdéma, og
lifa Gudi sinum, og ad sja til beggja handa
aod visu, en hirda hvorki né virda neitt nema
himininn og pad sem hnigur ad skynseminni
0g hinu haa flugi, fullur af djupsaei og speki
og sameiningarafli—ad hann atti sig i riki
skynseminnar, hinu afarvida og 6takmark-
ada a hél hugmyndanna. Hann a ad vera
blidur og astudlegur, hreinn og p6 alvéru-
fullur, einbeittur og hugsunarfullur. Honum
ridur ekki litid a ad vera skirlifur og binda

sig ekki vid neitt af pvi sem jardarinnar er
—og fellur til hennar aftur, af hverri pad er
upprisid. Himinninn er og & ad vera hans
adal adsetur og jérdin hans ttlegdar- og
reynslustadur, skodunar og litillar gledi, en
siungsanda Natturu, — forlaga-heims-og
fyrirtaka-og Guds dmeelanlega dyrdarrikis
og Alheims —og alls i bldgeimi Alheims ———

Spekingurinn! ........ Sélvi Helgason™?

En hvernig leit hann Ut, pessi mikliandans
og listarinnar madur? HéImfridur Hjalta-
son lysir honum pannig i endurminningum
sinum: ,Sélvi hafdi ljést har og sitt skegg,
0g slé gullnum lit 8 beedi har hans og skegg.
Var hério sérlega fallegt og vel hirt. Hann var
inneygur og voru augun litil, hvéss og leiftr-
andi. Hann hafdi ékaflega fallegar hendur,
langar og grannar, hvitar og vel hirtar. ..
Greindur var hann og meinyrtur, ef pvi var
aod skipta. Var hann areittur, Iét hann hvern
hafa sitt og atti enginn hja honum i ordavio-
skiptum. Listfengur var hann og hagur & allt,
sem hann bar hénd ad."3

Andlitsmynd st sem vardveitt er i Davids-
hasi & Akureyri, og géofuslega lanud hér

til syningarinnar, synir mann sem stemmir
nokkud vid pessa Utlitslysingu. Er myndin

évenju raunsae midad vio teikningar Sélva og
mé feera rok fyrir pviad 6liklegt sé ad hann
hafi teiknad hana sjalfur. Blomaflétturnar

og blémaflirid sem er svo einkennandi fyrir
myndir hans er i bakgrunni og hefur Sélvi
tengt nokkrar élikar myndir samanieina
heild. A syningunni ma sja fleiri myndir sem
hafa verid settar pannig upp af Sélva, en
petta er langsamlega steersta og veiga-
mesta verk hans sem vardveist hefur.

Flestar myndir Sélva eru smaar og skyrist af
peirri stadreynd ad pappir var munadarvara
4 hans tima og ekki alltaf audfenginn. Ma

sja ad hann nytti allt sem hann komst yfir

af lausum blédum, jafnvel titilsidur boka,

en steerri folio-arkir hefur hann annadhvort
keypt eda fengid gefins. Utsjénarsemi Solva
Vvid ad Utvega sér naudsynlegan efnivid og
vinna ad myndverkum sinum vid misjéfn
skilyrdi og litinn skilning samtimafélks er
addaunarverd. Soélvi var einnig siskrifandi,
baedi sagnfraedilega texta, 1j6d og hug-
leidingar. Idulega ritadi hann hugleidingar
eda yfirlysingar inn & myndir sinar og oft eru
bakhlidar mynda hans paktar 6rsmarri hand-
skrift og pappirinn nyttur til hins ytrasta.

Oftast virdist Solvi hafa dregid myndir sinar
fyrst upp med blyanti og sidan litad med
bleki eda vatnslitum, jafnvel jurtalitum.
Daemi um pessa taekni hans ma sja hér

& syningunni. Otruleg faerni kemur fram

i pessum myndum pvi ekki hafdi hann tok

& ad stroka Ut eda leidrétta. | 5drum tilvikum
er augljést ad hann hefur teiknad myndirnar
upp frihendis med bleki og penna. Pa hefur
purft styrka hond og hana virdist Sélvi hafa
haft fram & efri ar.

Solvi Helgason var um margt sérkennilegur
madur og 6ruggt ad misjafnt atleeti i sesku
setti mark sitt & hann. Hydingar fyrir flakk
baettu svo teeplega um betur. En 6makleg-
ust var p6 priggja éra betrunarvistin sem



hann var deemdur til og sat af sérialreemdu
fangelsi i Kaupmannahofn. Enginn kemur
6breyttur madur Ur slikri vist. Athvarf hans
og salusorgun vard myndlistin og skrifin,
par fékk hann atras fyrir skdpunar- og
fegurdarpra sina en einnig heift Gt i h6fo-
ingjana islensku sem honum fannst hafa
gerta sinn hlut.

Pad er mikid anaegjuefni ad nu er sett upp
vegleg syning & verkum Solva Helgasonar
og léngu timabeert. Listraent veegi og geedi
myndverka Sélva Helgasonar er 6um-
deilanlegt og addaunarverd sjélfsprottin
og prautseig skdpunarpra hins fataeka
forumanns.

Flest verkin & syningunni eru fengin ad

|ani fré Pjodminjasafnilslands og Lands-
boékasafni islands, auk verksins r Davids-
husiieigu Akureyrarbaejar. Er pessum
s6fnum innilega pakkad fyrir gefandi safna-
samstarf og velvilja. Einnig eru verk

a syningunni fengin ad lani ur einkaeigu.

Til tidinda heyrir ad & syningunni Blémstur-
heimar eru synd atjan adur 6pekkt verk
eftir S6lva Helgason sem vardveist hafa

i Danmoérku. Er pessi mikilvaegi islenski
menningararfur rausnarleg gjof Ingrid
Nielsen til islensku pjédarinnar og henni
feerdar einlaegar pakkir fyrir ad lana verkin
a syninguna.

Harpa Bjornsdottir

1 Urbréfi Sélva Helgasonar til Péls Melsted,
sagnfreedings og landsyfirréttardémara, 1870.

2 Handrit S6lva Helgasonar, 1848.

3 Tvennir timar (1949). Endurminningar H6Imfridar
Hjaltason, skrédar af Elinborgu Larusdéttur.



Floral Fantasy

SolviHelgason, or Solon Islandus as he also
called himself, is unquestionably one of
Iceland's most remarkable folk artists. He
was a charismatic outsider, both in his life
and in his art. A vagabond, a scholar and an
artist, he was also a quirky eccentric who
found himself at odds with society's rules
and regulations.

SoélviHelgason's name is familiar to most
Icelanders of older generations, but younger
people may never have heard of him or his
story. That story has yet to be fully told,
although much has been written about

him over the years. In addition to tales that
were told of Sélvi during his lifetime, after
his death he became the subject of arange
of biographical essays, as well as fiction,
drama, poetry and songs.

So6lvi Helgason was born at Fjall in Skaga-
fjordur, north Iceland, on 16 August 1820,
and died at nearby Ysti-Héllin 1895, aged
75. Although his place of death was so close
to his birthplace, he had travelled all over
Iceland, and even to Denmark, to prison.

Solvilost his father at the age of four and his
mother when he was fourteen. From the age
of ten he was placed as a foster child on vari-
ous farms, but as soon as he came of age he
started wandering the Skagafjordur country-
side, and he remained a vagabond all his life.
He became renowned all over Iceland for his
roving, and his dealings with the authorities
who repeatedly tried to halt his peripatetic
life. At that time Icelandic law compelled
those who had no land of their own to work
on farms under annual contracts; they could
only travel outside their local district by
permission of the authorities. In his own way
Solviresisted these restrictions, claiming the
right to travel freely regardless of the law. He
maintained that his craft or profession — his
art —provided full justification for him to be

allowed freedom of movement. That convic-
tion was so firm that Sélvi never budged in
his views, despite the many attempts made
by the authorities to keep him in one place,
including such penalties as flogging and
imprisonment.

“With respect to 'vagrancy'as they call it, my
enemies and a judge over in the west, it is but
unspoken words or eaten food. May a man
not seek employment, in his own trade —the
craftsman, and by the same token the artist
in his making of art? And what is Sélvi other
than that? Or what has he done, other than to
seek employment in his craftand art?"’

In order to ensure his freedom of move-
ment, S6lvi made himself a “pass,” which
became infamous. For this he received his
first conviction in 1846, and was punished
with twenty-seven strokes of the lash.
Soélviwas not discouraged and went on as
before, and found himself in court on other
occasions. In one case he was sentenced in
1854 to serve three years in prison in Den-
mark —as Iceland had no prison at that time.
Ironically enough, it was just before Solvi's
death that Icelanders gained the freedom
to live and work where they pleased.

Solviadopted various other names during

his life. Atan early age he called himself S6lvi
Helgason Gudmundssen, adding a spurious
Danish-ism to his name as was common
among the upper classes. He also added the
element Philimatis (lover of learning). He soon
adopted the name Islandus, and his personal
seal had theinitials S H/for Sélvi Helgason
Islandus. Members of the upper classes often
had such seals made for use on their corre-
spondence, but it was most unusual foraman
of the peasant class like Sélvito own one. The
soubriquet Spekingur (Philosopher) was also
attached to Sélvi's name, and sometimes

no less than Storspekingurinn Sélvi Helga-



féstrilslandus (the Great Philosopher Soélvi,
fostered-by-Helgi, Islandus).

“The philosopher must care nothing for life or
death, only for wisdom and faith and his God!
— That he may write for the nations of his
discoveries and inventions and conduct in
the world, learning, and live for his God, and
look both ways admittedly, but not care for or
respect anything but heaven and that which
tends to sense and flying high, full of insight
and philosophy and unifying power — that

he gets his bearings in the world of sense,
the immense and unlimited on the mount of
ideas. He must be gentle and affectionate,
pure yet grave, focussed and full of thoughts.
Itis of no smallimportance to him to be
chaste, and not to bind himself to anything
that is of the earth —and falls to earth again,
from whence it has risen. Heaven is and
should be his principal dwelling place, and the
earth his place of visitation and experimen-
tation, observation and little joy, but Nature's
ever-youthful spirit — of the world of destiny
and excellence and God's boundless glorious
kingdom and the Universe —and everything in
the blue void of the Universe ———

The Philosopher!...... Solvi Helgason"?

But what did this great philosopher and art-
ist look like? HéImfridur Hjaltason described
him in her memoirs: "Sélvi had fair hair and
along beard, with golden lights in both hair
and beard. His hair was especially beautiful
and well cared-for. He had sunken eyes, and
his eyes were small, sharp and sparkling. He
had very beautiful hands, long and slender,
white and cleanly... He was intelligent, and
could be sharp-tongued on occasion. If he
was provoked he would answer for himself,
and in an argument no-one could defeat
him. He was artistic, and skilful in all he
undertook.”

The portrait of Sélvi in the David Stefans-
son Memorial Museum in Akureyri, which
has kindly been loaned for this exhibition,
depicts a man who resembles the above
description. The drawing is unusually real-
istic by comparison with Sélvi's work, and it
is arguable that he may well not have drawn
the portrait himself. Tendrils and floral
ornament, which are so typical of Sélvi's
art, form the background, and Sélvi has
entwined several pictures into one. The ex-
hibition includes a number of works of this
form by Solvi, but this is by far the largest
and most ambitious of his extant works.

Most of Sélvi's pictures are small, reflecting
the fact that at his time paper was a costly
luxury, and not always obtainable. As we see
here, he used any paper that came his way,
including the title pages of books. Larger
sheets in folio format must have been pur-
chased, or received as gifts. Solvi displayed
admirable resourcefulness in acquiring the
materials he needed and making his art, in
often difficult conditions and faced with lit-
tle understanding from his contemporaries.
In addition Solviwas always writing: histor-
ical texts, poetry and personal reflections.
He would often write reflections or state-
ments on his pictures, and in many cases
the reverse of the picture is covered with
his miniscule writing, making the utmost
use of the paper.

As arule Sélvi appears to have started by
making a pencil drawing, which was then
coloured with ink or watercolour —and even
plant dyes. Examples of this technique are
seen in this exhibition. The works display
extraordinary skill, as he had no possibility
of erasing or altering what he had done.

In other cases he clearly drew pictures
freehand with pen and ink. That required

a steady hand, and Solvi's appears to have
remained steady into his old age.



SolviHelgason was in many ways a curious
character, and his childhood experience cer-
tainly made its mark on him. Being flogged
as a vagrant was surely no improvement, but
worst of all was to be condemned to three
years' imprisonment, which he servedinan
infamous prison in Copenhagen. No-one
can emerge unscathed from such incarcer-
ation. His refuge and solace was his art and
his writing, which gave him an outlet for his
creativity and desire for beauty —as well as
his anger against the Icelandic élite whom he
saw as his persecutors.

Itis most gratifying that a major exhibition is
now devoted to the work of Sélvi Helgason
—and not before time! The artistic impor-
tance and merit of Solvi Helgason's works is
indisputable, reflecting the admirably spon-
taneous, tenacious creativity of a penniless
vagabond.

Most of the works in the exhibition are on
loan from the National Museum of Iceland
and the National Library of Iceland; the
portrait from the David Stefansson Memo-
rial Museum has been loaned by Akureyri
Municipality. We thank these bodies for
rewarding collaboration and goodwill.

The exhibition also includes works from
private collections.

A notable aspect of the exhibition Floral
Fantasy is that itincludes eighteen previous-
ly unknown works by Sélvi Helgason, from a
private collectionin Denmark. This important
contribution to Icelandic heritage is part of

a generous gift to the people of Iceland from
Ingrid Nielsen, and we thank her sincerely for
loaning the works for this exhibition.

N

From aletter from SélviHelgason to historian
and high courtjudge Pall Melsted, 1870.
Harpa Bjél’l’]SdC')ttil’ 2 Manuscript, SélviHelgason, 1848.
3 Tvennir timar (1949). Memoirs of HéImfridur Hjaltason,

Translation Anna Yates recorded by Elinborg Larusdottir.
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Sunnudag 8.september kl.15.00
Leidsdgn syningarstjéra
Sunday 8 Septemberat 15h00
Curator Talk

Nanari upplysingar um leidsagnir
og dagskra a heimasidu safnsins
Furtherinformation on guided tours and
programme on museum website

Storir og smair hépar geta bokad sérleidségn
Small or large groups can book guided tours

Verk a syningunni eru gédfuslega fengin
ad lani fra bjédminjasafni islands, Lands-
békasafni islands - Haskélabékasafni,
Akureyrarbae og ur einkaeigu.

The exhibition includes works on loan from
the National Museum of Iceland, the National
and University Library of Iceland, Akureyri
Municipality and from private collections.

Harpa Bjornsdéttir er kunn af storfum
sinum a svidi myndlistar og syningar-
stjérnunar. Han hefur haldid fjélda syninga
a eigin verkum og einnig sett upp syningar

a verkum annarra listamanna. Sidustu ar
hefur hiin unnid ad rannséknum a islenskum
menningararfi, einkum verkum alpydu-
listamanna, og vinnur nii ad békverki um
lifsstarf Solva Helgasonar.

Harpa Bjoérnsdottir is well known for her work

as an artist and curator. She has held several
solo shows and curated exhibitions with works
of other artists. Recently she has studied
Icelandic cultural heritage, especially works of
folk artists, and is presently writing a book about
SolviHelgason's oeuvre.

Kjarvalsstadir
Fl6kagata 24
105 Reykjavik
+354 411 6420

Opid daglega
Fr&10.00 til 17.00
Open daily
10h00-17h00

listasafnreykjavikur.is
artmuseum.is
#listasafnreykjavikur
#reykjavikartmuseum



