Icelandic Video Art
1975-1990

The exhibition [celandic Video Art offers the
opportunity to see works of video art by Ice-
landic artists, most of which were brst shown
in Iceland in the 1980s. Few of them have ever
been shown in Iceland since. The intention

of the exhibition is to launch a debate about
the state of knowledge of art history, and a
public discourse in Iceland on art in video and
other electronic media. The exhibition repects
the present state of knowledge of a specibc
era, and as such provides an opportunity to
discuss research, collection and conservation,
as well as highlighting some of the issues that
museums face in exhibiting electronic works,
even though they are only 30 years old.
Video pieces are predicated upon a technol-
ogy which has become obsolete, and in some
cases difbcult to come by. The equipment
nonetheless plays a certain role, since it is
part of a work which cannot be displayed
without it. Museums and artists have had to
adapt works to other technology, when the
equipment has not been preserved along
with the works, or if it has been destroyed.
This creates a dilemma, as works must be
updated without losing their meaning and
impact. In most cases, as in this exhibition,

it is necessary to make a compromise which
involves, among other things, digitising works
which are on videotape. Nevertheless, some
of the works shown here will be displayed on
old-style cathode-ray-tube TVs, where that is
deemed more appropriate for the piece than
a high-resolution patscreen. Practical issues
include not only display and conservation,
but also the technical possibilities at the time
when the work was made. This again leads us
to consider how they came to be, and what
kinds of artists have used video creatively.

But what is the story of art told by this exhi-
bition? The adjective Icelandic refers to the
nationality of the artists, as well as positioning
the video art in an Icelandic context. The
classibcation of artists by nationality also
allows us to consider local circumstances.

The focal point is thus not only the nationality
of the artists, but the history of the media

in a particular set of circumstances which
shape the artists’ work environment, whether
they live and work in their home country or
not. Circumstances are of importance in an
examination of the history of Icelandic video
art, because it entails a tension between the
general and the specibc. Let us consider the
story of the birth of video art, which starts
with a narrative about an exhibition by Korean
artist Nam June Paik in Wuppertal in Germany
in 1963. The exhibition is a fact; but the nar-
rative may be termed a myth, as Paik was not
the only artist at that time to conceive of dis-
playing a television set and working with elec-
tronic signals. Myths are a part of art history,
as they dovetail neatly with heroic narratives
of pioneers who have contributed to ground
breaking changes in art. Video art offers

a range of possibilities for such mythmaking;
for the brst few years after artists started
working with video, their art met with limited
interest from the institutions of the art world,
which were not prepared to recognise their
value as art. But myths also have a tendency
to overshadow the reality behind them.

| encountered this when | started to explore
Icelandic video art and write its history. Be-
cause where can one begin, if not with Steina
and Woody Vasulka? They are Icelandic,!
despite having resided in the USA since 1965.
And, like Paik, the Vasulkas and their career
have mythic status in video art. They were
living in New York when the hand-held video
camera from Sony came onto the market

in the US in 1967, and were inspired by the
possibilities offered by this new medium. But
Steina’s and Woody'’s contribution is not only
important because of their own works, but also
because in 1971 they opened The Kitchen,



a place where artists could gather together to
display their videos. The Vasulkas were then
invited to take part in the founding of a new
media department at the State University of
New York (SUNY) in Buffalo; and the years
they spent there have no less a mythical aura
than the founding of The Kitchen.

In the eyes of the world, Steina is a pioneer
in the broadest sense, and at the same time

a representative of Icelandic video art,? al-
though the picture appears somewhat differ-
ent when viewed from Iceland. Until the 1980s
import restrictions and duties meant that video
recording equipment and videotapes were
prohibitively expensive; hence the oldest doc-
umented use of video in Iceland for an artistic
purpose is a videotape made at the opening of
an exhibition in the SUM gallery at Vatnsstigur
in Reykjavik in 1978. Rainbow, a performance
piece by Olafur Larusson, was videotaped by
Arni P4ll J6hannsson, and the recording was
then shown on a black-and-white TV for the
duration of the exhibition. Olafur had previ-
ously used 8mm PIm for the same purpose,
and had made experimental bPIms; hence he
was invited in 1976 to teach PImmaking at the
mixed-media department of the Icelandic
College of Arts and Crafts.® He was also em-
ployed as a graphic designer at RUV national
TV — where he may have borrowed the video
camera to tape the performance.

A landmark was reached in the history of
video art when graduates of the mixed-me-
dia department, where Magnus Pélsson was
head of department, returned to Iceland
after pursuing postgraduate study abroad.
Several had been at the Jan van Eyck Acad-
emy in Maastricht in the Netherlands, where
a state-of-the-art video studio had been
installed in 1980. So the brst Icelandic video
works shown in Iceland had been made in
the Netherlands. bPér Elis Palsson exhibited
the brst video installation in the Living Art
Museum in Reykjavik in 1982, at a time when
the Vasulkas had long been established

as well-known artists exhibiting the works
around the world. But Pér Elis has an impor-
tant place in the historic context in Iceland,
because he was ready to blaze a trail for video
art in Iceland. He established a video studio
at Studio Fjéla in Reykjavik, and also made
commercials and drama, held courses for high
school students, and launched a production
company. In 1987 he went to work for RUV
national TV, and some years later he made a
documentary about video art. So not only was
Por Elis himself a video artist, he also contrib-
uted to enhanced awareness of the media.
With him at the Jan van Eyck Academy were
Gudrdn Hrénn Ragnarsdéttir and Magnus V.
Gudlaugsson, who also made videos which
were displayed in the Netherlands, France
and in Iceland. Asta Olafsdéttir, who joined
them later, made a total of nine videos while
she was at the Academy. Like bér Elis, Asta
tried to continue working with video on her
return to Iceland in 1986, but she soon had

to abandon the attempt, as it was difbcult to
gain access to quality equipment, except at
extortionate rental prices. Asta exhibited her
video pieces in Iceland for the brst time in
1985, at an exhibition with Joan Jonas in the
Living Art Museum, and again the following
year at a private exhibition. During her time in
the Netherlands Asta was an avid participant
in video art festivals, and it was at one such
festival that she and one of her fellow-stu-
dents at Jan van Eyck, Finnbogi Pétursson,
brst met Steina Vasulka. Steina had at that
point not yet shown her work in Iceland; works
by Steina were brst seen in Iceland in 1984,

at the exhibition 10 gestir/10 Guests at the
Reykjavik Art Museum's Kjarvalsstadir gallery.
Steina’s largest piece at the exhibition, The
West, was conceived for 22 screens, which
proved hard to source in Reykjavik. In the

end it proved possible to collect ten screens,
which were loaned for a single weekend. It
was nine years before Steina exhibited again
in Iceland. In 1986 Sigrin Hardardéttir joined
the ranks of those who had studied video art
in the Netherlands. She brought to Iceland



her piece Dawn, which she exhibited in the
open air on Oskjuhlid hill in Reykjavik; a year
later her video Self-Portrait, which she had
completed under Steina’s guidance, was
shown as part of an exhibition of her paintings
at Gallery Borg in Reykjavik. Video was also
used to record performance pieces. But at
that time video art was exhibited only irreg-
ularly and at long intervals, indicating that it
was not easy practise video art in Iceland in
the early days.

In order to better understand how the
circumstances of artists in Iceland differed
from those of Steina in the USA, we must
widen the perspective and observe what was
happening in related belds such as bPIm and
television. The foundation of the Icelandic
Film Fund in 1978 gave a boost to cinema

in Iceland; among the projects supported

by the fund in the Prst years was an animat-
ed graphic PIm by Finnbjérn Finnbjérnsson
which premiered at the Regnboginn cinema
in Reykjavik in 1984. In that same year signs
of growth could be spotted in the making of
music videos, which give a clear picture of the
status of video expertise, as the industry has
easier access to equipment than visual artists.
In 1979 RUV national TV launched a show,
Skonrok(k), dedicated to music videos. Initially
all the videos were from abroad, but in 1982

techno-pop band Sonus Futurae broke the
ice when their The Video was shown. Two
years later music videos had become an im-
portant factor in promoting Icelandic music.
A good video could make all the difference,
for instance when Oxsmé'’s song Kitty was

a surprise hit after a video of the song ap-
peared on Skonrok(k) in 1985. It had a fresh-
ness not seen before in Icelandic music videos,
repecting the diverse backgrounds of the
performance-arts group. One of the members
of Oxsma, Oskar Jonsson, went on to direct
videos for the Sugarcubes. Their brst video
was directed by Fridrik Pér Fridriksson, while
the band also employed the talents of Kristin
Joéhannesdéttir and borgeir Gunnarsson. The
band produced videos regularly from 1987 to
1990, and these provide insight into devel-
opments in music video in the late 1980s. By
including the music videos in the exhibition,
the early history of video art in Iceland may
be viewed in a broader context, bringing out
its intimate connections with visual art, bPIm,
television and music.

Margrét Elisabet Olafsdéttir, curator

The exhibition Icelandic Video Art is a result
of the curator’s studies and research on
Icelandic video art, which she received grants
and funding for, from Hagpenkir, the assoca-
tion of non-bPction and educational writers and
the University of Iceland Art Museum Fund.

English translation

Anna Yates/Régnvaldur Gudmundsson

1 Born in Czechoslovakia, Woody Vasulka was granted
Icelandic citizenship in 1970.

2 Lorella Scacco, Northwave. A survey of video art in
the Nordic Countries, London, John Rule, 2009.

3 Forerunner of the Iceland Academy of the Arts.
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[slensk videdlist
1975-1990

A syningunni [slensk videdlist er ad Pnna
videodverk eftir islenska listamenn sem voru
best synd i fyrsta skipti hér & landi & niunda
aratug lidinnar aldar. Feest peirra hafa verid
synd hér sidan. Med pvi ad draga verkin

fram er atlunin ad vekja umraedu um stédu
listségulegrar pekkingar og ordraedu & [slandi
begar kemur ad umfjéllun um vided og adra
rafreena midla i listum. Syningin endurspeglar
nuverandi stédu pekkingar 4 tilteknu tima-
bili og veitir pvi teekifeeri til ad reeda um
rannsoknir, séfnun og vardveislu og beina
athyglinni ad peim vandamalum sem so6fn
standa frammi fyrir pegar kemur ad pvi ad
syna rafraen verk, jafnvel pétt pau séu adeins
30 &ra gémul.

Videéverk byggja tilvist sina & teeknilegum
bldnadi sem er ordinn dreltur og i sumum
tilvikum erbtt ad nalgast. Banadurinn gegnir
engu ao sidur dkvednu hlutverki pvi ad hann
er hluti verks sem ekki er haegt ad syna an
hans. S6fn og listamenn hafa ordid ad laga
verk ad breyttri teekni pegar teekjabunadur
hefur ekki verid vardveittur med verkunum
eda hann ordinn énytur. Petta skapar vanda
sem krefst pess ad verkin séu uppfaerd an
bess ad pau glati inntaki sinu og ahrifum.

[ pestum tilvikum er naudsynlegt ad fara leid
malamidlunar sem felur medal annars i sér ad
koma verkum af myndsegulbéndum i stafraent
form. Engu ad sidur verda sum verkanna
synd & tdbuskjam pegar peir eru taldir

henta viokomandi verki betur en patskjar

i hdgeedaupplausn. Praktisk drlausnarefni
varda ekki adeins uppsetningu og vardveislu
heldur beina pau sjonum okkar ad st6du
teeknilegra méguleika pegar verkin voru gerd.
pad leidir sidan athyglina ad pvi hvernig pau
eru til komin og hvernig listamenn hafa notad
midilinn vided i listreenum tilgangi.

En hvada listaségu segir syningin?
Lysingarordid ,islensk” visar i pjéderni
listamannanna og gegnir um leid pvi hlutverki
ad stadsetja videdlistina i islensku samhengi.
Flokkun eftir pjéderni bydur einnig upp

4 ad hugad sé ad stadbundnum adstadum.
Utgangspunkturinn er pvi ekki eingéngu
bjéderni listamannanna heldur saga midilsins
videos i tilteknum adsteedum sem mota
starfsumhverp listamannanna hvort sem peir
bla og starfa i heimalandi sinu eda ekki.
Adsteedurnar skipta méli pegar kemur ad

bvi ad skoda ségu islenskrar videdlistar pvi
ad hin felur 7 sér spennu milli hins almenna
og sérsteeda. Tékum séguna af upphab
videdlistarinnar sem hefst 4 fraségn af
syningu sem kéreanski listamadurinn Nam
June Paik hélt i Wuppertal i byskalandi arid
1963. Syningin er stadreynd, en vid getum
kallad frasdgnina godsdgu pvi Paik var

ekki eini listamadurinn sem lét sér til hugar
koma ad syna sjénvarpstaeki og vinna med
rafeindamerki um petta leyti. Godsdgur

eru hluti af listasdgunni enda haefa peer vel
hetjulegum frasdgnum af frumkvédlum sem
hafa att patt i ad rydja brautina fyrir nyjungar.
Videdlistin bydur upp & ymsa moguleika til ad
skapa slikar godsdgur pvi fyrstu arin eftir ad
listamenn féru ad vinna med vided voktu verk
beirra takmarkadan dhuga medal stofnana
listaheimsins sem ekki voru tilbdnar ad
vidurkenna listreent gildi peirra. En godsagnir
eiga pad einnig til ad skyggja & veruleikann
handan peirra. A petta rakst ég pegar ég
byrjadi ad fjalla um islenska videdlist og skra
ségu hennar. bvi hvar & ad byrja ef ekki &
Steinu og Woody Vasulka? Pau eru islensk’
bott pau hab verid busett i Bandarikjunum
fré arinu 1965. Vasulka-hjénin eiga pad

lika sameiginlegt med Paik ad ferill peirra
gegnir godsogulegu hlutverki innan ségu



videdlistarinnar. Pau bjuggu i New York pegar
handheega videdupptokuvélin fra Sony kom

4 markad i Bandarikjunum &rid 1967 og hrifust
af peim méguleikum sem pessi nyi midill baud
upp a. En framlag Steinu og Woodys er ekki
eingdngu mikilveegt vegna peirra eigin verka
heldur vegna pess ad arid 1972 opnudu pau
The Kitchen, stad par sem listamenn géatu

hist til ad syna vided. Vasulka-hjénunum var
sidan bodid ad taka patt i stofnun nyrrar
midladeildar vido SUNY-haskélann i Buffalo en
arin par hafa sannarlega ybr sér godségulegan
blee likt og stofnun The Kitchen.

i augum umheimsins er Steina pvi allt i

senn frumkvodull i vidu samhengi og fulltrdi
islenskrar videdlistar,? p6tt stadan blasi

&druvisi vid séd fré fslandi. Fram & 4ttunda
aratuginn rédu innputningshéft og tollar pvi ad
videdupptokuvélar og myndsegulbénd voru
randyr og pvi er elsta heimildin um notkun
videods i peim tilgangi ad skapa myndlist &
fslandi tengd videdupptdku sem &tti sér stad vid
opnun syningar { Galleri SUM vid Vatnsstig 4rid
1978. bar framdi Olafur Larusson gjérninginn
Regnboga sem Arni Pall Johannsson t6k upp

4 video. Upptakan var sidan synd i svart-hvitu
sjénvarpstaeki 4 medan syningin stéd ybr. Olafur
hafdi 4dur notad 8 mm Plmur i sama tilgangi

og fengist vid gerd tilraunakvikmynda. Hann
var pvi fenginn til ad kenna kvikmyndun vid
nylistadeild Myndlista- og handidaskéla [slands
arid 1976, en vann einnig & Rikissjénvarpinu sem
grafiskur hénnudur og liklega hefur hann fengid
videdvélina lanada par.

Kapaskipti i ségunni verda pvi ekki fyrr en
nemendur Ur nylistadeildinni, sem var styrt

af Magndsi Pélssyni, komu aftur heim ar
framhaldsnami. Nokkrir peirra h6féu farid i Jan
van Eyck akademiuna i Maastricht i Hollandi

sem hafdi byggt upp fullkomid videdver arid
1980. Fyrstu islensku videdverkin sem synd
voru & [slandi voru pvi gerd i Hollandi. bér
Elis Palsson syndi fyrst videdinnsetningu i
Nylistasafninu &rid 1982 en pé voru Vasulka-
hjénin fyrir I6ngu ordin vel pekktir listamenn
sem syndu um allan heim. bér Elis hefur hins
vegar sdgulegt veegi i islensku samhengi pvi
ad hann var tilbdinn til ad rydja brautina fyrir
videdlistina & [slandi. Hann setti 4 laggirnar
myndver i Studié Fjélu vid Framnesveg, ték
upp auglysingar og leikpeetti, hélt nam-
skeid fyrir menntaskélanema og stofnadi
framleidslufyrirtaeki. Arid 1987 réd hann

sig til starfa hja Rikissjénvarpinu og
nokkrum arum sidar gerdi hann patt um
myndbandalist. bor Elis lagdi pvi ekki adeins
stund & videolist heldur studladi ad aukinni
bekkingu & midlinum. Med honum i Jan

van Eyck akademiunni voru Gudrdn Hrénn
Ragnarsdéttir og Magnus V. Gudlaugsson
sem einnig gerdu videdverk sem voru

synd i Hollandi, Frakklandi og & Islandi.
Asta Olafsdéttir beettist sidar i hopinn og
gerdi samtals niu videéverk 48 medan hun
var i skélanum. Hun reyndi likt og Pér Elis
ad halda &fram ad gera video eftir ad hun
buttist aftur til [slands &ri® 1986, en gafst
bjétlega upp par sem ekki var audvelt ad

fa adgang ad gédum teekjum nema greida
fyrir pau haa leigu. Asta syndi videéverk sin
hér & landi i fyrsta skipti arid 1985 & syningu
med Joan Jonas i Nylistasafninu og sidan
aftur & einkasyningu & sama stad éri sidar.

A medan Asta bjé i Hollandi var hin idin vid
a0 saxkja videdlistahatidir og pad var 4 einni
slikri ad hun og skolabrédir hennar vid Jan
van Eyck akademiuna, Finnbogi Pétursson,
hittu fyrst Steinu Vasulka. Steina hafdi pa
ekki enn synt & [slandi, en verk hennar séust
fyrst hér & landi &rid 1984 & syningunni



10 gestir & Kjarvalsstodum. Steersta verk
Steinu & syningunni, Vestrid, var hugsao fyrir
22 skjai sem ekki reyndist audvelt ad bnna

i Reykjavik. Loks tokst ad safna saman tiu
taekjum sem fengust |anud ybr eina helgi.
Niu ar lidu pangad til Steina syndi aftur

a slandi. Sidsumars arid 1986 beettist Sigrin
Hardardéttir i hop peirra sem leert héfou
videolist i Hollandi. Han kom til {slands med
verkid Dégun sem hdn syndi undir berum
himni { Oskjuhli® og &ri sidar var videéverkid
Sjalfsmynd, sem hdn vann undir handleidslu
Steinu, hluti af malverkasyningu hennar i
Galleri Borg. Vided var einnig notad til ad taka
upp gjérninga. Stopul syningarsaga bendir til
po til pess ad ekki hab verid einfalt ad stunda
videdlist hér & landi framan af arum.

Til ad atta sig betur 4 hvad gerdi adsteedur
listamanna 4 fslandi svo 6likar adstaedum
Steinu i Bandarikjunum er naudsynlegt ad
vikka Gt sjénarsvidid og huga ad pvi sem
var ad gerast & tengdum svidum eins og

i kvikmyndagerd og sjénvarpi. Stofnun
Kvikmyndasjéds [slands 4rid 1978 blés nyju
lib i kvikmyndagerd i landinu en & medal
peirra verkefna sem fengu styrk ur sjéo-
num & fyrstu arum hans var grafisk hreyp-
mynd eftir Finnbjérn Finnbjérnsson sem var
frumsynd i Regnboganum &rid 1984. Sama
ar for ad bera & grésku i gerd tonlistar-
mynda sem gefa dgeeta mynd af pvi hver
feerni manna var i gerd videémynda par
sem idnadurinn hefur greidari adgang ad
teekjum og bunadi en myndlistarmenn.
Ari® 1979 héf Rikissjonvarpid utsendingar
a peettinum Skonrok(k) sem var helgadur
ténlistarmyndbéndum. Fyrstu &rin syndi
patturinn eingéngu erlent efni en ario 1982

braut télvupopphljémsveitin Sonus Futurae
isinn og fékk Myndbandid synt i paettinum.
Tveimur &rum sidar var gerd tonlistarmynda
farin ad gegna veigamiklu hlutverki vid

ad koma islenskri ténlist & framfeeri. Gott
myndband gat skipt sképum likt og gerdist
begar lagid Kitty med hljémsveitinni Oxsma
slé dveent i gegn eftir ad myndband med
laginu var synt i Skonrok(k)i i byrjun sumars
1985. Myndbandid bjé ybr ferskleika sem
hafdi ekki sést 48ur i islenskum ténlistar-
myndbdndum en endurspegladi fidlbreyttan
bakgrunn fiéllistahopsins. Einn af medlimum
Oxsmar, Oskar Jonasson, ték sidar ad sér ad
leikstyra ténlistarmyndbdndum fyrir Sykur-
molana. Fyrsta myndbandid sem peir sendu
fra sér var leikstyrt af Fridriki Por Fridrikssyni,
en Sykurmolarnir leitudu einnig til Kristinar
Joéhannesddttur og Porgeirs Gunnarssonar.
Hljémsveitin sendi reglulega fra sér myndbénd
& arunum 1987 til 1990 sem gefa hugmynd um
ba préun sem vard i gerd tonlistarmyndbanda
4 sidari hluta tiunda aratugarins. Med pvi

ad hafa tonlistarmyndbondin med ma pétta
upphafsségu islenskrar videdlistar ségu midilsins
i vidara samhengi og draga fram nain tengsl
hans myndlist, kvikmyndir, sjénvarp og ténlist.

Margrét Elisabet Olafsdéttir, syningarstjori
Syningin [slensk videoslist byggir 4 rannséknum
syningarstjorans & islenskri videdlist, sem hin
hlaut styrki til frd& Hagpenki, félagi héfunda
freedirita og kennsluganga og Styrktarsjédi
Listasafns Haskola [slands



Asta Olafsdéttir, Melon, 1981.

1 Woody Vasulka er feeddur i Tékkdslévakiu en fékk
islenskan rikisborgararétt arid 1970.

2 Lorella Scacco, Northwave. A survey of video art in
the Nordic countries, London, John Rule, 2009.



