
 
 

Tina Majonen 

Iceland 
Imagined and Experienced Landscapes 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Master’s thesis in Global Environmental History 
  



 
 

 



 3 

Abstract 
Majonen, T. 2018. Iceland: Imagined and Experienced Landscapes. Uppsala, Dept. of Archaeol-
ogy and Ancient History. 
 
This thesis is a journey through a layered Icelandic landscape, where the representations and 
imaginings of outside travelers are in focus. Departing theoretically from narratives of the land-
scape, I will discuss how the Icelandic landscape has been created as an imagined geography, 
and analyze the stories, representations and images infusing its experience and re-creation. 
Through the hermeneutic method of interpretation, the thesis travels from medieval times to con-
temporary with the help of a wide use of actors and their choice of imaginative transportation, 
including books, maps, diaries, artwork and magazines. The reader will explore a wide array of 
narratives, which also show how the landscape takes place and becomes imbued with meaning 
during the act of traveling and interaction with the landscape, whether in body or in mind. Fur-
thermore, I discuss the narratives of the landscape through representational acts, and argue that 
these create meaning for both the individual and collective experience. Whilst the narrative of 
the landscape shifts depending on time, place and the individual’s experiential baggage, certain 
common paths have been identified and expanded upon. Yet, these exist within a rugged process 
where the landscape moves back and forward in Western imagination. 
 
Keywords: Iceland, Landscape, Narrative, Imagined Geographies, Travel, Representation, Imag-
ination.   
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Transit 

This thesis began, like all great theses do, with Justin Bieber. The music video for his pop song 
I’ll Show You (2012), was shot in Iceland and portrays him at popular tourist sites, such as Sel-
jalandsfoss and Skógafoss. It was released when I was an exchange student in Iceland, and many 
locals criticized Bieber for not taking the correct safety precautions and not treating the fragile 
environments with their rightful care. In the video, Bieber is seen sitting on the edge of a cliff, 
bathing in glacier water and rolling around in sensitive moss. Conservation and safety are two 
important issues for a healthy tourism industry, sentiments communicated by Inspired by Ice-
land, the country’s official tourist information site, which is published by Íslandsstofa, an organ-
ization that promotes Iceland. They urge their visitors to “take the Icelandic pledge”, where the 
two first statements are “When I explore new places, I will leave them as I found them. I will 
take photos to die for, without dying for them” (Inspired by Iceland, 2018). “Don’t step on the 
moss” is a common phrase one can hear in Iceland. Yet, the music video represented Iceland in 
the opposite manner; as a sphere of free roaming and adventure, a wilderness if you may.  
The Icelandic landscape itself has a well-recognized role within tourism, both as the motivation 
for travel and the space in which tourism activities take place (Benediktsson and Huijbens, 2013: 
190). When traveling, whether in body or mind, the destination – the landscape – becomes the 
main attraction, and this cold island has become one of the hottest tourist sites. The tourism in-
dustry in Iceland developed in wake of the Second World War and progressed into a major field 
of business during the 80s (Huijbens et al., 2010: 426). In the 21st century, tourism in Iceland 
began to increase rapidly year by year. In 2016, 1 792 201 tourists visited Iceland by air and sea, 
an increase by 39 percent compared to the previous year (Ferðamálastofa, 2017a). When 
Ferðamálastofa, the Icelandic Tourist Board, began to keep statistics over tourism in 1949, the 
number of visitors was 5312. Tourism has become one of Iceland’s most important industries; 
the revenue from foreign tourists amounted to ISK 263.2 billion in 2015 (Ferðamálastofa, 
2017b). A primary attraction put forward by Iceland’s tourist bureaus is their scenery and nature-
based experiences. Even though Íslandsstofa on the web-site Inspired by Iceland (2017) states 
that there are plenty of cultural experiences on their island, they also claim that “most people 
come to Iceland for nature”. Furthermore, in a survey where Ferðamálastofa asked tourists which 
factors influenced their decision to visit Iceland, “Icelandic nature” was the number one answer, 
given by 83 percent of the respondents (Ferðamálastofa, 2016). The survey did also specify the 
attraction of the Icelandic nature. The top answers for the question “What was it about Icelandic 
nature that motivated your decision to visit Iceland?” were beautiful/ unspoilt/ untouched/ land-
scape/ scenery/ wilderness followed by volcanos/lava, uniqueness/different/diversity, glaciers 
and waterfalls (Ferðamálastofa, 2016).  

The growth in the number of tourists in combination with concern over the potentially degrading 
effects of increasing tourism has prompted conversations regarding both the opportunities that 
nature-based tourism provides as well as the challenges that need to be addressed for a sustaina-
ble future. Whilst the tourism industry in the high North has expanded since World War II, we 
have also seen a radical growth in awareness of the impact of man upon the lands and seas, 
which are being consumed by the tourists. As the peripheries of the North Atlantic have become 
more accessible, especially further North because of the effects of climate change, tourism is 
now spreading to remote locations and new contexts. This interest has fostered a debate on how 
to balance the use and protection of wildlife and landscape in Northern areas. The challenge is to 
minimize the human impact of the tourism industry whilst still fulfilling the wishes of the tour-
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ists, who desire a close interaction with the landscape (Granquist and Nilsson, 2016: 471–472). 
Iceland’s ecosystems are highly susceptible to external pressure (Ólafsdóttir and Runnström, 
2013: 58) due to its young geological origins and geographical location. Furthermore, typical 
issues regarding cold-water islands, such as seasonality and revenue allocation, also create con-
cerns for Iceland1. Along with the rising temperature in the Arctic regions, the attraction to the 
North increases. A paradox lies within this attraction; there is a quest for gazing and interacting 
with Northern landscapes before they melt away, whilst the increased number of visitors simul-
taneously puts pressure on the land, air and the sea.   

Inspired by the controversy regarding Bieber’s (2012) music video, my own experiences of Ice-
land and the insights of Cronon’s influential article The trouble with wilderness, or getting back 
to the wrong nature (1996), my journey first started with sustainability and representations of 
nature. My original objective was to analyze the message of nature-based tourism through repre-
sentational acts. Cronon (1996: 22) argues that any way of looking at, and I would add experi-
ence in any sensory way, an environment that encourages us to believe that we (humans) are 
separated from it (nature) – as wilderness tends to do – is likely to reinforce environmentally 
irresponsible behavior. 2 However, through this journey I have come to view the Icelandic land-
scape as less static than when I first began this study. Instead, I have now come to understand the 
landscape, both in its physicality and representation, as constantly unfolding through relational 
acts. Hence, while my original idea is interesting, this thesis now takes another direction. It dis-
cusses and analyzes the diverse narratives of the landscape as experienced and imagined by out-
siders. Though I still believe this question is relevant to my original inquiry, I will not discuss 
sustainability and tourism directly. Yet, I see a need to discuss the cultural image of a landscape 
exposed to pressure and I believe that the vast field of landscape can further our understanding of 
how we interact with it. As Davis (2011) explains, just as a landscape can tell us much about the 
past, reading and interpreting stories of the landscape over time may provide a window on hu-
man-environment relations. Thus, my objective has traveled from not solely analyzing ways of 
seeing the landscape but also understanding the relational aspect it; how narratives of place 
emerge through a process. Now, we journey outwards. 

                                                                    
 
1 Erosion and desertification are two active processes in Iceland; more than in any other Northern European country (Arnalds, 
2008: 409), which can be traced to the geological conditions of the land (see Arnalds, 2008, 2010). Due to its position in the 
middle of the North Atlantic, strong winds lead to wind- and water erosion (Arnalds, 2010). Furthermore, the island geographic 
positioning generates short summers, which reduces the extent of the vegetative cover of the landscape, and it intensifies the 
main period of tourism. The external impact of tourism can easily disrupt the delicate equilibrium of Icelandic ecosystems, result-
ing in severe land degradation and loss of biodiversity (Ólafsdóttir and Runnström, 2013: 58). Furthermore, tourists arrive like 
migrant birds during the early weeks of late spring. During the peak summer months, many visitors stays overnight within the 
capital region and take tour destinations in the South and West Iceland; for example, the exploring the golden circle. Hence, the 
revenues become allocated within the urbane area of Iceland, and not in the regions where there are most required. Furthermore, 
poor transportation infrastructure and a lack of staff within the tourism industry, create many challenges regarding the manage-
ment of visitors (Ólafsson and Þórhallsdóttir, 2017: 17–18). 
2 However, ambivalent by the meaning of wilderness in the context of modern environmentalism, he also acknowledges the 
possibilities of the perspective. “Any way of looking at nature that helps us remember - as wilderness also tends to do - that the 
interests of people are not necessarily identical to those of every other creature or of the earth itself is likely to foster responsible 
behaviour” (Cronon, 1999: 22). 
 



 8 

Take-off 

To travel is often defined by physical mobility, the movement between two different places. We 
get on the plane, train or in the car and take our bodies from point A to point B. However, travel-
ing also involves a movement of imagination which makes traveling in place possible. One can 
be transported elsewhere through one’s imaginative mobility. Without moving limb, armchair 
travel allows for exploration and experiences of a mental destination. Yet, this is not only a cog-
nitive experience. Re-think this process as transcending the body-mind dualism, where any phys-
ical immersion is always connected to the mind. Picture traveling as a happening in a system of 
interconnectedness, where the body-mind functions as two collaborative vehicles in which 
knowledge of the world can be achieved (Ryan, 2012: 44, see Vergunst, 2012), and where this 
course is not separated from the landscape. Instead, our senses and mental constructs create our 
experience of the landscape though a process of interaction. Furthermore, this structure of travel 
is not a circle of containing a departure, visit and return, but a dynamic continuum of experienc-
ing unfolding narratives, which all begins at home (see Lean et al., 2014). From a sphere ordi-
narily, the traveler ventures outwards in a quest for experiencing landscapes.  

Imagine the landscape as incorporated into the Self. Here, Iceland exists within the traveler. We 
are so connected to it, that even before setting one’s foot on Iceland, we travel by mind to the 
landscapes through representations derived from tourist brochures, music videos, movies and 
postcards. Before I visited Iceland, I had certain preconceived ideas of what the landscape would 
look like, how it would feel to dwell in it, how my senses would react, and what smells and 
sounds my senses would experience. A treeless terrain, howling winds and a cold winter to come 
emerged in my mind. The thin and fresh air would, like menthol, burn inside my nose but still be 
crisp and pure. The breeze of biting and numbing chill would turn my exposed face red around 
the cheeks. Wool cardigans and socks would help to shelter against the cold, as it has done for 
any true Icelander throughout history. But nothing would help me against the might of the volca-
no if it was to erupt. Iceland that I had imagined was completely dominated by the stereotypical 
image of the land of ice and fire. 

A Thesis of Pure Imagination 
The objective of this thesis is to tell the story of the imagining and re-imagining of the Icelandic 
landscape by outsiders through narratives. The thesis centers around the formation of space and 
meaning by analyzing the creation and representation of the Icelandic landscape over time, start-
ing with divergent historical accounts from different eras and continuing with National Geo-
graphic’s depiction of Iceland. These narratives are traced both on the basis of the verbal and the 
visual. Here, I proceed from the idea that within the imagination of the landscape, there are reso-
nances across time and place, themes which can be identified and analyzed in a historical con-
text. In this thesis, I will show and discuss how different narratives of the landscape create 
knowledge of a place as imagined geographies, and how the narrative itself is equipment for 
travel in the form of story-telling (Bravo and Sörlin, 2002: 4). Furthermore, I proceed from the 
landscape itself and analyze how narratives emerge from our interaction with it. 
Hence, my interest in ‘landscape’ and ‘narrative’ is dual and complementary. To reach the objec-
tive of my thesis, I have three main issues to explore. How has the Icelandic landscape been rep-
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resented by travelers in a historical and contemporary perspective? Which narratives have been 
utilized by travelers? And lastly, how has the Icelandic landscape created a place of imagination? 

Frame of Exploration 
Due to the hermeneutic approach in this study, further explained below, I explore representations 
and imaginaries of the Icelandic landscape through analyzes of text and images. The scope and 
character of the empirical material varies greatly depending on the time-period when it was pro-
duced. Furthermore, the chosen empirical data was also dependent on availability and selected 
on the basis of access. To limit the study, I have decided to focus on the representations of Ice-
land from a Western perspective. For the more contemporary empirical study, I choose to focus 
on solely National Geographic due to its recognized position within the popular discourse, as 
seen in in my Mode of Transportation below. Though I have chosen to focus on the outside per-
spective, I will also draw upon the work of other scholars. Some of their observations could have 
been further incorporated in my work, although it would not have been suitable for a master’s 
thesis. For example, several authors have written about the co-production of the landscape and 
understand the image of the landscape to be created within and outside of Iceland (see Kjartans-
dóttir, 2009, Loftsdóttir, 2015 and Oslund, 2011). Hence, the hosts may create self-imaginaries 
which also influence the imagination of the tourists (Graburn and Salazar, 2014: 13). Other 
scholars have focused on exploring the difference between myth and actuality in Iceland (see 
Gössling, 2006). However, in this study I do not take for granted a separation of a ‘natural’ 
world from an imaginary one, but rather see them as negotiated and combined in various ways.  

Words and terminologies always have subjective connotations, in particular complex or prob-
lematic ones. I approach these terminologies as framing devices which make the world knowable 
for the everyday person. Most noteworthy, I will expand on three terms with shifting complexity. 
First, I have found inspiration from scholars of Arctic studies. Whilst Iceland is just located with-
in the Arctic3, I interpret the Arctic as an idea and not as a geographical sphere. I use ‘the Arctic’ 
as a metaphor for something bigger than a geographical boundary, instead — it is an invention 
full of connotations and resonances, which are the interesting angle in this semiotic thesis. 
Hence, the Arctic can be thought of as inhibiting qualities, what Pálsson (2002) calls ‘arcticali-
ty’. Following a clarification of geography, I use the term Europe and European throughout the 
thesis, whilst I often only focus upon Western Europe. Here, I would like to acknowledge that 
alternative regions of ‘Otherness’ and spaces within Europe and the West, such as Eastern Eu-
rope4 and recognize the asymmetries that exist within Europe as a continent and the West as a 
region (see also, Ahmad, 1992: PE100). I believe that these are in many ways tainted terms, yet I 
use them for clarity and their establishment in previous research regarding my topic. Lastly, I 
seldom use the term ‘nature’, although it occurs occasionally depending on if the subject in ques-
tion adopts the word or not. Williams (1983: 129) famously stated that ‘nature’ may be the most 
difficult word in the English language. Though I see nature as a realm of non-human agents, I 
regard the image of nature as an ordered cultural construct. Relevant for my approach here are 
also phenomenological scholars who have influenced the field and defined it through a personal 
engagement with it, as explored below. As Lund (2013:160) notes the individual approach of 
dwelling and imagination creates ‘nature’ in various ways, which may influence their experience 
of it.  

                                                                    
 
3 The mainland is not within the Arctic Circle. Only the island Grímsey is. Furthermore, the geographical term Arctic is a rather 
rugged, for one can often speak of a sub-Arctic region in which Iceland definitely is included.  
4 Wolff’s (1994) work on the created division of West and Eastern Europe and the invention of the latter is an example.  
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Point of Departure 
 
The inspiration for this thesis is drawn from a wide range of academic fields, stretching from 
linguistics, post-colonial studies, tourism studies and history. Below I will explain a few terms 
that have been important to further the academic contribution of this thesis. These should be un-
derstood as inspirational perspectives and conceptualizations that have guided the study through 
different traditions.  

Landscape and Narrative 
I approach landscape theory as a broad perspective which allows one to overcome the trouble-
some Cartesian dichotomies5 and instead binds together the cultural, the mental and the material, 
and which untangles the ‘more-than representational’ (Lorimer, 2005)6 image of the landscape. 
One can use the landscape perspective in many ways, including approaching the experience of 
everyday life (see Ingold, 2000) or as an ontological discussion about the materiality of the land-
scape (see Whatmore, 2002). A range of definitions can be drawn from the broad field of land-
scape theory. Landscape may be presented and experienced in many different forms; “in paint on 
canvas, in writing on paper, in earth, stone, water, and vegetation on the ground” (Cosgrove and 
Daniels, 1988: 1). In this thesis, I will utilize the qualities of this extensive field to grasp the 
complexity of the landscape and its representation. First, I draw my inspiration from Cosgrove 
and Daniels’ (1988) conceptualization of the term. Whilst, as shown by the quote above, recog-
nizing the materialities of the landscape, their definition allows them to understand it as “a cul-
tural image, a pictorial view of representing, structuring or symbolizing surroundings” (1988:1). 
The quote is suitable as here I am interested in ‘outside’ (e.g. travelers) representation through 
narrative and images. Here, the landscape functions as a text, in which ‘the author’ conceptual-
izes the landscape as made up of symbols and signs, which involves a broad spectrum of differ-
ing and meanings, values and experiences. At large, I understand representation as creating and 
sharing meanings, where the individual is both able to resist and re-invent narratives of place. 
Inspired but not strictly following more-than-representational theory of Lorimer (2005), I also go 
beyond the representational image and interpretation of it, and reflect upon how representations 
are being put to work, how they take place and resurface in re-invented forms (Lorimer, 2005: 
84). Non-representational theory or, for me, Lorimer’s more liberating interpretation of it, gives 
room for several observations which will be complementary to grasp the complexity of the land-
scape, foremost the performative unfolding of the landscape. This thinking emphasizes the prac-
tices in spaces as making places, e.g. place-building. Therefore, practice and places are under-
stood in terms of engagements. Thus, the landscape is more than a representational image exist-
ing in one’s head or travel magazine. As explained already in the objective of this thesis, I will 
analyze the doing of landscape, hence going beyond representation. Furthermore, I will give sev-
eral examples of how the physical characteristics of the landscape also shape representations and 
narratives of the landscape. 
The use of narrative within landscape is suitable for the purposes of this thesis. Narrative and 
story is understood in its broadest sense; as the tracing of relations between personal experience 
and the broader world (Cameron, 2012: 575–576). Narratives both travel through people convey-
ing them or reading them, and is an ‘equipment’ for travel in itself in the form of story-telling 
(Bravo and Sörlin, 2002: 4). For the latter, narrative is a tool for experiencing the landscape, un-
derstood as discursive formations which allows me to describe and examine the production of 
geographical knowledge by individual imaginaries. Furthermore, I use narrative within the broad 
                                                                    
 
5 This can shortly be defined as dualism between nature-culture; a structural thinking embedded with much tension.   
6 Building on Thrift’s (1996) non-representational theory, Lorimer goes beyond the representational aspect of a social phenome-
non to discover the ”multifarious, open encounters in the realm of practice that matter most” (2005: 84) and overcomes the unfor-
tunate hindrance of the ‘non’ in Thrift’s theoretical arguing. This will be further developed below.  
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field of landscape to emphasize the dialectical conversation that continually occurs between the 
landscape and the individual experiencing it. Here, I am inspired by Ànarson et al. (2012: 11) 
who write that “as landscape change and as people move within them, there is a corresponding 
movement of imagination that elicits both the creation of new narratives and reinterpretation of 
old ones”. Hence, through experience of any sort, narratives unfold and are re-invented. Similar 
way to Lund (2013: 160), I understand landscapes on an ontological basis as existing within a 
reciprocal process of constant re-imagination and transition. One might picture the landscape on 
a theoretical level as a living creature, where its pulse creates vibrations and flows of experience. 
Proceeding from the idea of landscape as a process, the material world appears as constantly 
expanding and contracting over time and space. Through our movement in the world, we negoti-
ate the social, spatial and representational complexities in what Bender (2002, 2006) have called 
a contested landscape in which different narratives of place emerge.  

Imaginative Geographies and Imaginaries 
Influenced by the theorist Michel Foucault, Edward Said (1977: 167, 1978: 55) used the term 
‘imaginative geographies’ to capture creation of environment and landscape through societal 
discourses. Originating from Said’s theory of Orientalism7, which connects power, knowledge 
and space under the worldview of Eurocentrism (Gregory et al., 2015: 2), imaginative geogra-
phies refers to mental understandings of space and creation of geographical knowledge. Whilst 
Said focuses on describing how the European identity is embedded within colonialism and acts 
as tool of power, I use the term to show how temperate European and Western imaginaries are 
central in the creation of the Icelandic landscape. Salazar (2012: 864) defines imaginaries as rep-
resentational assemblages, which interact with the personal imagining of the individual, and fur-
ther function as meaning-making and world-shaping devices. Here, imaginaries are collections of 
representations, which communicates narratives of a place through social transmission. Further-
more, as I have already explained, I also approach imaginaries not just as a representational im-
age but rather as an act in which we participate and create the landscape (see also Gregory, 1994 
and Ingold, 2012: 3). Narratives of landscape as a representation and as an act, are both vital for 
opening up my subject for inquiry and analysis, in which I interpret the meaning of imaginaries, 
as well as the process of imagination as I analyze how they act in an unfolding social world of 
engagement.  

These imaginative geographies are both collective and individual. The formation of ideas is an 
individual process situated within a larger socio-cultural context in which they are negotiated. 
Hence, the production of geographical knowledge and imaginaries can be viewed as a process, 
which gives room for exploring the process in which cognition, body and the landscape come 
together in imagining. Imagination cannot be understood occurring in an isolated mind, disem-
bodied and displaced from the landscape (Vergunst, 2012: 19). Following this, I understand the 
act of traveling as entangled with imagination (see Lean et al., 2014). This idea of embodiment is 
connected to Thrift’s non-representational theory (2008) or the ‘more-than’ perspective of Lori-
mer (2005), discussed above and which stems from the same tradition. The mundane, everyday-
engagement with the landscape is often in focus. However, within the field of imagination, I see 
this performance as imbued with what Tuan describes as a romantic essence. In his ‘romantic 
geography’, Tuan (2013) views traveling as a quest to go beyond, which I further interpret as 
wish to discover narratives of landscape. Tuan explores how these narratives often focus on the 

                                                                    
 
7 Although the historiography of Said’s Orient differs from the North, this thesis explores the correspondence of Other-regions 
on a theoretical basis. Tourism imaginaries are easily re-embedded in new contexts, and taking new form but still keeping its 
point of origin (Graburn and Salazar, 2014: 11). Hence, I see Said’s commentary as valuable when studying North-South rela-
tion, just as the East-West.  
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geographical extremes, rather than the middle-range, what he calls the polarized values. These 
affect our feelings and judgements and most of all, it affects our envisioning and experience of 
our environment (Tuan, 2013: 9–10). Though a semiotic understanding, these polarized values 
appears as signs, which are culturally bound to a space-time. I see them as existing within a pro-
cess of invention and re-invention as they enter the subjective mind of the individual, again 
echoing the perspective of mobility. Here, imaginations are created though a journey of constant 
exploration where their meaning shift depending on context.  

Mode of Transportation 
Inspired by discussions regarding signification, meaning-making and interpretation, the research 
questions and methodological approach of this thesis is rooted in hermeneutics, a scholarly tradi-
tion of interpretation, translation, and explanation. The operationalization of the hermeneutic 
method consists of conveying the meaning of text, which is believed to be unfolding through an 
interpretative reading. In this thesis, I expand on the concept of ‘text’ within linguistics and in-
clude other cultural productions which unfolds in a meaning-making process, such as maps, 
paintings, and photographs. The methodological framework rests on the perspective that the pro-
cess of producing and understanding and knowledge is reciprocal, that there is an interrelation-
ship between the researcher and the material. Here, the material talks back. When approaching 
the empirical material, the researcher has their own initial individual interpretation of it, based on 
previous experiences (Bos and Tarnai, 1999: 661). Whilst reading and reviewing the empirical 
material, I might make associations based on my previous comprehensions of how the landscape 
is represented and displayed by and for outsiders. But through a close reading of the empirical 
material, combined with a consideration of the historical context in which it was written, my own 
preunderstandings are challenged and expanded upon.  

In addition to hermeneutics, the foundation of semiotics is also worth mentioning. This approach 
is based on the insights of Saussure, who argues that meaning is not derived from the word itself. 
Instead, he places the word in a larger system of meaning, hence analyzing words relation to 
other words and contexts. Here, semiotics is used as methodological framework to discover and 
interpret the denotation and connotation of empirical imagery and text; both the direct and the 
secondary meaning of them. Furthermore, a reflexive approach is needed to acknowledge the 
relationship my empirical data has with other sources, what can be called the intertextuality of 
texts (see Barthes, 1981 and Kristeva, 1980). Text and imagery are not created in a vacuum but 
exist in relation to other material. Before the creation of an individual text, they writer is influ-
enced by previous work. Hence, “the writer of text is a reader of text” (Still and Worton, 1990: 
1–2). However, recognizing and reflecting upon this, whilst adapting the circular process of re-
flection and openness (Bos and Tarnai, 1999), may make new understandings and a new level of 
theoretical cognition possible. To reach this intertextual and holistic understanding, I have uti-
lized ethnographic content analysis; a methodological framework which will be further expanded 
upon below.  

Material 
The material analyzed in Historical Narratives of the Icelandic Landscape are personal journals, 
letters, maps and an etching from people who have visited Iceland in earlier centuries. Their ex-
perience of the Icelandic landscape is in focus. 8 Several of these texts have been published. A 
few of the letters and journals have been more difficult to find, but accessible by searching 

                                                                    
 
8 The voices of artists and authors are valuable for the objective of this thesis. Bender (2006: 303) writes that ”long before reflex-
ivity or multivocality, or any other aspect of postmodern conceptualization were invoked by academics, writers were subsuming 
them, incorporating them, taking them more or less for granted”. Hence, to analyze historical representations, their understand-
ings of landscape is much helpful to grasp the elusive nature of it.  
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online archives. The imagery analyzed in this chapter have been found by reading earlier aca-
demic work on the topic of historical representations of Iceland. The images and texts of this 
chapter were selected due to the importance of the authors and creators, and their cultural value 
or because they were representative of their era.  

The empirical material for third chapter is based upon text and photos from the journal National 
Geographic. The articles are often written in first person and through the gaze of a traveler. Their 
main purpose is to tell stories that captivates and entertains a global community through different 
forms of media (National Geographic, 2018). Since 1888, the magazine has been published 
monthly by the National Geographic Society. The magazine features global issues regarding 
science, geography, history and culture. In this thesis, I approach National Geographic as an 
‘equipment for travel’. Through story-telling, the magazine reenacts a phenomenon and performs 
them for a collective experience. The articles of the magazine capture the imagination of their 
readers and create globetrotting armchair-explorers. In the comfort of one’s own home, the read-
er can discover the world, ranging from the depths of the sea to the highest mountains of the 
world, and of course, Iceland will be the focus here.  
From a theoretical standpoint, I view the empirical material as situated in a larger body of repre-
sentation and discursive formations (Remillard, 2011: 129). Furthermore, as the most widely 
read and reliable popular science magazine in the world (Kalof and Whitley: 2014: 11), I see the 
magazine as an important actor in generating images and representations of landscapes and plac-
es, as they are building and re-producing imaginaries on an institutional level. Here, I view the 
gathered data of the magazine as potentially institutionalizing societal meanings, making specific 
narratives of place more present in the popular discourse. Hawkins, who have studied the maga-
zine, calls it “not just a cultural icon but a generator of icons” (2010: 1), referring to images such 
as the Afghan girl with piercing green eyes, as etched on our memories. Hence, similarly I view 
National Geographic as productive magazine as they function as a world-shaping device. The 
magazine discursively constructs ways of seeing and experiencing the Icelandic landscape, and 
at the same time embeds the Icelandic landscape within existing narratives which also creates 
knowledge regarding place.  

The empirical material is derived from articles spanning from 1955 to 2015. Whilst this thesis 
analyzes the narrative of the magazine, it is important to recognize the differences between the 
chosen empirical material. First, the articles represented by National Geographic are created by a 
divergent group of journalists and photographers. Each article is situated and created in a histori-
cal context and sematic field, which has impacted its content and style. Journalism have gone 
through several changes in styles and entered a new paradigm in the digital age. These are fac-
tors which have indisputably influenced the material and will also be considered here. Hence, 
whilst there are nuances of the empirical material, this thesis focuses on the story beyond the 
individuality of each article, and the in-betweenness of the empirical material, whilst at the same 
time recognizing that those differences exist. Whilst the historical context and individual style of 
each article has been influenced by the authors/photographer’s personal perception and experi-
ence of the landscape, I understand the articles as situated within a tradition of how National 
Geographic tell stories. The authors craft words to construct representations and images in line 
with the vision of the magazine. 9 These geographical imaginings are told from a particular view-
point, and framed for a particular time and particular audience (Johnson, 2010: 507). Following 
the insights of intertextuality, as already discussed above, the individual stories are positioned 
within a matrix of interrelations with other texts (Barthes, 1981 and Kristeva, 1980). The articles 
and photographs are connected to previous work, not National Geographic precisely, but travel 

                                                                    
 
9 Collins and Lutz (1993: 84–85) have previously described the editorial process of National Geographic as a complicated nego-
tiation between the magazine and the photographers. The latter submit their photos, but it is the picture editors are the ones who 
craft them into stories. Hence, Collins and Lutz have argued that, through a process of negotiation, magazine applies an institu-
tional vision onto the photos and create a ‘National Geographic narrative’. 
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literature in general. Journalists and photographers may, knowingly or unknowingly, utilize the 
symbolic resources that lay at hand, created for them by previous authors in National Geographic 
and other texts. By understanding the singular article, picture or feature, as a representation with-
in a larger context of storytelling, the subjectivity of the author remains important, but not the 
vital angle of analyses.  

Ethnographic Content Analysis 
To discover and interpret themes regarding the Icelandic landscape, the National Geographic 
texts are analyzed through ethnographic content analysis (ECA). ECA was developed by the 
media scholar David Altheide for studying the news media’s representation of the Iran hostage 
crisis in 1979. It is a hybrid methodology, stemming from both content analysis and ethnogra-
phy. ECA is useful because it proposes that both numeric and narrative data can be used for 
studying documents (Altheide, 1987: 65). In order to grasp the objective of ECA, a short defini-
tion of these two mains streams of inspiration is needed. In a broader sense, content analysis is a 
systematic reading of documents, or cultural expressions if one wishes to broaden the definition. 
As a tool, content analysis has been defined and used in many different ways, and usually divid-
ed into two parts, the qualitative and the quantitative. Yet, for this thesis, I interpret content anal-
ysis as a broad tool for systematically analyzing text and imagery to find meaningful patterns. 
Ethnography is a method for studying cultural expressions and phenomenon. This is done by 
immersion. With a reflexive mind, the ethnographer enters the context of the subject and tries to 
understand their lifeworld.10 For my inquiry and interest, I found this combination of ethnogra-
phy and content analysis both complementary and inspirational. I also gravitated towards ECA 
because it is a useful methodological tool for understanding aspects of a cultural phenomenon 
which cannot solely be measured in numbers. Rather, the meaning of the message is embedded 
within the studied material and assumed to be reflected in various modes of information ex-
change. This method aims to grasp the thematic meaning of a text is necessary to explore possi-
ble underlying messages and narratives. Through this method, a magazine such as National Geo-
graphic is understood as a symbolic environment which contributes to the development of atti-
tudes and beliefs (Altheide and Schneider 2013). 

Hence, ECA strives to reach the middle ground between the two; “systematic and analytic, but 
not rigid” (Altheide, 1987: 68). A content analysis inhibits a linear process whilst ethnography 
typically is more circular. ECA allows for a constant comparison and discovery of material. Un-
like the conventional content analysis, messages are not organized into clear-cut categories. In-
stead, they should be understood as emerging throughout the process. The researcher should be 
reflexive and open to include new themes when studying the empirical material. The material 
proceeds the analytical categories, which is why I have created my own narratives of place in-
spired by the storytelling of National Geographic; the -scapes of the third chapter. There are sev-
eral stages in my ECA process11, defined below and further explained in the context of this thesis 
own research.  

Method  

The process of research started with selecting a specific topic; National Geographic’s articles 
regarding Iceland. Once the area of interest was defined, I became familiar with the process and 
context of the topic in question, reading previous research about National Geographic and stud-
ied their web-page. I discovered that National Geographic have an online archive in which sub-
scribing members can attain access to all previous magazines. After subscribing and typing in 

                                                                    
 
10 Field-work, participant observation and in-depth interviews are in the ethnographer’s toolbox. 
11 Altheide have identified several more steps to the ECA process which will not be further discussed in this thesis as this would 
over-complicate my methodology. I interpret the ECA as a flexible methodological framework in which the researcher follows 
the steps, but is allowed to circulate between them. The method puts the researcher in the centre and allows for a dynamic pro-
cess. Hence, whilst Altheide’s steps function as an outline at large, they have not been followed meticulously. 
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Iceland in their search-bar, I got 132 hits. The latest was in July 2015 and the first in December 
1894. To limit these findings and to define a unit of analysis, I later excluded articles and pic-
tures were Iceland was only mentioned cursorily, such as sole mentioning in a graph regarding 
an unrelated topic. Furthermore, the rise of tourism in Iceland is often attributed to have started 
its slow journey after the Second World War. I therefore chose articles dating after the end of 
WWII. With these limitations, 35 articles of various lengths and depths remained. These have 
been summarized in table four (see appendix at page 53–55).  
During the second stage, I constructed protocol centered around the context, form, content and 
description of content of each article. The questions for the protocol were constructed as very 
broad in nature, hence allowing for a wide understanding of each article where the material 
guides me to an analysis and conclusions. The narrative told as well as the description of land-
scaped and people were in focus, complemented with fundamental questions regarding the style 
and setting of each article.  
Table 1. Protocol for ethnographic content analysis.  

Questions Interpretations 

Context  

Setting  

Form  

Type of Article  

Length of Article   

Photo-angle and Dimension  

Content   

What story is being told?  

What elements are given room?  

Who are the actors?  

Description  

How are the people descried?  

How is the landscape descried?  

The third stage contained a careful reading of each article and image. The questions of the proto-
col (table one) was applied to each article. When reading and viewing the empirical material 
though table two, I included both what National Geographic were typing and portraying, but also 
the possible symbolic meaning behind their choice of word and imagery based on my interpreta-
tion. In other words, both the denotation and connotation of the word has been used to truly in-
terpret the meaning of it. To foster possible new understandings and for a higher level of theoret-
ical cognition, I read the articles several times and allowed for additions to the protocol during 
the research process. 
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Afterwards, I compared the interpretations from the protocol (table one). By reviewing and ana-
lyzing of the collected material, certain themes, narratives and representations of the Icelandic 
landscape emerged. I was able to identify and define certain pattern which are presented and ex-
plained in table two. These themes should be viewed as fluid, interpretive and inter-relational, 
yet for reasons of clarity they are distinguished as separate and explained in table five (see ap-
pendix at page 53–55). The scenery-scape and the rich-scape share many of the same elements. 
Same is true for the drama- and wild-scape. Yet, whilst imperfect in a categorical sense, they 
function as analytical tools for discussing the material at a higher level. 
Table 2. Emerging themes in National Geographic’s representations of the Icelandic landscape.  

Theme Interpretation in this thesis 

Scenery-
scape 

Meditations of the beautiful. Notions of a pleasing nature. The beautiful conveys 
feelings of satisfaction, delight and unity.  

Drama-
scape 

Meditations of the sublime. Notions of a romanticized nature. The sublime conveys 
feelings of grandeur and evokes an emotional response to the vast and forceful 
character of nature.  

Wild-
scape 

Meditations of wilderness. Notions of a remote, unspoiled nature. The wilderness 
conveys feelings of being faraway from human presence.  

Rich-scape Meditations of wealth. Notions of a nature infused with meaning and resources. The 
wealth conveys feelings of mythical connotations, abundance and prosperity.   

The themes are wide in nature, but are connected by their underlying notion mainly the aesthetic 
value and the feelings that they are communicating. Inspired by phenomenological scholars who 
criticized the sole scenic view of a landscape, I tried to notice and express my emotional re-
sponse to the -scapes. During the formulations of table two, I allowed myself to be inspired by 
earlier work on environmental aesthetics, but always proceeded and returned and to the empirical 
material. Hence, the terms capture both the aesthetic values communicated by National Geo-
graphic, and my interpretation of the sensory experiences of those text and images.  
I utilized the coding from the protocol (table one) and began to analyze the articles using the 
emerging themes (table two). The following chart contextualizes the themes described above and 
exemplifies them with words and pictures I have found in the collected empirical material. By 
ascribing each article one, several, or no -scapes, I lastly summarized my findings into numeric 
data. The numeric presentation (table five) is presented in the appendix at page 55. Here, I will 
focus on the qualitative aspects of my findings.  
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Table 3. Examples of representations in text and image in National Geographic.  

Theme E.g. in visual and sensory text E.g. in visual and sensory image 

Scenery-
scape 

E.g. beautiful, wondrous, breathtak-
ing.  

A calming crystal blue river with several 
small waterfalls and lush green vegeta-
tion in the background. A fisherman is 
fishing at the edge of the photo.  

Drama-
scape 

E.g. powerful, catastrophic, danger-
ous, adventurous, frightening, mas-
sive, unleashed, spectacle.  

A picture of an erupting volcano, spew-
ing out ash and lava and threatening the 
small houses below the ridge of the 
grand mountain.  

Wild-
scape 

E.g. remote, unconquered, isolated, 
empty, rugged, “at the edge”, unin-
habitable. 

A picture of a mountain landscape from 
an aerial view. Instead of paved roads, a 
bus is driving upon the river beds below 
the mountains.  

Rich-
scape 

E.g. ancient, pagan, Viking, manu-
scripts, Sagas, Huldufólk 12, bounti-
ful, geothermal power, hydroelec-
tric power, fertile. 

A picture of a Viking burial ground, 
completed with a Pagan priest.  

Travel Guide 

Stemming from a humanities-perspective I approach my inquiry as realized and contextualized 
through my own and others personal experiences. To use Clifford (1986: 22) analogy, the re-
searcher is sitting at a table, and not standing on a mountaintop. As the landscape is in constant 
movement in both time and space, one cannot study it from a place of total overview nor re-
represent it from an Archimedean point of objective perception. Hence, I am not claiming or 
aiming to give you an objective vision from a mountaintop, rather to show the constant move-
ments of those observations points. In this thesis, I map the Self onto the world (see Cosgrove, 
2011: xxiii). As the geographer Entrikin (2011: 91) comment, the image of the researcher gazing 
from above like a disembodied observer is long gone. Instead, the researcher is a subject who 
narrate their experiences of the world. Thus, it is vital to recognize my previous experience of 
the Icelandic landscape. I undertook the inquiry as a former dweller, and as a Northern European 
with my own Northern imaginaries. Hence, I have chosen to write this thesis in a ‘narrative-
style’13 which opens up for transparency of the process of writing and also recognize my own 
voice and positioning. As shown already in the first paragraph of this thesis, this work is founded 
upon my personal conflicting views of a contested landscape. Hence, in this thesis is a journey of 
my own exploration where I through an academic lens also expand and challenge my imagi-
naries and destabilizing the Icelandic landscape. 14  

                                                                    
 
12 Huldufólk are elves in Icelandic folklore, and are typically believed to live under rocks.  
13 In this thesis, I have been inspired by Kathleen Stewart’s (1996) writing voice in her book A space on the side of the road: 
cultural poetics in an “other” America. Her narrative style of “imagine” and her use of “re-member”, which for me stresses the 
process of it all, have been of great value.  
14 Ylijoiki (2001: 23), who have research thesis writing processes amongst Finnish students, writes that students naturally con-
struct a personal relation to the empirical material and construct personal narratives of it. It if from this subjective positioning, the 
student starts to make sense of their material. During the process of research and writing, the student places themselves as the 
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For clarity and precision, the thesis is divided into four chapters, each with its own objective but 
always connecting to each other. The first chapter Take-off, have introduced the thesis topic. In 
this chapter, I have situated my study in the larger field of landscape theory, discussion of repre-
sentation, narratives and imaginaries. Furthermore, it involved a more precise definition of the 
objective of my thesis, methodology and scope.  
The second and third chapters present and discuss the empirical material, moving from medieval 
times to present times. The second chapter Historical narratives of the Icelandic Landscape aims 
to give the reader a historical background of the Icelandic landscape, and depict contesting repre-
sentations of Iceland. I have chosen four different time periods and actors, which I argue have 
been influential in creating representational images of the Icelandic landscape. The actors and 
mediums of communication all vary. I begin with the Norse settlement and use the Land-
námabók to trace how the landscape was perceived and described by early Icelanders. Next, I 
present two influential maps depicting Iceland and discuss its elements, which captures the sen-
timents of what Iceland was believed to be and made into through these maps. This is followed 
by accounts from diaries and letters from the Sir Lawrence expedition in 1772. Lastly, I use an 
etching of a landscape to show how the aesthetic ideals of the 19th century. All of the historical 
accounts are situated within a historical context, further developed by the use of appropriate 
scholars. This is followed by my first travelogue, where I discuss their contrasting elements the 
empirical material and connect it to landscape theory. Lastly, due the wide time span of this the-
sis, I mention some of the developments of the island, both in attitude and in socio-political 
terms. For the chapter National Geographic’s Narratives of the Icelandic Landscape, I use eth-
nographic content analysis, as explained above, to explore themes and narratives regarding the 
Icelandic landscape in National Geographic. Through analysis of visual and sensory images and 
texts, I present the recurring themes, and interpret them as different ‘-scapes’. For reasons of 
clarity, each -scape has its own subheading, I give examples of the visual aesthetics they are 
communicating, as well as the emotional response that they are creating for their audience. In my 
second travelogue, I summarize and compare my findings and later show how earlier ideas about 
Iceland are re-invented into different attitudes and representations. 

As mentioned, each chapter has a summary and broader analytical reflections called ‘Trave-
logue’. These function as a connecting red thread in the thesis. When entering the last chapter of 
this thesis, the reader will have traveled though centuries of divergent narratives regarding the 
Icelandic landscape, which have been compared and discussed. In the final destination, Narra-
tives of(f) the Edge, I will connect the analytical points made in the previous chapters and discuss 
them at a higher level. To guide the reader into the last chapter of this thesis, I will expand my 
field with the use of the term ‘the North’. Through this, I further analyze the common routes in 
which I travel to the Icelandic landscape. This chapter will end with a last travelogue, where I 
reflect upon my journey and my findings in general. The thesis will end with a short summary of 
my findings where I repeat my research questions, but also give a suggestion to future research.   

                                                                                                                                                                                   
 
principal actor in the process yet discusses how their arguments stem from socially shared and sustained cultural narratives (Yli-
joki, 2001: 23). 
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Historical Narratives of the Icelandic Landscape 

Imagine yourself as both in and a part of the landscape. A landscape which we narrate, but also 
which also talks back. Picture a fluid landscape, intertwined and infused with divergent narra-
tives where the past and present, the here and there become disrupted into a place of experience. 
Imagine such a place as a landscape of constant re-imagination and re-creation. Schram (2009: 
51), in his summary of recollections of the outsider’s view of Iceland in history captures this 
contestation. Always connected to the outer world, a pendulum of representational images Ice-
land has been created as both gothic and sublime, as far away and close, as savage and enlight-
ened, and as a dystopia and utopia. In this chapter, I explore the dialect of this pendulum through 
chosen historical representations. This chapter is a historical recollection of travels to Iceland, 
including its settlement and early European travels15 to this Northern land. By analyzing histori-
cal texts and representations, my aim is to discuss the notions and ideals that fostered early trav-
els to Iceland. The chapter serves two purposes, first it provides the reader with a historical 
background to the Icelandic landscape. Secondly, it analyzes on the basis of historiography and 
representation how Iceland as a landscape and as a historical place have been constructed over 
the long-term. The historical accounts are fundamental as I will later argue that the portrayals in 
these narratives remain as an undercurrent of present day representations of Iceland. Historical 
narratives are continuously being built upon and reinvented through contemporary travel writing 
and imagery. Furthermore, these narratives serve to emphasize the point that the landscape was 
not just ‘discovered’ upon the arrival of the non-native travelers, but was invented by them be-
fore, during and after their journey to Iceland (Oslund, 2002: 316). 

Settlers during Landnám 
Iceland is generally believed to have be uninhabited until the ninth century (Hastrup, 1998: 27), 
thus the story of the first contact between humans and the Icelandic landscape begins with the 
narratives of the so called landnám; the period of land-taking. However, this narrative is histori-
cally incorrect as the first humans known to have lived on Iceland were papar; Irish hermits. The 
eight-century Irish monk Dicuil wrote that the papars had sailed North and found a land where 
the summer nights were bright enough to pick lie off one’s fellow’s shirt (Vésteinsson, 2000: 
164). However, for whatever reason, it is not believed that the hermits stayed on the Atlantic 
island for long and therefore they did not leave much material evidence of their existence. By 
contrast, the Landnám is widely evidenced both in material culture but also in historical oral nar-
ratives. The Book of Settlement, or as it is called by its native term: Landnámabók, tells the story 
of settlement and the Viking discovery of Iceland. There are several preserved versions of the 
book, most likely written by several different authors. However, many scholars agree that the 
original manuscript was written by Ari Þorgilsson, also named Ari the wise, who lived between 
1068–1148 (Carter, 2015: 18). The text includes the names, genealogies and short biographies of 
people who are believed to have been the first settlers. The first Norsemen who visited Iceland 
drifted there by accident and were unable to return to the island. The narrative of the Land-
námabók is written as a local legend: the Norwegian Viking Flóki heard about the mystic island 
and set out to settle it with Thorolf and Herjolf. Instead of a compass, Flóki took with him three 

                                                                    
 
15 For a review on differing notions of Iceland depending on the European nation, see Agnarsdóttir (2013).  
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ravens. Whilst at sea, he sent them to explore the new land. According to the story, the first ra-
ven flew back to Norway, the second one returned to the boat but the third raven discovered Ice-
land (Magnússon, 1977: 9). In the Landnámabók it is written: 

When they were asked about the new country Floki had nothing good to say of 
it, but Herjolf described its merits as well as its faults. Thorolf said that in the 
land they’d found, butter was dripping from every blade of grass. (in Árnason, 
2005: 10) 

The Landnámabók account shows how the landscape has been envisioned and experienced in 
different ways (Árnason, 2005: 66). There is no single view of Iceland as the context of interpre-
tation gives room for ambivalence and indeterminacy. In the story of Flóki, who according to the 
tale lost all his cattle and frustrated left the island the island would be represented in a negative 
light. Being ill-prepared for the winter to come, Flóki saw the Icelandic landscape as worthless. 
However, during the Landnám, the climate of Iceland was much milder. The Medieval Warm 
Period raised temperature in the North Atlantic in between 900–1250 AD. Cooler and wetter 
periods during the first centuries of Norse settlement have been detected, but for society as a 
whole, environmental problems do not appear to have been a major concern in the early Middle 
Ages in Iceland (Amorosi et al., 1997: 469–470). When the Scandinavians arrived, they would 
have encountered an island with substantial Arctic and Subarctic birch forests in the lower eleva-
tions, coastal sea mammals, bird colonies and grass that would have feed their imported domes-
tic cattle (Adderley et al. 2007: 29). They settled a land which then was suited for farming, fish-
ing and stock-raising and it is generally assumed that plenty of resources were available for Ice-
land’s first settlers (Smith, 1995: 320–323). The Landnámabók depicts the landscape as a virgin 
land teeming with natural resources. Vésteinsson (2000: 165) states that for a Scandinavian 
farmer, the land would have seemed prosperous, bountiful and plentiful, echoing Thorolf’s crea-
tive representation in Landnámabók; a land with ‘butter-dripping’ grass. However, Iceland’s 
terrain, defined by glaciers and highland mountains, would had made domestic exploration both 
difficult and dangerous. Yet, Vésteinsson’s (2000: 165) builds the compelling argument that, 
whilst inconvenient, the landscape would have been experienced as resourceful for the early set-
tlers agrees with the historical circumstances of that time. The unwelcoming terrain of the High-
lands would have been a source of security as they functioned as natural borders. The early set-
tlers probably realized the importance of securing and defining the limits of their newfound 
homeland. Archaeologists have long agreed that the settlement of Iceland was the result of the 
settlement of displaced Nordic elites, wanting to reclaim land and honor. Crossing the sea, they 
were searching for a new land, hoping to restore the glory of their ancestors, who had lost their 
social status due to autocratic policies of kings and bureaucrats after the consolidation of power 
in Norway (Carter, 2015: 29). Hence, during the Norse colonization of Iceland, the landscape 
became an arena where settlers could regain their former power. This reclamation of power was 
expressed by taking possession of the landscape by name. The Landnámabók contains around 
hundreds of place-names, supposedly named during the landnám. Most of them are few in 
words, but include the name of the settler, a claim of property and the boundaries of it. Typical 
additions can be the settler’s ancestry and place of origin. This systematic accounting is also 
complemented with more descriptive narratives of settlement (Falk, 2007: 3). The place-names 
themselves if they are not named a settler is often named after the natural features of the land-
scape (Barraclough, 2012: 91). 
Whilst one may wish to believe the epic story of the adventurer Flóki and the early days of land-
nám, the settlement of Iceland is still debated and clear answers are still being sought. The au-
thenticity of the Landnámabók and other Icelandic Sagas have been questioned. Landnámabók 
and the Icelandic Sagas were most likely written 200 years after the settlement, and mostly by 
unknown writers. Thus, we have to take into account the creative abilities and their cultural, his-
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torical and social context at the time of writing (Long, 2017: 54). 16 The origin and purpose of 
Landnámabók have been the foundation of a longstanding academic debate in Iceland. Yet, the 
Sagas of Iceland still exist as a collective memory for the nation and regardless of origin they are 
important here as they have caused an echo in later narratives. In Icelandic, the term Saga means 
both story and history (Hastrup, 1998: 23). As a cultural memory, the text appears as a complex 
blend of past and present concerns (Barraclough, 2012: 91), which have been important in creat-
ing the representation of Iceland throughout time. These echoes will be seen throughout this the-
sis. But first, we will take a big leap forward in time, to find ourselves in the 1500s. We will 
switch the focus from narrative and story to image and visual representation by exploring how 
16th century scientists painted the world through maps. 

Cartographers during Supernatural age 
Maps represent but also re-describe the world through signs. As a work, it is not only something 
to be seen, but they are to a very high degree touched, manipulated, sculpt, recast and so forth 
(Casey: 2005: 4). In short, they are value-laden, or more-than-representational to refer to previ-
ous chapter. As a rhetorical medium, maps can be viewed as establishing claims to truth and au-
thority (Cosgrove, 2008: 116). Maps have always been an appropriation of space throughout 
human history. 17 From the Renaissance, there was a slow shift in cartography, moving from a 
speculative global geography to an empirical. The explorations of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
century help to map the world, yet information regarding the high seas, as well as the interiors of 
Africa, Asia and the Americas were largely lacking. As a result, early cartographers had to fill in 
the blank spaces of sea and land with illustration based on stories of nature, and knowledge and 
tales of ethnography and history (Latva and Skurnik, 2016: 8–11). 

Since medieval times, the knowledge of the geography of Iceland was very limited. It was lim-
ited to cursory accounts of the physical landscape described by Icelandic merchants traveling to 
the continent (Richter, 1967: 131). 18 During the sixteenth century, Northern Europe existed in the 
periphery of geographical thought (Small, 2007: 316–317). It was first Olaus Magnus; a Swedish 
archbishop, who created the first detailed map of Northern Europe; Carta Marina (fig. one). 
Compared to earlier work on the North, this map is considered to be the first representation of 
the North with some degree of geographical accuracy. Carta Marina is celebrated for its, for the 
time, quite accurate representation of Scandinavian coastline as well as his native perspective of 
the previously unknown geographical lands. Olaus Magnus’ map is therefore considered to be a 
landmark piece and was highly influential both cartographically and iconographically. The map 
contains 900 places names and other geographical facts, as well as numerous illustrations em-
phasizing the water of Northern Europe and the wonders of the land (Starkey, 2017: 32–33). 
There are many similarities between this map and a later, also iconic illustration of the North; 
Abraham Ortelius’ Islandia (fig. two).  

  

                                                                    
 
16 Because the source is not a contemporary with the described events, many scholars have questioned the agenda of the Land-
námabók and the Sagas, arguing that they were written with political meaning. Friðriksson and Vésteinsson (2003) have ex-
plained Landnámabók as an uneven work primary concerned with establishing claims to the land. It has been argued that the 
place-named of Landnámabók are an after-construction, and that it is more likely that the supposed original settler was named 
after the place, not the other way around (Cormack, 2007: 204). First, it is written within a local context of power.  One dimen-
sion of this book, which was written one or two centuries after the described events, is that it was used for territorial land-claims 
in a politically volatile and socially insecure society (Barraclough, 2012: 80). Second, there is the larger context of nationalism. 
The Sagas have represented the medieval history as a Golden Age, a time when Iceland was free and prosperous. This has been 
interpreted as an attempt to create a sense of Icelandic independence during a time of foreign domination and hardship. 
17 As written by Cosgrove (2008: 116) at the core, early-modern maps were more than a wayfinding tool or a record of discovery; 
they are representational machine for archiving and classifying geographical and ethnographic material. 
18 However, it is worth emphasizing that cultural and commercial relations with Europe have always existed and began during 
Iceland settlement, especially developing with Denmark after the introduction of monopoly trade in 1602 (Ísleifsson, 2015: 56). 
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Figure 1. Olaus Magnus. 1539. Carta Marina. Wikipedia Commons. Above, the full-scale map, below magnification 
of Iceland. 
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Figure 2. Abraham Ortelius. 1590. Islandia. Wikipedia Commons.  

 
Early maps were often dependent on second-hand sources and liberal borrowing from previous 
maps. Ortelius map share many of the illustrations of Magnus’, but yet the latter is considered to 
be a far more accurate description of the geography of Iceland (van Duzer, 2013: 108–111). The-
se two maps together were revolutionary in portraying Northern geography. They included the 
island at the range of sight for European scholars and brought the 16th and 17th century viewer 
closer to Iceland. Yet, the content of the maps reinforces and re-creates a landscape with reso-
nates with many classical ideas and stereotypes of the North. Through these maps, Iceland is 
being represented as an unapproachable place at the very edge of the world (van Duzer, 2013: 
111); a placed infused with uncertainty and suspicion.  

In general, and in both of these maps, the native geological features of the landscape are over 
exaggerated, creating an image of a mountain dominated landscape with strange features. Both 
maps represent treacherous seascapes with the power to engulf a traveler, and where the ships 
capsize and monsters lure. Iceland is staged as a mysterious place of mythological and supernat-
ural marvels (see also Fuller, 2007: 158). Whilst the character of maps was changed during the 
Renaissance, the cartography of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was not yet liberated 
from its medieval and classical past (Woodward, 2007: 5). The mid-sixteenth century was a time 
when first-hand reports of all kinds of monsters thrived (see Williams, 2011: 56). There was still 
a lingering belief that can be traced back to medieval times in the existence of unnatural crea-
tures, such as unicorns, dragons and sea monsters (Nigg, 2013: 8). The maps above show the 
high density of sea monsters in the North Sea. In Ortelius representation (fig. two), Iceland is 
depicted as completely surrounded by them. To a large extent, these monsters are creatures hy-
bridized through imagination between known and imaginary animals. In these maps, many the 
creatures are depicted as hostile: they are painted with their mouths open, showing teeth, and 
made large enough to threaten Atlantic ships and sailors in these Northern waters. In Magnus’s 
map, a lobster-octopus is controlling a man by holding it with its claw. Whilst mostly threaten-
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ing, the sea monsters are nevertheless conceptualized as wonders or marvels by Magnus (Stark-
ey, 2017). 19 Sea monsters can be defined as aquatic creatures that was believed to be extraordi-
nary or exotic, whether they were real or mythical (van Duzer, 2013: 8–9). The placing of sea 
monsters around Iceland in the maps resonates with the traditional thinking of both ancient and 
medieval writers in Europe. There was a tendency to place wonders at the margins of the known 
world because there was the belief that extreme climates generate marvels (Starkey, 2017: 39). 
Through this representation, the coast of Iceland, surrounded by sea monsters, tells the tale of 
both fear and awe. Whilst these images represent the real fear of the unknown depth of the 
Northern Sea and shores of Iceland, they also indicate the peripheral status of Northern Europe at 
them time. As borderland of geographical thought, Iceland is represented as the land of the bi-
zarre and monstrous (Small, 2007: 325).  
Furthermore, Iceland was believed to be a place ruled by the supernatural, and the occult. At a 
second glance, the eye is drawn to the center of the map; the flaming volcano Hekla, most prom-
inent on the Ortelius (fig. two) map, but also visible in Magnus’. 20 Foreign authors also portrayed 
Hekla as an ever-erupting volcano. Hence, it was not seen as the sporadically erupting volcano, 
but a mountain of never ending fire (Morgan, 2002: 225). Since medieval times, the volcano was 
widely reputed, imagined and represented as the Northern entrance to purgatory (Poole, 2011: 
152). Already in 1593, the Icelandic scholar Arngrímur Jónsson criticizes the description of Ice-
land by European elites in Defence of Iceland, asking the questions why no other of the great 
volcanoes of the world were believed to be the entrance of hell. It might have been, as Arngrímur 
Jónsson concludes in his book, that no one wanted to imagine the mouth of hell in their own 
backyard (in Morgan, 2002: 225). 21 Undoubtedly, there is a mental discomfort imagining hell as 
your neighbor. The European minds of the renaissance obviously needed to create a separation 
between themselves and evil. Imagined as one of the most remote places of the world and a dis-
tant realm, Iceland was a place which fulfilled this distance. The maps above thus re-create a 
landscape outside of God´s domain, and hence consequently outside of civilization.  

With hell comes the dead. In his book Description of the Northern Peoples (1555), a book de-
scribing the customs and culture of people from Northern Europe, Olaus Magnus described Ice-
land in the following manner:  

Praise is due to this island for its unusual marvels. [...] It is believed that a place 
of punishment or expiation exists there for unclean souls. Undoubtedly the spir-
its or ghosts of the drowned or of those who have met some other violent death, 
are to be seen there exhibiting themselves in human occupations. (Foote and 
Magnus, 1998 [1555]: 96) 

As also Davidson (2005: 65) notes, in this text, Magnus recreates the notion of the North as a 
way station, a territory between two words. It is a tormenting place for the souls of the dead who 
dwell amongst the living. Here, Iceland is not only a space in between the new world and Eu-
rope, but also a liminal stopping place between the living and the dead realm. It is not only 
placed at the edge in geographical standards, but also situated at the periphery of humanity. The 
quote portray Icelanders are living in the midst of the spirits. During the long period of the Re-
naissance, ending at the middle of the 17th century, Icelanders were commonly not believed to be 
‘true’ Christians, as they were thought to have had well-established connections to the supernatu-
ral and occult elements of the North (Ísleifsson, 2015: 59). As neighbors of the dead, they could 
not possibly be Christians. Just as the landscape of Iceland was described as supernatural, the 

                                                                    
 
19 For a review of the different types of sea monsters and their qualities in these maps see further in Starkley (2017). 
20 Magnus’s representation of Iceland portrays other active volcanoes and give less attention to Hekla. Yet, with Hekla’s well-
established position within Western imagination, I will focus on this volcano.  
21 This is just one of many examples of natives questioning their imposed identity. Even as early as medieval times, Icelanders 
were aware of how they were portrayed and were greatly concerned of these representations and misconceptions (Lofsdóttir, 
2012: 59, see Durrenberger and Pálsson, 1989). 
 



 25 

people of the land were made into strangers and savages. This notion expressed itself in many 
forms. For example, foreign reports during the Renaissance often made false claims about the 
living conditions on Iceland, writing that the Icelanders lived in caves or houses made of whale 
bones (Morgan, 2002: 227), which re-enforced the Icelanders as mythical savages in European 
thought. Later reports strengthened these believes: for example, the French physician and author 
Pierre Martin de la Martiniére wrote in 1671 that “the people of Iceland, for the most part, dwell 
in caverns, hewn out of the rocks, and the rest live in huts” (in Ísleifsson, 2015: 58). The notion 
of the barbaric heathen, as reviewed in in Ísleifsson (2015) was present until the middle of the 
18th century. Now move towards this century’s exploration of the North and use these travel nar-
ratives as a comparison to the 15th century.  

Explorers during the Gloomy age 
Over a period of more than two hundred years, beginning in the 16th century, Iceland experi-
enced several harsh winters, natural catastrophes and epidemics. The winters of 1695, 1696, 
1784 and 1792 were notoriously cold. During the years of 1695–1696, the seawater surrounding 
Iceland is said to have frozen (Magnússon, 1988: 116–117). A smallpox epidemic swept the 
country in 1707, killing one third of the entire population. Earthquakes and volcanic eruptions 
were also disastrous during this large time period. For example, in 1636 Mount Hekla had 15 
recorded outbreaks consequently spreading ash over large areas and destroying many farms and 
livelihoods. In 1732 the eruption of Örafajökull lasted an entire year, and many more eruptions 
have been documented (Magnússon, 1988: 116–117). These unlucky decades came to a final 
climax in 1783 when a series of earthquakes shook the Southwestern part of Iceland, and the 
glacier-covered volcano Laki erupted which ultimately killed 70 percent of the livestock in Ice-
land (Oslund, 2002: 317).  
During this gloomy time period, Iceland was a destination of scientific exploration, inspired by 
the ideals and philosophy of the Enlightenment. The explorations were not only a voyage to the 
unknown, but also quest for witness accounts of ‘unconquered’ landscapes. The unrecorded 
places of Western imagination had to be explored and described, documented, and mapped, even 
if it meant risking one’s life (Tuan, 2013: 95). In these turbulent times, for the European travelers 
the climatic, epidemic and geological upheavals came to be the defining essence of what Iceland 
was and therefore should be studied accordingly (Oslund, 2002: 318). The contemporaneous 
ideals in Europe ordered the landscape after the current standards of beauty, in which the garden 
came to represent an idealized nature. Here, the physical environment was tamed after the domi-
nant aesthetics, influenced by the art history and the history of ideas of that time. 22 For the en-
lightened world, ‘nature’ was a force to be controlled. Yet, the upheavals and lava flows which 
dramatically altered the Icelandic landscape could not to be controlled and idealized as in the rest 
of Europe, therefore the drama of nature became the essence of Iceland and of its uniqueness 
(see Oslund, 2011: 79–80). 23 Ironically, the changes in the landscape which caused so much suf-
fering to the Icelanders, were the attraction of explorers. This follows the broader tradition of 
viewing Northern or Arctic landscapes as laboratories, where experimental moments in making 
can be studied (Cruikshank, 2005: 27). However, although exotifying, explorers also investigated 
this landscape according to the scientific principles of their time, hence bringing their ideals of 

                                                                    
 
22 As visualized for instance to botanical gardens in Britain and continental Europe. 
23 Oslund later compare this to improvement projects by Danish administrators, who believed in a homogenous “Northern Na-
ture”, and saw no difference in opportunities between Iceland and more successfully developed places, such as the Shetlands. 
Influenced by the Enlightenment’s focus on rationality and science including its belief in the bureaucratic principle of seeking 
knowledge within a governed territory, they began a process which shifted Iceland to into an ordinary place; one that could be 
ordered and dominated (2011: 74–80).  
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objectivity and rationality the landscape and describing it with terms used in continental Europe 
(Oslund, 2011: 79–80).  

One of these explorers were the British naturalist Sir Joseph Banks. In 1772, he began what he 
called his Northern Journey. This was the first British scientific expedition to explore Iceland 
and it spurred a tradition of exploratory travels to Iceland (Tomasson, 1980: 24). Banks estab-
lished strong relations to the Icelandic community and was seen as an expert on Iceland. Accom-
panying Banks on board the small brig Sir Lawrence was the Linnaean disciple Daniel Solander, 
the Scottish physician James Lind and the Swedish student Uno von Troil, as well as servants 
and sailors. The crew spent the late summer and early fall of 1772 in Iceland, before exploring 
the Orkneys and returning back to London. On September 18th, they set out on their main goal of 
the journey: observing mount Hekla. Their experience is documented in journals and letters. The 
expedition took place some years after a volcano eruption which caused widespread devastation 
to the landscape which shaped the observation and understanding of Iceland as one ridden by 
natural catastrophes. This understanding was later retold through letters and diaries. While 
climbing Mount Hekla, Banks notes in his diary that “Scenes of ashes & desolation all round 
[are] almost inconceivable” (in Bonehill, 2014: 21).  

The most substantial publication stemming from the Northern Journey was the von Troil’s 
(1780) letters with the title Letters from Iceland: containing observation on the civil, literary, 
ecclesiastical and natural history. In his book, von Troil describes what he sees as the hostile 
and barren, yet against odds domesticated, shores of Iceland.  

We seemed here to be in another world; instead of the fine prospects with we 
had fed our eyes, we now saw only the horrid remains of many devastations. 
Imagine to yourself a country, which from one end to the other presents to you 
view only barren mountains while summits are covered with eternal snow, and 
between them fields divided by vitrified cliffs, deprive you of the sight of a little 
grass that spring up scantily among them. These same dreary rocks likewise 
conceal the few scattered habitations of natives, a single tree does no where ap-
pear that may afford shelter to friendship and innocence. I suppose, Sir, this will 
not inspire you with any great inclination of becoming an inhabitant of Iceland; 
and indeed at first sight of such a country one is tempted to believe it impossible 
to inhabited by any human creature, if the sea, near the shores was not every 
where covered with boats. (von Troil, 1780: 24–25) 

The effect of this account of devastation and barrenness is that Icelanders are represented as an 
almost alien people. Icelanders were represented as inhabiting a simplicity lost by the Europeans. 
This alienation extended into the representation of the landscape. Similar to von Troil, eighteenth 
and nineteenth century travelers frequently used dramatic language when describing Iceland, 
stressing the environment and its flora and fauna as unique and different from their European 
home (Oslund, 2011: 31). It was described as an alien place like no other, or as “in another 
world”, as phrased by von Troil above. In one letter, Sir Banks calls a geyser “this wonderful 
volcano of water” (in Bonehill, 2014: 22), following up with minute-precise details of its erup-
tions, echoing the ideals of the Enlightenment of wanting to explore and explain the world, hence 
demystify the ideas of earlier centuries and replace them with other imaginaries, yet is still alien-
ates it with his incorrect term.  
Another ideal echoing throughout the Sir Lawrence journey is the idea of the useless landscape, 
stemming from the ideal of a practical landscape, in which one appropriating the landscape as a 
site for resources. Throughout the records of the journey, one can observe an overall focus on the 
lack of familiar vegetation, which e.g. is apparent when reading Sir Banks’ 1773 letter to Thom-
as Falconer; a British scholar. In the letter, he describes Iceland as “the land of emptiness” (in 
Bonehill, 2014: 22). In addition to this, von Troil writes in another letter that “it is extraordinary 
that no wood grows successfully in Iceland; nay, there is scarcely a single tree to be found on the 
whole island, though there are certain proofs of wood having formerly grown there in great 
abundance” (von Troil, 1780: 30). The importance and focus given to timber is understandable 
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as timber was necessary for construction, production and energy in in continental Europe and the 
British Isles. For these travelers, trees were a vital resource and element of the landscape, and 
they clearly had trouble understanding how the Icelandic society managed without living them. 
Affected by the cultural values of their time and place, they interpreted the treeless landscape as 
a unresourceful one. This believed ‘featureless’ island is occasionally described as horrid, an 
underlying notion in the earlier von Troil block quote, but put bluntly the crew member Roberts 
who shortly described Iceland in the following manner: “every prospect dreary and horrible to 
look at” (in Bonehill, 2014: 21). 

Yet, it is not fair to say that these travelers only represent and experience Iceland only as a 
gloomy island. Appreciation and awe is intertwined with these traveler accounts. Whilst de-
scribed as barren and desolate, the island is still scientifically intriguing. In his letters, Banks’ 
deep and emotional fascination over the geysers contrast with his alienation from them. The sto-
ries retold from this expedition speak about the emotional impact the land had on the travelers. 
When reading their notes, one can sense a feeling of amazement over these weird elements, as 
Joseph Banks’ wondrous volcano of water. In these descriptions, beautiful is not necessarily 
synonymous with aesthetic order. It does not necessarily give one pleasure, but affect the way 
the traveler feels, envisions and experiences the landscape (Tuan, 2013: 96). A visitor might be 
overwhelmed by the huge, the chaotic, the barren and the burnt. For instance, in the quotation 
above, von Troil denigrates the landscape for being useless and hostile. Yet, he occasionally 
writes about the beauty of the land. For example, von Troil (1780: 10) on one occasion writes 
when describing the hot springs: “Near Laugervatn, a small lake of about two days journey from 
Heckla, I saw the first hot sprouting spring; and I must confess that it was one of the most beauti-
ful things I ever beheld”. Here, we sense the first notions of Romanticism, were the forces of the 
landscape is re-evaluated in more positive terms, which will be further discussed in the following 
paragraph. 
Additionally, there are narratives which display the idea of a timeless, or historical landscape. 
Here, the supposed static landscape functions as a site of scientific investigation, a place so rock-
solid that one can investigate the origin of earth. When describing the lava-fields, von Troil 
(1780: 3) writes “our eyes, accustomed to behold the pleasing coasts of England, now saw noth-
ing but the vestiges of the operation of fire, heaven knows how ancient!”. The landscape is then 
imagined as a pre-historic place frozen in time. A walk through the stone landscape is a journey 
of history, a history which the continental Europeans have lost. One can only imagine how the 
landscape unfolded for early explorers whose homeland countryside, standing at the crossroad to 
industrialization, stood as a stark contrast. From their point of view, the landscape was unaffect-
ed by anthropogenic pressures but familiar with the erupting power of the volcanos and formed 
by the overall harsh natural environment. In this sense, the Icelandic nature was dangerous, a 
place going from scalding hot to freezing cold. It was believed to and overpowering force were 
humans were made into mere figure in the landscape; a notion more well-established during the 
Romantic age, as will be discussed in our next ‘time-destination’ below.   

Artists during the Romantic age 
As a complement to the scientific travels reviewed above, in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, Europeans began to travel to Iceland for pleasure, thereby initiating the trend of tourism 
(Hall et al., 2011). The travelers were mainly European aristocrats and upper-class; individuals 
with economic resources with the time to travel. As Karlsdóttir (2013: 140–141) explains, travels 
to Iceland always have followed broader European trends. Many of the 19th century travels were 
influenced by the Romantic and Post-Romantic era of their time. Both in the United States and in 
Europe, industrialization and urbanization created vast growing cities of pollution, which was 
believed to cause danger upon the body and the mind (Sears, 1989: 117), in which Iceland was 
believed to give such rest. In this context, it was also considered healthy to escape the pollution 
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of the city-life. European visitors also traveled to the island to reconnect with a past which was 
seen as lost with industrialization. Visiting, experiencing and viewing nature during short periods 
of time, e.g. equivalent to today’s nature-based tourism, was believed to be beneficial for the 
body and soul. This culture of the educated European Elite, urged its people to get in touch with 
the sublime nature. One of these travelers was Emanuel Larsen, a Danish painter most famous 
for his seascapes. However, in his 1849 etching Hekla on Iceland, Larsen depicts a volcanic 
eruption. A few spectators are standing on a hill at the corner of the etching. One can almost see 
their arms raised in awe and excitement. The traces of the Romantic intellectual and aesthetic 
movement are clearly visible in his representation. The norm of emphasizing the negative as-
pects of the Icelandic landscape, representing it as a punitive gloomy island of eternal snow, as 
reviewed above, changed towards the ending of the 18th century (Ísleifsson, 2011: 41). In 
Larsen’s etching of Hekla, the travelers do not stand in fear in the presence of the mountain. This 
artist is instead portraying the travelers as standing safely on a hilltop observing the scenery. The 
volcanic fire is present and danger is there, yet it is not overpowering and dangerous but as a 
distant spectacle. Even though there is an eruption, the river runs calmly through the landscape. 
The ground is not rugged and sharp but smooth. If one were to add colors to this landscape, they 
picture would pass as primarily a pastoral land with the volcano in the backdrop (Oslund, 2011: 
48–49).  

Since biblical times, the wilderness was the symbol of the unknown, the disorderly, a no man’s 
land filled with non-or more than human-life forces. The Romantic movement developed a dif-
ferent societal attitude towards the wilderness. The ‘authentic’ and ‘pure’ was located in nature. 
In line with this, Iceland was believed to be an authentic source of aesthetic experience, playing 
on feelings of fear, horror and awe when confronting the imagined wild and untamed landscape 
of Iceland. This imagination was in a sense also a cultural taming of the landscape, were the 
landscape became a spectacle (Lund, 2013: 162) which artists sought after. As shown in the ear-
lier paragraphs in this chapter, the landscape was once feared for its supernatural and occult ele-
ments, as in the case of cartographers. Later on, the Sir Joseph Banks explorations showed these 
18th men viewed the landscape as dangerous, and in a way strived to control it by using the tools 
of the Enlightenment. Whilst the Romantic era did not signify a swift shift in ideas and aesthet-
ics, the ‘new’ ideal is easily contrasted with earlier standards. The quest to find and observe an 
objective reality transcended into a yearning for individual expression and creative spirit. De-
throning the ‘sovereignty of reason’, which characterized the Enlightenment, Romanticism glori-
fied the unconstrained impulse of the environment (Duncan and Gregory: 1999: 6). As shown in 
the earlier paragraphs, danger was believed to have roamed in the North. Yet, these disasters 
were a part of God’s design for human experience, not just the awesome might of ‘nature’ on its 
own (Isham, 2004: 18). Whilst earlier Enlightenment-period-travelers often described the land as 
barren and dangerous, through the glasses of Romanticism, the landscape became magnificent, 
impressive and sublime; strong in its own might (Sæþórsdóttir et al., 2011: 262, Karlsdóttir, 
2013: 140). The environment appears as fierce and cruel, and outside the realm of human occu-
pation, yet it is beautiful in the eyes of God. 24  

The foundation of the ideology of Romanticism was that humans could feel emotional towards 
the natural world and its scenery. Wonder and harshness was intertwined. Desolate stood next to 
nostalgia. A vital part of Romanticism is the sentiment of the sublime, the dialect between the 
self and ‘nature’ (Hitt, 1999: 605). Immanuel Kant explained these emotions as anxiety, quasi-
fear and ‘negative satisfaction’. Individual pleasure could be derived from an appreciation of 

                                                                    
 
24 Tuan (2013: 41–42) captures this sentiment beautifully, “far from being a clumsy artisan who failed to make the earth’s sur-
face smooth, God put mountains and hills there so that water, and streams and rivers, could spread over as much land as possible, 
and land was, of course where human lived”. The mountain ranges of God’s creation are larger-than-man as they are higher-than-
land, however we are drawn to their presence. To dwell amongst the mountain tops is therefor to stick you head up the clouds and 
stand in the heavenly presence of God. 
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impressive physical sights. 25 In the etching above by Emanuel Larsen, one can imagine celebrat-
ing this sublime witness. Edmund Burke (in Brady, 2010: 126) attributes the sublime to the ob-
jects of greatness, power, vastness and gloom. Sounds were loud and smells were bitter and full 
of stench, the sublime was a “delightful horror”. There is also an aspect of vulnerability in the 
sublime. In Dynamic Sublime, Kant (in Hitt, 1999: 607) writes that “the irresistibility of the 
might of nature forces upon the recognition of our physical helplessness as beings of nature”. 
Hence, through the lens of the sublime, whilst standing safe at the edge of Larsen’s reviewed 
etching, the spectators realize that they are mere mortal creatures. They are coming to terms with 
their insignificance in the landscape and the narrating power of its materialities.  

Travelogue One 
Think of landscape as formed though an interplay of experience and expectation. The imagined 
geography of Iceland is not only dependent on the representations of the past, but personal expe-
rience as it may co-opt the landscape and serve the imagination of subjectivities. Here, the land-
scape is created through a reciprocal process. This imagined geography exists within the individ-
ual mind and is constructed with the use of a mosaic of cultural representations; ‘descriptions’ as 
Said (1978) would have call it, or ‘cultural assemblages’ to utilize Salazar’s (2012: 864) defini-
tion. Hence, stories of place are irreducibly personal, yet express wider ideals. We enter these 
spaces with these imaginaries in mind and in body. Representations and narratives, or stories, are 
concomitantly reflections of society, but also act to shape human relations to the environment. 
Hence, representation and narrative always existing in a matrix of discourses which is present in 
the individual mind of the traveler; vital components for grasping complexity of one’s experi-
ence of the landscape (White, 2004: 558–559). It is often difficult to disentangle the individual 
experience from the wide web of institutionalized narratives as the idea of the landscape exists in 
a complex matrix of social constructions and discourses. As a representation or idea (Cosgrove 
and Daniels, 1988) the landscape is shaped and realized through a cultural process. The act of 
story-telling is productive and create may create collective identities of place (Cameron, 2012: 
574). By analyzing the image of the landscape as an imagined geography, one can detect various 
themes and narratives. For the travelers, they are expectations regulated though earlier descrip-
tions of the landscape, which are in turn dependent on traditions and trends, but there is also 
room for change and resistance, as shown previously. The Flóki story also exemplified alterna-
tive readings of the landscape. Yet, people’s delineation and understanding of the landscape owe 
a great deal to the historical, social and political context (Bender, 2006: 305). The power imbal-
ance in Norway, the medieval lore and religious beliefs, the Enlightenment and Romanticism, as 
discussed in this chapter, entails larger structuring narratives, or traditions, in which the land-
scape becomes inscribed with meaning. Yet, even within these traditions, representations will 
always be recreated by the individual imaginaries. The construction of the landscape cannot be 
completed without the process of individual interpretations. Imagine yourself at the center of it 
all, traveling with an experiential baggage of your own expectations and associative connota-
tions. Ultimately, the collective imaginaries enter the individual mind of the traveler.  

In a similar way as Said described the Orient (1978: 5), Iceland’s imagined geography is a hu-
man-made idea imbued with history and tradition of though, imagery and vocabulary, and which 
through performative acts of imagination (see Gregory, 1994) creates a multi-layered landscape. 

                                                                    
 
25 This notion is depicted in the famous Romantic painting from 1817; Wanderer above sea of fog by Caspar Friedrich, a painting 
of a man standing on a rocky cliff in a windy and dramatic landscape with the back towards the viewer. As he stands with one 
foot in front of him on the rugged cliff, seeming to climb the inhospitable landscape, it suggests his mastery over “nature” but yet 
also the insignificance of the individual in it (Gaddis, 2004: 1). With the back against the painter, one can only imagine his wan-
dering gaze over the hostile landscape.  
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In this chapter, I exemplified divergent historical descriptions of the landscape with the use of 
settlers, cartographers, explorers and artists, which I have argued have been influential in creat-
ing the image of Iceland or representative. Although always positioned in the context of intertex-
tuality, texts may reveal the authors’ experience and imagination of a place. Through representa-
tions these texts reproduce the landscape for a readership. Through different mediums and 
throughout history, travelers have depicted Iceland in many ways. Certain trends and themes 
regarding the discussion of the land can be traced, although there are also individual exceptions 
of other parallel imaginaries. In the creation legends of the Nordic Icelandic society and the 
landnám, Flóki and his crew apparently experienced the land in different way compared to the 
rest of the Viking explorers. But, the main storyline is a landscape represented as prosperous 
paradise of freedom. As told in the Landnámabók, for the Norse settlers, the landscape appeared 
as an arena to regain power and wealth; an ambition which is realized through claiming land. 
Through Landnámabók, Icelandic residents stressed their presumed uniqueness of their new na-
tion, and the freedom of the glorious days of Viking settlement. For the early cartographers, dar-
ing to describe the edge of the knowledgeable world in the eyes of contemporary writers, Iceland 
was a mythical space of wonder and danger; as shown through sea monsters and the ever-
erupting Hekla. The occult and supernatural elements of the over exaggerated landscape express 
the alienation of the island. Shifting philosophies and principles re-created the landscape for a 
new audience. Meanwhile, influenced by the Enlightenment, the explorers of the 18th century, 
exemplified by the acclaimed Sir Joseph Banks voyage, who represented the island as a static 
place, ready for inspection. Using the ideals of an emerging empiricism, they brought the land-
scape into their realm of scientific inquiry, but also expressed astonishment and awe to the un-
controllable character of the landscape. Furthermore, the landscape was believed to be frozen in 
time, and therefore a source for investigation. The pendulum swung in the opposite direction 
during the Romantic era, were Iceland again was described as a paradise. Landscape paintings or 
etchings of Iceland from the 19th century captured the notion of the sublime. Here, romantic ide-
als of the might of nature represented the Icelandic landscape as a space of emotional response. 
The 18th century fear of natural forces and resentment of a dreary landscape shifted with roman-
ticism towards sentiments where nature’s beauty and forcefulness was seen as revelations. 
As seen throughout this thesis, the perceived distance between Iceland and continental Europe 
exists in movement. Before we enter the next chapter of this thesis, I wish to reflect upon some 
of the later developments, which Oslund (2011) argues have affected imaginations and represen-
tations of Iceland. From the beginning of the 20th century and escalating rapidly in the middle of 
it, the Icelandic society underwent substantial changes in a relative short time span. This can be 
attributed to a rapid modernization in terms of technology and industry as well as a demographic 
shift were Iceland went from a rural state to an urban (Jóhannsdóttir, Eysteinsson, 2010: 137). 
During an extended time period, Iceland and Northern Europe began to be viewed as progressive 
nations, as educated and technologically advanced. As an anti-pole, the South began to be the 
benchmark against Western Europe. The South increasingly began to be seen as reactionary, 
uneducated and inconsistent. Scientific racism and the false essentialist idea of race typologies in 
the nineteenth and twentieth century justified the idea of Nordic superiority (Schram, 2009: 51 
and Ísleifsson, 2011: 16). Furthermore, the United States established a navy base in Keflavík 
during the Second World War, and not only built the nation’s first highway, but also established 
strong relationships between North America and Iceland. Many elements of American culture 
are visible in Reykjavík today. In the second half of the 20th century, the financial means of the 
traveling middle class increased in Western countries. Hence, more people had the opportunity to 
visit Iceland and faster and better transportation to the island was introduced (Karlsdóttir, 2013: 
141). As a result, Oslund (2011) argue that Iceland became situate within the Western world and 
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that it became a normalized space in the geographical consciousness of ‘Europe’ of the ‘West’. 26 
From her standpoint, Iceland and its landscape lost many of its ‘exotic’ qualities of earlier centu-
ries (Oslund, 2002: 10). Schram (2009: 51) however, argues that this trend of familiarization 
already started slowly in the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. My story of the 
Icelandic landscape suggests a similar movement, as in the middle of the 18th century Icelanders 
were no longer portrayed as savages but rather as survivors in an unforgiving terrain. Whilst 
dramatizing the environment, the entrance of Romantic ideals described the landscape in more 
positive terms. However, as mentioned in the beginning of this chapter and as further developed 
in the next, the old ways still have a way of coming back to us, as I understand narratives of 
landscape as constructed over the long-term. Here, they are often re-presentations, an analytical 
point further developed in my next travelogue.  

                                                                    
 
26 Here, one can note Iceland’s unique positioning. Unlike other imagined geographies during processes of colonization and 
exploration, the Nordic region was considered as both close and faraway, both large and small. Hence, from my own perspective 
as a Northern European, Iceland is familiar yet alien. Its liminal positioning between the two continents, where the distance to the 
mainland continents have shifted throughout history, creates a sense of Iceland as “the Other within”. The landscape is the Other 
next-door. The elastic boundaries of the island create an ambiguous relationship, at least from my own perspective. The catego-
ries of home and away are less distinct, which Oslund (2011: 9–10) means result in confusion.  
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National Geographic’s Narratives of the Icelandic Landscape 

Imagine the Icelandic landscape as placed within the contexts of earlier perceptions, where nar-
ratives become re-discovered through the individual experience and journey of constant explora-
tion. Picture a landscape in which narratives of the past are re-membered, but where they are re-
invented in new forms. With the historical narratives as a background, I move towards more con-
temporary times. In this chapter, through ethnographic content analysis (ECA), I analyze the 
emerging narratives of the magazine National Geographic through an interpretive reading. By 
understanding them as representational acts, I will interpret the unfolding messages of the maga-
zine. Here, my objective is again to portray the diversity of the landscape through story-telling 
and later connect them to earlier stories of place, hence telling the story of a layered and contest-
ed landscape.  

The Scenery-scape 
Meditations of the beautiful. Notions of a pleasing nature. The beautiful conveys feelings of sat-
isfaction, delight and unity.  

To capture the sentiment of a calming and beautiful environment, I use the term scenery-scape. 
The narratives of the scenery-scape occurred throughout the chosen National Geographic arti-
cles, and they were often paired with other themes. Within this narrative, the landscape symbol-
izes and exudes a peaceful calm. Human activities are often at the center. Here, the tourist is of-
ten seeking relief from the stressful dwelling and hassling of city-life (see MacCannell, 2012: 
187). Iceland is represented as a place in which well-being is produced and promoted. The envi-
ronment is a space for human recreation and conveys feelings of hospitality. The narrative of 
scenery-scape is present in imagery and the described and recommended tourist activities. Spa 
activities stressing the healing qualities of the waters and minerals in Iceland is an example (Na-
tional Geographic, 2015, 2012, and Levathes, 1987). The Icelandic mud is presented as being 
able to “soothe psoriasis and other skin afflictions” (National Geographic, 2015: no page) and in 
an earlier edition; “the [mud] treatment is said to relax the muscles and soothe the skin” (Nation-
al Geographic, 2012: 146). These narratives resonate with the ‘therapeutic’ landscape, similar to 
Gesler’s (1992, 1996). Following his terminology, the landscape is a place of release and renew-
al. It is a place where “the physical and built environments, social conditions and human percep-
tions combine to produce an atmosphere which is conducive to healing” (Gesler, 1996: 96). 
Whilst the narrative of the spiritual and healing landscape is present in the magazine (National 
Geographic, 2015, 2012, Levathes, 1987), most of the scenery-scapes suggests an environment 
which is not therapeutic per se, but still has the potential of conveying a sense of well-being and 
joy. The photograph in article Atlantic Salmon (Montaigne, 2003), represents Iceland as a lush 
island with a calming river running through a green landscape. An angling fisherman stands in a 
stream at in the right-corner of the photograph. On the other side of the blue river, several small 
waterfalls are flowing gracefully. The water is not rushing, flooding or thundering down, but 
moves in its own pace. One can imagine the water being plentiful in fish and the fisherman 
standing at the bottom of the photo enjoying his free time. The title at the left corner reads 
“sunken treasure”; a positive attribution to an environment of well-being and prosperity. The 
caption quotes Henry David Thoreau; “his fishing was not a sport … but a … solemn sacrament” 
(in Montaigne, 2003: 102–103). As the caption recognize, Thoreau was referring to the Massa-
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chusetts’ Concord River, which lost its salmons to dams in the 1800s. Montainge (2003: 103) 
further writes that “Fishermen now travel far to stalk healthy streams such as Iceland’s Hvitá 
River”. Hence, the imagery in combination with the Thoreau quote conveys two things. From the 
imagery of the river-scape, Iceland is portrayed as pure in the sense of its integrity, and the Tho-
reau quote stress that Icelandic waters are not yet overfished as so many places on Earth. Second, 
the quote suggests a semi-spiritual relationship between the elements of the landscape. The quote 
of Thoreau expresses that the fisherman is standing in the presence of God on earth, echoing the 
sentiment of sublime of the Romantic era. Overall, the image and text suggests man’s harmoni-
ous engagement with the lush landscape. Fishing is an act which enriches one’s spiritual life. The 
landscape is a place of reincarnation, and a place in which one can withdraw from stress. Iceland 
is portrayed as an arena for pleasure and beauty and of enjoyment. One may engage with the 
environment, and utilize it for one’s own self-satisfaction either through fishing as the example 
above (see also Lee, 1981) or even hunting puffins, as in Taylor’s 1996 article for the magazine. 
In Taylor’s article, the hunting of Atlantic seabirds in Iceland is represented as a long tradition 
with great cultural values, which the article claims do not interfere with the population of puf-
fins. Here, the landscape is a place of consumption and utilization; a place where one can gaze 
upon a scenic view, a place of relaxation and enjoyment.  

The Drama-scape 
Meditations of the sublime. Notions of an active and overpowering nature. The sublime conveys 
feelings of grandeur and evokes an emotional response. 
The term drama-scape refers to representations in which the landscape appears as a powerful 
spectacle. In this theme, the landscape is depicted as a dramatic actor who can overpower or 
even eradicate the subject. The drama-scape can easily be contrasted with the earlier described 
scenery-scape, even though they do not appear as mutually exclusive in National Geographic. 
The drama-scape also resonates with the ‘dreadful – magnificent’ landscape representations of 
the sublime era, as reviewed above. Through visual images and text, National Geographic are re-
inventing and creating reminiscent notions of the sublime, flirting with the sublime terror of ear-
lier centuries but placing it in a 20th and 21st century context. The drama-scape is often expressed 
through narratives and images of natural disasters, such as floods, earthquakes and erupting vol-
canoes. Iceland is rendered as a landscape created and shaped though disastrous events and ele-
ments where Iceland is a “harsh land of volcanoes, earthquakes, and glaciers” (Levathes, 1987: 
185). The photograph of an eruption volcano in Iceland’s Resilient Beauty (Kunzig, 2012), is a 
typical example of the drama-scape. Nowhere is the drama-scape captured more effectively than 
in the magazine’s coverage of volcanic eruptions. The image in Kunzig’s (2012) article is taken 
at night, where darkness stands in contrast to the looming fire of the volcano, a light that stands 
in stark contrast to the whiteness of the glacier. Grey ash fuming from the volcano, and creating 
a great cloud which covers vast parts of the starry sky. The photograph is accompanied with a 
picture description explaining the devastating effects of the hazard. 

The volcano Eyjafjallajökull in Iceland, just before dawn on April 23, 2010. The 
worst is over. Lava flows freely. Earlier, as it punched through the ice cap, it 
triggered a meltwater flood that destroyed roads and farms, and a stream explo-
sion that hurled ash into the stratosphere, stopping air traffic for a week. 
(Kunzig, 2012:107)  

Here, the drama of the picture is underlined both by the image and text itself. Note the interesting 
phrasing of the elements as active; the magma as “flowing freely”, as having “punched through”, 
“triggered”, “hurled ash” and “destroyed”. The volcano is not only a hazardous geologic phe-
nomenon, but an agent of its own might. Furthermore, the text further strengthens the binary 
elements of the picture above, the fire and the darkness, and the fire and the ice; alluring to po-
larized values of Tuan (2013), mentioned in my introduction. These polarizations play with the 
emotional response of opposites, thus generating an image of an extreme landscape.  
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The article Iceland’s Trail of by Fire comment an eruption from the Vatnajökull glacier as a 
“hellish scene” and “violent spectacle” as the volcano ‘rumbled’ to life under the country’s big-
gest ice cap (National Geographic, 1997: 58). Like a human or animal, the glacier is further de-
scribed as being “cut and bleeding”; a choice of wording which dramatizes the rupture of the 
glacier. The choice of wording indicates that the glacier is a body in pain, hence creating an emo-
tional response within the reader. For me, the description makes me stop and imagine the pain of 
the glacier, thus the text creates a relation to the reader and the glacier, a discussion which I will 
return to in the last chapter of this thesis. Furthermore, the geological effects of the eruption and 
using descriptive and figurative words like “bursting”, “explosive”, “dramatic” “unleashed”, 
“volatile” and “monstrous” throughout the article (National Geographic, 1997). These words 
convey agency to nature itself and set it as an actor. 
Several reportages depict local Icelanders as confronted with danger of the volcano, a narrative 
prominent in for example Vestmannaeyjar: Up from the Ashes (Grove, 1977) and A Village 
Fights for its Life (Grove, 1973), both depicting country-life after an eruption. The local commu-
nity are represented as recovering, demonstrated through text and images of clean ups and resto-
ration. Pictures and notices of ashes-covered cars, Icelanders shoveling ash from their rooftops 
and firemen spraying seawater on creeping lava are some examples. One of these dramatic 
scenes is well captured in a photograph accompanied in the article A Village Fights for its Life 
(Grove, 1973), which shows the stressful situation of the two only remaining locals. At a too near 
distance, the magma is spewing up as in two pillars. Through the typical 1970’s filter of reddish 
and yellow tones, the photograph shows the two locals getting in to their car. In the text, they are 
explained as salvaging their household goods before evacuation. Whilst witnessing the last ones 
escaping the desolation, the lone photographer confronts the danger of the volcano. Due to the 
angle of the photograph, the onlooker can deduce that the photographer is clearly left behind and 
in a hurry to document the scene. Hawkins (2010) analyzes the image of the photographer risk-
ing their life for art in National Geographic. Explaining the sentiment as, what she calls “a cata-
strophic sublime”, she shows how the photographer is performing the role of the hero-adventurer 
with a dramatic backdrop (2010: 176). This epic narrative dramatizes a heroic fight against the 
might of the volcano. In the article referred to above, the journalist reveals that he “like a moth to 
a flame, […] yearned to look directly into the exhaust of this pyrotechnic spectacle” (Grove, 
1973:61). Through this journalistic technique, Grove creates opposing feelings of tension and 
release when approaching the volcano and later surviving its horror, ultimately celebrating his 
triumph over the “catastrophic sublime”. 
Whilst the image of the erupting volcano captures the ideals of the drama-scape forcefully, there 
are also more subtle recordings of this theme. In several articles, the magazine’s choice of words 
creates a visual image of a landscape in motion, highlighting its function as an actor with the 
power to engulf the subject standing in its way. The description of water can exemplify this ten-
dency. For example, in the article Power Struggle, meltwater is explained as “thundering” into a 
canyon whilst the river is “raging” (Del Guidice, 2008: 62). Furthermore, photographs portraying 
the vastness of the Icelandic waterfalls and mountains alludes natural elements indifference to 
human endeavor. In Life under the Glaciers (Levathes, 1987): imagine a picture of a huge water-
fall is towering over a bus, which takes up only a small proportion of the image. In a similar 
manner, Sailing Iceland’s Rugged Coasts (Britton, 1969) later portrays a mountain next to the 
sea, where a sailing boat is almost non-visible at a first glance, even though sailing is the topic of 
the article. In the images that accompanied the feature, the distance of the photographs and the 
proportion bus and boat in comparison to the waterfall and the mountain suggests the grandeur of 
the landscape and the smallness of man. In these photographs, the landscape is superior to the 
man-made, and nature vastly exceeds the scale of humanity, expressing nature’s spaciousness on 
such a scale that the bus and the boat are almost not visible. This multiplied difference in scale is 
captured and retold through a journalist own contemplation in the end of the 1987 article: “Ex-
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ploring Iceland had been, for me, a process of stripping down pretensions, of confronting my 
smallness in nature” (Levathes, 1987: 215).  

The Wild-scape 
Meditations of wilderness. Notions of a remote, unspoiled nature. The wilderness conveys feel-
ings of being far from human presence.  

The wild-scape is foremost eminent in National Geographic though their choice of words, even if 
several pictures also allude to this theme. The wild-scape often portrays the central highland of 
Iceland. This narrative suggests a landscape separated from human activity. In these representa-
tions, Iceland is explained as a desolate island, far from civilization. The journalists of National 
Geographic are only visitors, leaving only footprints and taking only photos. The journalist in the 
wild-scape is an explorer of a realm where he or she does not really belong, as convey a feeling 
of spatial and temporary distance from the industrialized world of built environments. Instead of 
performing the role of a hero-adventurer witnessing a spectacle, dwelling in the environment 
itself is the alluring factor. Repeating the notion of the sublime, the wild-scape makes one feel 
both insignificant and grand at the same time. The journalist conjures a sense of mastery for dar-
ing to dwell in the wild-scape: here exhilaration is interwoven with alienation.  

A feature regarding the debate over hydropower plants in Iceland states that Iceland has “one of 
Europe’s last intact wilderness area” (Del Guidice, 2008: 68–69) and later in the same piece the 
statement is made even stronger, as “Western Europe’s last pristine wilderness” (Del Guidice, 
2008: 74). Furthermore, the feature claims that “First of all, the country is largely uninhabitable. 
A rocky, windswept, treeless terrain, unsuitable for much of anything beyond raising sheep” (Del 
Guidice, 2008: 68). Words and phrases as “isolated” (Del Guidice, 2008: 66, Levathes, 1987: 
215) and “secluded, faraway” (Del Guidice, 2008: 66) “at the edge” (Levathes, 1987: 185) cap-
tures the sentiment that the Icelandic landscape is separated from the urbanized world. Terms as 
“pristine” (Del Guidice, 2008: 63) and “untamed” (Levathes, 1987: 205) implies a landscape 
devoid from human influence. Pictures of the Highlands along with stories of its pre-
industrialized state can be found in an article on the popular hiking route Landmannalaugar. One 
can read that “Getting there can be hard. Local roads aren't paved and rivers run across them. 
They must be forded using four-wheel drive” (National Geographic, 2014: 12–13). The associat-
ed picture depicts a mountain range with greyish clouds in the distance. At a first glance, roads 
appear at the foot of the mountains, but the caption clarifies that these are really streams. The 
emphasis on the unpaved roads (not even the local!) and need for off-roads car, conveys the pic-
ture of a pre-industrialized landscape of adventure.  

In the feature Iceland: Life under the Glaciers, a photograph displays the glacier Skálafellsjökull 
with two cars and one man on it. In National Geographic’s own words, this picture shows a 
“wasteland of ice” (Levathes, 1987: 212), suggesting that the land is an unutilized ice desert, 
unseen and untrodden. The landscape is defined by what is lacking, the common elements for the 
visitor; such as trees, roads and houses. The accompanying photograph communicates an envi-
ronment frozen in time, not arranged by human order. Implying that the landscape is untreated 
and unprocessed, thus the glacier appears as an original space. The blankness of it suggests noth-
ingness, an empty sphere echoing the ideals of the ‘wild’ and barren environment. The whiteness 
draws the mind to a tabula rasa; a blank slate waiting to be mapped, narrated and inscribed with 
anthropocentric meaning. The continuum of the vast whiteness of the glacier, fosters an experi-
ence of continuity. One might imagine the landscape as a place where one can pause, and con-
front the vastness of the surrounding ice. The portrayal of the horizon as ambiguous with unclear 
ending and beginning, pictures the glacier as endless and infinite. The photograph of expanding 
ice indicates that nothing else belongs in this frozen space of ice. The traces of human activity - 
the cars - seem misplaced, standing out with their red color against the white, black and blue. 
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The cars seem to only be an added feature in the picture and not being a natural part of the land-
scape. The people in the picture are only exploring and visiting the glacier, not dwelling and in-
habiting it. This frozen place communicates feelings of solitude and stillness yet an uneasy feel-
ing of being in a distant realm.  

Meanwhile but also alluding to the same theme, the photograph of the river-scape in the article 
Fresh Water (National Geographic, 2010, see also National Geographic, 2007, Britton, 1969 and 
Kunzig, 2012) pictures a never-ending terrain of water and ground with no trace of built envi-
ronments or human influence, taken from a bird’s-eye view. The blue of the water and the brown 
of the terrain is creating a mosaic of different topography and colors. The angle of the photo-
graph utilizes the themes of “space and distance” which are so typical for the wild-scape, as dis-
cussed in the previous example. The wide range of the photograph alludes to the landscape as 
eternally vast, representing it again as an infinite space. The photographic angle plays on the idea 
of sitting on an airplane and staring down at large stretches of land, and never feeling more sepa-
rated from it, hence creating a feeling of alienation. The thrill of the altitude is combined with a 
revelation of how small one is in comparison to the vast and wide (Gaddis, 2004: 5), again echo-
ing the sentiment of the sublime, as explained above. In both is vastness and infiniteness, the 
wild-scape creates the sensation of a disengaging sphere, where one might feel both different and 
superior to the landscape at the same time, as one manages to overcome the elements unwelcom-
ing elements of the landscape.   

The Rich-scape 
Meditations of wealth. Notions of a nature infused with meaning and resources. The wealth con-
veys feelings of mythical connotations, abundance and prosperity.  

The term rich-scape accounts for representations of an ingrained landscape, which has and 
should be utilized by people. It represents the landscape as imbued with resources, both histori-
cal and material. The scape enriches our material life and connects us to it. The rich-scape is pre-
sent in divergent ways throughout the empirical material. A prevailing narrative in National Ge-
ographic’s coverage of Iceland is the story of its Viking settlement and the island’s Viking herit-
age, as explored in Historical narratives of the Icelandic landscape. There are many examples of 
historical tales and experiences connected to the landscape and representations of local stories 
fixed to the landscape. Local folklore, the Sagas, myths and legends and historical events are 
explained as embedded within the environment. In one feature regarding Viking history, Ve-
silind (2000: 20) recalls a conversation with a local fisherman: “We maintain that Viking mental-
ity and old beliefs never left the Icelanders”. Here, Iceland is represented as a mythical land in 
which history has been collapsed into a present. The people of Iceland, and especially historical 
actors, are at the center.  
The features of the landscape are described in relation to the traditions, beliefs and stories of the 
Icelanders. A picture in the feature Iceland’s Resilient Beauty (Kunzig, 2012) depicts a hot 
spring in Hveravellir. Its caption tells the story of Fjalla-Eyvindur, an outlaw who for years 
stayed at the site for warmth. Photographs like these are what Icelanders calls söguslóðir; the 
places of the Sagas (Schram, 2009: 52), we can also call this theme the lore-scape to be more 
specific. Another example of lore-scape is the reference to huldúfolk in the previously mentioned 
article Iceland: Life Under Glaciers (Levathes, 1987). Huldufólk are elves descending from 
Eve’s unwashed children. According to Icelandic folklore, they are told to be hidden in the land-
scape. In the feature, the journalist remembers a conversation with a local woman. 

“I want this old house torn down" said Dora anxiously. "Why?" I asked. "The 
hill may be a bæli [shelter] for the huldufolk [hidden people]. It shouldn’t be 
disturbed", she said”. (Levathes, 1987: 199) 
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The quote above reflects the notion of a timeless Icelandic culture where the old folklore and 
Sagas are relevant and expressed through the landscape. Another example of representing the 
landscape as embedded with folklore are the Northern lights. Taylor’s (2001) article about aurora 
borealis discuss the origin of the natural phenomenon as found in mythical accounts and explains 
it through the creative eyes of local folklore. Explaining the photographed Northern lights as a 
“ghostly glow”, they appear as mythical tales. The auroras are magical and dominating the space. 
Even the interviewed physicist, is an expert in aurora lore and legend, explaining them as “links 
to spirits” and as a “supernatural force” (Taylor, 2001: 63). In a much earlier edition from 1951, 
the magazine connects the auroras to Norse mythology. 

Legends says these are the Valkyries, “Choosers of the Slain”, warrior maidens 
armed with helmets, shields, and spears. Mounted on swift steeds, they were 
sent by Odin to every battlefield to select brave spirits who would rally to his 
side against the time of the ultimate contest between the forces of good and evil. 
(Clark, 1951: 630) 

Narratives regarding Norse mythology are here utilized to create an image of a landscape of 
mysticism and as Icelanders as living close to their past or even believing in its folklore. I inter-
pret his overall sentiment as an idealization of a presumed ‘cultural purity’, where the landscape 
is imagined as a kind of sanctum for the Viking heritage.  

The rich-scape also represent a landscape full of raw material and energy. The land is wealthy 
and energy exists in abundance. In this narrative, it is clear that the landscape holds valuable 
resources, yet these features are depicted in differently throughout the magazine. First, there is a 
fascination over the power of renewable energy. Massive opportunities of wealth and goods are 
told as lingering beneath the surface. In Levathes’ (1987) feature, we are told that the internal 
heat of the Earth warms Icelandic houses and that the runoff of ponds even warms bathers. Fur-
thermore, geothermal energy heats greenhouses, making the growing tropical fruit possible. In an 
earlier feature, it is related how in this cold climate, the “geothermal energy came to the rescue” 
(Weaver, 1977: 576), warming homes in clean manner and making the growing of tomatoes and 
other vegetables possible (Weaver, 1977: 573). Here, the message is that Iceland is blessed with 
a riches beneath the surface, which have protected them against the harsh elements of the unfor-
giving landscape. The rescuing geothermal power can easily be contrasted to the devastating 
effects of the erupting volcano in the drama-scape. But in the rich-scape, the volcanic activity is 
a blessing, not a curse.  

Whilst continuing on the narrative of the wealthy landscape, Del Guidice’s 2008 article Iceland’s 
Power Struggle emphasizes the local conflicts over hydroelectric power plants and aluminum 
smelters. The debate between environmentalists and industrialists is in focus, where the main 
question of the feature is which future Iceland should move towards. The article writes that Ice-
landers stand in front of a start choice: to “exploit the wealth of clean energy or keep their land-
scape pristine” (Del Guidice, 2008: 65). The sentiment of the latter part of Del Guidice’s sen-
tence echoes the wild-scape and shows again the possible tensions between different representa-
tions of -scapes. The interesting point is that the landscape’s natural resources and monetary val-
ue may stand in the way of maintaining and portraying its wildness. The landscape becomes re-
invented as an arena of power as it is exhibiting vast measure of renewable resources which may 
foreign investment into the nation, while at the same time other voices advocates keeping its 
imagined ‘pristine state’. This tension is just one example of the contestation over the landscape, 
which will be further discussed in my following travelogue.  

Travelogue Two 
Imagine yourself as being caught up in a constant narration of a landscape. Here, the landscape 
takes place during the course of traveling (see Gregory, 1994 and Ingold, 2012: 3). Throughout 
one’s engagement with it, it remains in constant flux (Lund, 2013: 160). As Bender notes, by its 
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very nature, the landscape refuses to be disciplined (2012: 304). It refuses to be put into a catego-
ry of how to behave. Instead, the landscape takes form during a journey through different conno-
tations. As we travel through it, by any form or way, narratives unfold. Viewing a photograph 
might make one question and imagine what lies beyond the horizon. Here, the representation of a 
landscape becomes a tool for travel, an ‘vehicle’ which always asks questions and tells stories. 
Dwelling in a physical landscape might make one re-member an act of the past or wonder about 
the future. The world is unfinished. As we move in a moving landscape, there is a corresponding 
movement of imagination, which creates room for new narrative and re-interpretation of old 
ones. This may mean the same landscape may hold different connotations for an individual, also 
depending on time and context. To make it even more complex, a place may also hold conflict-
ing feelings at a given moment. This dynamic has been captured by the thematic -scapes of Na-
tional Geographic, which all show the contestation over the Icelandic landscape. As shown by 
the term scenery-scape, it may be described and imagined as pleasing and harmonious landscape, 
yet there is also a related and strong narrative of a destructive and overpowering landscape in the 
drama-scape. A similar dynamic exists between the wild-and rich scape. The wild-scape presents 
the Icelandic landscape as an empty wasteland. However, the term rich-scape portrays a land of 
resources. These different and contradicting narratives show how the landscape always exists in 
a dynamic relationship of negotiation and movement (see also Bender, 2006: 303). 

This mobility, both of the landscape and of people who move in correspondence to it, creates a 
reciprocal movement in imagination (Ànarson et al., 2012: 11) which not only make room for 
new narratives but a re-interpretation of dominant ones. Inspired by Lorimer’s (2005) ‘more-
than’ perspective, I understand my -scapes as existing within a process; as placed within a social 
arena of engagement where narratives unfold and are reworked. Graburn and Salazar (2014) 
show this process of re-establishing narratives of travels. Whilst situated in another temporal 
and/or spatial context, they tend to be built on stereotypical imagery. They tend to have well-
settled roots, which give room for new sprouts but still function as a base. 27 Whilst considering 
the relationship between narratives and landscape, one must acknowledge the long tradition of 
the pendulum swinging of well-established and institutionalized representations, which have 
created landscape representations from a certain point of view. The earlier dominant aesthetics 
are still present in the representation of landscape, but in redefined ways. Through my reading of 
National Geographic, several of the narratives represented by agents of earlier centuries are re-
told here but through new forms. Earlier notions have been utilized and transformed to make 
sense in the historical context.  
There are several examples of these convergences, but also narratives which seem to have lost 
their relevance. Much of the doom and gloom of the Joseph Banks journey have been disregard-
ed in the later narratives. The ‘ugly and dreary’ have been reestablished into other prevailing 
narratives in more contemporary conversations with the landscape. However, 18th century ac-
counts of “the land of emptiness” (in Bonehill, 2014: 22) are very much similar to “the wasteland 
of ice” (Levathes, 1987: 212) of National Geographic’s wild-scape, even though their connota-
tions differ. In the first, this imagined wilderness was dangerous and horrendous, two emotions 
which instead tranced into astonishment in the wild-scape. Here, the aesthetic values of the Ro-
mantic era have strongly influenced the later representations of Iceland. For it is the awe that von 
Troil confessed to have in his Letters of Iceland (1780) that have been re-membered and re-
                                                                    
 
27 This stereotypical image can be defined in many ways. Inspired by Said’s (1978) Orientalism, Schram (2011) have used the 
term Borealism to describe exotic performances and representations of Iceland and the North. Furthermore, Pálsson (2002) have 
employed the term arcticality to grasp the more extreme perception of the North (Bravo, Sörlin, 2002: 3). Pálsson (2002: 227) 
have defined it as “a fertile but somewhat slippery discursive space, as a relatively demarcated and monotonous site useful for the 
exploration of particular themes in contrast to the temperate Euroamerican world”. The quote suggests that the ‘Arctic zone’ is 
dynamic, but still caught in a dialectic narrative of comparison, the pendulum of extremes (see Gössling, 2006). This representa-
tion has been found in my empirical material, but will not be further developed due to the angle of my thesis.   
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embedded into new forms. The danger of earlier centuries is still luring, but here, the active gla-
cial and volcanic elements constantly play on the edge of delight and horror. Pictures comparing 
the vastness of the non-human elements and the man-made in the drama-scape echoes the senti-
ment of the sublime; the realization of being mere mortals in a landscape where the ‘natural ele-
ments’ stand strong in their own might. The thread of the sublime, originating in the era of Ro-
manticism, strips the journalist of National Geographic of their grandeur and human agency, and 
sometimes risk their safety. For me, Grove’s (1973) picture of the lone photographer capturing 
the last residents leaving after an eruption echoes the sentiment of Larsen’s (1849) etching, ana-
lyzed in the former chapter. In both representations, the eruption threatens the bystander, yet they 
are caught in its spectacle, and too invested to look away. Furthermore, the prominent narrative 
of the sublime makes presence onto and into the wild-scape too. Kant’s negative satisfaction, as 
explained in the Romantic era, captures the combination opposing feelings, where the idea of the 
wilderness conveys feelings of disengagement yet fascination. The landscape is experienced as a 
disengaging sphere, yet that very notion of wanderlust draws us into this landscape of imagina-
tion. The wild-scape attracts us by creating a notion of not really belonging there. It plays on the 
sentiment of the unexplored territory, which just waits to be discovered; an idea which can be 
traced back to the times of Artic explorations including the Joseph Banks journey in the 1700th 
century. In these cases, the materialities of the landscape narrates the experience of Iceland, a 
discussion further developed in my next chapter.  
The proud narrative of the landscape of freedom during the prosperous Landnám era, created by 
the ancestors of today-Icelanders, is visible in the term rich-scape as the Viking sites and the 
power luring beneath the earth are presented as unique resources. The materialities of the land-
scape create a sphere of never-ending wealth. Here, the landscape is imagined more as an island 
paradise, where glory, safety, freedom could be reclaimed during the landnám, and heritage and 
material resources could be experienced and extracted from the rich-scape. Furthermore, the 
wild-scape’s words and phrases such as ‘isolated’ and ‘at the edge’, suggest a spatial distance 
between Iceland and the rest of the world; an idea which echoes several historical narratives, 
maybe most prominently the historical case of 16th century cartographers. Before Olaus Magnus’ 
revolutionary representation, the maps of the known worlds ended at the slopes of Northern Eu-
rope. Magnus and Ortelius’ representations created a world where explorers would not sail off 
the edge or into the unknown, but they might interact with zombie-like creatures and battle sea 
monsters, hence still establishing a separation between two worlds. This tradition of place the 
Icelandic landscape at the edge of the world resurface in reformed ways in the wild-scape, where 
Iceland is believed to be a secluded island. This distance in spatial terms bring me to my next 
point.  
Distance seems to equal difference. Related to this is spatial distance is an imagined temporal 
and cultural space of separation between the Icelandic landscape and the native home of the trav-
eler. Here, the Atlantic is not an ocean between two continents but rather a liminal space separat-
ing Iceland, and embedding it with unique and different qualities. Within these stories, the land-
scape appears not only lying outside of Western world as a geographical term, but at the thresh-
old of Western industrialization and modernity. There are many examples. The trend to retreat to 
the imagined ‘pure nature’ of Iceland started in the 19th century, and is still visible in the scen-
ery-scape, which mediated and created a landscape of relaxation. The artists of the Romantic era 
wished travel to Iceland to experience ‘the real deal’, wishing to embed themselves in an imag-
ined purity. In both of these representations, the Icelandic landscape is believed to inhibit a 
unique quality of pureness, which is unachievable in temperate, continental Europe. Echoing this 
imagining is the similarities between the rich-scape and historical accounts of Northern people. 
The tradition of exotifying Icelanders, rooted in Europeans tales of the savageness of the Iceland-
ic people as discussed in my historical narratives, is again hinted in the rich-scape. The well-
established narrative of the uncivilized North is re-utilized by National Geographic, through pre-
sented more subtly it still creates a sense of distance between Iceland and the rest of the world. 
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As retold in the previous chapter, Icelanders were believed to live in caves during the Renais-
sance (see Morgan 2002), an imaginary which was present until the 18th century (Ísleifsson, 
2015: 58). There was a huge fascination over this weird yet lucky people who did not experience 
the harshness of modern civilization and later industrialization, echoing the sentiment of the ‘no-
ble savage’. Here, the imagined simple life of the islanders is praised. The rich-scape captures 
this sentiment most clearly today, as it imbued the landscape with historical meanings and narra-
tives of the Viking past. The Icelanders themselves are furthermore also connected to their an-
cient history, such as their presumed belief in elves. Here, they are spiritual beings with mystic 
qualities. This flirts with Romantic nostalgia of the ‘primitive’, hinting that the landscape is in-
hibited by spirits and the people who dwell amongst them, believe in their existence. This dis-
cussion implies that the people of Iceland have not crossed the ‘threshold’ separating modernity 
from something imagined other, but are still holding on to their old traditional beliefs and values. 
Hence, this representation of a society of ancient believes hints at Iceland as being remote not 
just in space but also in time. 28 Here, time function not as a distant memory, but is collapsed, as 
further discussed in the chapter that follows. 
What are we left with? I experience a layered imaginative geography, where the traveler, situated 
in a socio-cultural context of institutionalized narratives may explore but also perform well-
established narratives through an individual body. As discussed in my first travelogue, as we 
enter the landscape, we perform space influenced by our pre-imaginings of place. Hence, we are 
also able to refine the character of the Icelandic landscape through narration. With this diverse 
and convergent backstory, we now travel to the third chapter and explore the common routes of 
the landscape at a higher analytical level.  

 
 

                                                                    
 
28 The discussion regarding the belief in Huldufólk is more complicated than most outsiders tend to make it. A well-cited survey 
from the tabloid Dagblaðið Vísir (DV) in 1998 showed that 54.4 percent of all Icelanders believed in the existence of elves (Haf-
stein, 2000: 87). Yet, my professor in Icelandic folklore once explained to me that this belief is primary based upon the pragmatic 
side of Icelanders. It is better to not dismiss them completely, because you never know. 
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Narratives of(f) the Edge 

To tell the story of the continuum of the Iceland landscape as an imagined geography, I first in-
terpreted and demonstrated its representation and creation by travelers in a historical and con-
temporary perspective. At specific times and places in Western history, narratives have con-
verged to create landscapes of meaning, as discussed in the second and third chapter in this the-
sis. These chapters serve to show the fluidity of the landscape, as in a process of constant re-
imagination and re-creation. By telling the story of representation, I have also attempted to de-
stabilize any presumed ‘naturalness’ of the landscape and instead highlighted the diversity of 
meanings as displayed through traveler’s imaginings. To paraphrase the saying ‘no island is an 
island’; the empirical material also demonstrates how the native landscape is connected to the 
outer world, and created though the many layers of histories and stories about it. Through narra-
tives, I have traced the singular experience to the broader world (Cameron, 2012: 575–576). De-
parting from how narrative travel both within and outside Iceland, I further explore the common 
routes which I have identified as prevalent within the representations and imaginings the Iceland-
ic landscape.  

Mobile Northern Roads 
Imagine the landscape as entangled with narratives. It should not be that difficult by this point. 
As shown by the empirical material, the Icelandic landscape is full of ambiguous stories, creating 
a multi-layered landscape. This concurs with the summary of Schram (2009: 51) who shows how 
historical ideas of Iceland has shifted as a pendulum swinging back and forth from savage dysto-
pia to utopia. Aesthetically, representations have also shifted from gloomy representations of a 
bleak landscape to images of the sublime. Iceland has been experienced and represented as an 
icy hell and as a paradise lost. The landscape has been created both an arena for salvation and as 
a threat to one’s existence. Furthermore, whilst this dynamic has been identified in my historical 
accounts, they have also been re-surfaced and re-defined in the articles of National Geographic, 
reflecting the contestation of an ever-ending landscape. Throughout history, various socio-spatial 
connections and performances have disrupted and transformed the landscape - physically and 
imaginatively - into a place of meaning.  
Imagine the narratives of the landscape as traveling routes in which we act and re-act, and which 
act in us. As discussed in a previous section, the landscape is already placed within a tradition of 
Western imagination. Many of these narratives are unspoken patterns of thought, rather than a 
definitive and vocal principle of one’s society. We do not often reflect upon them, and are often 
unable to untangle their origin. Hence, their implicit understanding make room for ambiguity, 
and to the difficulty to exactly define them. As I have shown in the previous chapter, there are 
re-occurring themes that echoes older narratives. However here, I wish to bring in another con-
cept that was raised in the chapters, but that we need to revisit now, namely the ‘North’. For me, 
it has been a useful concept to grasp the complexities of my topic. ‘Iceland’ if often difficult to 
distinguish from the image of the North (Schram, 2009: 51). In many ways, Iceland inhibits the 
idea of a Northern place, even though the concept of the ‘North’ is always subjective and indi-
vidual. Thus, many of the connotations discussed in the historical narratives and National Geo-
graphic’s narratives, relate somehow to this elusive concept of the North. I ask the reader to im-
agine a Northerly travel and picture its resonating connotations. In my own experience, I imag-
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ine(d) a Northward journey as implying a battle against the elements; harsh weather in an unfor-
giving terrain. It is extreme journeying in terms of an uncompromising topography and disso-
nance to human activity. In comparison to the ‘relaxing and sunny’ South, the North it is cold 
and dark. Yet, these qualities make the North beautiful and fascinating on its own. However, the 
North is also open for appropriation. The individual, with their own frame of reference, have 
their own apprehension of where the ‘true’ North lies and what it entails. Hence, as a symbolic 
place, the North is a multiple site and idea (Davidson, 2005: 1). As Sumarliði Ísleifsson (2011: 
11) expresses it; “the geographical location of the North is as ephemeral as its ideological defini-
tion”. It is a non-specified field that stretches itself indefinitely (Bravo and Sörlin, 2002: 3). 
Hence, I understand the definition of a ‘North’ as process, materialized and mobilized through 
different modes of communications, such as books, maps, paintings and magazines, and realized 
through our imaginaries (see earlier chapters). What connects it all is that there seem to be a con-
stant attraction to the North, some alluring factor. Drawn to it like a magnet, people seem to be 
Northbound (Davidson, 2005). Davidson (2016: back cover) describes how the well-claimed 
poets Auden and MacNeice describe Iceland as “furthest, most remote, most distant, most nor-
therly” place in 1936. Yet, there is always a place even further North. Similar to a cardinal point, 
the North is an arrow always receding northwards, hence a process in which one can travel. With 
this perspective of the never-ending terrain of possibilities, I will now tell my own story of the 
common routes which I personally have identified through this work.  

Imagined Landscapes 
Imagine an active landscape, where agency is created through negotiation within the all elements 
of the landscape. Here, the fluid landscape is created through a creative process, consisting of 
diverse relations between humans and their environments. There is a correspondence in the 
movement of us and the materialities of the landscape. Re-think action not as something imposed 
by us onto a static landscape, but rather created through a holistic conversation. The movement 
of the non-human elements can be hard to picture, at least from my Western perspective where 
separation between nature and culture is a vital building-block in our structural thinking. As In-
gold (1992:164) writes, one can instead “imagine a film of the landscape, shot over year, centu-
ries, even millennia”, which will make this process clearer to human eyes. Speed up this imagi-
nary movie and see the movements of a solid glacier floating like a liquid through time. As a 
scene, just as we move our bodies respectfully in circles around the volcano, the vegetation 
grows in its coherence, searching for the right amount of sunlight, all which reflects the totality 
of the flow of the landscape.  
Representations and imaginings of the nature of the Icelandic landscape, as shown through sev-
eral examples in this thesis, often display it as in constant motion. Here, the physical traits of the 
landscape itself becomes a co-producer in the narrative. The volcanic elements capture this sen-
timent most vividly. Here, the landscape is evolving through a dialogue, even conflict during the 
eruption. Of course, other physical elements also play an active role, together they form an as-
semblage composing and influencing landscape representation. As shown in the theme drama-
scape discussed in National Geographic’s narratives of the Icelandic landscape, the violent in-
teractions of fire and ice creates a landscape of spectacle and danger, yet it is the active volcano 
that takes the foremost image within this narrative. Western tradition often portrays and imagines 
the landscape as a neutral and passive surface open for human appropriation, which makes the 
representation of an active landscape here interesting, and captivating. At any minute, the mighty 
volcano may erupt, or the glacier can cause a flooding. By pairing the volcano with active verbs, 
the Volcano is given even more agency as an overpowering force, it appears as a preeminent 
agent in the ever-shifting landscape. Representations are not simply having the volcano as back-
drop scenery, but as a main character interacting with other physical elements and humans with 
an agency in its own might. As discussed in Historical Narratives of the Icelandic landscape, 
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since medieval times, Europeans were fascinated with Hekla and imagined and represented it as 
the gates to hell (Poole, 2011: 152). During the Joseph Banks voyage, Hekla was a destination of 
scientific inquiry. Here, the landscape tells the story of the formation of Earth. It was the uncon-
trollable environment which drew men of the Enlightenment onto the shores of Iceland. The 
painters of the Romantic era captured the volcano, and the human standing in its mighty pres-
ence in another light. During the Romantic era, the interplay between human and the volcano 
was represented as a conversation between man and nature. It was the realization of the one’s 
smallness in comparison with the physical landscape which attracted the Romantics to the Ice-
landic landscapes, and which places the readers of National Geographic in a landscape of spec-
tacular drama while armchair traveling through several destinations. The experience of inability 
to control the environment, builds towards the narratives and images of an active landscape 
which brings me to the next point.  

Imagine the landscape as intertwined with emotion. Through this understanding, the landscape 
emerges as expressive and affective. Here, the Icelandic landscape exists within a conversation 
of a great emotional response; strong emotions which emerge through our interaction with it, e.g. 
we can sense through it. Re-think emotion not as a singular moment of reactive response, but as 
a conversation starter or as a source for creating relations between things with a capacity to net-
work experiences, people and things. Within the creative conversations that we constantly have 
with the landscape, we bound relations to it through or bodily and cognitive reactions. Through 
imaginings, we become aware of our reciprocal relationship with the landscape and we connect-
ed to it through story-telling. Phenomenology have often pointed to the bodily perception of the 
landscape. As an emotional terrain, the landscape leaves its tracks. It expresses itself in various 
forms. It is the shudder one feels when standing at the edge of a cliff, the adjustment of one’s 
vision when gazing upon a blurred horizon or sensing the violence of a thundering flood, the 
landscape leaves its fragments on your body and connects us to it even through the pages of a 
magazine. 

Representations which create a relationship between us and the landscape have been found in the 
empirical material. Through interaction, various feelings have been voiced and expressed, span-
ning from proudness, fear, gloom and awe. What binds these emotions together in all their diver-
sity is their strength of feeling. Milder notions of satisfaction have been visible in the term scen-
ery-scape, yet the empirical material favored feelings of grandeur. Representations focusing on 
what Tuan (2013) have called polarized values, have been scattered through the empirical mate-
rial. These polarized values focus on the extremes of our society rather than the middle range 
(Tuan, 2013: 9); for example, the very vast, and the very small. Furthermore, it is in the combi-
nation of polarized values, and the drastic leap between darkness and light, which affects our 
being the most. It is the sensation one gets when one’s quiet surrounding becomes interrupted by 
a towering eruption of steaming water, or as Sir Banks called it a “wonderful volcano of water” –  
the geyser. In a society which longs for structure and seems predestined to order surroundings 
into a black-or-white characterization, this apparent incoherence of the polarized values create a 
landscape of responsiveness. At large, the divergent and sometimes contradicting narratives of 
National Geographic have created a landscape of opposites for their readers, as it is represented 
as both a beautiful calm and a dangerous sphere, a remote emptiness and a land of recourses. 
Furthermore, the rhetorical ‘trick’ of representing Iceland as the land of ice and fire, is effective 
in creating an emotional response. Moving from one end to the other, going from the freezing 
cold to the scaling hot, moving in between the presence of the glacier to the volcano, creates also 
a dramatic shift in our emotional response. The elements in the environment here again made to 
act as narrators. The rugged lava fields are entangled with patches of soft moss, creating a pano-
rama of contrasting elements, inhibiting both the seemingly lush and the petrified. You are con-
fronted with polarizing emotions of the sharp and soft when stepping on a hidden stone buried by 
a layer of moss. The foot stabilizes in the supple vegetation, yet is confronted with the insecure 
and rocky surface. Through walking, in any form, the topography of the lava-scape establishes a 
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relation between the dweller and the landscape, where you leave footprints on the ground and the 
contrasting grandness of the lava-field leave an emotional response within you. Through emo-
tion, we become (re-)connected to the landscape. In a similar manner, the terrible beauty of the 
sublime, as present in the paragraph regarding 19th century artists, and echoed and re-invented in 
the drama-scape and wild-scape, also moves the imagination of the reader from one end to the 
other. These sublime elements of the landscape, include being physically shaken by one’s sur-
roundings. Now for my next point.  
Imagine a landscape where the past is present. A landscape in which history have collapsed into 
it and in which the historical layers can be realized and discovered through interaction. Here, the 
traveler is not only having conversation with an active landscape, but a dialogue with history. It 
is not only a relationship with the present elements of the landscape, but also a connection to the 
past movements and relationships. Re-think time not as a straight line, ticking down, but as hap-
pening through a dynamic conversation with the landscape. The social scene of the landscape is 
not made up by acts or eras of time, but rather exists in a continuum of what we often call then 
and now. Here, a dwelling of the landscape is a journey of a remembered past (see Ingold, 2000: 
189). As the landscape is a history of narratives, a walk in it is a journey in time. When entering 
a söguslóðir - a place of the Sagas -  which is infused with institutionalized narratives of histori-
cal events and myths, one is not just entering a destination but also walks into imagined living 
past. Again, this process is productive, as one re-creates the place embedded with history and 
now. Through a conversation, it becomes a site of a historical identity.  

Representations of a historical landscape connects the travelers to an imagined past. By under-
standing representations as an act (Ingold, 2012: 3), they become tools of engagement, a device 
of discovery. Through the representational images, we travel on an imagined road to a nostalgic 
periphery, where the landscape is and becomes embedded with surviving memories of the Vi-
king era. As reviewed in Travelogue Two, in many representations, the Icelanders are situated 
close to a near past. Images and texts flirts with these imaginaries through references to earlier 
lives and movements in the landscape. In the rich-scape, the landscape is described as embedded 
with mysticism; a great power whether above or under the surface of the earth. Represented as 
land of the Sagas, the people who inhabit Iceland are conveyed to possess exotic supernatural 
qualities or abilities. There are many other examples. One can mention the place-names of the 
landscape in the Landnámabók and interpret them as reminding the dweller of the settlers and 
settlement of Iceland. Or consider how Sir Banks did not only see the ancient forces of the vol-
cano as shaping a landscape under constant construction, but also how he construed a place 
where one could investigate time itself. These imaginings of a nostalgic landscape are not only a 
discovery and re-invention of a place, but it distorts time, which makes for an intriguing place. 
With these common routes as a backdrop, I now wish to develop my last statement and again 
bring myself into the story.  

Travelogue Three 
Tuan’s (2013) expression, the ‘romantic geography’ captures the human desire to dwell and dis-
cover landscapes, that are believed to lie beyond humanity; the places almost beyond reach, both 
practically and existentially. A place where the actual geographical positioning of the landscape 
and metaphysical idea of it, inhibits an unachievable quality, in both time and space. This senti-
ment has been imagined and re-imagined for Iceland in various forms, as reviewed throughout 
my thesis with the use of different representations. Iceland have often been placed on the edge, 
through in different ways, as seen through various examples in this thesis. Furthermore, through 
my own understanding of the emerging landscape, Iceland naturally becomes embedded with a 
mystical quality. Through my phenomenologically inspired lens, the landscape is a breathing 
creature who never stands still. Hence, to use Tuan’s phrase, the imagined landscape attains a 
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romantic quality to it, as it always lies within a spectrum of unfolding narratives. We are in this 
sense all explorers when experiencing a relational and emerging landscape.  

This explorative quality, also resonates with the idea of the North. Its complex structure is based 
upon the reliance of an even more remote sphere, the existence of a real ‘authentic’ North. This 
might lead to inevitable ‘angst’ within the traveler. Unless standing on the North-pole, there is 
always a further North, even though it might not concur with the imaginary geography of the 
North existing in one’s head. As a tourist dwelling in the Icelandic landscape, I experienced a 
sense of dissatisfaction as my mind traveled further North. Where should I go to experience ‘the 
real North’ and not be trapped with all these tourists? The North is mysterious and difficult to 
articulate, but by defining it a process, the it becomes a quest, which Tuan (2013: 10) argues is 
the core of romance. This may might explain why we are so Northbound, why our body-mind 
travels to a landscape such as Iceland’s.  

Trying to capture my angst with being caught in an imagined and experienced ‘near-North’, I 
originally named my thesis Wish You Weren’t Here, playing around with the popular post-card 
phrase “wish you were here”. Through my imaginary journey of the landscape and through my 
reading of scholarly work regarding landscape and narrative, this sarcastic line became increas-
ingly a falsehood. Instead, I started to understand the landscape as an imagined geography, and 
realized that this imagined geography lies within us yet always connected to larger trends and 
discourses of place. The landscape existing within a conversation, and is created through a dia-
lectic and holistic relationship. We are connected to it through our own individual conversations 
and we all explore several landscapes in constant movement. There was never a lone walk, for 
the landscape was the product of conversations. Hence, there was no isolated landscape which I 
could have traveled to get an ‘authentic’ experience. There was never a ‘real’ Northern landscape 
for me to discover, rather it was created before me through representational images, as well as 
re-established and re-invented during my individual journey in it.  
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Final destination 

Now when we have arrived at the final destination of this thesis, a repetition of my research 
questions is much needed. In the first chapter, I asked three questions: 

1. How has the Icelandic landscape been represented by travelers in a historical and con-
temporary perspective? 

2. Which narratives have been utilized by travelers? 

3. How is the Icelandic landscape created a place of imagination? 
To answer these questions, I adopted a hermeneutic methodology where I interpreted representa-
tions of the Icelandic landscape in certain chosen times in Western history and analyzed them 
through my theoretical framework. I proceeded on earlier writings regarding on landscape and 
narrative, and complemented these theories with terms such as imagined geography, imaginaries, 
and the more-than-representational perspective of Lorimer. To explain my inspirations and to 
have some forms of conceptualization to structure this thesis, I situated my essential terminology 
within a discussion regarding mobility, where I saw the landscape, representations and imagin-
ings as existing within a process.  
Through this thesis, I have told the story of the Icelandic landscape. Different representations 
have been interpreted and described, and analyzed as narratives of place-making. The empirical 
material show how the Icelandic landscape have been represented and created in different ways. 
As shown, the landscape exists in a process of meaning-making, where the entangled mobility of 
the landscape, our imaginings and the narratives creates a landscape of constant re-creation. A 
short summary of my findings would stress the differing perspectives of the landscape; as pros-
perous and powerful during the Landnám, as supernatural and occult during the 1500th century, 
as dreadfully interesting during the Enlightenment, and as sublime during the Romantic era. In 
my more contemporary case-study of National Geographic, I found four differing narratives of 
the landscape: the scenery, the drama, the wild and the rich. The divergent historical representa-
tions of my second chapter have emphasized that the landscape does not exist ‘out there’, but 
inside us and is connected to the outer world. The narratives of National Geographic further 
stress this point by showing the contestation over landscape narratives as well as the re-invention 
of old tales.  
Not only have the moving representations of the Icelandic landscape formed our imagined geog-
raphies, but through our intertwined body-mind, we re-create and re-discover the landscape 
through a conversation with it. At the last pages of this thesis, I stress this process and ask the 
reader to imagine the active, the emotionally engaging and the timeless landscape; three repre-
sentations which I have experienced throughout my research. An imaginary journey in the Ice-
landic landscape has for me been an emotional exploration in an active landscape where time has 
emerged. At last, I will leave you with a last statement. For me, landscape, narrative and imagi-
naries are useful for re-thinking a place such as Iceland, to allow a discussion of Iceland as a 
layered place were stories unfold, and where time and space is distorted into a journey of con-
stant exploration. This unfolding, stress the importance of landscape and our reciprocal relation-
ship to it. Maybe this needs to be stressed more in a world where human’s domination upon 
Earth often seems like a given right. However, this conversation will be another journey and for 
a future thesis.   
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Appendix  

Tables 
Table 4. Summarization chosen articles published by National Geographic.29  

Published Title of Article Type of Article Nr. of Pictures Nr. of Picture 
Descriptions 

Nr. of Pages  
of text 

July 2015 Visions: Iceland Picture Article 1 1  

Apr. 2015 Visions: Iceland Picture Article 1 1  

Feb. 2014 Visions: Iceland Picture Article 1 1  

Oct. 2013 Visions: Your shot Short Notice 1 1  

May 2012 Iceland’s Resilient 
Beauty 

Feature about 
Iceland 

10 7 2 

May 2012 Hot Stuff Short Notice 1 1  

July 2010 Visions of Earth: 
Iceland 

Picture Article 1 1  

Apr. 2010 Fresh Water Reportage re-
garding Water 

1 1  

Mar. 2008 Iceland’s Power 
Struggle 

Feature about 
Iceland 

15 12 8 

Mar. 2008 Danger dogs Short Notice 1 1  

Apr. 2007 The Greening of the 
Blue 

Mentioning in 
short notice 

1 1  

Dec. 2007 Cold scapes Feature about 
Permafrost 

2 2  

Dec. 2007 Visions of Earth: 
Iceland 

Picture Article 1 1  

June 2007 The Big Thaw Feature about 
Thaw 

2 1  

Aug. 2006 Volcanic View Short Notice  1 1  

                                                                    
 
29 Only relevant data is displayed in the table.  
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Jan. 2004 Go Three: Mars on 
Earth 

Short Notice  1  

July 2003 Atlantic Salmon Feature about 
Salmon  

1 1  

Nov. 2001 Auroras: Earth’s 
Grand Show of 
Lights 

Feature about 
Northern Lights 

2 2 1 

May 2000 In Search of Vikings Feature about 
Vikings 

6 4 3 

Oct. 1999 Secret of the Gene Feature about 
DNA 

2 1  

Aug. 1998 Return to Mars Feature about 
Mars 

1 1  

May 1997 Iceland’s Trial by 
Fire 

Feature about 
Iceland 

15 8  

Jan. 1996 Puffins Feature about 
Puffins 

3 3 2 

Dec. 1992 Volcanoes: Crucibles 
of Creation 

Feature about 
Volcanoes 

1 1  

Feb. 1987 Iceland: Life under 
the Glaciers 

Feature about 
Iceland 

26 18 9.5 

Sep. 1984 Iceland’s Wild Glac-
ier-born River 

Feature about 
Iceland 

15 9  

Nov. 1981 Atlantic Salmon Feature about 
Salmon 

5 2 2,5 

May 1977 Vestmannaeyjar: Up 
from the Ashes 

Feature about 
Iceland 

11 6 4 

Oct. 1977 The power of Letting 
off Steam 

Feature about 
Geothermal En-
ergy 

1 1 1 

July 1973 A Village Fights for 
its Life 

Feature about 
Iceland 

26 14 5.5 

Aug. 1969 Sailing Iceland’s 
Rugged Coast 

Feature about 
Iceland 

37 25 10 

May 1965 Surtsey: Island born 
of fire 

Feature about 
Iceland 

16 10 4 

Feb. 1964 Friendly flight to Feature about 4 4 1 
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Northern Europe Nordic countries 

Dec. 1955 Atlantic Odyssey Feature about 
traveling 

5 4 1 

Nov. 1951 Iceland Tapestry Feature about 
Iceland 

33 26 10 

 

Table 5. Results. 

Theme Number of Segments Percentage of Total Segment 

Scenery-scape 11 21.1 

Drama-scape 15 28.8 

Wild-scape 9 17.3 

Rich-scape 13 25 

None/Other 4 7.7 

 


