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ABSTRACT 
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In this dissertation I argue that art projects are sites of interconnected social spaces where 

the work of transnational practices, neoliberal politics and identity construction take 

place. At the same time, art projects are “nodal points” that provide entry and linkages 

between communities across the Atlantic. In this study, based on multi-sited ethnographic 

fieldwork in Canada and Iceland, I explore this argument by examining ethnic networking 

between Icelandic-Canadians and the Icelandic state, which adopted neoliberal economic 

policies between 1991 and 2008. The neoliberal restructuring in Iceland was manifested 

in the implementation of programs of privatization and deregulation. The tidal wave of 

free trade, market rationality and expansions across national borders required re-imagined, 

nationalized accounts of Icelandic identity and society and reconfigurations of the margins 

of the Icelandic state. Through programs and a range of technologies, discourses, and 

practices, the Icelandic state worked to create enterprising, empowered, and creative 

subjects appropriate to the neoliberal project. At the same time these processes and 

practices served as tools for reawakening and revitalizing ethnic networking on a 
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transnational scale. As enactments of programs initiated by the Icelandic state, the art 

projects studied here are approached in relation to neoliberal governmentality in a 

transnational context in order to explore how the operations of states and the new global 

economy are translated into local cultural practices, such as visual displays. This is a 

study of cultural circuits and transnational networking where art projects are the formative 

“nodes”–local sites of cultural production, neoliberal politics, multiple threads of truth 

claims in battles of cultural politics, identity formation, and conflicted notions of the value 

of art and the idea of creativity. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION  

 

In this study I argue that art projects are sites of interconnected social spaces where the 

work of transnational practices, neoliberal politics and identity construction take place.1 

At the same time, art projects are “nodal points” that provide entry and linkage between 

communities across the Atlantic (Schneider 2006:20 see also Hannerz 1996). I will 

explore this argument by examining ethnic networking between Icelandic-Canadians and 

the Icelandic state, which practiced neoliberal politics between 1991 and 2008, and its 

intention of creating governable spaces and subjects across national borders. I frame this 

transnational networking within Foucauldian notion of governmentality, which refers to 

power that shapes personal conduct and feelings and embrace certain ways of self 

governing (Foucault 1991). The “Foucauldian formulations of power and subjectivity 

propose[s] that power is not essentially repressive, but rather constructive and 

constitutive” (Mackey 2002:18). As in many Western states, the restructuring of 

governmentality towards neoliberal regimes of rationality was manifested in Icelandic 

governance in the early nineties. This restructuring was manifested in a range of 

technologies, discourses and practices used to regulate and shape individual activities and 

to reform and direct individuals to be enterprising, empowered, and creative as 

appropriate to the neoliberal project. This dissertation is framed within these 

transformations in the Icelandic society, which many marveled at, some warily, until the 

abrupt crash of the national economy which occurred in October 2008.  
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 In this study, I add to the discussion of transnationalism and the new global 

economy, and analytically link the way contemporary economic, social and cultural flow 

across spaces to actual institutions of state powers and capitalism. My argument 

emphasizes the importance of analyzing how “the changing logics of states and 

capitalism,” shape the imagining of complex forms of identity, culture and communities 

(Ong 1999:4). 

There are many ways to define communities with their “constantly shifting frames 

of reference” (Harney 1998:79, see also Ortner 1997). This study demonstrates how the 

imaginings of communities are reformed out of interconnected space and how identities 

are constantly produced and reproduced through transformation and differences in 

contested socio-political and economic domains (see Gupta and Ferguson 2001b). The 

stretching of markets across borders and the flexibility in modes of governmentality has 

(re)created a space where the ethnic identity and agency of Icelandic-Canadians is being 

reworked and transnational practices promoted. I attempt to capture this process by 

centering on the role of art projects in programs that were initiated and subsidized by the 

Icelandic state in collaboration with the business sector in order to reconnect Icelandic-

Canadians with their Icelandic heritage and contemporary Iceland.  

The reconfigured connection between Iceland and the Icelandic-Canadian 

community has been reflected in increased participation in various economic, political 

and cultural activities that have taken place on both sides of the Atlantic. This study deals 

with the ways in which subjectivities have been reworked by multicultural policy in 

Canada as well as by the neoliberal governmentality of the Icelandic state while also 

focusing on practices and relations of power that operate beyond the state. The study is 
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therefore also framed within the context of multicultural Canada and addresses the role of 

multicultural policy in transnational networking and the current cultural politics of 

pluralism in relation to the new global economy. While, according to Akhil Gupta and 

James Ferguson culture, or the cultural, is approached as a “contested, contingent and 

political field” of ongoing battles of positions (2001a:5), this study, placed within 

operations of nation-states and global markets, explores the “multiple uses of the notion 

of  ‘culture’” (Ong 1999:16). 

Analyzing renewed transnational networking between Icelandic-Canadians and 

the Icelandic state in relation to system of neoliberal governmentality contributes to our 

understanding of transnationalism as a reawakened social field within Canadian old 

ethnic, Anglicized, and well assimilated community, descendants of the late 19th early 

20th migration to Canada that do not have a history of renewing ties with the old 

homeland. Daisy L. Neijmann believes that the Icelandic-Canadian community has 

“become known for their almost complete assimilation into Canadian mainstream life 

while still belonging to a recognized ethnic group” (1997:367). Thus, this study 

challenges ideas that limit transnationalism to studies of recent or contemporary 

migration waves into North America.    

 George Yúdice (2003) believes that culture is increasingly viewed as a central 

sphere for investment and wielded as a natural resource for social, economic and political 

restructuring. This study attempts to map out this type of investment by looking at 

management and the channeling of art and culture in a transnational project. In particular, 

this study will question what artworks are actually “doing” in such projects as well as 

their value in relation to the people and institutions involved (Thomas 2001:4, see also 

3 
 



Gell 1998; Winegar 2006). Thus, the major focus is to explore how meaning and value 

are created in relation to specific art projects through discourse and practices and how 

these practices become part of the larger course of “culture making” as emphasized by 

Marcus and Mayers (Wineger 2006:14). In addition, I will examine the notion of 

creativity and the legitimating narratives for art projects within Icelandic neoliberal 

politics as reflected in a transnational venture between Iceland and Canada (Yúdice 1999, 

2003, Canclini 2007). Tracking the management of art in this transnational project 

reflects pragmatic legitimation narratives of the art projects in terms of their social utility. 

While drawing attention to how these art projects carve out transnational space, channel 

behavior and ethnic identities, and restructure cultural, social and economic 

developments it is important to emphasize the shifting and tensional exercise of cultural 

values and creativity in cultural politics. The study also speaks to the ways that Icelandic 

culture and nation are often the primary reference point for framing and structuring 

contemporary artwork in the transnational project, and thus, easily overlook the 

importance of artists’ individual paths, artistic contribution and development.  

 In summary, artists, curators, government agents, and the Icelandic-Canadian 

community collectively participate in transnational processes through which relations of 

power and cultural values are asserted, accepted, contested and subverted. The art 

projects I examine are attached to socio-political and economic structures, discursive 

positionings, and contested truth claims in cultural politics (see Winegar 2006). These art 

projects not only contribute to the process of framing and recreating precepts and ideas of 

“Icelandicness” but also form associations, linkages and relations between people and 

places, where varieties of actors and actions are implicated. These emerging, 
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predominantly visual, aspects of culture, with their transnational associations, are 

addressed in relation to neoliberal governmentality, identity formation, social agency, 

notions of creativity and cultural politics. 

 In this chapter, I begin my discussion in Visual Anthropology and Anthropology 

of Transnationalism; Combining Fields, Expanding and Exploring Avenues Within Both 

Traditions by positioning this study within the field of anthropology. While this research 

focuses on the visual aspects of culture, and is rooted in visual anthropology, it is framed 

within the anthropology of transnationalism and globalization. Secondly, in Situate the 

Field: Mapping Out the Icelandic-Canadian Community I outline the field site in Canada 

and introduce the Icelandic-Canadian community. Thirdly, in “Waking the Giant”: The 

Scope of the Transnational Project I sketch the scope of the transnational project by 

providing the context of Iceland’s governmental operations to revitalize relations with 

Icelandic-Canadians. Finally in “What Is Your Agenda, Girl?”–Research Methods and 

Stories of Access, I present the range of research methods employed in collecting data 

and in “Western Icelander?–Not Me!” Or “the “Importance of Being Icelandic” I shed 

light on my encounter with the community and the process of researching, writing and 

thinking of ways to represent the intricate webs of relations and dialogues between the 

people in this study and myself. 
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Visual Anthropology and Anthropology of Transnationalism; Combining Fields, 

Expanding and Exploring New Avenues Within Both Traditions. 

 

Visual anthropology emerged as a reaction to substantial methodological gaps and 

theoretical approaches to visual systems and their properties within the discipline of 

anthropology. Sol Worth (1981) coined the term anthropology of visual communication, 

known today as visual anthropology, which has come to signify various facets of 

anthropology, stretching the boundaries of anthropology by offering, as David 

MacDougall puts it, “different ways of understanding” and “different things to 

understand” (1997:287). Its theoretical and methodological contribution is embedded in 

the duality of its focus. As MacDougall states, “There is, on the one hand, the visual 

anthropology that studies visible cultural forms. On the other is the visual anthropology 

that uses the visual media to describe and analyze culture” (1997:283). In Worth’s terms, 

this is the difference between “using a medium and studying how a medium is used” 

(1981:190). Although there is a distinct difference between using and studying the use of 

the visual, there is an important link between them.  

Since the 1970’s visual anthropology has contributed to anthropological discourse 

through its representational process and its ability to examine the ways in which visual 

aspects of our environment communicate cultural knowledge. Visual anthropology is an 

ongoing exploration of ways to mediate anthropological knowledge that is not bound to 

words. Thus, explorations of alternative media such as photography, film, and 

hypermedia as a medium of communication are ongoing research topics within the field 

(Ruby 2000, 2007; Coover 2004; Morphy and Banks 1997; Pink 2006, 2007). This 
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section of visual anthropology, which focuses on the use of visual media to mediate 

anthropological knowledge, has some extensive and, to some extent, controversial 

literature with far-reaching consequences (Heider 1976; Crawford 1992; Loizos 1992; 

Lydall 1992; Rouch 1995a, 1995b; Barbash and Taylor 1997; MacDougall 1997; Ruby 

2000; Pink 2001). Alternative ways of mediating anthropological knowledge by going 

beyond “written text” not only challenge and contribute to anthropological ways of 

“speaking” and knowing, but they also lead to questions such as, “How have conventions 

of research and writing formed categories of knowledge within anthropology?” 

(MacDougall 1997:63). Arguably, the practice of writing has played a significant part in 

anthropology’s orientation. Bruno Latour, for example, has argued that the reduction 

involved in the process of writing about the world has resulted in “two-dimensional 

thinking” (Schneider 2006:13). However, as Jay Ruby (2000), MacDougall (1998) and 

Marcus Banks and Howard Morphy (1997) state, visual anthropology should not be 

defined in terms of written anthropology but as an alternative to it, since it is a quite 

different way of knowing.  

Criticism of textual approaches to culture is also extended by scholars such as 

Anna Grimshaw (2005), Schneider and Wright (2006) who, in recent years, have stressed 

cross-disciplinary practices of art and anthropology by suggesting new productive 

directions in research and representational practices which could benefit both fields. As I 

will discuss later, art is a site that is woven into the fabric of my fieldwork experience, by 

enriching the sensual practice of field experience and evoking many important questions 

for my research and methodology. It served as an important site offering me new spaces 

of orientation, reflexive perspectives and navigational tools. In chapter five, I will discuss 
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in particular artwork by an Icelandic artist, Ásmundur Ásmundsson, which had a 

profound effect on my research and brought me closer to some of the catalysts that 

influenced this research. The sensual experience of the exhibit, the embodied knowledge 

gained from the experience, raises questions about the kinds of information and 

understanding anthropology is concerned with. I struggle to give the exhibit space within 

the study and attempt to elaborate upon the intense experience of its effect, which was, in 

the words of Roy Wagner, “at once its meaning and its power” as noted in Schneider and 

Wright (2006:14). My comments on the experience of these artworks reflect upon and 

serve as background and introduction to the Núna discussion in chapter five.  

Anthropologists use a wide variety of media (e.g., film, Internet sites, newspapers, 

radio, and photography) as sources in their ethnographic inquiries, and yet have been 

somewhat reluctant to use works of art. Yet, as Marcus and Myers note, culture is a site 

of examination for both artists and anthropologists; their interests, therefore, often 

overlap since practitioners in both fields attempt to generate cultural critique and 

commentary that is concerned with the formation and processes of cultural knowledge 

(1995:5-6). In an interesting discussion of the possibilities of breaking the boundaries 

between art and anthropology, Michael Richardson (2006:70) proposes that the 

relationship between art and anthropology might be identical to philosopher Michael 

Serres’ understanding of the relationship between philosophy and literature. According to 

Richardson, Serres argues that, “literature gets through where expertise sees an obstacle,” 

and adds that “philosophy can go deep enough to show that literature goes still deeper 

than philosophy” (Richardson 2006:70). Although I disagree with Richardson’s notion 

that an artist needs an anthropologist to reveal how deeply one can go into “the nature of 

8 
 



the reality of human relations,” clearly, I sympathize with his view that art is an 

interesting and profound source or interlocution with which anthropologists can engage 

(2006:70). Art is a site for interlocution that can create an important experience because it 

may open up other venues to reality under study, while contributing different kinds of 

knowledge that affect researchers differently in their research and products.  

The other focus of visual anthropology, namely, the study of visual cultural forms, 

is continuously extending and diversifying its scope. No longer dominated by 

ethnographic filmmaking, the discipline now seeks to discover how people use and 

understand the visual aspects of culture (e.g., photographs, films, television, home video, 

art, art projects, sport, dance, architecture, body adornment, museum, design, the 

Internet). This has led to a better understanding of how these social and cultural forms are 

situated within cultural milieus and embedded in the larger social, economic and political 

wholes. Visual anthropology has thus extended traditional anthropological subjects by 

paying attention to a variety of social and cultural forms that have historically received 

limited attention by scholars. As I will discuss in chapter two, art as an object of 

analytical inquiry is becoming an accepted research topic for scholars in the field of 

anthropology (Morphy and Perkins 2006:22).  

When the theoretical foundations of anthropology of visual communication were 

formed in the 1960’s by Dell Hymes, Larry Gross, and Sol Worth, Hymes (1967) stated 

that the theories of “communication” were mainly assigned to speech and linguistics, but 

not to visual or material aspects of culture. Hymes criticized the structural approach to 

language and culture and proposed an ethnographic approach as an alternative. He 

believed that “any behavior and object may be communicative, and the range that does 
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serve communication in a given case is far greater and more significant than our common 

focus on speech reveals” (Hymes 1967:25). In the 1970’s the Society for the 

Anthropology of Visual Communication laid the foundation for a growing field by 

producing the journal Studies in the Anthropology of Visual Communication. Worth, 

along with Ruby, proposed a study of the “vidistic universe” (e.g., television, films, 

photography, art activities) from a broad perspective using both the humanities and the 

social sciences, a methodology referred to as “ethnographic semiotics.” (Worth 

1981:202). This methodology contributed to an understanding of how individuals create 

and make meaning of their visual environment. They proposed that their “unit of analysis 

is not the product but the context–the community and the community members’ 

interaction with visual-symbolic events” (1981:202). Worth argued that “if we 

[anthropologists] are to study culture, we are inevitably involved in the study of the 

power relationships and control of mechanisms, messages, message-makers, and 

message-receivers” (1981:106). Thus, their approach foreshadows in many ways 

contemporary ethnographic methods used to study visual aspects of environments by 

situating them within the context of everyday life practices and discourses of situated 

agents.  

The visual aspects of culture are complex phenomena whose meanings are 

embedded in peoples’ intentions, uses, production of, and interaction with the visual 

within different places and times. Winegar has argued the meaning of the visual “lies in 

the explaining not in the object” (Wineger 2006:14). In similar terms, Morphy and 

Perkins argue that meaning may operate at different levels. In some situations the 

semantic properties of visual displays may be relevant to how people experience, 
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understand and use visual displays. In other contexts, expressive or aesthetic aspects may 

be central (Morphy and Perkins 2006:15). I had to use a broad approach when examining 

the meaning of visual displays because my respondents attributed different meaning and 

expressions towards their visual experience. However, the ways in which art projects 

convey meaning, value or signification also reside in conjunction with, or are simply 

centered on, the practical organization of exhibits or other ideas, discursive practices, 

cultural politics and associations that may be tied with political and economic agendas, 

behavior or “doings” in relation to the art projects. As I will demonstrate, the 

signification or meaning of art may operate at different levels simultaneously, and at 

times in competing fashion. These experiences blend together and become difficult or, at 

times, impossible to deal with as “distinctive entities.”  

While this research focuses on the visual aspects of culture and is rooted in visual 

anthropology it is framed within anthropology of transnationalism and globalization. As 

such, it aims to expand the field of visual anthropology by relating art projects and 

transnational practices to neoliberal governance. The analysis offered here focuses on art 

projects in relation to governmentality in a transnational context to explore how the 

operations of states and the new global economy are translated into local cultural 

practices, such as visual displays. This is a study of cultural circuits and transnational 

networking where art projects are the formative “nodes”–local sites of cultural 

production–that are tied to Icelandic neoliberal politics, multiple threads of truth claims 

in battles of cultural politics, identity formation, and conflicted notions of the idea of 

creativity and cultural values. As enactments of programs initiated by the Icelandic state, 

the art projects studies here are approached anthropologically as tools for studying 
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governance and broader social and cultural values and to reveal the projects as sites 

shaped and intersected by distinctive and contested discourses, competitive and 

competing cultural practices and values that have their own histories and problem spaces 

(see Shore and Wrigth 1997).  

 

Situate the Field: Mapping out the Icelandic-Canadian Community. 

 

Icelanders were among the large number of immigrants arriving in North America from 

the 1880’s through the 1930’s. Although the largest portion of Icelanders left for North 

America during that period, Icelanders have continued to settle in Canada but at a much 

lower rate. Emigration to North America after the Second World War, has been directed 

more to the United States than to Canada (Brydon 1999:688). The majority of the 

Icelandic immigrants in Canada were granted land in the Interlake district between Lake 

Winnipeg and Lake Manitoba. Areas within this territory, however, were still home to the 

First Nations and Métis communities. Much like other ethnic groups, Icelanders, who 

were offered semi-autonomous territories in the prairies, were an integral part of the 

colonial venture and speak to its bio-political project (Bertram in press; n.d. (a)). As 

Laurie Bertram argues the “Icelanders appeared as a desirable racial/ethnic group who 

would help to occupy and establish Euro-settler dominance in newly redistributed 

territories […they] were complicit in the Anglo-Canadian campaign to remove and 

relocate Aboriginal Manitobans” (Bertram in press; n.d. (a)). The Icelandic settlements 

had a catastrophic effect on First Nations and their land claims. Of the First Nations 

people who survived the smallpox epidemic that originated with the Icelanders, most 
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were forced to disband (Brydon 2001; Bertram in press; n.d. (a)). Anne Brydon maintains 

these memories have been a subject to constructed narratives that tactfully “suppress, 

displace and transmute pain” (2001:164). Yet, as Bertram argues, narratives of migration 

and settlement “incorporate memories of familial trauma, …tragedy and death” which 

“offer a critical image of migration” (in presss; n.d. (a)). The scholars Brydon (2001), 

Bertram (in press; n.d. (a)) and Ryan Eyford (2003) have also pointed out the 

discrepancies that exist between the community narratives and archival records. 

According to Eyford other “glaring silences” in the “established historiography of 

Icelandic migration and myth is the lack of a Canadian context both for the migration 

story, and the story of those who have told it” (2003:15).  

 There are several events that have been accounted for the mass movement from 

Iceland to North America in the late 19th and early 20th century. First, most Icelanders 

were struggling to survive poverty induced by the feudal-like farm economy. Second, 

ecological issues such as volcanic eruptions, pack ice and poor grass growth had a 

negative impact on quality of life in Iceland. Third, overpopulation also created crises in 

the rural community. Fourth, Iceland had been a Danish colony since the thirteenth 

century but in the second half of the 19th century Icelanders started to demand their 

independence from Denmark. However, political and economic reforms happened slowly 

and Iceland did not gain its independence until 1944 (Brydon 2001:166; 1999:686). 

While these were the major reasons for emigration, the idea of a fresh start with new 

opportunities abroad encouraged not only people who were struggling financially, such as 

peasants, to emigrate  but also those who were financially stable (e.g., professionals, 

craftsmen, fishermen, farmers). Moreover, as Brydon states, “rising expectations and 
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persuasive immigrant agents were powerful influences” (1999:686). There were also 

those who “were shipped to Canada by district authorities to reduce welfare costs” 

(Nejman 1997:76).   

It is estimated that between 1873 and 1915 a little less than one fourth of the 

population left Iceland (see Kjartansson 1992). The emigration to North America began 

in the 1850’s and was initially directed to the United States. Few were attracted to 

immigrate to Brazil (see Thor 2002). The mass movement to Canada began in 1873, and 

started to drop sharply through the 1930’s. The emigration to Canada can thus be 

characterized as a “single extended wave of departures” over a relatively short period of 

time (Brydon 1999:688).  

Today the largest population of people of Icelandic heritage outside Iceland is in 

North America. In the Canadian census of 1991, 63,340 individuals declared themselves 

to be of Icelandic ancestry (Brydon 1991:686). In the 2006 census it had raised to 88,875 

(Statistics Canada 2006). This shift might be related to the transnational renewal and the 

revitalization of Icelandic communities that took place in Canada over the last decade. 

Today it is suggested by Icelandic government officials that the number of people either 

partly or completely of Icelandic descent in North America is close to 200,000. This may 

not be a large number, but consider the fact that Iceland’s current population exceeds 

300,000. While Canada’s Interlake district is still home to many of Icelandic descent, 

many others have spread across the country. Of approximately 90,000 Canada’s self-

identifying Icelandic population, one-third lives in Manitoba (Statistics Canada 2006). 

Only a small segment of the population is active in the Icelandic community 

organizations and activities. Although concentrations of Icelandic-Canadians can be 
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found in Ontario, British Columbia, Alberta et cetera, Manitoba’s Interlake area and the 

provincial capital of Winnipeg are considered the heart of the Icelandic presence in 

Canada. Narratives of families, kinship, genealogy, traditions, and activities may be read 

in various local histories published in this area (Arborg Historical Society 1987; Geysir 

Historical Society 1983; Gimli Women’s Institute 1975; Hnausa History Book 

Committee 2004;  see also Gerrard 1985).  

 Scholars have demonstrated how ethnicity is inscribed in the physical space of 

urban and rural landscapes (Harney 2002:43). Few sites in Winnipeg were as 

representative of the Icelandic-Canadian community as the Icelandic “enclave” in the 

city’s West End, which no longer exists.. The Jón Bjarnason Academy on Home Street, 

Wevel Café, the Viking Press building and the many locations on Sargent Avenue where 

one could hear Icelandic spoken now belong to people’s memories and archives. The 

spatial materialization of today’s community is shaped through meaningful spaces such 

as the Scandinavian cultural center, a community center that Icelandic-Canadians share 

with people of Nordic descent, and the office of Lögberg Heimskringla, the community 

paper that is often presented as “the oldest ethnic newspaper in continuous circulation in 

North America.” The paper is an amalgamation of two newspapers, Lögberg founded in 

1888 and Heimskringla founded in 1886. In 1920 Rögnvaldur Pétursson, summed up the 

meaning of publications within the community, when he stated that “without the papers, 

the Icelanders could surely not have been called an ethnic group, or a national whole 

within the American society. They would have only been a certain number of 

individuals.” (Nejman 1997:90). Lögberg Heimskringla is now published bi-weekly and 

is still considered a vital means of retaining Icelandic heritage and presence for the 
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widely dispersed Icelandic communities in North America. Originally written in 

Icelandic, Lögberg Heimskringla has been written in English since the 1970’s. The paper 

has also been a vital link between the communities across the Atlantic. In Winnipeg, 

another important publication is printed in celebration of the Icelandic: The Icelandic-

Canadian, a quarterly magazine. Other physical markers of the Icelandic-Canadian 

presence in Winnipeg are the Betel senior home, the Lutheran and Unitarian churches 

where several pastors from Iceland have served the Icelandic-Canadian community. The 

University of Manitoba with the Icelandic Collection and Department of Icelandic, which 

was established in 1951, is also a paramount site. The statue of Jón Sigurðsson, leader of 

the Icelandic independence movement, which stands in front of the legislative building in 

Winnipeg is yet another landmark representing the Icelandic presence.  

 

 

Figure 1. The statue of Jón Sigurðsson, Winnipeg. Photo courtesy Kent Lárus Björnsson. 
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Every year the Icelandic-Canadian community in Winnipeg gathers to celebrate Iceland’s 

national Independence Day on June 17. The Icelandic presence is, however, more visible 

79 miles North of Winnipeg in Gimli, one of the main sites of Icelandic settlement in 

North America.  A big road sign on Manitoba’s Highway # 8 proclaims Gimli as “the 

capital of New Iceland.”  

 

 

Figure 2. Welcoming sign in Gimli, Manitoba. Photo Tinna Grétarsdóttir. 

 

 In this area of New Iceland one sees Icelandic flags flying in many places, 

Icelandic cemeteries and monuments, Icelandic place-names on road signs, and a huge 

Viking statue, 15 feet high, made of fiberglass, metal and concrete. The Viking statue has 

become Gimli’s symbol. It is widely recognized and has become a main tourist attraction 

in the town. The engraving on the statue reads, “The Vikings, Discoverers of America 

1000 AD.”  
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Figure 3. The Viking statue in Gimli, Manitoba. The statue was erected in 1967. It was 

made by Gissur Eliasson. Photo courtesy Grétar Axelsson. 

 

A Viking theme is present throughout Gimli, particularly at the annual Icelandic festival 

held in Manitoba since 1890.2  Some members of the Icelandic-Canadian community 

have expressed concerns about the authenticity of the Viking statue. They regard the 

figure as a caricature that embraces the stereotypical, popular image of a Viking with a 

horned helmet. There are, however, Icelandic-Canadians and other North American 

descendants from the Nordic countries who see the Viking figure as an icon of Nordic 

heritage and a popular representation of their ethnicity. Since their arrival in the New 

World, people of Nordic descent in North America have promoted a romantic and 
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positive view of the Vikings, portraying them as great adventurers, explorers with 

fearless enterprise et cetera. The romantic image of the noble Viking was associated with 

whiteness, Protestantism and closely aligned to the Anglo Saxons (Ward 2000:366).  

  

 

Figure 4. Icelandic Festival in Winnipeg ca. 1920 -1930. Photo courtesy Nelson Gerrard, 

Eyrarbakki Center. 

  

The mythic past served as a means of self-definition in the New World and 

became a bridge to the homeland. Neijman argues that the exodus to Canada from 

Iceland was validated as a “reenactment of the Icelandic past, paralleling and re-

establishing historical continuity in the new land” (1997:1). According to Neijman the 

emigrants identified with their ancient ancestors, the Icelandic settlers in the ninth and 

tenth centuries and with the Saga’s of the Norse discovery of North America. The ancient 
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spirit and traditions of the historical and mythic past were adventures that tied the present 

to the past and served as political tools in establishing a place for the Icelandic 

community within Canadian socio-political and economic spaces while also maintaining 

nostalgic relations with Iceland (Nejman 1997:77-82). The emigration to Canada was yet 

another new beginning that is symbolically reflected, according to David and Vincent 

Arnason, in the name Icelanders gave to this “capital” of New Iceland. According to 

Norse mythology, the great Hall of Gimli arises out of the deep after the gods have been 

defeated in a catastrophic apocalypse–Ragnarrök (Arnason 1994:4). 

The visibility of the Icelandic-Canadian presence in Canada is also a subject of 

selected and managed performance. I observed tourists from Iceland visiting New Iceland 

in busloads during the summers, guided by Icelandic tourist guides in collaboration with 

the community which welcomed the guests and set up small gatherings and guided tours 

with the locals (often with those who spoke Icelandic). Icelandic politicians, members of 

the government, and other delegates were, as expected, involved in especially designed in 

guided encounters with selective individuals of the community. In May 2005, one of 

Iceland’s ministers in an interview for a daily newspaper in Iceland shared that he had 

met many people who still speak Icelandic in his visit to Canada. He stated:  

 

If I had met the same people down at the harbor or at a sheep round-up in 
Iceland I would have expected that these people lived in Iceland. It is 
unbelievable and it is also remarkable how many have connections with 
Iceland, they come here even multiple times during the year and are in 
daily connections. I even met people that had recently been in Iceland and 
associated with the same people as I the last weeks.3 [Guðbjartsson 2005] 
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One year later, in August 2006, I read another article in the same paper by an individual 

who had traveled by himself to New Iceland. I found his article interesting as he depicts 

an alternative view. He describes his encounters with various Icelandic symbols and signs 

such as the Icelandic flags and road signs with Icelandic greetings. In a tourist’s shop in 

Gimli he saw horned Viking helmets, T-shirts with “Kiss me, I am Icelandic” printed on 

them or “When the going gets tough … I go to Amma’s” (grandmother).  The focus of 

the article was how quickly the Icelandic language disappeared in Canada and referred to 

his experience at the Amma’s Tearoom in Gimli where no one understood Icelandic, not 

even a simple word such as bless (goodbye) (Vignisson 2006:11).  

Much has been written about the settlement years, particularly in New Iceland, 

portraying them as a mixture of hardships (e.g., harsh weather, floods, smallpox 

epidemics, failures in fishing, poor land, social and religious factionalism) and of 

optimism for the future of the claimed New Iceland territory (see Nejman 1997; Brydon 

1999; Eyford 2003; Thor 2002). Because of the aforementioned hardships and for 

economic reasons many left New Iceland to settle in various places in Canada and to the 

United States. Despite being “less prosperous than other settlements in North America,” 

the “ideal” of the Icelandic colony achieved an almost mythic status which kept the 

“Icelanders together as an ethnic unity independent of distance and national borders” 

(Nejman 1997:74). Arguing against this mythical narrative of the Icelandic colony, 

Eyford points out that the myth has been reiterated by historians who at times view the 

Icelandic colony in Manitoba as the “result of a patriotic unwillingness to adapt to new 

conditions, and an overwhelming desire to form an isolated rural settlement where they 

could preserve their language and culture” (2003:183).  
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It has been argued that the Icelandic-Canadians were fairly successful in 

assimilating to the state structure of their host society and mostly kept their 

“Icelandicness” to themselves, within the private realm. The Icelandic–Canadian 

anthropologist, John Mattiasson (1989) argues that Icelandic-Canadians in Winnipeg 

found a “relatively high position” in the hierarchy of the Canadian ethnic structure 

(1989:162). Refusing to see themselves as ethnic, Icelandic-Canadians in Winnipeg 

referred to themselves as Canadians and sought to become Canadians. Yet at the same 

time, as evident in Mattiasson’s analysis, they maintained pride in their “Icelandicness,” 

their collective memory and vision of the past in Canada and myths about their original 

homeland. The creation of voluntary cultural associations and the dissemination of 

newspapers and magazines, and the fact that Icelandic was spoken widely until the 

1950’s testify to this. Thus, Icelandic-Canadians have attempted, like so many other 

populations as stated by Steward Hall (1995), to find “ways of being both the same as 

and at the same time different from the others amongst whom they live” (Inda et al. 

2002:19). The Icelandic identity in Canada is associated with their family roots and 

routes in Canada through historical landscapes, migrant trauma, kinship and family 

narratives, literature, fatalist beliefs and the old homeland, to name a few (see Bertram in 

press; n.d. (a)). Many hold sentimental notions of the old homeland, yet for others, in 

particular, the younger generations, imaginary creations of the past simply begin on a 

boat at the Atlantic Ocean (Bertram in press; n.d. (a)). Thus, narratives and images of 

Iceland and what is considered authentic culture are often relics of 19th century Iceland. 

Those who have participated in Icelandic organizations and things Icelandic in the 

community have traditionally been people in their fifties or older. Having no personal 
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experience of Iceland, their memory has been handed down in the form of narratives, 

literature or sparked by short visits to Iceland. Their “Icelandicness” has been centered in 

the Icelandic-Canadian context and how it contributes to the Canadian social and 

economic landscape. As I will discuss later, younger people of Icelandic background 

often find the Icelandic identity and the style of the connections with the old homeland 

“frozen in time” or even “backward.”   

As in Iceland, the historic importance of language and literature has played a 

major role in defining “Icelandicness” in Canada. Throughout the last century and up to 

the present, literature has played a central role in the symbolic manifestation of Icelandic-

Canadian culture not just within Canada, but also in Iceland. Several writers and poets of 

the Icelandic-Canadian community have been translated to Icelandic and achieved 

recognition in Iceland as well as Canada. Whereas literature and oral traditions are 

represented as serving an essential carrier and promoter role for Icelandic-Canadian 

culture, there remains resentment that an important badge of identity has been lost with 

the disappearance of the Icelandic language. Yet, some remnants of the Icelandic 

language are still present in everyday language (e.g., elskan mín [my dear], amma 

[grandmother], afi [grandfather], vínarterta [Viennese pastry], rúllupylsa [salami], skyr 

[cultured dairy product], pönnukökur  [pancakes], Íslendingadagurinn [Icelandic 

festival], bless [good bye], sumardagurinn fyrsti [First day of summer], velkomin 

[welcome], Fjallkona [The Lady of mountain] etc). It could be argued that genealogical 

activity substitutes for the role of language in maintaining group boundaries when it 

comes to asserting a collective heritage to the past and present, as well as connecting to 

those in the old homeland. Many of the older generation of Icelandic-Canadians are 
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obsessed with the so-called “connect questions” or the “Icelandic question” (Who are 

you? Who is your mother? father? Where did they come from? etc). A former editor of 

Lögberg Heimskringla once described this inclusionary practice in one of her editorials as 

if “all the separating walls come tumbling down when that connection is made. Then 

there’s a link that changes the relationship to one of trust and a kind of intimacy of shared 

history and experience. Even if it’s an illusion” (MacPherson 2001:2). Genealogy is 

central for people of Icelandic descent in connecting with their emergent identity and 

roots as well as to extended family in Iceland. Tracing the families of immigrant 

ancestors has been simplified with the computerized genealogical database the “Book of 

Icelanders,” which contains records of all lineages in Iceland.4 On numerous occasions I 

would sit with my respondents in front of the computer and explore our families’ 

relatedness through the database.  

As in Iceland, there is an inclination toward the idea of purity amongst the 

Icelandic-Canadians. In the Icelandic-Canadian community, which today is very mixed, it 

is disclosed with special pride and amazement if one is “100 percent Icelandic” after 

several generations in Canada. On numerous occasions I heard stories of how the 

Icelandic ethnicity “triumph over” other ethnicities. As one of my respondents stated that 

although individuals are only one quarter Icelandic “that is the part of the ethnicity that is 

always the most important.” Many of my respondents referred to their mothers and 

ammas (grandmothers) as playing a major role in their life and in the Icelandic memories 

through food, and narratives. I would often hear people talk about strong maternal lines–

and state that the community had a matrilineal bias. According to a survey of family ties 

by Richard M. Rice (1971) the family ties within the community tends to be stronger 
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through the maternal line. Women have contributed enormously to the running of 

organizational events within the community yet they have not been equally recognized as 

men because they traditionally held very few recognizable titles other then symbolic ones 

such as the Fjallkona who appears at the traditional programme of the Icelandic festival. 

Fjallkona is, as Brydon states, “the Mountain Woman who personifies the Icelandic 

homeland and ‘speaks’ to her far flung ‘children’ in North America” (1997:88). The 

formal organization of the community institutions has traditionally been directed by men. 

In recent years, however, more women are becoming leaders of organizations and other 

institutional affairs. I also noticed that some female leaders in the community had no 

wish to become Fjallkona. Two women that I know have been asked and rejected the 

role. Both stated that they respected the tradition of Fjallkona but just could not see 

themselves as one. Perhaps that is a signal of an objection of the symbolic role of women 

in the community.  

While the concentration of Icelandic-Canadians and organizations intended to 

foster Icelandic identity and heritage are found in Manitoba, Icelandic clubs are spread 

across the country in Victoria, Vancouver, Edmonton, Calgary, Toronto, et cetera. These 

organizations serve as important spaces in providing family and community sentiment 

and an opportunity to remake history and cherish collective memory. The clubs and 

organizations form the institutional structure of the community and many of their 

members gather annually for the convention of the Icelandic National League of North 

America. The Icelandic National League of North America was established in Winnipeg 

in 1919 and today has a large affiliation of 24 groups across North America. It claims to 

be a non-political organization with the mandate of fostering Icelandic identity, cultural 

25 
 



heritage and strengthening “cultural bonds and kinship ties with the people of Iceland” 

and promoting liaisons and cooperation’s among Icelandic clubs in North America 

(Icelandic National League of North America). As the majority of active community 

members are above fifty years old, a constant concern of the clubs throughout the years 

has been recruiting people to join in for things Icelandic. As Brydon argues, “the most 

recognizable change in patterns of commitment over time has been towards a more 

voluntary, rather than a socialized, membership” (1999:699). The maintenance of the 

clubs and ethnic commitment have not just been of a major concern of the community but 

also the Icelandic state as I will now discuss.  

 

“Waking the Giant”: The Scope of the Transnational Project. 

 

The scope of this research is framed within the context of governmental operations in 

Iceland that intend to revitalize transnational relations with distant descendants of the 

Icelandic emigration to Canada during the late 19th century to early 20th century. From 

1991 until 2009 the conservative party–Independent party–led the coalition government 

with neoliberal ambitions and transformed the country’s socio-economical structures with 

tax cuts, privatization and a rushed participation in the new global economy. In January 

2009 the coalition of the Independence party and the Social Democratic Alliance 

dissolved after weeks of violent protests on the streets of Reykjavik following the 

collapse of the country’s economy.  

In 1994, Iceland joined the European Economic Area5 and throughout the decade 

decentralization, privatization, entrepreneurial and performance management were 
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noticeable parts of governmental reform policies (see Kristmundsson 2003). Iceland, with 

its approximately 300,000 inhabitants, intended to become more globally visible by 

participating in the global market and opening up the country’s market. The goal was to 

transform the country into a “global financial center” as often stated by Icelandic 

politicians (see Ásgrímsson 2005). The course of creating opportunities for growth, 

expansion and relations across national borders led to excessive expansion of the 

Icelandic Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In addition to opening numerous new embassies, 

Iceland competed for a seat on the UN Security Council for 2009-10. Moreover, funds 

were put into nation-branding as the country was promoted as a destination for businesses 

and mass tourism. The expectations of Iceland’s neoliberal government between 1991 

and 2008, in terms of entering the global scene, were high, as can be seen in its race for a 

non-permanent seat in the United Nations Security Council. Iceland was “ready to take 

on an active role for international peace and security” (Ólafsson 2008). However, Iceland 

lost its bid and was defeated in the elections.  

The policy shift towards revitalizing transnational relations with Icelandic-

Canadians surfaced against this background and that of the implementation of a free trade 

agreement between Canada and the European Free Trade Association which was already 

in the pipelines in 1998. During this same time, the Icelandic government announced its 

plans to celebrate the millennium in North America. The Icelandic government planned a 

large portion of the millennium celebration in North America.6 For many nations the 

millennium was a momentous opportunity to deliver extravagant, celebratory displays to 

promote nationalism and stimulate international trade and global tourism. Unlike some 
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nations, large portion of Iceland’s  millennium celebration took place thousands of miles 

outside  its state borders. 

  In 1998, the Icelandic government formed a committee to plan how the moment 

of the millennium could be used to: first, celebrate the common history of Iceland and 

North America by commemorating the Leifur Eiríksson’s discovery of America and, 

second, simultaneously strengthen relations between Icelanders and people of Icelandic 

descent in Canada and the United States as well as governmental relations between the 

countries (Icelandic Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2000). As a result of this planning and 

preparation, The Leifur Eiríksson Millennium Commission of Iceland was created and 

named after the ninth century Norse explorer who is claimed to have been the first 

European to settle in North America. The Leifur Eiríksson Millennium Commission 

designed a programme which was introduced at a press conference in 1999 within the 

thematic framework of Reunion and suggested the reunion of the people of Iceland and 

the people of Icelandic decent in North America. The Leifur Eiríksson Millennium 

Commission invited the submission of proposals for art projects which resulted in 

numerous sponsored art events that were to take place in Canada. Some of these 

sponsored art projects will be discussed later in this study. Several years after the 

millennium, other cultural celebrations were held in Canada. The art and cultural event 

Núna was initiated in 2007 by the Icelandic state. The processes around the art projects 

incorporated in the The Leifur Eiríksson Millennum Programme and the Núna festival 

will serve as anchors for my analysis and show how the art events of this transnational 

venture are implicated in the system of neoliberal governmentality. These events are 

dynamic sites of study as they reflect the socio-political and cultural interrelations within 
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Icelandic-Canadian transnational spaces, particularly in relation to the reformation of 

Icelandic-Canadian identity and practices. These events are also a site where questions 

and clashes are brought up in relation to creativity and cultural values. They highlight the 

dynamics of cultural politics and complex interrelated tensions in terms of conflicting 

sets of intentions from artists, curators, administrators, politicians, capitalists, and 

audiences, as well as the ways in which art is “produced, seen and used”, and 

controversies over the ways art is legitimated and thus its signification (Morphy and 

Perkins 2006:16). In addition, I will draw upon other art exhibitions organized in Canada, 

in particular, the Visions series in Winnipeg which, unlike the aforementioned art 

projects, was initiated by artists and academics. 

Although attempts to maintain and revitalize transnational relations between 

Iceland and Icelandic-Canadians have been carried out in the past on behalf of the 

Icelandic state, it was not until the 1990’s that such networking was given high priority 

by the state. One example of an earlier attempt to bridge the gap between these 

communities was the formation in 1976 of the Committee for Promotion of Relations 

Between Iceland and Persons of Icelandic Descent in North America. This was prompted 

by the 100th anniversary celebration of the arrival of the first group of Icelanders in 

Manitoba in 1875. The theme of the 1975 celebration was “The Icelandic tradition in a 

multicultural society.” It received funds from the Canadian provincial and federal 

governments and paid tribute to the recently announced policy of multiculturalism, which 

had revitalized ethnic interest and brought the two nations closer together. In the words of 

one of my respondents the celebrations “boosted the interest between the countries.” 

Brought across the Atlantic on a charter flight, a large crowd from Iceland visited the 
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Icelandic-Canadian community in 1975. Earlier, in 1974, charter flights were organized 

to transport hundreds of Icelandic-Canadians to Iceland to participate in the 1100th 

anniversary celebration of the Icelandic settlements. Such a large group enterprise had 

not taken place since 1930, when many Icelandic-Canadians visited Iceland for the 

millennium celebration of Iceland’s Althing (parliament).  

The policy of multiculturalism in Canada provided many opportunities for 

Icelandic-Canadians to bolster and develop their multiple identities and to legitimize 

these sentiments. John Matthiasson (1989) argues that as the label “ethnic” took on a new 

symbolic meaning with the state policy of multiculturalism, urban Icelandic-Canadians, 

well integrated socially into the larger community, were “finally ready to become 

ethnics” (1989:172). According to Matthiasson multiculturalism fostered enhanced ethnic 

identity and revitalized Icelandic-Canadian voluntary associations and organizations. One 

example of this revitalization is Íslendingadagurinn or, the annual Icelandic festival held 

in Gimli, Manitoba (1989:172). Diana Jonson, a long time, active community leader, 

believes like many of my respondents that “the interest towards Iceland got revitalized in 

the 1970’s when the Canadian government brought in multiculturalism and made us 

cognizant of the fact that we should maintain our roots.” The 1970’s also saw the 

establishment of the first Icelandic Language and Cultural Camp (which has been held 

annually in Manitoba ever since) and the launch of annual charter flights between 

Winnipeg and Iceland. 

 The Committee for Promotion of Relations Between Iceland and Persons of 

Icelandic Descent in North America had numerous plans to build bridges between the 

communities. It interacted mostly with the Icelandic National League of North America. 
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The Committee promoted the struggling community newspaper Lögberg Heimskringla in 

the 1970’s, by financially supporting the hiring of Icelandic journalists as editors of the 

weekly (Hannesson et al. 1978). According to Committee, the paper needed a total 

reorganization and someone to write part of the paper in Icelandic (Hannesson 1979b). 

Without the support from the Icelandic government it is unlikely that the newspaper 

would have survived (Hannesson 1979a). In addition, The Committee for Promotion of 

Relations Between Iceland and Persons of Icelandic Descent in North America proposed 

various projects to strengthen ties between the dispersed community of Icelandic-

Canadians and Iceland in many ways: creating new organizations and revitalizing 

existing Icelandic clubs in Canada; strengthened relations between cities in Canada and 

Iceland, through activities such as initiating student exchange; creating Icelandic material 

for media to broadcast in Canada and Iceland; mobilizing the Icelandic-Canadian 

community to request financial assistance from the Canadian ministry of state 

multiculturalism for literary and cultural activities and for funding ethnic radio programs. 

However, many of the Committee’s proposed projects were not actualized because of its 

shoestring budget until the era of transnational networking at the end of the 1990’s.  

The highlight of the Committee’s achievements in the 1970’s was its contribution 

to cultural and educational exchanges between Iceland and Canada. However, in the late 

1980’s and early 1990’s the Committee shifted its focus from co-operation on cultural 

and educational activities to enhancing trade and business relations. The Committee, 

however, was aware that “new fields of cooperation” were needed (Hannesson 1990). 

The Icelandic National League of North America made it clear that it was not willing to 

“officially involve itself in any form of trade negotiations” or “act[ing] in the business 
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interest of anyone” (Bardal 1991). For these reasons, and due to a general lack of 

communication that characterized the relationship between Icelandic National League of 

North America and the Committee at the time, the Committee attempted to seek new 

channels for co-operation through individual chapters, influential Icelandic-Canadians 

and honorary consul appointments. Yet, no major plans were made until the late 1990’s, 

early 2000’s with the appearance of extensive budget and flexible management tools. 

        While the Icelandic state was engaged in maintaining connections with Icelandic 

communities in Canada in the past, the state’s effort to revitalize “Icelandicness” in 

Canada and build transnational relations has changed in form, content and intensity in the 

last decade. The initiation of the registration project and its goal of registering all people 

of Icelandic descent in North America is an example of this shift. The project was 

initiated by the Icelandic Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Moreover, as reflected in a letter of 

recommendation for the Iceland registry project, written by an Icelandic official at the 

Foreign Ministry, the Icelandic government would like to have younger generations 

become interested in their heritage:  

 

Although it is not possible to presume that all those who are registered 
will become eagerly Iceland-inclined in every matter, such a “conscious” 
group is indisputably a great support and could certainly become a source 
for investments and the flow of capital to the country. It should be 
underlined that the awareness of young Western Icelander’s origins is 
fading, and what might take place [with this registry] is to reach out to the 
last generation before these people simply disappear into a North 
American sea of nations.7 [Benediktsson 1993] 

 

In Canada, however, the “registry project was poorly represented” as many 

respondents claimed. Some even claimed that the registry project “had a stink to it.” 
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There was uncertainty among them about the purpose of the project, as well as who 

would have access to the registry and whether it would grant North Americans certain 

benefits and rights like work permits, medical insurance, identification number in Iceland 

or even dual citizenship. But Icelandic-Canadians have not been entitled any rights or 

benefits. Speculation about possible uses for the registry included academic research and 

genealogical studies, but also marketing, and promotional and commercial mailings. The 

Icelandic National League of North America agreed to help compile data by distributing 

and collecting forms and sending the results to the Icelandic Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

in Iceland. According to my informants in Canada, Icelandic-Canadians in general seem 

to have no idea what happened to the registry and have received no answers from the 

Icelandic Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  

Another example that marks a shift in the relationship between the communities is 

the increased number of Icelandic government agents, such as ministers, members of the 

parliament, mayors and politicians, who visit Canada. The current Icelandic president 

has, for example, visited the Icelandic-Canadian community on five occasions from 

1997-2007, compared to his predecessors who visited, in total, four times in the previous 

50 years. According to my informants, these presidential visits, past and present, have 

been crucial in reinforcing the relations between the communities. Increased visibility of 

Icelandic government commercial attachés and private entrepreneurs in recent years also 

reflect the shifting developments of Icelandic state policy. Moreover, trade missions from 

Canada to Iceland, one led by the Manitoba Premier, are taking place. 

During the unfolding of the millennium celebration in 2000, and in the following 

years, the Icelandic government granted funds to various institutions in the Icelandic-
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Canadian community. For example, the Icelandic government, through the Valuing the 

Icelandic Presence Fundraising project, along with the private shipping company, 

Eimskip, donated one million dollars to the chair of Icelandic Studies and the Icelandic 

Collection at the University of Manitoba which was at that time in an unstable financial 

condition (Guðbjartsson 2006:39). The Icelandic government also donated generously to 

the building of the Betel Waterfront Center in Gimli, Manitoba, which includes housing 

units for seniors, the New Iceland Heritage Museum, and a cultural center where 

community organizations such as the Icelandic National League of North America and 

the Icelandic Festival of Manitoba have their offices. The Icelandic government continues 

to financially support the New Iceland Heritage Museum and the community newspaper 

Lögberg Heimskringla to name few things. 

 Various cultural and commercial committees, established by the Icelandic 

government in the late 1990’s, that spearheaded transnational networking have been 

exclusively directed and chaired by executives from the corporate sector, governmental 

agents, and professional diplomats. The Icelandic National League of Iceland or 

Þjóðræknisfélag Íslendinga was re-established by the Minister of Foreign Affairs in 1997 

following a period of relative inactivity.8 The newly appointed chair was, for example, an 

executive with the private airline company Icelandair. His successor, who directed the 

Icelandic National League of Iceland for several years, later became the Icelandic 

ambassador to Canada. The Icelandic government granted the League, which replaced the 

Committee for Promotion of Relations Between Iceland and Persons of Icelandic Descent 

in North America, an annual budget to run projects such as the registry, and sponsor the 

Icelandic Emigration Center at Hofsós, Iceland, and the newspaper Lögberg 
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Heimskringla et cetera.  The League also collaborated in establishing an exchange 

visiting program for people of Icelandic descent in North America. The make-up of the 

Leifur Eiríksson Millennium Commission of Iceland is another example of the increasing 

partnership between private and public enterprise. The executive of the Commission was 

a former ambassador to the United States and the director of the board was the president 

of Icelandair. A member of the board involved in the North America promotional project 

later became the Icelandic consul general in Winnipeg.  

 What distinguishes present-day endeavors to strengthen the community of 

Icelandic-Canadians from earlier ones is that current transnational strategies are 

embedded in a larger web of strategic political and market economy schema that are 

managed by a select network of personnel within the Icelandic government and private 

business enterprises. The opening of an Icelandic consulate in Winnipeg and later an 

Icelandic embassy in Ottawa highlights these changes. Never before has the Icelandic 

state granted such a large amount of funds directly to the Icelandic-Canadian community. 

The flow of funds, delegates, art projects and other cultural celebration events from the 

millennium to the present marks a change in Icelandic state policy toward forging links 

with people of Icelandic descent in Canada. These realignments have developed in 

tandem with the reformation of the government and its foreign policy towards carving out 

markets, foreign investment and governable subjects. At the outset of the preparation for 

the millennium project in 1996 the President of Iceland, Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson, stated 

at the Icelandic-American Chamber of commerce:   

 

It is now estimated that around 200,000 people of Icelandic descent live in 
the USA and Canada or the equivalent of two-thirds of the present 
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population of Iceland itself. All of us face the major task of motivating 
this large community … it has been rightly pointed out that we can learn a 
great deal from the way that people of Irish and Italian descent here in the 
USA have taken advantage of their connections with their mother 
countries in order to boost trade, strengthen interests and weave a 
versatile cultural and social tapestry.9 [Grímsson 1996. Emphasis added] 

 

Building an ethnic network with descendants in North America has been an ongoing 

project among many European nations, for example among the Italians (see Harney 

1998). However, comparing the Icelandic community with the Italians or the Irish is 

questionable. Unlike the Italians, the Icelandic community in Canada has not been 

replenished with new immigrant generations from Iceland. The community is composed 

mainly of third, fourth, fifth and sixth generation descendants of Icelandic immigrants 

and has thus a very limited history of renewing ties with the old homeland through 

newcomers. Census data from 1991 shows 550 Icelandic immigrants to Canada and it is 

unclear whether these people settled permanently, came as students or as temporary 

workers (Brydon 1999:688). It can be claimed that Icelandic-Canadians are “well 

assimilated” because it is difficult to generate a sense of interest in Icelandic heritage 

among the younger generation. The majority of people have infrequent first hand contact 

with Iceland and the language plays a symbolic role rather than a communicative role in 

the Icelandic-Canadian community. The relations with the old homeland in the past can 

be characterized as imaginary and nostalgic. Many of the older generations hold close to 

sentimental notions of the homeland yet for others, in particular, younger generations, 

imaginary creations of the past simply begin on a boat at the Atlantic (see Bertram in 

press; n.d. (b)). Thus, many oppose any direct comparison to other groups, such as the 

Italians in Canada, who have maintained their transnational relations with the 

motherland, a fact which my respondent George Kristjanson’s comments reveal: 
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Iceland likes to parallel itself with Italy and the Italian immigrants but you 
see Italians are very different from us, you have to realize how much 
younger the Italian immigrants are. They were here in great numbers prior 
to the World War II, and have arrived in huge numbers since the 1950’s. 
We are an old, old community, from way back 

 

In comparison to the Italians, or even the Ukrainians, who are a large ethnic community 

in Manitoba, some have preferred to describe the Icelandic community as being “more in 

tune with this place than the one we came from maybe more like the French-Canadians 

than the Italians or the Ukrainians”. Before disappearing into the stream of being plain 

Canadians, it was urgent to “wake up the giant”, as one official at the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs stated to me in an interview when he explained the project to strengthen relations 

with Icelandic-Canadians.  

 In 1998 the Icelandic government led negotiations for a free trade agreement with 

Canada on behalf of the European Free Trade Association. By then opening an embassy 

in Canada was a priority. Along with increased involvement in the global economy, 

specialists from both private and public sectors became increasingly preoccupied with the 

business of image production and nation-branding (see Heimsýningin EXPO…2000; 

Blöndal 1999; Icelandic Prime Minister’s office 2008). In 1999 a joint marketing and 

nation-branding program, Iceland Naturally, was launched in North America with the 

slogan “pure, natural, unspoiled.” The program was 70 per cent financed by the Icelandic 

state. The other 30 per cent of the total budget came from the private business sector.  

 As stated in the campaign outlines by Fleishman Hillard, a global marketing and 

communication consultant to the Icelandic government in 1999, people of Icelandic 

origin in North America are one of the core targets of Iceland Naturally (Fleishman 
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Hillard 1999). The Iceland Naturally program worked closely with the millennium 

committee by arranging and executing art projects in Canada during the millennium year. 

Since then Iceland Naturally has continued to promote Iceland in Canada. In 2007-2009, 

Iceland Naturally, in collaboration with the Icelandic-Canadian community promoted and 

partly funded the Núna festival in Winnipeg. The momentum gained by the Icelandic 

celebration during the millennium year was a productive springboard for Iceland 

Naturally which established a presence within and throughout Icelandic communities in 

Canada. Icelandic-Canadians present both a ready-made market and an intermediary 

through which to enter new markets. 

 This study emphasizes that art projects should not be approached exclusively as 

tools in marketing and promotion, while arguing that “sponsoring identities” (Dávila 

1997) at the margins open up new spaces for expressing a range of cultural and business 

marketing that create an arena where the commoditization of culture converges with 

technologies of subject making. As we will see in the chapters to follow, art projects that 

sponsor identities have to be looked at as tools that influence and direct cultural practices, 

ethnic identity, cultural politics, notions of creativity and relations of power that operate 

beyond the state. Art projects are also part of flexible strategies and inclusionary 

operations to revitalize relationships (as in the Canadian case with Icelandic-Canadians), 

mobilize linkages and associations, harness identity and restore interests. In the 

remaining chapters of this dissertation we will see how this takes place through the 

mobilization of people as audiences and/or consumers. But also and more importantly by 

orchestrating people in inventively joining and taking leadership in creating, co-

organizing and carrying out art projects and events under the rubric of cultural heritage 
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and cross cultural convergence. In this regard, art projects give rise to a new medium of 

governance for channeling conduct and enabling action across borders.  

  The extensive use of the notion of cultural heritage in the transnational project 

mobilizes people to preserve and reshape “Icelandicness” and taps into a multiculturalist 

appeal to exercise responsibility for maintaining, and enhancing Icelandic-Canadian 

cultural ethnicity. Therefore, cultural heritage is not perceived as a “‘value added” 

industry’ [but] a mode of cultural production in the present that has recourse in the past” 

(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998:7). The art projects that will be discussed in more detail later 

in this dissertation are presented as parts of cultural heritage and convergence and 

wielded as subtle technologies for aligning and structuring individual practices and 

expressions into ethnic identification. 

 The art projects, such as the ones featured during the millennium celebration, play 

an important role in creating and identifying heritage, producing difference, objectifying 

culture and transforming it into consumable goods. Moreover, in the name of cultural 

heritage and convergence, art projects such as the Núna serve as a call for a “creative 

approach” to promote continuity between Iceland and the Icelandic Canada, while re-

linking the past and the present, between “here” and “there.” Art projects initiated by the 

Icelandic state such as Núna, serve as a venue to engage in, modernize or even “update” 

the “Icelandicness” of younger generations of people of Icelandic decent in Canada. 

Through such nexuses people are expected to bond with and celebrate contemporary 

creative cultural processes of here and there, while shaping and forming linkages and 

directions of contemporary transnational practices and identity in the Icelandic-Canadian 

community. This makes the Icelandic-Canadian community a subject of revitalization, 
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creative continuity and modernized transformations in the face of people’s “fading 

awareness” of their Icelandic heritage –  a term often used by the Icelandic government – 

along with notions of “salvaging,” “strengthen” et cetera. Simultaneously, it is important 

to note how artists involved in these transnational practices developed flexible strategies 

to pursue their interests, follow their values and logic even as they conflict with official 

governmental and market driven agendas. The possible contradictions and ambiguities in 

cultural politics involved in the transnational project reveal how artistic, political and 

economic processes are linked in specific cases as well as the tensions that arise when 

artistic identities are conflated with ethnic identities.  

 

“What is your Agenda, Girl?” - Research Methods and Stories of Access. 

 

Since anthropologists began focusing on globalization as an object of inquiry, a great deal 

of theoretical and methodological issues have been raised to account for the rapid socio-

cultural transformation that has taken place in recent decades (Gupta and Ferguson 

2001a, see also Fox 1991). The fieldwork for this research is multi-sited (Marcus 1995). 

Concerned with paths, connections and associations, George E. Marcus (1995) proposes a 

mode of multi-sited ethnography which appealed to me more and more as the study 

progressed. As Marcus states: 

 

Multi-sited ethnography is designed around chains, paths, threads, 
conjunctions, or juxtapositions of locations in which the ethnographer 
establishes some form of literal, physical presence, with an explicit, 
posited logic of association or connection among sites that in fact defines 
the argument of the ethnography. [1995:105]   

40 
 



This approach resists falling into the “dualistic ‘them-us’ frame ... but requires 

considerably more nuancing and shading as the practice of translation connects the 

several sites that the research explores along unexpected and even dissonant fractures of 

social location”  (Marcus 1995:100). The multi-sited approach does not assume a 

structure in which agents act, for it is the tracing of associations and connections among 

sites which “ethnographically constructs aspects of the system itself”  (Marcus 1995:96). 

Thus, in a multi-sited ethnography, structures are neither assumed or permanent. 

Structures are viewed as constantly emerging, acting upon others as well as reformed by 

them.  As Marcus states, “the global is an emergent dimension of arguing about the 

connection among sites”  (Marcus 1995:99). Multi-sited ethnography carves out a 

flexible space in the research design, as one aims to “pursue the more open-ended and 

speculative course of constructing subject by simultaneously constructing the 

discontinous context in which they act and are acted upon“  (Marcus 1995:98). While I 

was tracing processes and activities in multiple sites, I found that by following the 

initiatives of multi-sited ethnography, I began to see myriad connections, many of them 

with various dimensions in and of themselves; I attempted to analyze and contextualize 

them as I uncovered them, and as they unveiled themselves. Interestingly,  while writing 

the last chapter of the dissertation, the Icelandic economy collapsed and shifted the 

discursive landscape among my respondents in Canada and even more so in Iceland. 

Thus, the collapse of the neoliberal state generated interesting reflections of the 

transnational networking among some of my respondents.  

 Taking place geographically both in Canada and Iceland, the study assembles 

experiences of variously situated and placed agents, including the Icelandic state, artists, 
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curators and the Icelandic community, that are involved in creating cultural activities, 

making culture, influencing public consciousness, and channeling conduct and identities. 

The dissertation draws analytical links between micro and macro or, between the ways 

that state powers, capitalism and transnationalism are coupled with cultural reproductions 

and inventive local practices. It moves back and forth between government and 

marketplace discourses, public representations and local discourses and between the past 

and present. 

 My initial interaction with members of the Icelandic community began in 2002 

when I prepared for my first visit to Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada. Winnipeg and its 

surroundings are considered “the heart” of the Icelandic-Canadian community. I had 

followed news of the community in its newspaper, Lögberg Heimskringla, as well as on 

various websites and in the Icelandic press. The Icelandic press began, in the wake of the 

millennium, reporting extensively on the interactions between Icelanders and Icelandic-

Canadians. I also subscribed to an active listserv of the Icelandic National League of 

North America. I wrote down names to look up and contact via email and phone. From 

the time of my initial contacts during visits to Canada in January 2003 and again in May 

2003, people welcomed me, and again throughout the two years I lived in Canada, from 

2004 to 2006. The welcome was extended not only to myself as a researcher, but also to 

my partner and our daughters. We participated in community events such as Christmas 

dinners, þorrablót, June 17 celebrations (the national day of Iceland), lectures at the 

Icelandic collection at the University of Manitoba, the first day of summer gathering, a 

funeral, art displays and openings, and the Icelandic festival.  
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Figure 5. Icelandic Festival celebrated. Photo courtesy Kent Lárus Björnsson. 

 

Figure 6. Icelandic Festival celebrated. Fjallkona is seated. Photo courtesy Linda F. 

Sigurdsson.  
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Figure 7. The fair at the Icelandic Festival. Photo courtesy Linda F. Sigurdsson.  

 

Figure 8. Icelandic Festival celebrated. Viking reenactment at the parade. Photo courtesy 

Kent Lárus Björnsson.  

 

 I taught classes in Icelandic at the Scandinavian Community Center in Winnipeg, and 

also attended many informal gatherings, dinners, and visits at individuals’ homes. Many 

of the people who became our close friends were active within the Icelandic-Canadian 

community and, as such, served as valuable informants. The research, thus, draws heavily 

on participant observation and informal conversations. Overall, my interactions with the 
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Icelandic-Canadian community could be described as what Alberto Rivera and Stephan 

Gudeman call “good conversation” (Pálsson 1995:171). These conversations allowed me 

to collect valuable narratives and insights into many social and cultural contexts, as well 

as modes of thought relating to their identity, community and the connections with people 

in Iceland and the Icelandic government. I was able to grasp multiple threads of 

meanings, management, actions, nuances and tensions regarding the notion of 

“Icelandicness,” and the interactions that take place between, and within the sites.  

In accordance with a multi-sited approach, interviews were conducted with 

members of communities in different places, including Winnipeg, Gimli, Portage la 

Praire, Arborg, Selkirk, Toronto, Edmonton, Vancouver, and Victoria. Part of my 

fieldwork was also carried out in Iceland. I traveled to Iceland several times while living 

in Canada. In October 2006, I moved with my family to Iceland and collected data while 

writing my dissertation. Interviews were conducted with government agents, diplomats 

and bureaucrats, individuals who had been on government committees, curators and 

artists. These interviews were semi-structured as these were professionals making time 

for me in their busy schedules. Some interviews were conducted with individuals, others 

with groups; some took place via telephone or email. I spent much time on the phone and 

exchanging emails to keep in touch with people as my research stretched over multiple 

geographical sites both in Canada and Iceland. Only a few people, all within government 

structures, postponed our meetings and, when we did finally meet, several avoided 

answering some of my questions. No one refused to meet with me or to be interviewed. 

However, I experienced that many, whether they were artists, government agents or 

members of the community, were reluctant to discuss the tensions between people or 
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institutions across the Atlantic unless it was off the record. Some of the artists who were 

disappointed or who had negative assessments of organizations, settings or 

representations of the art projects in which they participated, were selective about what I 

could use from the interviews in the dissertation for fear of repercussions in local, artistic 

and/or government communities. Several informants requested that I send them the 

transcribed interviews for review; I complied with this request. After I drafted chapters 

of the dissertation, I sent those who had shown interest in reading it – copies of the text 

with the understanding that if they did not give me feedback, I would assume they were 

comfortable with my interpretation. Although most people were not concerned about 

anonymity I have used pseudonyms for the majority of names throughout. Obviously, it 

is not always possible to provide total anonymity because several of my respondents are 

public figures both within the community of artists in Iceland and the Icelandic-

Canadian community.  

 I interviewed several diplomats, ambassadors, directors, journalists, CEO´s, and the 

president of Iceland, Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson. Laura Nader, in the 1960´s encouraged 

anthropologists to ”study up” to the more powerful, she proposed several obstacles such 

as “access, attitudes and ethics”  (1969:302-8). Although no one simply declined an 

interview some did not engage in the questions raised. Several of my informants were 

hesitant to answer some questions raised, especially numerous employees of the Icelandic 

state – all male. Once, I interviewed Icelandic public official who stated in the middle of 

the interview that his career had made him a master in the game of twisting questions that 

he didn’t want to answer. Then he asked me what I thought about the interview and his 

answers so far. “Do you believe me?” he asked me. “What do you think about my 
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credibility?”  Thus, although some accepted being interviewed –they did not want to be 

studied. Partly they were just “playing the game.” They might have felt obligated to meet 

me as employees of the state but had no intention to take part in a dialogue. Once, during 

a phone interview, another male informant responded in an angry and patronizing 

manner, “What is your agenda girl?” Although these interactions with the representatives 

of the Icelandic state were an interesting process, not least in terms of their patronizing 

attitude, they did not turn out to be a suitable way of obtaining the information I needed.  

The research also draws on archival materials, particularly from the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, and a large body of written and visual materials, such as artwork, 

television programs, newspaper articles, formal speeches, films, documentaries, and 

novels–particularly ones written by Icelandic-Canadians. In addition to these types of 

data, I also created my own data through photography and video recording. Some of 

these recordings I donated to the community, which has incorporated it into their 

programs. Technology played a large role in my fieldwork experience. While I observed 

and engaged in dialogue with various participants of the Núna art convergence I decided 

not to attend the actual festival in Canada because, at the time, I resided in Iceland, was 

pregnant and under special health care. However, in Iceland I met with members of the 

curatorial committee who were seeking out Icelandic artists for Núna 2007. I had people 

record some Núna events and additionally received a short documentary about Núna 

2007 from one of the curatorial members –very useful not least for the ways he chose to 

represent the festival activities. While I still lived in Canada, I saw the early stages of an 

art performance by Freya Olafson that was eventually staged at Núna 2007, and again, in 

its final version, in Akureyri when Olafson performed The New Icelander in Iceland. 
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Olafson also gave me several recordings of the work. I interweave this performance into 

my discussion in chapter five. It is obvious that I did not attend either of the millennium 

celebrations. However, I used visual materials (i.e., recordings, newspaper articles, 

recordings from television broadcastings, and pictures in the possession of my 

respondents) to recapture the events.  

  It was not only physically traveling between places within Canada and Iceland 

that provided me with insights into the transnational aspect of this study but also 

“dwelling in travel[ing]” through various media and archival documents (Clifford 

1997:44). I was led through different sites, conflicts, issues and conversations as I studied 

the media and archival documents that related to interactions between Iceland and the 

Icelandic-Canadian community. With the continuous multi-method and multi-sited mode 

of ethnography, I found myself tracking my respondents’ activities and narratives in 

physical and electronic interactions such as emails, foreign affairs documents, 

newspapers and television. One vivid example of this tracking is my acquaintance and 

relationship with one of my respondents, now a dear friend of mine, whom I first met 

during my initial visit to Canada in 2003. As with so many in the community, he showed 

us tremendous hospitality. Later in the summer of that year we met again briefly in 

Iceland, and after I moved to Canada in 2004 we further established our friendship. Our 

conversations normally switched back and forth from English to Icelandic, depending on 

the circumstances, but he spoke Icelandic very well and was gifted in Icelandic literature, 

translating and reading poems. Both my partner and I enjoyed his visits to our house, his 

invitations to dine out and our family visits to his farm. On these occasions, I was 

equipped with pen and paper, and sometimes my recorder, while my partner was goose 
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hunting on my informant’s property. One day we sat at the kitchen table at my house and 

discussed the upcoming Þorrablót (winter festivities) since he had asked me to participate 

in the entertainment program planned for the evening. Two days later he was in Iceland 

and I was watching him on Icelandic television via the Internet. I also tracked him and his 

correspondence with Icelandic employees at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs through 

archival documents, read and saw pictures of him in the Icelandic media, followed his 

writings in the local Icelandic-Canadian community paper and interacted with him via 

email.  

 Being a family in the field challenges the notion of the lone, objective fieldworker 

and has implications for the research process because it shaped our connection with the 

local community (see Flinn et al. 1998). My partner, an anthropologist who carried out 

his graduate fieldwork in Winnipeg at the Aboriginal Peoples Television Network, was 

involved with the Icelandic-Canadian community a great deal. Through him, I met some 

of our friends and informants within the Icelandic-Canadian community. We also became 

involved with the community through other members of the family since my partner’s 

daughter Snjólaug, then 17 years old, had Icelandic-Canadian friends who visited our 

homes both in Canada and in Iceland. Our toddler, Ragnheiður Kolka, then three years 

old, went to a daycare center where one staff member was of Icelandic descent. Thus, I 

came across informants and data in unexpected places as stories and relationships were 

brought home by the whole family. Snjólaug was unhappy about leaving Canada and 

determined to return as soon as she finished college in Iceland. Ragnheiður Kolka, 

however, had never lived in Iceland and at the time spoke English more fluently than 

Icelandic. As the research kept me on the move between Iceland and Canada and in 
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contact with the politics of the (re)presentations of “Icelandicness” in both places I 

constantly felt the need to re-position myself in terms of how I negotiated and performed 

my unstable, multiple and fluctuating identities as an Icelander. This experience 

highlights how one identifies oneself and can be identified as a constant process rather 

than designating “identity” as a condition. As Marcus states, “in practice, multi-sited 

fieldwork is always conducted with a keen awareness of being within the landscape, and 

as the landscape changes across sites, the identity of the ethnographer requires 

renegotiation” (1995:112).  

 

 

Figure 9. My family in front of the library in Arborg, Manitoba. Tinna Grétarsdóttir. 

 

 

I view this research as a long conversation with the people with whom I interacted. 

The shifting context of ethnographic inquiry to collaborative anthropology has replaced a 

monologic voice that tended to speak for others or about others with complex, tentative, 

conflicted, uncertain and unresolved voices (Ruby 1996, Marcus and Fischer 1999). At 

the same time that I regard this work as a dialogue, it is nevertheless the result of selected 
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comments that are orchestrated by me in certain ways and not by the people I met during 

my fieldwork. As Ruby contends, the way that a production can share authority and be 

“truly collaborative” is to have collaboration at all stages of the production (2000:208).  

In the following chapters I attempt to incorporate interactions in the text that 

reflect voices that may both harmonize and contradict each other. The aim is to put a 

human face on people’s actions and events and not simply use them as “case studies.” 

The task of describing reality is a complex one. I perceive this analysis as a story of my 

encounters with people, their practices and ideas, places, art works, associations and links 

of past and present, and attempt to describe reality and yet at the same time create it. 

Much like other stories, it interweaves (transnational) spheres and makes connections, 

links and branches in multiple directions. Yet, as a story, this dissertation is also a 

simplification of reality as it only grasps vaguely the richness and density of life 

experienced during the field work  

 

“Western Icelander? – NOT ME!” or “the Importance of Being Icelandic.” 

 

Shifting between geographical locations, social scenes and different languages had an 

impact on my choices to represent practices within the transnational sphere that I have 

carved out above. The fluctuation between these spheres also influenced my desire to 

represent Icelandic-Canadians as a group of heterogeneous people with multiple 

identities. This was especially apparent in my interactions with people in Iceland, as I 

sometimes felt that their perception and representation of Icelandic-Canadians was 

simply associated (and at times mockingly so), with parades and Fjallkona (Lady of the 
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mountain) at the Icelandic festival in Gimli, and vínarterta (a layered pastry considered a 

traditional Icelandic treat in Canada but not part of today’s Icelandic national cuisine). 

While in Iceland, I sometimes came across the belief that Icelandic-Canadian identity had 

become watered down, as if it had gone through translation and got lost along the way, 

instead something that people take pride in and that has been expanded and added new 

layers. Lingering with the metaphor of translation, it is important to recognize as Salman 

Rushdie notes, the tendency to suppose that something always gets lost in translation, 

while losing sight of the fact that “something can also be gained” (1991:17). This can be 

traced to the lack of knowledge about the history of people of Icelandic descent in 

Canada. The absence of historical knowledge reflects the resentment that arose between 

those who emigrated from Iceland to North America in the late 1800’s and those who 

remained behind under dire conditions. Many accused the “Western Icelanders” of being 

deserters during a time when the country needed to break away from its colonial power, 

Denmark, and build an independent republic.  

 The term “Western Icelanders” is an interesting aspect of the complex historical 

and social relations which can be viewed as both an attempt to cope with the loss of 

population and, for those who emigrated, as a way to feel they were part of the population 

left behind (often comprised of close family members and children). Indeed the 

inclusiveness of the term is now strongly defended in the transnational endeavor. 

Conversely, some accounts refer to Eastern Icelanders – meaning those living in Iceland. 

This terminology emphasizes the interconnected cultural space of the dispersed 

population. However, it does not mean that the terms automatically convey warmth 

between “Western” and “Eastern” Icelanders. Some contemporary Icelandic-Canadians 
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have described being told that they were descendants of the “riff-raff” or the chaff that 

left when visiting Iceland. Knowing my research topic, people in Iceland would often 

engage me in conversations and express amazement at how little they were taught about 

the emigration, let alone its place in the European mass migration to North America 

during the 19th century. Interest about the emigration and the history of Icelandic-

Canadians seem to be increasing. The same can be said about the visibility of Icelandic-

Canadians in Iceland in public spheres such as the media and museum exhibits which 

have also boosted some people’s interest in the history of Icelandic-Canadians. 

Publication of books and the establishment of the Emigration Center in recent years has 

been a significant contribution. Many Icelandic-Canadians have been aware of the lack of 

knowledge among Icelanders when it comes to the history of the Icelandic settlements in 

North America. In an article in Lögberg Heimskringla from 1993 Elva Simundsson, who 

was raised in an Icelandic speaking household and active in the Icelandic-Canadian 

community, addresses this sensitive topic by stating that, “Most Icelanders have virtually 

no knowledge of the history of New Iceland or of the large settlements of people of 

Icelandic descent in North America. Obviously it is not considered worthy of much 

mention in school social studies courses in Iceland” (Simundsson 1993:7). In the article, 

Simundsson discusses the term “Western Icelander” which is still in use among many of 

Icelandic descent in Canada and the United States as well as in Iceland. As the title of the 

article, “Western Icelander?–NOT ME!”, suggests, Simundsson argues against the 

present use of the term Western Icelander–an argument that many echoed during my 

fieldwork period in Canada. According to Simundsson the term should only be used in 

reference to their immigrant ancestors. She warns against people who consider the term 
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“Western-Icelander” a term of endearment, stating: “I have heard from several of my 

contemporaries who have been told in no uncertain terms by Icelanders that it certainly is 

no special privilege to be branded a Western Icelander” (Simundsson 1993:7).  

 Since the early 1990’s the term Western Icelander has been appropriated by 

Icelandic government agents in Canada who wish to decrease the negative attitudes of 

people in Iceland and highlight kinship and family ties. However, speaking to people like 

Simundsson and others, the official appropriation is clearly contested. When I was first 

introduced to Simundsson in 2003 she emphasized that she was neither Icelandic nor a 

Western Icelander but a Canadian of Icelandic descent. The “Who are we?” conundrum 

was a popular theme in my conversations with members of the community, at 

conventions, and on the pages of Lögberg Heimskringla. Other Canadians when asked, 

“Who are you?” respond, “Icelandic” as if to explain what is behind their Canadian-ness. 

Still others have argued that it is unacceptable and politically incorrect to identify oneself 

as “Icelandic” or, worse, “Western Icelander” when one is “really” Canadian. These 

people urge the adoption of hyphenated identities. Those who have been most outspoken 

against the term “Western Icelander” are people like Simundsson, people actively 

involved in community institutions such as the Icelandic National League of North 

America, and people who actively promote Icelandic heritage and ties with Iceland. A 

Canadian historian, Nelson Gerrard, who is of Icelandic decent, encourages people to use 

the term “Canadians of Icelandic descent” or “Icelandic-Canadian,” instead of “Western 

Icelander.”  Gerrard believes that the term Western Icelander “identifies us as Icelanders–

which to me designates natives of Iceland and has “alien” political connotation with 
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which I am uncomfortable … the use of this term reflects poorly on us–suggesting 

cultural naiveté at best – at worst, poor citizenship”  (Nelson Gerrard 1992:2).  

 Such clashes between definitions and representations reflect, in my view, both the 

Canadian ideology of multiculturalism and diasporic expressions of the community. 

These tensions exist in the power-laden relationship between “here” and “there” and will 

surface time and again in the following pages. During my fieldwork, I often felt that 

people needed to differentiate themselves from me, as if they were reminding me that I 

could not expect them to be Icelandic (as in, from Iceland), a reminder that emphasized 

their history in Canada. For instance, early in my fieldwork my respondents often 

informed me that “We do things our way.” I realized that many have had prior 

experiences with Icelanders who viewed the cultural practices of people of Icelandic 

descent in Canada from an Icelandic context and within Icelandic parameters. In other 

words Icelanders failed to understand Icelandic-Canadian roots and routes within the 

fluctuating context of the Canadian political and socio-cultural world. These sentiments 

are apparent in a criticism on the documentary The Importance of Being Icelandic  (1998) 

by Icelandic filmmaker, Jón Gústafsson.  

  The film premiered on CBC national television in Canada on the series Rough 

Cuts. The film was broadcast 12 times over a period of two years as part of its 

conventional screening rights agreement. The documentary immediately caused 

controversy and strong reactions among many within the Icelandic-Canadian community, 

including the protagonists of the film. People felt that they had been misrepresented as a 

community. The documentary was criticized for being superficial and immature. The 

main protagonists in the film were three Icelandic-Canadians who, in formal and informal 
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interviews, reflected on their Icelandic identity and their ideas about being of Icelandic 

descent. The interview scenes were juxtaposed and framed with scenes such as an 

Icelandic comedian stating:  

 

What are Western Icelanders? Why are they coming here and why are 
they so proud of this?  I am Icelandic [said in Icelandic with a thick 
English accent] when they should be saying I am speech impediment … 
They come here looking for their roots. But who are these people? They 
are descendants of the people who were sent to Canada … so we didn´t 
have anything to do with them.10 [Gústafsson, 1998] 

 

People also felt that there was too much emphasis on the annual Icelandic Festival 

weekend in Gimli as if that event in some way represented the zeitgeist of “the 

importance of being Icelandic” instead of viewing the event as part of their identity. In 

addition, people accused the director of selecting “the petty and the absurd” as 

representations of Icelandic-Canadians (Gerrard 1999:2). Although the Icelandic festival 

includes a traditional Icelandic program of formal speeches and the Fjallkona, the festival 

has become increasingly commercialized in recent years. Hence, people are concerned 

that it is no longer representative of Icelandic-Canadian cultural identity. There were 

complaints that the director ignored other cultural activities that foster cultural awareness 

and take place in the community and that he made no attempt to situate the Icelandic-

Canadians in a Canadian context. The selection of scenes and the editing of the film were 

criticized as trivializing the characters and even mocking them.  The director of the film, 

a native to Iceland but at the time of the film a resident of Canada, disagrees with the 

views and interpretation of his film. In my discussion with the director, he maintained 

that the intent of film was to reflect on a parallel story to Oscar Wilde’s acclaimed 
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comedy, The Importance of Being Earnest, where the main character leads a double life. 

The director believed that people of Icelandic descent in Canada who called themselves 

Icelanders were not Icelanders in the same way that he was. This ethnocentric 

observation was his starting point for the film. The other idea behind using this title was 

to underline that the film should not be taken too seriously. It was a farce; people were 

expected to laugh at and with it. The film and the controversies that took place within the 

community and on the pages of Lögberg-Heimskringla reflect the tensions regarding who 

and what belong to “the Icelandic experience.”  It also serves to highlight the struggle 

over who determines what it means to be “Icelandic.”  

 During my fieldwork I became the program director of an Icelandic-Canadian 

film screening section at a Canadian film festival in Iceland. The festival took place in 

February 2007 and was held in conjuncture with a large conference on the theme Images 

of the North. I decided to screen The Importance of Being Icelandic as part of the 

program and invited the director to participate in a post-screening discussion. After 

screening the film I planned a formal reception study with the audience. Before the 

screening I introduced the film and mentioned that it was considered a controversial piece 

in Canada and recounted the criticisms from the Icelandic-Canadians described above. 

Interestingly, and to my surprise, I became defensive throughout the screening as I heard 

the Icelandic audiences laughing at people interviewed in the film that I had come to 

know personally during my fieldwork. I felt myself concurring with the views of those 

from Canada – that they were ridiculed, mocked and unfairly portrayed in the film. After 

the screening, during the discussion with the director, I was astonished at the lack of 

critical comments coming from the audience, especially in relation to arguments about 
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authenticity in terms of identity. I received later an email with some critical points from 

Icelandic-Canadian who had been in the audience. In order to stir things up a bit after the 

screening I decided to share with the audiences a short narrative told by the Canadian 

filmmaker Guy Maddin, who is of Icelandic heritage, whose work, Tales from Gimli 

Hopspital (1988), was also screened at the festival. In the director’s commentary with the 

DVD version of the film, Maddin described his concern that Icelandic-Canadians are 

viewed as buffoons in Iceland yet, referring to his experience in Iceland, he closed by 

stating, “I think Western Icelanders are certainly ridiculous but no more than the real 

artifact” (Maddin 1988). 

 In the process of researching, writing and thinking of ways to represent the 

intricate web of relations among the people within this study, and between them and 

myself, I concur with James Clifford’s notion that “every version of ‘other,’ wherever 

found, is also a construction of a ‘self’” (1986:23). In research where scenes are changing 

(geography, language, etc.), where one constantly needs to re-position oneself, reflexivity 

becomes an important dimension of method (see Marcus 1995). The space carved out by 

this research is one where different structures of feeling operate and often clash. The 

story about the controversy over the documentary does not solely reflect my attempts to 

incorporate clashing voices in the text in order to show the tensions between the people 

across the Atlantic. It also reflects upon me as an ethnographer that inhabits, as Hine puts 

it “a kind of in-between world …which at times can be challenging for one’s own life in 

society.” (Hine 2005:5). I simultaneously attempted to be “native and stranger,” in both 

places, Iceland and Canada.  
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Being native to Iceland, I am entwined in the various socio-cultural processes that 

I am studying. During fieldwork I collected data from various sites through my daily 

routine by following the news in Iceland, watching Icelandic television while in Iceland 

or via the Internet, interacting with family, friends and colleges in Iceland, et cetera. Yet 

living abroad both in the United States and Canada for six years during my graduate 

studies, also gave me a critical perspective on Icelandic issues. During my fieldwork my 

family and I were frequently invited to private parties, people’s homes, and also to more 

formal gatherings at the Icelandic consulate in Winnipeg because of my nationality. At 

the consulate, I would meet curators, artists, and the Icelandic-Canadian elite in 

Winnipeg. It served as a valuable asset to observe the various interactions of artists, 

Icelandic-Canadians and representatives of the Icelandic state. My background also gave 

me access to people in the Icelandic-Canadian community through kinship relations and 

served as an advantage in understanding various cultural parameters. Proud of their 

heritage, the Icelandic-Canadians were always eager to share their stories reflecting on 

how members of the community negotiate their Icelandic identity, and I often perceived 

their own sense-making endeavors during the discussions. They were keen to hear about 

the ways Icelandic anthropologists perceived their community and guided me to people 

with whom they thought I should talk. They also steered me towards “real Icelanders,” 

whom they perceived as authentic, while referring to some members of the community as 

“born-again Icelanders,” implying they were consequently less authentic. According to 

many of my informants  “born-again Icelanders” were people who had been raised in a 

household without speaking Icelandic or limited exposure Icelandic-Canadians 

narratives, beliefs, history, et cetera. and who had only become interested in their ethnic 
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roots in adulthood. Some of the younger generation, who had lately become interested in 

their Icelandic identity and heritage, referred to themselves at times in a joking manner as 

“coming out of the closet” Icelanders. Instead of focusing on what distinguishes “real” or 

“authentic” Icelandic culture in Canada, I was more drawn to exploring what drove 

people to “come out of the closet” with their Icelandic identity and become involved in 

the community and transnationally related events. There are various interpretations of 

“Icelandicness.” People who perceive themselves as Icelandic in Canada do not 

necessarily agree on what “Icelandicness” entails. My observations and people’s stories 

reflect how differing definitions and representations of Icelandic-Canadian identity 

intersect with personality, generations, family clan, location, profession, gender and how 

these create clashes within the community.  

As mentioned above, the Icelandic-Canadian presence has become more visible in 

Iceland in recent years and more Icelanders are traveling to Icelandic-Canadian 

communities. The joke is if you desire to visit the Icelandic-Canadians, join a choir! 

Every year a number of choirs visit the community in addition to various organized group 

trips. Many people of Icelandic descent in Canada share Sólveig Pétursdóttir’s view, the 

speaker of the Icelandic parliament who gave a toast to Canada at the Icelandic festival in 

Gimli in 2006. She said that “even our close relations [between Iceland and the Icelandic-

Canadian community] may have for a while slackened a little, we have witnessed for 

some time that they are deepening and strengthening once more” (Pétursdóttir 2006). The 

presence of the Icelandic state in Canada and the renewed relationship with the Icelandic-

Canadian community is, for some, a sign of recognition, reconciliation and even 

forgiveness for the exodus from Iceland as one of the respondent stated. Others 
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celebrated the revitalization within their communities and between Icelanders and 

Icelandic-Canadians and the increased attention that the Icelandic-Canadian community 

has received in the larger Canadian society. Many are tuned in to assist a “small 

homeland” and there is excitement about the possible opportunities that may lie ahead in 

transnational relations. Others remain relatively skeptical and fear that the marketing and 

business oriented side of the revitalization project will dominate.  

 

Conclusion.  

 

This chapter has outlined the scope of the transnational networking that takes place 

between Iceland and Icelandic-Canadians. I have described the inquiry of the research by 

mapping out the management and channeling of art in the transnational project in order to 

understand what these art projects are actually “doing” and what their value is in relation 

to people involved. The following chapter, Transnational Complexities of Art Projects: 

Networking and Neoliberal Governmentality, sets the theoretical stage. As I have 

previously mentioned, the study is rooted in visual anthropology and framed within 

anthropology of transnationalism and globalization. My discussion begins by placing the 

Icelandic community within the literature of transnationalism and disapora. The tenets set 

out at the beginning of this chapter outline and analytically link the contemporary cultural 

flows (art) across spaces in the transnational endeavor to actual institutions of state 

powers and capitalism. Moreover, this chapter looks closely at how the perspective of 

governmentality may help to contextualize mechanisms of power that enable the 

unfolding of heterogeneous and contingent connections, which in turn form and reform 
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locales, identities and imagined communities. Building on Foucault, the British 

governmentality school, particularly, contributes to my discussion as it approaches 

neoliberalism not as an economic doctrine, but as a technique of government. The British 

governmentality school thus enables me to capture the constellations of linkages formed 

between art, people, places and socio-cultural values. The theoretical terrain is informed 

by Yúdice’s (1999) and Wu’s (2002) explorations of neoliberal cultural politics, the shift 

in the legitimating narratives of art and the ramifications of this shift on people’s relations 

to art and one another. Much of the recent work in anthropology and art contributed to 

the conceptual tools of the research: Gell’s notion of art as “relation and context 

dependent” (1998:22), Morphy and Perkins’s (2006) approach of locating art within both 

social and cultural realms, Wineger’s undertaking of art and its attachments to 

“discursive positionings … in the battles of cultural politics” (2006:11) and Svasek’s 

(2006) emphasis on art as processual.  

As this research is framed within political and social transformations in Iceland 

and the policy shift of the Icelandic state towards revitalizing the links between Iceland 

and Canada, I begin chapter three by examining the inclusionary practices of the 

Icelandic state towards Icelandic-Canadians. The revitalization of relations with 

Icelandic-Canadians is explored within the context of reformed political and economic 

conditions in Iceland, conditions that relate to re-imagined (trans)nationalized accounts of 

Icelandic identity and society. Finally, I address how the Icelandic state inserted itself 

into community practices of the Icelandic-Canadians and examine the collaborations as 

well as the tensions that subsequently arose. Chapter three provides discussion and 

further context of the art projects under study, such as the unveiling of the sculpture First 
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White Mother in America in Ottawa in 2000 and the Núna festival which are further 

examined in chapters four and five. In chapter four, Sculpting Transnational Practices, I 

outline the unveiling of The First White Mother in America by Ásmundur Sveinsson and 

how it carved out transnational space where the identities, history and place of the 

Icelandic-Canadian community were mediated. I discuss the significance of the sculpture 

while also showing how it unveils transnational politics that mediate people’s practices, 

agencies and identities. The sculpture’s unveiling is an event that registered bundled 

associations, connections and orchestrations of conduct within and across borders. In 

chapter five, Lets Make a Toast To Art: A Transnational Economic Paradigm, I examine 

the Núna project, which was established as a venue to reach young people of Icelandic 

background in Canada and build an artistic and cultural bridge between Iceland and 

Canada. I argue that the Núna project speaks to the flexibility inherent in neoliberal 

governmentality as exemplified in the orchestration of Canadian artists across borders, 

the management of socio-cultural practices such as ethnic networking and community- 

and culture-making. Canadian artists who were asked to volunteer on the Núna curatorial 

committee dealt with, in addition to curatorial programming, the mandate to build a 

cultural bridge between the communities through art, as well as the ways that Núna 

served as an instrument in the process of nation-branding creating and marketing 

“Icelandicness.” As revealed in chapter five, those concerned with subordination of 

traditional aesthetic functions in the discursive constellations of the neoliberal present 

fight a grueling battle.  
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1 The title of the dissertation “Art is in our Heart” is a quote from the tourist brochure: Pure. Natural. 
Unspoiled. Iceland 2007 (Icelandic Tourist Board 2007). 
2 The Icelandic festival in Canada was first held in Winnipeg in 1890 and was held annually in Winnipeg 
until 1931. It has been held in Gimli since 1932 (see www.icelandicfestival.com) 
3 [ef ég hefði hitt sama fólk niðri á bryggju eða í réttum á Íslandi hefði ég ekki gert ráð fyrir öðru en að það 
ætti heima á Íslandi. Það er ótrúlegt og eins er merkilegt hvað margir hafa mikið samband við Ísland, fara 
þangað jafnvel mörgum sinnum á ári og eru í daglegu sambandi. Ég hitti meira að segja fólk sem var 
nýkomið frá Íslandi og hafði umgengist sama fólk og ég undanfarnar vikur] 
4 This database is part of a larger biogenetic enterprise (see Pálsson 2002) 
5 Countries which are members of European Economic Area such as Iceland participate in the European 
market without being a member of the European Union (EU). 
6 In addition to the celebration of the millennium in North America, Iceland’s capital, Reykjavík, was one 
of Europe’s cultural capitals. Moreover, Icelanders celebrated the 1000th anniversary of Christianity.  
7 [Þó ekki sé hægt að ganga út frá því að allir þeir sem skrásettir verði gerist jafn ákafir Íslandssinnar í 
öllum málum er óefað mikill styrkur af slíkum “meðvituðum” hópi og gæti óefað orðið uppspretta 
fjárfestinga/fjárstreymis til landsins. Sérstaklega skal tekið undir það, að vitund yngri Vestur-Íslendinga um 
uppruna sinn fer dofnandi og kann hér að vera um það að ræða að ná til síðustu kynslóðar áður en fólk þetta 
hreinlega hverfur í þjóðahaf Norður Ameríku]. 
8 The Icelandic National League of Iceland was originally established in 1939. 
9 The president’s address was printed in Lögberg Heimskringla, January 17th 1997. 
10 [Og hvað með Vestur-Íslendinga? Af hverju eru þeir að koma hingað og vera æðislega stoltir  - af þessu? 
Ég er íslenskur segja þeir  og maður segir meinarðu- ég er málhaltur? Nei, ég er íslenskur. Í leit að uppruna 
sínum…Ég meina hvaða lið er þetta? Þetta eru afkomendur af einhverju liði sem var sent til Kanada hérna 
sautjánhundruð og súrkal til þess að við þyrftum ekki að vita af því]. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

TRANSNATIONAL COMPLEXITIES OF ART PROJECTS: 

NETWORKING AND NEOLIBERAL GOVERNMENTALITY 

 

In this chapter, I will situate my theoretical approach, and create a diagram of the 

theoretical tools that have aided my efforts in addressing the complexities of art projects 

in connection with transnational networking and as articulations of neoliberal 

governmentality. Scholars such as Linda Basch, et al. (1994), Nina Glick-Schiller and 

Eugene G. Fouron (2002), and Nicholas  Harney (1998) have reflected upon the ways 

that building transnational social and cultural fields have  made various communities 

receptive environments for economic and political activities. These scholars describe the 

movement of cultural productions, including art projects, from the homelands, yet they 

do not consider these projects in terms of their significance for the specific subjects 

involved, such as the artists, state agents of the homeland, sponsors, organizers, 

audiences, et cetera. Art institutions such as museums or other cultural departments are 

not the context of this analysis, however. Rather, I examine specially designed art 

projects that are not subject to traditional funding systems of art institutions (public or 

private), and art endowments initiated by the state and professional committees of art. 

The art projects studied here take place abroad and are organized within transnational 

programs initiated and subsidized by the Icelandic government in collaboration with the 

business sector, Icelandic-Canadians and, to some extent, the Canadian government.  
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Explorations of the interactions between states and “art worlds” have most often 

looked at the following themes: the relationship of the state, artists, and art institutions in 

the context of cultural policy; direct and indirect funding mechanisms to individual artists 

or institutions; public and private funding; autonomy and freedom; the censorship of 

artistic expression; the marketplace; audience development; class and taste; high art and 

popular art; and national heritage, among others (Becker 1982; Bourdieu 1984; Svasek 

2007; Morphy 1995,  Wu 2002, Alexander and Rueschmeyer 2005; MacClancy 1997; 

Yúdice 1999, Wineger 2006). Although these studies remain mostly within national 

borders, several aspects of them are pertinent to my research. First, they understand the 

complexity of the relationship of art, the market, and the state. While the complex 

relationship between art, state and private sponsorship has long been a site of 

controversies, the art historian Chin-tao Wu (2002) maintains that the 1980’s witnessed a 

drastic increase in corporate culture and power within the art scene in both Britain and 

the Americas. Her questions echo those of Victoria D. Alexander and Marilyn 

Rueschmeyer (2005), who carried out a comparative study of the relationship between 

the state and the arts in the United States, Britain, Norway, Sweden, East Germany and 

the Soviet Union. Wu argues that the boundaries between public and private are not fixed 

categories but “subject to ongoing political, social and ideological forces that help shape 

the discourse” (2002:20). In another recent work, Incorporating Culture, Mark Renactus 

examines Germany and argues that the increasing convergence of cultural institutions and 

corporate sponsorship is “well under way” (2002:90). Like Wu, Renactus (2002:26) 

shows how corporations’ cultural sponsorships were once perceived as philanthropy but 

are now contractual agreements for the purposes of marketing investments, identity 
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enhancement and public relations. Building on Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital, Wu 

stresses that companies that fund the arts accumulate symbolic capital, which can be 

turned into economic and political advantages (2002:269). The legitimating narratives of 

art now revolve around prospective profits, financial investments, the pursuit of art as an 

image enhancing tool, networking clubs, et cetera. Art is increasingly addressed in 

relation to its role in the cultural, social and economic sectors instead of being associated 

with art and the aesthetic. In this context artists are often referred to as cultural workers, 

part of the creative cultural industry (see Canclini 2007; Wu 2002; Yúdice 1999). 

Although these researchers attempt to avoid socio-economic and political determinism, 

they are often distanced from the everyday life of discursive and non-discursive local 

practices and from different social actors who are involved in these dynamic 

relationships.  

While maintaining state endowments for the arts, the Icelandic state has, in recent 

years, encouraged art and culture partnerships with corporate businesses that have 

increasingly integrated themselves into the support-infrastructure of the art world. This 

study argues that the shift was induced by, and reflected facets of, the growth of the 

neoliberal enterprise culture that engulfed Iceland. Both public and private institutions 

emphasized the instrumental value of the “creative industry,” including art, which was 

discussed mostly in relation to its social and economic contribution to the national 

economy (see Icelandic Prime Minister Office 2008; Einarsson 2004). These 

transformations wrought by neoliberalism are related to Iceland’s transnational endeavor 

in Canada. For example, art projects were used as platforms for country promotion and 

marketing corporations. Moreover, the state was increasingly acting as a fundraiser. 

67 
 



These art projects were more than vehicles for promoting Iceland and Icelandic culture. 

These art projects influenced, directed and channeled people’s identity (re)formations, 

practices, values and relations of power that operated well beyond the nation-state. As I 

argue, the art projects studied here must be contextualized in both neoliberal 

governmentality and global capitalism. The stretching of markets across borders and the 

flexibility in modes of neoliberal governmentality have (re)created spaces where the 

ethnic identity and agency of Icelandic-Canadians is being reworked while transnational 

practices are promoted and sponsored. Reflected in these transnational endeavors, the 

management of building transnational ties, making new connections, and reworking 

identities anchored in contemporary Iceland became increasingly attended by individuals, 

artists and art productions. 

I divide my discussion in this chapter into four sections. First, in 

Transnationalism and Communities, I position the Icelandic-Canadian community within 

the literature of transnationalism and diasporas–concepts that have been stretched to 

cover a range of groups, activities and identities. I argue that although some scholars 

perceive advanced electronic technology and low cost travel as the central drive for 

transnational relations, the revitalized ethnic networking between communities across the 

Atlantic can only be fully understood by examining capitalism and the changing role of 

states in the new global economy. In Globalization and Governmentality, I discuss how 

implications of locality need to be re-evaluated. I then map out the way that a perspective 

of governmentality may help to contextualize mechanisms of power that enable the 

unfolding of heterogeneous and contingent connections, which, in turn, form and reform 

locales, cultural forms and imagined communities. In the third section, “Hacking Away 

68 
 



the Hyphen Between the Nation and the State,” I raise questions about the agency of 

nation-states in the new global economy.1 I argue that transnational and global 

networking, including the ethnic networking with Icelandic-Canadians, required new 

technologies to keep the nation and the national “at the center of the public’s 

identification” (Berlant 1998:174). I also consider the ramifications of neoliberal 

governance by reducing the state and “resituat[ing] the management of the social 

squarely within civil society” (Yúdice 1999:25). I maintain that the arts in Iceland are not 

excluded from this transformation and have increasingly becoming part of social 

management. Following Yúdice (1999), I argue that this restructuring carves out subtle 

governing techniques that are reflected in art projects in the transnational endeavor. 

Finally, in Anthropology and Art I emphasize the importance of overcoming the 

subject/object dilemma and other dualisms such as reading/doing, message/practice and 

cultural/social to fully understand the ways that people relate to art work/projects and one 

another. It is necessary to view art projects as mediators of socio-cultural processes and 

cultural values. They are a locus of various and often conflicted and competing meanings, 

agencies, and experiences within different positions, contexts, and people involved.  

 

Transnationalism and Communities. 

 

Anthropological studies of transnationalism have challenged immigration studies that in 

the past relied almost exclusively on the processes of acculturation and assimilation by 

focusing on links between societies of origin and settlement, and on the ways that people 
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are marked by dual or multiple identities, and participate socially, economically and even 

politically in two societies. As Stuart Hall (1995) explains it, more and more people  

 

belong to more than one world, speak more than one language (literally 
and metaphorically), inhabit more than one identity, have more than one 
home; ... have learned to negotiate and translate between cultures, and ... 
because they are irrevocably the product of several interlocking histories 
and cultures ... speak from the “in-between” of different cultures, always 
unsettling the assumption of one culture from the perspective of another, 
and thus finding ways of being both the same as and at the same time 
different from the others amongst whom they live. [Inda and Rosaldo 
2000:19]  

 

The literature on transnationalism deals mostly with recent immigrant 

communities (Basch et al. 1994; see also Harney 1998; Glick-Schiller and Fouron 2001; 

Kearny 1995; Hannerz 1997; Stoller 2002; Portes et al. 1999). Scholars have not studied 

the ways that transnational practices can be identified as a reawakened social field within 

a population with an ethnic presence in a wider society prior to the First World War, as in 

the Icelandic-Canadian community, which has had few opportunities to renew ties with 

the country of origin through new immigration from the original homeland. What do 

transnational practices mean when they are applied to Icelandic-Canadians, who 

descended from the Icelandic population that arrived in Canada during the period 

spanning 1875-1915 and are now thoroughly assimilated in their new homeland? In other 

words, how can we frame this new, revitalized “in-betweeness” from the current 

literature on transnational practices? (Aquiar 2006:209).  

Since the early 1990’s, the field of transnational studies has grown in size and 

scope. While the literature has evolved conceptually over the years, both in Europe and 

the Unites States, Daphene Winland (1998:556) argues that Canadian-based studies have 
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been rigidly framed within the Canadian context and slow to incorporate transnational 

perspectives into their analyses of ethnic and immigrant communities. In the edited 

volume Transnational Identities and Practices in Canada (2005), an interdisciplinary 

collection of Canadian studies on transnationalism, the editors and contributors present 

themselves as remediating the absence of the transnational perspective in research and 

scholarship. The editors of the volume Lloyd Wong and Vic Satzewich  (2005) state that, 

 

even though immigrant and ethnic relations were among the most 
researched areas of Canadian social life, there was a real silence within 
the academic literature both on the extent to which immigrants and 
members of ethnic groups maintain ties with the real and imagined 
homelands and on the personal, cultural and institutional meanings and 
consequences associated with these ties. [2005:xi.]  
 

In Iceland, scholars have studied the transnational flow of people into the country, 

however, their studies have been directed more towards processes of integration and 

assimilation in the Icelandic society and less with the ways populations maintain 

transnational relations and identities (see Skaptadóttir and Wojtynska 2007a, 2007b). 

Although transnationalism has not often been addressed as a topic of study, scholars have 

pointed out that it is not a new phenomenon (Foner 1997; Bash et al. 1994; Harney 1998). 

For example, Nancy Foner (1997) criticized anthropologists who, without supplying an 

historical comparison, argue that transnationalism is a new phenomenon, generally 

understood from the context of advanced communication and transportation technologies 

and global economic activities that span national borders. According to Foner, some 

sources of transnationalism that have been labeled as new did, in fact, operate in the past. 

She calls for comparative studies, so that the scholarly communities involved might attain 
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a more thorough understanding of transnationalism, and prompts her colleagues in 

relevant fields to compare the transnationalism of the past to those of the present in order 

to determine whether contemporary transnational practices are different and if they are, to 

discover what new forces drives them today (Foner 1997: 355-9).  

 At the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century, connections between the 

Icelandic-Canadian community and Icelanders were direct in many ways (see 

Arngrímsson 1998). The community was involved in the economic development of 

Iceland, for example by contributing to the founding of the Icelandic shipping company 

Eimskipafélag Íslands. Because of limited research on transnational relations between the 

two communities, it is a challenge to map the scope of the transnational links between 

Iceland and Canada in the past. However, it is certain that the Icelandic state has never 

before invested as much in ethnic networking in North America as it has in the last 

decade. The past relationship between the two communities can be characterized as 

taking place on individual and family levels or through organizations. Today, these 

relations are marked by the orchestration of the Icelandic state and its increasing 

influence can be seen at the community level (including the initiation and organization of 

the art projects).    

Concepts such as transnationalism and, in particular, the diaspora, have been 

extended to cover a diverse number of groups, activities and identities. As Satzewich and 

Wong state, these “extraordinarily elastic” concepts are so popular that they have become 

buzzwords within the academy (2005:2). These concepts seem to overlap, and are 

sometimes used interchangeably. Yet many scholars do not view the concepts as 

synonymous. The term diaspora, originally used to describe mobile, often persecuted 
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minorities, including the Jewish, Greek, and Armenian dispersion, has been, as Khachig 

Tölölyan states, widely used to describe “communities of the transnational moment”  

(1991:4–5). The concept of diaspora has been broadened, as seen in Walker Connor's 

(1986) account, where it is defined as a segment of a people who live outside the 

geographical borders of their homeland. William Safran (1991) notes six features 

common to diasporas:  

 

1) they, or their ancestors, have been dispersed from a specific original 
‘center’  to two or more ‘peripheral,’ or foreign, regions; 2) they retain a 
collective memory, vision, or myth about their original homeland–its 
physical location, history and achievements; 3) they believe that they are 
not –and perhaps cannot be–fully accepted by their host society and 
therefore feel partly alienated and insulated from it; 4) they regard their 
ancestral homeland as their true, ideal home and as the place to which 
they or their descendants would (or should) eventually return–when 
conditions are appropriate; 5) they believe that they should collectively be 
committed to the maintenance or restoration of their original homeland 
and to its safety and prosperity; and 6) they continue to relate, personally 
or vicariously, to that homeland in one way or another, and their 
ethnocommunal consciousness and solidarity are importantly defined by 
the existence of such a relationship. [1991:83-4] 

 

Robin Cohen suggests another approach by proposing a typology of five different 

diasporas: victim, labor, trade, imperial, and cultural diasporas (1997:x). This typology 

emphasizes the condition or the status of the dispersed community, as well as the factors 

that prompted the dispersal. It is also an attempt to underline the many kinds of displaced 

populations (e.g., immigrant, ethnic, refugee, etc.), which should not be conflated (see 

Vertovec and Cohen 1999). Kim Butler (2001) states that most scholars who carry out 

diasporic studies seem to agree on three features. First, there must be a minimum of two 

destinations after dispersal, rather than just one. Second, some form of relationship with 
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an actual or imagined land of ancestors is disseminated within the community in order to 

provide the basis of its particular identity formation. Third, a self-awareness of group 

identity must exist. The idea that diasporic identity is connected to a homeland 

distinguishes diasporas from nomads, and differs from other forms of ethnic identity, 

which can be based on anything (Butler 2001:103, 115). Tölölyan argues that although 

both ethnic and diasporic communities preserve a collective identity other than that of the 

hegemonic national identity of the host land, what distinguishes these communities is that 

the relationship of the ethnic community with the country of ancestral origin is “absent, 

weak, at best intermittent, and manifested by individuals rather than the community as a 

whole that are highly unlikely to act in consistently organized ways to develop an agenda 

for self-representation in the political realm, either in the hostland or across national 

boundaries” (1996:16). 

 At least two of the differentiated features of the diaspora can be found within the 

Icelandic-Canadian community. The dispersal was to multiple places; Canada, The 

United States and Brazil. The communities in North America have, in addition, 

maintained “a collective memory, vision, or myth” about their original homeland, and in 

doing so, have kept alive various symbols which reflect the production and reproduction 

of transnational and hybrid cultural phenomena (Safran 1991:83-4; see also Butler 2001; 

Vertovec and Cohen 1999). On the other hand, the Icelandic ethnic community has been 

fully accepted in Canada, in the sense that today they do not face racism or other forms of 

social discrimination, nor are they involved formally in political movements that might 

potentially serve their own interests. Moreover, Iceland is not perceived as a place of 

eventual return, another characteristic of the diaspora that is proposed by some scholars 
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(see Safran 1991). While the degree, depth, and intensity of the relationships between 

different locations within the Icelandic North American population, as well with Iceland 

itself, have varied from time to time, it is perhaps telling that in the course of my 

research, I seldom heard individuals describe themselves as members of a diaspora, even 

though it has appeared in critical analyses and discussions on Icelandic North American 

literature. While the Icelandic National League of North America fosters cooperation of 

Icelandic groups in different locations in North America, the participation of chapters in 

the United States has varied. When the Icelandic consul general arrived in Winnipeg in 

1999, part of his mandate was to unite and revitalize these dispersed Icelandic 

communities in North America and strengthen their relationships and cooperation within 

the diasporic space, as well as with Iceland, using the established organization as a 

platform (Gestsson 2000a). Another mandate was to add a modernized layer to the 

nostalgic version of the imagined homeland and represent it as a real destination with 

opportunities in different spheres of society.  

 The concepts of transnationalism and transnational communities are generally 

used in a broader fashion than that of a diaspora. Steven Vertovec and Robin Cohen 

(1999:xix-xx) point out that the word “transnational” was used in the discourses of 

international relations to describe cross-border activities and networks of international 

organizations. In fleshing out the general framework of transnationalism as it is now 

used, scholars demonstrate that many components characterized as transnational are 

conflated with notions characterized as diasporic. In its diasporic dimension, 

transnationalism is a social formation that spans borders. It refers to the processes that 

link displaced people to their societies of origin. Transnational subjects are marked by 
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dual or multiple identities and, as diasporic, they are involved in the production and 

reproduction of transnational socio-cultural phenomenon. As a parallel to the diaspora, 

the transnational community is often described as having characteristics that are 

exceptionally fluid. The transnational community is seen as constituted by cultural styles 

and social institutions so varied and fleeting, simultaneously over- and underdetermined, 

that scholarship has resorted to adopting terms from other disciplines, such as hybridity 

or bricolage, to describe these phenomena (Vertovec and Cohen 1999; Vertovec 1999, 

2004; Basch et al 1994; Apparurai 1996; Inda and Rosaldo 2002). 

Various symbols within the Icelandic-Canadian community reflect the production 

and reproduction of transnational and hybrid cultural phenomena. One example is the 

aforementioned Fjallkona, the Lady of the mountain, and serves as a central symbol of 

the annual Icelandic Festival or the Íslendingadagurinn. In Iceland, Fjallkona is originally 

a poetic figure created during the 19th century and associated with Icelandic nationalism. 

The Fjallkona was “constructed as a counter symbol to the Danish king, the ‘father’” 

(Björnsdóttir 1996:109). She is a personified image of Iceland and encapsulates the 

complex relationships between nature, nation, and gender in Icelandic nationalist 

discourse. The Icelandic-Canadian Fjallkona that appears in the Icelandic annual festival 

has been carved out by a unique mix of old and new. Today, at the Icelandic festival in 

Canada, she “makes a speech in the persona of Mother Iceland” (Brydon 1999:94). The 

festival board selects and annually honors an older woman who has dedicated herself to 

promoting Icelandic-Canadian culture, to dress in national costume and represent the 

Fjallkona (Brydon 1991, 1999). Since 1944, the Fjallkona also appears in Iceland on 
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June 17, Iceland’s national day, reading a poem. In Iceland, however, the role of 

Fjallkona in the national celebration is performed by an actress.  

 The disparity between the concepts of transnationalism and diasporas is that while 

diasporic communites can be transnational, not all transnational communities are 

diasporic (Vertovec 1999, 2004). Moreover, Nina Glick-Schiller and George Fouron 

(2001) argue that it is necessary to differentiate between diasporas and communities that 

practice “long-distance nationalism.”  They maintain that, “dispersed populations that 

share an ideology of common descent and a history of dispersal, racialization, and 

oppression, but make no claim to nation-state building are best categorized as diasporas” 

(2001:23). This notion, however, begs for clarification and qualifying criteria. Does long-

distance nationalism only refer to governmental politics and policy-making or can it be 

approached more broadly by including informal dimensions such as lobbying, organizing, 

fundraising, et cetera? Alejandro Portes et al. (1999) argue that a certain scale of intensity 

and institutional cross-border activities are needed in order for a community to be 

transnational. Further, they present a typology of economic, political, and socio-cultural 

transnationalism, distinguishing between low and high levels of transnationalism that 

depend on activities and levels of institutionalization. For example, communicating and 

sending money to kin in the home country is a low level of transnationalism, while 

maintaining relations that have become institutionalized reflects a high level of 

transnationalism (1999:221). If the revitalized relations that I discuss in chapters three, 

four and five are viewed from the typology put forth by Portes et al. (1999), several 

characteristics of the ties between the communities fit into what they classify as high 

levels of institutionalization of transnational relationships. These include artists from the 
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old homeland performing abroad, organization of “regular cultural events” by foreign 

embassies, visits by consular officials and political representatives abroad and, 

“development for tourist market of locations abroad” (1999:222). As Glick-Schiller and 

Fouron rightly point out despite the “prevalence of the ideology” of long-distance 

nationalism: 

 

we know relatively little about it. This is because it is a political ideology 
that falls outside of what has become the standard-issue model of how the 
world is presently supposed to be organized. Long-distance nationalism 
calls into question the common understanding of the current structure of 
political and economic relationships in the world…It helps us to better 
explain the roles that various nation-states are playing within the changing 
structure of the global economy. [Glick-Schiller and Fouron 2001:24]  

 

As this brief summary illustrates, the terms transnationalism and diaspora are 

widely used. It is, therefore, important that these concepts be theorized and problematized 

within rich historical and anthropological data that explain the diasporic and/or 

transnational features of each case. This research warns against applying fixed definitions 

when there are many possible ways to characterize a community that “constantly shifts 

frames of reference” (Harney 1998:79). The study focuses first and foremost on the 

complex forces that make populations, specifically the ethnic community of Icelandic-

Canadians, to adopt transnational identity and practices. As the Icelandic-Canadian Neil 

Bardal explained in an Icelandic newspaper in 2002, “Not too many things were 

happening in our Icelandic society here [in Canada] twenty years ago, but now we have a 

very lively community…I also want to see more interaction between the countries at the 

level of business”2 (Guðbjartsson 2002:16). Yet, it should be noted here that while the 

relations between the communities have been revitalized, it is only a small segment of the 
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large population of people of Icelandic descent that are involved in transnational 

practices.   

Advances in electronic technology that allow faster flows of images and 

information and the decreased cost of travel have diminished distances between people 

and facilitated transnational relations between the Icelandic North American diaspora and 

Iceland. The print media has helped connect members of the dispersed Icelandic North 

America community with each other as well as with Iceland. In the last several years, 

electronic technology, the Internet, listservs, web-chats, web-sites, and other forms of 

mediated communication have also played an important role in providing, among other 

things, a sense of contiguity between geographically distant people and have been 

important components in renewing the continuity of transnational practices and mediating 

deterritorialized identities and localities among the Icelandic-Canadians (see Appadurai 

1996; Ginsburg et al. 2002; Schein 2002, 1999). While these factors may be important 

components in transnational relations, they present an incomplete picture of the 

transnational revitalization between the communities across the Atlantic. As Ong argues, 

“transnationality” is only fully understood within current moments of capitalism and the 

“changing role of states” in an era of a new global economy (1999:4). Therefore, studies 

of cultural dynamics and political-economic forces must use the same analytical 

framework. 

 Since the subjects of this study reside in Canada they are reworked by both the 

Canadian and neoliberal Icelandic state. It is thus only in the context of states policies, 

the official Canadian policy of multiculturalism, and the transnational networking of the 
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Icelandic government, that we can understand how people make use of, and are shaped 

by, the ways that the new global economy creates meaningful localities.  

In the 1970s, Canada officially adopted multiculturalism within a bilingual 

framework. Today the policy of multiculturalism forms a major part of Canada’s political 

discourse. Canadian policy recognizes two languages and espouses the view that any 

single “official culturenor…any ethnic group take precedence over any other” 

(Multiculturalism and Citizenship Canada 1985:15). Today multiculturalism has become 

a characteristic of Canadian heritage and identity (see Day 2000). It generates stories of 

Canada’s tolerant, pluralist nationhood and establishes the Canadian mosaic as opposed 

to the American cultural melting pot, replacing Britain as a central Canadian symbol 

(Mackey 2002:70). The policy emerged in the course of a rising intensity of the old 

English-French division and the increased flow of non-European immigrants to Canada 

(Bannerji 2000:9). The policy, however, has been criticized by scholars in recent years 

for being a “muting device” for racial, cultural, and structural discrimination and for 

implicitly constructing the idea of a core English Canadian culture to which other 

cultures become multicultural or ethnic peripheries (Bannerji 2000:9). The policy has 

also been criticized for undercutting Québec’s demands, and not least for “sidelining” the 

claims of Canada’s First Nations (Bannerji 2000:9, see also Mackey 2002). The flexible 

official policy of multiculturalism, as Mackey argues, “could be seen as vastly different 

from the more overtly racist and assimilationist policies of earlier governments” (Mackey 

2002:70). Yet, which projects qualify as nation building projects and the management of 

diversity by limiting diversity to a symbolic rather than a political form “still lies in the 

hands of the dominant group” (Mackey 2002:70). While cultural differences are 
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encouraged under the policy of multiculturalism, scholars explore its role in fueling 

transnational practices. Wong and Satzewich argue that “from one perspective, 

transnational practices and identities can be viewed as the logical extension of 

multiculturalism. However, transnationalism can also be viewed as challenging forms of 

multiculturalism that are bounded by the nation-state” (2006:1). This study on the other 

hand, inspired by Eva Mackey’s (2002), House of Difference: Cultural Politics and 

National Identity in Canada, views cultural pluralism in Canada and the powers of 

globalization as immensely flexible and operating alongside and in partnership with each 

other. As Mackey argues,  

 
Like cultural pluralism in Canada, globalization is based on the ability to 
recognize, utilize, absorb and negotiate differences, and the capacity to 
construct and manage new forms of identity and subjectivity—of both 
homogeneous and hybrid forms. The recognition of difference, and the 
mixing of cultures, are necessary and beneficial to globalization, as it has 
been necessary for the project of nation-building and the creation of 
national identity in Canada. [2002:166] 
 

Mackey demonstrates how the policy of multiculturalism has developed in response to 

potentially dangerous conflicts within the cultural politics of the Canadian national 

project. She maintains that, with the rise of global capitalism in the last decade, the 

legitimation of the politics of pluralism has shifted slightly and now has a new emphasis. 

Canada’s multicultural heritage, as Mackey argues, is now considered a “resource” that 

“make[s] good business sense” as evident in the following Multiculturalism and 

Citizenship Corporate Policy Branch 1987 policy document.  

 
The Hawkin Report, Economic Council, the Asia-Pacific Foundation and 
numerous business leaders have identified the need to enhance trade and 
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diplomatic links through greater utilization of the nation’s multicultural 
resources.  

The Economist (March 1986) identified the reluctance of the 
political and cultural establishment to grant full recognition to the 
‘cosmopolitan’ nature of society as a barrier to economic progress and 
emergency [sic] of Canadian identity.  

Important initiatives such as those involving free trade, the 
Canadian identity, the Official Languages Act and international 
diplomacy will be strengthened with appropriate recognition and action in 
respect to Canadian pluralism. [Mackey 2002:68] 

 
 

As Mackey maintains, links between “cultural politics, Canadian identity and new forms 

of economic competitiveness and prosperity” are stressed (2002:68). As argued above, 

neoliberal global capitalism depends upon the Western national project (see Brubakar 

1996). The importance of nation-states in the new global order is not diminishing, only 

changing and employing new technologies of governance.  

 

Globalization and Governmentality. 

 

The anthropology of globalization and transnationalism has demonstrated the 

increasingly complex and intense ways in which people enact and respond to socio-

cultural, economic and political processes and movements that cross borders (Appadurai 

1996, 2001; Blanc 1995, Bauman 1998; Ginsburg 2002; Hannerz 1996; Inda and Rosaldo 

2002; Ingimundarson et al. 2004; King 1997; Miller 1995; Tsing 2005; Vertovec and 

Cohen 1999; Wolf 1982). The change in our conception of time and space, and the 

corresponding intensification of global interconnectedness, has been described by David 

Harvey as “time-space compression,” where the pace of life is speeding up, and space is 

shrinking (1990:203). Although globalization is not a recent phenomena, scholars are 
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increasingly occupied with the ways that globalization has separated culture, identity, 

community, production and consumption from place. This is often referred to as a 

process of deterritorialization and reterritorialization (Inda and Rosaldo 2002:10). Arjun 

Appadurai (1996:48) suggests that intense interactions and translocal processes can be 

viewed as complex, overlapping, and “disjunctive” scapes such as “ethnoscapes”, 

“mediascapes”, and “financescapes”.  

 The spatial assumptions implicit in fundamental concepts of anthropology, such 

as culture, identity, and nation, are thus being questioned, while scholars are adopting the 

vocabulary of postmodernism, including disjunctive scapes, hybridities, multiple social 

identities, hyperspaces, ruptures, and assemblages to understand and interpret 

contemporary social scenes and subjectivities. (Appadurai 1996; Gupta and Ferguson 

2001a, 2001b; Hall 1997a, 1997b; Kearny 1995; Malkki 2001; Rouse 1991; Inda and 

Rosaldo 2002; Ong and Collier 2005). Gupta and Ferguson have argued that the idea of 

autonomous spaces “has enabled the power of topography successfully to conceal the 

topography of power” (2001b:35). They state that if 

 
spaces have always been hierarchically interconnected, instead of 
naturally disconnected, then cultural and social change becomes not a 
matter of cultural contact and articulation but one of rethinking difference 
through connection…instead of assuming the autonomy of the primeval 
community, we need to examine how it was formed as a community out 
of the interconnected space that always already existed. [2001b: 35-36]. 

 

Thus, there is nothing given by ideas of locality or community, as places are never 

complete, but are, instead, always in-the-making through heterogenous and contingent 

connections. Their fluid formation, according to Gupta and Ferguson (2001a, 2001b), can 

only be understood within a framework of socio-political processes and practices of 
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place-making. While anthropologists are always firmly grounded in the local, examining 

the daily lives of individuals in particular localities, the implications of locality itself 

must be re-evaluated (Appadurai 1996:52). In order to emphasize human agency and the 

practices of everyday life, anthropologists have demonstrated how subjects produce, 

mediate and configure various processes and entities of global interconnectedness. Thus, 

anthropologists have challenged various macro-theories of globalization, such as those of 

Western cultural imperialism and cultural homogeneity.   

There still exists a tendency to divide “the local” and “the global” into 

oppositional spaces, where the local is perceived as “rooted” (Malikki 2001:61) and “the 

original, the centered, the natural, the authentic,” while “the global” is seen as “new, 

external, artificially imposed and inauthentic” (Gupta and Ferguson 2001a:7). Some 

concepts from Bruno Latour's work, often referred to as actor-network-theory, are useful 

here, as they provide metaphorical tools that challenge the counterposition of local with 

global forces. With the concept of the network, Latour argues that “instead of having to 

chose between the local and the global view, the notion of network allows us to think of a 

global entity–a higly connected one–which remains nevertheless continuously local”  

(Latour 1997). In Reassambling the Social, Latour (2005) argues that, 

 

as soon as the local sites that manufacture global structures are 
underlined, it is the entire topography of the social world that is being 
modified. Macro no longer describes a wider or a larger site in which the 
micro would be embedded like some Russian Matryoshka doll, but 
another equally local, equally micro place, which is connected to many 
others through some medium transporting specific types of traces. No 
place can be said to be bigger than any other place, but some can be said 
to benefit from far safer connections with many more places than others. 
[2005:176] 
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This notion of network replaces spatial metaphors, so that one is encouraged to  think “in 

terms of nodes that have as many dimensions as they have connections” (Latour 1997). 

Thus, actor-network-theory shifts analytic perspective, to consider the rhizomatic 

dimensions of different structures, so that any node can be seen as connected to any other 

(Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 1983). Indeed, in her ethnography, Voyages from Tongan 

Villages to American Suburbs, Cathy Small (1997) has argued that “if you delve very 

deep into the detail and history of any phenomenon you are absolutely certain is either 

Tongan or Western, traditional or modern, you will become confused” (1997:32). The 

local and the global “thoroughly infiltrate“ each other (Kearny 1995:550). 

“Glocalization,” a term coined by Roland Robertson (1995), is perhaps the most suitable 

approach to this field as it attempts to dissolve the global/local, macro/micro distinction. 

As Saskia Sassen argues, the local and the national have never “achieved spatio-temporal 

unity”, and are, in fact, composed of “multiple spatialities and temporalities” (2000:215-

217).  

While scholars have mapped the world as “a world of nations” (see Smith 2001:2), 

others take issue with the world as “composed of sovereign, spatially discontinuous 

units” which is a view that is  “sometimes implicit, sometimes a stated premise in much 

of the literature on national and nationalism” (Malikki 2001:54). There is also a move to 

reframe nationalism while concomintantly reflecting on how this framework has 

maintained the hegemony of nationalist ideology (Malikki 2001; Gupta and Ferguson 

2001a, 2001b; Brubaker 1996). Lisa H. Malikki (2001) points out that concepts of 

locality, community and nation often appear to be natural and unproblematic because of 

commonsense ideas of soil, roots, and territory, or what she calls “a metaphysics of 
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sedentarism”  where the rootedness of people and cultures in territories is taken as the 

natural state in the everyday order of things (2001:61). People think of themselves, and 

are often thought of, “as being rooted in place and as deriving their identity from that 

rootedness” (2001:56). As Malikki points out, this naturalization of people and places has 

enabled a vision of territorial displacement that is again conceived in botanical terms, 

where “uprootedness” is seen as pathological because uprootedness often comes to 

indicate moral loss or is seen as a “liminal” state (Malikki 2001:61). Notions of 

deterritorialization of culture and uprootedness, subscribed to by many scholars, thus 

threaten to deconstruct and spoil these commonsense metaphors that have lain so 

obviously before our eyes as to have blended into “natural” parts of the conceptual 

landscape. 

 As we have seen, familiar lines between “here” and “there,” “center” and 

“periphery”, have been blurred. Marginal or “non-Western” groups, which are often 

referred to as the “other”, have moved from the “margins” to the “center”  and have been 

nativized and localized in anthropological research and writing. They are now co-existing 

and in the vicinity of each other (Gupta and Ferguson 2001b:42; Inda and Rosaldo 2002; 

Appadurai 1996). This reality, and re-evaluations of the relationship between space and 

cultural differences, offer new perspectives on continuing debates about anthropological 

reseach, representation and writing. As Gupta and Ferguson argue, anthropologists have 

always used their encounters with “them,” “there,” and “the other,” to yield a cultural 

critique on our “own society,” “here” (2001b:42)  This distinction between “our own 

society” and the “other” must be problematized, they argue, as it assumes an existing 

world of many different cultures. The same thing can be said about the oppositional terms 
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“we” and “them,” which remains a problematic notion within anthropology (Gupta and 

Ferguson 2001b:43). If “we” are “the West,” Gupta and Ferguson argue, “then we must 

ask precisely who is to be included and who is excluded from this club” (2001b:43). 

Deterritorialization has undermined the foundation of the opposition between “us” and 

“them,” and, as a result, anthropologists’ motivation to develop tools that enable them to 

see connections  and contiguity, in general, is greater than it has ever been.  

 During my fieldwork, I became conscious of my concern with the question of how 

to contextualize the mechanisms of power that enable the unfolding of heterogenous and 

contingent connections that form and reform locales, cultural forms, and imagined 

communities. I found Foucault’s (1991) notion of governmentality, and, in particular, 

Nikolas Rose’s (1999) extension of Foucault’s notion of power to the domain of 

strategies and types of truth claims especially helpful. “We live in the era...first 

discovered in the eightenth century,” Foucault writes on the genealogy of the shift to 

modern governmental rationality (1991:103). Foucault’s notion of government is often 

referred to as the “conduct of conduct” (Gordon 1991:48).  Graham Burchell explains this 

notion as a description of strategies or “way[s] of acting to affect the way in which 

individuals conduct themselves” (1996:20). The “conduct of conduct” is a “contact point” 

where technologies of domination and technologies of the self interact in reciprocal 

relations with each other (Burchell 1996:20). Studies of government are studies of the 

formations and transformations of progammes, proposals, calculations, techniques, 

strategies, et cetera, that “act upon action” of others and oneself towards certain ends 

(Rose 1999:4). As Rose states, analyses of government try to,  
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diagnose an array of lines of thought, of will, of invention, of programmes 
and failures, of acts and counter-acts. Far from unifying all under a 
general theory of government, studies undertaken from this perspective 
draw attention to the hetreogeneity of authorities that have sought to 
govern conduct, the heterogeniety of strategies, devices, ends sought, the 
conflicts between them, and the ways in which our present has been 
shaped by such conflicts. [1999:21]  
 

Studies of governmentality emphasize that the space of government is always shaped 

and intersected by heterogeneous discourses. As Rose contends, studies of 

governmentality distinguish themselves from other perspectives in their attempts to 

answer questions such as, “How did it become possible to make truths about persons, 

their conduct, the means of action upon this action and the reasons for such action?”, or, 

“How were these truths enacted and by whom, in what torsions and tensions with other 

truths, through what contests, struggles, alliances…?”  (1999:19). These kinds of 

genealogical analyses are important not only in revealing the power relations and 

discourses through which connected spaces are produced, but also because they bring to 

light the motivations that fuel, and the benefits accrued by, the various agents that make 

these connections contested sites and fractured discursive spaces. 

Another valuable aspect provided by the perspective of governmentality is the 

view of the state as one of many political actors. In other words, “centers of governments 

are multiple” (Rose and Miller 1992:185). It is important to view the state as acting “in 

multiple circuits of power, connecting a diversity of authorities and forces, within a 

whole variety of complex assemblages” (Rose 1999:5). These authorities, Rose 

contends, 
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do not merely “serve power“–they actively shape and transform the 
objects, techniques and ends of power. And they are not merely 
'instruments' of power: they exercise their authority through a whole 
variety of technical innovations and practical mechanisms, within a 
diversity of novel human technologies that they themselves help invent. 
[1999:xxi] 

 

I attempt to approach the state as an actor involved in forming technologies for the 

“conduct of conduct,” and at the same time, to demonstrate that the links “between the 

political apparatus and the activities of governing...are tenuous, reversible, heterogeneous 

[and] dependent upon a range of “relatively autonomous” knowledges, knowledgeable 

persons and technical possibilities” (Rose 1999:18).  

 Finally, studies of governmentality challenge dualistic classical models of state 

and market, public and private, left and right, freedom and government, because they 

focus on questions that identify certain rationalities as they link tactics and practices, and 

which, in turn, reflect upon the ways that the “conduct of conduct” is exercised at 

particular times and places (Rose 1989, 1999). Rose’s studies of governmentality emerge 

from a perspective that is compatible with actor-network-theory. Both Latour and Rose 

oppose binary oppositions such as macro and micro. Rose maintains that there is only a 

technical disparity between “the government of large spaces and processes” versus “small 

spaces and processes” (1999:5). Using Latour’s notion of the “macro actor,” Rose notes 

that, “the ‘macro-actor’ is not different in kind from the ‘micro-actor’, but is merely one 

who has a longer and more reliable ‘chain of command’–that is to say, assembled into 

longer and more dispersed networks of persons, things, and techniques” (1999:5). 
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“Hacking Away  the  Hyphen Between the Nation and the State.” 

 

Ulf Hannerz (1989) uses the term “global ecumene” to describe transnational 

interactions, movements, and mixtures. He, like many other scholars, (Appadurai 1996; 

Inda and Rosaldo 2002) has contemplated the implications for people inhabiting 

imagined communities and building identities that cut across and encompass multiple 

national terrains. As Hannerz states, although the national is not necessarily “withering 

away,” it is at least changing (1996:81). Scholars have argued that the historical role of 

nation-states that operate with coercive practices in order to discipline and nationalize 

their subjects into a homogeneous community is changing. The nation-state’s capacity to 

produce “proper national subjects” has dwindled due to people’s lived reality is becoming 

linked to more than one place (Inda and Rosaldo 2002:20). Moreover, some scholars 

even go so far as to claim that diasporas and cosmopolitanisms weaken the power of the 

nation-state and act as freeing powers that discharge oppressive nationalism and 

suppressive state structures (see Kearny  1991; Appadurai 1996). Indeed, some claim that 

a “postnational” state in which people have become antinational (Appadurai 1996:166) is 

emerging. Eric Hobsbawn describes a “new supranational restructuring” , where the old 

commitment to the nation is being overtaken by the advance of new global dimensions 

(Hannerz 1996:89). Ong (1999) acknowledges these tensions and disjunctures, pointing 

out so eloquently that:  

The nation-state along with its juridical-legislative systems, bureaucratic 
apparatuses, economic entities, modes of governmentality, and war 
making capacities–continues to define, discipline, control, and regulate all 
kinds of populations, whether in movement or in residence. There are 
diverse forms of interdependencies and entanglements between 
transnational phenomena and the nation-states-relation that link displaced 
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persons with citizens, integrate the unstructured into the structured, and 
bring some kind of order to the disorderliness of transnationalism ... 
Attention to specific histories and geopolitical situations will reveal that 
such simple oppoositions between transnational forces and the nation-
state cannot be universially sustained. [1999:15-16] 

 

While nation-states face complex supranational governmental managment, it is 

important, I argue, to approach nation-states as taking an active role in refashioning their 

sovereignty as they accommodate these “new” challenges. I am critical of the popular 

view that globalization has weakened state power. It is important, in my opinion, to 

emphasize the active role that nation-states play in facilitating the new global economy, 

as well as the technologies that shape subjectivities within and across national borders, 

and within national and transnational spheres. As Ong argues, it is imperative to 

“consider state power as a positive generative force that has responded eagerly and even 

creatively to the challenges of globalization” (1997:21). Sassen believes that it is 

important, in this context, to dwell on the relationship of the nation and the state. Because 

most global processes materialize in national territories, Sassen contends that the 

challenge is to “decode what national means today?” (2000:229). This question is also of 

concern to Roger Brubaker (1996) who claims that in order to understand nationalism 

and the national one must avoid “invoking ‘nations’ as substantial entities,” and “instead 

emphasize the practical uses of the category ‘nation,’ as well as the ways it can come to 

structure perception, to inform thought, experience, and organize discourse and political 

action” (1996:7). 

The question of the national is pivotal in this study, as can be seen in my attempts 

to approach the transformations in Iceland and the policy shift towards revitalizing the 

links between Iceland and Canada as an articulation of neoliberal rationality. In line with 
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Lauren Berlant (1998), I attempt to demonstrate the role that the national and nationalized 

accounts played in neoliberal forms that emerged in Iceland in the 1990’s because of the 

accounts applicability to the Icelandic-Canadian transnational endeavor. I demonstrate 

that the shifted demands for the state to create, maintain and proliferate neoliberal 

rationality required the development of new technologies to keep the nation and the 

national “at the center of the public’s identification” (Berlant 1998:174) in order to serve 

individual entrepreneurial freedom, increase privatization, introduce efficiency and self-

responsible claims, as well as expand transnational and global networking. In 

Anthropology in the Margins of the State, Veena Das and Deborah Poole (2004) argue 

that the margins of the state are “a necessary entailment of the state, much as the 

exception is a necessary component of the rule” (2004:4). As I will discuss in chapter 

three, the changing needs of nation building in the course of the neoliberal restructuring 

in Iceland involved inclusionary practices towards Icelandic-Canadians and 

reconfigurations of the margins of the Icelandic state. 

Witnessing what Berlant (1998:174) refers to as the “hacking away at the hyphen 

between the nation and the state,” the British governmentality school argues that “retreat 

from the State” among many Western nations whose governmental styles have neoliberal 

incarnations “is also itself a positive technique of government”  (Barry et al. 1996:11). As 

Rose states, “Freedom programmed by recent reconfigurations of power and expertise is 

certainly no simple liberation of subjects” (1996:61). In other words, what appears to be 

the “de-governmentalization of the State” does not mean that we are witnessing the 

withdrawal of government as such (Barry et al. 1996:11). Along these lines, Chris Shore 
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and Susan Wright (1997:28-29) maintain that the state has not disappeared but refigured 

its modus operandi. As they argue: 

 

In practice neoliberal reforms do not mean less government. Rather, the 
result has been an increase in more subtle methods of intervention and 
technologies of governance based on ideas of ‘freedom,’ ‘enterprise’, 
‘management’ and the market–all of which function to make the regulaory 
power of the state more diffuse and less visible. [1997: 28-29]  

 

Freedom, as it is practiced, is invented by liberal (and incarnated into neoliberal) modes 

of government. Freedom is the main resource in creating techniques that authorize a 

degree of autonomy, responsibility and empowerment of authorities distant from the state 

(see Barry et al. 1996, Rose 1999). Importantly, the neoliberal mode of government 

depends on, as Chris and Shore (1997) state above, “subtle methods,” such as 

translational processes that configure linkages between “political agencies, public bodies, 

economical, legal, medical, social and technical authorities, and the aspirations, 

judgements and ambitions of formally autonomous entites be these firms, factories, 

pressure groups, families or individuals” (Rose 1999:48). Neoliberal governing becomes 

possible when these different authorities “translate values of others into its own terms, 

such that they provide norms and standards for their own ambitions, judgements and 

conduct”  (Rose 1999:50). Thus, the mutual relations between systems of truth and the 

modalities of neoliberal governing require close analysis of topics such as knowledge and 

expert systems, discursive fields, as well as rationalities that act upon individuals to 

optimize their efficiency and choices in the form of programs, calculations, techniques et 

cetera (Rose 1999, 1989). Rose and Miller (1992:196) maintain that one characteristic of 

neoliberalism is the “technicisation of politics.”  Chris and Shore believe that rendering 
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political issues, and social and cultural conflicts as technical, non-political processes 

results in governing activities that are more “diffuse and less visible.” (1997:28-29) 

Political issues, according to Rose and Miller, are often “re-located” as “private matters” 

or subjects for professionals and experts (1992:197) The ramifications of scaling down 

politics and reducing the state are, as Yúdice argues, evident in “resituating the 

management of the social squarely within civil society” (1999:25). The arts in Iceland 

have not been excluded from this transformation and have, much like other fields of the 

humanities and culture, “increasingly resorted to a pragmatic defense...[and] become part 

of the social service rationale or of economic development plans for communities, thus 

justifying subvention by corporations and foundations” (Yúdice 1999:24-25). What is 

really taking place, according to Yúdice, is that this restructuring has “given rise to a new 

way to channel conduct and enable action” (1999:18). Framed within the larger 

governmental tactics of the neoliberal Icelandic state, I argue that the art projects in the 

transnational endeavor are designed to “act upon [the] action” of Icelandic-Canadians 

(Rose 1999:4). The detailed analysis of governmentality is of great aid in my efforts to 

explore the associations and linkages that are formed between the art projects, people, 

places and socio-cultural values (see Latour 2005). The art projects in this transnational 

endeavor are not merely devices in creating and promoting Iceland and Icelandic 

presence but more significantly, are technologies to enter the community and influence 

and direct practices, and renew identities and relations of power that operate beyond the 

state. This process is described in two different art projects carried out in Canada in 

collaboration with the Icelandic state and Icelandic-Canadians (see chapters four and 

five). The ethnographic material goes a step further in chapter five by addressing how the 
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utilitarin value of the arts is progressively integrated into the discursive positions of 

importance, legitimation and signification of art in the social setting and how artists 

manage this aligment. Recent work in the anthropology of art which provided a useful 

conceptual framework for understanding the significance of these art projects, and their 

often conflicting and competing meanings will be discussed now.  

 

The Anthropology of Art. 

 

The anthropology of art, as Morphy and Perkins (2006:1) state, is “in the process of 

moving from its place as a minority interest that most anthropologists could neglect 

toward a more central role in the discipline.” They maintain that anthropologists are “now 

beginning to learn how to deal with [art] analytically” (2006:22). Much anthropological 

literature on art deals with questions of communication and meaning and of those 

artworks that were formerly identified as “primitive” (see Forge 1973; Coote and Shelton 

1992; Morphy 1991, 1995; Steiner 1995). Anthropologists, until recently, have neglected 

the study of the art of their own societies. (Schneider and Wright 2006; Morphy and 

Perkins 2006). Issues of art and representation, cultural politics and “traffic in culture” 

are certainly being embraced by anthropologists (Marcus and Mayers 1995; MacClancy 

1997; Philips and Steiner 1999). However, as Nicholas Thomas observes, these works 

generally call on “methods of textual critique and upon issues raised in cultural studies 

and related fields” (2001:1). Indeed a more socially oriented approach, which examines 

art as a form of social practice, is emphasized in the work of Layton (1981), Gell (1998), 
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Thomas (2001), and Schneider (2006), who have all addressed art from the question of 

agency.  

In outlining an anthropological approach to art, Maruska Svasek (2007) proposes 

the useful term “aestheticization” to conceptualize the process by which people interpret 

their experience of art. In opposition to the traditional use of the term “aesthetics,” based 

on Kantian-inspired philosophy, the perspective of aestheticization focuses on “the 

relation between certain types of sensory experience, and accounts and textual 

interpretations of them provided by artistic and other discourses” (2007:10). Svasek 

emphasizes “the processual nature of art” and the importance of identifying “the many 

different factors that influence the ways in which people experience and understand it” 

(2007:4).  

As Morpy and Perkins maintain, the analysis of art needs to be located within 

both the social and cultural realm; neglecting one or the other may only provide a partial 

understanding. I welcome their approach and add that dualistic pairs such as 

reading/doing, message/practice and cultural/social need to be overcome to fully 

understand the ways that people relate to art work/projects and one another. In order to 

understand the work of art it is important to examine the “whole context in which it is 

produced, seen and used” (Morphy and Perkins 2006:16). Context, as Svasek maintains, 

“should not be thought of as static, secure box…[but] rather than the metaphor of the box 

be thought of as river, which has the power to divert its own course or erode its banks and 

reshape the landscape” (2007:6).  

This study attempts to overcome the subject/object dilemma by studying art 

projects as indices to socio-cultural processes and cultural values, and map out different 
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and often conflicting and competing meanings, agencies, experiences, uses and places of 

art projects by addressing their different positions, contexts, as well as the 

interrelationships of the people involved in the transnational endeavor. The artists, agents 

of the Icelandic government, businesses, and local Icelandic-Canadian community are all 

important actors in mediating and shaping the meaning, value and agency of the art 

projects and their attachments to “discursive positionings…in the battles of cultural 

politics” (Winegar 2006:11). The utilitarian legitimation of art in the transnational 

endeavor is problematic to some of the artist participants, which I make evident in 

chapter five, by describing tentative and competing positionings. The art projects in the 

transnational endeavor are given value as vehicles for networking, marketing culture, 

giving communities an edge, remodeling identity, image enhancing, aids in infusing the 

entrepreneurial ethos of neoliberal capital, et cetera. The traditional aesthetic function, 

humanitarian aspects, artistic purposes are merely a few of the many layers at work when 

art projects are given meaning and value. As revealed in chapter five, those concerned 

with the subordination of traditional aesthetic functions in the discursive constellations of 

the neoliberal present (clearly presented in the transnational endeavor) fight a grueling 

battle. The epochal shift from a rhetoric rooted in aesthetic and humanitarian aspects to 

the utilitarian subtext in legitimation narratives of art in terms of its social utility 

accompanies changes in a society (Yúdice 1999:29). Icelandic society altered its course 

from socio-cultural and ethical values toward the free entrepreneurship and enterprise 

culture appropriate to the neoliberal project (Yúdice 1999). As Yúdice argues, the 

utilitarian perspective has “become hegemonic, so much so that even ‘progressives’ have 

found a way of making peace with it” (1999:17). According to Wu, the subject under 

97 
 



study is not art’s use by powerful agents, because art has always been used as a tool of 

powerful agents; “it is rather that of the different meanings that art takes on in the social 

milieu” (Wu 2002:269) coupled with the ways that art “channel[s] conduct and enable[s] 

action” (Yúdice 1999:18). 

Gell’s theoretical contribution to anthropology and art is of importance because 

he argues that art is a special form of technology used to achieve certain ends, express 

social efficacy, spread fame, extend people’s and institutions’ networks, entrap or 

captivate peoples attention, impact their social actions, et cetera (Thomas 2001:9; Miller 

2001:153). Gell views art as 

  

a system of action, intended to change the world rather than encode 
symbolic propositions about it. The ‘action’-centered approach to art is 
inherently more anthropological than the alternative semiotic approach 
because it is preoccupied with the practical mediatory role of art objects in 
the social process, rather than with the interpretations of objects ‘as if’ 
they were texts. [Gell 1998:6]  
 

Several threads in Gell’s theory of art and agency, such as its shifting and 

distributing character of agency, are useful in drawing attention to the ways that the 

production, mediation and practices of art projects often cause tensions in the field 

because of the conflicted intentions of artists, curators, state representatives, organizers 

and audiences. While artworks/projects need to be understood as having social and 

cultural agency, the concept of Gellian agency is “relational and context-dependent” 

(Gell 1998:22). For any agent there is an object which is also a potential agent capable of 

being a locus of agency (Gell 1998:22). Thus, artworks/projects are not an “end point of 

action” and may have multiple implications of agency in a socio-cultural context 
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(Thomas 2001:5). Moreover, Gell’s fundamental insight that agency is distributed, 

relational, shifting and context-dependent speaks to the perspective of governmentality 

by showing how it seeks to draw attention to the heterogeneity of agencies, attitudes, 

values and circuits of powers including conflicts and counter-actions that try to shape the 

present and govern conduct. As stated above, the notion of governmentality is not a 

theory but a perspective where the state is viewed as one of many authorities that invent 

an array of technologies and connect them to micro-locales where behavior, practices and 

values are shaped. Thus, while art projects reflect the technologies of governmentality, 

the space of government (as Rose emphasizes) is not a “homogenizing discursive space 

[but] always shaped and intersected by other discourses…which have their own histories, 

apparatuses and problem spaces” (Rose 1999:22). This is reflected in the conflicting 

intentions of artists, state agents, capitalists, audiences and other participants about the 

way art is “produced, seen and used” (Morphy and Perkins 2006:16). It is also reflected 

in the controversies over the ways that art is increasingly legitimated, clashes around 

cultural values  and the ways that creativity should be encouraged and nourished.  

 

Conclusion. 

 

My agenda in the theories outlined above has been to synthesize a framework of 

conceptual tools with which to engage and interpret the ethnographic material. The 

remaining chapters are, therefore, exercises in unwrapping processes of globalization, 

neoliberal regimes of rationality and transnational networking and attempts at 

understanding how these processes are designed, practiced and experienced within the 
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traffic of art projects across national borders. The reconfigured interconnection between 

Iceland and the Icelandic-Canadian community in recent years is directly linked to 

“changing logics of states” and market driven by neoliberalism (Ong 1999:4). As in many 

Western states, the neoliberal restructuring in Iceland was manifested in a wide range of 

technologies, discourses and practices that were used to regulate and shape individual 

activities at home and across the Atlantic, reform and direct individuals to be 

enterprising, empowered and creative as appropriate to the neoliberal project. Culture, 

including art, was at the heart of this restructuring, which was increasingly addressed in 

the popular discourse in relation to its role in the social and economic sectors. Reflected 

in the transnational endeavor, the management of the social (revitalizing the Icelandic-

Canadian community, reconnecting, “updating” and modernizing trans-Atlantic link) is 

attended and managed by art events and artists, as I will discuss in chapter four and five. 

As sites of inquiries the art projects reflect upon multiple connections, tensions, desires 

and possibilities between Iceland and Icelandic Canada.  

In my next chapter, I will discuss the changing needs of nation building in the 

course of the neoliberal restructuring of Icelandic society and its involvement with 

inclusionary practices towards Icelandic-Canadians and reconfigurations of the margins 

of the Icelandic state. It is important to demonstrate the political and social climate, 

including national expressions of “conquests” or útrás in Iceland in order to understand 

how these national accounts break through in the transnational space carved out by the art 

projects. 
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1 “Hacking away the hyphen between the nation and the state” (Berlant 1998:174) 
2 [Það var ekki mikið um að vera í þessu íslenska samfélagi okkar fyrir um 20 árum en nú iðar allt af 
lífi…Ég vil sjá aukin viðskipti á milli þjóðanna og ég held að það séu miklir möguleikar fyrir hendi á 
viðskiptasviðinu] 
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CHAPTER THREE 

STRETCHING THE MARGINS OF THE STATE 

AND RECREATING (TRANS) NATIONAL IMAGINARY NARRATIVE. 

 

When the incursion began nothing could stop the Icelandic machine on 

foreign shores.1 [Sigfússon 2005:11] 

 

As previously stated the scope of this research is framed within the context of 

governmental operations in Iceland, operations which were intended to revitalize 

transnational relations with descendants of the far-flung Icelanders who emigrated to 

Canada during the late 19th and early 20th century. In this context I argue that art projects 

are sites of interconnected social space where the work of transnational practices, 

neoliberal politics, and identity construction take place. In this chapter I seek to offer a 

general outline of the ethnic networking of the Icelandic state with Icelandic-Canadians, 

within the reformed political and economic conditions in Iceland which went hand in 

hand with the re-imagined national accounts. These narratives, which rested on inherited 

qualities, were also used abroad in the process of shaping and (re)constructing a sense of 

diasporic identity and commonalities between Icelanders and Icelandic-Canadians. In the 

latter part of the chapter I address how the inclusionary practices of the Icelandic state are 

perceived and then reflect on the tensions that these practices have produced in the 

Icelandic-Canadian community. I maintain that this discussion is a pivotal introduction 

for chapters four and five where I focus on different art projects and their association 
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with the Icelandic state, the re-imagining of (trans)national narratives, and competing 

claims of what “Icelandicness” involves. 

In the first half of this chapter I examine the inclusionary practices of the 

Icelandic state towards Icelandic-Canadians in the transnational project of revitalizing 

ethnic networking. This revitalization will be explored within the context of the re-

formed political and economic conditions in Iceland and how this relates to re-imagined 

nationalized accounts of Icelandic identity and society. Governmental officials 

persistently and publicly reminded Icelanders that they needed to adjust to the new global 

economy, gain ground in the global community, and exploit the opportunities that lie 

ahead of them, or otherwise be left behind (Ásgrímsson 2004). These changed 

circumstances, they argued, called for corresponding changes in attitude. Iceland was 

struggling for global visibility or in the midst of “entering the world map” or komast á 

kortið as the Icelandic phrase goes. Rather than the state, it was the freedom of the market 

and trade depicted as increasingly global rather than national in scope that could 

guarantee individual freedom, and improve the well-being of the population (Árnason, 

Hafsteinsson and Grétarsdóttir 2007). Following Lauren Berlant, I argue that “hacking 

away at the hyphen between nation and state” required the development of “new 

technologies of patriotism that keep the nation at the center of the public identification” 

(1998:174).  These technologies emerged in official and unofficial idiom where the 

international affairs of Icelanders were referred to metaphorically as “conquests,” “going 

Viking,” and “gaining ground on foreign shores.” This rhetoric supposedly underlined 

boldness and innovation as well as entrepreneurial endeavors. Rather than examine the 

new army of metaphors (which are a barometer of the changes that occurred in Icelandic 
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society), I argue that it is important to pay attention to the mobilization of these 

technologies of expression in their articulations of the nation-form and neoliberal 

governmentality. Norman Fairclough (2000) has argued that language plays an important 

role in neoliberal governmentality. On the one hand language is used to impose “new 

representations of the world, new discourses” and on the other hand it involves “new 

ways of using language – new genres [that] are an important part of the new order” 

(2000:147). As I will demonstrate the new, re-imagined, national narratives allowed for 

more flexibility to negotiate a relationship with the descendants of far-flung Icelanders in 

Canada. These narratives were used abroad, in North America, in the process of 

reclaiming the diaspora and constructing a sense of commonalities between Icelanders 

and Icelandic-Canadians. While Icelandic-Canadian organizations have had an interest in 

cultivating their heritage and fostering “Icelandicness,” the revitalizations of transnational 

practices appear to be increasingly orchestrated from above. In other words, the Icelandic 

state is playing an increasingly prominent role in sponsoring and revitalizing 

transnationalism practiced within limited segments of the Icelandic community. As 

immigration to Canada dwindled drastically in the early 20th century many who 

corresponded with their close relatives across the ocean have passed away. Thus, one 

may say that Icelanders are rediscovering their kin in the West, who in turn are re-linking 

to their “roots.” As already stated, in the Introduction, the process of revitalization 

managed by the Icelandic government in the late 1990’s, in the wake of programming the 

millennium, was referred to as a “reunion.”  The changing needs of nation building in the 

course of the neoliberal restructuring in Icelandic society involved inclusionary practices 

towards Icelandic-Canadians and reconfigurations of the margins of the Icelandic state. It 
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is within this context that the art projects, as discussed in chapters four and five, are 

framed and, therefore, it is important to demonstrate the political and social climate, 

including (re)created national accounts in Iceland, in order to understand how they merge 

in the transnational space carved out by the art projects.  

 In the first two sections of this chapter, entitled Reconfiguring the Margins and 

Útrás: Structural Expressions and Narratives of Nationhood and Mediating the Local 

and the Global: National and International: Icelanders and Icelandic-Canadians, I frame 

the ethnic networking of the Icelandic state with people of Icelandic descent in Canada 

within the context of reformed political and economic conditions in Iceland, conditions 

that relate to re-imagined nationalized accounts of Icelandic identity and society and the 

reconfigurations of the margins of the Icelandic state. I demonstrate how the reinvented 

account of the nation was wrapped up in economic values in which Icelanders were 

depicted as innovative and risk taking global entrepreneurs; as modern Vikings bursting 

with creativity. Here I will argue that while instilling self enterprise—Iceland’s present-

day Vikings or entrepreneurs were not confined to Icelandic citizens but included the 

descendents of far-flung Icelanders in the West. Reclaiming an Icelandic diaspora as a 

valuable resource in global affairs became a priority not least in North America’s 

substantial market. The free trade agreement between Canada and Iceland (as a member 

the European Free Trade Association) was already in the pipelines in 1998 when the 

Icelandic government announced its plans to celebrate the millennium in North America 

and to reunite with North Americans of Icelandic descent. The Icelandic-Canadian 

community became a desired networking population and the distance between this 

community and the old homeland was diminished by the same discourse that was at work 
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at home, which centered on the distinctive entrepreneurial Viking character and the 

notion of “conquest” or, útrás in Icelandic. Part of Iceland’s millennium celebrations 

were held in North America and designed to commemorate the heroic Vikings, not least 

by promoting and celebrating the Saga figure Leifur Eiríksson and his “discovery of 

America.” The celebration evidently framed the narration of the Icelandic “conquest” 

from the past to the present and was presented in the idiom of útrás. In Weaving The 

Ties: Producing Cultural Practices and Identities I address how the Icelandic state 

implemented itself into community practices of the Icelandic-Canadians and examine the 

collaborations as well as the tensions that subsequently arose. While the Icelandic 

community has, overall, responded eagerly to revitalization strategies and networking 

taking place across the Atlantic, tensions arise not least around the Icelandic 

government’s orchestration of the Icelandic-Canadian actions, as well as its move to 

produce and manage Icelandic-Canadian identities through the process of modernization 

and commercialization of “Icelandicness.” 

 

Reconfiguring the Margins. 

 

The Icelandic state’s transnational networking and inclusionary practices with Icelandic-

Canadians and the subsequent reconfigurations of the margins of the Icelandic state in 

recent years took place in light of a shifting need for nation-building and the neoliberal 

restructuring of Icelandic society. The political changes in Iceland since the early 1990’s  

occurred in a tidal wave of market rationality and shifting fields of governing and social 

engineering. Throughout the 1990’s people in Iceland experienced drastic social and 
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cultural changes in wealth, social space, and transnational and global connections. 

Brought about by neoliberal politics, the relationship between the state, its people, and 

the market shifted dramatically. The project of transforming the influence of the state had 

a profound impact on the political, economic, and socio-cultural structures in Iceland. 

The state was no longer portrayed as steering the social. Its role was now seen as 

creating, preserving, and institutionalizing appropriate legal frameworks for private 

sector technocrats and entrepreneurs. Scholars, such as Stefán Ólafsson (2006a, see also 

Ólafsson and Stefánsson 2005), argued that these transformations influenced the 

infrastructure of a welfare-state that was now experiencing significant cracks. Many of 

the enterprises formerly owned by the nation were privatized, such as banks and 

telecommunications companies, as well as the fishing sector–the mainstay of the 

economy. Few years after the privatization of the major banks, the financial system’s 

overextended banks collapsed, with a domino effect that toppled the infrastructure of the 

country’s economy. A professor at the London School of Economics stated that, “No 

western country in peacetime has crashed so quickly and so badly” (Sanger 2008). 

Greater class division also emerged during this time forming a new, “super rich” 

elite that was listed for a number of years on the Forbes-list of the richest people in the 

world (see Ólafsson 2006b). The legal sphere of the market and tax system was 

transformed in order to create a more favorable business climate. Corporate tax, for 

example, was reduced to one of the lowest in Europe. The stock market developed 

rapidly and Icelandic investments abroad sharply increased. Foreign investments in the 

country were mainly based on heavy industry, such as aluminum production. As a 

member of the European Free Trade Association since 1970 and the European Economic 
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Area since 1994, the Icelandic state emphasized free trade and increased access to global 

markets. The aim was to transform the country into a “global financial center” as often 

stated by Icelandic politicians (see Ásgrímsson 2005). In the last decade the Icelandic 

government actively initiated free-trade agreements with numerous countries, including 

Canada. The course of creating opportunities for growth and expansion across national 

borders has, in recent years, also led to excessive expansion of the Icelandic Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs. In addition to opening new embassies and offices abroad, Iceland 

competed for a seat on the UN Security Council for 2009-10.  

In the race to become globally visible, not least with its participation in the global 

market and international affairs, the Icelandic state became preoccupied with nation-

branding as part of the global competition for power, influence, investment, export, and 

tourism. Icelandic experts who promoted Iceland as a tourist destination, and its culture 

and products abroad, claimed with much satisfaction that never before had Iceland been 

covered as thoroughly in foreign media. The Minister of Foreign Affairs emphasized the 

importance to “introduce Iceland internationally [and] move ahead”2 (Heimsýningin 

EXPO… 2000: 2) and according to Halldór Blöndal, the Minister of Transportation the 

goal was to “create a new and clearer image of Iceland…[an image] which both the travel 

industry and/or products exportation can be based on”3 (Blöndal 1999:14). The efforts of 

branding Iceland continued, and in 2007 the Icelandic Prime Minister appointed a special 

committee to strengthen the Icelandic brand not just based on Icelandic nature and 

products but also the nation, its economy, culture, et cetera. According to the experts the 

effort to differentiate the country’s profile and emphasize the uniqueness of its products 
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has become a vital factor in a globally competitive market (Morgan and Pritchard 

2002:40). 

 The reunion between the two communities, Iceland and Icelandic Canada, was 

built into a pilot project in nation-branding which was launched in North America. The 

Leifur Eiríksson millennium celebrations in North America and the launching of the 

Iceland Naturally marketing programme were together the most costly and extensive 

promotional ventures ever carried out by the Icelandic government in North America. In 

1999, prior to the millennium celebration, the Icelandic state opened a consular 

diplomat’s office in Winnipeg, Canada. Iceland’s embassy to Canada was opened in 

2001. The special function of the Icelandic consulate in Winnipeg, the area with the 

densest population of people of Icelandic descent, was to promote trade, culture, and 

tourism as well as strengthen the relationship between Iceland and the Icelandic-

Canadian community. As stated on the Icelandic consulate website, it was opened “to 

help [people of Icelandic descent] to stay in touch with their history and heritage” 

(Icelandic Ministry of Foreign Affairs). Seen as valuable subjects and a resource for the 

Icelandic state, as well as aiding the country’s growth in the so-called “enterprise 

culture,” the elite of the Icelandic-Canadian community have had, even to their surprise, 

remarkable access to the Icelandic president, ministers and other governors. These 

representatives of Iceland were present at the unveiling of the sculpture of The First 

White Mother in America (see chapter four) and the inaugural Núna festival in 2007 (see 

chapter five) expressing a unified narrative of “conquests” and the entrepreneurial 

progress of Icelandic people and people of Icelandic heritage in Canada.  
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The period from the early 1990’s until the economic depression in the fall of 2008 

will perhaps be referred to in Iceland’s future history books as the time of the “Icelandic 

conquest” or in Icelandic, the era of útrás (see Helgason 2006). During this era figures of 

speech, such as “incursion,” “go Viking,” and “gaining ground on foreign shores,” were 

used in governmental and public discourses in relation to various activities of the 

Icelandic state, cosmopolitans, tourists agents, and businessmen participating in the new 

global economy to name a few. The public media in Iceland was saturated with stories of 

the global affairs of Icelanders in various sectors such as business, culture, and high-tech 

development, and presented people and their activities as engaging in “conquests” on 

foreign shores. The “conquistadors” were often referred to as a new generation of 

“modern Vikings” (see Helgason 2006:6-7). These modern Vikings became visible in 

Canada with their business agendas and introduced corporate Iceland to the Icelandic-

Canadian community and other Canadians. As one CEO remarked at the opening of an 

office of Landsbanki bank in Winnipeg in 2007, “One might say that we are offering 

Western Icelanders a chance to take advantage of our international financial experience 

and expertise, and at the same time to be part of the positive development of Icelandic 

enterprises and the Icelandic economy” (Iceland Guest). The bank built close connections 

with the community and recruited some community members who aided the bank in 

lining up potential clients, et cetera. The bank funded several community events such as 

dinners, conventions, and the Núna festival (see chapter five).  

The rising idiom of útrás (conquest) was used to describe the nation’s global 

affairs and the spirit of entrepreneurialism which had been elevated to a cultural status in 

Icelandic society. The term, útrás became associated with discourses on “heroic” Vikings 
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and expeditions during the Icelandic settlement period. Such expeditions are associated 

with an image of the nation’s ancestors as being essentially independent, innovative, 

resourceful, and global (see Icelandic Prime Minister’s office 2008). In other words, the 

notion of útrás referred to modern Icelanders who were, like their ancestors, risk takers, 

and bursting with creative enterprise.  Reinventing national narratives was one key 

feature in the process of managing the nation, harmonizing the national with the 

international, and representing difference in the phase of forming a globalized, neoliberal 

nation-state.  

The millennium celebrations, the launching of Iceland Naturally in North 

America and the transnational reunion with people of Icelandic descent in North 

America, were described as one of Iceland’s grand útrás. As stated in the millennium 

report published by the Icelandic state:  

 

It is safe to conclude that the cultural programming of the Millennium 
committee is, so far, the greatest útrás of Icelandic culture and history that 
has: taken place in North America…The media attention that the events 
have received in both Canada and the United States is a sound base for 
further útrás of Icelanders in North America, whether organized by 
governmental agencies or private enterprises.4 [Icelandic Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs 2000:9] 

 

The process of revitalization between the communities and the Iceland Naturally 

branding campaign were not just referred to as útrás, but  also portrayed the distinctive 

entrepreneurial Viking character, as shown in the millennium celebrations which were 

designed to commemorate the Leifur Eiríksson discovery of America. Unlike former 

attempts to strengthen ties with Canada, the millennium celebration and Iceland 

Naturally promotions were not “isolated decisions,” but part of Iceland’s shift in foreign 
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policy (Our intention is to open… 2000:3). With the European Free Trade 

Association/Canada contract about to be signed, new possibilities in trade and 

investment relations were on the horizon. An Icelandic embassy was about to be opened 

and cultural and political relations were strengthened. The Icelandic government and 

businesses financially supported various institutions within the Canadian community. 

The flow of activities, cultural events, and people from Iceland to Canada also increased. 

In January 2003 I went for a ten-day visit to Canada. In the aftermath of the visit I 

corresponded with several people in the Icelandic community that I met during my trip 

and who later became dear friends when we moved to Winnipeg. One of these friends, 

Heather Finnson who was brought up in New Iceland, Manitoba, asked me, “Why is that 

the Icelanders have so much interest in us and do all these things for us, we who have 

been here all these years unconcerned, well maybe not quite, suddenly the Icelanders 

have all this interest, why now?”  This shift in attention was a common question among 

Icelandic-Canadians. 

 

Útrás: Structural Expressions and Narratives of Nationhood. 

Mediating the Local and the Global: 

the National and the International: Icelanders and Icelandic-Canadians.  

 

In 2004, the Icelandic Minister of Foreign Affairs, Halldór Ásgrímsson, stated that, “It is 

a fact that globalization has just begun and we need to learn quickly how to proceed 

down that path into the future. We have no choice”5 (Ásgrímsson 2004). The Minister 

refers here to globalization as new, inevitable, and something to which the Icelandic 
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government and its citizens must adapt. The problem with using the term globalization, 

which had a wide range of definitions in the 1990’s, is that it is often seen as an 

independent variable or inevitable causal factor, which, in this case, leads to a certain 

kind of development. Scholars such as Stephan McBride pointed out that when the term 

globalization is used in this way its definitional ambiguity “puts it in danger of becoming 

all things to all people, of being used to explain everything, and thus at risk of explaining 

nothing” (McBride 2005:13). Ong and Collier state that the term has been used as a 

“marker for heterogeneous and often contradictory transformations–in economic 

organization, social regulation, political governance, and ethical regimes–that are felt to 

have profound, though uncertain, confusing, or contradictory implication for human life” 

(Ong and Collier 2005:3). The same things can be said about the term útrás which 

became a description for the global activities of Icelanders. It is, however, semantically 

narrower than the term globalization as útrás refers mainly to the course of the Icelandic 

state, businesses and individuals on foreign shores. Útrás was used to refer to everything 

from Icelandic corporations opening factories in China, Bulgaria and elsewhere, to 

Icelandic musicians performing concerts abroad. Útrás, however, was not as widely used 

in the context of foreign-born immigrants in Iceland or of the flow of trans-migrant 

workers to the country during the period. This population was mainly excluded from the 

discourse of útrás or the portrayal of being “risk taking modern day Vikings entering new 

shores” in the course of the new global economy. One reason was the racial connotations 

that were coupled with the notion of útrás and its association with the inheritance and 

history of the ancient settlers (as will be demonstrated later in the chapter). Thus, while 
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the discourse of útrás excluded populations residing in Iceland it did include populations 

across its borders–namely Canadian people of Icelandic descent.   

 Icelandic daily newspapers, such as Morgunblaðið, printed headlines and subtitles 

such as “Útrás has created possibilities,”6 (May 5, 2005) “Icelandic lawyers in útrás,”7 

(May 8, 2006) “útrás of industrial workers and designers – útrás in the wake of the 

útrás,”8 (May 26, 2005) “The emigration to North America was Icelandic útrás of the 

past,”9 (January 8, 2005) “Geneology in útrás,”10 (October 30, 2005) “Culture in útrás,”11 

(December 19, 2004) et cetera. Governmental reports were titled: “útrás of Icelandic 

music”12 (Ministry of Industry, Energy and Tourism 2004). Book titles include the term 

as well Turning point. Útrás of Icelandic Economy and invasion of Foreign Investors in 

Iceland,13 and Conquest–Útrás of Icelandic Corporations14 (both are by Sigfússon 2000, 

2005). Programs of study at the University of Iceland were advertised as practical for 

individuals interested in participating in útrás, et cetera.  

This new meaning of útrás as being entrepreneurial and pursuing market 

opportunities abroad did not appear in Icelandic dictionaries until in 2002 (Íslensk 

Orðabók 2002). In older dictionaries the meaning of the term is “outflow” (ós) for 

example of a cascade, (vatnsfalls), “runoff” (afrennsli) and “bolt” (útstreymi) (Íslensk 

Orðabók 1996). Other definitions of útrás in Icelandic dictionaries are “onrush of a 

fortress” (framrás úr vígi) and “canal” (farvegur), “onrush/outburst” (framrás) (Íslensk 

Orðabók 2002). Explaining the use of the term, recent dictionaries give examples such as 

“Icelandic businesses in útrás” (Íslensk Orðabók 2002), and “útrás of enterprise” (Stóra 

Orðabókin 2005). The idea of útrás as “rushing of a fortress” was generally accepted as 

an antonym to invasion (outvasion), often referring to those who are on the defensive 
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rather than striking, but also to those who strike as part of a defense mechanism 

(Helgason 2006:6-7). The subject/object relationship in the definition meaning of útrás as 

“rushing of a fortress” implies a subject/object relationship that often characterized the 

discourse on the restructuring taking place. The discourse of útrás generally depicted 

Iceland’s new global economy and the country’s domestic reconfigurations as defensive 

strikes when there were no alternatives in order to handle the globalizing pressures that 

“hit” the country. This notion, as seen in the statement above by the Icelandic Minister of 

Foreign Affairs, reflected the widely circulated view that globalization was not a new 

phenomena that “ha[d] just begun,” but that the state was being swept along by global 

market forces to which it must adapt. In other words, the state was not a “facilitator” of 

the new global economy nor was it a catalyst (McBride 2005:23). Globalization and 

nation-states were seen as two separate entities with the nation-state as the dependent 

variable and globalization the independent (McBride 2005:13). In critiques of the notion 

of the passivity of the state, scholars have argued that the idea that the new global 

economy is not politically created on a national level is a “necessary illusion” (Chomsky 

1989). Indeed, there are frequent claims that national borders and the sovereignty of 

nation-states are declining. Yet, the diversity of the state’s interactions with global 

processes implies its capacity to operate with various degrees of decision making and 

autonomy (see McBride 2005; Weiss 1997; Ong 2006).  

The term útrás seemed to follow the problematic of “definitional vagueness” of the 

term globalization, as used in public discourse to merely sketch out some world-wide 

trends, although often without situating them within actually existing nexuses of logics 

and power structures (McBride 2005:13). Útrás, like the term globalization, has become 
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a simple descriptor for complex structural and political changes. The rhetoric of útrás 

does not differentiate between degrees of shifting fields in imbalanced relationships, or 

political, juridical, and moral claims. Procedures such as outsourcing to China and 

promoting art abroad require different types of relationship and procedures but are both 

referred to as útrás. Instead of using terms such as “neoliberalism,” which was seldom 

part of the popular discourse in Iceland outside the academy and perhaps the Left Green 

party, útrás was the term used in public discourse, even more often than the Icelandic 

term hnattvæðing or “globalization.” After the economic meltdown, however, there was 

heavy criticism of the neoliberal state and the term útrás became an invective. In spite of 

uncertainty regarding the meaning of the term “globalization,” it is attached to historical 

and ideological economic, political, and military structures, and the production of culture 

and technology, while the term útrás was presented first and foremost as arising from and 

belonging to Iceland’s mythical golden age. At least that is how útrás was presented in 

speeches and lectures given by the Icelandic president. For example, in 2006 the 

president spoke of útrás as an:  

 

affirmation of the unique success of Icelanders, and the promise of still 
more vigorous advancement than the nation has experienced, not just 
commercially and financially but also in science, art and other professions 
where cognition and culture, heritage and innovation are preconditions of 
progress…útrás is based on skills and development which individuals 
have inherited and on the united force which, above all, has been the 
strength of the nation … The first Icelanders were truly people of 
útrás…The battalion which settled here was part of a Viking community, 
people who were, in the years 800-1000, the most traveled people in the 
world…Even though history, which was written in the spirit of struggle 
for independence, had referred to the settlers immediately as Icelanders, 
the reality was that these people,  being a part of a cultural whole that 
sought new resources to foreign shores, went on expeditions seeking 
opportunities, and carried with them the identical spirit of útrás which has 
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shaped our success recently…Útrás has deep roots in our history. While 
this legacy is retrieved for the national collective consciousness global 
change also puts its weight on the scale…Útrás has multiple impacts on 
the nation, including the people that at first glance do not harmonize with 
news of útrás on foreign shores. It has led to an improved standard of 
living although many still live on a stringent budget…Útrás’s main 
achievement is that it provides young people decisive evidence that the 
optimum virtue is to combine Icelandic heritage and entrepreneurship on 
international ground, that the dynamism that Iceland endows is a good 
source, and that it is possible to be both a creative Icelander and 
efficacious cosmopolitan.15 [Grímsson 2006] 

 

 

The term útrás refers not only to progress and “conquests on foreign shores,” but also to 

the inherited disposition of a nation. Thus, the success of útrás is shaped by cultural 

legacy and history, and associated with new opportunities in an era of global changes. 

The útrás discourse functioned as a trope to mediate between the local patriotic and the 

cosmopolitan, and the national and the international, including Icelanders and Icelandic-

Canadians. The discourse enforced constitutive features of the national subjectivity as it 

was being reworked within the relations listed above, where the global is merged with the 

local and Icelanders are simultaneously “creative Icelander[s] and efficacious 

cosmopolitan[s]” (Grímsson 2006). With expansion to Canada, the reunion and the 

celebration of the millennium, the commemoration of “the Viking,” Leifur Eiríksson, was 

implicated in a web of útrás rhetoric that played an important role in pulling together 

constellations of ethnic, economic, and political networking in line with these new 

narratives of the national profile. The distinctive characteristics of the útrás rhetoric 

tapped into the ethnic pride of people of Icelandic descent in North America. The 

government promotional booklet, Discovery. Iceland’s Amazing Adventure (Government 

of Iceland 2002), which was published in the wake of the millennium celebrations 
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included not just Icelanders, but more importantly, the Icelandic diaspora in North 

America as people of útrás. In the booklet, Icelandic-Canadians are presented as people 

who, in an unfavorable climate of natural catastrophes and economic hardship, were 

driven “by ever-restless Viking spirit… [to] become explorers of new lands” 

(Government of Iceland 2002). The Western Icelanders and their descendants, who were 

for a century not perceived as being true Vikings by citizens of Iceland and were shunned 

for leaving, were now presented by the Icelandic state with admiration for having planted 

an Icelandic presence with their útrás to North America as part of the nation’s extended 

family. Thus, the emigration to Canada in the late 19th and early 20th centuries was now 

referred to as útrás, instead of (forced) desertion. Moreover the “ever restless Viking 

spirit” and the notions of independence and entrepreneurship that lay at the core of the 

útrás discourse in Iceland resembled long-established Icelandic-Canadian narratives, 

from early 20th century historical accounts and other writings that created the Icelandic-

Canadian identity in the New world (see Wolf 2001; Nejman 1997). As mentioned 

earlier, the intellectual Icelandic-Canadian elite portrayed themselves as descendants of 

Vikings. In addition to being aligned with Anglo Saxons and Protestantism, the Viking 

heritage was used as an implement to enhance racial and symbolic capital in the hostile 

socio-political landscape faced by the immigrants and their successors. Narratives of the 

Icelandic-Canadians display them as people that, like their mythic ancestors, never lost 

their independence, love for freedom and liberty, and yearnings for enterprise or in the 

words of Walter J. Lindal “to reach beyond” (Nejman 1967:100, see also Beck 1943; 

Lindal 1944; Walters 1953). In the same “spirit of independence and progress” (Beck 

1943:10) as their ancestors–the original settlers of Iceland–they too, Icelandic- 
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Canadians, “with Viking blood in [their] veins” were people that could “seek new 

horizons” (Salverson 1942:2). In the struggle for recognition and elevated social status in 

a British dominated society these characteristics were selectively picked and built into 

their Viking ethnicity and public image. Although Leifur Eiríksson was always an 

important Saga protagonist and served as a symbolic ambassador for Iceland on foreign 

shores and particularly in North America, the overall pinnacle of his role was reached in 

2000 when “Iceland’s discovery” of North America were celebrated by retracing Leifur 

Eiríksson’s voyage and sailing a Viking ship replica, Íslendingur (Icelander), to 

Greenland, Canada, and the US. Perhaps one could say that the fame of Leifur Eiríksson 

(or Leif the Lucky, as he is often referred to) in North America had its comeback with the 

millennium celebration. Icelandic-Canadian immigrants and their descendants, much like 

other Nordic ethnic communities, had certainly made use of Leifur Eiríksson’s discovery 

of America as their special contribution to the history of the New World. Statues of 

Leifur Eiríksson, stamps, plaques and medals have been erected and issued to recognize 

his contribution. Thus, celebrating Leifur Erikson in North America had a long history 

within the Icelandic North American community as within the broader Nordic 

community, especially among Norwegians in the United States who also claim Leifur 

Eiríksson as their own. Americans of Norwegian heritage played, for example, a pivotal 

role in proclaiming October 9 Leifur Eiríksson Day in the United States–“pre-emitting 

Columbus Day by some seventy-two hours” (Björnsdóttir 1999:224). Within the 

Icelandic-Canadian community, the emigration from Iceland to North America in the late 

19th  and early 20th  centuries was presented as a reenactment of history, as a re-discovery 

of “Vinland the Great and Good”16 (Wolf 2001:212). Icelandic-Canadians saw 
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themselves as following in the footsteps of Leifur and his followers’ on their quest to 

establish a lasting home on the continent. When Icelanders arrived in Canada and 

attempted to settle in Nova Scotia, in an area known as Mooseland Heights, they named it 

Markland, the same name that, according to the Saga, Leifur Eiríksson gave to the second 

land he sighted on his voyage to North America (Wolf 2001:208). For some Icelandic-

Canadians, Leifur Eiríksson was not only the “embodiment of the spirit of pioneering” he 

was presented with racial undertones as a “reminder of the manliest and noblest traits 

in… [the Nordic] race, the Norse spirit of independence and progress” (Beck 1943:10). In 

the course of the recognition given to the Icelandic-Canadian community, the figure of 

Leifur Erikson has been used as a symbol during celebrations such as in the centennial of 

confederation in 1967 when the Icelandic-Canadian community presented a Leifur 

Eiríksson plaque to the prime minister of Canada, Lester B. Pearson. The Icelandic club’s 

events and a park are named after Leifur, not to mention many children. There have been 

many discussions within the Icelandic-Canadian community about proclaiming a Leifur 

Eiríksson day in Canada as in the United States. Thus, staging the voyage of Leifur 

Eiríksson combined with rhetoric suing the terms innovation, discovery, and risk taking 

not only provided a presence and a suitable image for a nation that was keen on 

strengthening its economic relations and competitive position internationally, but also 

tapped into the mythical legacy of Icelandic-Canadians.  

The fame of Leifur Eiríksson was also (re)tendered in Iceland. In addition to a 

statue of Leifur Eiríksson by Stirling Calder, (a gift to Iceland from the people of the 

United States, in 1930 and later placed in front of Reykjavik’s best known landmark–the 

church Hallgrímskirkja), Leifur Eiríksson festivals have been celebrated in Eiríksstaður, 
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which is presented as the homestead of his family. The homestead itself houses a 

reconstructed longhouse and visiting guests are greeted by guides clothed in Viking Age 

costumes. Moreover, after the millennium reenactment of Leifur Eiríksson’s sailing to 

North America, a special place–Vikingworld–was designed and built in Iceland to house 

the replica of the boat used in the millennium reenactment. One could say that in a 

globalized Iceland Leifur Eiríksson has become a rising national icon, succeeding other 

Saga protagonists who have proclaimed their fame for patriotically facing death rather 

than departing Iceland (see Helgason 1998, 2006). Leifur Eiríksson has a cosmopolitan 

flavor; he symbolized a global entrepreneur as reflected in the name of the newly built 

Iceland’s international airport, Leifur Eiríksson Air Terminal.  

 In various times and places there have been competing visions and uses of the 

Viking image. The 19th and early 20th centuries’ romantic image of glorious and 

adventurous Vikings has been re-polished and re-imagined in the rhetoric of útrás with a 

special emphasis on heroic and daring voyages by seeking opportunities and new 

resources abroad. The idea that Icelanders were descendants of adventurous Viking 

settlers (a concept used to characterize Iceland by both internationally and by Iceland’s 

tourist industry) has increasingly become an integral part of the public útrás rhetoric. 

This representation of Icelanders as the descendants of Vikings evokes different nuances 

than the characterizations of local historians. Contemporary Icelandic historians seldom 

refer to the Nordic settlers in Iceland as Vikings, nor do they use the term as a pan-ethnic 

or racial term. In fact, more often than not, they refer to the settlers in Iceland as farmers. 

Unlike in English, where the term “Vikings” refers to people living during the so-called 

Viking-age from 800-1050, the Icelandic meaning of the term as stated in Icelandic 
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dictionary (Íslensk Orðabók 1996) refers to Norse sea voyagers who pursued 

mercantilism, raids, and pillaging. Some scholars have pointed out that one reason to 

correct the misconception of Iceland as being settled by Vikings is that that there were no 

valuable resources to pillage in Iceland (see Björnsson 2005).  

It seems that modern Icelanders, however, have accepted the idea of being the 

Vikings’ successors as reflected in the increasing use of the term in headlines in Icelandic 

newspapers such as Morgunblaðið: “Incursion of modern Vikings in UK,”17 (March 27, 

2004), “Icelandic compositions go Viking,”18 (June 10, 2006), “Icelandic incursion in 

Norse fisheries?”19 (October 21, 2004), “Invasion of Icelandic bands into New York”20 

(September 11, 2005). Young artists organized art events overseas with the theme “Berlin 

invasion” and when foreign media covered the “Next-generation Viking invasion,” 

(heading from the Guardian, June 16, 2005) on Icelandic business activities overseas–it 

hit the news in Iceland as a sign of success. The today’s Vikings were “poets of útrás” as 

indicated in the following headline in Morgunblaðið, “The Danish television interviews 

Icelandic poets of útrás”21  (December 2, 2005). Given the fact that the public in Iceland 

was well informed by the local media on when and how Iceland was presented abroad, 

one could assume that these reports simply reflected the novelty of receiving coverage, or 

conversely a more complex existential preoccupation of a small nation struggling to be 

recognized by the global community. On the other hand, I argue that such reports should 

be viewed as a celebration of neoliberalism and, at the same time, reflect media that does 

not criticize the policies and politics under discussion. After the collapse of the Icelandic 

economy, the Icelandic use of the term Viking as raiders becomes indeed more salient, 

both globally and locally. 
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 In Neoliberalism as Exception, Ong (2006) argues that neoliberal ethics and 

calculative rationalities have tilted the foundation of the tiger nations, such as Singapore, 

shaking traditional, shared Asian values by stressing “independent thinking and risk 

taking” (2006:190). Singapore’s corporate culture is under great pressure from both local 

and international neoliberal experts, who maintain that local professionals lack 

entrepreneurial and risk-taking skills. The public, as Ong argues, “has been socially 

conditioned to ‘instinctively go along with accepted wisdom’” (2006:189-190). The new 

buzzword, “The Singapore Vision 21” orients citizens and expects them to develop new 

mindsets, “achieve ‘technopreneurial’ attitudes and skills” over and above that of former 

educational agendas, which were based on cultivating “industriousness, dedication, 

loyalty and teamwork” (2006:190). Instead of abandoning traditional values, as in the 

Singapore case, Icelanders were simply expected to reassert their traditional cultural 

heritage “of discovery and exploration,” “extend their Viking spirit,” and reinforce their 

creative, daring, and risk-taking nature. In Iceland, however, the subjective-techniques of 

the neoliberal turn were presented not as breaks from traditions (as in Asian nations), but 

as in line with the society’s historical and cultural heritage. Thus, Icelanders re-imagined 

and were re-imagined into being, not so much by rediscovering the golden past as much 

as they constructed it as the necessary conceptual basis for their neoliberal project.  

Rather than the state, it was the freedom of the market and trade (depicted as 

increasingly global rather than national in scope), that guaranteed individual freedom, 

and improved the well-being of the population. In the Icelandic neoliberal project, the 

population was creatively recreated and socially engineered by new technologies of 

patriotism. In this way, Icelanders can be compared to the Singaporeans who were 
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“socially conditioned to ‘instinctively go along with accepted wisdom’” (Ong 2006:190). 

Anxiety around national culture, identity, and displacement in neoliberal modernity was 

managed by the new technology of patriotism that simultaneously provided a powerful 

obstacle to the formation of counter-hegemonic cultural politics. Útrás, with creative 

performance and entrepreneurship at its core, appeared as a central narrative that was 

needed to orient the people toward the idea of a new global knowledge and performance 

driven economy. While notions of “the people,” which in traditional leftist thought 

“call[ed] up images of a politicized popular class struggling,” the notion in neoliberal 

discourse “[was] constructed as a natural and non-political category of authentic citizens” 

(Mackey 2002:107-8).  At the same time, the source of the authentic nationhood of 

people of útrás was seen to originate with, and in, the people, or the public.  

Identical to other emerging neoliberal states, new semi-private institutions of 

higher education were established to train a creative class of innovative calculative actors 

and risk-taking entrepreneurs. It is here, within the new dimensions of requested human 

talents, that the power and impotence of the subjects were measured. Those “people that 

at first glance do not harmonize with news of útrás on foreign shores”–to quote the 

president of Iceland (see above)–were increasingly under pressure to feel that they 

benefitted from neoliberal forms and the universalization of values, regardless of any 

clashes with their essential values of benefits, entitlements, rights, justice, ethics, morals, 

duties, and obligations.  

Whereas the infiltration of market logic into politics was underway in the 

Icelandic neoliberal government, útrás was the idiom that configured public rhetoric and 

established a political and social “commonsense,” based upon the commandeering of 
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history and identity that prevented a critical dialogue with the past as well as a realistic 

understanding of the present. Given the normalization, wide utilization of the term and 

depoliticized connotation it assumed, the rhetoric of útrás can be seen as instrumental in 

canvassing support for policies, in particular those that lacked popular appeal. “Corporate 

nationalism,” (Mackey 2002:123) and the reinvention and celebration of the Icelandic 

heritage “of discovery and enterprise” were not just in play at home but also abroad in 

Canada, carving out new subjects that were not within the conventional national space. 

  

Weaving the Ties: Producing Cultural Practices and Identities in Canada. 

 

While renewing the relationship with the Icelandic-Canadian community and mobilizing 

it to collaborate in commemorating the 1000th anniversary of the discovery of North 

America, Icelandic representatives and officials stressed the indestructible nature of 

kinship ties, history, and common heritage. For instance, the Icelandic President stated at 

the Icelandic festival in Gimli in 1997 

I have often used the concept “the Icelandic community” to indicate the 
broad association of all people of Icelandic descent. Our common sense of 
belonging to one community is certainly stronger than any formalities that 
determine where we pay taxes or how we go through passport control at 
international airports. To strengthen the sense of family among all people 
of Icelandic descent is indeed a part of my mandate, to offer the service of 
the Icelandic Presidency to you all. [Grímsson 1997b] 

 

The Icelandic president repeatedly stressed these kinship ties in speeches he gave while 

visiting communities across North America in 1997 and 1999. But, as the quotation 

above indicates, borders and foreign citizenship of third, forth, fifth, and sixth generation 

Icelandic-Canadians are portrayed as simple and pale formalities in comparison with the 

125 
 



timeless and borderless communal belonging of Icelanders. Moreover, on several 

occasions, the president reminded the Icelandic-Canadian community of the kindred 

spirits of the nations on several occasions by stating, “Our societies were created by 

people who crossed the ocean to settle in a new land. The spirit of discovery, the energy 

of the pioneers, became the bulwarks of our civilization” (Grímsson 1997b, 1999).  

While preparing for the millennium celebration, governmental representatives and 

members of the Leifur Eiríksson Millennium Commission of Iceland called for meetings 

with leaders in Icelandic North American communities in order to mobilize people and 

establish a formal forum for a working relationship throughout their organizations. The 

formation of an Icelandic-Canadian Millennium-125 Commission is one example of the 

initiative of Icelandic-Canadians and is emblematic of the co-operation that took place 

between the Icelandic government and Icelandic-Canadians. “It all started the year 1997 

when the president of Iceland, Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson visited New Iceland, Canada and 

asked us how we could strengthen the relationship between the countries and how we 

wanted to celebrate the millennium 2000,” said one of the community leaders explaining 

the sudden presence and interest on behalf of the Icelandic governmental agents in 

revitalizing the links between the communities. “The president asked us to get a group 

together of movers and shakers and do something significant in the year 2000,” said 

another community leader, commenting on the community’s meeting with the Icelandic 

president and government officials. The specially formed Commission of Icelandic-

Canadians helped the Leifur Eiríksson Millennium Commission of Iceland plan various 

events for the millennium celebration, including: the reenactment of the Viking 

expedition of Leifur Eiríksson to numerous harbors in North America, including 
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Newfoundland and Nova Scotia; a two year touring Viking exhibition in collaboration 

with other Nordic countries and the White House Council on the Millennium, that opened 

at the Smithsonian Museum in Washington, and later in other locations such as Ottawa, a 

touring Icelandic Saga manuscript exhibit that opened at the Library of Congress in 

Washington and later in Winnipeg. Some of the other millennium program’s events 

included various concerts including the Icelandic symphony Orchestra, choirs, Icelandic 

film festivals, theoretical performances, the presentation and unveiling of the sculpture 

The First White Mother in America (which I will discuss in the next chapter). Many of 

these events were bundled with Iceland Naturally’s marketing schema  - a public/private 

partnership. 

Importantly, while the Icelandic-Canadian Millennium-125 Commission 

collaborated with the Icelandic government, it also maneuvered the focus of the 

celebration towards its own commemoration, namely their 125 year history in Manitoba. 

Thus, the name of the Icelandic-Canadian Millennium-125 Commission, referred to its 

dual goals: to celebrate the thousandth anniversary of Leifur Eiríksson’s voyage to North 

America and the 125 years since Icelanders settled in Manitoba. Icelandic-Canadians, 

therefore, jumped on board but used the opportunity to celebrate their own local history. 

These two facets of the celebration played a central role in the presentation and unveiling 

of the sculpture, as will be demonstrated in chapter four. 

Two years after the presidential visit in 1997 the Icelandic government sent a 

foreign services diplomat to Canada as a Special Envoy for the Millennium Affairs and to 

serve as consul general in Winnipeg. Never before had an Icelandic career diplomat 

resided in Canada. Besides organizing the millennium celebrations, the consulate’s goal 
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for the near future, as reported by Lögberg Heimskringla shortly after his arrival, was to 

open an Icelandic embassy in Ottawa; develop trade and cultural relations; form a special 

Canadian Icelandic Chamber of commerce et cetera (Howard 1999:3). The opening of the 

embassies in Canada and Iceland in 2001 was a milestone in the relationship of the 

countries. Opening an embassy in Iceland was not a high priority of the Canadian Foreign 

Service in 1998 which had other capitals in line before Reykjavik (Benediktsson and 

Sigurðardóttir 1998). The Icelandic consulate in Winnipeg is still in service and the 

Canadian Icelandic Chamber of commerce was formally launched in 2003. The European 

Free Trade Association/Canadian free trade agreement, however, did not become a reality 

until 2007.  

There was close co-operation between the Icelandic concul general, the Icelandic-

Canadian Millennium-125 Commission, and the Leifur Eiríksson Millennium 

Commission of Iceland. As the millennium celebrations in Canada were to take place 

from coast to coast, one of the main objectives was to organize a national structure and 

incorporate influential individuals into an efficient network to execute and promote the 

millennium events, many being based on “commemorat[ing] and explor[ing] the ancient 

and common history of Iceland and North America, as well as to encourage new 

discoveries of the unique Iceland” (Government of Iceland 2002). Individuals of 

Icelandic descent, mainly males, from respected professions such as law, politics, 

business, media, science, as well as Canadian honorary consuls to Iceland and other elite 

members of the Icelandic-Canadian community, were mobilized to lead the endeavor. 

Many of them were later awarded with the Knight’s Cross of the Icelandic Order. Of the 

thirteen recipients of the Knight Cross, only four were women.  
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The Icelandic-Canadians of the Millennium-125 Commission traveled, more or 

less at their own expense, between Canada, Iceland, and the United States to attend 

meetings with Icelandic governmental officials, ministers, and business entrepreneurs as 

well as across Canada to meet with people in clubs and communities. The Millennium-

125 Commission worked in close cooperation with numerous chapters of the Icelandic 

National League of North America, with the League itself, with the Millennium bureau of 

Canada and representatives of the Icelandic Government in Iceland and in Canada. The 

Icelandic National League of North America served as a platform to reawaken and 

strengthen the community and to bring the Icelandic-Canadian chapters closer together 

since factionalism within the communities often prevented the dispersed communities 

and different associations from organizing themselves on a larger scale. At the League’s 

convention in Gimli in 2000, the Icelandic consul in Winnipeg proposed a grand re-

organization which emphasized more effective communication and co-operation within 

the network of clubs and associations and between Canada and Iceland. The proposed 

future direction given by the Icelandic consul also included a proliferation of new clubs, 

especially in places where none previously existed:  

 

We need at least one chapter (club) in each Canadian province. We also 
need chapters (clubs) in all the larger cities…We need a chapter in 
Newfoundland, in Nova Scotia, and Prince Edward Island…and in 
Ottawa…Re-organization is…important, not only for your sake but also 
for the sake of Iceland. Since the Foreign Ministry decided to initiate a 
number of projects with a handsome sum of funding, it is even more 
urgent than ever before to have clear lines of communication. [Gestsson 
2000a:3] 
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The first Icelandic National League convention that I attended was in Edmonton 

in 2003, where the convention’s theme was “Unity”. New chapters had joined the League 

since the millennium and many clubs had already increased their membership. There I 

met many of the chapters’ presidents and became aware of the great amount of time, 

money, and energy that many people had devoted to all things Icelandic, through 

volunteering for their clubs, associations, and the League. I learnt through numerous 

narratives that a lot of the work, organization, and execution of the millennium events 

were carried out by the members of the clubs in each community since these events took 

place across Canada.   

Recruiting people to become club members and participate in club activities has 

been one of their major activities during previous decades. Outside of Manitoba people 

joined Icelandic- Canadian organizations as it was the only way they could meet others of 

Icelandic background. For many outside of Manitoba the clubs still represented a kind of 

networking niche–a family to people if he/she did not have one around. The clubs with 

the largest membership were outside of Manitoba and some members did not hesitate to 

express their disappointment about the attention Manitoba received from the Icelandic 

state, in particular when it came to direct government funding. While there were many 

organizations in Manitoba they had relatively few members. Manitobans didn’t have to 

join a club to celebrate their “Icelandicness” since there were people of Icelandic 

background all over the place as many respondents explained.  

Organizations in Manitoba had indeed been invigorated by co-operation with the 

Icelandic government. Besides large donations to the chair of Icelandic studies and the 

Icelandic Collection at the University of Manitoba (the Icelandic shipping company 
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Eimskip also contributed to the Collection and the Icelandic department) the Icelandic 

government donated generously to the building of the Betel Waterfront Center in Gimli 

(a center including housing units for seniors, the New Iceland Heritage Museum, 

headquarters of organizations of the community). It continued to financially support the 

New Iceland Heritage Museum, the community newspaper Lögberg Heimskringla, and 

collaborate with the Icelandic festival and June 17th Icelandic national celebrations in 

Canada et cetera. These institutions are all examples of how Icelandic-Canadian ethnic 

presence and identity is imagined and constructed by an ethno-cultural leadership, 

Canadian governments, as well as the Icelandic state. These projects, which were 

executed with funds from these three bodies, reflect in some ways the materialization of 

transnational ethnic space. Thus, many of these projects reflect how the community and 

its activities are subjects of two nation-states that “wish to mould and shape their loyalties 

and sense of peoplehood” (Harney 1998:10). This also brings forth questions about how 

one state can influence the other to participate in community building and welfare 

programs and sustaining ethnicity and ethnic networking (Harney 1998:10). 

Overall, Icelandic-Canadians marveled the policy shift of the Icelandic state 

towards strengthening the relations across the Atlantic and the input and attention their 

communities gained. Many told me of their appreciation for these sponsored projects and 

the various cultural events, especially during and after the millennium celebrations. One 

person stated that in the past Icelandic-Canadians often expressed their “hunger for 

cultural events” from Iceland and often complained about the lack of such projects. These 

new activities were a demonstration that “Iceland cares about us.” Yet a tension existed, 
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even though Icelandic-Canadians were somewhat reluctant to express it to me. As one of 

my respondents commented:  

 
Once we had a consulate here, we feel the Icelandic presence much more. 
On a political note, I sometimes feel that we are enveloped by Iceland, 
and that our plans are not our own. However, we love the support and 
interest.  
 

One respondent was concerned about the flow of money to the community and stated, “I 

am wondering where does this money come from – if you think how small the country 

is.”  Another respondent explained to me that the increased presence of the Icelandic 

government was now felt in cultural events such as the Icelandic festival and the June 17 

celebration, which the community had organized for decades without any interference 

from the Icelandic government. Discussing the Icelandic Festival, one respondent stated:  

“before there was no money from Iceland and so the toast to Canada [which is a part of 

the Icelandic-Canadian traditional program] would have been given by someone like you, 

an Icelander who already was here. I hate to say this but it is out of our hands completly.” 

In recent years the toast to Canada at the traditional program of the festival has been 

given by Icelandic politicians, ministers, and diplomats. Similar stories are told about the 

June 17 celebration in Winnipeg, which used to be “a little thing that we did ... pretty 

much a grassroot thing,” but has in recent years grown to be an extensive program with 

Icelandic choirs and politicians, as well as delegates from Iceland co-ordinated by the 

Icelandic consulate in Winnipeg. 

The Icelandic presence at the annual conventions of the Icelandic National 

League of North America has also become increasingly evident in recent years, as seen 

through the attendance of representatives from the Icelandic National League of Iceland, 
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Icelandic diplomats and politicians, and Iceland Naturally. Although often presented as a 

sister organization of the Iceland National League of North America  Icelandic-

Canadians often pointed out that Icelandic National League of Iceland was in fact re-

established by the Icelandic government and directed by its appointee as opposed to an 

elected one as is the case for Icelandic National League of North America. Interestingly, 

although the Icelandic National League of North America claims that it does not act in 

anyone‘s favor, or even take a stand in political conflicts in Iceland, it obvioulsy makes 

exceptions in the case of outright commercialism. For example at the Winnipeg 

convention in 2007 they assigned Landsbanki bank timeslots in the traditional program 

which allowed two presentations promoting the bank. Landsbanki not only participated in 

the Icelandic National League of North America convention, it partnered with the 

community clubs and institutions sponsoring community events such as dinners, the 

convention, and the Núna art festival (see chapter five).  

While concerns regarding Iceland’s interests and success were widely cited in my 

discussion with people who were obviously attuned to assisting “tiny Iceland,” many were 

also skeptical and feared that the marketing and business oriented side of the revitalization 

were dominant. As one of my respondents stated: 

 

People in Iceland thought  that the people that left were traitors so little 
wonder that poeple over there,  the government and other organizations 
did not pay much attention to us. And as long as we did not solicit any 
good will from them, people did not correspond, the relationship just 
withered. That is how I see it.  I am not surprised that there was not much 
interest. But I guess now, it has never been better than now. Now the 
Icelanders come and the delgates. The government became interested and 
felt that this could be a marketing opportunity and opportunity for 
commerce as well, which is fine. I have no problem with that. However, it 
should not be first and foremost that, but if you can spin it off, then I can’t 
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see anything wrong with it, as long as the commerce is not the main 
factor, as long as the culture is the main factor, than I cannot see anything 
wrong with it, some might. 
 

 

Similar veiws were also expressed by Gladis Stephenson who had been involved with 

Icelandic National League of North America for over three decades: 

  

Most people of Icelandic descent hope and are positive about the welfare 
of Iceland. They are very positive about adventures like Iceland Naturally 
marketing programme–Icelandic-Canadians are very tolerant about it and 
supportive, but to a degree...Iceland always presents itself first class, so in 
a sense it reflects well on Icelandic heritage–They present Iceland in a 
dignified fashion– we are proud of it. 

 

Some expressed more resistence to the presence of the Icelandic state and “corporate 

Iceland” than others:  

 

The corporate Icelanders and the government have been trying to 
influence the organizations here in North America. There has been 
resistance to that move–as I say–many do not want the Icelanders, 
“corporate Icelanders,” controlling the interests of Canadians of Icelandic 
descent. It is not their place. We do not want to be told what to do–and 
that is typically Icelandic (laugh)  
 

Those who have not taken kindly to the Icelandic governmental and commercial agenda 

often voiced a desire to maintain their relations with Iceland “without being harangued by 

commercial interest.” Describing her relations to Iceland as somewhat poetic and 

spiritual, one of my respondent emphasized that her bound across the Atlantic was 

through people, not contemporary and commercial culture. She stated it is about the “ties 

between people”–imaginary or actual relations remaining, distant relatives, or with 
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people long gone. People often described their relationship to Iceland with words such as 

“personal” and “sacred almost.”  One respondent stated: “to many our relationship with 

the old homeland is a mystery. Many, especially those who have arrived in Canada 

recently, don’t really understand this quiet deep love that is in the hearts of some people 

here for their original homeland.” Numerous respondents shared personal stories of their 

visits to Iceland and their experience of being “born again” in Iceland. Emphasis on 

personal nostalgic connection, attachment to the homeland, and deep relations which had 

“no obvious connection” to contemporary culture made attempts to “update” and 

modernize the Icelandic-Canadian identity for the sake of contemporary, commercial and 

corporate Iceland a complicated task.  

The ethnic networking and the consolidation of the relationship between the 

communities across the Atlantic Ocean that preceded and followed the Leifur Eiríksson 

campaign generated more interest among Icelandic-Canadians in things Icelandic. People 

informed me that membership in their clubs grew and that more people were attending 

events. In Winnipeg a record number of people were studying Icelandic at the Frón club 

and people told me proudly that they were more aware of Iceland being in the media–and 

“people who have always known that they are Icelandic are now saying, ‘I am Icelandic 

and now it is the time to do something.’” Discussing the Icelandic presence and the 

revitalized relations another respondent, like so many, stated:  

 

There is much more connection between Manitoba and Iceland now. 
There are more people here from Iceland. There are all these artists 
coming and all these choirs. There are often people from the government 
coming for meetings in relations to hydro energy et cetera. It is in the 
paper, in Winnipeg Free Press all the time. You would never read about 
Iceland in the papers like 10 years ago. People hear more about it now. 
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Even my friends at work who know that I am Icelandic have begun to say 
to me things like I read this and this about Iceland. They notice too and 
they are not Icelandic. A lot of it has to do with having the consulate here 
and the millennium celebration was kind of the start of it. It raised the 
awareness of people of Icelandic descent here in Manitoba, and also of 
Iceland itself–here for sure Iceland is more known now. 

 

Although segments of the Icelandic-Canadian population have in the previous 

decades fostered their Icelandic-Canadian heritage, opportunties and collaborations 

between the communities across the Atlantic have been more intense and active in recent 

years. The lack of knowledge about the history of Icelandic-Canadians has been 

addressed in Iceland with the establishment of the Emigration Center. The center has 

played an important role in displaying their history and culture and providing genealogy 

research services. Icelandic-Canadians have also become very visible in Iceland over the 

last few years in public spheres such as media and museum exhibits, through 

publications, documentaries, and even theatre productions. Their history and socio-

cultural activities were repeatedly covered in one of the daily newspapers, Morgunblaðið, 

with a column titled, “From the Western world.”22 More people from the Icelandic-

Canadian community are traveling to Iceland for various purposes and every summer tour 

groups and choirs take off from Iceland to visit Icelandic-Canadians who open their 

homes to the travelers which leads to personal relationships and friendships. The cultural, 

political, and economic bridge between the countries has taken a new shape that is 

perhaps best reflected in the enthusiasm of the Manitoban government in recruiting 

Icelandic workers after the collapse of the Icelandic economy: an act that also reflects 

how one state can influence the other in building and sustaining ethnic networking 

(Harney 1998:10). Several months into the depression in Iceland, the Labour Minister of 
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Manitoba visited Iceland on a skilled worker-recruitment trip. In an article published in 

the Winnipeg Free Press Icelanders shared their royal treatment in Manitoba 

(Guðbjartsson 2009a:A1). Some Manitobans, however, took steps to question this act due 

to the high unemployment rates in most of Manitoba’s First Nation communities, as well 

as other Canadian communities that have been hit hard by the recession  (Welch 2009: 

A6). 

 
 

Conclusion. 

 

Planned at the highest level of government, the process of ethnic networking and the 

millennium celebration in North America was an intensely political strategy, part of a 

web of political events and market economy schema. In other words, the ethnic 

networking was instrumental in strengthening Iceland’s political and market relations 

with Canada. The governmental shift towards revitalizing relations was intricately linked 

with the neoliberal restructuring in Iceland and in tandem with the rising idiom of útrás. 

The millennium campaign itself was not only based on the branding imagery of the útrás 

of Icelanders by staging their Viking adventures of the past and the present, the útrás 

rhetoric was also used as a voucher of validation while describing the millennium 

campaign in North America to Icelandic national subjects as reflected in a government 

report which referred to the celebration in North America as “the greatest útrás of 

Icelandic culture and history that has taken place in North America” (Ministry of Foreign 

Affaris 2000:9). Moreover, the idiom of útrás mobilized definitions of inclusion, 

exclusion, and belonging within and beyond the boundaries of the nation-state as I will 
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come back to in the following chapter. The rhetoric of útrás blended in with long-

established Icelandic-Canadians narratives rooted in early 20th century historical accounts 

and other writings that created the Icelandic-Canadian identity in the New World. 

Tapping into the imaginary Viking narratives from the past the útrás rhetoric and the 

Viking celebration recreated (trans)national accounts of Icelandic-Canadians and 

Icelanders and contributed to re-established forms of transnational productivity, relations 

and opportunities, identity, and values.  

As already demonstrated, the millennium celebration and the activities that took 

place in the course of planning the campaign were a new beginning in the relationship 

between the communities across the Atlantic. The flow of funds, delegates, and cultural 

celebration events, et cetera from the millennium to the present marked a change in the 

Icelandic state policy toward the Icelandic-Canadian community. The community has, 

overall, responded eagerly to revitalization strategies and strengthening the relationship 

across the Atlantic. Leaders and members of voluntary associations, organizations, and 

clubs, have provided the community an opportunity to remake history, preserve the 

collective memory of the past, negotiate, and constitute layers of identities, celebrate the 

increased enthusiasm and interest towards things “Icelandic” and contribute to their 

desire for formal recognition both within and outside of the community. People 

experience the presence of the Icelandic state within the community on various levels. 

The alliance between the community and the Icelandic government included various 

proceedings such as lobbying the Icelandic government on political levels, on provincial 

and federal levels, applying for Canadian funds for the proposed millennium celebration, 

creating new Icelandic clubs that did not exist in cities where Icelandic millennium 
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celebrations were planned, approaching the media et cetera. The Icelandic-Canadian 

community has aided in promoting the Icelandic brand, Iceland’s economy, culture and 

products and as a “destination to discover.” Yet, tensions between the reclaimed diasporic 

community and various tactics of the Icelandic government and business entrepreneurs 

do exist. As I have attempted to demonstrate there are tensions that revolve around the 

Icelandic government’s move to produce and manage Icelandic-Canadian identities and 

actions through the process of modernization and commercialization of “Icelandicness.” 

The Icelandic state’s agenda, to contemporize and modify people’s relations with the 

homeland from merely nostalgic, is brought up again in chapter five. 

Building “ethnicized networks” to influence practices and relations of power that 

operate well beyond the state, the Icelandic state reached out to the Icelandic-Canadians 

in order to harness their Icelandic identity (Ong 2004:9). This was achieved through 

motivating them to participate in cultural events as more than just members of the 

audience, encouraging them instead to join creatively and take on leadership roles within 

the celebrations. In the following chapters I will discuss how art projects have been 

initiated in the process of “sponsoring identities,” “updating” the relations across the two 

communities, and as an expedient way to inject the presence of Iceland, the Icelandic 

economy, and products in Canada (Dávila 1997). The art projects are “nodal points”–sites 

of interconnected social space where the work of transnational practices, neoliberal 

politics, and identity construction takes place (Schneider 2006:20 see also Hannerz 

1996). In chapter four, I focus on the millennium celebration and the role of an art 

project, a presentation and unveiling of the sculpture The First White Mother in America 

by the Icelandic artist Ásmundur Sveinsson. The chapter shows how the meaning and 
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value of the sculpture unfolds in a variety of realms, registering associations, symbols 

and practices, and connections and orchestrations of conduct within and across borders. 

Although the chapter focuses on an art object, the ethnography reveals that the 

significance of the sculpture had less to do with the object per se and more to do with 

identities, recreating community, history, and transnational practices. As part of the 

millennium celebration the rhetoric of útrás can be seen as being cemented into the 

project—presenting the nation’s characteristics of the past and present as both daring and 

entrepreneurial. The chapter looks closely at how the presentation of the sculpture 

contributed to the creation of collective transnational symbols, which brought the 

reclaimed diaspora and the old homeland together, and how the symbols surfaced in 

Icelandic-Canadians’ activities and expressions. The chapter also looks at the community 

and its response to the Icelandic government’s agenda to motivate Icelandic-Canadians to 

co-operate in planning, funding and executing the Icelandic millennium project in Canada 

and how the presentation of the sculpture–an idea initiated from within the community–

was indicative of the Canadian community’s agency in responding to the actions of the 

Icelandic authorities.  

Chapter five follows another art project, which also carves out transnational 

space, in which the identity, history, and place of the Icelandic-Canadian community and 

its relation with Iceland are mediated. But here the ethnographic focus is mainly on 

Canadian artists of Icelandic descent who acted as curators for the Núna art project. The 

chapter looks more closely at the intersection between these agents, which at times may 

compete with distinctive and contested discourses on the value and signification of art, as 

well as on how art is seen and used in the transnational project. Framed within the larger 
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governmental tactics of the neoliberal Icelandic state, both chapters focus on art projects 

and their ability to “act upon [the] action” of Icelandic-Canadians (Rose 1999:4). Yet 

chapter five takes the reader through various appearances of the utilitarian subtext in 

legitimation narratives of the art in the transnational Núna project. The ramifications of 

neoliberal restructuring, as Yúdice argues, are not least evident in the act of “resituating 

the management of the social squarely within civil society” (1999: 25). The arts in 

Iceland, as reflected in the transnational endeavor, were not excluded from this 

transformation and had, much like other fields of the humanities and culture, “been 

increasingly resorted to a pragmatic defense... [and] become part of the social service 

rationale or of economic development plans for communities” (Yúdice 1999:24-25). In 

this context the signification and value of art in the discourse takes on different meaning 

and at times clashes with those who resist this totalitarian assesment of art–not least 

among artists who comply with traditional legitimating modes of art based on aesthetic 

and humanitarian aspects (as revealed in chapter five). The meaning and the significance 

of the art projects under study in the following chapters is therefore assessed on different 

levels. Chapter four looks more directly into the significance and meaning of the 

sculpture in relation to practices associated with its organization, presentation, agency 

and the reception of it within the community. Chapter five attempts to address the 

position of art and artists in the social milieu, associations of art and ethnicity, and 

neoliberal rationality. This shift reflects the fact that artists, curators, and other 

professionals within the art institutions were not involved in the unveiling of the 

sculpture in Ottawa. The art projects differ also in the way that the sculpture presented in 

Ottawa is by the deceased artist Ásmundur Sveinsson, who made the sculpture in the 

141 
 



1930s, whereas the Núna project is a contemporary art project. Although Núna was 

neither founded or rested on connections with actual art institutions it did  involve artists 

who acted as curators on a voluntary basis. They raised questions regarding  how art is 

seen and used. 
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1 [Þegar strandhöggið hófst virtist ekkert geta stöðvað Íslandsvélina í útlöndum] 
2 [kynna Ísland á Alþjóðavettvangi, sækja fram] 
3 [skapa nýja og skýrari ímynd af Íslandi í Vesturheimi sem við getum byggt á í okkar starfi hvort sem um 
ræðir ferðaþjónustu eða útflutning] 
4 [Óhætt er að fullyrða að samanlögð dagskrá landafundanefndar sé viðamesta útrás íslenskrar menningar 
og sögu í Norður Ameríku sem fram hefur farið… Sú athygli sem viðburðir á vegum landafundanefndar 
hlaut í fjölmiðlum í Kanada og Bandaríkjunum er traustur grundvöllur frekari útrásar Íslendinga í 
vestuheimi, hvort heldur sem sú útrás væri skipulögð af opinberum aðilum eða einkaaðilum.] 
5 [staðreyndin er sú að að alþjóðavæðingin er aðeins nýhafin og við verðum að læra fljótt að feta stíginn 
inn í framtíðina. Við höfum ekkert val] 
6 [Útrásin hefur skapað möguleika] 
7 [Útrás íslenskra lögmanna] 
8 [Útrás iðnaðarmanna og hönnuða – útrás í kjölfar útrásarinnar] 
9 [Vesturferðirnar voru íslensk útrás fyrri tíma] 
10 [Útrás ættfræðinnar] 
11 [Útrás menningarinnar] 
12 [Útrás Íslenskrar tónlistar] 
13 [Straumhvörf. Útrás íslensks viðskiptalífs of innrás erlendra fjárfesta til Íslands] 
14 [Landnám – útrás íslenskra fyrirtækja] 
15 [Útrásin er þó staðfesting á einstæðum árangri Íslendinga, fyrirheit um kröftugra sóknarskeið en þjóðin 
hefur áður kynnst, ekki aðeins í viðskiptum og fjármálalífi heldur einnig í vísindum, listum, greinum þar 
sem hugsun og menning, arfleifð og nýsköpun eru forsendur framfara…Útrásin er byggð á hæfni og getu, 
þjálfun og þroska sem  einstaklingar hafa hlotið og samtakamætti sem löngum hefur verið styrkur okkar 
Íslendinga … Hinir fyrstu Íslendingar voru sannarlega útrásarfólk … Liðssveitin sem hér nam land var hluti 
af samfélagi víkinganna, þjóðflokkum sem voru á árabilinu 800 til um 1000 víðförlasta fólkið í veröldinni 
… Þótt sagnfræðin sem skrifuð var í anda sjálfstæðisbaráttunnar hafi gert landnámsmenn að Íslendingum 
nánast strax við upphaf byggðar þá var raunin sú að fólkið sem hingað kom var hluti af menningarheild 
sem sótti nýjan efnivið á framandi lendur, hélt í langferðir í leit að betri tækifærum, bar í brjósti svipaðan 
útrásaranda og mótað hefur árangur okkar að undanförnu… Útrásin á sér djúpar rætur í sögu okkar, 
heimanfylgjan sótt í sameiginlega þjóðarvitund þótt vissulega hafi breytingar í veröldinni lagt þar lóð á  
vogarskálar …Útrásin hefur margháttuð áhrif á líf þjóðarinnar, líka fólksins sem finnur ekki í fljótu bragði 
samhljóm með fréttum af landvinningum í fjarlægum löndum. Hún hefur leitt til þess að lífskjör Íslendinga 
hafa batnað þótt margir landsmenn búi því miður enn við þröngan kost … Helsti ávinningurinn er þó 
fólginn í því að útrásin veitir ungu fólki ótvíræða sönnun þess að besti kosturinn era ð sameina íslenskar 
rætur og athafnasemi á alþjóðavelli, að krafturinn sem Ísland gefur er vænlegt veganesti, að hægt er að vera 
í senn skapandi Íslendingur og áhrifaríkur heimsborgari] 
16 words from the poem “In the West” by Þorsteinn Þ. Þorsteinsson  
17 [Strandhögg nútímavíkinga í Bretlandi] 
18 [Íslensk tónverk leggjast í víking] 
19 [Íslenskt strandhögg í norskum sjávarútvegi?] 
20 [Strandhögg Íslenskra sveita í New York] 
21 [Danska sjónvarpið ræðir við íslensk útrásarskáld] 
22 [ Úr Vesturheimi] 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

SCULPTING TRANSNATIONAL PRACTICES 

 

Erecting sculptures has connected Iceland and Canada and established formal ties since 

the turn of the 20th century. In front of the Legislative Building in Winnipeg is a statue of 

Iceland’s national hero, Jón Sigurðsson, sculpted by the beloved Icelandic artist Einar 

Jónsson. The statue was unveiled on June 17, 1921. Another casting of the statue is in 

front of the Althing (parliament building) in Reykjavik, Iceland. The statue of Jón 

Sigurðsson in Iceland was a gift from the Icelandic-Canadians. The historian Jónas Þór 

maintains that when Western Icelanders heard of Iceland’s 1911 plans to commemorate 

the Icelandic independence leader they united in raising funds to cover the cost.  By that 

time 13,800 Icelanders had settled in North Dakota and Canada. According to Þór the 

decision to commemorate the “national hero” was one of the few things that united the 

Icelandic North American community, which had a history of major conflicts and 

factions (letter to author, October 22, 2009). In April 2000, another sculpture was erected 

at the Museum of Civilization in Ottawa that not only united the Icelandic-Canadian 

community but also revitalized relations with the homeland. The sculpture, titled The 

First White Mother in America, portrays Saga protagonists Guðríður Þorbjarnardóttir and 

her son, Snorri Þorfinnsson. It was created by Ásmundur Sveinsson (1893-1982), another 

celebrated Icelandic, and presented as a gift to the Canadian people from the Icelandic 

nation. Sveinsson is often referred to as one of the pioneers of visual arts in Iceland. 

Almost sixty years after a cast of the sculpture was exported to New York as part of the 
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World’s Fair exhibit in 1939, another cast of the First White Mother in America was 

presented and placed in Canada as part of Iceland’s millennium celebration.  

In this chapter I explore how an art object can play an important role in the 

process of renewing the relationship between the communities across the Atlantic and 

mobilizing Icelandic-Canadians to participate in celebrating Icelandic cultural heritage 

through a programme of nation-branding. Orchestrated by the Icelandic government, 

Icelandic-Canadians were encouraged to propose cultural events that would celebrate and 

commemorate the common ancient history of Iceland and North America, namely the 

thousand years of Icelanders’ journeys to land on American shores. As already 

demonstrated in chapter three the millennium celebration, carried out in partnership with 

the marketing programme Iceland Naturally, was also designed to “encourage new 

discoveries of the contemporary unique Iceland” (Government of Iceland 2002). By 

request and mobilization of the Icelandic authorities, Icelandic-Canadians proposed 

several artistic productions to be part of the Icelandic millennium celebration in Canada 

some of which were rejected by the Leifur Eiríksson Millennium Commission of Iceland 

(e.g., composing the Vinland symphony). The idea of presenting and unveiling the 

sculpture of The First White Mother in America, however, was accepted and presented as 

the opening event of the Icelandic millennium celebration in North America.  

In this chapter I examine how an art project such as the presentation and unveiling 

of the First White Mother in America is incorporated into a programme of transnational 

and ethnic networking as a “way to channel, conduct and enable action” (Yúdice 

1999:18). The chapter explores how the significance of the sculpture, its presentation and 

unveiling were explained by the Icelandic-Canadian community, as well as how people’s 
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perceptions leaned not just to its symbolic role but towards its efficacy and the practices 

attached to it (Wineger 2006:14). Thus, taking cues from Gell (1998), I attempt to 

contextualize people’s explanations by focusing on agency in terms of the artwork’s 

ability to engage people’s sentiments and generate social action. A fluid and 

contextualized perspective is needed to provide insight into the dynamics of people’s 

contact with Sveinsson’s sculpture because the sculpture’s value and the significance of 

its presentation was influenced, to a great extent, by its location and milieu. I argue that 

the unveiling of the sculpture in Ottawa can be seen as a nodal point not only because it 

marked the beginning of the Icelandic millennium celebrations in Ottawa, Canada on 

April 6, 2000 but also because the sculpture’s unveiling was an event with associations, 

connections and orchestrations of conduct within and across borders. I argue that the 

presentation of Sveinsson’s sculpture can be approached as a site of interconnected social 

space where the work of transnational practices and identity construction take place.  

This chapter is divided into three subchapters. First, in Sculpting the Millenium, I 

discuss the unveiling of Sveinson’s sculpture as part of the millennium celebration and 

the sculpture’s role in carving out an Icelandic-Canadian presence in Canada. Secondly, 

the section The Unveiling of Transnational Politics demonstrates the political and 

symbolic value of the unveiling and the legacy of Guðríður and Snorri. I also discuss how 

the sculpture’s presentation can be seen as an unveiling of transnational politics that 

mediates identities, histories and nation-branding. Third, in Iceland Cares About Us I 

introduce some additional material and events that took place and further deepened the 

mediation mentioned above through historical and performative means. 
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Sculpting the Millennium. 

 

In Icelandic art history, Sveinsson is considered one of Iceland’s “second generation 

artists” (Kvaran 1991:7). In the 1920’s, Sveinsson studied for six years at the Academy of 

Fine Arts in Sweden, under the guidance of Carls Milles. He then moved to Paris where 

he studied under Despiau for a short period of time before returning to Iceland (Kvaran 

1996:48). Many of Sveinsson’s sculptures are worked “from literary points of departure” 

(Kvaran 1991:10). Icelandic Sagas, folk tales, mythology, and biblical stories, were 

inexhaustible sources for Sveinsson’s creative imagination and practices. Many of his 

works also have references to women and mother figures (see Kvaran 1991, 1993, 1996). 

The First White Mother in America was made early in his career, in the 1930’s, but the 

exact year is not known. A cast of the sculpture was exhibited in New York at the 

World’s Fair in 1939. Positioned on a vessel, Guðríður, holds her son Snorri high on her 

left shoulder. Guðríður and Snorri are both figures in the Icelandic Sagas, the Saga of 

Greenlanders and the Saga of Erik the Red, both written in the 13th century. In these two 

stories passages to a land called Vinland (interpreted as North America) take place. 

Guðríður, married to Þorfinnur Karlsefni, gives birth to their son Snorri in Vinland 

where, according to the sagas, they lived for short period of time.  
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Figure 10. The sculpture: The First White Mother in America by Ásmundur 

Sveinsson. Photo courtesy The Reykjavik Art Museum.  

 

The presentation and unveiling of The First White Mother in America officially 

launched the millennium celebrations. The unveiling was planned in collaboration with 

the Leifur Eiríksson Millennium Commission of Iceland and Iceland Naturally which 
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were, by Icelandic standards, two immense branding and marketing projects in North 

America (see chapter three). 

The idea of presenting Sveinsson’s sculpture as a gift from Iceland to the 

Canadian people was initially presented to Icelandic authorities by Manitoban farmer, 

David Gislason.  David was one of the “movers and shakers” in the community, recruited 

by the Icelandic governors to co-operate in planning, funding and executing the Icelandic 

millennium project in Canada. He stated, in the community’s paper, that the millennium 

“for most of us … was as yet a far distant calendar date which we had not given serious 

thought to, beyond the consideration that our computers might crash on January 1, 2000. 

That all changed…” (Gislason 1999a:1). David became the chairman of the Icelandic-

Canadian Millennium-125 Commission which was formed in the course of the 

mobilization of the Icelandic authorities to recruit the community to collaborate with 

Icelandic authorities and the Icelandic Leifur Eiríksson Millennium Commission in 

executing the celebration. Thus, the Millennium-125 Commission, led by leaders of the 

Icelandic-Canadian community, was established as a reaction to Icelandic governmental 

plans in Canada. While the Millennium-125 Commission was a product of the Icelandic 

state’s mobilization, it created and advocated its own mission in addition to celebrating 

the millennium anniversary of Leifur Eiríksson’s voyage to North America. It used the 

opportunity to simultaneously celebrate another occasion as well, a more common history 

and one closer in time:  the 125 years of Icelandic settlement in Manitoba.  

The Millenium-125 Commission worked closely with Icelandic government 

officials in Canada, the United States and Iceland and operated as an intermediary 

between the Icelandic site on the one hand and the Icelandic-Canadian community on the 
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other. The commission, which was granted charitable status under the Income Tax Act, 

acted as an extension of the Icelandic consulate in Winnipeg. It played a crucial role as it 

formally performed and represented the Icelandic millennium proposal to the Canadian 

government when an occasion required that the presence of the Icelandic government be 

downplayed. It played a crucial role in applying for funds to the Millennium Bureau of 

Canada for Icelandic millennium events as the Canadian government only funded 

Canadian projects. The celebration associated with the unveiling of the First White 

Mother in America was one of the Millennium-125 projects to which the Millennium 

Bureau of Canada allocated grants. The making of the sculpture’s cast was, however, 

funded by the Icelandic government, while its transportation across the Atlantic was 

sponsored by the Icelandic shipping company Eimskip.  

The idea of erecting Sveinsson’s sculpture as part of the Millenium celebration 

can be traced to David’s visit to Iceland in 1994, where he attended the convention of the 

Icelandic National League of Iceland. During his visit, David attended a ceremony in 

North Iceland, in Skagafjörður, when the President of Iceland, Vigdís Finnbogadóttir, 

unveiled a cast of The First White Mother in America at the Glaumbær Folk Museum. 

The locals in the region of Skagafjörður had appealed to people of Icelandic descent in 

North America to contribute a cast of the sculpture in commemoration of the 50th 

anniversary of the Icelandic republic in 1994 as a gift to Icelanders. Icelandic Sagas and 

Saga characters are today increasingly staged as part of the cultural tourist landscape in 

Iceland. Guðríður and her family have indeed become Saga heroines of the region 

Skagafjörður attracting tourists to the museum, not least North Americans of Icelandic 

descent as I will discuss shortly.1 The museum’s website states that  
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Glaumbær’s chief fame lies in the renown and influence its inhabitants 
exerted both upon Iceland and the world at large. They were among the 
first settlers in North America and Greenland and one – Guðríður - gave 
birth to the first European child born on North American shores. They 
were heroic and influential people and were featured prominently in the 
ancient Icelandic sagas. [District Museum of Skagafjörður ] 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11. The First White Mother in America in the cemetery at Glaumbær, Iceland. 

Photo courtesy District Museum of Skagafjörður.  

 

In an interview, David told me that he had been emotionally moved by the 

presentation of the sculpture in Skagafjörður and, at the same time, become fascinated 

with Guðríður’s story which he e.g. (re)introduced to the Icelandic-Canadian community 

under the heading: “The Spell of Guðríður.” (see Gislason 2002:4)  His reactions to the 

sculpture have been reported in newspaper interviews both in Canada and in Iceland. For 

instance, David states, in the Icelandic-Canadian newspaper, Lögberg-Heimskringla that: 
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The statue depicts a tall beautiful and determined looking young woman 
standing in the prow of a ship with her young son standing on her 
shoulder. The boy is Snorri Þorfinnsson, the first child of European 
parents born in the New World. [Gislason 1999a:6] 

 

In the same year, in an interview with Icelandic newspaper, Morgunblaðið, David 

commented on the story of Guðríður, her importance and not least the significance of the 

sculpture for the Icelandic-Canadians: 

 

Her story is so powerful and ties us together very well, it is a story that 
reflects a strong thread in the history of the Icelandic people. Guðríður 
lived with her husband for 3 years in Canada (Vínlandsgátan p.96). There 
she gave birth to Snorri, who we, Western Icelanders, relate to. He is the 
first Icelander born in Canada. Later they moved to Iceland, and Þorfinnur 
[her husband] take possession of homestead Glaumbær. After his death, 
Guðríður leaves on a pilgrimage to Rome. By the time of her return, 
Snorri [her son] had built a church … and as is told in the Grænlendinga 
Saga: ‘Guðríður became a nun and an anchorite and remained there as 
long as she lived.’  

The statue at the church of Glaumbær is a gift from Western-
Icelanders to the Icelandic nation. Strangely enough, two casts were made 
of the First White Mother of America by Ásmundur Sveinsson. The other 
statue will go to Ottawa and be presented as a gift from the Icelandic 
nation to people of Icelandic descent in North America. So tell me if you 
don’t find it a strange destiny.2 [Sæberg 1999]  

 

According to David the sculpture was not only symbolic because it represented 

transnational ties “that bind us as a people from Iceland to Canada” but because people of 

Icelandic descent in North America were involved in presenting and placing the sculpture 

at Glaumbær (Gislason 2002:8). Now a “sister statue” was to be presented as a gift to the 

people of Canada by Icelanders (Gislason 1999a:6).  

As the planning of the millennium celebration began to unfold, David, who is 

fluent in Icelandic, an ambitious translator and a passionate reader, introduced and 
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translated the story of Guðríður in the community newspaper Lögberg-Heimskringla. The 

sculpture, according to David, links Iceland to Canada and attests to “the reality of the 

Vinland adventurers of a thousand years ago. These were not only the fierce Viking 

warriors that we all visualize, there were also women, and here were children born” 

(Gislason 1999a:6). As Bertram (in press; n.d. (a)) has argued, mother/child centered 

narratives inhabit an essential place in Icelandic-Canadian oral narratives of the 

settlement years. Thus, the female-focused narrative of Guðríður and her child, which is 

indeed an account of a migrant experience, although an ancient one, fit with more recent 

narratives focusing on the pioneers and the settlement years. As stated above, it was the 

more humanitarian aspects of the “ancient settlement,” depicted in the notion of 

woman/child represented in the sculpture of Guðríður and Snorri, as opposed to fierce 

Vikings, that Gislason wanted to highlight. The emphasis on humanitarianism is in line 

with, as Bertram argues, the portrayal of migration and settlement accounts that has come 

“to characterize Canadian heritage campaigns since 1971 that depict migration in terms 

of ‘Settling Canada.’” (Bertram in press; n.d. (a)). As Bertram argues:  

 

histories of women and children as family members are popular subjects 
in the public school curricula, museum exhibits, commemorative plaques, 
sculptures, mural and media representations of the founding of Canada 
that have emerged since the implementation of the Canada’s 
multiculturalism policy. [Bertram in press; n.d. (a)] 

 

Thus, the story of Guðríður, represented by the sculpture, fit nicely into the model of 

national heritage recollection, the narratives of pioneering, which now included women 

and children. The sculpture was placed in the Canadian Museum of Civilization, and as 

David stated, he strongly felt the sculpture belonged there: 
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At the Canadian Museum of Civilization, the history of the first 
Europeans arriving to Canada is traced history of the France; history of 
the English; history of the Nordic settlers. I remained in the Norse Hall, 
and the display, where two women with blonde braids and two men are 
carrying their trunks to the shore from a … [boat], evoked strong feelings. 
This could very well be a picture of Guðríður and Þorfinnur Karlsefni 
carrying their luggage to the shore of L’Anse aux Meadows. “The Norse 
Hall” should be named the “Icelandic Hall.” The first step towards it is to 
place a sculpture of Guðríður at the entrance.3 [Sæberg 1999] 

 

The revival of the characters Guðríður and Snorri, in Canada as well as in Iceland, 

was also a strategic decision because the nationality of Leifur Eiríksson, who is generally 

recognized as representing the New World discovery, has been a constant debate between 

Icelanders and Norwegians who both claim his nationality. This has been a serious 

concern for the Icelandic community in Canada as well as in Iceland and as a matter of 

fact has entered parliamentary proposed resolutions in Iceland4 (Althingi 113 Legislative 

Session). As already mentioned, Icelandic-Canadians, as well as other people of Nordic 

descent in North America, have historically promoted their role in colonization of the 

West through references to Vikings and Leifur Eiríksson. While the Viking subject has 

been celebrated in North American popular culture, the Norse legacy in the history of the 

New World was relatively unnoticed until the archaeological discovery of the finds in L’ 

Anse aux Meadows in the 1960’s (Fitzhugh and Ward 2000:353). Thus, for many in the 

Icelandic-Canadian community, the sculpture had a significant resonance as it was a 

realistic option to promote the discovery and the “Norse legacy” in the wider public 

Canadian space since the Norse settlement had now been acknowledged in museum 

exhibitions, publications and tourism. Along with the preparations of the “return of 
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Guðríður”, as one respondent stated, was the making of related historic materials for 14 

elementary schools in the Ottawa area.  

 Finding a place for the sculpture in Canada was a difficult task for the 

Millennium-125 Commission, since its goal was to make the event of the presentation a 

national thing, while carving out an unique Icelandic-Canadian presence to share with 

fellow Canadians. The ideal plan was to place the sculpture in front of the Parliament 

house in Ottawa, which obviously would have corresponded with the placement of the 

statue of Jón Sigurðsson, the leader of the Icelandic independent movement, on the 

grounds of the Legislative Building in Winnipeg. Its placement in the Canadian Museum 

of Civilization, a prominent location, exceeded expectations, according to David. The 

agenda of receiving and executing art events from Iceland had in the past been more or 

less aimed at Icelandic-Canadians, and often located in community centers instead of 

publically recognizable venues but subsequent to the millennium celebrations that 

gradually changed. Collaborated art projects between the countries were now promoted to 

wider audiences as will be demonstrated in chapter five.5 As I will discuss shortly, the 

politics of the placement were indeed tied to the agenda of promoting the Icelandic 

presence in wider Canadian society. Equally importantly was the fact that the Prime 

Minister of Canada, Jean Chrétien, accepted the invitation to receive the sculpture on 

behalf of the Canadin nation. Many community members described their anticipation 

while waiting for the confirmation, until the last minute, that the sculpture would be 

presented to Mr. Chrétien and not his proxy. Planning for the unveiling in Ottawa also 

served as a useful platform to catch the attention of Icelanders through the media in 

Iceland and introduce contemporary Icelanders to Icelandic-Canadians, their history and 
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their role in the celebration. In an interview David stated that, “it was important to get the 

media in Iceland to pick up on this–the Western Icelanders and our place in the whole 

millennium.”  

 In 1999, with the arrival of the Icelandic diplomat consul to Winnipeg (who was 

also the special envoy of the millennium affairs), the details and organization of the 

presentation of the sculpture in Ottawa were largely in the hands of the Icelandic 

consulate. As it turned out, the presentation of the sculpture was designed to coincide 

with a party of 700 guests to celebrate Snorri’s 1000th birthday!  The Icelandic Prime 

Minister used the occasion to announce Iceland’s plan to open an embassy in Canada the 

following year thereby strengthening the formal ties between the two nations. The 

announcement was received after a long wait within the Icelandic- Canadian community. 

Among the party guests were 350 Ottawa schoolchildren who had “received instructions 

from their teachers on Icelandic topics and the significance of Snorri’s birthday” (Isfeld 

2000:3). The children were given Icelandic flags and then they assisted in the unveiling 

when the Icelandic Prime minister, Davíð Oddsson, presented the sculpture to Canada’s 

Prime Minister. Just as in proper birthday parties, the children, joined by Iceland’s 

soprano soloist, Diddú, sang “Happy Birthday” in Icelandic to Snorri. They enjoyed a 

piece of the giant birthday cake and were given T-shirts with the slogan “Iceland 

Naturally,” which they wore. The T-shirts were part of a presentation that marked the 

formal opening of the Iceland Naturally website. The Icelandic Prime Minister 

announced the opening of the website which implemented a promotional program with 

the purpose of “build[ing] a relationship between Iceland and American and Canadian 

consumers interested in Iceland and it’s products” (Iceland Naturally). The theme of 
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discovery and exciting adventures of the innovative Icelandic transatlantic ethnic group 

in the past and the present was included in tourist booklets published and disseminated in 

North America. 

 

 

 

Figure 12. From the unveiling ceremony of the First White Mother in America. Photo 

courtesy Jón Gústafsson. 

 

A wide variety of guests were invited to the presentation in Ottawa. Personages 

from Icelandic folktales and Icelandic hidden people made special appearances.6 

Icelandic-Canadian astronaut, Bjarni Tryggvason also appeared at the unveiling, in full 

gear, “representing the new millennium’s explorer” (Isfeld  2000:3). Medallions with an 

engraving of the sculpture on one side and the astronaut on the other, “two great role 

models,” were given to the audience at the ceremony. (Isfeld and Gústafsson 2000:1). 

Guðríður Þorbjarnardóttir, adventurer of the past, represented by the sculpture, and Bjarni 

Tryggvason, explorer of the present, were indeed portrayed as characteristic of the 
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nation’s entrepreneurial, daring spirit (see chapter three). The medallions were later 

presented to selected members in the community to honor “many hard workers” in the 

community “for the efforts to build connections between Iceland and Canadian 

Icelanders” (Cadham). The ceremony continued into the evening with a reception and 

dinner at the Hotel Chateau Laurier, a luncheon for members of the business community 

and a weeklong program marketing Icelandic products by Iceland Naturally.  

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 13. From the unveiling ceremony of the First White Mother in America. Photo 
courtesy Jón Gústafsson. 

 
 

Unveiling Transnational Politics. 
 
 

The Ottawa presentation of the sculpture had a large impact on many in the Icelandic-

Canadian community. It brought the legend of Guðríður and Snorri to life. As already 

mentioned the myth of the Vinland story, particularly that of Leifur Eiríksson, played a 

pivotal role in shaping the cultural identity of Icelandic-Canadians since their settlement 

in Canada. The figures of Guðríður and Snorri undeniably revitalized the Vinland legend 
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within the community and represented the bold characteristics of entrepreneurship, very 

much in line with the recreated national accounts of Icelanders (see chapter three). While 

Leifur Eiríksson was a controversial character, Guðríður became an ancestral mother to 

both Icelanders and Icelandic-Canadians. “Everyone knows about Leif the Lucky, 

children are still named after him here, now we also have Guðríður and Snorri. They will 

also become a symbol for many Canadians” said Anna Jonason. She continued by saying 

that the presentation of the sculpture was a significant event for her and many others. 

“The sculpture is not big, one meter high, but regardless of that, it is very pleasant, 

Guðríður with Snorri held high upon her shoulder”, she explained to me. Some even 

argued that Guðríður and Snorri have replaced Leifur Eiríksson. One person described his 

experience in Ottawa when the sculpture was unveiled, “Guðriður became our hero. 

Norwegians could not steal her, she was an Icelander. We owned her.”   Thus, the 

sculpture of The First White Mother in America contributed to the Norse legacy in 

Canada by carving out new footsteps of North American Viking figures with a clear 

nationality.  

 The sculpture not only added another dimension to the Viking legacy in North 

America by providing additional characters it also represented contemporary ties–

especially though the figure of Snorri. The  significance of the sculpture was thus not just 

a reminder of the Vinland voyages but also a symbol of the modern ties that exist 

between the two countries. The sculpture was presented as symbolically joining 

Icelanders and Icelandic-Canadians together. As David (who referred to the event in 

Ottawa as “the Snorri day in Canada”) contended, Icelandic-Canadians thought of Snorri 

in particular as “being the first born Icelander” in Canada. In recent years many Icelandic 

159 
 



clubs in North America have their Snorri’s, people who have visited Iceland through the 

Snorri visiting program. It is common to hear, “I am a Snorri” or “We have so and so 

many Snorri in our club.” Originally, the “Snorri alumni” were young North Americans 

of Icelandic descent who were interested in “discovering their roots” and relatives in 

Iceland. The Snorri program gradually expanded to programs called Snorri Plus (for 

people 30 years and older) and Snorri West (designed for Icelandic youth to visit the 

Icelandic-Canadian community).7 The program allows participants to study the langugage 

and culture, stay with distant relatives, obtain work experience and travel. Finally, many 

people told me that the Snorri program had been a dream of the Canadian community for 

a long time and was now finally realized. One of my respondents who had travelled all 

the way from Edmonton to be present at the unveiling of the sculpture in Ottawa told me 

that “people know as much about Guðríður now as they do about Leifur Eiríksson and 

then the Snorri program makes people more aware of her and the story as well.” She also 

proudly informed me that her granddaughter was going over to Iceland as a Snorri and 

that her son was going to meet her over there to tour the country. At the end she stated, “I 

am really excitied that my family has started to get  interested in Iceland.”  

According to many people I spoke with the sculpture was a symbolic mixture of 

Icelandic and Icelandic-Canadian achievements. Interestingly, everyone I talked to during 

my fieldwork had an opinion about the sculpture, although many of them had only read 

about its unveiling in the community newspaper and newsletters. For example, Evelyn 

Olafson, who lives in the Interlake area in Manitoba, was not present at the ceremony in 

Ottawa, but had the chance to see sculpture later. She told me in an interview:  
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There were many that noticed the unveiling of the statue in Ottawa and 
the fact that it was a woman, a smart and courageous woman, but yet 
motherly and that the child was born here … I believe that it evoked some 
curiosity. It received lot of attention and I think it evoked some ideas 
about Icelandic history and our history here in Canada. Our history in 
Canada is very long … I have read the Saga and I knew her story, but I 
know that many who did not know her found this exciting and very 
informative. 

 

In addition to the presentation of The First White Mother in America in Ottawa, the 

revitalization of the Saga figures and opportunities to get to know Guðríður and Snorri 

were also found in a variety of venues and art forms. The Leifur Eiríksson Millennium 

Commission of Iceland had not only called for cultural and artistic projects to celebrate 

the millennium in Canada among the Icelandic-Canadians, but also in Iceland. The Leifur 

Eiríksson Millennium Commission funded, for example, film scripts and films based on 

Guðríður’s saga and her travels to North America, disseminated complete sets of the 

Icelandic Sagas in English and sponsored a Canada touring theatrical solo performance 

titled The Saga of Guðríður by Icelandic actress Brynja Benediktsdóttir. The 

revitalization of the figure of Guðríður was so successful that people literally believed in 

her existence. Since the year 2000, travelers from North America have come on 

pilgrimages to the District Museum in Skagafjörður, Iceland, where, according to the 

Saga, Guðríður lived after returning from her travels. According to the director of the 

museum, travelers ask to see her place of burial and become somewhat puzzled when 

they realize that no such place exists. People’s ideas about and beliefs in Guðríður’s story 

and her actual existence are also reflected in their reaction to the theater performance: 

The Saga of Guðríður. Many Icelandic-Canadian clubs responded favorably to the idea, 

collaborating to provide a venue, media coverage, and sell tickets, et cetera. One club, 
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after viewing a tape of a performance, rejected it on the grounds that it was not a 

representation that they wished to portray to the public. According to board members of 

that club, the performance was not considered suitable “to raise the profile of Icelanders” 

because the play would, “give the public a false impression of history and a poor 

impression of Icelanders.” Their main concerns included “the historical inaccuracy 

contained in the play and the crudeness of certain scenes,” adding “if the play undergoes 

re-writing” they would consider sponsoring it (Ireland 1999). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14. A scene from The Saga of Guðríður. Photo courtesy Brynja Benediktsdóttir.  

 

 Whereas the sculpture played a central role in revitalizing the figures of Guðríður 

and Snorri and linking the communities across the Atlantic it was also a significant 

means of recognition and acknowlegement for the Icelandic-Canadian community in the 

wider Canadian context. My respondents emphasized that the sculpture paid tribute to 

the presence of the Icelandic-Canadian community as it memorialized their place in 

Canada and “our long history in Canada going back a thousand years.”  Placing it in 
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Ottawa–“in our capital, and that is where it should be” was crucial, as Chris Arnason 

from Edmonton demonstrated when referring to his belief that the community should be 

recognized in wider Canadian society. The desire to be recognized by the wider 

community was cited by many as a very important part of the presentation, especially 

because Icelandic-Canadians are a small ethnic group. As Irene Thorvaldson, from 

Gimli, Manitoba explained to me: 

 

It is very important for us, or it is important for me, that the wider 
community recognizes the Icelandic-Canadian community. Like you 
know, Icelanders are a very small population. And here, amongst the 
many ethnic groups, there are only few of us, we are a tiny minority. In 
this context, it is important. I can’t explain why this is important for me. It 
is a feeling and it is very difficult to put it into words. I can’t explain it. It 
is a feeling … The sailing of Leifur Eiríksson’s replica was also a big 
event in Canada  …  There were several people from here who went all 
the way to the coast to see the replica. I really like Guðríður; it is more 
talked about her now and I like that. This has had a great impact on us.  

 

The prominence of the sculpture was colored by the significant gesture of the Canadian 

Prime Minister, Chrétien, who received and unveiled the sculpture on behalf of the 

Canadian nation. The experience of the event, its value and meaning were evidently 

amplified by Chrétien’s presence and the sculpture’s placement in the national capitol, 

Ottawa. As Cole Johnson who attended the event, stated to me: 

 

Of all the events carried out the millennium year I guess that the revealing 
of the statue of Guðríður in Ottawa was the one that stood out. It was such a 
national recognition. Our Prime Minister Jean Chrétien was there, the only 
event where the Canadian Prime Minister was present.  
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Figure 15. From the unveiling ceremony of the First White Mother in America. Photo 

Lögberg-Heimskringla. 

 

The unveiling of the sculpture had therefore both symbolic and political value for the 

community in a national context. In his speech, Chrétien acknowledged that the largest 

population of Icelanders outside of Iceland lives in Canada. He recognized the history of 

present day Icelandic-Canadians and their contributions to wider Canadian community. 

Expressing his gratitude for the sculpture, he announced a new beginning in the relations 

between the countries (Fjölmenni við upphaf…. 2000:4).  
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Figure 16. From the unveiling ceremony of the First White Mother in America. Photo 

courtesy Jón Gústafsson.  

 

The sculpture obviously mediated symbolically the identities, history and place of 

the communities across the Atlantic. Yet, I realized that in order to fully understand the 

value of the sculpture and its attachment to the process of “self creation” or community 

revitalization, I could not ignore various narrations that added to the layers of 

significance which were not tied to its iconic or symbolic dimensions but had more to do 

with the efficacy of the sculpture or its mode of action. Many of my informants told me 

that the event was a “magic spark” for the community, mixing with practical activities 

such as the revitalization and co-operation that took place within the Icelandic-Canadian 

community. In the process of unveiling the sculpture, the community entered a phase of 

recreation and revival; the sculpture captured people’s agency creating  a collective entity 

that produced the unveiling and celebration (see Gell 1998). In other words, the sculpture 

extended the capacity of people to act as a community and retain its social relations and 

efficacy. As Paul Eyford stated, “We had no Icelandic club running in Ottawa, no club at 
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all in our capitol.” He explained that the magic of the event was that Icelandic-Canadians 

were surfacing “all over the place” and volunteering to act on behalf of the community. 

In the wake of organizing the celebrations in Ottawa, Gerry Einarson took the initiative 

and rallied together people of Icelandic descent to work on things Icelandic, particularly 

the planning of the celebration. One method he used was to pick out Icelandic names 

from the phone directory and call them! The group of people that was formed in the 

process of organizing the sculpture’s unveiling later established the club “Friends of 

Iceland” which became an official member of the Icelandic National League of North 

America. In a community newspaper article with the emblematic headline, “Snorri 

Þorfinnsson was the Inspiration,”  Gerry refers to the celebration in Ottawa and the 

reinforcement of the community with these words, “Snorri was a great kick off and we go 

from there” (Guðbjartsson 2004:9).  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17. From the unveiling ceremony of the First White Mother in America. Photo 

courtesy Jón Gústafsson. 
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For many, the significance of the celebration in Ottawa was part of the interaction, co-

operation and social relations that were formed. As one of my respondents stated, “The 

event gave us somthing to be proud of, it gave us focus, and it of course brought people 

together, something common to work on together.”  Kathy Arnason, who was involved in 

planning the Ottawa celebrations stated that the event left a legacy, “a legacy of 

education, friendship, support, and co-operation” (2000:5). Moreover, she expressed her 

admiration for all the volunteer work of the “Friends of Iceland” in coordinating the 

sculpture’s presentation (2000:5). Some of the Icelandic-Canadians who were present at 

the unveiling came from far away, such as Mary Olafson from Calgary who informed me 

that the significance of the presentation was meeting others from the dispersed Icelandic-

Canadian community who had volunteered to organize the millennium celebration as 

well as the delgates from Iceland, such as the Prime Minister. Another organizer, Mary 

Gordon, reminded me that the unveiling of the sculpture was quite different from the rest 

of the events initiated by the Icelandic government that took place during the millennium 

celebration. She stated, “It was our event and it was national.”  Importantly, for some it 

marked the idea that Icelandic-Canadians were able to contribute significantly and have 

power over the millennium celebration when it easily could had been entirely Icelandic. 

Yet, the community insisted that their local history be integrated with the Icelandic 

millennium fest and receive acknowledgment from the wider national community. Mary 

told me that “it was not an easy task, but we hung on to it,” then added, “Of course we 

acknowledged the fact that Iceland was more or less paying for this [but] they also had to 

appreciate that there are many persons putting hours into this on voluntarily basis and 

some even their money.”   The unveiling of Sveinsson’s sculpture in the Museum of 
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Civilization in Ottawa was thus indicative of the Icelandic-Canadian community’s agency 

in responding creatively to the actions of the Icelandic authorities and their plans in the 

business of networking as well as their branding campaign.  

 The presentation of the sculpture in Ottawa was one of the initial events organized 

by the Icelandic-Canadian community which Iceland Naturally used as a platform to 

promote its agenda. The momentum of the Icelandic celebration in North America was a 

springboard for the Iceland Naturally project, which has progressively promoted Iceland 

and its products in North America with the slogan Pure, Natural and Unspoiled. The 

slogan, created in 1999 with the assistance of the United States PR firm Fleishman 

Hillard, has been used to describe the main qualities of Icelandic products or, “the 

brand.”  As stated in the campaign outlines, people of Icelandic origin in North America 

are one of the core targets of Iceland Naturally (Fleishman and Hillard 1999). Moreover, 

while the community of Icelandic-Canadians is seen as a ready made market, it is also a 

conduit through which to enter new markets. Since the unveiling of the sculpture in 

Ottawa, Iceland Naturally has established what seems to be a permanent presence within 

and throughout the dispersed Icelandic-Canadian community. In the past few years, 

Iceland Naturally has organized two annual, Taste of Iceland promotions in Canada. 

These promotions are often directly linked to the Icelandic-Canadian community and 

held in conjunction with the convention of the Icelandic National League, and the 

Icelandic-Canadian Núna art festival, which I will discuss in chapter five. Iceland 

Naturally, Iceland’s pilot program in nation-branding, is an interesting collaboration 

between private companies and the Icelandic government. It has an annual budget of 1 
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million US dollars with the Icelandic government financing 70 per cent of the program’s 

cost. The board of Iceland Naturally, however, is directed largely by the private sector. 

Many influential members of the Icelandic-Canadian community have been 

invaluable “in clearing the way” (as one trade commissioner said when I asked him about 

the volunteer work carried out by members of the community) for national and regional 

politics, as well as for affluent businessmen. Gradually unfolding are the collaboration 

and networking which were significantly anchored in the millennium celebration’s 

planning and execution, as evident in the sculpture’s unveiling. Important networks were 

formed between prominent individuals with direct liaisons to the media, business and 

service sector as well as cultural, political, economic institutions and so forth. A 2001 

Leifur Eiríksson Millennium Commission of Iceland report, prepared and presented to the 

Prime Minister of Iceland by the Icelandic consul in Winnipeg, states that the volunteer 

work mobilized prior and during the millennium was considered a valuable asset or 

resource: 

 

Iceland obtained much greater promotion for less money ... The voluntary 
work wrought by North American of Icelandic descent restore great 
valuables to Iceland. The Icelandic-Canadians are namely a treasure of 
Iceland, we touched it slightly this year, this much, and there is much 
more left. 8 [Gestsson 2000b:15]   

 

The Icelandic-Canadian community’s spirit of volunteering in the pursuit of the Icelandic 

community’s ethnic, cultural and social goals was of great concern to the Leifur Eiríksson 

Millennium Commission of Iceland. The Commission anticipated funding and volunteer 

participants in the Icelandic-Canadian community from the beginning of the planning, 

funding and executing of the Icelandic millennium celebrations in Canada. As the 
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executive of the Leifur Eiríksson Millennium Commission of Iceland stated, “The work 

carried out by Western Icelanders is very much cut to the Leifur Eiríksson Millennium 

Commission of Iceland’s needs.” (Benediktsson 1998). 

Shortly after I began my fieldwork I read a tourism booklet, Discovery. Iceland’s 

Amazing Adventure, published by the Icelandic government that was intended exclusively 

for distribution in North America (Government of Iceland 2002). This twenty-four page 

booklet included a detailed summary of the millennium celebrations in North America 

and introduced contemporary Iceland as a destination. I found the booklet curious 

because it included an extensive narrative on the Icelandic North American community, 

something I had not seen before in tourism booklets or brochures (see chapter three). A 

page in the booklet had the prominent heading, “The Pioneers in New Iceland”, and 

included a brief introduction of Icelandic North Americans. This section of the booklet 

obviously targeted people of Icelandic descent because it included web links to 

organizations such as the Icelandic Emigration Center in Iceland, the Snorri program, the 

Icelandic genealogy website, et cetera. Several photographs accompanied the article, 

among them a photograph of the presentation of the sculpture in Ottawa.  

Overall, the booklet was rich with photographs and catchy headings such as “In 

search for independence,” “Literary treasures,”  “In the footsteps of the Vikings,” “At 

Home with the Elements,” and “Next Door to Nature.” The booklet also contained a 

summary of Guðríður’s saga with the heading, “An Exceptional Woman.” A large picture 

of Sveinsson’s sculpture was also included with commentary on its placement in Ottawa. 

What caught my eye was that neither the name of the artist nor the title of the sculpture 

was included with the picture or text. The sculpture was not recognized as a piece of art. 
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Moreover, it appeared in the booklet much like the other visual material contributing to 

the “exceptional Viking legacy.” The framing of the booklet and the presentation of the 

sculpture in Ottawa were in many ways identical. Both highlighted “Viking adventures of 

past and present” and invited their audiences to take part in a virtual voyage to Iceland 

(Government of Iceland 2000). At the celebration in Ottawa, the gate to Iceland was 

advertised on the children’s bodies that were dressed in Icelandnaturally.com T-shirts. In 

both the booklet and at the presentation in Ottawa, the Icelandic Prime Minister 

welcomes you to “make your own discoveries in Iceland.” 

 

  Eurocentric “Fuss in Party Halls”. 

 

In 1939, an Icelandic newspaper reporter covering the World’s Fair in New York asked 

the artist Sveinsson about his sculpture The First White Mother in America. The sculpture 

was included in the main exhibit space, while Sveinsson had four other sculptures that 

were placed inside the Icelandic pavilion. In the interview Sveinsson states, “Yes, it was 

really joyful that the exhibition committee recognized that Iceland possessed the first 

white mother in North America, and tell you the truth, I myself had some doubts that the 

committee would admit to the name of the picture” (Þvottakonan, Veðurspámaðurinn og 

hin fyrsta…1939:2). Serious doubts surfaced as well in relation to the planning of the 

commemoration of the Viking discovery in North America, especially amongst Icelandic 

scholars who raised criticisms in Icelandic newspaper articles. In one, with the headline 

“Prime Minister bans Knowledge” the author pointed out that no specialized scholar in 

the history of medieval Iceland or archeology was invited to work with the Leifur 
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Eiríksson Millennium Commission of Iceland (Karlsson 1998:36-37). Scholars believed 

that it was unacceptable that the presentation of the Nordic explorations in North 

America was left in the hands of politicians, marketing designers and the media. “The 

academy stands mostly by and observes the fuss in party halls,” writes another historian 

while criticizing the conquest ideology that surfaced in the útrás rhetoric of the 

millennium and the celebrated themes of discovery  (Magnússon 2001:23). Scholars and 

historians were not incorporated into the millennium celebration in North America, as 

this celebratory commemoration of history was planned first and foremost as a marketing 

and branding tool for Iceland.  

Concerns were raised by an Icelandic anthropologist regarding the ethics of 

celebrating–as stated in a tourist booklet–“the footsteps of the Vikings” and drew 

attention to recognizing Native Americans as the first inhabitants of the continent (see 

Björnsdóttir 1999, Magnússon 2001). Björnsdóttir and others also questioned the 

Icelandic president’s idea of producing a Hollywood film on Snorri in the style of the 

Pocahontas story. This idea–pitched at a press meeting in Los Angeles–was one of the 

ideas brought forth during the president’s visit to North America in 1997 as part of the 

planning for the millennium celebration. It is possible to draw a parallel between the 

millennium celebrations and the Columbus quincentenary in 1992 that many nations 

planned to celebrate. Although different in size and volume, both centered on the 

sponsorship of extravagant celebratory displays to spark international trade and tourism 

and promote national and transnational relations. The Columbus celebration was 

confronted and politically challenged by opposition from Aboriginal peoples, Blacks and 

Mestizos who used the affair instead to highlight five centuries of resistance to European 
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imperialism (Harvey 1992). The notion of “discovery,” exposing Eurocentrism as 

Penelope Harvey points out, was particularly objected to by First Nations, “as it implies 

the revelation of something that was previously unknown” (1992:2). They struggled to 

voice the 500 year history of genocide, poverty, slavery and disease. The significance of 

the event was to open the eyes of those that had not still “discover[ed] the oppression of 

colonial and capitalist relations” (Harvey 1992:2). Responding to their opposition, the 

official U.S. “Christopher Columbus Quincentenary Jubilee Commission” replaced 

references to “discovery” with “commemoration.” In Canada, the celebration was turned 

into a celebration of 125th anniversary of Canada’s formation as a nation (Mackey 

2002:114).  

 The promotion of Iceland during the millennium in North America was also 

criticized by many Icelanders, especially after a former employee of the Foreign Ministry 

published a speech in one of Iceland’s newspapers given by the Icelandic president in Los 

Angeles in 2000. This person was concerned about Iceland’s reputation abroad and shared 

his anxiety about foreigners scorning Icelanders because of the bragging and comments of 

officers and governors. Embarrassed by the bragging, he brought attention to the portrayal 

of Icelandic society as a unique model on the basis that Iceland was, alluding to the 

content of the speech, “a society that imagines that it has a great start in the competition of 

today’s new global economy. Meanwhile, the power of its creative forces, which have 

dozed off in the nation’s hereditary genes for 700-1000 years, is now awake and ready for 

daring undertakings”9 (Pálsson 2000:23). 
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Conclusion. 

 
 
In the Icelandic-Canadian community where the Icelandic heritage is less celebrated in 

everyday practices and increasingly included in exhibits, presentations, performances and 

collections, the invention and presentation of collective symbols, such as Guðríður and 

Snorri (embodied in Sveinsson’s sculpture), play an important role in cultural 

reproduction. According to Appadurai, in such instances “culture becomes less what 

Bourdieu would have called habitus (a tacit realm of reproducible practices and 

dispositions) and more an arena for conscious choice, justification, and representation.” 

(Appadurai 1999:44). While the sculpture in Ottawa symbolically represents people of 

Icelandic heritage as well as their place in and contribution to Canadian history, its 

placement and significance are indeed part of a tacit realm and the practices of people in 

the community. In other words, it is through actions such as organizing, funding, 

recruiting people in planning the unveiling of the sculpture that Icelandic-Canadian 

identity and community is practiced and (re)made. This is reflected in the meaning and 

significance of the sculpture for many in the community who were associated with the 

unveiling of the sculpture. In this regard Gell’s notion of the distributed personhood (see 

Strathern 1988) in relation to art and its efficacy summed up by Miller (2001) comes to 

mind:  

Works of art, suggest Gell should be regarded as external extension of 
objectifications of mind, just as personhood extends inwards in various 
layers. The idea is elaborated by reference to Ibsen’s Peer Gynt peeling 
away the layers of an onion (as metaphor of the self) to find nothing but 
layers within. So also the self can extend outwards in further layers where 
the self is externalized. [Miller 2001:151] 
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The efficacy of the sculpture, here, does not reflect upon the agency of the artist, as it 

might have had the sculpture been viewed within the walls of its owner, the Reykjavik 

Art Museum. Within the walls of the Musuem of Civilization in Ottawa the sculpture  

becomes an extension of the community as well as of people’s capacity to bring the 

community into “being” through the practices of organizing, planning and executing the 

unveiling of the sculpture. Moreover, the presentation of the sculpture is an example of a 

joint venture where cultural production and reception cannot be divided and discussed as 

incongruent theoretical discourses or viewed in a linear fashion as many production-

reception studies tend to view them  (Dornfeld 1996). As Dornfeld argues, the 

“separation between ‘audience’ and ‘producers’, arguably an artifact of the history of 

mass communication scholarship, tied to an industrial model of communication research, 

belies an ideological distinction that needs to be transcended for richer conceptualization 

of the production process” (1996:230). Thus, this study calls attention to the limitations 

of traditional linear models of reception, the producer/product and receiver/consumer 

cycle. Although such models provide a practical and analytical starting point, the process 

of reception has to be taken further into a more complex reality and re-situated in the 

context of everyday life practices and discourses of socially situated agents (Ang 1991; 

Radway 1988; Dornfeld 1996, 2002 ).  

As the discussion in this chapter reveals, the presentation of the sculpture has its 

role in symbolically revitalizing the characters of Guðríður and Snorri. The narrative of 

Guðriður and Snorri (although ancient migrants) fits nicely into the model of Canada 

national heritage recollections which now include female and child family members and 

evidently represent the legacy of Icelanders in Canada and the ties between the 
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communities across the Atlantic (see Bertram in press; n.d. (a)). Moreover, the 

revitalization was more than symbolic as some go on pilgrimages to the Museum 

Glaumbær in Iceland in hopes of seeing Guðríður’s grave. People’s experiences with 

these characters must be understood in a temporal context of the year long celebration 

and associated with the events designed in relation to the celebration: the traveling theater 

performance The Saga of Guðriður, the accessibility of her story in English in the newly 

disseminated Icelandic Sagas, the Snorri program, the writings about her in the weekly 

newspaper and the discourses that took place within the community. 

The collaboration of Icelandic-Canadians in planning and presenting the sculpture 

reflect the “subtle methods” of neoliberal modes of government across nation-states 

(Chris and Wright 1997: 28-29, see also Rose 1999). Planning and executing the 

unveiling of the sculpture in Ottawa reflects the creative re-action, or mobilized agency, 

of the Icelandic-Canadian community to governmental plans in Iceland to revitalize the 

Icelandic-Canadian identity and strengthen the Icelandic presence in Canada. The 

sculpture carved out a transnational space where the identity, history and place of the 

Icelandic-Canadian community and its relations with Iceland were mediated. The 

presentation of the sculpture unveils the neoliberal governance of the transnational 

endeavor to constitute and mobilize subjects to be creative and productive towards 

(re)crafting an Icelandic presence within the wider Canadian social milieu and building 

ethnic networking. The Icelandic millennium program in Canada, which some Icelanders 

assessed as being implicated in a web of politics and marketing, was criticized for being 

ignorant of the “500 years of resistance to European imperialism” (Mackey 2002:109). 

Through the agency of Icelandic-Canadians, the Icelandic government and business 
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entrepreneurs involved with Iceland Naturally collaborated in designing celebratory 

displays, a national brand that denoted the entrepreneurship and daring spirit of the 

nation’s past and present. Interest in strengthening the relationship between the 

communities and “sponsoring” Icelandic-Canadian identity directly and indirectly served 

the promotional agenda of the government (Dávila 2003). One of the main concerns of 

Icelandic authorities’ was the return of their investment in the millennium celebration. 

This productivity is measured in terms of openings for trade and investments between the 

countries, the number of Canadian tourists visiting Iceland, the value of the media 

coverage of Iceland in the course of the celebration, and the improvement of 

governmental relationships between Iceland and Canada. For instance, one of my 

respondents within the Icelandic Foreign Service indicated that the Canadian 

government’s decision to open an embassy in Iceland in 2002, ten years before it was 

initially planned, is considered a successful outcome of this process. Finally, as according 

to a millennium report compiled for the Prime Minster of Iceland, the outcome of the 

millennium celebration in Canada was productive, “Iceland obtained much greater 

promotion for less money than ever before due to voluntary work wrought by the 

Icelandic-Canadians who restore great valuables to Iceland” (Gestsson 2000b:15). That 

said, it should be noted that the presentation of the sculpture was used both by the 

Icelandic state and Iceland Naturally and the Icelandic-Canadian community as, what 

Gell would call, a catalyst or a trap (Miller 2001:137). Thus, the presentation of the 

sculpture poses some affinities with the circular system of the Kula ring where its 

practitioners sought to “spread fame” and “draw others into their intentionalities” 

(Thomas 2001:9).  
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As noted in the above discussion, my respondents rarely referred to the sculpture 

as a piece of art in an aesthetic context. Moreover, when the sculpture was used by the 

Icelandic government in promotional material, such as in the booklet discussed above, 

neither the title nor the name of the artist was included. Its value as art was not 

recognized; the sculpture was transformed into plain, imagery material. Finally, the 

destiny of the sculpture at the Museum of Civilization in Ottawa was transformed as well 

when it was relocated and placed in the National Library and Archives.  

In the following chapter, another art project will be explored with a somewhat 

shifted angle with a focus on artists who acted as curators of the Núna art convergence 

2007 and 2008 and their collaboration with the Icelandic state and private entrepreneurs. I 

should mention again that the art projects under scrutiny here are not subject to traditional 

funding systems of art institutions nor initiated by professional art committees. The Núna 

project takes place abroad and is organized within the transnational program, initiated 

and subsidized by the Icelandic state in collaboration with the business sector and 

Icelandic-Canadians. The Núna project reflects the socio-cultural transformations 

associated with the “subtle methods” of neoliberal modes of government and the reality 

of artists, their direction and position against the governmental shift towards neoliberal 

rationality (Chris and Wright 1997: 28-29). The chapter also speaks to the associations of 

art and ethnicity and the agenda of the Icelandic state to modernize the relations between 

Iceland and Icelandic Canada and not least to “update” the Icelandic-Canadian identity. 
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1 Guðríður is also celebrated in Laugabrekka and Snæfellssnes in West of Iceland at the farmstead where 
she was supposedly born. To celebrate her birth 1000 years ago, the sculpture of The First White Mother in 
North America was unveiled in the year 2000 at Laugabrekka by the president of Iceland. 
2 [Saga hennar er svo máttug og tengir okkur svo vel saman, að mér finnst hún hljóti að vera sterkur þráður 
í örlögum íslensku þjóðarinnar. Guðríður bjó með manni sínum um þriggja ára skeið í Kanada 
(Vínlandsgátan bls. 96). Þar fæddi hún Snorra, sem við Vestur-Íslendingar eignum okkur. Hann er fyrsti 
Íslendingurinn sem fæðist í Kanada. Síðar flytja þau til Íslands og Þorfinnur kaupir Glaumbæ. Eftir lát hans 
fer Guðríður í pílagrímsferð til Rómar. Snorri er búinn að reisa kirkju á Glaumbæ, þegar móðir hans snýr 
heim. Guðríður býr hjá kirkjunni ætíð síðan,  … eins og segir í Grænlendingasögu: "Síðan varð Guðríðr 
nunna ok einsetukona ok var þar, meðan hún lifði". Styttan við Glaumbæjarkirkju er gjöf Vestur-Íslendinga 
til íslensku þjóðarinnar. Svo undarlega vildi til að tvær afsteypur voru gerðar af "Fyrstu hvítu móður 
Ameríku" eftir Ásmund Sveinsson. Seinni styttan fer til Ottawa og verður gjöf íslensku þjóðarinnar til 
afkomenda Íslendinga vestanhafs. Segðu svo að þetta sé ekki örlagaþrungið!]  
3 [Í Menningarsafninu er sagan rakin frá komu fyrstu Evrópumanna til Kanada. Saga Frakka. Saga 
Englendinga. Saga norrænna landnema. Í norræna salnum dvaldi ég lengi, - og uppstillingin, þar sem tvær 
konur með ljósar fléttur og tveir karlar eru að bera kistla sína á land úr litlum Færeyingi (fylgibátur með 
knerri), vakti sterkar tilfinningar hjá mér. Þetta gæti svo vel verið mynd af Guðríði og Þorfinni Karlsefni að 
bera farangur sinn á land í L'Anse aux Meadows. “The Norse Hall” ætti að heita “The Icelandic Hall.” 
Fyrsta skrefið í þá átt er að fá styttu Guðríðar við innganginn] 
4 In the parliamentary resolution, Guðríður is introduced as the first white mother in America 
5 Just to prevent misunderstanding, I should underline that it has been considered quite an opportunity for 
artists in the past to be received by the Icelandic-Canadian community as opportunities to go abroad were 
scarce. The community has been famous for their enormous hospitality and has hosted visiting artists, even 
groups such as choirs, music bands and theater groups in their own homes. The hospitality has been at 
times crucial for the underfunded artists and made it possible for some of them to plan trips to Canada in 
collaboration with the community. At times well off members of the community have guaranteed that a 
certain number of tickets to the event will be bought. These close interactions have given the Icelandic- 
Canadian community a more personal relationship with Iceland (especially for those who have lost 
connection with their extended family) and has resulted in a greater interest for many in the community to 
visit Iceland and “the new friends” they hosted while in Canada 
6 Hidden people are depicted like humans in appearance. They frequently interact with humans. 
7 Along with the planning of the millennium celebration, the Icelandic government implemented the Snorri 
program in 1999 through the Icelandic National League of Iceland in a cooperation with the Nordic 
Association. 
8 [ ég held að Ísland hafi náð meiri árangri í kynningu á sjálfu sér og sínum í Kanada í ár fyrir minni 
pening en nokkur dæmi eru til um ella. Því sjálfboðavinna félaganna skilaði Íslandi miklum verðmætum. 
Kanadamennirnar af íslenskum ættum í Kanada eru nefnilega fjársjóður fyrir Ísland; við snertum lítillega 
við honum á þessu ári. Það er mikið, mikið meira eftir]  
9 [Samfélag sem ímyndi sér að það hafi mikið foskot í samkeppni hins hnattrænna hagkerfis nútímans í 
krafti sköpunarkrafts sem blundað hafi í erfðavísum þjóðarinnar í 700-1000 ár en sé nú uppvakin, reiðubúin 
til stórræða] 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

LET’S MAKE A TOAST TO ART!  

A TRANSNATIONAL ECONOMIC PARADIGM 

 

In this chapter, we move into the present as I discuss the art project, Núna (Now). The 

Núna Icelandic/Icelandic-Canadian art convergence has been held annually in Canada 

since 2007. Here, as in the previous chapter, I focus on the value and significance 

different people involved in the Iceland Canada transnational endeavor give to art 

projects in Canada that are initiated and sponsored by the Icelandic state. In contrast to 

chapter four, however, the focus of this chapter is on the artists, in particular the artists 

that form the Núna curatorial committee. Unlike the sculpture First White Mother in 

America which rests on the past in anchoring its framing of transnational relations, the 

Núna project draws on the present in framing understandings of the Icelandic identity and 

transnational relations. The Núna project, which is a currently running festival, is still 

being shaped. It reflects clashes of voices, competing and contesting discursive 

positionings of different actors including the artists, curators, government agents and 

other participants involved in the project and its framing of the transnational relations. 

My discussion is focused mostly on the Núna’s inaugural year 2007 and Núna 2008. As 

in chapter four, I attempt to reveal the management of an art project and draw attention to 

how it carves out transnational space, channels behavior, and ethnic identities. Mapping 

out the “subtle methods” of neoliberal modes of government, I discuss how the Núna 

project serves the agenda of the Icelandic state to modernize the relations between 

Iceland and Icelandic Canada, “update” the Icelandic-Canadian identity and build a 
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foundation that directs members of the community to have a stake in contemporary 

Iceland (Chris and Wright 1997: 28-29). Whereas the contextualization of the sculpture 

of the First White Mother in America was anchored in the myths and legacies of 

Icelandic heritage, established social memory and desires, the Núna project is a site that 

reflects emerging, competing, and conflicted narratives of “Icelandicness” and future 

directions of transnational relations. As was the case with the First White Mother in 

America, the Núna project was designed to generate people’s interest in their Icelandic 

heritage and mobilize transnational practices. However, unlike the sculpture project, the 

intention behind Núna was to reach different generations of Icelandic-Canadians. The 

agenda of the Icelandic state was to reach young people of Icelandic descent who did not 

identify with ethnic-based expressions of “Icelandicness” often tied to genealogical 

interest and nostalgic visions of the old homeland, et cetera. Concerned that the younger 

generations of Icelandic descent, which are very mixed ethnically, were “disappear[ing] 

into a North American sea of nations” the Icelandic state wanted to find a new venue 

which would both reinvigorate this population’s Icelandic identity and regenerate 

practices connecting them to Iceland and their Icelandic heritage (Benediktsson 1993). As 

with the First White Mother of America, the Núna project was framed within the notion 

of heritage, tapping into a multiculturalist appeal to exercise responsibility for 

maintaining and enhancing Icelandic-Canadian cultural ethnicity. While both projects are 

“a mode of cultural production in the present that has recourse in the past” the Núna was 

intended to orchestrate artists, “the innovative population” of Icelandic-Canadians to 

invest and pass on a contemporary Iceland to which young Icelandic-Canadians could 

relate to, to build a bridge between the two communities equally anchored in the present 
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(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998:7). The narratives presented here resist (re)establishing ideas 

associated with Vikings or celebrations of the colonial project. Thus, as we move from 

site to site the framing and understanding of “Icelandicness” changes.  Moreover, as I 

will illustrate in this chapter, Núna was not only a medium to carve out an Icelandic 

presence in Canada and conduct behavior and practices across borders, it was also created 

as a promotional site of the nation-branding program Iceland Naturally. The conflation of 

art and ethnicity as evident in Núna and Núna’s association with nation-branding will be 

addressed by focusing on artists’ contestations. The Núna project reflects the shift in 

legitimation narratives of art in Iceland, “veer[ing] from a rhetoric that drew on the 

humanistic tenet that they provide uplift …vision… to a subtext of utilitarianism and 

entrepreneurialism” (Yúdice 1999:27). This shift involves changes in cultural values, 

expressions, norms, and the possible relations one has with others and to oneself. It is not 

least within this realm where the tensions arise among some artists, reflected in their 

concerns that the practice of art and its humanistic value as “art” is subordinated.  

I was at the Icelandic consulate in Winnipeg when I first heard about the idea for 

an Icelandic and Icelandic-Canadian contemporary art convergence in Canada. It was 

clear that the Icelandic consulate in Winnipeg had ambitious ideas; they wanted to fund 

contemporary progressive art which had not been overly visible in the projects funded 

and/or initiated by the consulate. There were two contemporary visual art events in 

Winnipeg leading up to the Núna festival. Both events were presented by the Plug In 

Institute of Contemporary Art in Winnipeg. The Icelandic consulate collaborated on both 

events. One was a performance, The New Icelander: The Serch for Sesselja (2006) by the 

Icelandic-Canadian Freya Olafson, an intermedia artist of Icelandic heritage. Olafson’s 
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performance was presented as part of her evolving research into her Icelandic heritage. 

The performance revolved around the settler’s life of her ancestor who immigrated to 

Canada late 19thcentury.  It was incorporated into the Núna’s program in 2007 and 

exported to Iceland in 2008 and will be discussed later. The other was the exhibition 

Volcana: Icelandic Panorama of Icelandic Contemporary Art (2005).1 I discuss these two 

exhibitions here because they foreshadowed what would happen at the Núna festival. As 

can be seen in the titles, ethnicity/country/nature was a major component of both exhibits. 

Moreover, these two events were framed and presented as intersecting events in a cross 

cultural framework of Iceland and Icelandic-Canadian art that addressed cultural 

transitions and translations, and as “replant[ing]…cultural roots” (Matijcio 2006). 

Interestingly, at the Volcana exhibit, the artists were not only framed within the notion of 

their ethnicity, at times jokingly referred to as Viking women in the catalogue, they were 

also framed within the Icelandic geology of “volcanic fissures…creating landscape on a 

verge,” to quote the catalogue (Kelly 2006). The desire to elaborate on the relationship 

between the land (Iceland) and their art was the theme not only of the catalogue but also 

in a panel discussion held with the artists at the Gallery. Despite the resistance of many 

Icelandic artists, equating Icelandic art with ethnicity/country/nature is a recurrent 

practice. For example in an article published in Art in America, Gregory Volk argues that 

what characterizes Icelandic art is that “eventually the country itself comes to figure in 

their work: as a physical locus, a trove of images and materials ormore mysteriously for 

outsidersas a comprehensive forces with which one isperpetually in dialogue” (Volk 

2000:40). While many contemporary Icelandic artists find the association of 

ethnicity/country/nature restrictive, such associations are embraced by nation-branding 
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programmes and the Icelandic tourist industry, which portray Icelanders as children of 

nature. This sense of restriction was reflected in the opposing response of an Icelandic 

artist at the Volcana panel in Winnipeg, “Obviously when I am referring to my art I can’t 

say that it is specifically Icelandic–then I would just suffocate because this is art. Art has 

to have its own life, it is not about countries, it is about communication…you really have 

to get this oxygen, you have to allow the work to breathe” (Blöndal November 19, 2005) 

This statement is indeed a pertinent voice and brought forth here to underline certain 

tensions that arise when contemporary visual art is primarily attached to a framework of 

ethnic and geological boundaries. It is precisely this framework that forms the foundation 

of the Núna festival which is established on the notion of ethnicity: those eligible to 

participate in the festival are either Icelandic artists or Canadian artists of Icelandic 

descent or, as one of the curatorial committee put it, “Icelandophiles” in one way or 

another. If they are not of Icelandic lineage their art has to have something to do with 

Iceland, Icelandic heritage, connections, et cetera.  As I will discuss shortly, while the 

conflation of art and ethnicity is not problematic for some artists involved in Núna, others 

have issues with it.  

 Since the turn of the millennium, the agenda of the Icelandic consul general in 

Winnipeg has been to strengthen the relations between Iceland and Icelandic-Canadians, 

particularly the younger generation. As already mentioned, the Icelandic consul initiated 

the Núna festival in 2007 as a means to promote the sharing of contemporary art (music, 

film, dance, visual art, books and theater). I argue that the Núna (2007-2008) speaks to the 

flexibility inherent in Icelandic neoliberal governance as exemplified in the orchestration 

of Icelandic-Canadian artists across borders to work the management of socio-cultural 
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practices such as ethnic networking, and community and “culture making” (Wineger 

2006:14). The Icelandic-Canadian artists who were recruited by the Icelandic consul to 

volunteer on the Núna curatorial committee dealt with, in addition to curatorial 

programming, the mandate to build a contemporary cultural bridge between the 

communities through art, and the ways that Núna served as an instrument in the process of 

nation-branding, creating and marketing “Icelandicness.”  One of the main sponsors of the 

festival, Iceland Naturally, is Iceland’s major marketing and branding programme in 

North America. As stated earlier, the art project under scrutiny here is not subject to 

traditional funding systems of art institutions initiated by professional art committees.  

Concomitant to the neoliberal shift in Iceland, the reduction of the state through 

privatization and “resituating the managment of the social squarely within civil society,” 

transformed the art sector which, much like other fields of the humanities and culture, 

had “incresingly resorted to a pragmatic defense...[and] become part of the social service 

rationale or of economic development plans for communities, thus justifying subvention 

by corporations and foundations” (Yúdice 1999:24-25). Thus, the arts in Iceland, as 

reflected in the transnational endeavor, were not excluded from this transformation. As 

Yúdice argues, what really is taking place is that this restructuring has “given rise to a 

new way to channel conduct and enable action” (1999:18). In this context, the Núna 

festival can be seen as evidence of a neoliberal mode of “governing at a distance” and 

across geographical borders (Rose 1997:49). The curatorial committee, composed solely 

of Icelandic-Canadian artists recruited by the Icelandic consul in Winnipeg, celebrated 

the fact that Núna was established to strengthen and reconnect the communities across 

the Atlantic. When the committee became aware of the nation-branding aspect of Núna 
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however, conflicts arouse between the curatorial committee and the consulate. Moreover, 

some indicated that using art to open up contemporary relations between Icelandic-

Canada and Iceland showed “a little bit of paternalistic relationship going on.” Working 

within an agenda of the Icelandic state, the curatorial committee attempted 

simultaneously to critically address the ethnic relations and create their own agenda 

according to their understanding. Conflicted and competing sentiments in regards to 

positioning oneself in the transnational space created by Núna were not least elevated by 

critical voices of Icelandic participants of Núna. Nevertheless, for many participants 

Núna created not only opportunities to display art of Icelandic-Canadians as well as 

Icelandic artists but also a break for the members of the curatorial committee to advance 

their professional carrier.  

Before I continue discussing the Núna project I would like to introduce artwork 

that was not part of Núna but informed my Núna interpretations later on. Half way 

through my fieldwork I was present in Winnipeg for the opening of the exhibition Slaver 

Associates by Icelandic artist, Ásmundur Ásmundsson. This exhibit served as a starting 

point for an interesting journey that sparked conversation and exposed me to venues 

which addressed the reality that I faced in my research. I begin my discussion in this 

chapter by drawing several themes from the exhibit that resonated with a condition that I 

constantly experienced during my fieldwork. My discussion also includes another work 

by Ásmundur, as well work by the Icelandic artists, Magnús Sigurðarson. Ásmundur’s 

exhibit was in many ways “good to think with” as it reached across borders and 

correlated with the mood in Icelandic society and the shifts that have taken place there 

and was reflected in the Núna project. I will begin the chapter by commenting on this 

186 
 



experience and use it to reflect on Núna. The discussion serves as a background and 

introduction to the Núna discussion in the latter part of the chapter. One of the themes in 

the exhibit that I interpreted as relevant to my discussion in this chapter was that the 

exhibit asked questions that were in line with scholars in the social sciences who are 

investigating the neoliberal integration into the social and cultural arena.  They asked 

questions such as,  “What does it cost existence for its truth to be produced and affirmed” 

within the regime of neoliberal rationality?” “What sorts of relationship with ourselves, 

others and the world does this way of speaking the truth presuppose, make possible and 

exclude?” and “What other possibilities of existence are necessarily excluded, 

condemned, constrained, etcetera?”  (Burchell 1996:33). Although the discussion in this 

chapter does not provide complete answers to the ramifications of the neoliberal 

governmental mode of “managerializing” society, including the arts, it reflects upon its 

“diffuse, less visible” and “subtle methods” of governing and raises questions as to what 

presuppositions are built into the artists’ practices, values and ambitions (Chris and 

Wright 1997:28-29, see also Rose 1999).  

Another theme has to do with a nuanced and penetrating glimpse of the art world 

that unfolded in my perception of Ásmundur’s work. It touches the reality of the Núna 

project and the ongoing engagement and position of art and artists who were up against 

the neoliberal realignment in Iceland. Ásmundur’s work enters my discussion, in part, as 

a critical commentary on Icelandic cultural politics that were practiced and reflected in 

the management of Núna. Some of my commentary on his artwork became not only 

subject matter for my discussion with the members of the Núna curatorial committee but 

descriptive of the tentative and complex relations, different positionings and the 
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intentions of different actors involved in the Núna project. The discussion of Ásmundur’s 

work touches also on the discourse that disquietly situates artwork in an examination of 

finding an Icelandic style or within the parameters of ethnic identity. This discussion ties 

in with Núna, which addressed the links between ethnicity, culture and art which many, 

especially the Icelandic artists participating at Núna, found constraining. As implied in 

the artist’s quotation above, art “is not about countries but communication.”  Moreover, 

this position must be challenging for the “conceptual apparatus” of fields such as 

“traditional art history and the anthropology of art, as well as cultural studies” where 

“aesthetic and culture…appear as…in correspondence” (Wineger 2006:12). In the words 

of Wineger, it can be argued that this type of approach “runs the risk of unthinkingly 

transporting analytical schemata to practices where they might not be the most applicable 

or relevant” (2005:12).  

My analysis of Núna, which follows a discussion on the artwork presented here as 

an introduction to the Núna project, is divided into four sections. First in Núna (Now), I 

map out the origin of the festival and dwell on the inaugural Núna in 2007 and its 

collaboration with Iceland Naturally. Secondly, in Translating the Value of Art I discuss 

how the initiation of Núna contributes to the goal of reaching young generations of 

Icelandic-Canadians and generating Iceland awareness. The focus of the discussion 

serves to illustrate how the Núna project seeks to “act upon [the] action” of Icelandic-

Canadians by reshaping their identity and actions towards the promotion of transnational 

practices appropriate to the neoliberal project (Rose 1999:4). I extend this discussion into 

the third section, “We Need to Create New Reasons for the Ties Between Iceland and 

Canada,” where I incorporate motivations, and positions among the people involved in 
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Núna to create “meaningful relations” with Iceland and their Icelandic heritage. In Núna 

(Now) Presents: The New Icelander by Freya Olafson, I discuss the work of the 

Icelandic-Canadian Olafson, who premiered her piece at the inaugural Núna in 2007. The 

New Icelander is a captivating exploration of the relationship between the body, past, 

landscape, and ethnic identity. The piece was developed with the support of the Icelandic 

consulate in Winnipeg, which also exported it to Iceland. Finally, in Relationships of 

(Dis)harmony? I address nuanced issues: the placing and presenting of art within the 

parameters of ethnicity; the relationship between the curatorial committee and the 

Icelandic consul who acted as the board-director of Núna; and the idea of contemporizing 

Icelandic identity and the larger course of transnational practices. 

 

Framing Núna (Now): 

The Visions series in Winnipeg: Slaver and Associates by Ásmundur Ásmundsson. 

 

I went to many art exhibits as part of my fieldwork and Ásmundur Ásmundsson’s exhibit 

became thoroughly woven into the fabric of my fieldwork experience, enriching the 

sensual practice of field experience as previously mentioned. My discussion of 

Ásmundur’s art is an endevour to extend the experience and knowledge I gained at the 

exhibit and tie it into the analysis. As already stated, it should be emphasized that I am 

referring here to artwork as a useful source for conversation, not as an object of study. 

Again, the discussion here serves to frame the Núna festival which will be discussed in 

the latter part of the chapter. 
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 Ásmundur’s solo exhibit in Winnipeg, Slaver and Associates, was the first of four 

exhibitions in the Visions series which were initiated and coordinated by the artist Hannes 

Lárusson and Dr. Birna Bjarnadóttir, a faculty member in the Department of Icelandic 

Language and Literature at the University of Manitoba.2 At the opening of the exhibit, 

Hannes, a prolific Icelandic contemporary artist, critic and curator of the series, 

welcomed the audience and stated: 

 

I think art has to do with place and some of us happen to be coming from 
a place called Iceland but that does not necessarily mean that when you 
see Icelandic art, Iceland is the key to the world. Iceland does not open 
any hidden door to the exhibition here behind you. This guy, Ásmundur 
Ásmundsson is living abroad, like many Icelanders are, they go back and 
forth…Ásmundsson is living in Berlin, studied in the United States, both 
in New York and in Los Angeles, for some years. I think in that way he is 
a very typical Icelandic artist. The aim of this exhibition project is simply 
to invigorate or make the place come alive...to come more alive...more 
vibrant. [Lárusson October 6, 2005] 

 

My conversations with Hannes and Birna on the Visions series unfolded over the 

three year span of the series, 2005-2008. Thus, the series ran partly alongside Núna. 

While in Canada planning the series, Hannes explained that the aim of the series was to 

present innovative Icelandic contemporary art in Winnipeg for its aesthetic value and 

ideals. The organizers shared their concerns that the discourse of Icelandic contemporary 

visual art was increasingly hijacked by experts who conflated it with other commodities 

in a cultural industry, dealt with it as a currency in image enhancing politics, and valued 

it simply as “creative enterprise” serving the economy. Hannes emphasized that the 

Visions series were not intended to showcase Iceland or portray Icelandic art as a path 

into an “Icelandic amusement park…with laypersons that are attached to history and 
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nature.”3  Hannes is referring here to how Icelandic contemporary art is often attached to 

and framed within cliché images of Iceland as the island of the Saga and nature. 

Contemporary art in Iceland is increasingly incorporated into a nation-branding scheme 

or projects promoting a stereotypical image of Iceland (e.g., a saga island, the island of 

nature, brimming with creativity and innovation). These components of the brand have 

become a symbolic currency in the country’s interaction with other nations. Hannes 

stressed, as other Icelandic artists had emphasized in our discussions, that there is too 

often a lack of support for directing Icelandic contemporary art into professional art 

venues rather than treating it simply as promotional material for Iceland. The 

consequences of these practices run the risk of using artwork to merely demonstrate or 

decorate established discourses. Hannes commented further that, “It may well be that the 

idea of art as catalytic force is obsolete, a romantic attitude and out of date and those who 

think on these terms are simply idealistic and naïve.”4 Nevertheless the Visions series 

were first and foremost an art project with aesthetic goals and the agenda to introduce art 

and artists’ ideals to the wider Canadian art scene.  

 In a 2008 lecture on the Visions series in Iceland, the other curator, Birna, picks 

up this thread of thought when she states that the Visions series “may have managed to 

break somewhat free from preconceived and sometimes profitable ideas about Icelandic 

contemporary art, and the way in which it is believed to represent a specific relation 

between man, culture and nature” (Bjarnadóttir 2008). While the ambitions of the Visions 

series were not compromised they faced challenges at times, for example when they 

invited an Icelandic artist and art critic to write the catalogue presented with one of the 

exhibits. The catalogue, originally titled Modern Vikings and later Modern Raiders, 
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contextualized the work within (inter)national clichés as one of the exhibiting artists 

complained about. Another challenge was to maintain the independence of the series. At 

the lecture, Birna continued:  

As mentioned, the Visions series may have managed to break somewhat 
free fromthe preconceived and sometimes profitable ideas about Icelandic 
contemporary art. If anything, one can perceive the striving for human 
qualities and values, and that on several fronts. However, not even artists 
are able to break free from the space surrounding man, nature and 
culture at any given time in the history of mankind. 
 
So, where are we at? The heart of the Visions series may originate from 
the Republic of the Kiosk, or this moment in history wherein the forces of 
consumerism are far more powerful in shaping peoples’ lives and culture 
than those of, for example, nature. We exist in a secular age, this time of 
lost connection across time, this time when the actual achievements of 
civilization – industrial wastelands, rampant capitalism, mass society, 
ecological devastation– have begun to look more and more questionable, 
to quote the Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor. Plato‘s vision of a 
Republic has been realized, it is true, but under a different banner. In the 
Republic of the Kiosk, there are no reflections of flickering shadows on a 
cave‘s wall, only sticky posters and stuffed animals, bathing in neo-lights. 
Let us not forget, that the term kiosk has another meaning. In other words: 
There is a crack in everything; that is how the light gets in, to quote a 
Canadian born poet. The word kiosk can also mean a small, separated 
garden pavilion open on some or all sides. These kinds of kiosks were 
common in Persia, India, Pakistan, and in the Ottoman Empire from the 
13th century onward. People can still see them in Turkey, and they 
are relatively common in countries like Greece. The word is of 
Persian origin, and refers to an object that acts as a shadow or shade-
maker. 
 
It is tempting to view the Visions series as a separated, open garden 
pavilion, inviting us to reflect upon the flickering shadows, still capable of 
striving for the sunlight. [Bjarnadóttir 2008] 

 
 

The discursive positioning of the Visions series challenged expressions of art which 

associated art with gross domestic numbers, charts, grids and progressive measures. It 

was positioned against the neoliberal scenery and its tagging of art through transforming 
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it into preconceived and profitable commodities, using it as feathers to decorate, as they 

say, the “art of business,” Icelandic ethnic imagery, et cetera. I will now turn to 

Ásmundsson exhibtion. 

 

“I Can Only Pray To God That I Have Not Failed Or Disappointed You” 

 

 

Figure 18. Ásmundur Ásmundsson performing at his exhibition opening, Winnipeg. Photo 

Tinna Grétarsdóttir.  

 

The following speech was given on October 6, 2005 by Ásmundur as a part of the 

opening of his exhibit which was the first in the Visions series. Ásmundur’s exhibition 

consisted of the video Whales (2005), large pink garbage bags with foam-like junk in 

them, and over-sized (10XL) T-shirts adorned with painted portraits. He also made a 

totem pole by piling up over-sized pink T-shirts stuffed with empty cardboard boxes. One 

of the prints was titled Baroness Francesca von Habsburg and two of her subjects (2005) 
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(see figure  21). Other works included Ed (2005) and Micky Rourke and a fan on Domino 

(2005). On one of the 10(XL) T-shirts is a printed portrait called Brown nose. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figures 19-20. From Ásmundur Ásmundur’s art exhibition Winnipeg. Photo Tinna 

Grétarsdóttir 
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Figures 21. From  Ásmundur Ásmundur’s art exhibition, Winnipeg. Photo Tinna 

Grétarsdóttir. 

 

 

Figure 22. From Ásmundur Ásmundur’s art exhibition, Winnipeg. Photo Tinna 

Grétarsdóttir. 

 

Dear Icelanders and other Canadians, 

It is a great honor for me to be here with you today. Not merely because you are living 
proof of my ancestor’s conquest of the new world, but furthermore because I have always 
been a big admirer of the new world spirit. Not to mention a great fan of the British 
Royal Crown and its subjects. �For an Icelander it is vital to experience first hand what 
has become of our brothers and sisters that had the audacity to leave the fatherland 
behind and take on new challenges. I am relieved to see that they seemed to be doing 
quite well. I am relieved when I see that those strikingly blue eyes have survived. Those 
strikingly blue eyes that would look so beautiful with the Icelandic blue sky as a 
backdrop, but look just as good or even better with the wildlife of the prairie as a 
backdrop. I am of course talking figuratively. West Icelanders have after all these 
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generations kept faithful to the fatherland without compromising the loyalty towards the 
new country and that is what makes them special. 

Snorri Sturluson says in Hávamal: 

“A farm of your own is better, even if small, everyone’s someone at home;�A man’s 
heart bleeds when he has to beg for every single meal.” 

Iceland is a very beautiful country indeed with able folk and a rich culture dating from 
the Viking period. We should not forget that Leifur Eiriksson, a proud citizen of Iceland 
was the first European to set foot on American soil. One might say that the people of the 
great Winnipeg area finished what Thorvaldur Eiríksson, the brother of Leifur set out to 
do, but failed, that is to colonize the new world. West Icelanders thus saved the honor of 
my nation, many centuries later and for that, the people of Iceland are forever grateful. 

It was with gratefulness that I accepted your invitation to show my work in this beautiful 
gallery and I can only pray to God that I have not failed or disappointed you. Some of 
you might have expected to see some beautiful landscapes or Viking imagery, but to 
those people I say: Iceland has come a long way in the last century or so, and is today 
quite up-to-the-minute when it comes to our planet’s cultural heritage. We should not 
forget that we are not merely Icelanders or Canadians, but we are also citizens of the 
world and have responsibilities towards the intercontinental goddess of art and of course 
towards the less fortunate. It is not least the unfortunate development of man that is the 
subject matter of this interesting exhibition. However it would be ill-humored of me to 
boast the dreadfulness of contemporary tastelessness if I couldn’t also offer you a 
glimpse of hope on a silver platter. There is hope my friends. There is hope. 

Pascal said in his Opus Magnum, Pensées: 

Man is neither angel nor beast; and the misfortune is that he who would act the angel acts 
the beast. 

When I was about to begin my adult life Mickey Rourke was the sexiest man alive 
according to the tabloids. Not only that, but he was also a very talented actor. He was 
very beastly indeed but he also had an angelic side, which is exactly what made him an 
object of desire for many women. Unfortunately, Rourke's promising acting career 
eventually became overshadowed by the demands of his personal life. His eccentricity 
led him to the boxing ring where he got disfigured by his opponents, the boxers. This led 
him to extensive plastic surgeries. Some say that he suffers from body dysmorphic 
disorder but I think he looks great and what appears to have been bad choices, career and 
other-wise, seem to be paying off. He is again the hottest star of Hollywood. There is 
hope my friends. There is hope. 

When my great friend, Ed, was in college he was voted the most likely person to succeed. 
Athletic and intelligent, he was indeed the most likely to succeed. We sometimes 
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jokingly called him Ed the scholar. Today he is a changed man, I might even say that he 
is not the man he used to be, and I am of course talking about appearance here. My 
advice to you, dear visitors is “don’t judge the book by its cover”. I know that most 
people today would disagree with that advice, because everyone knows how important a 
good looking cover is. Why would anyone want to read an ugly book even if it is good 
reading when so many good looking books are available that are also quite readable. I 
will, for the argument’s sake, take my own advice but would like to point out that I know 
this man, Ed, and know it for a fact that he is a foolish man, despite his looks. 

Snorri Sturluson says in Hávamal: 

Cattle know when they ought to go home, and then they leave the pasture.�But the 
foolish man never knows the measure of his own stomach. 

Baroness Francesca von Hapsburg is another failure-slash-success story. Born into one of 
the most prominent aristocratic families in Europe with a silver spoon between her lips, 
she grew up in an emotionally cold and spiritually empty household. Therefore her 
adolescence was a thorny love quest. She knew it from the get-go that her fortune could 
not buy her the love she needed so badly (you all know the Beatles song on that theme, 
and most of you agree with Lennon and his band mates), but she did discover money can 
buy friendship. She found the serenity to accept her loveless life and found the courage to 
make new friends. She is currently one of the most popular party animals in Europe. But 
that is not what makes her so interesting although that is indeed interesting, what’s more 
interesting is that she is a great collector of contemporary art. I cannot think of a better 
substitute for love than art. What can we learn from that story? One: Love cannot be 
pushed around like an obedient soldier, in that sense love is like God. Two: If she can 
make it in this crazy jungle called “this world”, so can we. 

Let’s make a toast to success! 

 

Delivering speeches at exhibition openings has become a crucial component of 

Ásmundur’s art. The speech in Winnipeg, like his other speeches, was full of “clichés” 

and repeated phrases inspired by discourses in the fields of curators, scholars, critics, 

politics, et cetara. Ásmundur recycles his “clichés” from one speech performance to the 

next which is indeed often in line with the aforementioned professionals. Ásmundur does 

not protect his own field in this regard which is, as in others, congested with repetition. 

While Ásmundur tactically seizes a position, as if  he is a part of an establishment, his 
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performance was within a realm which is somewhat skewed to what we can call the 

“public transcript” (Scott 1990:45). The performance, to some extent, was a reiteration of 

official discourses but was delivered in a way that conflicted with the “public transcript.” 

The “clichés” are indeed part of the apparatus of truth, power and subjectification.  

One  might be attempted to place Ásmundur’s speech under the heading of 

postmodern frivolity, and label it meaningless as opposed to “breaking through to truth” 

(MacLure 2006). Others might suggest that Ásmundur’s use of frivolity is what allows 

him to break through. Like other works by Ásmundur, I experienced the  performance as 

a crossroad of semantic fields, unfolding into multiple interpretive paths. The curator, 

Markús Þór Andrésson, maintains that Ásmundur‘s performances resemble the American 

comedian Andy Kaufman in that “it’s not necessarily clear whether a performance is 

happening: the boundaries between play-acting and life, satire and sincerity, are 

stretched” (Andrésson: 2008:82).  

I laughed at the beginning of his performance in Winnipeg, which was 

rememiscent of speeches delivered by the Icelandic ministers and president in Canada. 

On behalf of the Icelandic nation, Ásmundur ironically shared his gratitude to the 

Western Icelanders for saving “the honor of [his] nation” for finally “colonizing the new 

world”  and thus brought closure to what his ancestors had failed to do centuries earlier. 

Echoing celebratory voices of the colonial project, which had been (re)promoted during 

the millennium celebration in Canada, his speech was pregnant with criticism and spoke 

to the narratives and speeches on Icelandic útrás. As we will see, the notion of útrás, 

which framed the presentation of The First White Mother in America, was also attached 

to the inaugural Núna in 2007. During Núna 2007, the Icelandic president visited the 
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community and Núna events. In media interviews he recycled the imagery of útrás by 

presenting Icelanders and Icelandic-Canadians as creative, daring, entrepreneurial,  

“discoverers of the past and the present” (see chapter three). 

I found Ásmundur’s exaggerated mannerisms, imitative inflections, expressions 

and gestures while delivering the speech amusing. He was serious, naively sincere, 

clumsy and yet cheerful and playful (e.g. blinking his eyes frequently when referring to 

the survival and success of “blue eyes,” or suddenly pressing his nose close to the paper 

when reading from his notes). The performance, however, gradually left me wondering 

whether the speech was a hilarious success or dismal failure. I was aware of feeling 

amused and yet annoyed. My cheerful laugh and hearing other people’s laughs caused 

feelings of aversion, which led to agony, even grief.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 23. From Ásmundur Ásmundur’s art exhibition, Winnipeg. Photo Tinna 

Grétarsdóttir. 

After the performance I stood in front of a TV monitor which vibrated with whale 

sounds and listened to a story of a whale hunter who suffered from a serious disability. I 

noticed that the audience contextualized the video within the parameters of Iceland’s 
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whale hunting culture, but my response arose from another source. In the video, Whales 

(2005), Ásmundur repeatedly asks his audiences to listen to the whales “the amazing 

creature” while telling them the story of the whale hunter:  

On one of my journeys, I met a whale hunter. I asked him, “Do you sense 
the energy coming from the whale?” He did. But he tried to block it away 
so he could keep on doing his merciless job. The only way he could live 
with himself was by separating his spiritual side from his existence. He 
was totally torn apart, blocked from the spirit of the universe. I pity him. 

 

There is something about the whales that correlates with the social condition and the 

current mood in Iceland. The whales, as stated in the catalogue, “swim with their jaws 

wide open all their lives and gulp all that is before them and at the same time are 

exceptionally sleek and ever cheerful” (Lárusson 2005). The close-up of Ásmundur’s 

hypnotic face on the monitor shows him listening to the whales, which he also silently 

imitates as if the sounds are coming from him. In between, he laughs. At first glance I 

thought he was sharing his adoration of the whales with me, but then I realized that his 

face is twitching with unease.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 24. From  Ásmundur Ásmundur’s art exhibition, Winnipeg. Photo Tinna 

Grétarsdóttir. 
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But why did I laugh during the performance and more importantly why did I 

suffer as a result my laughter? Initially I laughed because I found the clichés ironically 

funny. I felt that I was whimsically suspending the clichés that reflect upon a power 

structure, but realized that my laugh was an agonizing echo of the structure itself.  Irony 

can become a “vicious instrument” even a “mode of escape” as A.E. Dyson states “to 

laugh at the terrors of life is in some sense to evade them” (1965:1). The performance did 

indeed amuse me in the beginning. By the end, however, it was no longer a “mode of 

escape” but instead elicited a yearning for “escape.”  In other words, Ásmundur’s 

manipulation of the sanitized and coded “clichés” made use of my ironic mood to reveal 

my submissiveness to authorities and caused me to reflect on the condition of my 

existence. Essentially, the performance could be described as a “mastered moment of 

truth” rendering a Kierkegaardian experience of dread, a condition which is “not a 

determinant of necessity, but neither is it of freedom; it is a trammeled freedom, where 

freedom is not free in itself but trammeled, not by necessity but in itself” (Eagleton 

1990:176-177). I want to pause here briefly with the phrase “trammeled freedom” and 

discuss my aesthetic experience in relation to the foundation of the neoliberal presence. 

As Wendy Brown argues, neoliberal politics purport to free people from what is “locally 

and ideologically conceived as un-freedom” (Rose 1999:94). In other words, the power of 

neoliberal politics “acts through practices that ‘make up subjects’ as free persons;” it 

“act[s] upon action” of individuals by shaping and utilizing their freedom, autonomy and 

choice (Rose 1999:4,95).  I suggest that there is a correlation between the ironic mode, its 

ambivalence, complexity, and uncertainty, and the perpetual individuation of the 
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neoliberal presence. Commenting on contemporary ideas of freedom, Rose states 

“maximum individualization and maximum ‘freedom’ is developed only at the price of 

maximum fragmentation, maximum uncertainty, maximum estrangement of individual 

from fellow individual” (Rose 1999:66). Individuals in a neoliberal regime are no longer 

subjects with duties and obligations but self-enterprising individuals with rights to 

maximize their own wealth. The condition of the whale hunter comes to mind when 

discussing the techniques used to “master” the erosion and fragmentations of social 

values and the demanding contractual relations of all too powerful undertakings. The 

“torn apart” state of the whale hunter is indeed a condition that one is likely familiar with 

when caught up in practices and assemblages animated by rationalities that one does not 

ascribe to. Fear of the discrepancy in our existence and concern that our existence is 

ironic can lead to the use of irony to free ourselves from the conflict between the real and 

ideal, especially when imposed by authorities. Indeed, today irony is a necessary 

companion for artists. In his reflections of Ásmundur’s speeches Valur Brynjar 

Antonsson (2008) states:  

 

If it were not for irony, an artist could not accept money from banks or 
public institutions to which he is obviously ideologically opposed in other 
respects; he could not stand at a party and shake the hand of a bank 
manager and pretend to be an equal in a symbolic game where the pride of 
the artists is worthy of the purchasing power of the wage-payers. If it were 
not for irony, a provincial artist could not attend an exhibition in a major 
postcolonial city and ignore that his sentimental expression only succeeds 
because as an Icelander his ethnic stereotypes in art correspond so 
comfortably with the big city’s temporary boredom with modernism. The 
irony that an artist must learn is thus the amusement of the establishment 
– which benefits everyone.[Antonsson 2008:83] 
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Irony, as Kierkegaard states, is in itself a poignant mode for its possibility to “yield 

truth, actuality and content” (Eagleton 1990:176). It is within this realm that ambivalence 

is experienced or possibly discharged. It may arise from a setting “where something is 

happening rather than nothing” an experience that makes clear our responsibility to 

struggle with questions concerning our relationship with ourselves and how we are 

understood by our relationship with others who position, address, organize, manage, 

improve, and administer us  (Lyotard 1998:98).  Now I would like to addresss these 

concerns in relation to Núna. 

 

Reflections on Núna (Now). 

 

The concerns outlined above are related to details in this chapter which touch on the 

positions of artists up against the neoliberal politics of the Núna project in Canada. As my 

discussion will reveal, the place, position, and direction of Núna is still unfolding as the 

Icelandic-Canadians who form the curatorial committee attempt to discover who they are, 

carve out their own agenda, assert the committee‘s place while addressing the relations 

between the communities, and the role of art in the endeavour. Enthusistic about 

presenting Icelandic/Icelandic-Canadian art, and thus creating an Icelandic presence in 

multicultural Canada, some of the curatorial committee found themselves not only in an 

ironic position but even experienced disharmony in relation to the mandate of building 

relations between the two communities through art and partcipating in the nation-

branding scheme. The disharmony was not least generated through the encounter with 

some of the Icelandic participants who resisted the idea of art being framed within an 
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ethnic setting. As I will discuss shortly some of the curatorial committee wondered about 

their role and responsibilities as artists and curators and the place of art in somewhat 

complicated design of Núna. 

The role, meaning and position af art and artists today is mediated in Ásmundur’s 

speach when he maintains that it would be “ill-humored [of him] to boast the 

dreadfulness of contemporary tastelessness if [he] couldn’t also offer [us] a glimpse of 

hope on a silver platter.” The statement reflects a notion of art as a possible remedy to 

today’s situation. The idea is, however, disturbed by the notion that the aesthetic “hope” 

or the possbility of disrupting our sealed world is “offered” to us on a “silver platter.”  

Likewise, Ásmundur holds up the image of the generous and humble artist, while also 

alluding to contractual (service) relations between audiences (including sponsors) and the 

artists which are governed by demands and consumption. This nuanced, penetrating 

glimpse into the art world touches many contentious issues which deserve further 

attention in relation to Núna. Here, the focus is on the narratives for legitimization of 

contemporary art in neoliberal Iceland and reflected in the Núna project, where the 

utilitarian perspective has become to a great extent hegemonic – to the extent “that even 

some progressives have found a way of making peace with it” (Yúdice 1999:17). Rooted 

in a rhetoric based on a pragmatic and entrepreneurial subtext, art is increasingly valued 

for being socially, politically and economically expedient. Yúdice argues that this 

expanded utilitarian position is analogous to what has happened to higher education in 

that both are legitimized in new ways with the result of blurring of the public, private and 

entrepreneurial ethos characteristic of neoliberalism (1999:26). Scholars (see Ong 2006; 

Saul 1995) have expressed their concerns that the current technological and managerial 
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emphasis in education is taking precedence over the basics of teaching people how to 

think. What is important here are the ramifications of the restructuring of neoliberal 

politics that “gives rise to new ways to channel conduct and enable action” and generates 

shifting values, ethics and norms (Yúdice 1999:18). With the realignment of the public 

and private spheres the management of the social has been resituated “squarely within the 

civil society” (Yúdice 1999:25). It is in the hands of individuals to steer the welfare, 

values and public service of the community (Árnason, Hafsteinsson and Grétarsdóttir 

2004, 2007). This shift from government to partnership also involves the arts which have 

increasingly, on various levels, become part of the social and community service 

rationale, economic plans, nation-branding, and account for creating images for 

businesses and ethnicities, et cetera as reflected in the Núna project. Thus, a question 

addressed in this chapter is how do artists and their assumed “spirit of revolt” manage 

this alignment? Yúdice is concerned that as art is increasingly channeled to manage the 

social “rather than [provide] societal critique” ; this partnership may “push society to a 

phantasmatic happy medium” (Yúdice 1999:31). The utilitarian culture of contemporary 

art is perhaps best reflected in the subordination of the arts “to administrators, planners, 

directors, entrepreneurs regardless of their ideological proclivities” (Yúdice 1999:32). As 

my disscussion reveals, the formal discourses generated around Núna had little to do with 

aesthetic values, ideals, critical assessment of the art itself, or of the thematic, conceptual 

and formal approaches supporting the practices. This was a concern voiced by some of 

the curatorial committee who were all artists themselves. However, despite this concern 

the curatorial committee did not give the art practices at Núna 2007 and 2008 an aesthetic 

contextualization in any critical text other than to simply frame them and present them as 
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Icelandic/Icelandic-Canadian art as mandated by the Icelandic state. In that regard the 

managerial task of the curatorial committee seemed to take over ideological and aesthetic 

positions.  

 

 

 

Figure 25. From Ásmundur Ásmundur’s art exhibition, Winnipeg. Photo Tinna 

Grétarsdóttir. 

 

Partying in the Neoliberal Moment. 

 

With Ásmundur’s work in mind I will now discuss the realignment of the public and 

private sphere and the expansion of the partnership of art and private sponsorship in 

Iceland, in particular as evident in Núna. As stated earlier, Ásmundur’s exhibit in 

Winnipeg contained a blown-up photograph of the Baroness Fransesca von Habsburg 

sharing an oversize T-shirt with two others. The title of the piece is Baroness Von 

Habsburg with her Two Subjects. People outside the art circle may not know that the 

Baroness is actually a leading figure in the art world. She is not only a enthusiastic 
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collector of contemporary art, but she is also an art administrator, networker, sponsor, 

and considered “the real protagonist in the art world” (Yúdice 1999:32). She has been in 

Iceland several times attending the art scene. In a catalogue from an earlier exhibit of the 

work, Ásmundur clarifies that on the photograph with the Baroness are two artists; “[t]he 

baroness just loves to party with artists. I suspect that Icelandic artists top her list, since 

they party heartier than any other artist” (Andrésson 2008:81). In another venue, 

Ásmundur hinted that the enthusiasm of the Baroness with the edgy art island can be 

translated into a colonial relationship (Ásmundur 2009:28). Here I want to dwell on the 

idea of “partying” and bring another of Ásmundur‘s works into the discussion: Into the 

Firmament, first exhibited in Reykjanes, Iceland. 5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 26. Into the Firmament by Ásmundur Ásmundsson. Photo courtesy Ásmundur 

Ásmundsson.  
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Figures 27-29. Pictures by Ásmundur Ásmundur. Into the Firmament. Photos Tinna 

Grétarsdóttir 

 

The peak of the period of útrás in Iceland was the extensive privatization of everything 

from bank to medical data, and the emerging nouveau riche business entrepreneurs who 

threw unforgettable parties. The “Party tower” Into the Firmament refers to the flow of 

the “good season”6 another term used in Iceland to refer to the epoch before the 

meltdown, and its jubilee. The abundance of concrete overflowing the oil drums speaks 

to the vulgarity of the construction mania, machine fetish, and the masculinity of the 

Icelandic neoliberal present. After the Icelandic economic crash and ideological 

bankruptcy of neoliberal rationality, the sculpture commemorates the “good season” 

party that came to an abrupt halt resulting in a period of heavy, sobering and painful 

resentment. It also speaks to the blissful credit growth and consumption, self-indulgent 

success, greed and corruption of that time. In his statement about the work, Ásmundur 
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states on his website, that “[b]y executing the pyramid in the eternal form of rock solid 

concrete, the piquant moment of contentment is made forever absolute. At the same time, 

this powerful monument makes the debauchery of contemporary culture obvious to the 

human eye” (Ásmundsson).  

The spirit of “joy” and “partying” expressed in these art works is indeed a tangled 

one. While these works reflect  the mood of their moment, the “good season,” they also 

reveal the collusion of the art scene and the “good season” as well as its alignment with 

the private enterprise that increasingly integrated itself into the support-infrastructure of 

the art world. The party tower or Into the Firmament connotes the model of the social 

structure: the pyramid of the capitalist system. The morality of the system is reflected in 

the trickle down effects of the pyramid, which is the enterprise culture’s version of  

“egalitarianism” (Heelas and Morris 1992:21). The claim that the capitalist market is a 

necessary condition for liberty and democratic values and that everyone will benefit from 

“incresasing the size of the pie,” as advocates of neoliberalism assert, is presented as a 

“win-win situation” despite evidence to the contrary. Needless to say, this “win-win 

situation” is a mantra often repeated in the art world as reflected in my discussion with 

the curatorial committee of Núna. Moreover, artists are generally closer to the bottom of 

the pyramid, often seen as “cheap labor,” although their wine glasses get refilled at the 

“up town” parties. This is reflected in the Núna project: artists are approached to form a 

curatorial committee on a voluntary basis with the exception of a small honorarium. Yet, 

the artists “pull the wagon” of marketing “Icelandicness” in Canada. Given the exercise 

of economic power in Icelandic society and the grand sponsors of the Núna project in the 

beginning, this presents an interesting paradox. The inaugural Núna is not just an 
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example of an art project sponsored by Icelandic corporations. As one is reminded by the 

various posters and flyers of the festival, Núna is also a product of the Icelandic state and 

reflects how the state increasingly acted as a fundraiser. However, as we will learn, after 

the collapse of the Icelandic economy, when the “partying” came to an end-the flow of 

Núna’s corporate sponsorship from Iceland came to a halt.  

 In Privatizing Culture, Wu refers to the head of the Chase Art Program, Manual 

Gonzalez, who states, “Art is the cheapest, by that I mean most reasonably priced, 

decorative element available” (2002:269). The executive of the Landsbanki bank in 

Iceland, which had become a major sponsor of visual art including the Núna festival in 

Winnipeg, referred to art as a fruitful investment, “a source of wealth and progress” 

(Kristjánsson 2005). Explaining the partnership of art and the corporate sectors, 

Kristjánsson stated in the opening of his lecture at a conference on the relationship of 

business and culture in Reykjavík 2005:  

 

Entrepreneurs in business and artists share common interests. 
Entrepreneurs in the economy and the culture benefit from collaborating. 
Culture and the arts create ideas and open up business opportunities, the 
private sector supports the arts with funds, investments and motivation. 
As such culture can become a pure business venture.7 [Kristjánsson 2005] 

 

The art endowment fund of the Icelandic state directly supports visual artists yet only 

18% of the applicants received allowances in 2005 and for a limited period of time, from 

three months to three years. The expansion of private sponsorship was welcomed by 

many and encouraged by the Icelandic government (Thorlacius 2006). While society was 

“colonized” by the discourse of útrás in an almost totalitarian fashion (see chapter three), 

the discussion of art was increasingly presented in graphs, numbers, and grids, in 
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expressions of networking and image making, et cetera. The presence of executives from 

corporations and financial institutions–referred to as Vikings of enterprise–became 

pervasive in the cultural milieu of Iceland and across the borders in the Núna project. 

This “partnership” of art and corporate culture, generally addressed as corporate social 

responsibility (CSR), did not, in general, result in the establishment of autonomous non-

profit art-supporting organizations run with a professional independent board.8 The 

partnership, instead, took a pragmatic direction in the sense that the private funds 

established to support contemporary art in Iceland were more or less directly linked to 

their donors, the corporations. Interestingly, the body of Núna had a twofold structure: 

the financial board and the curatorial committee. The financial board was directed by the 

Icelandic consul in Winnipeg who acted as a fundraiser for private funds. It not only 

reflects how the Icelandic state encouraged private sponsorship but also how the state 

itself acted as a fundraiser. The director of the board, the Icelandic consul, as already 

stated, selected Icelandic-Canadian artists to form Núna’s curatorial committee which 

was supposed to operate independently from the financial board. The committee’s role 

was to select Icelandic and Icelandic-Canadian artists and put the Núna program together. 

Yet, as I will show, the work of programming Núna in 2007 and 2008 was not solely in 

the hands of the curatorial committee which at times did not have the desired curatorial 

freedom.  

In Partnership with the “Innovative Spirit.” 

 

Ásmundur’s notion of “partying” speaks to a social reality which is of course not limited 

to Iceland or the Icelandic-Canadian transnational project. Moreover, the reference to 
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artists as joyful party animals (e.g., portraying them partying with the “art patronage” in 

an ecstatic trinity in one T-shirt) is loaded with issues and critiques of the art field itself. 

Other versions of this reality are reflected in the abundance of corporate logos 

“decorating” established art museums, art festivals, openings, et cetera and the smell of 

alcohol and partying early Saturday morning at the Reykjavik’s Art Museum which 

hosted many parties of Iceland’s emerging nouveau riche elite. The corporations were 

generally presented as generous supporters–a shot of adrenalin to the art scene–boosting 

Reykjavik’s reputation as a quirky place, vibrant with creative energy.9 

The act of reducing the image of artists to “figures of fun,” partying in the mood 

of the moment–the “good season”–also leads to other issues when faced with the sizes 

and shapes at the exhibit. The extra large sizes (e.g., stuffed painted garbage bags, 10X-

Large T-shirts upholstered with empty cardboxes that fill them out and give them shape) 

are either hollow boxes or full of garbage. Some of the T-shirts are stacked on each other 

as totem poles. Thus, these extra large surfaces, T-shirts of empty receptacles, are given 

monumental expression in the form of a totem. Today’s message encourages the practice 

of freedom by thinking through consumption, acquiescing to profitable needs, and, not 

least, wrapping oneself fashionably with the products of image-making. This is a reality 

where notions of enterprise, efficiency and performative actions, often measured in a 

scale of numbers and statistics, are valued above any critical analysis of the nature of 

things. Artists are not excluded from this reality, as it is, above all, the projection of their 

image as progressive, even rebellious, combined with the strong association between art 

and innovation, that is of importance in the partnership with their corporate patrons. I 

found myself thinking that artists were “in fashion” for someone big to “wear“ as I 
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glanced at the surface of a 10XL T-shirt adorned with a painted portrait of the artist with 

a slimy look.  It is not just the art but also the association with artists and their 

“innovative spirit” that has become valuable currency for the neoliberal market agenda. 

Approaching Icelandic-Canadians artists to “create” new relations between the 

communities by associating art and ethnicity obviously reflects the subtle governing 

methods of the Icelandic neoliberal state. Mobilizing artists, the innovative class, 

provided not only a venue which could catch media attention and thus reach people. 

Artists were in fact the “agents,” or, in the language of neoliberalism, the managerial 

class producing experiences of contemporary Iceland and Icelanders, an experience of 

socialization and connection that was “less constricted” than the traditional identification 

and visions of the old homeland. 

The Núna festival in Canada, similar to many other national contemporary art 

festivals such as the Icelandic festival in Cologne held in 2005 with the hackneyed title 

Northern Lights – Myth and Melancholy, and Iceland on the Edge, held in Brussels in 

2008, merged visual art forms with other art forms such as literature, films, visual art, 

music, design as well as tourism and trade shows and other commercial opportunities. In 

both festivals (Cologne and Brussels) vastly different art forms were all incorporated into 

an “auto-pilot” program, as one Icelandic artist referred to these promotions, “flagging 

the stereotypical image” with all the buzz words, such as “pure energy,” “innovative,” 

“nature,” et cetera.  

The main thread that stitched together the image of Iceland or the presence of 

“Icelandicness” at national festivals, such as the ones in Cologne and Brussels, was the 

notion of a creative entrepreneurial character. Icelanders are portrayed as living in close 
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harmony with a unique and timeless nature. This symbiotic relationship between “mother 

nature” and “children of nature” is then reflected in the pristine and creative energy that 

characterizes the land, people and culture (including art). Nature is presented as wild and 

unspoiled and the people as original, wild and daring, which would “naturally” be 

reflected in their creative and entrepreneurial culture. Although the curatorial committee 

managed to dissociate Núna from ethnic clichés, such as the Viking one, these themes 

became attached to Núna as I will illustrate. 

I have argued elsewhere that Icelandic “clichéd identities” can be viewed as a 

“virtual exhibition,” which alludes to the ways experts in both public and private venues 

have joined together in nation-branding and marketing strategies (Grétarsdóttir 2002). 

The so-called Image of Iceland Report, officially compiled by the Public Image 

Committee for the Icelandic Prime Minister Office in 2008, shows how contemporary 

Icelandic artists are increasingly involved in the business of branding in similar ways to 

the role of British artists in the 1990’s.10 Artists are not just players in the process of 

representing cultures and corporations but, more importantly, are used to redefine and 

project cultural and corporate images.  

Due to the scarcity of professional galleries in Iceland that work on an 

international scale and inadequate governmental support and recognition in promoting 

contemporary visual art in the global professional arts market, Icelandic visual artists find 

themselves participating in national festivals such as the Núna festival in Winnipeg or the 

ones in Cologne and Brussel.  
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Art, Ethnicity and Stereotypes. 

 

At festivals such as Núna and those mentioned above, many artists find the conflation of 

art and ethnicity uncomfortable, not least those who create art that has nothing to do with 

Iceland.The conflation of art and ethnicity at Núna was criticized by some Icelandic Núna 

participants as I will discuss shortly. Too often Icelandic artists find themselves 

deflecting questions about their art and whether it is “Icelandic” by referring to such 

questions as “anachronistic” (Jónsson 2005). This notion of the Icelandic style or 

conflating art and identity is reflected in Ásmundur’s opening performance in Canada 

when he stated “some of you might have expected to see some beautiful landscapes or 

Viking imagery…We should not forget that we are not merely Icelanders or Canadians, 

but we are also citizens of the world and have responsibilities towards the 

intercontinental goddess of art.”  

 Three years after the exhibit in Canada, Ásmundur is again on his way to North 

America, this time to the Luhring Augustine gallery in Manhattan, New York, to 

participate with other Icelandic artists in an exhibition named It Is Not Your Fault: Art 

from Iceland. Familiar with the topic of my study he told me, “This time it is on the 

premises of art, I hope,” but adds, “It is anticipated that some will want the art to deal 

with the country and nature.” In one of the reviews, which included another Icelandic art 

exhibit, From Another Shore: Contemporary Icelandic Art, held at the Scandinavian 

House the art is portrayed as “friction between global contemporary art and an island 

nation’s folk traditions, between urban lives and otherworldly landscapes…in some cases 

a yearning for the volcanic and glacial landscape of home; in others, an interest in local 
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folklore” (Rosenberg 2008:25). Ásmundur tells me later that the review’s use of clichés 

did not surprise him; perhaps it is a revealing testimony as to what is expected of 

Icelandic artists.  

The major theme of this review and many other reviews, articles and catalogues 

(see Volk 2000; Kelly 2005) is that while Icelandic artists are portrayed as artists of 

international merit, they are primarily depicted as torn between Iceland’s exotic nature 

and heritage and the cosmopolitanism of the cities.  This dualistic portrayal is 

exemplified in a press release for the exhibit From Another Shore: Contemporary 

Icelandic Art at the Scandinavian House:  

 
Due to particular geographical conditions, Icelandic artists are to a large 
extent influenced by the overwhelming nature of the country, which is 
Europe’s largest unspoiled territory.  

They are also marked by the particular isolation of the island, 
halfway between Europe and North-America, which despite its area as 
Europe’s second largest island has a population of a mere 300,000 spread 
along the rugged coast, turning its back on the uninhabited, volcanic, and 
glacial highland. Keenly aware of the international art scene, Icelandic 
artists are constantly torn between their sublime hinterland and the urge to 
seek out its opposite—the bustling vitality of a cosmopolitan city such as 
New York [Artslant art network 2008, Scandinavian House 2008].  
 

 
How, if not for irony, can an Icelandic artist ignore his ethnic stereotype? Here we come 

back to Ásmundur’s ironic mood and Antonsson’s statement: “If it were not for irony, a 

provincial artist could not attend an exhibition in a major postcolonial city and ignore that 

his sentimental expression only succeeds because as an Icelander his ethnic stereotypes in 

art correspond so comfortably with the big city’s temporary boredom with modernism” 

(Antonsson 2008:83).  One may speculate if the artist Magnús Sigurðarson has made the 

stereotypical ethnic image of Icelandic artists a subject of his art making. Are the 
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portraits of himself in his art work, The Stranger I – IX: El Vikingo, Loss of Identity, 

(2007) exhibited at the Scandinavian House an attempt to depict the dichotomy of an 

almost primitive yet urban individual?  

 

 

 

Figures 30 – 31. The Stranger I – IX and  El Vikingo, Loss of Identity by Magnús 

Sigurðarson. Photo courtesy Magnús Sigurðarson. 

 

From Another Shore: Contemporary Icelandic Art, at the Scandinavian House, was 

drawn from the collection of the National Gallery of Iceland and curated by the Gallery’s 

director Halldór Björn Runólfsson.  Runólfsson faced considerable criticism from many 

Icelandic artists for promoting work that was seemingly spellbound by Icelandic nature. 

He stated in both foreign and local media that “the attitude of Icelandic artists to 

nature…is the basis of [Icelandic] art whether it is conspicuous or not” (Chilling with 

Icelandic Art 2008; Scandinavian House 2008). In one of his critical bi-weekly columns 

on culture, Ásmundur wrote that Runólfsson’s statement is not just a “cliché”11 but also 

“reckless generalization”12 (2008:20). Ásmundur also pointed out that the exhibit, 
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sponsored by the Icelandic government in connection with Iceland’s election campaign 

for a seat in the UN Security Council and the Alcoa foundation, was an “unusual blend of 

art, international politics and business.”13 (2008:20). The column emphasized, ironically, 

that “It wouldn’t be a bad thing for Alcoa when these children of nature, which artists are 

indeed, these natural scientists, give their blessings to Alcoa operations, in this decisive 

way”14 (Ásmundsson 2008:20). Ásmundur also includes in his article responses from a 

few of his colleagues whose works were exhibited at the Scandinavian House. Ragnar 

Kjartansson, one of the artists, stated: 

 

I think it is fantastic to be able to contribute to the image of Iceland as a 
cool country and being able to make important decisions about the well 
being of the world and where it is permissible to drop bombs. The 
exhibitions that I take part in are all lobby exhibitions, Iceland on the 
Edge in Brussels…and now this one. Where actually does this end?15 
[Ásmundsson 2008:20] 

 

Ásmundur refers to Þórdís Aðalsteinsdóttir, an Icelandic artist living in New York, 

saying, “She totally rejected the idea that her work had anything to do with Icelandic 

nature and in addition did not think that Icelandic artists are working with Icelandic 

nature in general”16 (2008:20). Ásmundur concluded his article by stating that he is 

preparing a major artwork “which has the qualities that with so-called independent mind 

associations and/or the right context it transforms into a volcano, declaration of support, 

an advertisement or something else”17 (2008:20). Ásmundur’s outline of the unique 

qualities of artwork is somewhat hilarious yet it is a telling depiction of what is expected 

of art, as is evident in the Núna festival. 
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Núna (Now). 

 

The discussion above invokes the conditions of social and cultural transformation 

associated with cultural politics of neoliberalism, the realignment of public and private 

spheres, and the expansion of the partnership between art and private sponsorship while 

simultaneously reflecting upon the reality of the ongoing engagement of artists, their 

navigation and positions up against the neoliberal restructuring in Iceland. Now I shift the 

discussion to the Núna project. As already mentioned the Icelandic-Canadian artists who 

were asked to volunteer on the Núna curatorial committee dealt with, in addition to 

curatorial programming, the mandate to build a contemporary cultural bridge between the 

communities through art, as well as the ways that Núna served as an instrument in the 

process of nation-branding creating and marketing “Icelandicness.”  The inaugural Núna 

was framed within and took place alongside “The Taste of Iceland” days in Winnipeg. In 

that way it was identical to the aforementioned exhibitions in Brussels and Cologne. The 

Núna curatorial committee had many responsibilities indeed. There was, however, no 

forum that was created and evaluated by the curators to which the Núna audiences were 

invited in order to explore the curatorial and artistic visions. In that regard the managerial 

task of the curatorial committee seemed to take over any ideological or aesthetic 

positions. The only formal dialogue generated by the committee on Núna and the artwork 

came during the panel discussions titled, “What is Icelandic about that?” The theme of 

the panel undeniably directed participants to situate the discussion within an ethnic 

framework. Thus, one of my core research questions, and a question often addressed in 
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my conversations with the curatorial committee, regarded its responsibilities and views of 

the place of art itself in the Núna project.  

The curatorial committee which was recruited by the Icelandic consul in 

Winnipeg consisted of six members, Icelandic-Canadians artists from various disciplines. 

According to one of the curatorial members the idea of Núna was “to culturally bridge 

the two outposts–the original in the North Atlantic and the newer colony here in the 

middle of North America—and to show off the difference and similarities at once by 

artistic and cultural means” (Fuller 2007a:10). Yet the bridge was only one way; there 

were no Canadian artists that went to Iceland to perform. The one exception, Icelandic-

Canadian Freya Olafson, crossed the Atlantic with her piece, The New Icelander and the 

blue-grass band DRangers. Both received funds from the Icelandic consulate in Winnipeg 

which arranged the events in Iceland. Although the curatorial committee would not admit 

any disappointment about the lack of reciprocity, I sensed it was a somewhat delicate 

issue. In Iceland my respondents, however, explained to me that it would be difficult to 

find a venue and people interested in presenting an art convergence within 

Icelandic/Icelandic-Canadian ethnic framework. Núna served as a steppingstone in 

reconnecting Icelandic-Canadians with their Icelandic heritage and Iceland and, not least, 

for modernizing “Icelandicness” in Canada. The name of the festival, Núna, means 

“now” in Icelandic and stressed the contemporary focus of the event. Moreover, as one 

member of the curatorial committee said to me, Núna was about “using the young 

generation–the exciting things to build the bridge…and to promote Iceland.” For several 

days in late April and the beginning of May, Núna displayed artwork from Iceland and 

Canada. Many individual talents and distinctive voices contributed to the art convergence 
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with various art forms including dance, film, visual arts theater, literature, and music. 

Núna’s emphasis on contemporary art stood out when compared to previous art 

exhibitions offered by the Icelandic state, which had revolved around celebrating 

different genres such as choirs, classical music, folk art, and well established and 

celebrated visual art such as the sculpture by Ásmundur Sveinsson as discussed in the 

previous chapter.  

  “Icelandicness” in one way or another was indeed a core element of Núna. 

Caelum Vatnsdal of the curatorial committee explained the choice of artists to the readers 

of the community newspaper, “It has of course an Icelandic bias…both Icelandic proper 

and ‘Western Icelandic’ as well as incorporating artists who have only a very few drops 

of Icelandic blood in them, or are ‘Icelandic by marriage’ or in some cases who are 

Icelandophiles” (Fuller 2007a:10). For the first two years, Núna was funded by the 

Icelandic state, Iceland Naturally and various Icelandic corporations and businesses (e.g., 

Icelandair, Actavis, Landsbanki, Icelandair, Baugur Group of Iceland, Glitnir, FL Group). 

Núna 2008 was also funded by the Canadian business Cash Store Inc. which is owned by 

an Icelandic-Canadian who serves as a honorary consul to Iceland. The inaugural Núna in 

2007, was “a whirlwind of events” stated the editor of the community’s newspaper, 

Lögberg Heimskringla (Fuller 2007b:7). However, it was not only the multidisciplinary 

art events that drew attention to Iceland, there were also “Taste of Iceland” days 

organized by the branding program, Iceland Naturally, one of the key sponsors of Núna. 

The Icelandic consul in Winnipeg and the initiator of Núna was one of the masterminds 

of Iceland Naturally which was formally launched during the millennium celebration in 

North America (see chapter three). In recent years Iceland Naturally has organized its 
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Iceland promotions twice a year in Canada associating them with events within the 

Icelandic-Canadian community, such as the Icelandic National Legue of North America 

conventions. Iceland Naturally’s “Taste of Iceland” days marketing promotions center 

around the idea of creating a sequence of festivities such as art events that will attract 

media attention. The goal is to create a level of interest in Iceland that is otherwise 

difficult to obtain. According to my respondents this has worked extremely well, even 

better than paid advertisments in different media. Integrating artists into the branding 

program has been successful and, in fact, art is seen as the apparatus that “pulls the 

wagon”, according to an employee at the Iceland Naturally office in New York. He 

informed me that, according to their studies, people increasingly perceive Iceland and 

Icelandic products as “pure, natural, and unspoiled” (which is the slogan of Icleand 

Naturally). He continued, stating that they also have evidence that Icelandic music is now 

perceived as different, pure and natural. Thus, art is a currency used in marketing the 

Icelandic brand and the cliché of Icelandic artists captivated with the island’s striking 

nature is indeed a profitable image.  

 As a pilot program in nation-branding, Iceland Naturally is of interest for the 

collaboration of the state and private enterprise. The Icelandic state provides 70% of the 

funds while the private sector provides 30%. However, this budget division is not 

represented within the board. The private sector holds the majority of the seats on the 

board and, therefore, controls it. This is reflected in conversations with my contact at 

Iceland Naturally. He stated that the “dynamic of the board is business oriented” and 

added that the program’s ambitions are to practice “fast desicion making.” It also wants 

to be “agressive” both in its policy making and the execution of its decisions. One board 
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member told me that they consciously “use diplomats to open up doors” for them. This 

partnership explains why the people affilated with the program consider it a success. 

Interestingly, the way the board is assembled, the policies it makes and the means by 

which they execute their decisions enables the board to disregard public policies and the 

laws of good government. For instance, they fund what they please and there is no formal 

way for the public (including artists) or others to apply for the funding. In summary, the 

project is the antithesis of what has been called transparent government but in line with 

the faults of neoliberal states.  

The inaugural year of Núna was attached to various Icelandic activities which 

occured on many fronts in Winnipeg. The editor of Lögberg Heimskringla added that, 

“You could be forgiven for thinking that the Icelandic Festival had arrived in Manitoba 

early” (Fuller 2007c:8). The President of Iceland, Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson, was visiting; 

the annual convention of the Icelandic National League of North America was being held 

at the Fort Garry Hotel with 250 delgates; Icelandic Landsbanki bank, one of the main 

sponsors of Núna 2007, officially opened its Winnipeg office; and the University of 

Manitoba‘s Icelandic Alumni Reception was at the Winnipeg convention center. 

Contemporary Icelandic cuisine was available at specific restaurants. Artists appeared on 

television magazine shows and radio programmes promoting Icelandic-

Canadian/Icelandic art at the Núna festival. The discussion of the Núna festival in the 

Manitoban print media was frequently attached to other promotions such as culinary 

products, Icelandic geothermal eneregy or fascinating images of Icelandic nature. One 

could glare at images of Icelandic nature in the travel section of the Winnipeg Free Press, 

get introduced to Icelandic‘s succesful economy in the business section of the paper as 
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well as glance at promotions of Núna art events in the “what is going on in Winnipeg” 

section. Núna also received attention in the Icelandic media. The media in Iceland 

introduced Núna to its readers/viewers the same way as Manitoba’s media, by focusing 

on the relations through stories of the curatorial committee re-linking the communities 

across the Atlantic; stories of artists’ experiences of the Icelandic presence in Canada or 

Iceland; stories of people of Icelandic descent who shared their experience of how the art 

events fueled their interest in their “Icelandicness;” stories of practical aspects in relation 

to the festival, et cetera (Guðbjartsson 2009b:34-35; Thoroddsen 2009:59). There was 

little discussion of the artwork in general. 

The Icelandic president drew the media’s attention  as he promoted Núna and 

Icelandic útrás which he spoke of as inherent in Iceland’s legacy and evident in both the 

Icelandic and Icelandic-Canadian community today. He made appearances at a Núna 

event and various other festivities including a special luncheon hosted by the Winnipeg 

chamber of commerce where he “made a compelling case to Winnipeg business 

community ... to partner with Icelandic companies with international operations as a new 

way to access the global market” as stated in Winnipeg Free Press” (Cash 2007:28). 

Compared to former Icelandic presidents, Grímsson has been a vocal advocate of 

neoliberal politics and a tireless promoter of Icelandic businesses and banks abroad. In 

the course of the economy‘s collapse he has been heavily critized for his role in útrás. 

Participating in a promotional venture, the president generally spoke on behalf of both 

communities while describing their communal characteristics (see also chapter three). In 

an interview at the Canadian SHAW television station, he promoted Núna and applauded 
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Icelanders and Icelandic-Canadians as a daring, entrepreneurial and creative population 

due to their close relationship with nature; a stance appropriate to the neoliberal outlook: 

 

I beleive that this creativity in nature has also had a psychological cultural 
impact on the people. So we are therefore more willing to be daring and 
entrepreneurial and creative in the the field of arts, science and culture and 
business than those who live in territories where nothing has happened for 
more than millions of years and that was part of the legacy which 
Icelanders brought with them to Winnipeg, Manitoba, and other parts of 
Canada and that is why I think the Icelandic community in  Canada, 
although small compared to many other Canadian communities has had 
enormous impact in many different fields. [Grímsson 2007c] 

 

Commenting in an interview on CBC radio on the alleged economic success in Iceland, 

including Icelandic businesses and the opening of Landsbanki bank in Winnipeg a year 

before the collapse, the president stated that:  

 

It is an extraordinary phenomenon that Icelandic companies are now 
leading companies in many different areas...and the reason, of course it is 
always a littlebit complicated, but yet I think it is simple. The core is the 
cultural heritage that was developed in Iceland throughout the centuries 
and which the Icelanders who came here to Manitoba brought with them. 
A very strong work ethic, willingness to take risks, which is perhaps 
derived from the old society of farmers and fishermen, where you had to 
take risks in order to survive. Strong bonds between people so they don’t 
need big bureaucracy to solve problems or build new enterprises and an 
extraordinary willingness to go out there in the world but still remain 
Icelanders which is a combination of being deeply rooted in Iceland but 
willing to operate on the global scene. [Grímsson 2007d] 

 

The president repeatedly used these clichés of Icelandic heritage and nature in his 

speches at home and abroad to exlain the success of Icelandic útrás (see also chapter 

three and four). As evident above the Icelandic-Canadians are included in the president’s 

narration of the Icelandic success in útrás. Neoliberal values such as risk taking, 
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entrepreneurship and creativity, highligted during the millennium celebration (see chapter 

four) thus continued to reverberate in the Icelandic transatlantic community.  

Commenting on the inaugural Núna in 2007, which had been merged into Iceland 

Naturally’s “Taste of Iceland” days, the Icelandic consul in Winnipeg stated, “It was not 

possible for two weeks to move around in Winnipeg without hearing people talking about 

Iceland. We saturated the city as we were on radio, television and in the newspaper. The 

city was ours.”18  Evidently arts were given a central role in Icelandic útrás in Canada not 

least because útrás was associated with creativity and served as a springboard to enter the 

media. Within the president’s often repeated presentations is the idea that the creative 

qualities of the nation, reflected in the Icelandic Sagas and the Edda Poems, are “the 

backbone of Icelandic heritage” and were passed on to the “art” of business: 

 

the roots of Icelandic culture have now spawned initiative and enterprise 
with are well suited to the needs of the global market…Icelandic culture 
has always respected the talents of individuals who compose poetry and 
tell stories, who are creative participants in their companionship with 
others…These attitudes have been passed on to the business community 
today–the Icelandic term used to describe a pioneer or entrepreneur is 
athafnaskáld, which literally means “poet of enterprise.” Admiration of 
creative people has been transplanted from ancient times into the new age, 
and originality is one resource that our small nation’s culture has handed 
down. Such qualities can prove decisive in the globalized economy. 
[Grímsson  2002] 
 

Creativity is not just associated with artists but as a trait of Icelandic people not least 

today’s Icelandic creative entrepreneurs in the businesses. 
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Stills from Núna (Now) (documentary film) 
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Figure 32. Stills from the documentary Núna (Now). Courtesy Caelum 

Vatnsdal. 
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Figure 32. Stills from the documentary Núna(Now). Courtesy Caelum Vatnsdal. 
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Translating the Value of Art. 

 

We consider Manitoba, Winnipeg and the Icelandic community in Canada 
as an integral part of the grand Icelandic community. We consider them, 
in fact, fellow Icelanders and these are very close ties, they are emotional 
ties, they have lot of heritage and culture but now we are modernizing  it. 
[Grímsson 1997] 

 

One of the main concerns of the Icelandic-Canadian community is to get younger 

generations interested in their heritage and involved in the community’s activities. “It has 

always been our concern that people involved are getting older and older” said Eric Hunt 

when I visited his home in Winnipeg. Hunt, now in his eighties, was a former president 

of the Icelandic National League of North America. Those in the Icelandic-Canadian 

community who have worked towards keeping the relationship between the countries 

alive, share their concerns that the amma, or grandmother, factor is no longer sufficient to 

preserve the heritage and keep the relationship going.  As John Eyford stated “many of us 

took great pride in our heritage because of what our ammas told us. Now, however, the 

community cannot depend on the amma factor in networking as much as it has done 

because of the mixed marriages.” The younger generations often have three, four or even 

five different ethnic backgrounds to choose from and explore. Take, for example, young 

Sara Loftson who proudly calls herself Icelandic but is in fact, as she states, “a 

quintessential Canadian, a cultural fruit salad, with an ounce of Ukranian, a pinch of 

Polish, a little bit of Lebanese and inch of Icelandic” (Loftson 2007:32). For Sara, as with 

many others,  Icelandic ethnicity “triumphs” all other ethnicites as often stated by my 

respondents.  
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The young people have limited personal connection with their heritage and, 

generally, none with the language. In 2000, during a round table discussion on preserving 

Icelandic heritage requested by Icelandic president, Freya Arnason, a representative of the 

young people stated that “knowledge of our Icelandic heritage, our stories of ancestors 

and our link to the past is disappearing.” She claimed that “a much more intense focus on 

Western Icelandic identity [is] needed in order to establish a link and a better 

understanding of Icelandic culture” (Arnason 2000:2-3). She also emphasized a great 

decline in the younger generation’s exposure to Icelandic culture, stating that “I 

personally believe that Icelandic culture in Canada is in danger of eventually being really 

an excuse for a festival on the August long weekend” (Arnason 2000:2-3). 

Besides the food, many of the young people have very little knowledge about their 

heritage. Yet they might have heard about Iceland and been reminded of their Icelandic 

roots which, to many, are somewhat mysterious. Some have indeed experienced cultural 

practices such as celebrating Icelandic Christmas, First Day of Summer celebrations, et 

cetera. They might have Icelandic names. Some have been encouraged to take a more 

active interest in their roots by exploring the past, the family tree, making Iceland and 

“the Vikings” a research project at school, reading the Sagas, or taking classes at the 

Department of Icelandic. Others take pride in never missing out on the Icelandic 

celebration, dressing up in traditional costume, forming or joining singing groups, even 

singing in Icelandic without understanding the words. Many recall dramatic, tragic, 

funny, wild folklore, stories and narratives of the past and talk about geneology 

obsesssion within their families.  
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 Since the millennium celebration, the undertakings have been geared towards 

reinvigorating “Icelandicness” especially among the younger generation. As reflected at 

the round table discussion in 2000 people were encouraged to think about how to 

reinvigorate their “Icelandicness” in the near future, not just by honoring the past and the 

legacy of their ancestors, but more importantly (as the president claimed) “to have a stake 

in modern Iceland...[and] be proud not only of their heritage, but also of what modern 

Iceland is all about” (Grímsson 2000:19). A significant priority during the discussion was 

the need to regenerate a “living and viable culture” and the importance of providing 

young people with “a common experience,” which the older generations had achieved 

through community gatherings, language, rituals, church, et cetera. One such pursuit, the 

Snorri program, was established in 1999 with funds from the Leifur Eiríksson 

Millennium Commission and has been applauded for providing this type of experience 

(see chapter four). The presence of the Snorri’s (as the participants are often called ) in 

the communities‘ organizations is growing. “We generally have had to wait until people 

hit their fifties to get them involved in things Icelandic,” said one of the community 

leaders commenting on the successfulness of the Snorri program. Another pursuit is the 

Núna festival. The Núna project was initiated to reach out to the  younger generations of 

Icelandic descent in Canada and generate more interest in contemporary Iceland. The 

project contributed to the goal of “modernizing” people’s vision of “Iceland today” or as 

one of my respondents stated, “Making Iceland cool and attractive to new generations.”  

The commercial aspect of “Iceland today” promoted by the Icelandic state has at times 

been of a concern of some, particularly the older generations, in the Icelandic-Canadian 

community. Lillian MacPherson, a former editor of Lögberg Heimskringla noted these 

233 
 



concerns and made them the subject of one of her editorials in 2002.  She stated that 

many in the community fear that people of Icelandic heritage are “being encouraged to let 

go of their old, sentimental notions of Iceland and embrace the reality of a postmodern, 

high-tech affluent country”  (2002:2).  

 Several months after the inaugural Núna in 2007, I sat with Atli Ásmundsson, the 

Icelandic consul general in Winnipeg, at a café in Reykjavík discussing the festival. We 

had often informally discussed his idea of initiating an art festival in Winnipeg. When we 

moved to Winnipeg, Atli and Þrúður his wife, showed us incredible hospitality. Through 

their invitations to the consulate we were introduced to leaders within the Icelandic-

Canadian community as well as artists, gallery curators, Icelandic delegates, et cetera. In 

fact, the consulate served as a central stage for my research as it was often there where 

chains, threads and connections were created. Shortly after the consul had originally 

mentioned the idea of a contemporary art festival in Winnipeg, he suggested that I should 

write an outline or proposal for it. I, however, had no intention of getting involved other 

than by observing and asking questions, some that he was reluctant to answer. The 

meeting at the café in Reykjavík was the first time the consul was willing to sit down 

with me with a tape recorder. He had always been hesitant to discuss the relations and the 

policy shift in Iceland towards the Icelandic-Canadian community. Atli had been a consul 

in Winnipeg since 2004, but he initially visited Manitoba as part of his duties in the late 

1990’s in preparation for the millennium celebrations. His relationship with the 

community was built on confidence and people generally liked his measures. People were 

aware of the flow of people, activies, and, not least, funds from Iceland through the 

consulate. At the café, we focused on Núna. He explained how he and others have been 
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looking for ways to engage more people in joint ventures across the communities. He 

stated,“As you know...we have always sought ways to generate interest among the young 

people...and the conclusion was that it would be through the arts.“19 Moreover, as Atli 

emphasized, Núna was the venue for people to link with contemporary Iceland and 

Icelandic culture. It was supposed to cater to those who had an interest in Iceland but did 

not identify with conventional community gatherings or some of the major cultural 

practises such as geneology, et cetera. The Icelandic question, “Who are you” will not 

likely be an intrinsic apect of the Icelandic-Canadian psyche of next generations. Thus, 

according to Atli, new activites and venues needed to be created in order to get younger 

generations involved in their “Icelandicness.” He continued: 

 

I believe we are facing a new spring in these connections, even an 
explosion in interest...In general, Iceland is something that people think 
exciting, it is relatively more in the news than before, for its culture, 
economy, nature et cetera. It is considered a remarkable country and every 
time Iceland hits the news or receives attention, then people think..‘Wait a 
minute, I am of Icelandic desecent, shouldn’t I look more into that?‘ I 
believe that this awakening is a result of many things accumulating and 
what we are doing hopefully will add to it. But that is not the only thing 
that is happening. We have to mention world famous artists like 
Björk...but all this is creating and awakening this new sense of identity.20 
 

 
Atli’s idea of establishing Núna received support within the community not least among 

the younger generations as I will now disucss. 
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“We Need to Create New Reasons For The Ties Between Iceland and Canada.” 

 

As already mentioned Núna had a twofold structure: the board and the curatorial 

committee. The board was created and directed by the Icelandic consul in Winnipeg. 

Those who sat on the board, in addition to the Icelandic consul, were leaders within the 

Icelandic-Canadian community and many were, in fact, board members in other 

Icelandic-Canadian organizations. The curatorial committee was comprised of Icelandic-

Canadians selected by the director of the board, the Icelandic consul. The volunteer 

committee of artists and publishers received a small honorarium to build the program and 

select the artists. All its decisions, however, had to be approved by the Icelandic consul. 

The dialogue between the curatorial members and me stretched across the ocean as it 

took place in Canada and Iceland as well as over the internet and by phone. The 

members, all between twenty and forty, represented different art forms: publishing, film, 

music, dance, theatre, literature and visual art. They had various levels of exposure to 

their Icelandic heritage. All expressed that they had limited interest in participating in the 

community’s present institutions. They spoke of Núna in general as an opportunity to 

work with art and curatorial practices, get people together and create new connections–

spin new threads, shape another version of the connection, become another voice of the 

Icelandic community other than the one that already existed in Canada. “We need to 

create new reasons for the ties between Iceland and Canada” stated Icelandic-Canadian 

Tristan Tergesen, chair of the curatorial committee, in the Interlake Spectator (Mosher 

2008:1-4). Another  committee   member claimed that Núna provided a venue to explore 

and interpret one’s heritage and make new connections, stating that,  “there is bit of an 
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idea what it is to be Icelandic in Canada is stuck in the past” and somewhat “inflexible.” 

Thus, she explained to me, motivating young people who were in general more interested 

in contemporary culture than in the past was the method to “contemporize the relations.” 

She continued, “I understand the desire to build this relationship, because the relationship 

that exists between the countries is more through vinarterta (a layered torte at the height 

of its popularity in late 19th century in Iceland) than it is to Sigurrós (a contemporary 

Icelandic music band).”  Another stated: 

 

I have always been interested in my  heritage and Iceland’s history, the 
sagas and that stuff but more on my own than making contacts and 
involving myself in the community. So it is both an interesting 
opportunity for me and an opportunity to just connect. I also realized 
when I saw how the board was made up and seeing that this was sort of a 
chance to help influence a new generation of people.  
 The connection is different...the nature of the relationship has to 
change because there is no choice, so this is the chance to help to choose 
the direction and I think the people that are on the curatorial commitee are 
the right people and also for me it is selfish too because I get a chance to 
learn from these people, people who really have done more work to 
express their heritage I guess...This festival gives us partially a chance to 
quantify the shape (of the community) and maybe to form it into a more 
of a community, to be of its own type of a community, nothing like the 
community of the older people 

 

In an interview in Winnipeg Free Press, Caelum of the curatorial committee referred to 

the title of the festival, stating, “We want to make people realize that this festival isn’t 

about the past. While tradition and history will always be a big part of the bridge between 

Iceland and Manitoba, this festival is about creating new traditions” (Binning 2007:4-5).  

Some of the curatorial committee members stressed the importance of actively 

positioning themselves as a new generation and at times referred to themselves as being 

“Canadians of Icelandic heritage.” “What is Canadian identity? There is nothing too 
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much that I personally identify with,” commented one of the curatorial member. She 

continued, “The Canadian identity–Canadian sense of identity is very vague–Canadians 

love Canada but if you ask them what that means it would be very difficult for them to 

say.” Emphasizing the importance of one’s background she stated that, “Canadian culture 

is multiculturalism.” Yet another member stated that he had rebelled against this 

“Icelandic business” when growing up, as it took too much “psychic energy,” but 

“eventually you come around…It is difficult to understand why it is important but it is 

important…What we have to do now is to create some rituals and relevance, not to ignore 

it or abandon it–but have meaningful relationship with our heritage.”  Their goal was to 

explore beyond narratives and imagery that often rested on 19th century versions of 

Iceland or contemporary tourist trade images of the country. Their aim was to go beyond 

the activities of the existing Icelandic-Canadian community, create experiments to bring 

people and creative talents together and see what happens. “It is a chemistry experiment,” 

said Icelandic-Canadian, John K. Samson, who sits on the curatorial committeee in an 

interview with a reporter from the Winnipeg Free Press (Binning 2007:4-5). The 

committee emphasized on various occasions that Núna could not be perceived as an 

addition to the conventional festivals celebrated in the communtiy. “We were trying not 

use the name of ‘festival‘” said one affilate of the committee while three of us were 

having lunch. His colleague added seriously, but with a smile on her face, “Yes we don’t 

want to be mistaken, ever, for the Icelandic festival. There will be no vikings for instance, 

ever, no helmets.”  Members of the curatorial committee who promoted Núna to the 

Canadian media stressed that audiences did not have to own a Viking hat or have 

Icelandic relatives to appreciate the events or join in the fun. Nevertheless, the emphasis 
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on ethnicity or ethnic profiling was evident. People were reminded that the Icelandic-

Canadian artists who participated in the event, such as John K. Samson of the rock band 

Weakerthans and film director Guy Maddin, were in fact of Icelandic background! In a 

television interview one of the curatorial affiliates stated:  

 

The thing that I have come to realize about Icelandic artists is that there is 
a huge, amazing renaissance of art making in all disciplines in Iceland 
right now. I was there last year and I was just blown away by the visual 
art, by music, by theater and so it is great for us to have an opportunity to 
bring these artists over and present them in Manitoba and also to feature 
the talents of Manitoba artists of Icelandic descent who you might not 
know are of Iceland descent like John K. Samson of the Weakerthans. 
[MacPherson 2008] 
 

 

The Núna convergence was described as a “chemistry experiment” by other 

people as well. At the Núna panel in 2007, Icelandic-Canadian Caelum, of the curatorial 

committee, referred to one event in particular, the Paul Butler’s Collage party. “It is 

almost like engaging in a chemistry experiment–pour in different liquids and see if they 

would mix and I think they did and made a wonderful great beverage” (April 29, 2007). 

Caelum was referring to giving the Icelandic-Canadians (artists and audiences) an 

opportunity to meet Icelanders (artists) and work together on public art with collected 

materials such as old magazines from Iceland and the Icelandic-Canadian community. He 

said that the collage party was “the greatest synthesis because we got all the artists 

working together.” It was “essentially putting a bunch of people in a room with art-

making tools and at first no one knows what to do, but then everyone joins in and creates 

something really special” as Caelum stated in an interview at the Winnipeg Free Press 
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(Binning 2008:11). He continued, “We felt this was appropriate for Núna because the 

festival really is all about putting Icelanders and Manitobans together and seeing the 

synthesis happen.” (Binning 2008:11). According to the committee, it really seems that 

there was “a wonderful marriage that works very well between these places [Iceland and 

Canada] and artistic ability.” One could hear a more critical tone from some of the 

Icelandic artists who participated in the collage party; one admitted his confusion about 

his role, wondering what his participation had to do with art.  

Well into the third year of planning Núna 2009, I meet two of the curatorial 

committee in Reykjavík, Iceland, John and Erika. Erika had been to Iceland several times 

and John once before. They were in Reykjavik meeting new Icelandic artists and inviting 

them to display their work at Núna as well as meeting with artists who had already 

participated in Núna. “It is the relationship with artists that we have established that is the 

benefit of Núna.” said one of them. Both were enthusiastic about coming to Iceland. They 

believed it was important to meet people and experience “Iceland in its contemporary 

state not just filter[ed] through…objects, costumes.”  

For many who participate in Núna, from the audiences to those who were part of 

the collage party or other events, it was a place to interact with other young people of 

Icelandic descent and meet and connect with Icelanders. “It was those personal 

connections with people my own age that meant the most, since in Canada, connecting 

with an organized, outwardly-identified Icelandic community often means connecting 

with people over 50,” said Gabriela Jonson, an Icelandic-Canadian who grew up outside 

of the Interlake area (letter to author April 9, 2008). Many people of Icelandic descent 

who were in the audience mentioned that the openness of the connection with people 
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involved in Núna was an interesting and relevant experience and less constricting “as 

artists are so much more interested in alternative points of connection.” The summer of 

2008, I received visitors from Canada and spoke with Icelandic-Canadians who were 

traveling in Iceland visiting Icelandic “Núna friends” they met in Winnipeg. Thus, for 

some, Núna had become an opening and experimental site for these connections. As 

reflected in Gabriela’s narrative on her visit in Iceland, it was not the shared ethnicity that 

consolidated her ties with her Icelandic Núna friends. In fact her Icelandic background 

became irrelevant. It was a communal interest in handicraft that sealed the friendship. As 

she stated:  

 

When I was visiting with Jóna and Sigga they asked if I had an Icelandic 
background and I said yes, in broken Icelandic and that my Amma was 
from Riverton. They were pleasant and polite but it was not some amazing 
ice breaker or family reunion type moment. But when I got up to leave 
and Sigga saw that I had these beaded shoes on that my sister-in-law had 
given me,  she gasped and got down on her hands and knees and put her 
hands on my feet and said “where did you get these shoes!?” [letter to 
author April 9, 2008)] 
 

For many of the younger generation of Icelandic descent Núna was considered the 

only Icelandic public event of relevance. Many who attended Núna were meeting people 

from Iceland for the first time and many from Iceland were visiting and learning about 

the Icelandic-Canadian community for the first time. Gabriela, who describes herself as 

coming from a mixed family and partners with a man who is First Nations, compares 

Núna to other events such as the Icelandic festival in Gimli. “Gimli’s uncritical 

celebration of ‘settlement’ and the community’s enduring use of blood quantum oriented 

identities…bred more anxiety in [her]…than anything else” (letter to author April 9, 
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2008) Yet there were other voices that expressed their concerns that there was 

“something unsettlingly white about Núna.” An artist from Winnipeg offered another 

criticism, although in a joking manner, that his colleagues of Icelandic background were 

obsessed with their heritage.  

Gabriela states that for many, while Núna was a wake-up call “highlighting 

assimilatedness rather than our ‘Icelandicness’” it was as an event where she not only 

found “less friction connecting” with people but more meaningful representations of the 

identity (letter to author April 9, 2008). She continued:  

 

I see Núna as a way of constructing an alternate visual, audio and material 
language through art that everyone can participate and recognize, at least 
in theory. This isn’t much of a stretch for Icelandic-Canadians since I 
have noticed a lot of us really orient our identities around visual and 
material representations of “Icelandicness.” [letter to author April 9, 
2008)]  
 

In the process of building an ethnic network and reforming the identity of 

Icelandic-Canadians, Núna was instrumental in reshaping connections between the 

countries and tying in alternate points of connection that at times did not simply rest on 

ethnic notions. Shaping new and alternative directions of the ethnic ties the curatorial 

committee perceived itself (sometimes jokingly) as possible candidates for serving as the 

future leaders in the community. Such a career within the community was already 

realized in 2008 when one committee member, Caelum, was hired as the editor of the 

community newspaper Lögberg Heimskringla.  

The fact that the curatorial committee operated more or less as volunteers, 

receiving honorariums of only $700-1100, was at times brought up in our conversations. 
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They were not keen on discussing this issue although some indicated that the committee 

should negotiate minimum wages for all their work given that multiple corporations and 

the Icelandic state funded the festival. The artists that were selected to participate in 

Núna also received honorarium for their participation. The notion of legitimating an art 

project in the name of reshaping ethnicity and motivating transnational practices was 

indeed discussed by the members of the committee, although to a different extent. The 

mandate to build a contemporary cultural bridge between the communities through art 

and the act of serving as an instrument in the process of nation-branding creating and 

marketing “Icelandicness” is the topic of the next several pages. I will first dwell on an 

art event presented by Núna. The piece, The New Icelander is indeed a compelling 

exploration of ethnic identity where the past and the present are channeled as an 

alternative way of addressing “Icelandicness;” one which does not rest on old 

nationalistic traditions.  

 

Núna (Now) presents: The New Icelander by the Icelandic-Canadian Freya Olafson. 

 

 

Figure 36. Promotional material for The New Icelander by Freya Olafson. Courtesy Freya 

Olafson. 
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Freya’s multi-media performance, The New Icelander, was one of the main numbers at 

Núna 2007. It arbitrates and translates personal, family and historical narratives and 

fantasies in a fascinating journey of performing and redefining an Icelandic-Canadian 

identity. Since it was first performed in 2006, in association with the Icelandic exhibit 

Volcana, Panoramic view,21 Freya’s performance has been developed into a more 

abstract piece artistically mediating the past and the present, life and death, landscape and 

memory as well as a sense of Icelandic heritage with curiosity and compassion. Although 

of Icelandic descent, Freya explained to me that she had not been involved in her 

Icelandic heritage except for participating in the Icelandic festival in Gimli, “My 

Icelandic heritage had not been that big part of my life other than I have a Thor’s hammer 

necklace or a proud to be Icelander T-shirt. The language is not spoken in my family.”  

As part of her master’s of Fine Arts program Freya began exploring her Icelandic 

ethnicity, in particular the feminine force or the spirit.22 “Icelandicity” a term coined by 

Freya, which refers to “the Icelandic ethnicity,” became a central concept in her master’s 

thesis which dealt with “how female Icelandic artists are conserving while advancing 

Icelandic ethnic identity through their use of visual language” (Olafson 2007:13). Freya, 

influenced by the Volcana exhibit in Winnipeg, built her thesis on three artists from the 

show. Freya’s New Icelander, as an ongoing investigation of cultural passages performed 

with experimental manipulation of visual images, paintings, audio, and dance, is to some 

extent another version of “conserving” and “advancing” Icelandic-Canadian identity. 

Freya continued to share her mediation of the past and present at Núna, this time with 

movements and imagery depicting her direct encounters with bones exposed in an 

eroding smallpox cemetery from the bank of the Icelandic River at Nes, short for 
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Graftarnes (Burial Point), Manitoba, her ancestors’ homestead.  Freya’s moving 

engagement and interaction with these visual images and others (e.g., her naked body 

with rashes, in the water, on the lake, in the cold) were projected on a backdrop on the 

stage. The images touched on the migrant traumas that some people in the Icelandic-

Canadian community believe are transmitted across generations. Freya has also used her 

graffiti-inspired paintings in her performance. These portrayals of herself underline the 

progressive encounters, interactions, creation and mediation of imaginary memory, 

mythology and the female self in the present. The New Icelandic experience is created 

through the movements of the body and rests heavily on the lineage, family narratives 

and history within Canada. Although Freya’s work was a powerful depiction of an 

alternative and compelling image of “Icelandicness” her “New Icelander” was associated 

with a notion of blood-being “bone of my bone, flesh of my flesh of your ancestors” as 

Freya remarked at the Núna panel in 2008 (May10, 2008).  

Freya informed me that she“definitely [did]not want to pin herself as an artist that 

does Icelandic stuff on Icelandic theme all the time...I choose it to be my topic, and then 

it just happened to be so many shows and things happening in the community.” Freya’s 

New Icelander is perhaps emblematic of what the curatorial board envisioned for Núna, a 

site that provides an alternative connecting point with Icelandic heritage, one which 

stretched, challenged, revised and asked questions regarding the “Icelandicness” of the 

Icelandic-Canadian identity which, for many, had been fixed in the 19th century. Yet, 

there were critical voices describing her project as falling very nicely into the framework 

set out by the Icelandic state by attending and creating new versions of the Icelandic 

heritage without problematizing the past or the present. She has become an “art 
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ambassador” of the community as one referred to her. Through funding and arranging of 

the Icelandic consul in Winnipeg Freya traveled with the New Icelander to Iceland. She 

has also been on the move, presenting the New Icelander, at ethnic festivals in Canada 

and at “Taste of Iceland” days at the Drake Hotel, Toronto. Freya has benefitted greatly 

from Núna. Moreover, she continues to move back and forth between Iceland and 

Canada, establishing art networks with the agenda of programming Núna. 

 

 

Relationships of Dis(harmony)? 

 

The Núna project created new directions and alternative ways of expressing 

“Icelandicness” and relations to Iceland. In contrast to the more conservative notion of 

relations which were built on the mythical past, as symbolized by the sculpture of the 

First White Mother in America, “updated,” and more relevant relations and 

identifications drawing on the present were created. Some members of the committee, 

however, expressed their unease about the framework of Núna and its function. 

Becoming aware of Núna’s association with nation-branding clichés of Iceland Naturally 

during the inaugural year, and facing criticism about Núna’s framework by mainly 

Icelandic participants got some members of the committee preoccupied with existential 

questions and uncertainty about what they were doing. The Icelandic participants’ critical 

vision of the Icelandic neoliberal state and cultural politics offered Icelandic-Canadians, 

who tended to envision Iceland in simple and homogeneous terms, a more complex 

picture of the transnational relations. As one member of the committee stated, while 
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others on the committee have “tried to assure me that [Núna] is about the artists and it is 

about the art…I am not completely sure why we exist.” Thus, these dilemmas also 

influenced the emerging relations across the Atlantic and shaped the notion of 

“Icelandicness.”  

 The curatorial committee had, since the first Núna in 2007, organized a panel 

discussion on the subject, “what is Icelandic about that?” which looked at what it means 

to be Icelandic. “It is a question that I have been wrestling with in my life and in the 

programming of this festival” said Icelandic-Canadian, Caelum, of the curatorial 

committeee at the Núna’s 2007 panel (April 29, 2007). Caelum is a writer and filmmaker 

who became the editor of Lögberg Heimskringla, the community paper, in 2008. While 

the panel disucssions in 2007 and 2008 revolved mainly around how people addressed 

their “Icelandicness,” how they were brought up, the family narratives, beliefs, and social 

landscapes which they identified as Icelandic, critical voices joined the discussion and 

disrupted the whole framework. The two academics, the Icelander, Dr. Birna Bjarnadóttir 

of the Department of Icelandic and the Canadian, Cliff Eyland, artist and professor of 

Fine Arts, University of Manitoba, made an attempt to raise provocative thoughts on the 

notion of conflating art and ethnicity and thus stirred up, momentarily, the discussion. 

Cliff began his talk by quoting Paul Ricoeur’s work, History and Truth: 

 

The artist, to take him as one example of cultural creativity, gives 
expression to his nation only if he does not intend it and if no one orders 
him to do it. For if one could direct him to do it beforehand, that would 
mean that what he is going to produce has already been said in the 
language of everyday technical and political prose: his creation would be 
false. [Eyland April 29, 2007] 
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One of his points was that contemporary art can’t be turned into “fake ethnographic art” 

(Eyland April 29, 2007). Birna, who had been asked by the Icelandic consul to be a 

member of the curatorial committte but resigned shortly after it was formed, attempted to 

change the direction of the panel discussion from the ethnic origin of the elements to 

broader themes of art, aesthetics, and the human experience. She concluded by referring 

to the concept of “cultural industry” coined by Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, 

pointing to the temptations of the business enterprise which both academics and members 

of the fine arts face today (Bjarnadóttir April 29, 2007). Repeating this theme in my 

conversations with members of the curatorial team on several occasions, I learned that 

some questioned the intentions behind Núna at the same time that they regarded Núna as 

a great opportunity, “and we have to take those opportunities,” as Tristan  stated. One 

spoke of the belief that there was a “little bit of paternalistic relationship going on” 

having being mandated to use art to open up contemporary relations between Canada and 

Iceland. Following my question on the process of presenting art under the rubric of 

ethnicity a member of the curatorial committee emphasized that while they were 

mandated to work within the parameters of Icelandic/Icelandic-Canadian ethnic 

boundaries, which they interpreted widely, they had curatorial freedom to shape Núna as 

they liked. He also reminded me that the annual panel discussions were becoming 

platforms where people were encouraged to critically engage with questions regarding 

their “Icelandicness.” He continued:  

 

We as a committee were always really clear that we had obviously been 
drawn from the pool of Icelandic artists, and we were all artists, 
Canadians of Icelandic descent, but it was not limited to Icelandic artists 
and we were not creating an event because the artists were Icelandic. We 
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were creating an event based on that pool. It wasn’t just, “Oh let’s put 
together, everybody and anybody who is Icelandic because it is an 
Icelandic festival.” It is more about what we wanted to see happen, and 
then drawing from the pool, from Iceland, the motherland and the 
community 

 

Nevertheless, the curatorial committee did not present their vision, aesthetic values, 

ideals, critical assessment of the art itself in critical texts, catalogues, et cetera, or of the 

thematic, conceptual and formal approaches supporting “what they wanted to see 

happen.”  Moreover,  I learned later that there were controversies between the curatorial 

committee and the board. As one member of the curatorial committe stated, “We kind of 

felt like we are just kind of figureheads in a way.” The board directed by the Icelandic 

consul seized control of the curatorial committee by programming artists in the Núna 

schedule which the curatorial committe had “nothing to do with.” In one incident the 

Núna label was put on an exhibit with Icelandic artists in a gallery in Calgary without any 

consultation with the curatorial committee. There was disagreement over advertisements 

for Núna. The Icelandic consul expected the Núna posters to include images from 

Iceland, images which have become trademarks for Iceland Naturally. This was strongly 

resisted by the curatorial committee. Another problematic issue was that the Núna budget 

was never available to the curatorial committee, so every decision had to go through the 

board. Some were, however, content with this arrangement. “None of us has to write 

grants, the budget is already here. It is hard to complain,” as one stated, yet it affected 

others enough that they began to wonder about the financial bodies that were contributing 

to Núna. For a few of them, questions regarding the intentions for Núna became even 

more important when the inaugural Núna was combined with “Taste of Iceland” days in 

Winnipeg 2007. One committee member described feeling somewhat uneasy in regards 
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to Núna being overly associated with “corporate Iceland interests.”  This same person 

explained in the aftermath of Núna 2007 that “all of a sudden I felt I was holding hands 

with somebody whose hands I did not want to hold. It is complicated when you are an 

artist; you have to cope with corporate sponsorship and you have to know who your 

corporate sponsors are.” Some on the committee were willing to share more of their 

uncertainty about what they were doing. Doubts were reflected in concerns such as, “Are 

we going to be perceived as agents of commerce coming to extract cultural capital? I 

don’t want to be perceived that way, that is not what I am doing, but people’s perception 

could easily be that.”   

Others were less concerned with such existential questions. They embraced the fact 

that enterprises, whether private or public, supported the arts. “It is nice to see that when 

there is a little bit of extra money at the end of the day that it is used to support art.”  

Another member stated, “I think there are different people that have different ideas [about 

Núna] but not ideas that contradict each other,” referring to using Núna as a promotional 

and marketing tool, “and for me I am just excited about the art that we are bringing in.” 

Still another stated “don’t know but it makes sense in some why that the money comes 

from a source like that.” 

 While emphasizing the importance of Núna one member of the curatorial 

committee stated, “A lot of Manitoba artists of Iceland background are doing interesting 

and exciting things and deserve a bigger showcase...and have not had that opportunity.” 

Another shared his concerns about the flow of Icelandic funds to the community, that it 

could be seen as “unfair” but then justifying it because Núna was also about showcasing 

art from Iceland. 
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The tensions between the Icelandic consul who acted as the director of the board 

and the curatorial committee in regards to the committee’s curatorial agency and desires 

were intensified during Núna 2008. One reason was that the Icelandic consul continued to 

associate Núna with events that had not been programmed by the curatorial committee. 

Another reason was that the panel discussions during Núna 2008 became more critically 

nuanced than those of the previous year. One of the 2008 panelists was artist Hannes 

Lárusson, the curator of the Visions series. Critical of Núna, Hannes, who was introduced 

as an artist, curator and cultural worker, clarified his position in the opening of his talk 

stating that he was an artist, and as an artist he was involved in research and being a 

researcher and did not want be referred to as a cultural worker. Hannes had limited 

interest in answering questions from the floor such as the frequently raised, “What do 

people in Iceland think of us?” When asked, however, about the relationship between 

Icelanders and Icelandic-Canadians, he replied that in terms of culture:  

 

One of the problem with the relationship between Canada and Iceland is 
that it has been extremely structured and channeled over the years…let’s 
put it this way, that Canadians and Icelanders have not been 
communicating–or they have been communicating under supervision–it 
has been supervised communication. [Lárusson May 10, 2008]  
 

He argued that the function of “supervised communication,” when it concerns cultural 

events, is tied to “the mix of nationalism, commercialism and politics” (Lárusson May 

10, 2008). The ramifications of this constellation, according to Hannes, are that the most 

challenging artists are often bypassed and so is the demand of quality art. Asked to 

comment on the quality of Núna events Hannes shared his expectancy as the Núna 

curatorial committee was selecting progressive artists for their program but he expressed 
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his concerns about approaching art based on ethnicity stating, “because when you cut 

through the idea of ‘Icelandicness’ you are dealing with quality of art and if you do that 

you are not thinking about it as Canadian or Icelandic” (Lárusson May 10, 2008). Hannes 

spoke of the necessity of abandoning the ethnic framework and addressing art primarily 

from aesthetic ideals. Speaking to the notion of cultural politics, Hannes hinted that the 

Núna project resonated with cultural politics in Iceland where the value of art had 

beentranslated into pragmatic terms: to manufacture ethnic image and capital as reflected 

in the Image of Iceland Report of the Prime Minister Office. Hannes’s insistence that a 

mandate for this type of cultural convergence had a trivial relationship to art and was first 

and foremost an attempt to stimulate Iceland’s economy did not impress the Icelandic 

consul.  

Commenting on the panel discussions, one member of the curatorial committee 

indicated to me that the neoliberal Icelandic state does not see the pragmatic arrangement 

of Núna as a problematic component, continuing:  

 

It is perceived as a beneficial component, because they are working from 
within an economic paradigm. That is how they perceive the world. 
Scholars like yourself, and artists and critics exploring these scenarios 
perhaps with an agenda but maybe without value judgements, draw 
attention to the fact that these are not necessarily the most healthy 
arrangements. They are not necessarily bad, but they are not definitely all 
good.  

 

Two years into Núna, one committee member voiced the importance “of taking 

responsibility for what we are doing and how we are doing it.” She emphasized the 

importance of making a Núna catalogue. I had on several occasions asked the committee 

about the place of the art incorporated into Núna from a curatorial perspective or in terms 
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of an aesthetic framework, statement or ideal. As Marcus and Myers note, “The 

production of art has been accompanied by an increasingly complex field of interrelated 

writing on art that parallels and even creates the scene for event-making occurrences in 

the art world” (1995:27). One person commented that the committee was already a very 

busy group of people voluntarily investing great amounts of energy and time in curatorial 

and organizational work for Núna, traveling to Iceland, tirelessly presenting Núna in the 

local television, radio and newspapers et cetera. While Núna received attention through 

advertisements and promotional material, analytical discussion of the art itself was 

absent. I discussed the media coverage with the members of the curatorial board, 

observing that it was, more or less, promotional material (more often highlighting the 

relations across the countries) with very few reviews or critical discussion about 

individual events or the art itself, a fact which I assumed must have been disappointing. I 

came across only one art review while analyzing the media coverage of Núna 2007 and 

2008. It was written on Olafson’s piece, the New Icelander. Commenting on my 

thoughts, one of the curatorial committee stated,  “So what happened was because 

Iceland Naturally was marketing it we got some good coverage but not the kind of 

coverage that we needed.”  He referred to the ways different art events were covered 

together “in a big way” instead of in a specific article written by a specialist in the art 

form. “You have to have a specific article in the paper by a theatre writer writing about 

the theatre–you need to have an article about the visual artist by the person who writes 

about visual art. He continued, “The consulate would argue that we got huge coverage 

because we got coverage in terms of volume but not necessarily introduction to the door 

of the artists.” Núna is indeed still in the making and finding its place, yet other than a 
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non-critical short documentary on the inaugural Núna events, publications with thematic, 

conceptual or formal approaches supporting the festival have not been produced in 2009. 

The art events are simply framed and presented as Icelandic/Icelandic-Canadian art 

characterized as being from places of “remoteness, long winters, and small-but-

passionate art communities who often work together and work in multi-disciplinary 

styles” (Sherby 2008:22). Nevertheless, the curatorial committee concluded in the wake 

of planning Núna 2009 that it must assert its agency and establish its position in relation 

to the board. The shift from Núna being directed and mainly funded by Icelandic funds 

raised through the Icelandic consulate to Núna 2009 being extensively funded by 

Icelandic-Canadians felt liberating to some of the committee members. According to the 

Icelandic consul in Winnipeg, it was understood from the beginning that he would 

eventually transfer leadership of Núna’s board to the locals. Although the Icelandic 

consul is  still on the board he is no longer the director. 

I will end my discussion of Núna by referring to Erika’s experience and goals in 

regards to the Núna project. My conversations with Erika, a visual artist, writer and 

community activist, were always intriguing. Erika and I never had the opportunity to 

spend time together while I lived in Winnipeg, yet she became a dear friend. We met 

briefly at her mother’s funeral in Winnipeg, corresponded via emails and talked several 

hours on the phone until we finally met in Reykjavik. I, along with my collegues, had 

screened Erika’s videowork at a programme titled “Images of the North” running at the 

Reykjavk Art Museum. She described her work You Are Here / We Are There as 

“bear[ing] witness to a landscape that was submerged under 57 square kilometers of 

water, a reservoir created for the purpose of providing hydroelectric energy to a nearby 
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Alcoa aluminium smelter” (letter to author April 24, 2008). Erika, of fifth generation 

Icelandic descent, is from a family of mixed heritage. She characterizes her exposure to 

the idea of “Icelandicness” while growing up as somehow locked in time, entrenched in 

certain customs and celebrations with food, music, and seasonal rituals. I bring Erika’s 

contemplations and actions to the discussion because her articulations in regards to Núna 

can be viewed as flexible strategies to reframe Núna towards a more open and critical 

platform to address delicate issues attached to the existence and function of the festival, 

transatlantic relations and the Icelandic-Canadian identity. 

Erika told me that she worked with the curatorial committee because of her interest 

in the “contemporization” of ethnic relations. She expressed her unease about the 

function of Núna, as she felt at times that Núna was more geared towards “propagat[ing] 

the needs of Iceland’s economy” and less about art. She went on to say that:  

 

The reason why I still sit in on [the Núna curatorial committee ] is 
because it is a puzzle that I am very interested in understanding – it is not 
necessarily a relationship that I don’t want to have–I just want to 
understand what the function of the relationship is and also in my personal 
practice as an artist as well 
 

During our discussions on Núna, Erika shared her apprehension about possibly 

“being a pawn” in a larger capitalist scheme. She also stated “whatever theories there 

were in terms of the function of the relationship, identity and, culture” there is:  

 

Undeniably an emotional resonance…there is something that we all want 
to have, that we want to define ourselves by some identity or heritage that 
is undeniable…So like in my own paranoia and criticism I still identify 
myself, and not only to myself, as a Canadian of Icelandic descent.  
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At the Núna panel discussion in 2008 Erika talked about how she never learned about 

contemporary Iceland and how she was today “at this very moment driven back to the 

Iceland of the past and the present as a starting point for an all-encompassing, cross 

discplinary body of work” (May 10, 2008)  She continued:  

 

I cannot ignore the compelling nature of the stories of my ancestors who 
were displaced by Iceland, displaced in Iceland and eventually displaced 
from Iceland ... Clearly we continue, as Canadians of Icelandic descent, to 
harbour a deep love and commitment to what I affectionately refer to as 
the mothership. [May 10, 2008]  

 

Later Erika shared the impulses of the creative-nonfiction project Mysaga that she was 

working on which was influenced by real narratives of different people’s journeys, 

displacements and relocations, loss and sorrows. These narratives of four generations of 

Icelandic women, which stretch from the present to the past and deal with the dislocation 

and death of Icelanders, Icelandic-Canadians and the First Nations, were interpreted into 

a broader account to encourage reflection on our perception of humanity and 

understanding.  

While our conversations about Núna touched on the notion that Núna enables 

Icelandic-Canadians to celebrate their heritage at both personal and community levels in 

a Canadian context, Erika expressed her view that the process of “contemporarization” 

that she was involved with needed to reach to “the whole paradigm of our function as 

Canadians of Icelandic descent.” She emphasized that people of Icelandic descent needed 

to assert their agency in their relationships with their old homeland and come to terms 

with their role in Canada’s history of colonialization. She referred to Núna as a very 
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direct place to begin to address these issues. Erika described how colonialization has 

become a departure point for her in recent works: 

 

As Canadians of Icelandic descent we had a really simple perspective on 
how it is that we came to be here, why we are here. Who we are as 
Canadians of Icelandic descent, has always been debated. The Vestur 
Íslendingur (Western Icelander) is very quickly becoming a relic…We 
really have not adequately addressed here what our role in colonialization 
was. When the Icelanders came here in that twenty years period, we never 
looked outside of what our own experience of other culture was. We talk 
about our experience; we talk about the hardship, or resilience, small pox 
epidemic. What we don’t talk about is our function as pawns of the 
Canadian government to colonize land from people that were living here. 
The first thing that the Icelanders did when they came here was that they 
named every landmark. Every space had a name, every river had a name. 
It already had a name and had had a name for thousands of years. All 
these places, Heckla, Gimli, Iceland River, they were all named very early 
in the settlement period. The project that I am working on right now looks 
at this naming process and at the ritual of un-naming as an enactment of 
decolonization and that is really a poetic gesture but it is to draw attention 
to the fact that our immigrant race has had a very profound effect on the 
landscape and culture that already existed here. We never talk about that.  
There are a lot of details that get left out. I think the reason why we left 
these out is that we can’t adjust our cultural identity to include those 
details. We can’t assume the guilt of what that means. We can’t assume 
the responsibility for the incredible disparity that is witnessed in Canada 
between first nation cultures and all the immigrant cultures that have been 
here for 5 generation. There is some rewriting that needs to go on…We 
just take what we want.  
 

Erika’s impulse to stimulate conversations regarding Icelandic-Canadian identity and 

probe the relationship between the diasporic Icelandic community and Iceland might, 

however, uncover assessments that people do not want to hear. A year earlier, in April 

2007 at the Icelandic National League of North America annual convention, the Icelandic 

president also spoke about a phase in history “which still remains to be written,” namely 

the “the friendship between the Icelandic settlers who came here…and the Indian” which 
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elicited a great amount of enthusiasm amongst the audience (Grímsson 2007). The notion 

of colonialization also surfaced in Erika’s thoughts on the relationship between Iceland 

and the Icelandic-Canadian community as being disharmonious.  She stated: 

 

All of my attempts to rationalize the relationship between Iceland and 
Canada, even though they are driven by my irrational emotions, right 
now, my emotional state around the relationship is one of disharmony. If 
Iceland, the Icelandic economy (Erika is referring to the Icelandic 
neoliberal state) was behaving in a way that is more like my own personal 
politics, my emotional state would be one of a happiness and pride. Even 
if the relationship was an act of colonization, a contemporary colonization 
and practiced with all the same tools, my relationship with that 
colonization might be different, the language might be different.  

 
 
 
 

Conclusion. 
 

 

The Núna project initiated by the Icelandic state was legitimized on the grounds that it 

served the social purpose of mobilizing transnational revitalization between Iceland and 

the Icelandic-Canadian community. The project, like the First White Mother in America, 

sought to influence Icelandic-Canadians by reshaping their identity and actions, 

encouraging and strengthening their community, and directing the community towards 

transnational enterprises. Used as an entrée into the community, a means for providing a 

sense of continuity between geographically distant people and of linking the past and 

present in ways appropriate to the contemporary neoliberal government, the Núna project 

was an important means for carving out space for “governing at a distance” (Rose 

1999:49). As such, art in this transnational project became part of the expanded role of 

culture as a problem solver and lent a hand in managing the social and reducing direct 
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subvention by the state of the old homeland while maintaining the level of state 

intervention. Thus, art plays an important role in constructing governable subjects who 

can be organized and regulated through the creation of an art convergence; a process that 

contributes to and consequently appears to be merely based upon humanistic values, 

heritage and kinship. 

 Unlike the sculpture of the First White Mother in America which was 

contextualized within established narratives of “Icelandicness” and anchored in the past, 

the Núna project was designed to reach younger Icelandic-Canadians and “update” the 

relations by drawing on the present and “creating new traditions.” During the Icelandic 

president’s visit to Canada in 2007, Núna’s inaugural year, he recalled his visit to Canada 

in 1997 when he commented on the need for North Americans “to experience modern 

Iceland…so the pride in the heritage would not only be based on the historical legacy in 

Canada…but also on an intimate knowledge and awareness of what modern Iceland has 

achieved and is all about” (Fuller 2007d:5). He then stated that in those ten years “we 

have seen tremendous progress and change taking place” (Fuller 2007d:5).  The president 

was referring to the increased number of activities between Canada and Iceland and 

collaboration within a new generation. In his remarks on Núna as a keynote speaker at the 

annual convention at the Icelandic National League of North America, it was clear that 

the art itself was not regarded beyond the consideration of its role in bridging the 

communities, to add a modernized layer to the nostalgic 19th century version of the 

imagined homeland and represent it as a real destination with various opportunities in 

different socio-cultural fields. He stated that the festival was an excellent example of 

“creating opportunities to enrich our relationship by giving talented young people 
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opportunities to enjoy their connection to Iceland in ways that are in harmony with the 

essence of modern culture” (Grímsson 2007).  

 In ways identical to the presentation of the sculpture in Ottawa, the inaugural 

Núna 2007 was incorporated into “Taste of Iceland” days organized by the branding 

program, Iceland Naturally, one of the key sponsors of Núna. Núna was attached to 

various Icelandic activities and often discussed in the media in relation to the other events 

such as the opening of the office of Landsbanki bank, the convention of the Icelandic 

National League of North America, the visit of the Icelandic president, et cetera. During 

the inaugural year of Núna, unified narratives of the entrepreneurial process of Icelanders 

and Icelandic-Canadians, narratives subsumed within the neoliberal project of re-imaging 

the nation and in the transnational revitalization (as discussed in chapter three), were told 

by the Icelandic president who appeared in the media and at other formal occasions. 

Going back to Ásmundur’s performance, perhaps what Mickey Rourke and the 

arts have in common is that both have become “disfigured by the boxers.” The new 

legitimization narratives for art in the neoliberal moment could be referred to as “plastic 

surgeries” of art. This surgery might not, however, be paying off as well for art as it has 

for Rourke! Yúdice argues that this shift in legitimation narratives has folded art into 

culture that is “valorized insofar as it has an instrumental value” (1999:20). Art is 

increasingly situated within the social and used as a device to direct and conduct the 

actions of individuals across borders with foreseeable outcomes. This is indeed in 

opposition to the Euro-American mode of assessing artists and art where the purpose of 

art is to break free of expectations and causal thinking, to break out of the narrative and 

the linear and to propel us as researchers into an aesthetic terrain where we do not know 
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what we will find. This position was evident in the legitimating of the Visions series. The 

curators of the Visions series strived to build a framework which generated discourse in 

relation to art and aesthetics and the questions provoked by the art. The consequences of 

pragmatic legitimating narratives of art are, as reflected in the Núna art convergence, that 

the generated formal discourses often have little to do with the art itself.  

When a formal dialogue on art takes place, such as at the panels What is 

Icelandic about that?, art is fused with notions of ethnicity and “runs the risk” as evident 

among some of the panelists “of unthinkingly transporting analytical schemata to 

practices where they might not be the most applicable or relevant” as some participants 

pointed out in their resistance to approaching art under the rubric of being Icelandic 

(Winegar 2005:12). Art practice itself, at Núna 2007 and 2008, did not provide any kind 

of aesthetic contextualization in visual form or critical texts. The “archival” accounts and 

discourses of the Núna festival in 2007 and 2008 are narratives of how the festival has 

generated transnational interest among young people of Icelandic descent in Canada. 

Analyses and evaluations of the art involved in Núna are more or less absent.  

 The realignment of situating art within the social associated with the neoliberal 

restructuring adds multiple layers to the significance of art. Although there is nothing 

historically new in the use of art by powerful agents (see Wu 2002) the way art and art 

projects have been incorporated into a “way to channel, conduct and enable action”  

(Yúdice 1999:18) is an example of emerging ways in which neoliberal authorities 

practice their power. I also attempt to map out different and often conflicting and 

competing meanings, agencies, and experiences of how art is “produced, seen and used” 

as well as the interrelationships of the people involved (Morphy and Perkins 2006:16). In 
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this context, I believe my interpretation of Ásmundur’s work also gives credence to 

Erika’s participation in the Núna project and her perception of disharmony discussed 

above. The agony I felt in Ásmundur’s exhibit in Winnipeg was at times similar to the 

quiet stress I felt during the field work while addressing, on one hand, regulations and 

constraints and, on the other, openness and possible modifications. As revealed in the 

discussion above the conventional notions of “Icelandicness” are challenged through 

Núna which has provided people with personal experiences, things that they can relate to, 

and a valuable connecting point to Iceland. Moreover, the emerging relationship carved 

out by Núna is also attached to various narratives loaded with predicaments and 

controversies which also shape the notion of “Icelandicness.”  

 Núna has indeed become a site of convergence of creativity, not just in terms of 

the art produced and displayed but also in terms of explorations of the transnational 

relationship. People from the communities across the Atlantic have been (re)introduced, 

identities reformed and a dialogue set in motion. Núna certainly has the potential to 

become a venue to address unsettled issues and expectations in relation to the 

transnational past, present and future. It is a “site of production and transformations of 

culture” (Mahon 2000:469) and an example of a joint venture where cultural production 

and reception cannot be divided and discussed as incongruent theoretical discourses. The 

community is both the producer and consumers of these art projects (Dornfeld 1996:230).  
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1 Volcana: Icelandic Panorama was curated by Kevin Kelly and exhibited five female artists, Hrafnhildur 
Arnadóttir, Margrét H. Blöndal, Hildur Bjarnadóttir and Þórdís Aðalsteinsdóttir. Reviews were published in 
several publications such as Winnipeg Free Press and The Globe and Mail.  
2 The Visions series opened at the Dr. Paul H. T. Thorlaksson Gallery in the Elizabeth Dafoe Library at the 
University of Manitoba. The Vistons spanned three years and showed the works of eight Icelandic artists in 
a total of four exhibitions. The second exhibition, featuring Hekla Jónsdóttir and Jón Óskar, was hosted at 
the Dr. Paul H.T. Thorlaksson Gallery. The third exhibition, featured works by Haraldur Jónsson and 
Steingrímur Eyfjörð. The fourth exhibition in the series featured works by Gunnhildur Hauksdóttir and 
Kristín Ómarsdóttir. The third and fourth exhibitions were held at the Aceartinc in the Flux Gallery in 
Winnipeg.  
3 [sem einhversskonar skemmtigarð….með tilheyrandi leikmönnum sem tengjast sögu og náttúru] 
4 [það getur vel verið að listin sé endurnýjandi afl sé bara úrelt, rómantískt viðhorf sem að stenst ekki 
nánari skoðun, þetta séu bara sveimhugar og einfeldningar sem hugsa þannig] 
5 Both these art works, Ásmundsson’s exhibit in Winnipeg, Slaver and Associates, and Into the 
Firmament,  were exhibited in the midst of  the so-called “period of útrás” (see chapter three).  
6 [góðæri] 
7 [Frumkvöðlar í viðskiptum og lisum eiga …samleið. Athafnafólk í atvinnulífi og menningarlífi hafa 
gagnkvæmam hag af samstarfi. Menning og listir skapa hugmyndir og opna viðskiptatækifæri, 
viðskiptalífið stuður listina  með því að leggja til fjármuni, fjáfestingafé og hvatningu. Þá getur menning 
verið hrein viðskiptauppspretta viðskipta…] 
8 With perhaps the exception of Samskipa sjóður – Aurora Foundation. 
9 Newspapers of the day portrayed the “Icelandic boom” as leveraging the art scene. Like everyone else, 
artists were in útrás or so it seemed. Group of artists associated with the KlinK and BanK art base 
sponsored by the bank, Landsbanki, referred to their project at Berliner Liste Artfair in 2005 as “Berlin 
invasion” which (as the title indicates) coincided in some ways with other Icelandic enterprises on foreign 
shores (Icelandic Art News 2005). 
10 During this period, British artists “and others of the representatives from the Creative Industries” played 
a crucial role in redefining “British” culture; they were, along with the British people, “promoted as 
entrepreneurial, resourceful and independent – very much in line with the global positioning of the market-
friendly Britain”  (Davies and Ford 2001).  
11 [klisjukennd] 
12 [glannaleg alhæfing] 
13 [óvenjuleg blanda af myndlist, alþjóðapólitk og viðskiptum] 
14 [ það er ekki amalegt fyrir Alcoa þegar þessi náttúrubörn sem listamenn eru, þessir 
náttúrufagurfræðingar, leggja blessun sína yfir starfsemi Alcoa með svona afgerandi hætti] 
15 [Mér finnst frábært að geta lagt mitt af mörkum til að Ísland geti verið töff land og tekið mikilvægar 
ákvarðanir um velferð heimsins og hvar megi varpa sprengjum. Allar sýninar sem ég tek þátt í þessa 
dagana eru lobbí-sýningar, Iceland on the Edge í Brussel var sett upp til að lobbíast eitthvað utan í EU og 
nú þessu. Hvar endar þetta eiginlega?] 
16 [hafnaði því alfarið að verk hennar hefðu eitthvað með íslenska náttúr að gera og kannaðist ekki við að 
almennt væru íslenskir listamenn að vinna mið íslenska náttúru] 
17 [sem hefur þann eiginleika að með svökölluðum frjálsum hugrenningatengslum, og/eða réttu samhengi, 
umbreytast það í eldfjall, stuðningsyfirlýsingu, auglýsingu eða eitthvað allt annað] 
18 [það var ekki hægt að fara um Winnipeg án þess að heyra að það væri verið að tala um Ísland á þessu 
hálfum mánuði. Með atburði sem góð skil eru gerð á bæði í útvarpi, sjónvarpi í blöðum og alls staðar svo 
við áttum  bæinn] 
19 [við höfum alltaf verið að skoða hvernig við getum virkjað ungu kynslóðina....Niðurstaðan varð sú að 
það væri í gegnum listirnar] 
20 [Ég tel að við séum að lifa nýtt vor í þessum samskiptum, jafnvel sprengingu í þessum áhuga... Ég held 
að almennt séð er Ísland eitthvað sem fólki finnst spennandi, það er töluvert mikið meira í fréttum en áður 
var, bæði fyrir menningu og efnahag, náttúrufegurð og annað eins. Það þykir merkilegt land og í hvert 
skipti sem Ísland er í fréttum eða vekur athygli fyrir einhvern hlut, þá veltir fólk fyrir sér, ... bíddu við, ég er 
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af íslenskum ættum, ætti ég ekki að skoða það. Ég held að þessi vakning stafi af ýmsu og vonandi hjálpar 
eitthvað til það sem að fólk eins og við erum að gera, en það er sannarlega ekki það eitt sem er að gerast, 
við verðum að minnast á frækna listamenn eins og Björk og fleira sem gera meira en fá nokkurn tíma 
viðurkenningu fyrir. En þetta er að skapa þessa nýju sjálfvitund og vekja hana upp á nýtt] 
21 The show was presented by the Plug In Institute of Contemporary Art and sponsored by the Icelandic 
Consulate 
22 I experienced Freya’s piece at different levels in the process of production. I saw the debut solo at the 
Winnipeg Contemporary Dance studio. The performance, titled the New Icelander: The Search for Sesselja 
and performed with the musician Kristjana Oleson, also of Icelandic background, referred to narratives of 
Freya’s maternal ancestor Sesselja who emigrated from Iceland. Sesselja encountered many hardships 
during her pioneer years including when her husband had to cut off her toes after they were frostbitten and 
became gangrenous. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

264 
 



CHAPTER SIX 

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?  

CONCLUSION 

 

In the early 1990’s a leader in the Icelandic-Canadian community wrote to an agent of the 

Icelandic state (the director of the Committee for Promotion of Relations Between 

Iceland and Persons of Icelandic Descent in North America) to remind Icelandic 

authorities that “the Icelandic community here has no mechanism to function as a 

booking agency. It is, I am afraid, a loose knit group dedicated to remembering our 

heritage” (Bardal 1992). He was responding to the unfortunate experience of an Icelandic 

Jazz band that came to Winnipeg, in 1992, for a performance that had been cancelled. 

Since then, the form, intensity and orchestration of relations across the Atlantic have been 

drastically transformed, not least when it comes to collaborating and organizing art 

events, as my discussion above reveals. In recent years, with the opening of the Icelandic 

consulate in Winnipeg and embassy in Ottawa, the Icelandic state has become 

increasingly involved in the community of Icelandic-Canadians. This is reflected in the 

two art projects discussed above which highlight the “subtle methods” of the state to 

mobilize and direct the agency of the community to become enterprising, empowered and 

creative in the ethnic networking between the two communities (see Chris and Wright 

1997: 28-29, Rose 1999). These projects have contributed to the fact that more and more 

Icelandic-Canadians continue to “come out of the closet” as “Icelanders” as they 

themselves jokingly told me. The fragmentation of the Icelandic-Canadian community, 

often spoken about as “our Achilles heel,” seems to have lessened as people describe 
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more unity within the community and efficient networking within the community and 

with Iceland.  

Mobilizing people to join and take leadership in creating, programming, 

organizing and carrying out these art projects re-established old myths of Icelandic-

Canadian heritage in accordance with the rhetoric of the Icelandic útrás and created new 

“traditions” drawing on contemporary relations between the communities. The unfolding 

socialization and alternate connections created within the forum of Núna, however, did 

not produce a unified voice concerning “Icelandicness” or trans-Atlantic relations. The 

process of the “contemporalization” of the relations involved conflicted and competing 

sentiments in regards to positioning oneself in the transnational space created by Núna. It 

also raised questions and promoted a more critical vision of Icelandic cultural politics, the 

neoliberal restructuring taking place in Iceland and introduced complex narratives other 

than those exported through heritage and tourism agencies. The critical voices of Núna’s 

Icelandic participants, reflected in Núna’s panel discussions, demanded the (re)capturing 

of art expression for the sake of art and art practices and contributed to these conflicted 

sentiments and identities. Discussions of disharmony in the relationship between the two 

communities and the anxiety of being “perceived as agents of commerce coming to 

extract cultural capital” are  expressions of these conflicted sentiments. 

 While the process of “contemporalization” is embraced by many within the 

younger generations, the “contemporalization” and its association with commercial and 

corporate “Iceland today” has become a concern of many including the older generations. 

Now their nostalgia for the homeland is met with the expectations of renewing styles of 

interactions and “updated” identity through an intensive participation in contemporary, 
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commercialized and corporate Iceland–with the aim of creating a strong ethnic network 

involving business, trade, politics and culture. Some fear that people of Icelandic heritage 

are “being encouraged to let go of their old, sentimental notions of Iceland and embrace 

the reality of a postmodern, high-tech affluent country” (MacPherson 2002:2). While 

many Icelandic-Canadians have celebrated the revitalization within the community and 

across the Atlantic and shared their excitement about the possible opportunities that may 

lie ahead in transnational relations some have remained skeptical fearing that the 

marketing and business oriented side of the revitalization project dominates.  

As my discussion above reveals, the art projects need to be understood as part of 

the larger transnational momentum between Iceland and Icelandic Canada. The form these 

relations take remains to be seen. The art projects, in particular the Núna festival, have 

been central in creating new directions in building the relations between the two 

communities. New ways of expressing “Icelandicness” are appearing and so are visions of 

shaping a new community “nothing like the community of the older people” as stated by 

one of Núna’s curatorial member. It is still obscure how the drastic changes taking place 

in Iceland will shape the trans-Atlantic relations. Icelandic-Canadians, following the news 

with great concern, are struck by the situation in the old homeland. Despite facing huge 

debts and budgetary cuts in the wake of the economic collapse and closing of many 

embassies, the Icelandic state still operates the consulate and embassy in Canada. Many of 

my friends in the Icelandic-Canadian community emailed me in the course of the collapse, 

one writing that the:  

 

Icelandic-Canadian community really does not know what to do…people 
have been contacting us asking about coming to Canada, but we can't help 
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them with their immigration situation of course. We haven't had any new 
people for so long…so no firsthand experience to pass on. What do you 
think we should do?   
 

As the Icelandic-Canadian community became part of Icelandic útrás, the closing 

of the office of  Iceland’s bank, Landsbanki, in Winnipeg and its original goals to 

“supplement our vital cultural connections,” as stated by one the bank’s owners, became 

a sensitive topic, especially among those within the Icelandic-Canadian community who 

lobbied for the bank. In addition to causing the Icesave diplomatic dilemma between 

Iceland, the Netherlands and Britain with its drastic effects on Iceland, the bank is under 

investigation for market manipulation, excessive loans to their holders and atypical off-

shore transfers.  

Focusing on the visual aspect of culture I have argued for the importance of 

understanding the meaning and significance of visual products, such as art, in relation to 

socially situated agents and their everyday practices. Going beyond methods of textual 

analysis of visual culture, and addressing multiple and competing claims of significance 

merged with discursive structures that act upon agents as well as being reformed by them 

illuminates the political and economic structure crucial to our understanding of 

transnationalism as a reawakened social field. While the past relationship between two 

communities, Iceland and Icelandic Canada, can be characterized as taking place on 

individual and family levels or in community organizations, today, these relations are 

marked by orchestration from above, specifically the Icelandic state, which has become 

increasingly directive as evidenced by the art projects. This study enriches the subject of 

art studies in transnational contexts which, as I argue, cannot be understood except in 

their associations with transformations wrought by neoliberalist restructuring. As such 
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the study contributes to current debates of globalization and transnationalism and in 

particular to the question of “traffic in culture” within a political and economic 

framework (Marcus and Mayers 1995).  

In this study I do not only approach art projects as sites reflecting claims of 

transnational relations and the mediation of different identities, histories and places 

within the “changing logics” of global markets and states, they also represent competing  

tensions in the values of art (Ong 1999:4). These tensions are reflected in shifting 

expressions, practices, norms, and ethos. The shift from legitimating narratives of art 

based on the premises of humanistic tenets to the utilitarian subtext of neoliberal 

rationality speaks not only to structural transformations in Iceland, but to the place of art 

in the reconfiguring relations within and between subjects, within and between the self 

and others (Yúdice 1999:29). Moreover, it raises questions about how people perceive the 

notion of creativity. Néstor García Canclini (2007) talks about cultural creativity, arguing 

that the “theme of creativity lost ground in the 1990’s” due to people beginning “to 

distrust creativity”. According to Canclini there are several factors that have prompted 

this development. “Artists depended on the production and distribution systems which 

provided the context for the innovation…market extension…post-modernism… [and] 

reduced cultural role of states and independent art movements, and the reshaping of 

public and private policies to comply with business criteria” (Canclini 2007). Canclini 

also argues that although this inclination endures, creativity has in recent years “been 

regaining ground…in a wider sense, not only as the production of new objects or forms 

but also as the ability to solve problems in other than purely ‘cultural’ terms” (Canclini 

2007). This notion of creativity has been central in the Icelandic transnational project 
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through the production of the art projects where the curatorial committee, along with the 

selected artists, were in fact the “agents,” or in the language of neoliberalism, the 

managerial class, “solving problems” of ethnic relations, creating new “traditions” and 

new narratives of heritage and the Icelandic identity in Canada (Canclini 2007). As 

evident above, some of the members of the curatorial committee commissioned faced 

conflicts between their creative practices and aesthetic values and those of the project 

organizers, such as the Icelandic consulate and Icelandic private sponsorship.  Focusing 

on context in the articulation of art, anthropologists have been criticized of “denying art 

and art practices value as “art”” (Winegar 2006:12). This study, however, through 

ethnography, directly addresses the question of what value people give to art, how art 

projects are legitimated and the neoliberal impulse of subordinating art and art practice’s 

value as “art” by contextualizing it and presenting it within a regime of neoliberal 

rationality were art is conflated with a pragmatic and utilitarian agenda such as social 

engineering, sponsoring ethnicity, nation-branding and economic development, et cetera. 

Through the ethnographic material this study reveals a criticism of theoretical and 

methodological approaches within anthropology which have been involved in 

conceptualizing art in “unitary correspondence” with ethnicity, culture or national style 

without examining them in a context of “cultural construction,” as “political work” or 

even the appropriateness of using such categories like style or culture while analysing art 

(Winegar 2006:12). My argument has revolved around the importance of critically 

examining art within large economic and political structures, such as neoliberalism, in 

close relation with ethnographically informed situations. This approach reveals, I argue, 

how practices of art and art projects are aligned with notions like ethnicity and national 
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identity. Although art and art projects are emphasized in neoliberal Iceland the 

importance of its interest is in the context of art and its pragmatic aspects rather than its 

value as “art.” As a result, limited discussion was generated in the Núna transnational art 

endeavour, about the art and artistic projects in relation to the Euro-American modernist 

mode of assessing art. The generated formal discourses of Núna had little to do with 

aesthetic values, ideals, critical assessment of the art itself, or of the thematic, conceptual 

and formal approaches supporting the practices. This was a concern often voiced by some 

artists of the curatorial committee who were concerned that their agency, artistic visions 

and aesthetic goals were rendered unimportant and subordinated in the process of valuing 

and legitimating art practices. The different significance art takes on within any political 

and social milieu provokes questions about conflicting and competing discourses, 

agencies, and experiences of how art is produced, perceived, valued and utilized (see 

Yúdice 1999; Morphy and Perkins 2006). Furthermore, although there is nothing 

historically new in the use of art by powerful agents (see Wu 2002) the way art and art 

projects have been incorporated into a “way to channel, conduct and enable action”  

(Yúdice 1999:18) across national borders is an example of emerging ways in which 

neoliberal authorities practice their power.  

Critical of the uncomplicated view that globalization has weakened the power of 

nation-states, this study has underlined the active role that nation-states play in 

facilitating the new global economy, as well as the technologies that shape subjectivities 

within and across national borders, and within national and transnational spheres. As Ong 

argues, it is imperative to “consider state power as positive generative force that has 

responded eagerly and even creatively to the challenges of globalization” (1997:21). In 
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an attempt to address Sassen’s (2000:229) question–“what the national means today?”– 

chapter three sheds light on the function of the national and nationalized accounts in 

neoliberal reformations that emerged in Iceland in the 1990’s  and their central role in 

stretching the margins of the state by building transnational ties and empowering their 

subjects across borders to creatively engage in Icelandic practices.  

As in many Western states, Icelandic coalition governments adopted the 

economic policies of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan between 1991 and 2008. 

This restructuring was manifested in the implementation of programs of privatization and 

deregulation according to neoliberal doctrines. This social and economic restructuring, 

however, resulted in the collapse of the Icelandic economy and led to a political and 

economic depression in October 2008. As I discussed in chapter three, neoliberal regimes 

of rationality were, prior to the crisis, manifested in a range of discourses, practices and 

various programmes and technologies which stressed the individual’s obligation to be 

self-reliant, self-disciplined and to perform in innovative and entrepreneurial ways. The 

state was no longer portrayed as steering the social. Rather, its role was seen as creating, 

preserving and institutionalizing appropriate legal frameworks for private sector 

technocrats and entrepreneurs. It was the freedom of the market and trade, depicted as 

increasingly global rather than national in scope, that would guarantee individual 

freedom, and improve the well being of the population. This restructuring, borne on a 

tidal wave of free trade, market rationality and expansion across national borders, 

required the creation of transnational linkages and reconfiguration of the national with the 

international. Governmental officials persistently and publicly reminded the Icelandic 

population that they needed to adjust to the new global economy, gain ground in the 
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global community, and exploit the opportunities that lay ahead or they would be left 

behind (Ásgrímsson 2004). As demonstrated in chapter three, neoliberal politics in 

Iceland took place hand-in-hand with a (re)creation of nationalized accounts of Icelandic 

identity and society. These narratives, centred on the distinctive entrepreneurial Viking 

character and the notion of útrás, functioned as mediators between the local patriotic and 

the cosmopolitan, as well as between the national and the international–in this case, 

Icelanders and Icelandic-Canadians. The re-imaginings of the nation, which rested on 

inherited qualities, were also used abroad in the process of (re)shaping and 

(re)constructing a sense of diasporic identity and commonalities between Icelanders and 

people of Icelandic descent in Canada. The rhetoric and imagery of útrás blended in with 

Icelandic-Canadian long-established narratives rooted in early 20th century historical 

accounts and other writings that were central in the process of inventing the Icelandic 

identity in Canada. In these narratives, Icelandic-Canadians portrayed themselves as 

descendants of bold, innovative, and liberal Vikings. The útrás rhetoric, and not least its 

use in the millennium celebration, recreated (trans)national, communal accounts of 

Icelandic-Canadians and Icelanders.  

 Through ethnography, anthropologists are firmly grounded in the local, examining 

in particular the localities of the daily lives of individuals. As a result, the implications of 

locality itself, as Appadurai has noted, need to be re-evaluated (1996:52) in terms of 

global assemblages. Assessing the mechanisms of power that enable the unfolding of 

contingent connections and form and reform locales, cultural forms and imagined 

communities, this study relies on theories of governmentality, in particular Rose’s (1999) 

extension of Foucault’s notion of governmentality (Foucault 1991). Studies of 
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government are studies of the formations and transformations of programmes, proposals, 

calculations, techniques and strategies that “act upon action” of others and oneself 

towards certain ends (Rose 1999:4). In the words of Burchell, Foucault’s notion of 

government refers to “way[s] of acting to affect the way in which individuals conduct 

themselves” (Burchell 1996:20). It is a “contact point” where technologies of domination 

and technologies of the self interact in reciprocal relations with each other (Burchell 

1996:20). Thus, while examining ethnic networking between Icelandic-Canadians and the 

Icelandic state (which strategically practiced neoliberal politics), this study assembles the 

neoliberal reforms into various technologies. Witnessing in Iceland what Berlant 

(1998:174) refers to as “hacking away at the hyphen between the nation and the state,” 

theories of governmentality argue that the “retreat from the State” among many Western 

nations whose governmental styles have neoliberal incarnations “is also itself a positive 

technique of government” (Barry et al. 1996:11). As Shore and Wright maintain, 

“neoliberal reforms do not mean less government” (1997:28-29). The state has only 

refigured its modus operandi by rendering its governing activities “more diffuse and less 

visible” (Shore and Wright 1997:28-29). One manifestation of this restructuring is the 

mode of “resituating the management of the social squarely within civil society” (Yúdice 

1999:24-25). This transformation does not exclude the art world which has, much like 

other fields in the humanities and culture, “increasingly resorted to a pragmatic defence 

[and] become part of the social service rationale or of economic development plans for 

communities, thus justifying subvention by corporations and foundations” (Yúdice 

1999:24-25).  
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The relationship of art, art institutions, states and private enterprises has been a 

site of controversy. Scholars such as Wu (2002), Alexsander and Rueschemeyer (2005) 

and Renactus (2002) have demonstrated the convergence of cultural institutions and 

corporate sponsorship. Once perceived as philanthropy, cultural sponsorship has been 

integrated into contractual agreements for the purposes of marketing investment, identity 

enhancement and prospective profits. Although maintaining state endowments for the 

arts, the Icelandic state encouraged arts and culture partnerships with corporate 

businesses that increasingly integrated themselves into the support-infrastructure of the 

art world as never before (as discussed in chapter five). As I have discussed in previous 

chapters, these transformations are consistent with Iceland’s transnational endeavour. The 

art events, funded through private and public partnerships, were used as platforms for 

nation-branding and marketing corporations as illustrated in both chapters four and five. I 

have, however, argued that the art projects had more significant roles than mere vehicles 

for creating and promoting the Iceland brand. In chapters four and five I demonstrated 

how the art projects influenced, directed and channelled people’s identity (re)formations, 

practices, values and relations of power in Canada and Iceland, all of which operate well 

beyond the nation-states. These chapters also reveal how the rhetoric of útrás broke 

through in the transnational space carved out by the art projects. 

Planned at the government level, the policy shift towards ethnic networking was 

an intensely political strategy, implicated in a web of political events, and market 

economy schema. What characterizes the revitalized relations between the communities 

across the Atlantic (reflected by the art projects that I analyze in chapters four and five) is 

the institutional orchestration of the relations by the Icelandic state in partnership with the 
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private sector. In chapters three and five I addressed the “updated” identities and 

modernized ties as a major agenda of the Icelandic state and corporate Iceland. Surfacing 

throughout chapters three, four and five, were the intersected and, at times, tensional 

discourses that arose in relation to the inclusionary practices of the Icelandic state with 

the Icelandic-Canadian community. These practices speak to Icelandic-Canadians’ urge 

to assert their place within disciplining discourses and practices of the Icelandic state and 

the private sector. As seen in chapters three and four, it was important to the Icelandic-

Canadians that their collaboration in the millennium celebration–in particular the 

presentation of the sculpture–would not only serve Iceland’s promotional agenda but also 

serve their intention to celebrate their 125 year history in Manitoba and obtain 

recognition in terms of their existence and contribution to the wider Canadian 

community. The competing claims of the nature of the transnational relations and the 

agenda of introducing modern Iceland are addressed in particular in chapter five in 

relation to the Núna art convergence. Chapter five also reflects the agency of the Núna 

participants within a framework that was not always in harmony with their own agenda.  

As discussed in the first three chapters, anthropological research on 

transnationalism has challenged immigration studies by focusing on links between 

societies of origin and settlement, and on the ways that people are marked by dual or 

multiple identities and transnational practices (Foner 1997; Winland 1998; Satzewich 

and Wong 2005). Influential work in the literature on transnationalism deal, however, 

mostly with recent immigrant communities (Linda Basch, Nina Glick Schiller, and 

Christina Szantom Blanc (1994), Harney 1998, 2001; Schiller and Fouron 2001; Kearny 

1995; Rouse 1991; Small 1997; Stoller 2002). What scholars have largely omitted are 
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the ways that transnational practices can be identified as a reawakened social field. 

Analyzing renewed transnational networking between Icelandic-Canadians and the 

Icelandic nation-state illuminates and contributes to these omissions in the field.  

While focusing on practices and relations of power that operate beyond the state, I 

have addressed the role of Canada’s multicultural policy in transnational networking and 

the current cultural politics of pluralism in relation to the new global economy. The 

policy of multiculturalism has developed since the 1970’s in response to impending 

conflicts in the cultural politics of the Canadian national project. The policy has been 

addressed critically as a tool for regulation and managing diversity and for being a 

“muting device” for racial and cultural structural discrimination (Bannerji 2000:9; see 

also Mackey 2002). Within global capitalism in the last decades Mackey argues that the 

legitimation of the politics of pluralism has shifted and is now characterized as a 

“resource” that “make[s] good business sense” (Mackey 2002:68). This study has 

emphasized how the role of cultural pluralism in Canada has fuelled transnational 

identities and practices. Visits by delegates, governmental and trade figures to Canada are 

not limited to the Icelandic site. Since the millennium, Icelandic authorities have received 

Canadian trade missions, one led by the Manitoba Premier (as discussed in chapter one). 

Moreover, as described in chapter three collaborations took place among Canadian 

government, the Icelandic-Canadian community and the Icelandic government such as 

funding the community’s institutions and events such as the millennium celebration, 

including the presentation of the sculpture in Ottawa. Also, the fact that the Labour 

Minister of Manitoba visited Iceland on a skilled worker-recruitment trip in 2009 reflects 

not only the institutionalization of the transnational relations but also the flexible 
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operations of the policies of cultural pluralism–operating alongside and in partnership 

with the powers of neoliberal global markets. As stated in the Canadian media, the 

Labour Minister was especially interested in “special skilled” workers, “ones with strong 

cultural support networks already established” (Welch 2009:A6). This mission, as 

discussed in chapter three, is an ideal example of the governing practices of neoliberalism 

where value-added human capital is favoured across national borders (see Ong 2006). It 

aso reflects upon the direct relations of transnationalism and operations of nation-states as 

well as how one state can influence another in building and sustaining ethnic networking 

(Harney 1998:10).  

In chapter four, Sculpting Transnational Practices, I illustrate how a fluid and 

contextualized perspective is needed to provide insight into the dynamics of people’s 

explanations and significations of Sveinsson’s sculpture. The value and the significance 

of the presentation of the sculpture could not be grasped simply by relying on people’s 

explanations of the sculpture’s symbolic role. The signification of the sculpture was also 

tied to the social milieu of the sculpture and attached practices. By focusing on agency–in 

terms of the artwork’s ability to engage people’s sentiments and generate social action–

the chapter emphasized Gell’s notion of agency and its shifting and distributing character. 

Gell allows for a space to address the multiple implications of agency reflected here in 

the shifting agent/patient role of the Icelandic government through the Leifur Eiríksson 

Millennium Commission of Iceland and Iceland Naturally, on one hand, and on the other 

the Icelandic-Canadian community. As can be seen in chapter four, the presentation of 

the sculpture by the Icelandic state, Iceland Naturally and the Icelandic-Canadian 

community operated as what Gell would call a catalyst or a trap (Miller 2001:137). Thus, 
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the presentation of the sculpture can be compared to the circular system of the Kula ring 

in which its practitioners sought to “spread fame” and “draw others into their 

intentionalities” (Thomas 2001:9). The planning and executing of the unveiling of the 

sculpture in Ottawa was an act reflecting on the creative re-action, or mobilized agency, 

of the Icelandic-Canadian community to governmental plans in Iceland towards 

revitalizing the Icelandic-Canadian identity and strengthening the Icelandic presence in 

Canada. The discussion reveals the Gellian notion of art not as an “end point of action” 

but as having multiple implications of agency in a socio-cultural context (Thomas 

2001:5) 

The discussion chapter five attempts to incorporate the reality of artists, their 

direction and position against the governmental restructuring and the utilitarian 

perspective that has become hegemonic. Thus, the discussion in chapter five expands the 

understanding of how artists positioned themselves against neoliberal politics, as well as 

the restructuring and channeling of conduct and action and their relation to pragmatic, 

legitimating narratives for the arts. While drawing attention to the progressive, utilitarian 

aspect of the Núna project, chapter five also emphasizes its relation to the shifting and 

tensional exercise of art values and the notion of creativity.  

 Chapter five also challenges and contributes to anthropological ways of speaking 

and knowing by incorporating art as an informative source. Anthropologists often use 

media such as film, internet sites, newspapers, radio and photography as sources in their 

ethnographic inquiries, yet have been reluctant to use artwork. I attempt to give artwork 

the same amount of agency as my subjects and to elaborate on my intense experience of 

the artwork. Ásmundsson’s work was in many ways “good to think with” as I correlated 
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it with the mood of the neoliberal presence which I felt was relevant to Icelandic society 

and the society’s alignment with neoliberal rationality and values that are evident  in 

Iceland and in the transnational Núna art convergence.  

Finally, reflecting upon the ways that building transnational social and cultural 

fields have made various communities receptive environments for a number of economic 

and political activities, I discuss the ways that scholars describe the movement of various 

cultural productions, including art projects, between the homeland and the diapsora 

(Basch et al.(1994), Harney 1998, 2001; Schiller and Fouron 2002). The scholars do not 

consider these projects in terms of their significance for the specific subjects involved, 

such as the artists, state agents of the homeland, sponsors, organizers, audiences, et 

cetera. Located at the intersection of visual anthropology and anthropology of 

transnationalism, this study enriches the subject of art studies in transnational contexts 

and contributes to questions of what art projects are actually “doing.”  
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