
celand is a quirky place. The island nation, whose population 
is a scant 300,000, boasts a curiously cross-pollinated mix 
of cultures. The arts scene in Iceland’s capital city is deeply 
hip, divinely à la mode and even eco-friendly (a global trend if 
ever there was one). When explorer Ingólfur Arnarson came 
ashore here in 874 A.D., he christened the area “the Smoky 
Bay” (Reykjavík), after the nearby geothermal vents and their 
steamy emissions. History has a sense of humor, though, and 
Reykjavík is now a smokeless city, having tapped its geothermal 
resources to supply the nation’s heat and power. 

Steam is an apt metaphor for Iceland’s literal and artistic 
landscape. Visitors to the Reykjavík Arts Festival this past 
May encountered vaporous elements that swirled around 
fanciful and weighty ideas. The festival, which began in 
1970 and has been held annually since 2004, hosts a bevy 
of international artists. The 2007 lineup included France’s 
Royal de Luxe, a street theatre company, England’s Cheek 
by Jowl and Konono N°1, a music group from the Congo. 
Of the four productions I saw, only one—a site-specific 
epic called Goddess in the Machine/PREAT, performed on a 
retired vessel in Reykjavík’s harbor—opened a window into 
native Icelandic culture. The view through that window was 
panoramic and captured the notion of a holistic approach to 
theatre. The result was as distinctive in flavor as Icelandic 
hákarl (putrefied shark meat).

The show, a meditation on women’s place throughout 
Icelandic history and today, was presented by Watermelon-
company (Vatnadansmeyjafélagið Hrafnildur, or VdmH for 

short). On my way to the performance, I picked up a pýlsur 
(a surprisingly scrumptious hot dog topped with mustard, 
ketchup, rémoulade and raw and deep-fried onions) at the 
Baejarins Beztu shack. Scanning the harbor, I spotted a large 
gray boat illuminated by a low-hanging sun against a dramatic 
backdrop of mountains. The Óðinn was used during the Cod 
Wars—skirmishes over fishing territories fought between 
Iceland and Great Britain during the 1950s and again in the 
’70s—and was slated to become a museum. But a snafu in 
funding had left it an “empty vessel waiting to be arranged,” 
according to Halla Margrét Jóhannesdóttir, one of the founders 
of VdmH, with whom I spoke after the show. The 16-year-old 
company is comprised of five actresses, all of whom attended 
the drama academy of Iceland (Leiklistarskóli Íslands), and has 
a history of creating pieces that explore the feminine. VdmH 
asked to use the boat for its performance and the Coast Guard 
said yes. (“Brave of them,” Jóhannesdóttir quipped.)

At the ticket trailer, a company leader told me I would 
be in “Autumn,” one of four audience groups corresponding 
with the seasons, so as to better maneuver around the boat. 
Donning a hefty vest befitting a Viking (the mean maximum 
temperature in Reykjavík in May is 49 degrees Fahrenheit), I 
mingled with a refreshingly mixed crowd—parents, grand-
parents, sullen teens, even a few youngish children sipping 
coffee that a salty old sailor brewed in the back. 

Approaching the boat, we were greeted by an actress hung 
in a harness above the crowed reciting some serious-sounding 
poetry. The weightiness of the words (which I later learned 
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The final scene from Goddess in the Machine/PREAT peformed by the Icelandic group Vatnadansmeyjafélagið Hrafnildur.
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Fly me to the moon
In fiercely independent Iceland, 
women’s issues get vivid attention
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translated as “Almightiness is unlimited like 
constant flowing spring / The power is called 
the deep entering of birth / It is the core for 
heaven and earth / It is eternal and works 
gently without struggling”) was offset by 
the actress’s whimsical angel costume and 
commedia tricks. At one point she blew her 
nose onto the crowd.

Then a processional: Out of a garage-like 
structure came the five actresses that make 
up VdmH, impersonating goddesses in Björk-
like attire—totally fanciful and irreverent 
pairings of materials, colors and patterns. 
Next, a group of older women appeared, also 
unusually dressed but in black. A woman with 
a long skirt to which many kitchen tools and 
appliances were attached read a recipe as 
female symbols were passed about—a flower, 
a dress, a life jacket, a purse. Into the pocket-
book were dumped baking powder, something 
called “heart salt,” a dash of sherry, two eggs 
and some honey. It was given a vigorous shake 
and tossed into the sea. 

Would	I	BE	ABlE	To	MAkE	sENsE	of 
all this, given my extremely limited Icelandic? 
I resolved to banish any doubts about the uni-
versality of theatre. The text accompanying 
the handbag toss, I later learned, was: “From 
salt you are born; to the salty ocean you will 
again return; salt on knife’s end.” The young 
goddesses and older women continued with 
a Guðnundur Guðmundsson dirge from the 
19th century—a “funeral,” Jóhannesdót-
tir explained, intended to make the audi-
ence  members forget their preconceptions 
of women so that they could enter into the 
ship with a clear mind. 

After a brief interlude with a brass band, 
the audience split according to season and 
entered the boat. Autumn descended into 
the first level, where we saw a series of cabin-
room art installations lavishly decorated in 
über-feminine fabrics. It was as though the 
company of women had stormed this most 
masculine of environments and turned every-
thing topsy-turvy. Symbols that looked like 
red plastic lips were attached everywhere. I 
later learned that these were kleinur—fried 
bread that, to the artists, is an icon of fertil-
ity that resembles the vagina. “The vessel is 
a metaphor,” Jóhannesdóttir confirmed. “A 
woman never finds her place—she sails alone 
or is in a harbor but is never a full member 
of the society in which she lives. Woman’s 
historical connections have been torn, so 
she always has to sail on masculine sea and 
surroundings.”

On the next level, the installations 
became more performative. The angel who 
had blown her nose at the outset of the eve-
ning handed out tiny pieces of paper on 
which were written phrases like “You are 
a golden heart.” In one cabin titled “The 
Hemispheres,” a man and woman were tucked 
into bunk beds. The man snored loudly, to 
the consternation of his companion. Later I 
strolled back by this installation to find the 
pair, according to my notes, “going berserk, 
tapping out rhythms and speaking to each 
other in an exaggerated manner.” Jóhannes-
dóttir later informed me that the installation 

was inspired by Leonard Shlain’s book The 
Alphabet Versus the Goddess, and that it was a 
reflection of how language affects gender, and 
vice versa. Via Morse Code, the two actors 
tapped out word combinations laden with 
masculine and feminine associations, such 
as moon-sun, brightness-darkness, heaven-
ocean and dream-awake. 

Another installation featured a woman 
opening her cabin door a crack, eyeing her 
onlookers suspiciously and then slamming 
the door shut. With her nightgown, scraggly 
hair and embellished black eye, this battered 
woman was at once hilarious and deeply 

The five “goddesses” of VdmH; Halla margrét Jóhannesdóttir is second from left. 
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depressing. “It is likely that the ‘beaten one’ 
is your next-door neighbor,” Jóhannesdóttir 
noted gravely.

David Thor Jonsson, one of the few men 
in the mix of 100 or so women who partici-
pated in PREAT, curated and performed in 
a particularly lively installation. In Jonsson’s 
cabin, which looked like a jail cell, the actor 
pounded back beers while singing along to a 

loop of a cheesy ’70s song, “Litill drengur” 
(little boy). The actor intermittently threw 
beer cans to the floor and crushed them with 
his shackled feet, muttering comic asides. 
Perhaps this was a statement about male 
immaturity. 

In another mesmerizing installation, 
Kolbrún Sveinbjörnsdóttir made slátur, a 
traditional food that turns the inner organs 

of sheep into balloons into which blood or 
liver porridge is stuffed. The actress sat 
calmly atop a pile of porn magazines, quietly 
humming to herself and hacking away at the 
bloody animal parts. The smells and sights 
emanating from this cabin were not for the 
weak of stomach. 

Autumn was eventually led to a seating 
area that resembled a restaurant. Our group 
leader removed a partition to reveal that 
another “season” was seated in the other half 
of the restaurant—and for a brief moment 
the spectators became performers as the 
two sides of the room gazed at each other 
in shared amusement. From a kitchen area 
emerged the actresses with gelatinous cakes 
that they placed on tables. “We lay ourselves 
on the table. Please, enjoy. Forgive us, dear 
guests,” they proclaimed. A dance inspired by 
pin-up model Bettie Page ensued, followed 
by recitations of recipes, rules of manners 
and texts from famous Icelandic sagas. It was 
clear that Betty Crocker and Helga Sigurðar 
(Crocker’s Icelandic counterpart) had been 
an inspiration. 

The dancing bled into a rousing rendi-
tion of “I Never Promised You a Rose Gar-
den,” and as the actresses jiggled and joked 
their way through the audience, high-octane 
energy swept the room. When a cacophonous 
kitchen symphony exploded toward the end, 
it seemed a natural conclusion to this explora-
tion of the goddess in the ’50s.

doWN	WE	WENT,	dEEpER	INTo	THE 
boat. In the engine room, spectators posi-
tioned themselves on a precarious balcony 
and peered down into the engine area where 
there were sculptures by Halla Gunnarsdóttir. 
The calmness of this inner sanctum made for 
a peaceful effect. Jóhannesdóttir explained: 
“In the engine room, you find all these ‘god-
desses’ as embryos, so you could almost say 
that this is the uterus.” (Interestingly,  VdmH 
invented the word PREAT to mean “primal 
heart beat,” the moment before breath.)

In the engine anteroom, an older man 
who had worked on the Óðinn for many 
years explained how people could freeze 
while working on the ship. The ex-fisherman, 
though not a performer, was essential to the 
evening. In an environment of aging testos-
terone layered with vibrant estrogen, here 
was a vestige of the vessel’s past. According to 
Jóhannesdóttir, the old sailor was only there in 
the beginning for safety reasons but “turned 
out to be a link in our whole performance. He 
had sailed this ship and knew its story.”
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lunar	 landscapes: steam rising ee-

rily out of thermal hot spots and 

stark color combinations create an 

otherworldly atmosphere in Iceland’s 

countryside. It’s no surprise that many 

Icelanders believe in álfar (elves) and 

huldufólk (hidden people). construc-

tion projects have even been halted 

due to the tricks of the huldufólk who 

are believed to be responsible for sudden turns in weather or mechanical meltdowns.

All	the	women,	independent: There is less stigma attached to single motherhood in 

Iceland than in many other parts of the world. In fact, about a third of the Icelandic 

population is born to unmarried mothers. kill	your	TV: Until 1988, Iceland had just one 

state-run television station (rUV), which shut down on Thursdays. could this be one 

reason why arts and literacy thrive? another reason often cited is the country’s mixed 

heritage—about 65 percent scandinavian and 35 percent celtic. —Bent

on Iceland 
and Its culture
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Back on deck, coffee and cookies were 
served, then we were led to large group 
installations upstairs where older women 
knitted in a circle telling stories from their 
lives. Finally, all of the seasons reconvened to 
watch a behind-the-scenes film of the birth 
of the goddesses. The rúsínan í pylsuendanum 
(“icing on the cake,” or literally, “raisin at 
the end of the wiener”) was when the wall 
behind the video screen lifted to reveal that 
we were sitting in the garage structure that 
the goddesses had come out of at the start of 
the evening. It was now around 10 p.m. and 
the sun was beginning to set. On the deck the 
five actresses appeared in burkas. They rolled 
about, simulating waves, and as the wind 
picked up, each shed her burka to reveal the 
goddess costumes from before. The disrob-
ing of the burkas was a comic highlight—one 
actress did a handstand, another tossed hers 
off with abandon, the group undressed one, 
another seemed to magically disappear from 
her garment. The burkas were then laid 
like dead bodies across the deck. Was this a 
political statement? A joke? A protest? The 
actresses/goddesses reassembled themselves 
and each tore a kleina from her heart. 

I spotted a helicopter in the distance—a 
splendid effect against the orange sky. As 
the goddesses placed their kleinur into a red 
cooler, the chopper flew perilously, excitingly 
close to the Óðinn. It hovered just above 
the deck and from it a rope slowly lowered, 
attached itself to the red cooler and lifted 
it up into the helicopter. Then away it flew. 
Marvelous! The goddesses disappeared to 
the lower deck and reemerged for a long and 
riotous curtain call. 

Afterward I chatted with three members 
of VdmH over beers in the ship’s kitchen. I was 
confused about the notion of independence: 
In everything I had read about Iceland and in 
all the conversations I’d had with Icelanders, 
I had understood a fiercely independent spirit 
marked the national character. Why would 
being a woman be any different? Why was 
this celebration of feminism in PREAT so 
relevant? The actresses sighed and brought 
me back to reality. “Even if we are seen as 
independent, strong and so on, we have a long 
way to go to get equal rights,” Jóhannesdóttir 
avowed. “Probably things look okay, but old 
habits and opinions seem to live long.”  

       
Eliza	Bent’s	trip	to	the	Reykjavík	

Arts	festival	was	made	possible	by	

the	generosity	of	IcelandAir	and	the	

Icelandic	Tourist	Board.


