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Forword
Málfríður Aðalsteinsdóttir

I Vesterveg is a collaborative venture between artists 
and museums on Shetland, Faroe, Iceland, Norway and 
Denmark. The project will disseminate information about 
the Nordic cultural inheritance in the North Atlantic area 
and give the participants inspiration for new contemp
orary artistic creation.  The project will build networks 
and create contacts and develop the field beyond the 
national borders. 

The starting point for I Vesterveg was my interest in 
old crafts and traditions and my curiosity about cultural 
inheritance in these countries. For a long time I had had 
a dream of participating in a project like this, and in the 
end I decided to create it myself. I was born and raised 
in Iceland, but have lived as an adult many years in 
Norway. During these years I have seen a lot of similari-
ties between Norwegian and Icelandic cultural traditions, 
but also differences. I wanted to see if the same was the 
case on Shetland, which used to be called Hjaltland in 
Iceland, and Faroe.

As an example, we can look at the different shapes of 
the spinning wheel: the Icelandic spinning wheel is built 
upwards, with the reel on the top above the wheel. The 
Norwegian spinning wheel has the reel placed at the side 
and is built horizontally. When I came to Shetland 
I discovered that its spinning wheel shares the same de-
sign as the Icelandic one, as does the Scottish. Probably 
women, taken from the islands by the Norwegian Vikings 
on their way to Iceland, brought these tools.	

I wanted to research the development of crafts and art 
from different angles. How are traditions created, and 
how do they affect our everyday life and our society? 
How do they develop and how do we use them today? 
Also, how can they be shaped artistically to create new 
pieces of art?	

The countries are geographically close and historically 
share much: the sea, language, access to resources, 
and handicraft traditions such as boat building, house 
construction, culinary traditions, textile production, and 
the use of turf and peat, etc. 

In earlier times, the sea connected these countries. Now 
the sea is disconnecting the countries because travelling 
by boat is too demanding in a society where speed and 
efficiency matters. This also affects human communica-
tion. Once the language community of which Shetland 
was a part contributed to extended contact: today we 
need to communicate in English.	

During the summer of 2005 I made a journey from the 
west coast of Norway, westwards to Shetland, on to 
Faroe and further west to Iceland. My aim was to find 
interest in a collaboration between the countries on the 
subject of cultural inheritance. On my way I created a 
network of institutions and artists who were interested 
in participating in the project. I wanted to create a group 
consisting of both artists who worked in conceptual art 
and artists who had a material-based approach. The idea 
created a lot of interest. I was encouraged to realise an 
artistic project which had been on my mind for many 
years.

Two artists from each country are participating, and 
over two years the artists/artisans from Iceland, Faroe, 
Shetland and Norway have met in each other’s countries. 
The fact that the participants had the opportunity to ex-
perience the culture, nature and society in each hosting 
country is a basic part of this project.

Two meetings were held the first year, in Norway and  
Shetland. The year after, we met on Faroe, and then in 
Iceland. To inform and inspire the artists lectures and 
seminars on tradition, history and cultural inheritance 
were held by the host country.   

The project begins

The first meeting was held in Norway, in June 2008, at 
the Coastal Museum in Øygarden outside of Bergen. 
Norwegian coastal culture was an essential subject. Lec-
tures on general subjects like the weather and language 
and also more specific subjects like the Stave churches 
in Norway were held. A selection of these lectures are 
published as articles in this catalogue.

It is important for me to underline that the reproduc-
tion does not do justice to the speakers in terms of 
how knowledgeable and entertaining our experience 
with them was. One example is Arne Torp, Profes-
sor in Languages at the University in Oslo’s lecture, 
“Languages in the Nordic Countries, Then and Now, with 
Emphasis on the Islands in the West”. Evidently, he spoke 
both Icelandic and Faroese as well as Norwegian.

This was the artists’ first encounter. Presentations by 
each artist and discussions created the foundation for 
further collaborations.

The encounter on Shetland had its main focus on tradi
tional textiles, language, boat building and recycling/ 

reuse. We attended lectures on Fair Isle and Shetland 
knitting. There was also a lecture about the Shetland 
dialect, and how they try to preserve and keep alive the 
old language. Visiting Sandness Mill, a textile factory 
existing for a long time as an international supplier of 
quality products, made an impact, considering Norway 
and Iceland are shutting down small-scale industry and 
moving the production to low-cost countries. Machinery 
gets lost and knowledge disappears. We also visited a 
recirculation factory where all glass from Shetland is re-
used and made into tiles and slabs. We visited Mary and 
Tommy Isbister’s farm, where along with boat building 
and mill conservation, they also try to conserve domestic 
animals of Shetland breed.

The third encounter was in Faroe in June 2009. Lectures 
on the Faroese boat, on folkdances and building customs 
were held in a week full of new experiences. On tours 
in Torshavn and when visiting the beautiful A Latrium 
museum in Eide with Bettami Egilstrød as our guide, we 
heard about tough living environments in old times in a 
country with harsh weather and great nature. We had 
a meeting and tour in The Nordic House. Our fantastic 
helpers, Jens Dalsgaard from LISA and Jonhild Johan-
nessen, saw to all our needs. And a supper, to which 
we were invited by Jogvan Biskøpstø, introduced us to 
traditional Faroese culinary specialities like whale and 
spik, which he cooked himself. 

The last encounter was a ten day tour of Iceland. The 
main focus was on the Icelandic horse, on turf farms and 
on peat as a construction material. Crossing the country 
we experienced yet another kind of nature and bathed 
in hot springs. We visited Safnasafnid, a museum of 
folkloristic and contemporary art. We stayed in Holar in 
Hjaltadal, a bishopric and cultural centre existing since 
the Viking Ages and travelled in the area around Skaga-
fjörður, to the Herring museum at Siglufjörður showing 
us the adventure of the Norwegian-Icelandic herring, and 
to Glaumbær, a folk museum showing houses made of 
turf. Turf was used as an important building material in 
Iceland, used in walls and in the whole house, whereas 
in the other countries it was mainly used on roofs and as 
insulation. In all of the countries turf or peat was used 
as fuel. We experienced cutting turf at Bær with Hannes 
Lárusson as well as attending a lecture on the topic of 
the Icelandic turf farm.

In Hólar we attended a lecture on the Icelandic horse 
and about their collection from the mountains in the 
autumn and learned how to card, spin and twist horse-

hair for yarn. Luckily there was also time for an Icelandic 
horse ride. Kristín Reynisdóttir, one of the artists, has all 
of her family in Skagafjörður which was very fortunate 
for us. We travelled out to Drangey which, as related in 
the Saga, was the last abode for the famous Icelandic 
outlaw Grettir, and also the place where he was killed. 
The island is a huge nesting place for birds and we 
climbed steep cliffs to get to the top. From there we saw 
whales swimming around the island and a lot of differ
ent seabirds. We got to see how the Icelandic people 
catch puffins in a net, an old hunting tradition, and later 
we ate puffin. We had a tour of a leather factory which 
tans everything from horse skin to sheep and fish skin. 
We visited a textile museum in Blönduós. The journey 
finished in Reykjavík and at the University we learned 
about the geology of Iceland and the history of how it 
was created. We had a tour of the collection of Icelandic 
manuscripts and got to see Icelandic cultural treasures at 
Þjóðminjasafnið. 

It has been very useful to travel and experience the 
culture in these countries and the artists have been in-
spired and affected by everything they have experienced 
during this time: this is apparent in their work. I hope 
this project, with the exhibition in the five North Atlantic 
countries, creates more interest in our Nordic inherit-
ance.

I want to thank everybody who has made this project 
possible, and who has helped us on the way. Especially 
I want to thank Anne Wiland who has been a great 
sparring partner and an important resource for the 
project. Greetings to all the great people we have met.

And many thanks to the artists for the time we have 
spent together.
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The North Atlantic culture
Jón Viðar Sigurðsson

To travel – Vesterveg – meant in the Viking Age and the 
early Middle Ages to travel to the countries west of the 
North Sea.

In our context we will narrow down this definition and 
say that to travel was to sail from Norway to Shetland,  
Faroe and Iceland. Most of the settlers on these islands 
came from Norway during the 7th century, travelling 
first to Faroe and Shetland, and then to Iceland around 
year 870.

Travelling by sea was the only option between the islands 
in the west and Norway and it was the Norwegian ships 
which connected “the colonies” to the motherland. Big 
enough trees did not grow on the islands in the North 
Atlantic and because of this it was not possible to build 
ocean-going vessels on Iceland, Faroe and Shetland. 
For this reason the people on these islands depended on 
Norwegian ship builders and merchants both for trading 
goods and communication with the world outside. It was 
this strong bond between the societies on the islands 
and Norway which makes it possible for us to speak of a 
common North Atlantic culture with a common develop
ment of a society concerning settlement, economy, 
politics and religion in the Middle Ages.

The Norwegian king held an important collective focus 
in this culture. This is clear through the concept of “the 
King’s Time”. We know nothing about the system of 
time in Norway before the constitution of royal power. 
Probably every (Viking) clan had their own system of 
time, which also was based on the governing time of the 
chieftain. Narratives of the time were framed in the con-
text of how many winters a chieftain had governed. The 
development of royal power in Norway by the end of 800 
heralded a time system based on the king’s ruling period, 
and events were placed in the context of how many years 
a king had ruled. This supposed change in time system in 
Norway is likely to have been important to underline who 
had the superior power in the country –  the king. This 
time system was also used on the islands in the West, 
a fact confirmed by the Sagas.  A common time zone 
connected the North Atlantic culture, in spite of the fact 
that the Norwegian king only gained full control over the 
islands late in the 11th century.

Orkney and Shetland were likely to have been under 
Norwegian control around 900, when Harald Fairhair 
installed an Earldom over the islands. But it was as late 
as 1195 that the islands became part of the jurisdiction 
of the Norwegian king. King Sverre accused the Earl of 
Orkney, Harald Maddadson, of having supported a failed 
rebellion against the King. In 1195 Harald left for Bergen 
to settle peace with Sverre. Sverre did not give easily 
and took control over Shetlands and demanded half of 
Sakøren in Orkney.

It was probably Magnus the Good who managed to put 
Faroe under the control of the Norwegian crown around 
1035: in the last part of the 10th century the islands had 
a Norwegian Sysselmann1. Iceland was officially under 
Norwegian taxation from 1262 to 1264. In 1264 all the 
islands which had been settled directly by Norwegians 
during the Viking Age were held in taxation under the 
Norwegian king.

Around the year 1000, Christianity was officially intro-
duced into Norway, Shetland, Faroe and Iceland. Signi-
ficant roles in the process were played by the Norwegian 
kings Olaf Tryggvason and Olaf Haraldsson. At the time, 
the four countries belonged to the Archbishopric of 
Hamburg-Bremen. After a long-standing disagreement, 
an Archbishopric was established in Lund, covering 
the Nordic countries and the Norse settlements on the 
islands. The Archbishop in Lund, however, ruled only 
for a short period of time. In 1152/53, the five dioceses 
in Norway – Trondheim, Bergen, Stavanger, Oslo and 
Hamar – together with the dioceses on Man, Orkney, 
Faroe, Greenland and Hòlar and Skálholt on Iceland, 
were put under the Archbishop in Trondheim (Nidaros).

After the islands became part of the Norwegian kingdom, 
strong administrative ties connected them to Norway. 
This applied particularly in Bergen which, during the 
second half of the 10th century and in the 11th century, 
became the most important city in Norway and earned 
the reputation as the capital of the North Atlantic culture. 
The trading connection between the islands in the west 
and Bergen was very strong. Norwegian merchants had 
a trading monopoly with the islands in the west. 
All goods headed for the islands passed through Bergen, 
and goods exported to foreign countries from these 
islands first came to Bergen. The trading routes did not 
usually pass between the islands in the North Atlantic, 
so in order to travel from Iceland to Shetland in the 11th 
century, you first had to pass through Bergen.

Around the year 1300, Faroe, Shetland and Iceland were 
all part of the Norwegian kingdom. It could be argued 
that due to the communication between the islands in 
the west and Norway, these islands had a stronger inte
gration with the kingdom than for example Eastern Nor-
way. After the year 1300 the ties between Norway and 
the islands in the west were deteriorating. This was due 
to several facts. In 1319, Norway and the islands in the 
west joined kings with Sweden. The king’s residency was 
moved to Sweden, and was by the end of the century 
again moved to Denmark with the creation of The Kalmar 
Union. In 1468, the daughter of the Danish king Christian 
I became engaged to Jacob III of Scotland. Christian I 
was in lack of money for the dowry and pawned Orkn
ey the same year, and Shetland the following year, for 
respectively 50 000 and 8 000 Rhenish Guilders. He 
secured a clause in the contract which gave him the 
right to redeem the islands, which later kings attempted 
without success.  

The ties between the societies on the islands and Trond-
heim were weakening during the late Middle Ages mainly 
because the Archbishop lost power to the King. With 
the reformation, the last Archbishop fled from Norway 
in 1537 and as a consequence the religious connection 
between Trondheim and the islands in the west was 
broken. The head of the church was now in Copenhagen. 
Trading between Bergen and the islands in the west 
had declined by the middle of the 12th century because 
foreign merchants began crossing the ocean and soon 
controlled the whole trade.

In 1814 the bonds connecting Norway, Iceland and 
Faroe were broken. Fredrik VI of Denmark-Norway was 
allied with Napoleon and was thus one of the losers in 
the Napoleonic wars. The Treaty of Kiel in 1814 ceded 
Norway to the King of Sweden. Iceland and Faroe, 
however, which since 126–1264 had been treated as part 
of Norway, remained connected to Denmark. Around 
1800 the North Atlantic culture was more or less divided 
into its basic parts. Shetland “belonged” to the British 
Isles, Norway was controlled by Sweden, and Faroe and 
Iceland by Denmark.

The ties between Iceland, Faroe and Norway recovered 
after 1800, both through fishing and trading – and again 
Norwegian merchants played a central part. It is in 
these years Iceland again opened towards Europe. In 
the beginning the impulse mainly came from Denmark. 
From the middle of 17th century, increasing impulses 
came from other countries like America, but mainly 
from Norway. Since than, the connection between these 
three countries has grown. Because of the attachment to 
London and Edinburgh, Shetland (and Orkney) has not 
been part of this process. This is regrettable because 
of the settlements’ shared culture, which is important to 
retain and further develop.

1	� Sysselmann/Sýslumaður is a Norwegian and Icelandic title of local 
government. It was used during the Middle Ages as a noble title.      
It has been revived twice in modern times as a special form of local 
government; the Governor of Svalbard now holds the title and the 
Governor of Erik the Red’s Land held the title from 1932 to 1933.  
The English version is Sheriff. (Wikipedia)
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The goal of the “Vesterveg” project is to give participants 
increased understanding and knowledge about the com-
mon cultural heritage across the North Atlantic region. 
What is the most significant new knowledge about this 
heritage that you have gained from taking part in the 
project? My knowledge about these countries was poor 
when I entered the project. But I’ve learned a lot through 
the project. I’m amazed by the variety and beauty com-
pared to my previous assumptions about these countries. 
The most significant experience from the journey is the 
striking cultural similarities. I as a Norwegian recognised 
much of the social way of behaving, and it made me feel 
at home in all the places we have visited. This came as 
a surprise to me, who thought that living in a country 
without trees would feel awkward to me. 

Many contemporary artists see themselves as cultural 
“nomads” in a world with unlimited access to global 
information. What significance does your own cultural 
background have for you in this global setting? I like to 
see myself as an internationally independent artist, but 
my cultural background has much to say whether I like it 
or not. To deny or disguise my own background is prob-
ably impossible. I’m perhaps more affected by my local 
surroundings than I would like to admit. I often base the 
theme of my work on contemporary media issues, and 
mix it with an everyday object. I guess my everyday is 
quite different from a non-Western person. And that fact 
has significance to how the concept is interpreted.

Did you bring any ideas or expectations about what 
would be important for you to work on in this project, 
and if so, have they changed along the way? My ideas 
about what to make have differed a lot during the 
journey. But I have had an idea about making an item for 
each country based on some of my impressions.

The North Atlantic region is bound together by the 
Atlantic Ocean. In your opinion, what cultural impulses 
seem to have been the most viable across the region? 
What seems to be the common denominator between 
the countries you have visited? One obvious connec-
tion traditionally is the boat and much of the folk culture 
is also similar. In modern times the connection is more 
subtle. Some of the way of behaving is perhaps a cue. 
We have in many ways the same sense when it comes 
to temper. We are traditionally quite shy people and are 
used to having lots of space around us, due to the small 
populations.

Johannes Vemren-Rygh
Norway

What has been the most interesting experience in the 
project for you as a contemporary artist? It has been fan-
tastic to visit countries that aren’t in the usual art scene 
related to countries like Germany or England, and to see 
that the art scene is vital and original. 

Could you please elaborate a bit on your artistic contri-
bution and the idea behind it? During the journeys of the 
project I’ve collected some items from each country we 
have visited. The criteria for why I’ve chosen these speci
fic objects can be summed up in one phrase: Natural 
materials reflecting some of the beauty of Nordic island 
wildlife.   

I didn’t want the objects to be to typical to where I found 
or bought them. So souvenir shops were out of the 
question. But each object had to have a relevant cultural 
connection. 

16
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Re-shaped wood
20 cm

An African candlestick shaped as a human figure 
caught my attention mainly because it was made form 
an exotic hardwood, so I bought it. It later occurred to 
me that this candlestick was a quite bizarre finding— 
an African candlestick in a Faroese second-hand shop.

The candlestick was probably not the most obvious 
souvenir I could come up with in terms of local 
culture, but the fact that this exotic item had found its 
way to the Faroe Islands reminded me of driftwood. 
The local occurrence of wood is almost absent in 
North Atlantic islands. The Faroe Islands have there-
fore been dependant on collecting driftwood to use 
as a resource. Faroese building tradition is based on 
wooden buildings made from driftwood. 

Driftwood has a long tradition in this region; accord-
ing to Norse mythology, the first humans, Ask and 
Embla, were formed out of two pieces of driftwood. 

I’ve been told that in one of the old houses for 
Tinganes in Tórshavn there is a beam of palisander 
hardwood from a log that had drifted from the 
southern hemisphere. In comparison, the candlestick 
was a sort of modern piece of driftwood—a souvenir 
drifting across borders and cultures. Since wood is 
a scarce resource, it has often been reused and re-
shaped for new purposes when old houses are taken 
down. I wanted to reflect some of this by reshaping 
the human-shaped candlestick into something more 
familiar to Nordic culture: the Atlantic fisherman.



Chupacabra
2010
Goat horn, steel, silver
41 x 15 x 10 cm

Knife and fork set for serving meat dinners.

The idea is that the meat served reflects the animal in 
this serving set. Chupacabra means Goat-Sucker and 
is a mythical animal/alien thought to have been seen 
by witnesses in Central America sucking blood from 
livestock. Knife and fork: Necessary tools we humans 
need to have a meal. Horn: Necessary “tools” animals 
use for marking of rank, status, and defence.
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The goal of the “Vesterveg” project is to give partici-
pants increased understanding and knowledge about 
the common cultural heritage across the North Atlantic 
region. What is the most significant new knowledge 
about this heritage that you have gained from taking part 
in the project? What amazed me the most was to hear 
how the Norse language still persists, even on Shetland, 
and that with my sketchy text book knowledge of Old 
Norse I could understand both place names and spoken 
language.

Many contemporary artists see themselves as cultural 
“nomads” in a world with unlimited access to global 
information. What significance does your own cultural 
background have for you in this global setting? 
My personal background is a thorough mix of American 
and Russian with dashes of French thrown in for good 
measure. To me it was exciting to see that being “no-
mads” on the World Wide Web is not very different from 
being nomads in the physical sense of the word, just 
like my immediate family and in fact also the Norse and 
Viking travellers were.

Did you bring any ideas or expectations about what 
would be important for you to work on in this project, 
and if so, have they changed along the way? I must 
confess that I met with an entirely open mind and without 
preconceptions of any kind.

The North Atlantic region is bound together by the 
Atlantic Ocean. In your opinion, what cultural impulses 
seem to have been the most viable across the region? 
What seems to be the common denominator between the 
countries you have visited? A stubborn desire for Norse 
people to settle down in hostile environments with sheep 
and fish as our immediate neighbours.

What has been the most interesting experience in the 
project for you as a contemporary artist? The opportu-
nity to visit and meet friendly and hospitable colleagues 
in each location, and to learn about their local history 
and tradition.

Could you please elaborate a bit on your artistic con-
tribution and the idea behind it? The idea is loosely 
connected to the repeating patterns found in fishing nets 
and knitwear, both of which are typical of the region.

Elsie-Ann Hochlin
Norway
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They shoot stars, don’t they
Plywood and plastic
approx. 6 x 3 m
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They shoot stars, don’t they
Plywood and plastic
approx. 6 x 3 m



The goal of the “Vesterveg” project is to give participants 
increased understanding and knowledge about the com-
mon cultural heritage across the North Atlantic region. 
What is the most significant new knowledge about this 
heritage that you have gained from taking part in the 
project? When I first planned the “Vesterveg” project I 
had some ideas about the similarities in the cultural herit-
ages across the countries. After having travelled around 
the region I now see many similarities. Our languages 
have the same origin and they are still quite close. I was 
surprised to find that this also applies to Shetland. Norse 
words still flavour their English, particularly in old phras-
es and when they use their Shetland dialect. Names for 
birds, for instance, are often the same. Old sayings were 
often also recognisable and easily understood by all. 
One can easily see that it is not long ago when we spoke 
roughly the same language and understood each other 
perfectly.

Many contemporary artists see themselves as cultural 
“nomads” in a world with unlimited access to global 
information. What significance does your own cultural 
background have for you in this global setting?
My cultural heritage has been a treasure trove for me 
that I have been able to dive into and use in my artistic 
expression. Moreover, I find it gives me a sense of 
belonging that I think is expressed in my work. I feel very 
local in my foundation, but also part of a global world. 

What has surprised you the most in your encounter with 
the other artists? I had a certain idea what I wanted 
to work with before I started. I intended to work quite 
differently than how I ordinarily do. However, now that 
the project is drawing to a close and I have gone through 
the process, I again sense the theme that I normally feel 
in my artistic work.

Did you bring any ideas or expectations about what 
would be important for you to work on in this project, 
and if so, have they changed along the way? It surprised 
me how little we know about neighbouring societies and 
countries despite the fact that we are geographically so 
close. The cultural impulses that to me seem to have 
been the most viable are the ones related to working with 
raw materials, for instance, how to process wool and 
fish. As a consequence, the gastronomy in our barren 
region is quite special and a result of different ways of 
preserving food by dry curing, salting, soaking in brine 
and even burying in the ground.

Málfríður Aðalsteinsdóttir
Norway

Sporin 
2010
37 cm x 74 cm

What has been the most interesting experience in the 
project for you as a contemporary artist? It has really 
been great to have had an opportunity to discover and 
learn crafts and traditions dating back several centuries. 
The challenge now is to transfer what we have learned 
to contemporary artwork. It has been both a privilege 
and interesting to get to know each artist’s culture and 
country as seen through their eyes. This clearly enriched 
the project and made it also exciting to work together.

Could you please elaborate a bit on your artistic con-
tribution and the idea behind it? Two ideas became 
clear to me quite early. One is an idea that has changed 
constantly both in terms of expression, execution, mater
ials and technique. What I want to show is a composite 
work comprising elements taken from all four countries, 
in which I will use sketching and embroidery to tap into 
the vast treasure trove of textile tradition. 

The other is an audio work or a video which has mat
ured along the way. I think about it in terms of a poetic 
depiction of crafts and traditions from both the near and 
distant past into the present.
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Sporin 2010
Needle stitching, horsehair on wool
1.80 m x 2.0 m
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The goal of the “Vesterveg” project is to give partici-
pants increased understanding and knowledge about 
the common cultural heritage across the North Atlantic 
region. What is the most significant new knowledge 
about this heritage that you have gained from taking part 
in the project? What was most significant for me was 
first and foremost to experience the delicate thread that 
links these nations together; you feel the world getting 
smaller. Also the inventiveness and the subtlety to use 
whatever material and product each territory offers, and 
all the solutions the inhabitants have utilised for their fair 
sustenance.

Many contemporary artists see themselves as cultural 
“nomads” in a world with unlimited access to global 
information. What significance does your own cultural 
background have for you in this global setting? 
My cultural background becomes in many ways clearer 
after taking part in a project like this. Traditions are part 
of the national awareness. Icelandic is a language that 
has been preserved in the Icelandic sagas which deal 
with various role models the nation can still relate to 
today. Strong relations to the nature are also reflected in 
stories of fairies, dwarves, elves and trolls that many Ice-
landers grow up with as being real, and moreover, many 
landmarks bear names that reflect some story.

But usually the national cultural background interacts 
with global influences to form a unity; this maybe be-
comes more like two sides of one and the same coin.

Did you bring any ideas or expectations about what 
would be important for you to work on in this project, 
and if so, have they changed along the way? My idea 
for this project was always to collect and assimilate as 
much information on tradition and cultural heritage as I 
could, as these traditions and cultural heritage left over 
from previous generations are a never-ending source of 
wisdom. 

The North Atlantic region is bound together by the 
Atlantic Ocean. In your opinion, what cultural impulses 
seem to have been the most viable across the region? 
What seems to be the common denominator between the 
countries you have visited? In all the places we visited, 
you can see traces of old Nordic influences. They can be 
seen in the languages as well as in the crafts. Shipbuild-
ing is a prominent factor in all of these territories as 
the ocean plays a big role in the lives of the inhabitants. 
Forms used in the traditional buildings are apparently 
related, although the material used is different. Anglo-
Saxon popular culture is without doubt the most striking 
common denominator today, but it is good to go beyond 
that and examine the common Nordic roots.   

Kristín Reynisdóttir 
Iceland

A house for nets.
Wood, paper, 60 x 55 x 90 cm
Plexiglass, 110 x 80 cm

The prototype stands at Øygarden outside of Bergen in Norway.

What has been the most interesting experience in the 
project for you as a contemporary artist? The nature in 
each of these places was the most interesting experi-
ence, as well as the phenomenal influences it has had on 
forms and patterns in all the manmade things we came 
across.

My conversations with natives from these places were 
also an interesting experience, to learn how our forefa-
thers had aesthetics as a guiding light in their crafts, and 
to see and discover the courage, diligence and concern 
embedded in the manmade things that have survived.

Could you please elaborate a bit on your artistic contri-
bution and the idea behind it? I will use the material 
I have gathered during my participation in the project 
to make three-dimensional art works, which will include 
videos and photographs.

My work deals with inner and outer worlds.
I exhibit the phenomenon Netja (reticulation), which is 
a membrane of suet that covers the insides of animals; 
a double membrane that covers the stomach absorbs 
suet and functions as a store of fat for protection and for 
repair. At its core it implies purpose, and what supplies 
are needed for subsistence in the northern regions.

I also exhibit a house for nets, which had the function of 
drying nets made of cotton. The fish in the North Atlantic 
have been a cache for the inhabitants of Iceland, the 
Faroe Islands, Shetland and Norway, and it has linked 
these nations and moulded their relations through the 
years.
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Reticulation/Netja
Wood glass and netja
35  x 55 cm 

The Icelandic word Netja stands also for -netju-mör/suet. netju-ský/cloud. 
netju-þykkni/concentrate. húð-netja/skin,membrane.

30 31



The goal of the “Vesterveg” project is to give participants 
increased understanding and knowledge about the com-
mon cultural heritage across the North Atlantic region. 
What is the most significant new knowledge about this 
heritage that you have gained from taking part in the 
project? The project interests me as a rare chance to 
be acquainted with my neighbours in the north and to 
research the common elements and circumstances by 
which our society has greatly been formed. As Iceland-
ers are perhaps most familiar with the Faroe Islands, 
both countries being former colonies of Denmark, I was 
surprised to know how much Icelanders share with the 
Shetland Islands. Our culture is largely formed by the 
sea and the weather conditions.

Many contemporary artists see themselves as cultural 
“nomads” in a world with unlimited access to global 
information. What significance does your own cultural 
background have for you in this global setting? I suppose 
that Icelanders see their language and geographical posi-
tion, situated midway between Europe and America, as 
their main distinctiveness. The language, mediaeval liter-
ary heritage, weather and identity as an islander—these 
are conditions that inform my cultural background as an 
artist. In that aspect, my source is very much inspired by 
my cultural identity; I consider myself less of a cultural 
“nomad”. 

Did you bring any ideas or expectations about what 
would be important for you to work on in this project, 
and if so, have they changed along the way? For these 
visits, I have tried to be free from prepared plans or 
preconceptions of what awaits us. The visits and the 
collaboration have been very enjoyable and informative. 
My participation in the project has added to my sources 
of inspiration and has enriched my practice. 

The North Atlantic region is bound together by the 
Atlantic Ocean. In your opinion, what cultural impulses 
seem to have been the most viable across the region? 
What seems to be the common denominator between the 
countries you have visited? The proximity to the sea is 
obviously the common denominator of these countries, 
and as a source of food but also a destructive force, 
it has shaped their existence. The fishing industry has 
long been a main contributor to Iceland’s economy. But 
with globalization the emphasis has changed; the region 
seems to be at a crossroads.

Guðjón Ketilsson
Iceland

Could you please elaborate a bit on your artistic con-
tribution and the idea behind it? For these visits, I have 
extensively photographed various objects and situa-
tions similar to those in my own home country, as well 
as historically and geographically intriguing ones such 
as certain phenomena in the landscape, local building 
materials, architecture, crafts and design.

I have used these photographs as point of reference for 
my works, made specifically for the project. During the 
visits, I have been especially drawn to the lighthouses 
of each location—these easily recognizable, beautifully 
shining towers, their role being to rescue seafarers, 
giving a warning of shoals to passing ships.

Lighthouses are not only tall buildings with a powerful 
light at the top. They are symbolically charged, which 
has through time been reflected in the culture of most 
nations of seafarers through lyrics, sayings and visual 
arts. 

One could say that my works in this exhibition are por-
traits of particular lighthouses of each of the countries 
in the North Atlantic Ocean.

32 Sequence (Shetland)
2009
Ink drawing
76 x 56 cm
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Lighthouses 
2009
Painted wood, metal
150  x 25  x 25 cm
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The goal of the “Vesterveg” project is to give partici-
pants increased understanding and knowledge about 
the common cultural heritage across the North Atlantic 
region. What is the most significant new knowledge 
about this heritage that you have gained from taking 
part in the project? Knowledge about whales and the 
history of whaling, particularly in Faroese communities, 
is perhaps the most significant new knowledge I gained 
about our North Atlantic heritage during the project. 
This knowledge surprised me and challenged my views 
about the role of whaling and, more broadly, the delicate 
balance between our basic needs for survival and social 
responsibility. As a result, I have gained increased under
standing about the idea of “community”, the roots of our 
cultural practices and our relationship to the environment 
both locally and globally.

Many contemporary artists see themselves as cultural 
“nomads” in a world with unlimited access to global 
information. What significance does your own cultural 
background have for you in this global setting? My back-
ground has taught me the importance of culture to foster 
mutual understanding and tolerance. It has instilled in 
me a curiosity to find out firsthand about different places 
through travel and cultural exchange. I am especially 
drawn to cultures that are very different from my cultural 
background and feel at home in a number of places. 
I was born into the McCarthy era in America and grew 
up during the height of the Cold War. I lived in Moscow 
before moving to London in l975, where I was based until 
1998. I first visited Shetland in 1985 and, after visiting 
regularly and realising a number of projects, moved there 
permanently in 2000.

Did you bring any ideas or expectations about what 
would be important for you to work on in this project, 
and if so, have they changed along the way? For a variety 
of reasons, practical, artistic and conceptual, my ideas 
for my work have changed significantly over the period 
of the project. Gift-giving and exchange, alongside colla
boration and participation, play an important role in my 
practice. It’s perhaps therefore somewhat disappoint-
ing that I have not been able to develop my early ideas 
around participatory and collaborative works. Nonethe-
less, I am very happy to be working with film, a medium 
that I have been developing in the last decade, and I am 
delighted by the way my work has evolved. 

The North Atlantic region is bound together by the 
Atlantic Ocean. In your opinion, what cultural impulses 
seem to have been the most viable across the region? 
What seems to be the common denominator between 
the countries you have visited? I am sure everyone in 
this project has found the cultural impulses across these 

Roxane Permar
Shetland

countries to be incredibly complex. Traces of common 
denominators seem to resonate across each country, 
with each place, nonetheless remaining very distinctive. 
I have impressions of warm communities deeply in tune 
with their land and sea, welcoming yet close-knit; also of 
rich material cultures, including everywhere boats and 
textiles, sweaters, sails and nets. I sense independence 
and clearly defined cultural identities underpinned by 
contradictions, visionaries and mavericks. Languages 
intertwine, and lineage runs deep.

What has been the most interesting experience in the 
project for you as a contemporary artist? Initially I was 
very interested to see how these countries compare to 
Shetland and with each other. Then the creative journey 
itself became a very exciting experience because it 
generated many new ideas and possibilities for work. 
The research visits were of course fundamental to this 
whole process, intense experiences generating constant 
learning, stimulation and challenge. The time in between 
these visits, when I digested, tested and changed artistic 
direction, was very important and has in the end proved 
to be most interesting for the way it has enabled me to 
take risks and refine my visual response to the entire 
experience.

Could you please elaborate a bit on your artistic contri-
bution and the idea behind it? I have made four films, 
one per location, which move very slowly, almost imper-
ceptibly. They reveal impressions, or traces, like tracks 
in the sand; imprints that change constantly, just as our 
lives are not fixed but always in a state of flux. 

The films are white. I decided to use white following 
a moment of epiphany at the Natural History Museum 
in the Faroes when I learned about the way people in 
the past used a white domestic “blanket” to signal the 
sighting of whales. This small piece of information linked 
many of my interests through a symbolic motif—textiles, 
communication, people working together, our relation-
ship to the natural world and the maritime heritage of 
each location.  

The colour white and the rectangular form of the 
“blanket” have brought discipline, focus and clarity 
to my thinking as well as visual coherence to the 
hundreds of memories I collected from these countries. 
The colour white also carries meaning in its own right. 
It evokes many associations, which I hope add a sense 
of ambiguity and resonance to my work.

36 37Imprints
2010
DVD film
02:00:00
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The goal of the “Vesterveg” project is to give participants 
increased understanding and knowledge about the com-
mon cultural heritage across the North Atlantic region. 
What is the most significant new knowledge about this 
heritage that you have gained from taking part in the 
project? Shetland is an interesting place to come from; 
it is rich in physical remains of Pictish settlements and 
Viking colonization. The Scandinavian language was 
the vernacular of Shetland for 800 to 900 years. Norn 
was replaced by Scots in the 1700s, leaving Shetland 
with historical cultural connections to the north, and its 
government and economic infrastructure to the south. In 
order to get a fuller understanding of our cultural herit-
age we must look north as well as south. I could say we 
are drawn north; Shetlanders do think warmly of their 
Norwegian, Faroese and Icelandic “neighbours”.

Many contemporary artists see themselves as cultural 
“nomads” in a world with unlimited access to global 
information. What significance does your own cultural 
background have for you in this global setting? I am con-
tent not to be a cultural “nomad’’. Shetland has reflected 
itself back in a global setting, time and time again, by 
meeting demands for its amazing textiles and home-
grown products. It is important to know who you are: 
I could, and undoubtedly do, absorb other influences, but 
am content with what I have. We say best what we know 
best. I can also say that taking part in “I Vesterveg” has 
left me thinking about Shetland as part of a “northern 
identity’’.

Did you bring any ideas or expectations about what 
would be important for you to work on in this project, 
and if so, have they changed along the way? It is difficult 
to define the most significant new knowledge about our 
heritage that I have gained. I was surprised at how simi-
lar our natural languages are—the Shetland dialect with 
Icelandic, Faroese and Norwegian—when English is set 
aside. Almost every place name in use in Shetland can 
be traced back to the Vikings, some bird and fish names 
are also the same, and numerous other words were said 
the same way with the same meaning. 

I am left with the knowledge that our links are strong, 
but also very fragile, being eroded by time and global 
influences.

Barbara Ridland
Shetland

The North Atlantic region is bound together by the 
Atlantic Ocean. In your opinion, what cultural impulses 
seem to have been the most viable across the region? 
What seems to be the common denominator between the 
countries you have visited? We are connected by the sea 
and clean, cooler northern air; we work with the weather, 
in that our northern climate restricts when we can take 
the boat out fishing and what we grow for crops and in 
our gardens. Nothing is guaranteed; we get out into the 
sun when it is there. In latitude we experience a greater 
contrast in difference in the light and dark in summer and 
winter. We are described as insular communities, but 
have come together through fishing, smuggling, whaling, 
wars and the more recent oil industry. It is easy to under-
stand how traditional stories spread and are similar in all 
these places.

In the past we have lived simply working with what is 
there. Men were often away working for long periods, 
leaving the women at home with the families, cumulating 
in strong independent people, skilled on land and at sea. 

What has been the most interesting experience in the 
project for you as a contemporary artist? As a contem-
porary artist the most interesting experience has been 
gaining an understanding of the other participants’ 
inspirations. The most interesting will be seeing the 
final art works and hearing the individual artists thinking 
behind them.

Could you please elaborate a bit on your artistic con-
tribution and the idea behind it? I work mainly as a 
freelance designer in knitwear, and have an interest 
in traditional basket-making as a sculptural art form. 
With no commercial constraints my work becomes an 
expression of identity, fresh space and light, flight of 
birds, fish and flora, theatrical folklore, myths and leg-
ends. The people of the North Atlantic countries thought 
that the hills and the sea were full of mysterious persons 
who could metamorphose themselves into the likeness of 
beast, bird or fish; fishermen saw sea monsters that were 
perhaps sharks or whales. My art pieces for 
“I Vesterveg” are based on these mythical creatures. 
At the same time I want to say that we are similar people, 
who have developed in different ways. I also try to show 
the beauty of these northern places and to let the real 
experiences I took part in to come through.

40 Finns – Mythical Creatures
Straw weaving technique
Recycled cardboard and seagrass 
50 x 40 x20 cm
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Straw weaving technique
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Languages in the Nordic countries 
past and present, with particular emphasis on the 
western insular languages
Arne Torp

Det området vi kaller Norden, er vidstrakt, og omfatter 
i alt fem stater: Danmark, med Færøyene og Grønland, 
Finland, Island, Norge og Sverige, slik vi ser på kart 1.

I dette området blir det tradisjonelt snakka mange ulike 
språk, som hører til tre helt forskjellige språkfamilier:

indoeuropeisk
germansk
nordisk (= nord-germansk)
svensk, dansk, norsk, færøysk, islandsk

uralsk
finsk-ugrisk
samisk	 østersjøfinsk
nordsamisk, lulesamisk,	 finsk
sørsamisk

eskimoisk-aleutisk
grønlandsk

Av disse språka snakkes grønlandsk bare på Grønland, 
finsk stort sett i Finland, men også av minoriteter i Sve-
rige (meänkieli i Tornedalen) og Norge (kvensk i Troms 
og Finnmark), mens de samiske språka er minoritets-
språk på hele Nordkalotten (nordlige Finland, Norge og 
Sverige + Kolahalvøya). De nordiske språka er majori-
tetsspråk i resten av Norden (se kartet). 

The area we call the Nordic Countries is large and 
contains the states Denmark (with Faroe), Greenland, 
Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden, as we can see 
on Map 1.

In this area many different languages are spoken; they 
belong to three separate language families:

Indo-European
Germanic
Nordic Languages (= North Germanic)
Swedish, Danish, Norwegian, Faroese, Icelandic

Uralic
Finno-Ugric
Sami	 Baltic Finnish
Northern Sami,	 Finnish
Lule Sami,
Southern Sami

Eskimo-Aleut
Greenlandic

Greenlandic is spoken only in Greenland; Finnish is 
spoken mainly in Finland, but dialects of it are spoken 
by minorities in Sweden and Norway (Meänkieli, in the 
Torne Valley and Kvennish, in the provinces of Troms and 
Finnmark, respectively); the Sami languages are minor-
ity languages spoken in Nordkalotten (the “Cap of the 
North”, situated north of Finland, Norway and Sweden).                    

Nordiske = nordgermanske språk

De nordiske eller nordgermanske språka kommer opp-
havlig fra Skandinavia, jf. at nordiske språk ofte kalles 
skandinaviske språk (Scandinavian) på engelsk. I dag 
blir nordiske språk både snakka i Skandinavia og på de 
nordatlantiske øyene Island og Færøyene, mens vestger-
manske språk blir snakka på det europeiske kontinentet 
(nederlandsk og tysk) og de britiske øyene (engelsk). 
På kart 2 er nordiske språk markert med blå og turkis 
farge, mens de vestgermanske språka er markert med 
rødt (engelsk) og grønnfarge (nederlandsk og tysk). 

Men i vikingtida var det nordiske språkområdet langt 
større enn i dag. På kart 3 ser vi utbredelsen av german-
ske språk på 900-tallet; fargemarkeringene er de samme 
som på kart 2.

De blå områdene i øst (Baltikum og Russland) viser det 
såkalte Garðaríki, den blå stripa sør for England er 
Normandie, mens de turkise områdene i vest dekker 
store deler av De britiske øyene + alle øyene i Atlanter
havet fra Shetland i øst til og med Grønland i vest (det 
siste utenfor kartet). I alle disse oversjøiske områdene er 
det altså bare på Island og Færøyene at språket frem
deles er nordisk.

Nordic Languages	

The Nordic, or North Germanic, languages (often called 
the “Scandinavian languages” in English) originated 
in Scandinavia.  Today, Nordic languages are spoken 
both in Scandinavia and on the North Atlantic islands 
of Iceland and Faroe. West Germanic languages are 
spoken on the European Continent (Dutch and German) 
and in Great Britain (English). On Map 2, the Nordic 
languages are marked in blue and turquoise, while the 
West Germanic languages are marked in red (English) 
and green (Dutch and German).

But during the Viking Age, the area in which Nordic 
languages were spoken covered a much larger area than 
today. On Map 3, we can see the expansion of Germanic 
language in the 10th century; the colour markings are the 
same as on Map 2.

The blue areas in the east (the Baltic and Russia) 
represent the so-called Garðaríki; the blue stripe south 
of England is Normandy, while the turquoise areas in the 
west cover large parts of Great Britain and all the islands 
in the Atlantic from Shetland in the east to Greenland 
in the west (outside the map). Of all of these overseas 
areas, only Iceland and Faroe retain a Nordic language.  

Here are examples of some ways in which the Nordic 
and other Germanic languages differ:

Sound characteristics
j falls away in the 	 English: year, young, yoke
beginning of a word	 Old Norse: ár, ungr, ok

w falls away before 	 English: word, wolf, wool
rounded vowels	 Old Norse: orð, ulfr, ull

Characteristics in the system of inflection
	 English: the word, the wolf
	 Old Norse: orðit, ulfrinn
	 English: they meet (each
	 other) 
	 Old Norse: þau møtask
	 (jf. Norwegian: de møtes)

From Proto-Norse, the common ancestor of all Nordic 
languages, to Old Norse, the common Norwegian-
Icelandic language

For a period lasting 1500 years, language in Scandinavia 
was completely different from how it is today, and we 
know it only from small runic inscriptions. 

Språk i Norden før og nå – med spesiell vekt på de 
vestnordiske øyspråka
Arne Torp

Kart 1
Norden

Map 1
The Nordic Countries

Kart 2
Germanske språk i dag

Map 2
Germanic languages today

Kart 3
Germanske språk på 900-tallet

Map 3
Germanic in the 10th century

Greenland

Iceland

Faroe 
Islands

Svalbard

Jan Mayen

Norway

Denmark

  Finland

Sweden

North Atlantic Ocean

skandinaviske 
språk 

vestgermanske  
språk 
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Her er noen språklige kjennetegn som skiller nordiske 
språk fra andre germanske språk:

Lydlige særtrekk
j faller bort først i ordet	 engelsk: year, young, yoke
	 norrønt: ár, ungr, ok

w faller bort foran 	 engelsk: word, wolf, wool
runda vokaler	 norrønt: orð, ulfr, ull

Særtrekk i bøyingssystemet	
etterhengt bestemt 	 engelsk: the word, the wolf
artikkel	 norrønt: orðit, ulfrinn
refleksive verb (det 	 engelsk: they meet (each 
refleksive pronomenet 	 other) 
sik (= seg) blir en 	 norrønt: þau møtask
verbendelse –sk 	 (jf. norsk: de møtes)

Fra urnordisk, det felles utgangspunktet for alle nordiske 
språk, til norrønt, det felles norsk-islandske språket

For ca. 1500 år var språket i Skandinavia helt ulikt de 
moderne språka, og vi kjenner det bare fra ganske korte 
runeinnskrifter.

På 1200-tallet oppfatta folk i de ulike delene av det 
nordiske området antakelig språket som mer eller mindre 
det samme. Den islandske historikeren Snorri Sturluson 
(1179-1243) omtalte for eksempel sitt språk både som 
dQnsk tunga (dansk tunge) og norrøna – ordet íslenska 
dukker først opp på 1400-tallet, og samtidig begynner 
en også å omtale språket i Norge som nornsk, som er 
norn + sk, seinere forenkla til norsk. Ordet ”norsk” blir 
på nederlandsk Noors, og dette gir i sin tur det engelske 
ordet Norse, og Old Norse er det samme som norrøna, 
som også er opprinnelsen til norn, navnet på det gamle 
språket på Shetland og Orknøyene.

Fra norrønt til moderne skandinaviske språk

Etter norrøn tid ble språket i Skandinavia veldig forandra, 
og det skyldtes i stor grad påvirkning fra nedertysk (plat-
tysk), som var det språket hansakjøpmennene brukte. 
Her følger det en setning i tre ulike versjoner; den første 
er på moderne norsk, og her er de nordiske orda kursi-
vert, mens alt det andre som ikke er kursivert, er lånord 
fra nedertysk. Deretter følger setningen på nedertysk, 
og til slutt kommer den samme setningen på islandsk, og 
her er de nedertyske orda understreket. 

Moderne norsk (bokmål):
Skredderen tenkte at trøya passet fortreffelig, men 
kunden klaget og mente at plagget var kort og tøyet 
simpelt og grovt.

Nedertysk:
De schrâder dachte dat die trôie vortreffelik paste, men 
de kunde klâgde und mênde dat die plagge kort was und 
dat tüg simpel und grof.

Moderne islandsk:
Klæðskerinn hélt að skyrtan passaði fullkomlega, en 
viðskiptavinurinn kvartaði og taldi að flíkin væri stutt og 
efnið einfalt og gróft.

Dette eksemplet viser at det er veldig mange nedertyske 
ord i skandinaviske språk, og langt færre i islandsk.

Men det er ikke bare de nedertyske orda som skaper 
avstand mellom islandsk og skandinaviske språk, det er 
mange andre ord også som er forskjellige, slik disse tre 
setningene viser. Den første er riktignok nokså forståelig 
for en skandinav, men den andre er verre, og den tredje 
helt ubegripelig: 

1.	� Konan talaði við manninn sinn um bílinn. (=Kona talte 
med mannen sin om bilen.)

2.	� Kerlingin mætti tröllinu á fjallinu. (= Kjerringa møtte 
trollet på fjellet.)

3.	� Sjónvarpið bilaði þegar ég var að horfa á fréttirnar. (= 
Fjernsynet gikk i stykker mens jeg så på nyhetene.)

	  
Ei fornuftig inndeling av de moderne nordiske språka 
basert på innbyrdes forståelighet, blir dermed seende 
slik ut:

nordisk
øynordisk	 skandinavisk
	 nordskandinavisk	 sørskandinavisk
islandsk	 norsk, svensk	 dansk
færøysk	

In the 11th century, people in the different parts of the 
Nordic area probably perceived their languages as being 
more or less the same. The Icelandic historian Snorri 
Sturluson (1179-1243) described his language both as the 
Dønsk tunga (Danish tongue) and Norrøna (Old Norse) 
–  the word Islenska (Icelandic) does not appear until 
the the 13th century.  At that same time (13th century), 
the language in Norway was named Nornsk (Norn + 
sk), later simplified to Norsk (Norwegian).  The word 
Norsk becomes Noors in Dutch, which is the origin of 
the English word “Norse”.  The origin of Norn, the name 
of the old language of Shetland and Orkney was Norrøn 
(Old Norse).

From Old Norse to modern Scandinavian languages

After this time, the language in Scandinavia changed a 
great deal: this was due to an increased influence of Low 
German (Plattdeutsch), which was the language of the 
Hanseatic League. The following is a sentence in three 
different versions: the first in modern Norwegian, the 
second in Low German and the third in Modern Ice-
landic.  The one in Norwegian has the Nordic words in 
italics and the Icelandic one has the Low German words 
underlined.

Modern Norwegian (bokmål):
Skredderen tenkte at trøya passet fortreffelig, men 
kunden klaget og mente at plagget var kort og tøyet 
simpelt og grovt.

Low German:
De schrâder dachte dat die trôie vortreffelik paste, men 
de kunde klâgde und mênde dat die plagge kort was und 
dat tüg simpel und grof.

Modern Icelandic:
Klæðskerinn hélt að skyrtan passaði fullkomlega, en 
viðskiptavinurinn kvartaði og taldi að flíkin væri stutt og 
efnið einfalt og gróft.

This example demonstrates the presence of a great 
number of Low German words in Scandinavian languag-
es, and fewer in Icelandic.

But it is not only Low German words which create 
distance between Icelandic and Scandinavian; there are 
also many other words that differ, as is shown in the fol-
lowing three sentences. The first sentence is admittedly 
quite understandable to a Scandinavian, but the next is 
less so and the last is completely unintelligible:

1.	� Konan talaði við manninn sinn um bílinn. (=Kona talte 
med mannen sin om bilen.)

2.	� Kerlingin mætti tröllinu á fjallinu. (= Kjerringa møtte 
trollet på fjellet.)

3.	� Sjónvarpið bilaði þegar ég var að horfa á fréttirnar.  
(= Fjernsynet gikk i stykker mens jeg så på nyhetene.)

With English translation:
1.	� Konan talaði við manninn sinn um bílinn. (= The wife 

talked to her husband about the car.)
2.	� Kerlingin mætti tröllinu á fjallinu. (= The woman met 

the troll in the mountains.)
3.	� Sjónvarpið bilaði þegar ég var að horfa á fréttirnar.  

(= The television broke while I was watching the 
news.)

A sensible representation of the modern Nordic languag-
es’ mutual intelligibility looks like this:

Nordic
Insular 	 Scandinavian
Scandinavian	
	 North 	 South
	 Scandinavian	 Scandinavian
Icelandic, 	 Norwegian, 	 Danish
Faroese 	 Swedish

Grammatically, Insular Scandinavian and Scandiniavian 
are quite dissimilar, due in particular to the preserva-
tion of Old Norse inflection in Icelandic.  In comparison, 
Scandinavian’s inflection is greatly simplified.

Insular Scandinavian	 Scandinavian
 
Grammatical cases	 No cases
isl. hesturinn, um hestinn, 	 da./no. (bm.) (om fra, til) 
frá hestinum, til hestsins	 hesten
fær. hesturin, um/til hestin, 	 sv. (om, från till) hästen
frá hestinum
(eng. around, from, to (the horse).)

Verbal inflection 		      No verbal inflection
in person and numbers	 in person and numbers
isl. ég kem, þú kemur, 	 da. jeg, du, hun, vi, 
hún kemur, við komum, 	 I, de kommer
þið komið, þær koma	 sv. jag du, hon, vi, ni, 
fær. eg komi, tú kemur, 	 de kommer
hon kemur, vit, tit, 	 (ny-)no. eg, du, ho, me, 
tær koma	 de, dei kjem
(eng. I, you, she, we, you, they come)
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Grammatisk er også øynordisk og skandinavisk ulike, 
ettersom øynordisk, og spesielt islandsk, har bevart mye 
av det norrøne bøyingssystemet, mens skandinavisk er 
sterkt forenkla, slik vi ser her: 

Øynordisk	 Skandinavisk
 
kasussystem	 ingen kasus
isl. hesturinn, um hestinn, 	 da./no.(bm.) (om fra, 
frá hestinum, til hestsins	 til) hesten
fær. hesturin, um/til 	 sv. (om, från till) hästen
hestin, frá hestinum

verbbøying 		      ikke verbbøying
i person og tall	 i person og tall
isl. ég kem, þú kemur, 	 da. jeg, du, hun, vi, 
hún kemur, við komum, 	 I, de kommer
þið komið, þær koma	 sv. jag du, hon, vi, ni, 
fær. eg komi, tú kemur, 	 de kommer
hon kemur, vit, tit, 	 (ny-)no. eg, du, ho, 
tær koma	 me, de, dei kjem

Spesielle likheter mellom øynordiske språk og vestnorsk

Det fins en hel del interessante lydlige likheter mellom de 
øynordiske språka og spesielt sørvestnorske dialekter. En 
av de mest interessante parallellene (det fins også flere 
andre) er utviklinga av norrønt ll til ddl, i ord som norr. 
kalla, som både på islandsk og færøysk blir uttalt kaddla 
(men skrevet kalla). I Norge fins denne utviklinga i det 
området som vist på kart 4.

Disse og andre lydutviklinger (f.eks. utviklinga av gam-
mel lang a til ao i området Hardanger-Sogn og på Island: 
mál > maol) skyldes kanskje en slags iboende tendens 
til slike lydutviklinger i det gammelvestlandske språket 
utvandrerne tok med seg fra Norge, men denne uttalen 
kan ikke ha eksistert før etter låndnåmstida, for da ville 
den ha vist seg også i skrift alt fra første stund, men spor 
av slike former finner vi ikke før langt seinere. 

Noen ord om norn

Det nordiske språket på Shetland og Orknøyene, norn, 
som ble fortrengt av Scots (skotskengelsk) trolig på 
16-1700-tallet, var sannsynligvis mer likt norsk (vest-
landsk) enn både færøysk og islandsk er, men fordi 
norn ikke ble skrevet ned før det var nærmest utdødd, 
er det vanskelig å vite akkurat hvordan det var. Det er 
likevel grunn til å regne med at norn har hatt mange av 
de samme spesielle ”vestnorske” lydutviklingene som vi 
finner i islandsk og/eller færøysk; det lille som er bevart 
av språkprøver, tyder i alle fall på det. Her er et Fadervår 
på Shetlands-norn fra 1700-tallet:

Fy vor or er i Chimeri.
Halaght vara nam dit. 
La Konungdum din cumma.
La vill din vera guerde 
i vrildin sindaeri chimeri.
Gav vus dagh u dagloght brau. 
Forgive sindorwara
sin vi forgiva gem ao sinda gainst wus. 
Lia wus ikè o vera tempa, 
but delivra wus fro adlu idlu. 
For do i ir Kongungdum, u puri, u glori,
Amen 

Vi ser opplagte innslag av engelsk i denne teksten, som 
gainst, but, delivra, puri, u glori; og en del former er nok 
forvanska, men likevel er det klart at det er et norrønt 
språk som ligger bak; og vi finner også typiske vestnor-
diske lydutviklinger som ll > ddl (jf. ovenfor): fro adlu idlu 
er nesten helt likt islandsk frá öllu illu, uttalt frao øddlu 
illu. Her ser vi dessuten at norn har hatt i alle fall rester 
av dativ da dette ble skrevet ned, for uten dativ ville det 
hett fro alt ilt (som også er notert i andre versjoner).

Significant parallels between insular Scandinavian and 
West Norwegian

There exist some interesting parallels in sound between 
insular Scandinavian languages and in particular south-
west Norwegian dialects.

One of the most exciting ones (there are several oth-
ers), is the retention in Faroese, Icelandic and the West 
Norweigan dialects of the Old Norse pronunciation of 
the phoneme ll as ddl, as in the originally Old Norse 
Faroese and Icelandic word Kalla, pronounced Kaddla.  
In Norway this pronunciation is used in the area showed 
in Map 4:

These and other sound developments (for example, the 
change of the old long a to ao in the Hardanger-Sogn 
area and the change from mál to maol –  “measure” – in 
Iceland, were possibly caused by an inherent tendency 
in the old West Norwegian immigrants, but probably not: 
this pronunciation could not have existed until after the 
Landnåmstida (settlement of Iceland) because it would 
have appeared in written language immediately and 
traces of the form are not found until much later.

Some words on Norn

The Nordic language on Shetland and Orkney, Norn, 
which was suppressed by Scots in the 15th to 16th cen-
turies, was probably closer to Norwegian (West Coast) 
than both Faroese and Icelandic, but because Norn was 
not written down until it was almost extinct, it is difficult 
to known for sure.

It is, however, reasonable to presume that Norn un-
derwent many of the same special “West Norwegian” 
pronunciation changes we find in Icelandic and Faroese; 
the small number of preserved samples points in this 
direction. Here is a version of the Lord’s Prayer in Shet-
land Norn from 16th century:

Fy vor or er i Chimeri.
Halaght vara nam dit. 
La Konungdum din cumma.
La vill din vera guerde 
i vrildin sindaeri chimeri.
Gav vus dagh u dagloght brau. 
Forgive sindorwara
sin vi forgiva gem ao sinda gainst wus. 
Lia wus ikè o vera tempa, 
but delivra wus fro adlu idlu. 
For do i ir Kongungdum, u puri, u glori,
Amen 

We can see obvious traces of English in this text, in 
gainst, but, delivra, puri, u glori,  but it is clearly an Old 
Norse language at its root: we find typical West Nordic 
pronunciation changes like ll to ddl, and fro adlu idlu is 
almost the same as the Icelandic frá öllu illu, pronounced 
frao øddlu illu. Here we also can see that Norn has at 
least had traces of the dative when this was written, 
because without the dative it would have been fro alt ilt 
(which is also printed in other versions).

The spoken language in Orkney and Shetland today is 
a dialect of English, but there are several memories of 
Norn in the vocabulary: see The Shetland Dictionary                                                                                                                                       
(http://sh.shetlanddictionary.com/index.php?title Main_
Page).

Kart 4 
Utvikling av f.eks. kalla > kaddla 
eller kadde

Map 4 
Development of e.g. kalla > kaddla 
eller kadde (kalla=called/named)

kaddla

kadde
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Tradition, Images and Rituals. The Meeting 
Between the Mediterranean and the North Atlantic.
Henning Laugerud

Tittelen på denne lille artikkelen kan ved første øyekast 
kanskje virke noe underlig, for Middelhavet og Nord-
Atlanteren ”møtes” jo strengt tatt ikke rent geografisk. 
Men på det historiske og kulturelle området gjør de 
absolutt det. Gjennom begrepene ”tradisjon” og ”møte” 
antyder også tittelen noe dynamisk og bevegelig. Derfor 
kan et passende motiv og startsted for vår lille vandring 
her kan være bildet av en pilegrim fra et av kapitelre-
lieffene i Urnes stavkirke, laget en gang på 1100-tallet. 
Pilegrimen var en kvinne – eller mann – i bevegelse og 
på reise, en “homo viator”. I en middelaldersk forståelse 
kunne hele menneskelivet erkjennes som en reise fra 
det jordiske til det himmelske. Og det er nettopp dette 
som er vårt tema. Reiser og bevegelser av ulik art, både 
kulturelle og historiske, i tid og rom.

Vi skal ta utgangspunkt i det vi ofte oppfatter som et av 
de mest typisk norske bidragene til verdens kulturarv, 
nemlig stavkirkene. Urnes stavkirke et opplagt utgangs-
punkt, siden den er et av de få monumenter fra Norge på 
UNESCOs World Heritage List.

Stavkirkene

Urnes stavkirke ble bygget omkring 1130, men interiøret 
inneholder både eldre og nyere bygningselementer. Noen 
av de mest kjente delene fra kirken er dyreornamentene 
på nordveggen. De stammer fra en eldre bygning fra om-
kring 1050-1080. Det er også en rekke endringer og om-
bygninger fra 1600- og 1700-tallet. Dette er typisk for alle 
de bevarte stavkirker, en nærmest ”organisk” historie. 
Aldri frosset til en bestemt tid, og heller ikke alltid til et 
bestemt sted fordi det var slett ikke uvanlig å flytte byg-
ningene. Stavkonstruksjonen gjorde dette relativt enkelt. 
Det er i dag ikke mer en 28 stavkirker igjen i Norge, av et 
opprinnelig antall på omkring 2000-3000 som bel bygget 
fra omkring år 1000 til en gang på slutten av 1400-tallet. 
De fleste har forsvunnet, ikke fordi trebygninger har kort 
levetid, men fordi de ble for små og for lite funksjonelle.

Bygg av denne type var imidlertid ikke begrenset til 
middelalderens Norge. Man har funnet rester og spor 
etter tilsvarende konstruksjoner både i Sverige, Danmark 
og England. Det var stavkirker på Island, sannsynligvis 
bygget av importert tømmer fra Norge, og høyst sann-
synlig også på de andre øyene i Nordsjøområdet. Det 
all grunn til å tro at dette var en bygningstype som var 
utbredt over hele Nord-Europa i tidlig middelalder frem 
til 1000-tallet. Etter hvert ble de avløst av kirkebygninger 
i stein, som det jo også finnes mange av i Norge.
Det har ofte vært slik at når man snakker om ”stavkirker” 
så har man fokusert på deres stavhet, hvordan de er kon-
struert, og hva de er bygget av. Dette er selvfølgelig også 
interessant, men for å forstå hva en stavkirke er må vi se 

The title of this essay may seem at first somewhat 
strange, because The Mediterranean and the North 
Atlantic do not really “meet” in the strictly geographi-
cal sense. But in the historical and cultural field they 
absolutely do.  Through the concepts of “tradition” and 
“meeting”, the title points towards something dynamic 
and in motion.

Therefore an appropriate motif and point of departure for 
this small journey can be the image of a pilgrim from one 
of the capital reliefs from Urnes Stave Church, created 
in the 10th century.  The Pilgrim was a woman or man 
in motion and travelling, a “Homo viator”. In a Medieval 
understanding, all of human life could be recognised 
as a journey from the earth-bound to heavenly-resided. 
And this is exactly our subject: different journeys and 
motions, both cultural and historical and in time and 
space.  We will have as a basis what we tend to perceive 
as one of the most typical Norwegian contributions to 
the worlds heritage: namely, the stave churches, and, 
in particular, Urnes Stave Church, an obvious starting 
point, being one of very few monuments from Norway on 
UNESCOs World Heritage List.  

The stave churches

Urnes Stave Church was built around the year 1130, but 
the interior contains both older and later construction 
elements.  Some of the most famous elements of Urnes 
Stave Church, for example the animal ornamentation 
on the North wall, originate from an older building from 
approximately 1050-1080, and there are also changes and 
reconstructions from the 15th and 16th century. This is 
typical for all the preserved staves, a history close to “or-
ganic”.  They were never frozen in one time, or even to 
a certain place, because it was not unusual to move the 
buildings. The stave’s construction made this a relatively 
effortless task.

Today no more than 28 stave churches are left in Nor-
way, from an original number of about 2000-3000 which 
were built between the year 1000 and the end of the 15th 
century.  Most of them have disappeared, not because 
the wooden buildings have a short life span, but because 
they became too small and less functional.

This style of building, however, is not limited to Medi-
eval Norway. Traces and remains have been found from 
corresponding constructions in Sweden, Denmark and 
England. There were stave churches in Iceland (probably 
built on timber imported from Norway) and most cer-
tainly also on the other islands in the North Sea. Actually, 
there are many reasons to believe that this was a build-
ing type which was spread all over Northern Europe in 

Tradisjoner, bilder og ritualer. Møtet mellom  
Middelhavet og Nord-Atlanteren
Henning Laugerud
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på dens kirkelighet, det faktum at den er et kirkebygg. 
Så i denne lille ”vandringen” gjennom historien skal vi 
ikke nøye oss med å se på stavkirkene som et stykke tre-
arkitektur typisk for et bestemt sted i verden. For å forstå 
hva en stavkirke er må vi derfor gå innenfor og se.

Stavkirkeprekenen

Hvordan skal vi så forstå bygningen og dens interiør i 
sin middelalderske og historiske sammenheng? Vet vi 
noe om hvordan middelalderens mennesker så og tenkte 
om sine kirker? Det gjør vi faktisk, ikke bare indirekte 
gjennom bildene og gjenstandene selv og ulike teolo-

early medieval times up until the 9th century, when they 
were eventually replaced by church buildings of stone, of 
which there are quite a few in Norway.

Often when talking about staves one has a tendency to 
focus on their “staveness” – how they are constructed 
and what they are built from. This is of course very 
interesting, but to understand what a stave church is, we 
must look at its churchliness, the fact that it is a church 
building. So, in this small “wandering” through history 
we will not only recognize the stave church as a piece of 
wooden architecture typical for a particular place in the 
world. In order to understand what a stave church is, we 
need to go inside and have a look.

Stave Church Sermon

How do we go about understanding the building and 
its interior in the medieval and historical context? Do 
we know anything about how medieval man saw and 
thought about their churches? We actually do, not only 
through the images and objects themselves and different 
theological texts, but also through the stave churches 
themselves.

From the 10th century we have preserved the so-called 
“Stave Church Sermon” in a collection of sermons called 
Gammelnorsk homiliebok. The texts here are translated 
from Latin to Old Norse and adjusted to the local con-
text. This is a so-called “church day sermon”, to be used 
for the dedication day of a church.

Here we can find the symbolical and allegorical expla-
nation of the different parts and elements of a wooden 
church building in the Middle Ages: “Both the church 
building and Christianity are referred to in the books with 
the same word.” This is the actual meaning of the word 
church. The text explains further how these two allegori-
cal levels are to be understood.

First, in a common level as a church: “The choir is an 
image of the heavenly blessed, while the nave denotes 
the Christians on earth. The four corner posts in the 
churches are the Four Evangelists: because of the teach-
ings they contain, they are the strongest supporters of 
Christian faith. But this can also be understood on the 
individual level.”  “... in the same way as we say that 
the church is an image of all Christianity, we can also 
say that it is an image of every Christian, who by living 
in purity makes her/himself into a temple for the Holy 
Spirit.” In this context the corner posts are interpreted in 
a different way: “The four corner posts are the four main 

giske tekster, men også ganske så eksplisitt knyttet til 
stavkirkene. Fra 1100-tallet har vi bevart den såkalte 
”stavkirkeprekenen”, i en samling prekentekster kalt 
Gammelnorsk homiliebok. Tekstene her er oversatt fra 
latin til norrønt og tilpasset lokale forhold. Dette er en 
såkalt ”kirkedagspreken”, til bruk på den enkelte kirkes 
dedikasjons- eller innvielsesdag.

Her kan vi finne den symbolske og allegoriske betydnin-
gen kirken som fysisk bygning kunne forstås innenfor i 
middelalderen: ” Både kirkebygning og kristenhet kalles 
med ett og samme ord i bøkene.” Det er dette som er 
betydningen av ordet kirke. Teksten forklarer videre hvor-
dan disse to allegoriske nivåene skal forstås. For det før-
ste på et allment plan som kirke: ”Koret er et bilde på de 
salige i himmelen, mens kirkeskipet betegner de kristne 
på jorden. [...] De fire hjørnestolpene i kirkene er de fire 
evangelister, for den lærdommen de inneholder, er de 
sterkeste støttene i den kristne tro.” Men dette kan også 
forståes på det individuelle plan. ”[...] på samme måte 
som vi sier at kirken er et bilde på hele kristenheten, kan 
vi også si at den er et bilde på hver enkelt kristen, som 
ved å leve i renhet gjør seg til et tempel for Den hellige 
ånd.” I denne sammenheng blir hjørnestolpene tolket på 
en annen måte: ”De fire hjørnestolpene er de fire hoved-
dyder som er de sterkeste støttene for alle gode gjernin-
ger: Det er visdom og rettferdighet, styrke og måtehold.” 
Det er ikke bare delene i selve bygningskroppen som set-
tes inn i denne betydningsmettede sammenhengen, det 
gjelder også for interiøret. Alteret symboliserer Kristus, 
alterduken er ”de hellige menn som pryder Kristus med 
gode gjerninger”. Korsene, krusifiksene og kirkeklokkene 
har også en allegorisk betydning utover sine umiddelbare 
referanser.

Målet med denne allegoriske tolkningen var å løfte den 
enkelte troende mot Gud og frelsen: ”Så skal vi vite at alt 
vi trenger til utstyr til kirkene eller til gudstjenesten, kan 
tolkes på åndelig vis og oppfylles i oss, dersom vi lever 
så ulastelig at vi blir verdig til å kalles Guds templer.” 
De synlige elementene i kirkebygget skulle vekke både 
betrakterens erindring og åndelige følelser og vise vei 
mot de høyere realiteter. Slik understrekes de synlige 
elementenes ”oppløftende” eller anagogiske [gr. ”å løfte 
opp”] karakter. Man skulle se med sjelens øye: ”hugskots 
augum”.

”Kirken” må altså forsås i en bred meningskontekst. Den 
var både en institusjon og et felleskap, samtidig som den 
også var et sted og et bygg som pekte frem og ”opp” til 
det som var den absolutte mening for middelalderens 
mennesker. En mening basert i troen på den kristne 
religion som var en felles europeisk kulturell referanse 
og tradisjon.

virtues which are the strongest supporters for all good 
deeds. They represent wisdom and justice, strength and 
temperance.”

It is not only the structural parts of the building, but the 
interior, too, that are put into this symbolic and signifi-
cant framework. The altar symbolises Christ; the altar 
cloth, “the holy men who adorn Christ with good deeds”. 
The crosses, crucifixes and church bells also have an al-
legorical meaning beyond their obvious references. The 
aim of this allegorical interpretation was to lift the single 
believer towards God and Salvation: “So we will know 
that all of the equipment in the churches or the liturgy 
can be interpreted in a spiritual way and fulfilled in us if 
we lead an irreproachable life to be worthy of the title 
The Temple of God.”  The visible elements in the church 
building were there to awaken both the memory and the 
spiritual emotions of the witness and lead them on the 
way towards higher realms.

In this way the “uplifting” or anagogical [gr.“to lift up” 
] character of the visible elements are reinforced. To 
see with the eye of the soul: “ hugskots augum” (the 
“eye of the mind”). “The Church” has to be identified in 
a broad context of meaning. It was an institution and a 
community, simultaneously a place and a building, which 
pointed “up” and towards the absolute truth for medieval 
man. A truth based in the belief of the Christian religion, 
which was the common cultural European reference and 
tradition.

Images, objects and rituals

In what way were this truth, this belief and these tradi-
tions presented for the congregation?

The sermons, through the spoken word, were of course a 
method for the communication of this diversity of beliefs,  
but as we have seen, this was incorporated into a visual 
and material context where actions – rituals – had an 
integrated part. One of the most important ways of com-
municating and sustaining belief was through images and 
objects. We will stay with The Urnes Stave Church as we 
look at a few examples.

One of the most spectacular pieces of the interior is the 
huge triumphal crucifix situated at the opening of the 
choir from the end of 10th century. This motif is often 
named a kalvariegruppe, and refers to the crucifixion 
of Christ on The Golgate. Here we see His mother, The 
Holy Virgin on His right side and, to the left, John the 
Baptist. Originally there was also another sculpture of 
The Holy Virgin, dated approximately from the same time 
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Bilder, gjenstander og ritualer

Hvordan ble denne meningen, denne troen og disse tradi-
sjonene, formidlet til de troende? Prekener, gjennom det 
talte ord, var selvfølgelig en måte å kommunisere dette 
meningsmangfold, men som vi har sett over inngikk dette i 
en visuell og materiell sammenheng, hvor også handlinger 
– ritualer – var en integrert del. En av de viktigste måter å 
kommunisere og fastholde mening på var gjennom bilder 
og gjenstander. Vi skal holde oss til Urnes stavkirke og se 
på noen eksempler.

Et av de mest spektakulære inventarstykkene, er det 
store triumfalkrusifikset over koråpningen fra slutten av 
1100-tallet. Dette motivet kalles gjerne en kalvariegruppe, 
og refererer til Kristi korsfestelse på Golgata.  Her ser vi 
Hans mor, Den hellige Jomfru på Hans høyre side og til 
venstre disippelen Johannes. Opprinnelige befant det seg 
også en annen skulptur av Den hellige Jomfru, fra omtrent 
samme tid som kalvariegruppe. Denne sto sannsynligvis 
på et sidealter viet til Jomfru Maria. Skulpturen befinner 
seg i dag i Bergen Museum.

 Vi startet med pilegrimen på en av kirkens kapiteler, men 
det er en rekke andre utskjæringer som er verdt å nevne. 
Et interessant eksempel er en kentaur, også en langveis-
farende, som forbant den norrøne kulturen ikke bare med 
kristendommen, men med den større kulturelle arv fra 
Middelhavsområdet. Videre finner vi ornamenter og en 
del andre middelalder gjenstander i kirken, blant annet en 
skipsformet lysestake i jern. Til kirken hørte det også to 
Limoges-lysestaker fra 1200-tallet som i dag også er på 
Bergen Museum. 

Dette er bare noen eksempler fra Urnes, men i de andre 
kirkene fra middelalderen kan vi finne lignende.  Verdt å 
nevne er det store monumentale billedsyklus med motiver 
fra Bibelhistorien og Jesu liv, som for eksempel det såkal-
te ”Ål-taket” som i dag befinner seg på Historisk museum 
i Oslo, samt altertavler, alterfrontaler, skulpturer både i tre 
og stein, døpefonter og lysestaker. Alle disse bildene, og 
gjenstander skulle på ett nivå lære betrakteren troens sen-
trale sannheter, som de hellige historier, ideal å etterlikne, 
morallære osv. På et annet nivå var de også ”redskaper” 
til å erindre disse sannheter og trosforestillinger. Bildene 
var også hjelpemidler for hukommelsen. Kirken var i en 
viss forstand en stor ”erindringsmaskin”.

Det er her det knyttes an til de handlinger som ble 
fremstilt i kirken, for bildene var ikke bare ment å bli sett, 
forklart og tolket. De var en integrert del av handlinger, 
ritualer av ulik art og til ulik tid, som den troende og 
fellesskapet av troende skulle utføre. Den mest sentrale 
handlingen var nattverdsfeiringen under messen, hvor 

Furthermore we find ornaments and other objects from 
medieval times in the church, like the iron candelabra 
formed as a ship. Two Limoges candelabras from the 11th 
century also belong to the church, which today are at the 
Bergen Museum.

These are a few examples from Urnes.  But in other 
medieval churches, too,  we can find similarities. Worth 
our attention is the great monumental picture cycle with 
motifs from the Bible and the life of Jesus Christ, the 
so-called “Ål-taket” (wooden vault of Ål Stave Church) 
which today is in the Historical Museum in Oslo, as well 
as various altar pieces, altar fronts, sculptures both in 
wood and stone, baptismal fonts and candelabras.

All these images and objects were designed on one level 
to teach the viewer the central truth of faith: the holy 
stories, ideals to follow, moral teachings, etc. On another 
level they were also “tools” to remember these truths and 
beliefs. The images were aiding the memory. The church 
was to a certain extent a huge “memorising machine”. 
Here is the connection to the actions presented in the 
church, because the images were not only there to be 
seen, explained and interpreted; they were an integral 
part of the actions, different rituals the faithful and the 
community were supposed to perform.

The most central action was the celebration of Com-
munion during mass, where the bread and wine became 
the body and blood of Christ. This is a repetition of The 
Last Supper, and Jesus’ salvation sacrifice. The ritual 
is in itself a “memorising machine” which transports the 
faithful back in history, through a series of actions which 
are to lead to salvation in the future.

In this, and other rituals, the faithful lived the history 
parallel to living into it. Through the ritual, the faithful 
participated in the historical happenings, and in this way 
they became an “image”, a metaphor for the belief point-
ing forward.

To see the Divine

This forward-looking aspect shows us a third level in 
understanding both images, and the visual totality ac-
counted for by the church, namely the salvation and as-
cension towards the final goal of seeing and recognising 
The Divine. To understand this we need to take closer 
look at the perception of seeing and recognising in the 
Middle Ages.

The Church Fader Augustine (354–430) developed a 
theory of human sight on three levels based in theol-
ogy. First you have physical or optical sight, where you 
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brødet og vinen blir Jesu legeme og blod. Dette er en 
gjentagelse av Jesu siste måltid med sine disipler, og 
Hans frelsende offer. Ritualet er i seg selv en ”erindrings-
maskin” som transporterer den troende tilbake i historien, 
gjennom en aktuell nåtidig handling som skal lede frem 
til den fremtidige frelse. I dette, og andre ritualer, levde 
den troende ut historien samtidig som hun eller han levde 
seg inn i den. Gjennom ritualet deltok den troende i de 
historiske hendelsene, og på den måten ble de et ”bilde” 
på troen som pekte fremover.

as the kalvariegruppe.  It was probably situated on a side 
altar consecrated for The Virgin Mary. The sculpture is 
today at the Bergen Museum.

We started with the pilgrim on one of the capitals of 
the church, but there are also quite a few other wood-
carvings worth mentioning. One interesting example is 
a centaur – also a traveller – one who connected the 
Norse culture not only with Christianity, but also with 
the larger cultural inheritance from the Mediterranean. 

Søylehode fra Urnes Stavkirke med pilgrimsmotiv
Fotograf: Birger Lindstad
Capital with pilgrim motif
Photographer: Birger Lindstad



can see the Divine truth via the natural optical sense 
as in images or in the world around you. Through the 
second, higher level, one has spiritual visions or revela-
tions, where one sees as one dreams. The third level is 
intellectual sight where you can directly see the non-
material things and the Divine Truth. This is a theory 
where optical and physical sight is directly connected to 
spiritual and “visionary” sight.

Sight was considered by Augustine and his followers 
the most important of all senses, and a leading path 
to realisation. The recognition, the need to know, is 
inherited in us as a longing, Augustine says: “[...] and 
when the eyes are the foremost of the senses which give 
knowledge, they are called in the words of God 
‘the desires of the eyes’ ( 1. Joh, 2.16)”.

The great medieval philosopher Thomas of Aquino (ca. 
1226–1274) declared all knowledge to have its point of 
departure in sensory experience, and primarily in the 
visual sense. Sight was also knowledge from a psycho-
logical perspective, because we, according to Thomas, 
understand and think through inner images, so-called 
“phantasms”. Our intellectual memory – the recollec-
tion – is the warehouse with all these “pictures”. The fact 
of their being mental images make it possible for ideas 
to be remembered as objects for contemplation and 
thinking. We see clearly the connection between recol-
lection and images and thinking and images. To see is to 
understand, an etymological connection we still find in 
most European languages.

Optical sight was part of a process of recognition, and 
spiritual and intellectual seeing was a continuation of the 
physical. Sight moved on a “sliding scale” from lower 
to higher. This way of thinking is also found in the Stave 
Church Sermon. The Church building, the pictures and 
all the objects were the physical starting point for a 
process of recognition.

Through the images you could reach a higher level of 
understanding of the Divine Truth, with the final goal to 
see God, “face to face”.

Traditions

The stave churches are, as we see, part of a long and 
great tradition. Or we might say, rather, several different 
dynamic traditions. An example is that through images, 
objects and actions we could travel both in time and 
space. Seeing tradition as mobile and changeable be-
comes apparent through the different visual expressions 
collected through the centuries in the stave churches. 

This is clear both in the church building and the rituals. 
Everything can be traced back to the Mediterranean 
area, but is expressed and formed in its own way. There 
is nothing altogether new, but original, like the Church 
itself, international, but local at the same time.  Not 
“frozen” and isolated, but in communication with other 
traditions and realities.

When entering a stave church on the west coast of 
Norway, or any other church for that matter, we travel in 
a sense both backwards and forwards to Jerusalem. We 
end up in the central Mediterranean, in Jerusalem, where 
it all began about 2000 years ago and spread through-
out the Roman Empire to the remote coasts of Europe. 
For medieval man, Jerusalem was the geographical and 
meaningful centre of the World. There the Revelation 
through the Incarnation and Christ’s sacrifice took place; 
there was the tomb of Jesus.

But “Jerusalem” was also present locally in one’s own 
church. Every altar was in a sense the tomb of Jesus. 
Jerusalem was also a “place” in the future. The salvation 
for the single believer resides in the Heavenly Jerusalem.

So, we finish here with our pilgrim.  Like tradition and an 
image of the believer in an act of faith: a wandering man. 
This pilgrim had come a long way from the Mediter-
ranean to these remote coasts of the North Atlantic.  In 
our present time, a time traveller from a distant past 
is meeting us – hopefully on her way to a better future 
which includes us.
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Å se det Guddommelige

Dette fremtidsrettede aspektet viser til et tredje nivå å 
forstå både bildene, og den visuelle totalitet som kirken 
utgjorde, nemlig frelsen og oppstigningen mot det 
endelig mål å se og erkjenne Guddommen. For å forstå 
dette over dette må vi se litt nærmere på middelalderens 
oppfatning av syn og erkjennelse.

Kirkefaderen Augustin (354-430) utviklet en teologisk 
forankret teori om det menneskelige syn på tre nivåer.  
Først har man fysisk eller optisk syn, hvor man ser de 
guddommelige sannheter via naturlig optisk sansning f. 
eks. i bilder eller gjennom verden omkring seg. Dernest, 
på et høyere nivå, har man åndelige syn eller forestil-
linger, hvor man ser som i drømmer. Det tredje nivå er 
intellektuelt syn hvor, man direkte kan se de ikke-mate-
rielle ting og de Guddommelige sannheter. Dette er en 
synsteori hvor optisk og fysisk syn er direkte forbundet 
med åndelig og ”visjonært” syn.

Synet ble av Augustin og hans etterfølgere sett på 
som den viktigste av alle sanser og den fremste vei til 
erkjennelse. Erkjennelsen, trangen til å vite, er nedlagt 
i oss som en lengsel, sier Augustin: ”[...] og da øynene 
er fremst blant de sanser som gir kunnskap, kalles de i 
Guds ord for ’øynenes lyst (1. Joh, 2.16). ”
Den store middelalderfilosofen Thomas av Aquino 
(ca. 1226-1274) hevdet at all kunnskap hadde som sitt 
utgangspunkt i sanseerfaringer, og primært synssansen. 
Syn var også kunnskap i et psykologisk perspektiv fordi 
vi, ifølge Thomas, forstår og tenker gjennom indre bilder, 
såkalte ”phantasmer”. Våre intellektuelle forestillinger og 
ideer er en form for bilder som er lagret i våre sinn. Vår 
hukommelse, erindringen, er lagerrommet med alle disse 
”bildene”. Det forhold at de er mentale bilder er det som 
gjør det mulig for ideer å bli husket som gjenstand for 
kontemplasjon eller tenkning. Vi ser tydelig forbindelsen 
mellom erindring og bilder og tenkning og bilder. Å se er 
å forstå, en språklig etymologisk forbindelse vi fremdeles 
finner i det fleste europeiske språk.

Optisk syn var et ledd i en erkjennelsesprosess, og den 
åndelige og intellektuelle skuen var en forlengelse av den 
fysiske. Synet beveget seg langs en ”glideskala” fra det 
lavere til det høyere. Denne måten å tenke på gjenfinner 
vi i ”Stavkirkeprekenen”. Kirkebygget, bildene og alle 
gjenstandene var det fysisk utgangspunkt for en erkjen-
nelsesprosess. Gjennom bildene kunne man nå et høyere 
nivå av forståelse av de Guddommelige sannheter med 
det endelige mål å se Gud, ”ansikt til ansikt”.     

Tradisjoner

Stavkirkene står som vi ser i en lang og stor tradisjon. 
Eller kanskje heller flere ulike tradisjoner som er dyna
miske, slik tradisjon er. Et slikt eksempel er den at 
man via sine bilder, gjenstander og handlinger kunne 
reise både i tid og rom. At tradisjonen er bevegelig og 
foranderlig blir tydelig gjennom de ulike visuelle uttrykk 
som har ”samlet seg opp” gjennom århundrene i stav-
kirkene. Dette går igjen både i kirkebygget og ritualene. 
Alle kan spores tilbake til Middelhavets området, men 
de er uttrykt og utformet på en litt annen måte, tilpas-
set og utviklet realiteter som både like og forskjellige. 
Intet nyskapende, men allikevel nytt, som kirken selv 
internasjonal men lokal på samme tid. Ikke ”frosset” og 
isolert men i kommunikasjon med andre tradisjoner og 
realiteter.

Når vi går inn i en stavkirke på Norges vestkyst, eller 
hvilken som helst kirke for den del, reiser vi på et vis 
både tilbake til – og fremover – til Jerusalem. Vi ender 
opp i det indre Middelhav, i Jerusalem, hvor alt startet 
for 2000 år siden og spredte seg via det Romerske 
imperium til de fjerneste kyster av Europa. For middel-
alderens mennesker var Jerusalem det geografiske og 
betydningsmessige sentrum i Verden. Der fant Åpenba-
ringen gjennom Inkarnasjonen og Kristi frelsende offer 
sted, og der var Jesu grav. Men ”Jerusalem” var også 
lokalt til stede i ens egen kirke. Ethvert alter var på et 
vis Kristi grav. Jerusalem var også et ”sted” i fremtiden. 
Frelsen for den enkelte troende lå der, i det Himmelske 
Jerusalem.

Så vi avslutter her med vår pilegrim igjen. Et menneske 
på vandring, slik tradisjonen, og et bilde på den troende 
i ferd med å utføre sine troshandlinger. Denne pilegri-
men hadde kommet en lang vei fra Middelhavet til disse 
fjerne kyster ved Nord-Atlanteren. En tidsreisende på vei 
fra sitt gamle liv og til sitt nye, slik også stavkirken er en 
tidsreisende fra en fjern fortid som møter oss i vår egen 
tid – forhåpentligvis på vei mot en bedre fremtid, også 
for oss.
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