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Yfirlýsing 
Hér með lýsi ég því yfir að verkefni þetta er byggt á mínum eigin athugunum, er samið af mér 

og að það hefur hvorki að hluta né í heild verið lagt fram áður til hærri prófgráðu. 
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Abstract 
 

The need of roads, parking lots, service centres and other man made structures seems to be 

increasing as numbers of visitors at touristic sites around Iceland increase, such as at the 

Seljalandsfoss waterfall. Measures need to be taken to accommodate those people visiting the 

site, but man-made structures that come along with increasing numbers of visitors could 

change the face of the site as well as the aesthetic experience of those present at the site.  
In this dissertation an effort is made to assess the plans of the municipality at the site on the 

base of knowledge about Icelandic landscapes, nature views throughout Icelandic history and 

nature use and protection in Iceland. Oppositional views as that of nature protection vs. nature 

utility and the discussions and debates evolving around such views, have been dominant since 

the beginning of industrialisation for more than a century in Iceland, and seem to intensify. It 

seems vital to look beyond such dualisms and try to find insights, that incorporate more than 

only few extreme viewpoints.  

 

The municipal plans at the Seljalandsfoss waterfall account for the relocation of a new road, 

addition of parking lots and a service centre at the site, which will not only have negative af-

fect on the view of the waterfall at the site itself, but also when approaching the site from the 

ring road. Although no decision has been made regarding such plans at the waterfall, as land 

owners opinions seem to differ regarding the actions that should be taken at the site, those in 

charge of these decisions should think long and hard what consequences the actions would 

have and how these actions would make the land appear, and thus affect the experience of 

those visiting the site. About 80 percent of the tourists visiting Iceland come for its wild na-

ture. With decreasing wilderness and an increase of man made structures at such sites, people 

might lose the sense of wonder and the connection to such natural environments. In a world 

where man-made structures are increasing and people feel an increasing need to search out 

wild nature, the preservation of natural environments seem vital to account for a kind of 

experience, which brings us in touch with our surrounding and ourselves. Especially in 

Iceland, where much of the landscape is still untouched by man compared to other places 

around the globe, people should think twice before planting a building or road in the middle 

of an untouched landscape, not only for natures sake, but also for the sake of the one who 

perceives it. 
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In the end, solutions will need to be found. It should be possible to appease both sides, 

the side of preserving wilderness and that of utilising it, as for tourism, without loosing the 

charm of the site.  

In the last part of my paper I make suggestions to incorporate the these two different 

approaches without having to separate them.  
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1. Introduction 

As I drive through the Icelandic countryside, the same sentiment often occurs to me: I find it 

surprising, how a solitary house or farm could change the face of the surrounding wilderness. 

This sentiment originates less from a judgmental place within me, questioning the rightness or 

wrongness of such a sight, but rather from a place of awe, how a man-made structure could 

change my overall perception of the landscape. 

It is from this sentiment, that I derived the idea to write my Bachelor Thesis on such a 

topic. My objective for this paper is to investigate the relationship between man-made struc-

tures and wilderness at one natural site in the South of Iceland: the Seljalandsfoss waterfall. 

This thesis is an ethical investigation into the plans by the municipality, incorporating a dis-

cussion about landscapes in Iceland and landscape aesthetics. One of the reasons why I chose 

this particular site was the fact that I worked on a farm when coming to Iceland, from which I 

had an uninterrupted view of the waterfall from my bedroom window, making this waterfall a 

matter of heart to me. Also, this investigation seems especially interesting to me now, as the 

number of tourists at such sites is increasing notably in Iceland, and additional construction of 

roads, parking lots and service facilities seems inevitable. Keeping this future development in 

mind, one major question we need to ask ourselves is what we want “our land” to look like. It 

is not my main objective to come up with a solution on how the building process should ad-

vance at such a site, but rather to try to gain a deeper understanding on the contrasting ap-

proaches (that of building and that of protecting) from an ethical point of view. I furthermore 

want to investigate how possible municipal changes might change our perception of land-

scape at the site.  

To reach my objective I will proceed as follows: I will first give a rather concise intro-

duction to the area around the Seljalandsfoss waterfall, mentioning its natural features, man 

made features, history and current state, including recent developments there regarding tour-

ism. Next, I will describe the specific plan of the municipality for the site. Thirdly, I will 

widen my scope and examine what it is that makes Icelandic nature so “special”, namely what 

features are responsible for visitors sharing a common view about the uniqueness of Icelandic 

landscape. It is some of these features, as I will argue later on, that are not sufficiently 

considered in decision making and planning at touristic sites around Iceland. Fourthly, I want 

to identify some of the most important views that people have had on Icelandic nature 

throughout history, i.e. the value and function nature has had for people throughout the set-

tlement in Iceland. By doing so, I will hopefully be in a better position to find a common 
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ground for the opposing emphasis on man-made vs. wild which I am aiming for. This will 

lead me to the fifth chapter of my paper, which discusses the opposition of these two different 

sides, the side advocating nature protection and that side opposing it, putting special emphasis 

on the situation in Iceland. As these two concepts, man-made and wild are undoubtedly inter-

twined in the environment we live in today, I will try to find ways for going beyond the di-

chotomy of these two concepts and look at ways of combining them. This is my main objec-

tive which I will try to work out in the last two chapters of my paper, the discussion and the 

conclusion. In the former, the discussion, I will not only talk about the importance of 

exceeding a limitation to two or more contrasting sides, but also strengthen my own 

viewpoint regarding the situation at the Seljalandsofss waterfall, with the help of different 

concepts and ideas I have collected throughout the research for this paper. From the base of 

knowledge which I will have achieved in the discussion part of my paper, I won’t be able to 

avoid giving my own suggestions on what I think is best to be done at the site, an approach 

which will characterise the latter, the conclusion/suggestion part of my paper.  

During my writings I will draw close connections to several papers written by 

Guðbjörg Rannveig Jóhannesdóttir including her PHD thesis, which deals with the beauty and 

aesthetics of Icelandic landscapes. She is an entrepreneur in the field of nature aesthetics in 

Iceland and I found much inspiration in her writings.  

It want to also note, that I will refer to Icelandic names and terms in italic letters, as I 

am writing my essay in English and will be frequently making use of such terms. Most of the 

research I will refer to is written in Icelandic and often published in Iceland. 
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2. The Area 
2.1. General 
Beginning, it is important for me to note, that the area I am considering for this paper should 

not merely be subjected to specific size limitations, but rather represent a holistic unit, which 

should help me to advance with my research and bring forth the points I am aiming at. I will, 

nonetheless, broadly refer to the area as a 90 ha large recreational and touristic site, as adopt-

ed in the general plan of the municipality Rangárþing eystra, so as to create some kind of 

containment for the area (Teiknistofa Arkitekta, 2016a). The site, also considered as 

Hamragarðar& Seljalandsfoss lies in the bounds of the municipality of Rangárþing eystra 

and is one of Iceland’s most visited touristic sites in the South (Steinsholt sf., 2015a).  

The area is restricted by several features in landscape. The eastern boundary is a line 

which runs from above the hamrabrú (hamrabridge) down to the intersection of road number 

one and Þorsmerkurvegur (Þórsmörk road/road nr. 249). The southern boundary is road num-

ber one itself, while the western boundary becomes a dam of the Markafljót river. The 

northern boundary is the river Gljúfurá (Steinsholt sf., 2015b; see image 1). The area lies east 

of the Markafljót bridge. The ownership of the land is in hands of the municipality, owning 

one part of the land regarded as Hamragarða, as well as several other land owners sharing the 

rest of the land (Teiknistofa Arkitekta, 2016b). 

Image 1:  Hamragarðar& Seljalandsfoss areal site plan 
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The popularity of the area originates from several factors. The road to Þórsmörk runs 

through the area. Þórsmörk, is one of the most popular touristic sites in the country 

(Steinsholt sf., 2015c) and leads many to and past the site. The leading cause for its unique-

ness though, is undoubtedly a waterfall called Seljalandsfoss, which is an extension of the 

river Seljalandsá running down the Tröllagil plateau. (Steinsholt sf., 2015d; see image 2). 

From the top of the plateau, which consists of ancient sea cliffs, the water falls down approx-

imately 62 m into a small pond where it collects and flows on at lower elevation (Steinsholt 

sf., 2015e). What makes this waterfall so special comparing it to others is not only its sheer 

length, but also the possibility to walk behind it. Furthermore the waterfall gives the spectator 

a picturesque and beautiful view, while driving on road number one towards the east, an eye 

catcher in the wide and open landscape of the South. Another small, less visible waterfall lies 

close by, called Gljúfrabúi. Although less visible from afar, this waterfall has a certain magic 

to it, as it is embedded within the ancient cliffs it falls down from (Brunnert, 2017a). 

Seljalandsfoss and Gljúfrabúi are on the Nature Conservation Register nr. 720: “(1) Both wa-

terfalls, including the cliffs and hills in between them. (2) Particularly pretty waterfalls, which 

give the landscape good appearance, well vegetated slopes” (Environmental Planning Agen-

cy, n.d.; my translation).  

 The overall diversity in landscape and natural phenomena makes the area so interest-

ing. The area shows a geographic transition between high- and lowland, which is visible in 

the landscape (Brunnert, 2017b). Down below, the landscape is marked by small creeks, 

which result from several waterfalls and streams that find their way 

down the plateau, but also well grown river banks, wetlands, vegetat-

ed sandy banks of the Markafljót river and even small forested areas 

(Brunnert, 2017c). Furthermore, remnants of old farm buildings and 

man-made caves create a specific charm at the site (Brunnert, 2017d). 

Another factor adding to the grandeur of the area is the fact that it lies 

right below the glacier Eyjafjallajökull, simultaneously a volcano, 

which was responsible for a rather big eruption in 2010. This glacier 

and its ice cap could be seen very well in good weather conditions 

during winter time from afar, ranging above the Seljalandsfoss water-

fall (see image 4). The area is also in close enough range to be affect-

ed by a potential glacial flood from the ‘Katla' volcano, which lies 

east of ‘Eyjafjallajökull’ (Teiknistofa Arkitekta, 2016c), a danger that 

arguably adds to the magic the area embodies (see images of the area: nr. 2-6).  

Image 3: Behind Seljalandsfoss  
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Image 2: Seljalandsfoss and the Tröllagil plateau 
seen from an areal photo 

Image 4: Seljalandsfoss and its well grown riverbanks 

Image 6: Gljúfrabúi´The “hidden” waterfall 

Image 5: Seljalandsfoss from the distance  
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2.2. History & Present  
Ruins in the area show the existence of a farm, which once stood where the camping ground 

stands today (Brunnert, 2017e). The farm was believed to have been built around 1780 with 

additional buildings created around 1904 (Teiknistofa Arkitekta, 2016d). Since 1963 the farm 

has been abandoned (Vilbogadóttir& Hallmundsdóttir, 2007). The presence of these ruins and 

remnants of old fields suggests that the area has been used for agricultural purposes around 

the time the farm was still inhabited (Steinsholt sf.,2015f). Information on land use prior to 

the construction of the Hamragarðar farm proved to be difficult to find. Despite this, there is 

some research pointing at a man-made cave within the area, which was believed to be the 

parliament building of the people inhabiting those surroundings around times of settlement 

(Rangárþing eystra, 2015). The cave lies south of the waterfall Seljalandsfoss in an area 

called kverk, which is in ownership by the forest society of Rangárþing eystra (Steinsholt sf., 

2015g). Remnants of a power plant have been found as well at the river Myllulæk, which runs 

down between the two waterfalls Seljalandsfoss and Gljúfabrúi. These remnants are leftovers 

from the farmer of Hamragarðar, who participated in its construction around 1926, at the 

same time a first such project in those surroundings (Steinsholt sf., 2015h).  

In recent years, the face of the area has been marked mainly by tourism. At the begin-

ning of the 1980’s, a camping ground was opened at the site due to increasing numbers of 

visitors, especially from abroad (Steinsholt sf., 2015i). Along with this came the construction 

of a small service centre, toilets and washing rooms at the camping ground, as well as addi-

tional roads, parking lots and a food cart to accommodate all the people visiting the site 

(Steinsholt sf., 2015j).  

Numbers of tourists have increased rapidly throughout the last years. According to 

Rögnvaldur Guðmundsson’s research on tourism in Rangárþing eystra, about 66.000 tourists 

visited Seljalandsfoss in 2008. Only 4 years later this number more than doubled, to 171.000 

tourists (Guðmundsson, 2013). In 2013 219.000 tourists visited the site and in 2014 about 

325.000 tourists stopped at Seljalandsfoss (Guðmundsson, 2014). Numbers for the last two 

years were not included in his research, nor found elsewhere, but as tourism in Iceland has 

been increasing steadily since, one would assume that the numbers of visitors at the 

Seljalandsfoss waterfall increased as well. In addition to foreign tourists, many Icelanders go 

visit the site each year. In 2012 about 80.000 locals visited the site, which is similar to those 

numbers recorded for 2014, meaning the numbers of local travellers stayed pretty much the 

same throughout the last years (Guðmundsson, 2014). 
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 On the 

list of most popular 

natural sites in Iceland, 

Seljalandsfoss ranges 

somewhere between 5 

and 7 (Guðmundsson, 

2013). 
An increase of 

tourists by about 50% 

between 2012 and 

2014 shows the great 

popularity of the site, a 

development likely to continue throughout the next years, especially now, that the South of 

Iceland enjoys such great popularity and is not far from Reykjavik, unlike many other popular 

touristic sites around the island. It is this development, which makes additional plans at the 

site so necessary, as to compensate for the number of tourists visiting the site, without nega-

tively affecting nature and environment. This development will thus undoubtedly affect the 

dynamic between man-made structures and wild nature in the area. 

 

  

Image 7: Man-made structures and cars at Seljalandsfoss 
disturbing the view  
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3. Municipal Plan- Rangárþing eystra 
According to the National Planning Agency of Iceland, a “specific plan” is a document de-

signed to focus on construction and planning within a limited area of the municipality, while 

considering environmental conditions of the area. The specific plan sets terms on the position-

ing and types of buildings, roads and other man-made structures, while including the impact 

they might have on the environment. (Skipulagsstofnun, n.d.).  

On December 2nd 2015, on behalf of the municipality, the planning agency Steinsholt 

sf. published a report on the specific plan for the area at Seljalandsfoss waterfall, regarded as 

Hamragarðar& Seljalandsfoss (Steinsholt sf., 2015k). The specific plan of the municipality is 

based on the larger municipal plan (2012-2024) in which the area Seljalandsfoss& 

Hamragarðar is defined as a recreational- and touristic site, which should include camping 

grounds as well as an educational- and information centre (Teiknistofa Arkitekta, 2016e). The 

specific plan, which should follow the objectives of the larger plan of the municipality, aims 

at improving the touristic site, so as to be in equilibrium with environment and community 

and to strengthen the holistic image of the area whilst accommodating those numbers of tour-

ists visiting the place (Steinsholt sf., 2015l). To be more precise, the municipality aims at cre-

ating better conditions for visitors, while protecting sensitive areas (Teiknistofa Arkitekta, 

2016f). This should be reached by improving and adding roads for visitors as well as people 

who live in the area (Teiknistofa Arkitekta, 2016g). Present parking lots should be fixed and 

appropriate space for a new parking lot should be found. Furthermore, as previously men-

tioned, focus also lies on finding the right location for a potential service centre (Teiknistofa 

Arkitekta, 2016h).  

Under current, non altered conditions, one approaches the area by turning into 

Þórsmerkuvegur from the ring road, and from there either turns right on to a parking lot adja-

cent to the Seljalandsfoss waterfall or drives straight on to either get to the camping grounds, 

or head on towards Þórsmörk (see Image 1). Within the new site plan, proposals are made on 

the relocation of the road leading to Þórsmörk. One of these proposals was chosen by the mu-

nicipality in specific, as this proposal seemed the most beneficial of all, for following reasons. 

By moving the road to Þórsmörk to the west, close to the border of the Markafljót dam, more 

space would be created and traffic would be minimised in the centre of the area (Teiknistofa 

Arkitekta, 2016i). The service centre would be placed between the old road and the new one, 

south west of the camping ground (see image 1), where it would affect the view of the water-

fall from different perspectives least (Steinsholt sf., 2015m). The new road would merge with 
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the old one north of the camping ground and from there lead on to Þórsmörk. Furthermore, 

the already present parking lot next to the waterfall would be used for short time parking, 

while a large parking lot would be constructed next to the new service centre and smaller ones 

at the camping ground and close to the ring road (Steinsholt sf., 2015n).  

The municipality counts these changes as most neutral of all, as the service centre 

would be hardly visible from the ring road while approaching the waterfall, the existent park-

ing lots wouldn’t need any adjustment and the goals previously described would be reached, 

regarding a better flow of visitors as well as a possibility of providing information and service 

(Steinsholt sf., 2015o).  

As of this day, the change of the area from an agricultural/touristic- and recreational 

site to a recreational- and touristic site has already been implemented in the general plan of 

the municipality, but the construction plans set forth in the specific site plan of the munici-

pality haven’t been realised yet, as the plan itself hasn’t gone through the final stages of ap-

proval (Teiknistofa Arkitekta, 2016j). Árny Lára Karvelsdóttir, the tourism and marketing 

representative of the municipality hopes for the plan to be agreed on as soon as possible, but 

doesn’t see the construction process to happen any time soon, as the divergence of opinions 

between land owners at the site is preventing construction to be implemented (Karvelsdóttir, 

2017).  
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4. On Icelandic Landscapes 
What is it that makes Icelandic landscapes so unique? Is it even justifiable, to consider Ice-

landic landscapes more unique than landscapes found elsewhere around the globe (applying 

the term unique to something, can evoke the feeling of being better than whatever it is being 

compared to)?  

The investigation of these questions includes definitions of terms as unique or special 

(terms I will limit myself to within this context) as well as a consideration of the fact, that 

what might seem unique or special to one person might not be to another. This realisation 

would make uniqueness a purely subjective matter. Don’t they say, that beauty is in the eye of 

the beholder? Or as David Hume puts it in one of his essays: "Beauty in things exists merely 

in the mind which contemplates them” (Hume, 1742).1 Despite the fact that the one who 

perceives defines what he/she considers as unique, I want to argue that the Icelandic land-

scape has features to it,  which generate the usage of terms as unique or special and thus dis-

tinguishes it from other landscapes. It is these features that lure so many tourists to the island 

every year. Over 80% of the visitors coming to Iceland say that the nature is the reason why 

they came (Guðbrandsson, 2013).  

Before I continue and list some features which make Icelandic landscape so unique, I 

will need to add a better definition of “landscape”, as this term is so frequently used in this 

chapter and I don’t want any misunderstandings to occur between the readers and my mind, 

when referring to (Icelandic) landscape. The definition of landscape set forth in the laws on 

nature conservation in Iceland describes landscape as “an area, perceived by people, whose 

character is the result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors” (Alþingi, 

2013; my translation).  

One of the things I want to highlight in this definition is the fact that landscape is 

something (an area) someone (people) perceives. It is not mentioned though, whether this 

perception is of sensual kind or a perception, which goes beyond the senses to a deeper meta-

physical level, similar to the sentiment I have described in the first part of my introduction. I 

also want to highlight the emphasis in the definition on the interaction of human and natural 

factors, an interaction which I am largely dealing with in my essay. As I interpret the defini-

tion, the terms “human” and “natural” are not strictly separated but likely to go together in 

                                                
1 I want to note that I won’t provide a broader definition of the term “beauty”, this would extend this chapter to a 

length it’s not intended for 
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landscape, which becomes clear by the phrasing “and/or” in the definition. I find this defini-

tion very suitable as it incorporates both, the one who perceives (subject) and the perceived 

(object) as well as the fact that the definition doesn’t exclude man-made structures from land-

scape. These dualities, that of the one who perceives and the perceived as well as natural and 

man made structures are concepts, which I find of importance and will come back to later in 

my essay, when talking about aesthetics and landscape value in my discussion.  

To complete the definitions set forth in this chapter I want to explain what I mean 

when referring to something as unique or special. For most of the people that come to Iceland, 

lava fields, hot springs, volcanoes and glaciers are not on the list of usual sights in the envi-

ronments they inhabit and could thus be considered special for them, as Jóhannesdóttir points 

out (Jóhannesdóttir, 2015a;153). Seeing and experiencing these natural phenomena for the 

first time strikes people with wonder (Carson, 1998). In Iceland, it is furthermore the combi-

nation of all these phenomena, found so rarely elsewhere in the world, which makes the land-

scape especially attractive. The combination of glaciers and volcanoes, hot streams and ice 

cold rivers crammed with salmon, lava fields and vast black sand deserts add to the feeling of 

a new experience (Jóhannesdóttir, 2015b;153). Something unique then, derives from a com-

bination of objective and subjective factors. Subjective in the way, that every individuals def-

inition of unique might be different. An Icelander for instance might not consider Icelandic 

nature as unique as he is surrounded by it every day. Objective in the way, that uniqueness is 

generated by features of landscape or external forces.  

Uniqueness could furthermore be bound to time and space. A good book which seems 

striking and unique at one point in life or in one place in life, might not have any impact on 

the reader at an earlier/later point or another place, which is of course closely connected to the 

subjective side of perception, thus different in between every individual.  

Landscape in Iceland, as Waage argues, is often linked to the terminology of beauty, 

an aesthetic judgment by the perceiver, which originates from the experience that landscape 

gives to him (Waage, 2013;129) Landscape could thus not be seen as purely objective, but 

interweaves “morphological, visual and aesthetic qualities of the land”, including sentiments 

that the landscape evokes in the subject (Waage 2013;129), which shows once again, that the 

definition of landscape goes beyond the objective features in nature and lies somewhere in the 

interplay of subject and object.  

As mentioned previously, I’d like to list some factors, which make Icelandic land-

scape so special. Initially I had planned to create a base of knowledge on Icelandic landscapes 

by conducting interviews with interviewees, but time did not allow for that, I therefore base 
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my writings on my own experiences as well as experiences and thoughts I found in external 

sources. The most common features considered as unique in Icelandic landscape could be 

isolated by peoples perception and thoughts on what they find striking in Icelandic nature and 

are reflected in some of the following descriptions: According to Brady, “vast lava fields, 

glaciers, barren, treeless mountains, stunning calderas and so on provide cases of the contem-

porary sublime (…) (Brady, 2008;54). Striking in Icelandic landscape is not necessarily the 

biodiversity, but more the diversity of geological features and landscapes which one could 

experience in such a short time, found here in an abundance, as few other places in the world 

(Þórhallsdóttir& Guðjónsson, 2006). Besides these natural and geological phenomena, it is 

also the pure wilderness which is often spoken of one of Iceland’s incomparable attributes. 

Iceland’s location at the northern edge of Europe, with its vast landscapes of glaciers and vol-

canos, have suggested Iceland as “Europes last wilderness” (Oslund, 2005;96), a terminology 

often connected to the central Iceland, the highlands (see: Skúlason, 1995 or Ólafsdóttir et al., 

2016). The concept of wilderness, often regarded as land free of any kind of construction 

(Ólafsdóttir et. al, 2016;3), although many other definitions exist, is also mentioned by the 

participants of Jóhannesdóttir’s trips out into Icelandic nature, where people from big cities 

expressed their need to connect with wild nature, as they found they could in Iceland (Jóhan-

nesdóttir, 2015c;137). One other point is set forth by Þórgeirsdóttir, who argues, that the geo-

logical youth of the land brings forward the ever-changing landscape and sparks curiosity 

within people on how all this beauty was created (Þórgeirsdóttir 2005 or Jóhannesdóttir, 

2015d; 87). Through contemplation on such matters, people might gain a whole new perspec-

tive not only of nature, but possibly also reflect on their own human existence which is so 

closely linked to nature (Skúlasson, 2005). 

Another opinion travellers seem to share on Icelandic nature, is that it evokes in them 

the feeling of smallness. The power and vastness of Icelandic nature is, what makes people 

describe this sentiment (Jóhannesdóttir, 2015e; 90).  

Another feature of Icelandic landscape is that it tends to be “difficult” to travel in it. It 

is not only physical experiences which make travelling across these landscapes difficult (es-

pecially in bad weather!) (Jóhannesdóttir, 2015f;163), but also sensual experiences, for in-

stance when seeing a piece of ice separating from the glacier or a volcano erupting, which 

might create unease in people (Brady 2010;125). I argue that it is also this unease which at-

tracts people to the country, as such experiences could make people reflect in different ways 

about life, as mentioned previously. Weather conditions which are often difficult here might 
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give people new experiences and give them the feeling of having accomplished something, a 

hindrance of some kind (Ólafsdóttir, 2007). 

In connection to weather and climate, one might also take the affect of light on Ice-

landic landscapes into account. Instantly changing skies, cloud covers and the projection of 

light onto Iceland’s geological features in the course of one day add to diversity in landscape. 

Helena Guðmundsdóttir, landscape architect and professor at the Agricultural University of 

Iceland put this in her own words by comparing the ever-changing conditions of light here in 

Iceland to the dull and gray skies of Denmark or other Scandinavian countries 

(Guðmundsdóttir, 2017).  

This enumeration is by no means an account of everything that makes Icelandic nature 

so unique,  nor should it diminish the value of landscapes found elsewhere around the world. 

It should just serve as a listing of some of the factors, which seems to be based on common 

experiences of people in Icelandic landscapes.  

The concept of landscape has many layers and could be approached from different 

sides, finding value and experience in each of these sides, including the morphological, ar-

chaeological, historical, cultural and natural side to it and their interrelation (Council of Eu-

rope, 2008) 

Following, a small poem by Jónas Hallgrímsson, praising Icelandic landscape. 

 

 

A Toast to Iceland 

Our land of lakes forever fair 
below blue mountain summits, 

of swans, of salmon leaping where 
the silver water plummets, 

of glaciers swelling broad and bare 
above earth's fiery sinews —  

the Lord pour out his largess there 
as long as earth continues! 

(Hallgrímsson, 1839; translator not found) 
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5. Nature Perception in Iceland  
In this part of my essay, I want to examine the attitude that people held towards nature 

throughout Iceland’s history, from settlement up until today. The question of how we stand in 

relationship to nature is closely linked to my research question, namely what direction we 

want to take in municipal decision making, that of protecting or that of building. I believe that 

the stance we take towards nature will also affect our actions towards it. I hope that additional 

knowledge in this field will give me and the reader a scope and understanding of the connec-

tion between man and nature and make it easier to understand where this development has led 

us, namely to how we look at nature today. This information will hopefully help me with my 

ethical evaluation which I want to work out more clearly in the discussion.  

It has proven somewhat difficult to find sources on the topic of peoples view towards 

nature throughout Icelandic history, as this topic cuts many fields, that of environmental eth-

ics, history, anthropology or even theology and often stands in connection with discussions 

about nature protection. Furthermore, I had to pick out bits and pieces from different authors 

with different backgrounds. The most reliable information that I have found is in the writings 

of the authors Þorvarður Árnason, Róbert H. Haraldsson as well as Unnur Karlsdóttir. Ár-

nason is educated in Environmental Sciences, Haraldsson in philosophy and Karlsdóttir a his-

torian (of course they are much more than that, it is just my aim to point out the width of 

spectrum in which research on such a topic takes place). Despite the difficulty in finding any 

reliable sources on this account, I will try to create a holistic image of how Icelanders per-

ceived nature throughout time. 

Before diving into the history of nature perception I want to try to define what nature 

perception actually is. What do we mean when talking about peoples “view on nature”? Is our 

view on nature simply what we could perceive with our eyes, or does a “view on something” 

go beyond the sheer detection of an object with our senses, to a deeper, metaphysical level?  

In this context it is helpful to look at the definition of the Icelandic word for view on 

nature, which could be translated to náttúrusýn. As Árnason refers to, the word sýn goes be-

yond the sensual perception and the restriction to the term ‘view’, but also includes the term 

of ‘vision’ (Árnason, 2005a). In its most simple definitions, the word vision refers to the abil-

ity to see, the act or power of anticipating that which might come as well as an experience, in 

which something appears visibly to the mind or soul, although not actually present, often 

called forth by the divine or another type of agent (Dictionary, 2017). Nature perception is 

thus a matter, which goes beyond our visual spectrum and includes imaginative and illusion-
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ary aspects as well (Árnason, 2005b). What we perceive in nature, is much more than what 

we could see. It also refers to what we could feel, a connection between us and nature created 

in a certain moment. It thus reflects the dynamic relation between man and his surroundings.  

The concept of nature, or the idea to people what nature is and in how far we stand in 

connection to it is constantly changing and is dependent on social, cultural, temporal and in-

dividual factors (Árnason, 2005c). Árnason and Haraldsson explain this acknowledgment 

more specifically, when stating that the change in nature perception throughout time is closely 

linked to changes in beliefs, values, scientific knowledge, life style and the perception of self 

(Þórðarson, 1994; 42), but also technical advances, which influence how man perceives the 

nature around him (Náttúrusýn; 30). 

The point I want to emphasise here is, that the perception of nature throughout time is 

difficult to sum up in few stages, as it is closely linked to so many different factors. It is also 

very dynamic, as beliefs and values don’t just change from one day to the other, but are rather 

a result of a chain of happenings, which influence one another. Furthermore, it is not possible 

to restrict one “type of view on nature” to one era, or vice versa, as every individual has their 

own perception on nature, once again, influenced by so many factors (Árnason, 2005c;12). As 

Árnason says: We dress nature in the costume of our own ideas, nature bears the perspective 

of those which look at it” (Árnason, 1994; 263; my translation).  

Although Árnason gives a brief account on nine different historical eras, which have 

coined peoples perception of nature (Árnason, 2005d), I find it more suitable to widen the 

stages in history of nature perception in this context. I will divide time zones into times of 

settlement and post settlement, the 14th and 15th century, times of romanticism as well as the 

20th and 21st century. At times of Icelandic settlement (mid 9th century) and after, people 

lived in very close connection to nature, were dependent on it and had little impact on nature, 

as the numbers of settlers were very few (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2003;11). Because of 

their close relationship to nature and the ever changing weather conditions, but also for many 

other reasons which I will not account for here, people tended to believe in something mythi-

cal and supernatural, something they could rely on and make offerings to, when times were 

harsh (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2003;11). Already at times of settlement, it is believed 

that the settlers perception of nature was quite various between one another, as becomes clear 

in the tale of ‘Raven-Floki’ which is told of in the book of settlement (Landnámabók) (Ár-

nason, 2005e), where each and everyone of the three shipmates describes a different senti-

ment when talking about Icelandic nature.  
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In the centuries following settlement and post settlement people started fearing and 

avoiding nature more than they did before (Björnsson, 1964). Reason for this were socioeco-

nomic factors as well as natural catastrophes which seized the country (Árnason, 2005f;16). 

This period probably lasted from the 13th/14th century up until times of Icelandic romanti-

cism starting at the beginning of the 18th century, but as Árnason says, is difficult to verify as 

thorough research on this topic hasn’t been conducted yet (Árnason, 2005g;16). Times were 

probably most harsh in the 17th and 18th century with repeating volcanic eruptions and in-

tense cold periods, referred to as the little Ice Age (Árnason, 2005h;17). These extra difficult 

times lasted approximately up to the 18th century, up until which people maintained a dualis-

tic perception of Iceland as “wondrous and weird” or terrible and enchanting” (Ísleifsson, 

1996), as becomes clear by foreigners descriptions and accounts of Icelandic nature, which by 

and large mirrors Icelanders perception of nature at that time (Árnason, 2005i). It was Eggert 

Ólafsson, who tried to revive peoples image of Icelandic nature by referring to it as “bening 

and fruitful” (Árnason, 2005j) and attempting to climb the volcano “Hekla”, which no one 

had dared to do before him (Karlson, 2000;174).  

This approach of reviving Icelanders views on nature towards a more romantic and 

positive image was picked up in the art circles, by poets as Jónas Hallgrímsson or painters as 

Jóhannes S. Kjarval and Þórarinn B. Þórlauksson during times of Icelandic romanticism 

(Árnason, 2005k). They went beyond the perception of their predecessors who viewed nature 

largely from a side of utility, but rather saw an intrinsic value in nature, a beauty in nature 

itself (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2003a;16). 

Near the end of the 19th century romanticism was replaced by realism, followed by 

industrialisation which came along with technical advance, a period that lasted to the begin-

ning of World War One, with aftermaths far into the century, still present today (Árnason, 

2005l). Again, nature was mainly regarded for its utility (Árnason, 2005m). During those 

years, first constructions of hydropower plants took place, harvesting the force of rivers and 

waterfalls for the production of electrical energy, which came along with large environmental 

debates about such issues. These environmental debates largely shaped the 21st century and 

are undoubtedly part of it (Árnason, 2005n), creating a gap between those regarding nature for 

its intrinsic value and beauty, and those who regard nature mainly for its utility, seeing in-

strumental value in it. 

A slightly different approach towards the matter is taken by Árnason and Haraldsson 

in their book Náttúrusýn, where they explain the change of nature perception as a conse-

quence of changes in beliefs at certain times. Their classification doesn’t comprise clear tem-
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poral borders, but is constructed around broader time frames, dividing periods into classical 

times and the 20th century (Árnason& Haraldsson, 1994). In classical times, up to the begin-

ning of the 20th century, the view most Icelanders held on nature was coined by a common 

belief, which classified God as a creator and the root of existence. God made man and nature, 

and as these two derive from ‘him’ they are equal. This way of perceiving nature, sees nature 

as a creation of god in which everything is interconnected, standing equal to the creation of 

man (Þórðarson, 1994; 38). This view on nature was termed as jurtalíkingin (literally translat-

ed: herbal metaphor) by the two, a phrasing which creates a somewhat romantic image of the 

peoples view on nature at that time (Þórðarson, 1994;37). 

With the beginning of the 20th century old beliefs disappeared to the background and 

were replaced by modern beliefs within society. Nature and man weren’t seen as equal any-

more as was common before, but nature was positioned below man due to a more man cen-

tred view (Þórðarson, 1994;38). Reasons for this were growing cities and industries, increas-

ing influence of knowledge from abroad which streamed into the country and new divergenc-

es in the class system (Þórðarson, 1994;39) These above mentioned social changes led to a 

change in beliefs and therefore also a change in views towards nature. Science, became one of 

the main driving forces in society (Þórðarson, 1994;39) 

The new belief systems can be split into two. One type of belief which crystallised 

during those times was that of the spiritualists, who believed that the human essence/soul 

could be approached by experimental practices which were closely related to science (Þórðar-

son, 1994;40). Rational thinking and activity could thus help to get in closer contact to the 

essence of man. Psychoanalysis might be one example of such practices. 

Another approach was that of focusing on individuality of a person, a less scientific 

and empirical way of approaching the essence of man. Here every man is believed to have an 

inner core, which goes beyond his physical characteristics, feelings and thoughts, something 

that makes him unique and could not be fathomed with science and rational thinking 

(Þórðarson, 1994;40).  

With these changes, human beliefs resulted through the separation of man and nature 

and vice versa. Nature didn't longer have a value itself, it only dealt as a “diveboard for the 

soul into the world of beliefs” (Þórðarson, 1994;41).   

This classification set forth by the two could be compared to the classification con-

ducted by Árnason alone, as both mention the clear shift in thinking at the beginning of the 

20th century, namely with the beginning of industrialisation. Árnasons individual analysis 
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deals a bit more thoroughly with classical times compared to their collective depiction, which 

aims a bit more at the understanding of recent history.  

To understand the happenings of recent history a bit better on how the division be-

tween these two sides has occurred I’d like to set forth some findings by Unnur Birna 

Karlsdóttir. Karlsdóttir creates a divergence between two sides, which I have cut in the previ-

ous lines. On the one hand she counts those people, who view nature for its utility, where man 

has no responsibilities for nature but himself, and has all the freedom to make use of her in 

any way he wants to (Karlsdóttir, 2010a;15). The drivers for this view, which was dominant 

at the beginning of the 20th century were technological improvement and science, according 

to Karlsdóttir (Karlsdóttir, 2010b;15). On the other hand stands the perspective that man is 

clearly part of nature, thus expelled from his “ruler position” above her, and has responsibility 

towards her to protect her, which will, in the long run be beneficial to man himself. Roots of 

this perspective likely lie in romanticism, as Karlsdóttir declares, whose advocates perceived 

nature, especially wild and untouched nature as beautiful, rather than useful (Karlsdóttir, 

2010c;16). 

In general, there is a tendency of nature perception observable throughout Icelands 

history. The views from a superstitious, to a more fearful, to a romantic and now to a split 

perception of nature have arguably led us to an era, which Árnason describes as the ecologi-

cally informed age (Árnason, 2005o;20), marked by environmental debates as that of the 

Kárahnjúka hydroelectric power plant.  
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6. Nature Protection and Utility in Iceland 
6.1. Introduction 
In this chapter, I want to take a closer look at the frequently opposed sides, that of “nature 

use” on the one hand and that of “nature protection” on the other (the latter, which is often 

considered a consequence of the first). I want to look at these two approaches throughout re-

cent history in Iceland, with special focus on the last and previous century, as discussion 

about these two trends have intensified in the last few decades (Karlsdóttir, 2010d;20). I am 

very aware that there are more ways of viewing nature than either for its utility for its protec-

tion, a point I will emphasise better later on, but these two ways of acting towards nature are 

dominant, as we humans like to indulge in extremes. This chapter of the essay is placed at this 

point in my writing for following reasons. First of all, it seems a natural consecutive chapter 

to the previous, for the reason that how we perceive nature, will affect our actions towards it 

(Árnason, 2005p;38). A person involved in planning and decision making in Iceland, who 

only sees natures value reflected in the natural resources it has to offer, would likely make a 

different decision than a botanist who was part of the planning team. With this I also want call 

forth again, how closely our views and actions can be intertwined.2 Second of all, the posi-

tioning of the chapter prior to the discussion seems fitting, as the portrayal of these two dif-

ferent sides will help me to evaluate, which of these two approaches (or a combination of 

both) might be most suitable at the site of Seljalandsfoss.  

 

6.2. On Nature Conservation 
Some people might argue, that nature preservation started at times of settlement, as settlers 

and post settlers during the pagan times were few and lived in close connection to nature, thus 

having had little impact on it (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2003b). We see though in 

different studies that have been conducted in Iceland, that the time of settlement and post 

settlement was also a time of changes in the natural environment, as becomes clear with the 

deforestation practices which have taken place right after settlement (Trbojevic, 2016). Nature 

conservation as such, what I would call “modern practical nature conservation” implemented 

                                                
2 Here a small parenthesis, on the fact that protecting nature seems equally as much an active action to me, as 

building something on it as becomes clear in a part of the article by the social democrats on nature protection: að 

líta á ýmis stig verndar sem eina tegund nýtinga (“to look at different types of protection as one type of utilisa-

tion”;my translation; Samfylkingin, 2007). 
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by laws and acts, started later in Iceland than elsewhere.3 Its beginnings could be traced back 

to the protection of reindeer in 1787, imported  just a few years before (Jónsson, 2006). In 

1894, limitations were set on egg picking, fishing with nets and seal hunting, followed by 

laws on the protection of forested areas in 1894 (Jónsson, 2006). Protection acts which ap-

plied to the prevention of wind erosion in sandy areas in 1907, revegetation of sandy areas in 

1914, protection of birds in 1913 as well as an act protecting whales between 1915-1935 were 

passed at the beginning of the 20th century (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2003c). Following 

large debates on nature protection in the U.S. and the establishment of several national parks 

at the other side of the ocean, an act on the protection of Þingvellir was passed in 1928, less 

for means of protecting the area because of its natural beauty, but more because of its historic 

importance to the country (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2003d). In 1940 Eldey, a small island 

off the Reykjanes peninsula became the first protected area, which was preserved because of 

its natural value (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2003e). All these acts and laws previously de-

scribed were part of a development of nature protection, which led to the establishment of the 

first nature protection laws in Iceland in the year of 1956, not only protecting historical and 

national monuments, but also plant and animal species and unique areas containing some of 

these (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2003f). In the following decades these laws have been 

revised and changed several times, such as in 1971 and 1996 (Nordic Council of Ministers, 

2003g). In 1999 an important revision was made which included the protection of habitats, 

biodiversity and landscapes, a revision, which adopted more modern ideas of nature protec-

tion (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2003h). Current laws on nature protection were set up in 

2013 and finally approved in 2015, after some postponement (Alþingi, 2017). 

The recent history of nature protection does not only have its roots in political deci-

sion making and governmental law making, but also in the establishment of nongovernmental 

and independent organisations. The 1970’s for instance marked an important time frame in 

the history of Icelandic nature protection. During those years, many environmental associa-

tions as “Landvernd” were established (Landvernd, n.d.) and in 1997 the Icelandic Nature 

Conservation Association was established (Náttúruverndasamtök Íslands, 2017). Today, na-

ture protection is not only practiced on local level but also globally, as Iceland carries respon-

sibility towards international conventions and treaties. An example of this are six areas, part 
                                                
3 Laws and Regulations on numbers of grazing livestock on public pastures, but also nature conservation, land 

use etc. were already present in ancient Icelandic law books as Grágás or Jónsbók. Their use dates back to the 

mid 13th century (Skógræktarfélag Íslands, 2005;52). 
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of the Convention on Wetlands (Ramsar Conventions), that enjoy special protection in Ice-

land (Ramsar, 2014). Additionally one could name large conventions as the Conservation of 

European Wildlife and Natural Habitats and the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change which Iceland is part of, alongside many other ones (Ministry for the Envi-

ronment and Natural Resources, n.d.). Today, Iceland has valid nature protection laws, four 

national parks, shows participation in international conventions and shows a growing number 

of non governmental organisations, all fighting for one and the same thing, the protection of 

natural environments and whatever belongs to it. The objectives of the newest nature conser-

vation laws in Iceland are formulated as following: “The objective of these laws is to protect 

the diversity of Icelandic nature for the future, including biological and geological diversity 

as well as diverse landscapes. These laws should ensure the development of Icelandic nature 

on its own behalf and its protection where it is unique, also historically, and promote the re-

covery of disrupted ecosystems and the resistance of these ecosystems against natural disas-

ters and global changes in environment.“ (Alþingi 2017; my tranlation). The most important 

part of the definition to me, as to understand the necessity of nature protection seems the last 

part, namely the changes of environment, not only subject to natural catastrophes, but also to 

mankind, acting as one of the driving factor of those changes (Jónsson, 2006).  

Reasons for nature protection in Iceland as well as elsewhere around the globe are 

manifold. One of the main reasons why parts of nature should be protected is the ability for 

future generations to be surrounded by healthy environments, not only to make use of the nat-

ural resources but also to experience such healthy environments (Jónsson, 2006). Another 

reason is the value that nature itself carries, which is closely connected to the view that some 

people hold towards nature, a fact often framed as the intrinsic value of nature. Furthermore, 

people seem to recognise more and more that by protecting nature, long term benefits are giv-

en to people, whether in form of the use of natural resources or recreational purposes, instead 

of aiming at intense use and exploitation of nature (Samfylking, 2007). Icelandic nature with 

its waterfalls, volcanoes and glaciers doesn’t only have value in itself, but carries importance 

for culture, the identity of society and the image of the land (Samfylkingin, 2007). The main 

and largest reason though is the influence of man, through increase in global population, the 

combustion of fossil fuels and the over- exploitation of natural resources just to name a few, 

which has been threatening nature and has been leading to “run down” environments in the 

20th and 21st century (Halldórsson, 1994;115). The latter could be summed up as the human 

use of nature, which can create a diverse array of problems.  
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6.3. On Nature Use 
The need of protecting certain parts of nature often roots in the activities of man within na-

ture, namely the way he makes use of it.  

Nature use involves many different actions by man, ranging from construction of 

houses and roads to travelling and recreational purposes, often associated with tourism, up to 

the direct use and harvest of natural resources. I won’t focus on the use of natural resources in 

specific as I don’t want to take part in the debate on power plants in Iceland. This discussion 

has been dealt with in many other papers. I will mention this type of land use though in this 

chapter, as it is a good example for the dualistic view people have developed in Iceland 

throughout the last century. The objective of this part is much more to give an overview on 

the development of nature use in Iceland throughout the last centuries, mostly referring to the 

development of planning/building and tourism, as these are most interesting forms of land use 

in regard to my site. So how has man used nature throughout Iceland’s short settled history 

and why did the development advance the way it did? 

Nature use or the use of the natural qualities of the land as Þórhallsdóttir and 

Guðjónsson phrase it (Þórhallsdóttir& Guðjónsson, 2006) has shown an overall development 

from traditional agriculture and use of natural resources which the land offered the people, 

often termed as “hlunnindi” in Icelandic (literal translation means “benefits”), to a more ex-

tensive use of land (Þórhallsdóttir& Guðjónsson, 2006). Reasons for this are population in-

crease, a broader life style, interest in culture and history as well industrialisation, technical 

advancement and globalisation (Þórhallsdóttir& Guðjónsson, 2006; Nordic Council of Minis-

ters, 2003).  

For a long time, people had to struggle for survival and largely fend for themselves, 

thus had little time or space to take part in an industrial revolution of any kind, mainly be-

cause living conditions were very harsh, the weather was difficult and natural catastrophes 

threw population growth back again and again (Guðmundsson et al., 2008). Although small 

trading centres along the ocean were present, people mainly focused on agriculture and fisher-

ies to sustain themselves (Valsson, 2002a) and had thus considerably small impact on nature. 

It was not until the beginning of the 20th century that the population grew considerably, as 

reflected in population growth in Reykjavik, from 5800 citizens in 1900 to 14.200 in 1915 

(Valsson, 2002b; 118). Simultaneously to this development nature use intensified. It seems 

important to me to mention again, that an intensification of nature use is connected to so 

many different historical events besides population growth, which I don’t have time enough 
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to shed light on, although population growth is likely the main factor (Valsson, 2002c). Espe-

cially in the city and surroundings houses were built, pipes for irrigation were set up, holes for 

hot water were drilled and first electrical power plants were constructed (Valsson, 

2002d;127).  Alongside this, infrastructure grew through which urban areas were connected 

with the countryside, mainly a consequence of the introduction of the automobile in 1913 

(Valsson, 2002e; 118). With the beginning of the second World War and the arrival of Amer-

ican and British soldiers, the country’s development was boosted once more. Especially in the 

city, houses were constructed, roads paved and an airport built (Valsson, 2002f;133). The 

arrival of British and American troops in WWII is often considered a turning point in Iceland-

ic history, a transformation from primal living conditions to more modernised ways of living.  

This development which led to a more intensified use of land is also reflected in the 

paper by Wald on land use in the South of Iceland between 1900 and 2010 (see Wald, 2012). 

In the south of Iceland, land area used for road construction has increased 11 fold between 

1900 and 2010 (Wald, 2012). At the same time about 77% of the present wetlands have been 

drained, which led to a 15-fold increase of agricultural land since 1913 (Wald, 2012). On the 

other hand forested areas have increased by 160% in the South since 1915 (Wald, 2012), 

which surely has affected the visuality of Icelandic landscape ever since. Largely responsible 

for such an increase in land use is tourism. From 2010 on, tourism has increased majorly in 

Iceland (Ferðamálastofnun, 2016). While numbers of tourists were quite steady throughout 

the last decades, and even declining at times (2008-2009), tourism has boomed in the last 7 

years (Ferðamálastofnun, 2016). Between 2010 and 2011 an increase of tourists by 15,8% 

was documented, from 488.622 to 565.611 people and even by 39% between 2015 and 2016, 

from 1.289.140 to 1.792.201 people (Ferðamálastofnun, 2016). Because of this, the need of 

accommodating all these people seems to be growing alongside the need of protecting unique 

and sensitive landscapes. 

Increasing industry is shaping the face of Icelandic landscape as well. Aluminium fac-

tories as well as hydrological power plants have grown significantly in the 20th century. The 

first aluminium plant was established in 1969 on the Reykjanes peninsula and since, two oth-

ers have joined, accounting for an increase in aluminium productivity in the country (Samtök 

iðnaðarins, 2009). In response to industrialisation that started at the beginning of the 20th cen-

tury, power plants and dams were established, as to use the natural force of waterfalls and 

rivers to create electricity. The first man to harvest electrical power from a river in 

Hafnafjörður was Jóhannes Reykjdal, in 1904 (Karlsdóttir, 2010e;23). Number of such plants 

have since increased (Karlsdóttir, 2010f;24). Establishment of power plants and large industry 
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in Iceland has shed light on questions about the Icelandic way of dealing with such issues. 

Lacking environmental input assessments and missing evaluation of long term impacts on 

nature pose problems in planning and decision making in Iceland (Garðarsson, 1994;295).  

  

6.4. Compatible or Repellant? 
As industrialisation happened late in Iceland (Árnason, 2005q;20), but also because nature 

conservation implemented by practices and laws only gained popularity in the second part of 

the 20th century, discussions on whether nature should be utilised or protected have intensi-

fied in the course of the last century into the current one, creating a dualism and a divergence 

between the two opposing views (Karlsdóttir, 2010g;21). Opposing the two different sides 

and discussing matters regarding active or passive actions towards nature can lead to conflicts 

between the two interest groups, as discussed in Karsdóttir’s book, dealing with the usage of 

waterfalls for energy production in Iceland (Karlsdóttir, 2010h). I want to focus on this recent 

development in Icelandic society and thus reflect upon the question whether such issues are 

approachable from either one side or the other, or whether issues as such regarding power 

plants or planning of touristic sites can be dealt with in form of a more joint approach.   

Karlsdóttir argues, that the dualistic view developed from two different streams. From 

romanticism with its advocates as Jónas Hallgrímsson or Jón Sigurðsson on the one hand and 

those people molded by the age of information and ideas of free market on the other 

(Karldsdóttir, 2010i;18). 

Throughout times this dualism has been identifiable in contrasting terminologies used 

by environmental ethicists, philosophers and many more, not only in Iceland. Examples of 

such terminologies, just to name a few are anthropocentrism vs. ecocentrism (Thomp-

son&Barton, 1994), ‘að njóta vs. að nota’ (translation: to enjoy vs. to use) (Náttúrusýn, 1994) 

or dichotomies as intrinsic vs. instrumental values of nature, usages of terms which go back to 

the times of the ancient Greeks (Elliot, 2005).  

The dualistic view towards Icelandic nature could be summed up by a statement of 

Bjarni Jónsson in 1919 during a parliamentary meeting, who said that Icelandic nature was 

not only beautiful and free, but also rich of natural resources, such as fishing grounds, arable 

land and hydrological energy (Jónsson, 1919; my translation). While people almost exclu-

sively felt they were very much connected to nature and inseparable from it up until 1900, a 

more modern view towards nature joined the romantic perception after the turn of the century, 

based on the need to make use of the given natural resources as to join the neighbouring coun-



 

 25 

tries on the same economical stage, through which the country and its people would be striv-

ing for independence and increased well being (Karlsdóttir, 2010j;20). 

This dualism doesn’t necessarily assume that people join one side or the other, but 

could also be found within one person, a type of “schizophrenia” (Árnason, 2005r;23), as re-

flected in the poem Dettifoss by Einar Benediktsson, where the author praises the serene 

beauty of the waterfall whilst ascribing it benefit it could bring to society by harvesting its 

energy (Benediktsson, 1895). Such ambivalent views regarding actions towards nature are 

also found in discussions on tourism in Iceland. On the one hand we have those praising tour-

ism as it brings large economical profit, knowledge new cultural values to the country, on the 

other hand we have those who seem to be fed up with tourists for a diverse array of reasons 

(Hálfdánarsson, 1999). Hálfdánarsson argues,  that romantic and utilitarian views in Iceland 

have merged throughout the last centuries, rather than being separable (Hálfdánarsson, 1999), 

indicating that not all the issues are only black or white, only approachable from two sides. 

Isn’t it often so, that we have more than one stance towards a certain issue? Isn’t it helpful, no 

even necessary to look at issues as these from multiple perspectives rather than just the per-

spective that one regards as the right one? Questions as these probably triggered  following 

statements by Árnason in regard to differing nature views throughout Iceland’s history: “This 

result or consideration that both ecocentric and anthropocentric values matter, is thus only 

an added challenge to scholars and the public alike to think critically about the values that 

they want to protect and foster, both in human society and with regard to nature (Árnason, 

2005s;50) or also by saying that “the problems at hand are simply too multi-sided to be ade-

quately tackled from the perspective of any one discipline – a ‘pluralistic’ approach is thus 

absolutely called for, both in terms of methods and theories” (Árnason, 2005t;50). 
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7. Discussion 
Wild, Man-made or a bit of both?  

Simultaneously to writing these first words of the discussion, I am looking out the 

window at the Seljalandsfoss waterfall. It is spring here in Iceland, the fields are still yellow 

and a slight breeze is blowing outside, moving the recently planted trees back and forth. Blue 

patches of sky are pushing away the rain clouds which the day has produced and create a 

brightness, not only outside but also within myself. Some snow is left in the slopes above the 

waterfall, while the peak of Eyjafjallajökull is still fully covered in white. From the perspec-

tive I am sitting now, it seems clear to me that a service centre and additional parking lots 

accommodating higher numbers of cars are not a possibility at the site. Already, the street 

lights in the distance which illuminate the area at night seem “wrong” to me, in the visually 

perceived landscape.  

In a world where I was the head of the municipality who would have solemn authority 

on the decision making and planning at the site, the decision would already have been made. 

But it’s not always this easy in reality. This is one of the reasons why the land owners at the 

waterfall haven’t come to a conclusion yet. Because there is controverting ideas on how to 

approach such issues. And such differing ideas will likely always exist. Even Raven Flóki and 

his shipmates, who were one of the first to lay eyes on Iceland, described different sentiments 

that the land evoked in them, which drove them to make different evaluations on what they 

saw (Árnason, 2005u). What kind of a world would it be in which we were all of the same 

opinion and debates and controversies would not exist? Has such a world ever existed?  

The first thought that shot into my mind when thinking about a “perfect world” was 

that portrayed in Aldous Huxley’s novel, “Brave New World”, in which different castes of 

people were conditioned to behave in certain ways, as to create a holistic and functioning so-

ciety. But even in the sterile and organised world that Huxley envisioned (a criticism by the 

author on the quickly developing capitalistic world of course), rulers existed and some of its 

citizens were unhappy about the system.  

But why am I saying all this? It is not my point to get lost in utopian or dystopian ide-

as of existence (another dichotomy), but to make clear that controverting views and debates 

are not bad, on the contrary. It is necessary to collect inputs from different sides and to look 

beyond concepts and dualisms (environmentalists vs. economists), as to work towards a po-

tential solution (Jóhannesdóttir, 2015g). In the end, decisions on issues such as that of the 



 

 27 

recreational and touristic site in the south need to be made, as it seems clear that the situation 

can’t stay the way it is (see Image cars). 

Although my romantic ideas on the planning, or should I better say the “non planning” 

at the site seem to be the most sensible solution to me, I am not implying that there are other 

sides to the issue, which shouldn’t be considered. After all, tourist numbers are increasing at 

the site and will likely continue to do so. A better steering of traffic and people seem vital at 

the area. I also want to add that I am not strictly against the construction of a service centre. 

Service centres seem of vital importance to me and serve a function on educating people on 

history, vegetation and overall state of such an area so that people could not only connect bet-

ter with the area, but also learn to respect it more (Narfason, 2005;42). Respect of nature and 

natural environments is a matter which stands at the front of environmental debates regarding 

tourism in Iceland, a matter which I won’t consider more deeply now. What I want to point 

out is that the positioning of the service centre in visual closeness to the waterfall might do 

something to the perceiver, the perception of the perceived, evoking a different feeling, sen-

timent and experience within him or her, than if the service centre was placed elsewhere. In 

the plans of the municipality it says that the positioning of a service centre at this point would 

have negative affect on the vision from the ring road as well as from the waterfall itself, but 

the municipality still aimed at enforcing the plans (Steinsholt sf., 2015p). Additional the four 

parking lots would accommodate a lot more cars, which will also lead to visual disturbance at 

the site (Steinsholts sf., 2015q).  Wasn't it possible to find a different location for the service 

centre and parking lots farther away from the waterfall?   

As Gunnarsson says in a newspaper article which was released in 2006, discussions as 

these will likely continue and even increase in Iceland, where compromises will need to be 

found, especially regarding environmental issues (Gunnarsson, 2006). People will hopefully 

try to work towards the next best solution, as there is never going to be the one right solution 

(Gunnarsson, 2006). Such issues are furthermore rooted deeply in Icelandic history, as the 

two sides that of using and that of protecting nature often live side by side, and are not so eas-

ily separable, as people often present them to be (Gunnarsson, 2006). An example for such an 

activity is the fishery in Iceland  which has made use of the marine resource since beginning 

of settlement, but simultaneously, especially in the last centuries aimed at sustainability, 

knowing that the long time use of resources might have negative affect on the environment 

(Gunnarsson, 2006). These statements by Gunnarsson imply that we should rather learn to be 

open towards such discussions and approach them, rather than getting stuck in one of the con-

trasting views, which make the finding of a solution much more difficult.  



 

 28 

In the end, we do and will always have our own opinion and personal evaluation of 

such issues. I don’t only want to point out the importance of being open to different perspec-

tives and try to combine them to find the next best solution at every site, of course depending 

on the situation at the site, but also that individual inputs and opinions are the start of such 

debates, the beginning of the “problem solving”.  

In the following few lines, I want to strengthen my standpoint as one of many, regard-

ing the situation at Seljalandsfoss with concepts and ideas which I have either already touched 

throughout my essay or not even mentioned yet.  

 

The first concept I want to call to mind again, which I have talked about very shortly already 

is the concept or sentiment of wonder. “Wonder involves seeing the world as if for the first 

time (…) (Hadot, 2006;2013). I want to argue, that a wild and natural environment sparks 

more wonder in people than a man-made environment. This is what Jóhannesdóttir’s partici-

pants confirm when coming out into wild nature in Iceland, often expressing their feeling of 

wonder with exclamations as Wow! or remarkable (Jóhannesdóttir, 2015h;67). In her case, 

participants were largely from bigger cities, being struck by wonder when encountering some-

thing foreign to them, as the Icelandic landscape. From the other perspective though, a person 

who is constantly out in nature, might be struck by wonder when coming into  a big city or 

town, reflecting on its complexity and functionality, a sentiment that Skúlason describes in 

one of his essays, when making reference to the city of Paris (Skúlason, 1995a). The first of 

the two cases seems more common though, in a world, where more and more people live in 

cities and feel the need to go out into untouched nature and connect with it and themselves 

(Jóhannesson; 1994;172), in a world where wild nature is disappearing (Magnason, 2006).  

A very good portrayal on the concept of wonder is given by Juan de Pascuale, profes-

sor of philosophy, in his paper A Wonder Full Life (de Pascuale, 2003a). Pascuale states, that 

wonder is an experience which opens our eyes to what actually is surrounding us, that we 

acknowledge these surroundings and become fully aware of them (de Pascuale, 2003b). The 

experience of wonder thus “gives birth to self examination and a mindful awareness of the 

world, becoming true individuals and true citizens of the universe” (de Pascuale, 2003c;3). 

Unfortunately though, in a world which is driven by profit, efficiency and progress, a world in 

which we rush from one place to the other people don’t have time to wonder anymore (de 

Pascuale, 2003d). We do loose sight of wonder in the midst of it (Pascuale, 2003e). There’s 

some connections here I want to make regarding Pascuales perception of wonder. The way 

Pascuale describes the experience of wonder reminds me strongly of the experiences that Páll 
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Skúlason describes when sitting up at the Edge of the volcano Askja, in the highlands, the 

heart of Iceland. Reflecting on his experiences, Skúlason ascribes Askja (a symbol of un-

touched wilderness to him) a huge significance. For him, Askja is the representative of the 

natural world and the premise of mankind and culture (Skúlason, 1995b).“When man comes 

in connection with such a world, he has come to the end of the road. He has come in touch 

with reality itself. The mind opens up to total beauty and man finally sees what life’s all 

about” (Skúlason, 1995c;10). The way Pascuale describes wonder, is  what Skúlason seemed 

to have experienced at the edge of Askja. As Skúlason argues, only out in such a place, one 

could fully connect with the earth and oneself (Skúlason, 1995d). Another interesting compar-

ison that Skúlason makes in this memoire is that of Askja and Paris, ascribing both a whole-

ness and oddity (Skúlasson, 1995e), but at the same time stating that only at places as Askja, 

we could experience the real world and come in touch what really is. Having experienced this 

then, we can go back to our cities and create a somewhat better life (Skúlason, 1995f).  In 

connection to this symbolism which Skúlason gives Askja, he also comments on man made 

structures and nature use, a quote, which I find very suitable and compatible with my chains 

of thought. “If nature is set up as a machine, if she becomes subject to power plants and har-

vested for her raw materials, then she looses all her meaning, all her symbolic value” (Skúla-

son, 1995g;19; my translation). Although Skúlason directly refers to power plants in this 

statement of his, I want to argue that a service centre and additional commodities for tourists 

are a way of harvesting natures resources as well, by trying to increase numbers of tourists 

and thus gain economic profit in the long run. The resource in this case would be the beauty 

of nature (Samfylkingin, 2007). 

The other thought that came to my mind after reading Pascuales testimony on wonder, 

is closely connected to his criticism on today’s progressive world, in which people do not 

have enough time and space to be seized by wonder. This thought often comes to my mind 

when observing peoples  behaviour at touristic destinations as the Seljalandsfoss waterfall, a 

phenomenon I know all to well of myself. People often seem to be in a rush in between plac-

es, taking one picture after the other, without really giving themselves time or space to really 

experience such a site, to let that site have affect on oneself. Is there some recreational prac-

tice in getting out of the car, taking a picture of a waterfall and then driving off again (Jóhan-

nesson,1994;174)? A construction of a service centre might make people dwell longer at the 

site, being provided with different information at the site, but also decrease the amount of 

wilderness and thus decrease wonder, as previously argued.  



 

 30 

The way that people behave at such natural sites seems closely connected to the way 

they perceive what they see. Here, we could draw connection with the interconnectedness of 

subject and object, the dynamic interaction between man and his natural surroundings, as so 

beautifully described in several of Jóhannesdóttirs papers. Jóhannesdóttir argues, that the per-

ceptual, emotional and bodily experience of landscape is the aesthetic experience of land-

scape and secondly that the concept of beauty should play a key role in understanding the 

aesthetic experience of landscape (Jóhannesdóttir, n.d.;6). Although she argues that the term 

beauty is difficult to define, she refers to it not only in connection to sensuous qualities, but 

also positions it in the relation between subject and object (Jóhannesdóttir, n.d.). When expe-

riencing beauty, we open ourselves to the object as it is, when we see the object as pure and 

beautiful, for what it actually is (Johnson, 2009;160). As Jóhannesdóttir argues further, expe-

riences of beauty in landscape make us forget for a moment our mundane thoughts and every-

day worries (Jóhannesdóttir, n.d.;9). Instead of oneself being the centre of attention, the thing 

that is perceived gains full attention and really comes into being (Jóhannesdóttir, n.d.). Expe-

riences as that of Jóhannesdóttirs participants during trips out to nature (Jóhannesdóttir, 

2015i) or those described by Páll Skúlason (Skúlason, 1995h) at the edge of the volcano Ask-

ja, come close to Jóhannesdóttirs description of opening up to beauty, happenings, which oc-

cur during the encounter with these wild environments away from man made structures. In 

this context, the objects that evoke these sentiments in us are equally as important as the sen-

timents are, the perception of landscape of the individual. By making references to Jóhannes-

dóttirs thoughts on landscape aesthetics I want to point out that not only the landscape that is 

perceived is important, but also the feelings that it evokes in us. When referring to landscape 

as the site at Seljalandsfoss waterfall and possible changes that might be taken at such a site, 

we shouldn’t only make evaluations based on how the landscape and nature would be affected 

but also on the changing sentiment the landscape might evokes in us with increasing man 

made structures. It should be a mixture of both of these sides, as to avoid another dualistic 

point of view.  

Another question I want to pose and call to mind again is the fact that most of the 

people come to Iceland for its rawness and originality, its wild nature, which people seem to 

experience here in higher intensity than elsewhere, as depicted before. In this context I want 

to question the ideas that the municipality has in mind at such a natural and touristic site. Isn’t 

the fact that Iceland is often considered as one of Europe’s last wilderness in a world, where 

wild areas are on a decline reason enough to try to preserve exactly this wilderness when the 

choice is given? Wouldn't people appreciate untouched nature more than the construction of 
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new roads, parking lots and a service centres? Regarding such issues, Kári Kristjánsson stat-

ed, that tourists who wish for wild nature don’t want concrete, shops, bridges, but enjoy the 

roughness of nature (Kristjánsson, 1996). It seems of importance, that the Icelandic images 

people have of Icelandic landscapes, or the images Icelandic landscapes portray, don’t get 

bruised too much, with all the man made structures that are created. This might not only de-

crease the number of tourists coming to the country in the long run, but also cut the connec-

tion of the people visiting Icelandic nature, tourists as well as locals, with nature itself. People 

in the North, who have been surrounded by wilderness for a very long time, moving and 

roaming around it freely throughout the centuries (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2003i),  

might encounter a changing nature, but also changing behaviour and perception towards it, 

which will simultaneously influence each other. Therefore it seems vital for us to ask our-

selves what affect our actions will have on the visually perceived landscape and what we want 

our surroundings to look like.  

 

 

Finally, I’d like to draw connections to the symbolism of waterfalls. Waterfalls are a 

clear characteristic and dominant feature in Icelandic landscape and are one of the phenome-

na, attracting so many visitors, day after day. This is the reason why Gullfoss in the South of 

Iceland, but also Skógarfoss and Seljalandsfoss are major tourist destinations. Waterfalls seem 

to  possess an energy, that draws people to them. But why is that? What is it that makes peo-

ple search out this natural phenomena which is part of a larger and seemingly endless flow of 

Image 8: Road serves as Car Park at Seljalandsfoss waterfall 
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water? In search for an answer to this question I encountered several explanations, which 

seemed more sensible to me than others. At first, the sheer power and strength of a waterfall 

could make people realise the force and majesty which lies behind nature,  a feeling we so 

quickly forget in the man made and unnatural world that we create for ourselves (power and 

vastness of Icelandic nature I have cut in a previous chapter). Each and every waterfall stands 

for individuality and has its own distinct features, its own sound, colours, size etc. (Karlsdót-

tir, 2010k). Furthermore, waterfalls could give the perceiver a glimpse of eternity. On the one 

hand it might seem as if the water has fallen in exact the same way at exact the same pace for 

a very long time. On the other hand waterfalls might also give the perceiver the ability to 

experience a moment, in which he or she can look into a possible reality beyond time (Karls-

dóttir, 2010l). Waterfalls though, as everything else out in nature are prone to constant 

change. Waterfalls have been shaped and have disappeared in Iceland’s geological history, a 

phenomena most recently observable as a consequence of the action of man (Karlsdóttir, 

2010m). As Karlsdóttir argues, a standpoint which I could very much connect with, waterfalls 

are one of natures most free embodiments, a phenomenon which should call for being left in 

peace (Karlsdóttir, 2010n). But this is surely not the case, and has not been throughout the last 

decades.  

Waterfalls for me, are a perfect symbol for the duality which I have discussed in this 

essay, that of nature use vs. nature protection (nota vs. njóta), not only in regard to the con-

struction of power plants but also regarding construction of man-made structures and land use 

at touristic sites as the Seljalandsfoss waterfall. 

Considering the symbolic meaning of waterfalls, the reason why tourists so frequently 

come to Iceland and the affect that man made structures could have on the perception of the 

perceiver at such an area, we should think about the face we want to give such an area in the 

future, a responsibility which seems to lie in our hands.  In the back of our minds we should 

know, that man made structures are not as easily reversible and carry long term affects com-

pared to the practice of nature protection (Samfylkingin, 2007).  

At the end of the discussion, I want to draw connection to the situation at the Niagara 

waterfalls, one of the largest and most visited waterfalls in the world. At a site as such, which 

represents the power and force of nature and which people come to visit because of its obvi-

ous uniqueness on global scale, man made structures have taken over. Fences preventing peo-

ple of falling down the canyon, car parks, restaurants, roads and boats have been introduced to 

search out and observe this natural phenomenon. Have the Niagara falls, because of all these 
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man-made structures, lost all their magic and charm? Could waterfalls in Iceland as the 

Seljalandsfoss waterfall await the same fate?  
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8. Conclusion/Suggestions 
The insights I have previously worked out as well as the question how we want the land to 

look like in the future, not only seem of vital importance to me in regard to planning and 

construction at natural and touristic sites around Iceland, but are often not thoroughly 

considered, as becomes clear in the plans by the municipality Rangárþing Eystra.4 Although 

the municipality does consider the impact that the desirable constructions would have on the 

visually perceived landscape, they decided nonetheless to publish the report in attempt to 

enforce their plans, without really trying to find other solutions, solutions which could 

incorporate a balance between utilising the site and protecting its wilderness. Wouldn’t it be 

possible to use the nature and surrounding environment at the Seljalandsfoss waterfall as a 

tourist attraction and consequent accumulation of economical benefit, whilst making sure that 

wilderness is preserved and a powerful experience provided to those visiting?5 

For me, the Seljalandsfoss waterfall serves as a good example of a typical touristic site 

in Iceland, where further planning and adjustments are necessary, as to cope with increasing 

numbers of tourists, but simultaneously a consideration of the impact of these plans on the 

visually perceived landscape should not be forgotten. With increasing numbers of tourists 

decisions on such issues will increasingly need to be made, not only at the Seljalandsfoss 

waterfall. 
I want to once more, draw a connection to one of Jóhannesdóttirs papers on the 

aesthetics of Icelandic landscapes. I believe that my findings are closely related to one of 

Jóhannesdóttirs main declerations in her PhD thesis, that landscape aesthetics should play a 

more important role in environmental decision making and planning in Iceland 

(Jóhannesdóttir, 2015i). Jóhannesdóttir implies that attention should not only lie in physical 

features of landscape as vegetation or rock formations, but also include subjective evaluations 

of such areas, and the feelings that come along with these (Jóhannesdóttir, 2015j). The main 

difference between our depictions is that Jóhannesdóttir closely examines terms as beauty or 

the sublime, which are part of nature aesthetics, while I focus more on the visually perceived 

landscape in Iceland and the importance of visually perceived wilderness in this context. 

                                                
4 Again, it lies in our hands what face we give the surrounding environment 
5 Very few shops and other services are present at the site, and no entrance fees are charged, therefore a direct 

accumulation of money is not present. Nonetheless local as well as the national economy benefit from people 

visiting the site in form of rental cars or the purchase of goods/food in shops which are close by, just to name a 

few. 
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Although I haven't given a close account on terms as beauty or the sublime, I mentioned that 

Icelandic landscape, especially wilderness could evoke feelings in us, feelings one might very 

well connect with Jóhannesdóttirs description of experiences of beauty. For these reasons I 

see that we are very much on the same level, talking about the importance of natural 

environments away from man-made structures, which give us a different kind of experience 

which we can’t always grasp in words.  

After all, we are responsible for man made structures and their positioning in the 

environment. Why don’t we try to place them there, where they have least negative impact on 

the surrounding nature and our experience within this nature?  

 

On the premises of the previous research that I have conducted and the discussion I have led, I 

would like to make following proposals which will simultaneously act as a conclusion of my 

paper, as I don't want to let my voice be unheard:  

 

• The removal of existing parking lots should be conducted, as to exclude the presence of 

cars and buses at the site. Maintenance of the Þórsmörk road leading to the camping 

ground and onwards to Þórsmörk with permission for a parking lot adjacent to the camping 

ground for those who stay there should be given. Construction of a larger parking lot and 

service centre outside of the area, neither visible from the area itself nor from road number 

one should be implemented. With the positioning of the service centre and car park outside 

of the area an experience of walking to the waterfall would be created, and people would 

dwell longer at the site and have more time to connect to it. 

 

• Maintenance and possibly even expanding of present parking lots adjacent to the waterfall. 

Construction of a service centre and adjacent parking lot outside of the area, away from all 

visual distraction as mentioned in suggestion number 1. People could park close to the wa-

terfall or drive to  the service centre (preferably farther inside the valley) for a more exten-

sive experience and collection of information about the area. 

 

• Construction of a Service Centre in Hvolsvöllur and Vík. On the way from ring road num-

ber one to the site, whether coming from east or west, people could receive information on 

the area in one of the towns, which is already marked by man made structures. This would 

require good information on the presence of such service centres for the tourists. 
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These proposals are not based on thorough research and facts about touristic sites. A close 

depiction of a reinvention of ideas about the site around Seljalandsfoss and Hamragarðar 

would be topic for a whole new essay. It was important for me though, to send out some 

thoughts and mediations which anyone who might read this could pick up on, as I find it im-

portant to give some suggestions connected to reality and not dwell on theoretical facts only. 

This part furthermore seemed a natural consequence of the previous.  
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