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Icelanders adore their sturdy, good-natured, small
breed horses which are a popular means of
transportation for excursions through the island's
fascinating lava-formed landscapes. Photo courtesy the
Iceland Tourist Board.

Icelandic Iconography
of the 1957-61 Banknote Series

By Howard Bauserman
ic-1980 Howard Bauserman
All rights reserved by the author

Some say the world will end in ice,
While others say, volcanic fire.
In Iceland though, there's something nice.
Choose one or both, as you desire.

H.M.B.

Introduction

"Ultima Thule" was the name given by then -mans to
the farthest remote and distant land, and some think
they may have had in mind Iceland. N of course, you
can hop on an Icelandic Airlines' plane in New York or
London and be in "Ultima Thule" in two to four hours.

You should indeed hop on the plane. Iceland is a most
unusual, interesting place.

Many people think of Iceland as an arctic country,
and it is true that Reykjavik is the most northern capital
of any country. But only a north coastal island,
Grimsey, is touched by the Arctic Circle at 66" 32'
latitude. Iceland, the second largest island in Europe,
covers 39,768 square miles — smaller than Great
Brit a; a, a little larger than Ireland, about the same size
as the state of Virginia.
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Every few years a volcano erupts violently
somewhere on the island. These are caused, say the
geologists, because of the Mid-Atlantic rift-ridge. It is
less precise but more descriptive to say there is a crack
in the earth's crust in the ocean floor in the middle of the
Atlantic Ocean and Iceland sits on top of this crack.
Occasionally fire, brimstone and red hot molten lava
seep through this crack from far below the earth's solid
crust, and a volcano erupts somewhere on Iceland. All
this has been going on for a very long time and the result
today is a mountainous island — Iceland.

Meantime, back on top of these mountains the snow
has accumulated to build up tremendously large fields
of glacier ice. There are several glaciers covering 11.5%
of the land or 4,555 square miles. The largest single
glacier, Vatnajokull, is large enough to cover the state of
Delaware and much of Delaware Bay.

If a different sort of place interests you, the best thing
to do is visit Iceland and see for yourself the rugged,
untouched beauty of nature with wide expanses of
mountains, glaciers, waterfalls and many geysers.
Salmon and trout are found in every river and the sea
abounds with fish. You can ski or swim or dance with
the native people. Many of the Icelanders speak very
good English and will be kind enough to speak your
language, but you might be surprised how much better
you can get along if you learn a few Icelandic words to
whisper in your dance partner's ear. If dancing is not
your thing, learn some words anyway.

In 1944, Iceland became an independent republic.
However, the first paper money especially for use on the
island was issued on September 18, 1885 while Iceland
was still under the control of the Danish crown. The
name on the notes was "Landssjod Islands"; then from
1900 until 1944 several other names were used on
different currency notes, including "Islands Banki"
and "Rikissjod Islands."During this time the notes had
portraits of Danish Kings Fredrick VIII, Christian IX
and Christian X. Beginning in 1928, the issuing bank
was the "Landsbanki Islands"; then in 1957 it was the
"Landsbanki-Sedlabankinn"; and from March 29, 1961
to the present the name has been "Sedlabanki Islands".
Notice on the pictures of the notes that the third letter in
"Sedlabanki" has a horizontal bar through the vertical
line. This letter is not "d", but a special Icelandic letter.
There are more letters in the Icelandic alphabet,
although 26 are the same as in English. The
pronounciations of four of the different Icelandic letters
are:

t), tv, pronounced as th in theatre;
ID, 6, pronounced as th in mouth,
2E, Ee, pronounced as i in time, and
0, 6, pronounced as u in sun.

As you read on you will find the accent marks have been
left out and Latin-English letters substituted which give
less guidance in the pronounciation. You should know
Islands is pronounced iss-lands and means Iceland's.
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The 5 Kronur Note Iconography

Ingolfur Arnarson came to Iceland from Norway, the
first permanent settler to bring his wife and family to
the new country. When he lived in Norway, Arnarson
stirred up trouble for himself when he allowed his best
friend, Leif of the Sword, to marry his sister Helga
instead of other suitors. Each time Ingolfur and his men
defeated one of the jealous and insulted suitors, still
more enemies were made and provoked to seek revenge.
Ingolfur and Leif made a preparatory and exploratory
trip to Iceland; then gathering their belongings, they
and their followers set sail for their new home in 874.

The Iceland 5 kronur note issued June 21, 1957 has a
portrait of a man in the costume known to be worn by
Norsemen in 874. The picture title is "Ingolfur
Arnarson", and this may be what he looked like when
he brought his family, servants and slaves to the wild
shores of Iceland.

We also know what Arnarson's boat looked like. Well
preserved wrecks of Viking ships have been dug up,
studied and displayed in museums. Viking is an
Icelandic word. "Vik" means bay or fiord and "ing"
means decending from. A Viking is a sailor who comes
out of a fiord. Sailors of other nations called the Vikings
pirates and they were a rough and lawless lot.

Nevertheless, being a man who heeded his particular
religion, Ingolfur brought with him the "seat pillars"
from his home in Norway. The seat pillars were two tall
timbers on which were carved his favorite gods, totem
poles of sorts. According to custom, as the party neared
the shores of Iceland, Ingolfur threw these timbers into
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the sea. The gods were then to guide these timbers to the
shore and wherever they first touched the shore would
be the chosen site for the party's new start.
Unfortunately a heavy storm came up before the
timbers reached the shore, and Ingolfur was forced to
beach the ships quickly. He stayed there and set up a
house at the place now called Ingolfshofdi on the south
shore of the island. After spending the winter, Ingolfur
sent his men out to find the lost seat pillars, but three
years passed before they were discovered 'way around
on the western side of the island. Ingolfur, heeding the
omen, sailed to the bay where the pillars had been
found. There, seeing steam and mists rising from the
ground nearby, they named the place Reykjavik, the
bay of misty smoke.

(The 5 and 10 kronur notes issued June 25, 1957 are
printed on a special paper as a guarantee of
genuineness. While this paper was being produced in
the paper making machine, pieces of colored thread
about 3/16" long[25mml were sprinkled on the sheets
just before the paper passed through the finishing rolls.
As a result, a narrow band on the surface of the finished
product contains the colored thread pieces pressed into
the paper.)

When visiting Iceland, one may choose luxury cruise
ship or airplane. Icelandic Airlines has been one of the
less expensive passenger carriers on the Atlantic run for
several years, combining low rates with quite adequate
service. If you choose to come by air you will touch down
at Keflavik on the southwestern peninsula of Alfatanes,
then take a bus some 30 miles to Reykjavik. You will
pass through Bessastadir which is about three miles
south of Reykjavik. The reverse of the 5 kronur note has
a scene of Bessastadir. The land round about is
generally rather flat with rolling hills, not at all like the
northern part of the island where the shore is one
perpendicular fiord next to another. Bessastadir, a very
old settlement, was mentioned in the old sagas before
the days of writing in Iceland. The buildings were the
property of Snorri Sturlason, the best known historian
of the 13th century. Later they became the property of
the crown, the residence of the king's representative in
Iceland. Up until the end of the 18th century, it was thus
the seat of highest government authority in Iceland.

Ms. Sigridur Einarsdottir of the Icelandic tourist
Board tells further that early in the 19th century the
buildings were converted to be the school of highest
education in Iceland and remained so for 40 years until
the school was moved to its present location in
Reykjavik. For a while it was privately owned until the
last owner gave it to the state to be used as the official
residence of the Head of State. The first President of
Iceland moved there in 1944, and the two men
succeeding him have also made Bessastadir their home.

You have to look carefully to find trees in Iceland,
Grass grows well on the lower land, and is the staple
crop of the Iceland farmer, providing pasture in the
summer and feed in the winter. In winter cattle have to
be fenced and fed for about eight months and sheep for
five or six months. Cattle are summer pastured on
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cultivated fields, but sheep are taken to higher
unimproved pastures during the summer months. To
improve the lowland pastures during the last 50 years
some 35,000 miles of drain ditches and tunnels have
been dug — a tremendous undertaking when you think
the whole island is only 300 miles long, and intensive
when you consider only 15% of the total land is suitable
for farming. You will see another vista of grass and
sheep on the reverse of the 100 kronur notes.

The 10 Kronur Note Iconography

Jon Eiriksson lived and served his native Iceland
during the time of the American Revolution, but he was
not honored by his country by having his portrait on the
obverse of the 5 kronur note until 1935. His portrait is
now also on the 10 kronur note issued in June, 1957. In
the 16th century the young people of Iceland, seeking a
higher education, went to the University in
Copenhagen. Eiriksson was interested in and helped
the Icelandic students to form a soceity in 1779 "to
promote knowledge of the practical arts and sciences
amongst the people." Most probably the society also
had political goals as well. Under Eiriksson's guidance
the society, the Hid Islenzka Laerdornslistafelag,
flourished.

At the center obverse of the 10 kronur note, issued
June 21, 1957, is a scene of an inlet of the sea with a
small ship such as are used in the coastal waters around
Iceland. Iceland has many fiords which are good places
for harbors, but a fiord is only a shelter until a lot of
work has been done. A ship's captain, lacking a place to
tie up his ship, will drop anchor out in the middle of the
fiord. The merchandise will then be taken from shore to
ship on small boats, lighters. Cranes mounted on the
deck of the ship lift the goods from the lighters and stow
it in the ship's cargo holds.

A much more efficient way. when the quantity of
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goods warrants, is to build a permanent wharf, quay or
pier. It is only in the last 50 years or so that proper
harbor facilities have been constructed. Major harbor
works were first started in Reykjavik and
Vestmannaeyjar in 1913, and since then improvements
have been made there and elsewhere on the island. In
Reykjavik the newest berths have a minumum water
depth at spring tide of 26 feet, plenty deep enough for
most ocean-going vessels today.

What amounts to a completely new harbor has been
built at Straumsvik on the southwest coast. The harbor
is needed to serve the aluminum smelter and the
aluminum smelter is needed to convert the hydro-
electric power into an exportable commodity. The raw
material for the smelter is an ore, bauxite, mined from
the ground in such places as Africa and South America.
The smelter uses about three tons of bauxite to make
one ton of aluminum metal. To transport these very
large tonnages of ore, ships with a cargo capacity of
40,000 tons and over are used. The Straumsvik harbor
has been dug deep, 39 feet, to accomodate these ships.
Variation of water level with changes in tide are greater
than in most other places, being as much as 16 feet
difference from high to low tide in some of Iceland's
harbors.

It takes two things to make a successful commercial
harbor. First, the topography must be right to provide
shelter from the winds, waves and storms. Second, there
must be local commerce for the ships to seek for
financial profit. The reverse of the 10 kronur note we
have been talking about is completely filled with a view
of Reykjavik harbor, Reykjavikurhofn. The three large
ships are ocean-going freighters; the three smaller
vessels on the left are useful for coastal commerce, but
quite large enough to make the trip of some 1200 miles,
to London or North Europe. In the background on the
right is a large white passenger cruise ship. The city of
Reykjavik is out of sight to the right and behind. When
we say "city" we are not referring to the size or
nonulation of the community; rather, we mean the.place
has the amenities and the varied commerce of a city.
The population was only 84,333 in 1973, but such a
small place can be a city because of the nature of the
Iceland people. They are aggressive, not in the sense of
being attackers, but energetic, enterprising and
sometimes even quarrelsome when they think their
rights are at stake ... a national characteristic that
may be due to both history and geography.
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The 25 Kronur Note Iconography

The climate of Iceland ranges from arctic to
temperate. Reykjavik is a surprisingly mild place,
having a winter climate similar to Saint Louis,
Missouri. The wind from the ocean keeps the average
July temperature at a cool 52"F. In January the average
temperature is 31"F, remarkably mild for a city only 170
miles south of the Arctic Circle.

The northwest peninsula of Iceland juts out toward
Greenland 180 miles to the west. Looking like a giant
claw it is called the western fiords, Vestfirdir, with at
least eight fiords. The largest is Isafjardardjup, where
almost into the open sea, is the town of Isafjordur. On
the obverse of the 25 kronur note the name is printed in
Icelandic. This town is the main trading,
administrative and communications center of the
region. With a population of only 3,000 it is still the
largest town on the western peninsula. As you can see
from the picture on the currency note, the entire town is
built on a long sandspit extending out into the fiord, the
only level space available. A thriving little town,
Isafjordur has the best harbor in the northwest, a
sizeable local fishing fleet and various plants to process
the catch. An airstrip with daily flights to Reykjavik
makes this the logical place to stay while you visit. The
Hotel Manakaffi is open all year offering modern
rooms. There are several restaurants and, if you like to
dance, try the Uppsalir Cafe. If you plan your trip for
summertime and enjoy hill climbing or just plain
hiking, you should stay at the ski lodge about two miles
west. They have both separate rooms and dormitory
space. There is a good camping site with toilet facilities
at Tungudalur, about two miles away, where there is a
small woods and pleasant surroundings. Wooded spots
are hard to fine in Iceland. With a pack sleeping bag on
your back you will be among the natives and perhaps
get to know some. There is a ski slope and if that is your
interest, the runs have the best snow between February
and May. I have been told the snow is good but the runs
are not as long as in Switzerland and Colorado.

There are two ways to look at fiords, in a boat looking
up at the high mountains and on the top of the mountain
looking down the steep slopes at the water. Both can be
impressive, awe-inspiring experiences. For an
overvi6w,, try the trip by road to Hrafnseyri. The road
winds 'around and over mountain passes and goes near
an eiderduck colon, , at Myrar. Iceland has many bird
colonies with millions of birds, and a lot of them can be
seen in this area. As you travel on, the road takes you
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Nearly 1.5 million head of sheep are pastured on the
mountains and grasslands of Iceland each summer.
Then each fall they are driven to sheepfolds to be sorted.
Some will be slaughtered, and the best will be taken to
the farm for overwintering. Photo courtesy the Iceland
Tourist Board.

past Thingeyri, a small fishing port, and over the moun-
tain to Hrafnseyri, interesting to us because here we can
see the old farm of Jon Sigurdsson with a memorial by
the sculptor Einar Jonnson. Jon Sigurdsson's portrait
is on the 1000 kronur note so we will have quite a bit
more to say about him later.

There is a little group of islets some seven to ten miles
from the south shore of the main island. The largst is
Heimaey. The harbor of Vestmannaeyjar, shown on the
reverse of the 25 kronur note, is on this little islet of
Heimaey. A glance at the geologic map shows,
stretching across the island, a band of active zones of
rifting and volcanos. Heimaey is in the ocean on the
southern end of one of these bands, so it might not be too
surprising to find a volcano here.

Imagine the feelings of the early uncomprehending
travelers who came upon these violent dramas of
nature. In 1793, a Danish ship's captain was amazed to
see a submarine eruption. He wrote in his Log:

At three o'clock in the morning we saw smoke aris-
ing from the sea and thought it to be land; but on clos-
er consideration we concluded that this was a special
wonder wrought by God, that a natural sea could
burn.... When I caught sight of this terrifying smoke, I
felt convinced that doomsday had come."

Submarine eruptions have often occurred off the
coasts of the country, especially on the Reykj anes ridge.
One submarine eruption there started on November 14,
1963, and lasted on and off for nearly four years. During
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this period a completely new island, now called Surtsey,
was built up some 600 feet above the ocean. Surtsey is
one of the Vestmannaeyjar group, located furthest out,
20 miles from the main island. On January 23, 1973,
eruptions started again, this time on the islet of
Heimaey, when a one-mile fissure opened up on the
outskirts of Vestmannaeyjar. Nearly 5000 people were
evacuated (over 200 stayed). By the time the eruptions
stopped in June of that same year, about one-third of the
town plus about 400 houses had been buried or burned
up. The note we are looking at was issued March 29,
1961, before the 1963 and 1973 eruptions. I am told many
improvements to the harbor have been made since then.

I tend to group things into classes. I tend to think of
flower blossoms as being by their very nature
something that was formed to wilt to make something
else. Some things seem stationary, permanent and
unchanging. The earth's mountains seem to have been
standing there forever until I talk to a man who has seen
an island mountain being born. Then I have a small
understanding of a sphere of earth careening, eccentric
around a self-consuming star.

The 100 Kronur Note Iconography

Tryggvia Gunnarsson did not serve in government in
Iceland, but was an accomplished individual in many
areas, reason enough for him to be depicted on the
country's 100 kronur note. In some ways Gunnarsson
might be compared to Benjamin Franklin in the United
States who, over 100 years earlier, contributed as a
private but interested party to the shaping of his
country's government.

Tryggvia Gunnarsson was born in northern Iceland
in October, 1835. The son of a rural pastor, he was
limited in his formal education due to geographical
remoteness, but was taught at home by his parents. As a
young man he learned the carpentry trade and by age 24
was a carpenter and farmer of some local note. In 1873,
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he moved to the north coast capital of Akureyri and
became general manager of a commercial foundation
there. Its goal was to promote the foreign sales of the
goods of the local farmers and small businessmen.
During 20 years in this post he traveled extensively to
Copenhagen, then the capital of Iceland, since it was a
possession of Denmark. In 1893, he moved to Reykjavik,
not yet the capital, but even then it was Iceland's largest
and most important commercial center. He became
director of the country's national bank and remained in
that position until 1901. One might expect to find his
signature in this capacity on notes issued by the
Landsbanki Islands at the time, but I know of none.
During this period he also was elected repeatedly to the
Althing.

Gunnarsson was one of the first photographers in
Iceland and was a major pioneer in the field. It is
believed that he learned this trade in Copenhagen and
took his first photograph around 1865. He was also
active for many years in a subject that has only recently
become fashionable, wildlife preservation. He was
active in the societies for animal protection and was the
editor of The Animal Friend magazine for some time.
This publication is still printed in Iceland. He died
October 21, 1917.*

The obverse of the 100 kronur note also has a scene of
Holar (pronounced Hullar). A church diocese was
established there in 1106. As bishop of Holar,
Guobrandur Thorlaksson established the doctrine and
rites of the Lutheran church throughout Iceland. The
first Bible in the Icelandic language was printed and
published by the bishop of Holar in 1584.

`The biographical material on Gunnarsson was supplied in a
private communication from William Connors, Public
Relations Manager, Icelandic Airlines.

When you look at the 100 kronur notes, both those
issued June 21, 1957 and March 29, 1961, you will see the
whole reverse side is occupied with a peaceful scene of
sheep on a mountain side. It is peaceful now but by the
time you read this it may not still be so because the
mountain in the background is Hekla, an intermittent
active volcano. Bearing in mind the great difficulty of
deciding what, in Iceland, is a single volcano, it is likely
that more than 200 volcanoes have been active during
the last 11,000 years or so, some 30 of them since the
settlement of the country 1,100 years ago. During the
last few centuries eruptions have occurred on the
average of every fifth year. Nearly every type of volcano
is found in Iceland. Lava-producing fissures, lone
cracks in the mantle rock, forming so-called crater rows,
are the most common. Presumably these cracks both in
the crater rows and the shield volcanoes provide a place
for the molten rock (magma) from deep down in the
earth to ooze out from time to time, but Iceland also has
active volcanoes of the differentiated central type, fed
by separate magma chambers higher up in the crust.
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Their eruptions are explosive and accompanied by
tremendous jokulhlaup (Icelandic for glacier flood).
Grimsvotn is a large caldera in the central part of, and
underneath Vatnajokull (the largest glacier in Iceland),
whose eruptions produce floods every five or ten years.

The highest volcanic mountains in Iceland are snow
and ice-coverd. The most famous, Hekla, was thought
during the middle ages to be the mouth of Hell. As late
as the 17th century, the French traveler Martiniere, was
firmly convinced that he could hear the shrieks of
damned souls shivering in the pack-ice where the devil
had left them to cool off before bringing them back into
the fire below. Since its first recorded eruption in 1104,
when the small settlement of Thjorsardalur was
destroyed by a heavy ash fall, Hekla has erupted some
14 times. The last eruption started on May 5, 1970 and
lasted for two months, but usually Hekla eruptions,
after warning rumbles, start with a violent explosion,
then continue erupting for six months to a year. When
Hekla last erupted, first came a rushing flood from the
melted ice and finally the slow-flowing red hot lava
moved down the mountain side. During this last
eruption a tremendous part of the rim of the volcano was
blasted away and came flying and tumbling down the
mountain side along with the molten lava. The highest
part of Mount Hekla is now 4,892 feet above sea level,
216 feet lower than before.

The sheep in the picture remind us of their importance
in Iceland. Sheep raising was, until World War I, the
main farming occupation, and it is still important. For
most of the summer sheep are grazed on the extensive
meadow and hillside pastures, often far up on the
mountains. The flocks are rounded up and separated for
slaughtering in the autumn before the onset of heavy
snows. Cattle operations have expanded greatly in
recent years, especially in the south and southwest. In
1970, there were some 800,000 sheep and over 50,000
cattle. In preparation for winter, fodder for the domestic
animals is raised and harvested from cultivated land.
Various types of produce such as turnips and carrots are
raised, and the potato crop nearly satisfies the local
needs. While fewer Icelanders are farmers now than at
any time in their 1,100 years, total agricultural
production is at its highest. Almost every farm has
electricity and about 75% of the farms have a tractor or
Jeep. Today horses cannot be jusitfied economically as
work animals; still you will see horses on the farms
used, as shown on the note, to herd sheep. The Icelandic
horse is a small hardy breed that the island folk enjoy
riding for pleasure too.

(to be continued)

(References and sources for further reading will follow the final
installment.)

Icelandic notes are obtainable from the author at P. 0. Box
22753, Denver, CO 8022.
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