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Can’t remember to forget you: Icelandic statues
and negative memories of the eighteenth century

Arnér Gunnar Gunnarsson & Jon Kristinn Einarsson, Reykjavik

The BLM movement did indeed enter Icelandic discourse in various ways in the
summer of 2020. Contrary to the heated protests against problematic monuments
in many countries, however, debates over Icelandic statues were not prominent.
Some ideas surfaced, though, and in June, the former newspaper editor and pro-
minent socialist Gunnar Smari Egilsson called for removing the statue of Ingélfur
Arnarson, the man purported to have been the first permanent settler of Iceland
in the ninth century.! The reason was that Ingélfur is usually said to have owned
slaves when he arrived in Iceland. Around the same time, a University of Iceland
student wrote a tweet criticizing that same statue. How can Icelanders, according
to the tweet, condemn Confederate statues of U.S. slaveholders while having their
very own slaveholder statue in a prominent place in the centre of Reykjavik?? This
was liked and retweeted by a number of people, including historians and other
academics.

Of course, there are vast differences between this Icelandic statue and the con-
troversial U.S. monuments. While Confederate monuments commemorate nine-
teenth-century men whose claim to fame is committing treason to fight for slavery,

Ingolfur is celebrated for supposedly settling in Iceland sometime around 870.
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The earliest mention of his name dates back to the twelfth century, more than two
centuries after he possibly lived in Iceland. Thus, in recent years, historians have
questioned whether Ingélfur existed at all and, if he did, they have downplayed
details of his life as unreliable, even fictional. Even if Ingélfur existed, he is not
remembered mainly for being a slaveholder and there is no group of people that
sees themselves as descendants of Ingélfur’s slaves. Nevertheless, if a large num-
ber of people associate Ingélfur’s statue with slavery, that criticism may very well
be valid, despite academics pointing out inaccuracies in the reasoning. Perhaps
this serves as a reminder that statues do not only represent the consensus of aca-
demic historians, but other ideas as well. Without any polling on Ingélfur’s statue,
however, these two social media posts cannot be regarded as representative of
public opinion.

In another incident, people discussed not removing but erecting a new statue.
The subject was to be Hans Jénatan (1784-1827), a Danish-Caribbean man who
was born into slavery on the Caribbean island of St. Croix but served in the Danish
navy and moved to East-Iceland where he ran a trading post. Thought to be the
first Black man to move to Iceland, Hans J6énatan has generated much interest
in the past decade or two, becoming the subject of a popular book, a movie, and
genetic research.” Vilhjalmur Bjarnason, at the time an alternate member of par-
liament, sponsored a resolution in June 2020 for the government to erect a monu-
ment in Hans Jénatan’s honour. In support of the resolution, Vilhjalmur made
references to the ongoing debates over public memory of slavery.* The idea was
picked up by the media, with the anthropologist and Hans Jénatan biographer
Gisli Palsson encouraging MPs to approve the idea.’ Eventually, the government
adopted the idea and decided in February 2021 to commission the monument.®
To mention another instance, 700 people signed a petition for the Reykjavik city
council to erect a bust of U.S. musician Kanye West outside a public swimming
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pool.” Notably, there are no public statues commemorating people of colour in
Iceland and very few, if any, of immigrants — and the first full-size statue of a non-
anonymous woman, the first female MP Ingibjérg H. Bjarnason (1867-1941), was
only erected in 2015. Aside from this discussion about commissioning a new statue
of Hans Jénatan and the brief mention of Ingélfur Arnarson, Icelandic statues did
not seem to garner much attention in connection to the BLM movement and calls
for changes in 2020.

One reason for Iceland’s virtual absence from the statue debate, especially in
terms of the eighteenth century, is the negative status early modernity has in na-
tional public memory. The period has generally been seen as a time of stagnation
or even decline in both economic and cultural terms, with the eighteenth century,
characterized by harsh weather, natural disasters and pestilence, being the nadir
of this development. This can be traced to the leaders of the independence move-
ment of the nineteenth century, who wanted to emphasize the negative effects of
Danish rule, and especially the Danish-Icelandic trade monopoly of 1602-1786,
on the nation. Although many historians in recent decades have done much to re-
vise this downbeat historiography of the early modern period®, statues and other
“lieux de mémoires” remain a potent relic of the old view. Thus, many Icelandic
statues and places of memory either celebrate the “golden age” which ended in
1262—4 when the island became subject to foreign rule, or nineteenth- or twenti-
eth-century figures — politicians and artists — who represent the country’s suppo-
sed renaissance upon breaking free from Danish rule at the turn of the twentieth
century.

For example, arguably the most famous statue in Iceland is of the nineteenth-
century nationalist Jén Sigurdsson (1811-1879), located in Austurvollur in front
of the parliament building. A statue of the Danish-Icelandic sculptor Bertel Thor-
valdsen (1770-1844) had occupied that prominent location until it was replaced
by Jén’s statue in 1931. Commenting on the ongoing debates about Confederate
monuments in the U.S. in 2017, the Icelandic comparatist Kjartan Mar Omarsson
referred to the 1931 change as an example of how statues reflect the spirit of the
times. In the 1930s, Iceland was cementing its status as an independent nation,
after having mostly broken its ties with Denmark in 1918.° Having a statue of a
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man who never came to Iceland in his lifetime in front of parliament was under-
standably not ideal in that context.

Early modern places of memory can of course be found but they serve, quite
often, as a reminder of suffering, violence, or acts of resilience in the face of ex-
treme hardships. That is the case of the memorial chapel of Reverend J6n Stein-
grimsson (1728-1791) in Kirkjubzjarklaustur, who is known for his valiant actions
during the catastrophic Laki eruption of 1783-1784. Other examples include pla-
ces which were used to execute people for moral crimes from the late sixteenth
to the early nineteenth centuries, when harsh punishments were carried out on
Icelandic citizens by the executive'® And yet another instance is a newly erected
memorial plaque in Northwest-Iceland about the “Slaying of the Spaniards” in
1615, when a group of Basque whalers were massacred by Icelanders after strand-
ing in the Westfjords."

Examples of the opposite, celebration of early modern characters in public
places, exist as well. In downtown Reykjavik, there is a prominently placed statue
of the country treasurer (landfégeti) Skali Magnusson (1711-1794), often called
“the father of Reykjavik”. And one kilometre from his statue, one can find Hall-
grimskirkja (“the Church of Hallgrimur”), which was built in 1945-1986 to com-
memorate the minister and hymn writer Hallgrimur Pétursson (1614-1684) and
was, until recently, the tallest building in Iceland.

Neither of these, however, is likely to be the subject of a contentious debate
stemming from the BLM movement, as in the case of many eighteenth-century
figures in neighbouring countries. Iceland, unlike most countries that border the
Atlantic Ocean, was neither a colony nor a colonizer in the seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries, and thus did not take part in the transatlantic slave trade.'? One
could argue that Icelanders might have indirectly benefitted from slavery through
economic reforms as part of the kingdom of Denmark-Norway, but it would quite
far-fetched to apply that argument to individual Icelanders.
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Icelandic statues and monuments, therefore, did not feature prominently du-
ring the BLM protests and debates of 2020, except for the inconspicuous discus-
sions about removing the statue of Ingélfur Arnarson and the decision to erect a
new statue of Hans Jénatan. This does not mean, however, that Icelandic places of
memory are entirely unproblematic. In many ways, Icelandic monuments reflect
an outdated nationalistic view which downplays the importance of early modernity
in the nation’s history.
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