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Abstract
Industrial fishing has shaped Iceland for centuries, serving as social mortar, fueling Icelandic independence, and underscoring its
geopolitical strategies. With the reorganization and enclosure of fishing in the twentieth century, however, rural coastal commu-
nities increasingly turned to tourism as a significant source of revenue. This transitional process is not straightforward, raising
complex questions of shifting cultural and social identity for these communities. This paper represents a pilot study of maritime
heritage discourses from museums, tours, and attractions in urban Reykjavík and in remote locations in northern Iceland. We
examine these different discourses and the local dimensions of social change they perform or communicate through a lens of
political ecology and maritime cultural heritage studies.
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Introduction

The rise and fall of fishing as a livelihood has shaped Iceland
for centuries. Fishing played an important role in Iceland’s
settlement and subsequent economic and social development.
Along with whaling, seal hunting, and other marine resources,
it supplemented Icelanders’ diets and their incomes
(Magnússon 2010). In the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, with Denmark lifting trade restrictions on Iceland and the
establishment of Iceland’s national bank (Landsbankinn), the
fishing industry provided an opportunity for rapid financial
growth (Bogan 2004; Hamilton et al. 2004; Magnússon
2010).Wealth from fishing later helped fuel Iceland’s political
independence from Denmark in 1944: herring products, in
particular, became Iceland’s most lucrative export until
overfishing and colder ocean conditions resulted in the stock’s

collapse (Hamilton et al. 2004; Chambers et al. 2017).
Nevertheless, fishing continued to underscore Iceland’s
twentieth-century geopolitics, most famously throughout the
CodWars, in which Iceland gradually extended its jurisdiction
to defend itself from British fishing opportunism
(Jóhannesson 2004; Guðmundsson 2006).

However, global pressures from new technologies, overex-
ploitation, and climate change have altered Iceland’s marine
ecosystems and local communities alike. Practices of enclo-
sure and resource privatization, in particular, have begun
restratifying many coastal communities. With the advance-
ment of individual transferrable quotas (ITQs) in Iceland, fish-
ing communities, once the mainstay of Icelandic commodity
export, increasingly lost their importance in the national econ-
omy, with important consequences of marginalizing rural
communities (Benediktsson and Karlsdóttir 2011; Chambers
et al. 2017; Kokorsch and Benediktsson 2018). Small-scale
fishermen brought legal challenges to the quota system culmi-
nating in an appeal to the international human rights commit-
tee of the United Nations. Just prior to the economic collapse
of 2008, the UN committee found that cultural rights to fishing
guaranteed by Icelandic law had not been protected
(Einarsson 2011). As a result, in 2009 Iceland introduced
strandveiðar, a quota-free system for communities with de-
clining access (Kokorsch et al. 2015; Chambers et al. 2017).
Nevertheless, scholars have documented how the introduction
and subsequent adjustment of ITQs altered and continue to
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alter the social contract embedded in fishing (Holm et al.
2015), creating rifts within coastal communities (Carothers
and Chambers 2012; Chambers and Carothers 2017), and
disempowering not only women or non-quota owners
(Skaptadóttir 2000; Kokorsch et al. 2015) but also whole com-
munities whose access to collective power has declined
(Eythórsson 2000; Eythórsson 2003; Chambers et al. 2017).

Meanwhile, as Iceland has become one of the world’s
fastest growing tourism economies (UNWTO 2016), the tour-
ist industry has come to represent both an opportunity and an
additional pressure for many of these communities. Tourism
has indisputably proven beneficial, both on a national level by
diversifying Iceland’s economy—especially against the back-
drop of the financial crisis (Jóhannesson et al. 2010)—and on
a local level, particularly with regard to revitalizing areas suf-
fering from industrial decline (Baum 1999). Indeed, as eco-
nomic and social conditions in some rural communities with
small-scale fisheries declined, regional governments looked to
tourism to restore their economic health (Benediktsson and
Karlsdóttir 2011). But tourism’s impact has not been solely
positive. The burgeoning tourist population has threatened the
quality of the very landscapes the visitors come to see and
stressed the local infrastructure supporting their visits
(Jóhannesson 2016). Tourism has also accelerated existing
economic pressures on local communities. In 2016, for exam-
ple, as the influx of foreign tourists in Iceland pushed the
krona up to the world’s second-best-performing currency
against the dollar, traditional export industries came to pay a
price, with the export of marine products declining by more
than 10% from the previous year’s levels (Óladóttir 2016; The
Economist 2016). These impacts affect disproportionally
small-scale communities dependent on fishing, the same com-
munities most disempowered by the quota system
(Eythórsson 2003; Holm et al. 2015).

This article presents an exploratory study of how Icelandic
communities implicated in these dynamics understand, ad-
dress, and perform their own transformations. We present
and analyze different discourses representing maritime cultur-
al heritage in several of Iceland’s museums, exhibits, and
tours—including material representations, where those in-
cluded elements of curation. We chose to focus exclusively
on performative discourses, ones that were deliberately ar-
ranged for the tourist eye. We selected these discourses from
twomain geographic areas (see Fig. 1): first, from a number of
exhibits at Reykjavík’s MaritimeMuseum (Víkin), as a highly
accessible site representing an overarching national perspec-
tive to a majority of Iceland’s tourists; and second, from a
variety of exhibits, tours, and sites across north-west Iceland,
in the Westfjords and Siglufjörður, all in remote areas where
communities have been particularly exposed to the dynamics
of enclosure, privatization, and social and environmental
change (Hamilton et al. 2004; Chambers and Carothers
2017). Taken together, the discourses we collected offer

contending local representations of Iceland’s landscapes that
assert different community experiences of ownership and be-
longing against the backdrop of changing fisheries manage-
ment and the rise of tourism. We present an analysis of these
themes through the lens of political ecology and maritime
cultural heritage studies.

Coastal tourism and maritime cultural
heritage: a political ecology lens

In communities most affected by the historic and economic
events we have outlined above, the embrace of tourism eco-
nomics has served to accelerate, highlight, or exacerbate sig-
nificant socio-cultural changes. As in other similar cases
(Nadel-Klein 2003; Ounanian 2018), Icelandic communities
transitioning frommore traditional industrial occupations, par-
ticularly small-scale fishing, have faced multiple challenges in
the process of reconstructing their landscapes as tourism des-
tinations (Jóhannesson and Huijbens 2010). This is consistent
with the findings of scholars in political ecology and tourism
studies whose works have shown that tourism practices can
produce or reflect different power structures of existing socio-
political, environmental, and economic pressures (Douglas
2014; Sampaio et al. 2014; Mostafanezhad et al. 2016).
Significantly, the very act of human conceptualization of the
environment, so potent in tourism, can become politicized as a
tool in contests over natural resources, property rights, or even
means of knowledge (Smith 2003; Peet and Watts 2004;
Jóhannesson and Huijbens 2010). Landscapes, as well theo-
rized in the tradition of maritime cultural heritage studies,
store lived experiences along with a range of gained mean-
ings, values, and memories (Westerdahl 1992; Tuddenham
2010; Jensen et al. 2011). At the same time, these same envi-
ronments can present a blank page open to future exploration
(Huijbens and Benediktsson 2013). Working landscapes that
simultaneously host tourism and hospitality practices inevita-
bly evoke this duality. Hence, natural and cultural heritage in a
single landscape can support different, often contending, in-
terpretations of the past and present. These can reinforce local
or regional notions of collective meaning, even ownership (Li
1996; Durán et al. 2015) or play to global tourism’s promise of
transformative personal experiences (Smith 2003; Huijbens
and Benediktsson 2013; Sampaio et al. 2014).

In Iceland’s resource-dependent maritime communities,
these problematic dynamics of shaping a landscape as a des-
tination prove especially poignant given the economic pres-
sures we have outlined above (Benediktsson 2014). The con-
struct of a tourism destination arises from not only physical
but also cognitive shaping of a landscape, an interactive pro-
cess that alternatively builds onto or risks overwriting existing
structures of collective knowledge and cultural heritage
(Jóhannesson and Huijbens 2010). It is in this interplay that
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the discursive interaction within communities and between
communities and tourists proves significant. The representa-
tions of place visible to the tourist gaze in museums, attrac-
tions, and tours serve both as a variety of different expressions
of community character and as strategies for responding to the
economic and social pressures outlined above. Consequently,
the discourses associated with the preservation and represen-
tation of cultural heritage, including maritime cultural heri-
tage, can tell us a lot about different actors’ responses to these
pressures.

Methods

This paper is based on an exploratory pilot study we conduct-
ed in July 2016. We followed an inductive approach (Glaser
and Strauss 1967) in order to identify what themes would
emerge as part of our exploration of different tourist sites
representing Iceland’s maritime and fishing history. In doing
so, we subscribed to Flyvbjerg’s view that deep empirical
knowledge, particularly acquired through qualitative explora-
tions of a nuanced perspective on reality in a specific case, is
central to human learning (Flyvbjerg 2011). We interpreted a
range of materials, including texts, films, exhibits, and tours.
While similar exploratory methods have been used to chart
Iceland’s social and cultural history (Magnússon 2010;
Oslund 2011), to our knowledge, the performative aspects of
its tourism industry remain underexplored as a source for un-
derstanding community transitions. We designed our inquiry
into these questions as a way to pilot newways of looking into
these processes.

The sites we visited include Ísafjörður’s Heritage Museum,
the Ósvör fishing outpost museum in Bolungarvík, the sea-
food trail in Suðureyri, Djúpavík’s herring factory and art
exhibit, the Herring Era Museum in Siglufjörður, and several
permanent and temporary exhibits at the Reykjavík Maritime
Museum (Víkin). We identified our sites through preliminary
research and network recommendations but we purposefully
remained open to new opportunities while in Iceland, partic-
ularly in the Westfjords, the most remote fisheries area we
visited. Throughout our trip, we aimed to be attentive not only
to the written and verbal discourse communicated to tourists
but also to the material expressions of each landscape, to the
extent that these too were often purposefully constructed, cu-
rated, or at least offered for the tourist gaze. This was our first
exploratory trip into Iceland’s tourist landscapes, and for this
trip, we chose to center our interest specifically on those rep-
resentations that were, at least to some extent, intended for the
tourist eye. For that purpose, we focused on discourses already
available on display (regardless of the medium) rather than on
collecting new narrative material through interview methods.
In other words, we exclusively examined deliberately
performative discourses, ones that cataloged lived experiences
or landscape transformations intentionally for the tourist’s
interpretation.

In the following sections, we present an account of the
observations and themes that emerged from our explorations.
Our account is roughly organized by site but in thematic rather
than chronological order. In summary, we found different ex-
pressions of collective belonging, both local and national,
communicated both textually and materially, coexisting with
a variety of approaches to Binspiring the visitor^ (Huijbens
and Benediktsson 2013). All of these discourses present an

Fig. 1 Icelandic places
mentioned in the text. Map
created by authors
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intriguing variety of approaches available to constructing
community within and against the changing and evolving
maritime landscape.

Discussion

Fishing, geopolitics, and national identity

Some like it Cod

The interplay between fishing and the formation of
Icelandic national identity was a prominent narrative
inscribed into Iceland’s tourist landscapes. This theme
manifested especially through narratives of the Cod Wars,
which we encountered at several places—indeed, as if to
highlight its importance, Cod Wars historian Guðni Th.
Jóhannesson had at the time of our visit only just been
elected (the previous month) President of Iceland
(Gopnik 2016). The theme of the Cod Wars as a constitu-
tive, formative process for Icelandic self-identity was eas-
ily evident at the Reykjavík Maritime Museum (Víkin).
Not coincidentally, the museum overlooks the retired
Coast Guard vessel, Óðinn, famous for cutting the trawl-
net warps of the British trawlers sent to contest Iceland’s
declared exclusive fishing zones. Visitors can tour the
Óðinn: they are invited to attempt to lift the trawl warp
cutter on its afterdeck, visit the powerful diesel engines
below decks, or take photos while wearing the captain’s
hat. From a political ecology point of view, this material-
and-narrative display immediately could be seen to stake a
very specific ownership claim over oceanic resources and a
national identity associated with it. As Tania Murray Li has
argued (Li 1996), representation can play a deliberately
strategic role in reinforcing the property claims of commu-
nities in conflict. Indeed, in many political and economic
contexts at both international and local levels, Li tells us,
representations play a vital role, either by deploying new
visions or by oversimplifying images (Li 1996). In this
case, the Óðinn, complete with the captain’s hat, can be
seen to play either function. It reinforces the outcome of
a serious conflict, resolved in Iceland’s favor, which deter-
mined the new regime of ocean governance for the twenty-
first century. Simultaneously, however, this representation
asserts a sense of collective association. The visitor is in-
vited to celebrate a national identity, and its extension of
oceanic power, to which she or he does not belong.

However, while the Óðinn exhibit emits nationalist pride,
the Víkin itself shows a concern for presenting a more multi-
faceted perspective. A temporary exhibit on the Cod Wars,
entitled BFor Cod’s Sake^ and designed by museum studies
students at the University of Iceland (see Fig. 2), displayed the
role these events played in constructing Icelandic nationalism

not in isolation, but instead in relation to global events. The
exhibit offered reflexive interpretations of the role played by
fishing in Icelandic economic development and political inde-
pendence. Plaques capped with the stylized profiles of Coast
Guard vessels, including the Óðinn itself, complicated the
Cod Wars’ history and portrayal as heroism. They discussed
the Cod Wars as a symbol in politics and pop culture, as well
as a series of events. One such plaque enabled a nuanced
understanding by quoting Guðni Th. Jóhannesson:

The Cod Wars are an important part of Icelanders’
collective memory. They are said to be an illustra-
tive example of the resilience that the nation can
display when it is confronted and evidence of
Icelanders’ relevance internationally. Some of this
is true, but the history is somewhat more compli-
cated when reviewed closely. The unity is exagger-
ated; little is made of the fact that the Icelanders
had to negotiate our victory, and a misunderstand-
ing regarding Icelanders’ initiative regarding the
laws of the sea is perpetuated. The result is the
myth of united heroes, and the real picture fades
in the shadows.

Fig. 2 Exhibit poster with cod fish and trawl warp cutter at Víkin
maritime museum, Reykjavík. Photo by authors
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This quote usefully sets Icelandic sense of identity and
historical memory against a broader context of environmental,
geopolitical, and legal change. In discussing the confrontation
with Britain, for example, the exhibit used its space to explain
that country’s own claims of historic fishing rights and nation-
al identity. BFor Cod’s Sake^ featured accounts of the wealth
and pride felt by long-distance trawlermen. It highlighted,
among other examples, the work of British historian Alec
Gill on Hull’s Hessle Road trawling community (Gill 2003)
and displayed images representing that community’s decline
in subsequent years. Through such means, the exhibit made a
point of commenting on the historic changes that enabled
Iceland to win the Cod Wars. Connectivity—across historic
events, across scales and localities in an increasingly global
world, and across social, economic, and ecological factors—
was communicated to the exhibit’s visitors visually, as well,
through the device of an orange string running its length.

The transition from the Óðinn to the BFor Cod’s Sake^
exhibit could be interpreted, in contrast to the rather simplistic
image embodied solely by the Óðinn itself, to represent
Iceland’s evolving perspective on constructing national iden-
tity. Where the Coast Guard vessel narrates heroic military
nationalism, the more recent exhibit’s complications show
cognizance of global complexity. In the exhibit, the accretion
of extended jurisdiction and collective memory on Iceland’s
side existed side by side with the erosion which affected
British long-distance trawling communities. This charting of
the rise and decline in Hull’s Hessle Road community per-
forms an understanding of global connections and interdepen-
dence and reflects Anna Tsing’s account of Bfriction,^ espe-
cially its indivisibility from the motion associated with global
ecological and economic forces (Tsing 2005). Indeed, through
a political ecology lens, the BFor Cod’s Sake^ exhibit empha-
sizes the interplays in power between not only economies but
also ecologies in a global fabric of friction and to the multi-
plicity of experiences produced by these interactions (Tsing
2005). These themes did not appear in the exhibit by accident.
They acknowledge Iceland’s own vulnerability to global
changes and the significant role played by non-Icelandic
forces in shaping the country. The Víkin’s narratives, there-
fore, begin to engage in wider questions of power that tran-
scend the local scale and pay attention instead to the way that
Icelandic communities may be embedded in global ecologies
and economies. The Víkin’s self-awareness in propagating
this narrative could be read equally in its other exhibits.

From poverty to abundance

BFrom Poverty to Abundance,^ a poignantly entitled perma-
nent exhibit at the Víkin, describes Iceland’s early accumula-
tion of wealth and social permanence due to the livelihoods of
fishing and fish preservation. For centuries, Icelandic fisheries

were carried out in open rowboats, by women and men who
fished with hand lines for demersal species of cod, haddock,
wolf fish, and sharks. Under contract to wealthy farmers of the
island’s interior, fishers were required to leave the farms and
fish during the winter months, when dry-air preservation was
possible and their labor was not needed on the snow-covered
farmlands (Sveinsson 1997). Fishing crews kept their vessels
on lava-rocky beaches at outstations along the outer mouths of
the fjords. Crewmembers would launch the rowboats from the
beach dragging them over the rocks until they reached waters
deep enough to begin rowing. After fish were caught and
landed, the captain directed the drying and salting activities,
converting the fishes’ bodies into commodities that could be
stored or traded with distant cities (Pitcher and Lam 2015).
While the captain did the salting, after hanging the catch in the
drying sheds, crew members prepared their gear and bodies
for the next day’s hours of rowing and fishing.

The Víkin performs these historic practices and experi-
ences for the visitor. Its exhibit features lifelike recreations
of the homes, offices, fish drying yards, and fishing vessels
typical of that time, all illustrating vividly the materiality of
fishing Btaskscapes^ (Benediktsson and Waage 2015).
Although the visitor can physically enter and observe this
realistic display, these experiences are nevertheless arranged
as museum components and are not interactive. The display’s
performativity is highlighted in some of its less obvious ele-
ments. For example, the exhibit displays a replica of a fish
drying area next to a reproduced illustration of a pre-industrial
fishing village, Hafnarfjörður. According to the wall text, this
drawing was made by an unnamed illustrator accompanying
Joseph Banks during Britain’s first official expedition to
Iceland in 1772. The text reads, BBoats and storehouses in
Hafnarfjörður. [ … ] These are the first accurate drawings of
the Icelandic rowboat^ (Víkin 2016). Because these drawings
comprised a significant element of official expeditions, they
themselves speak to the construction of the landscape as a
cultural and even historical entity (Bonehill 2014). Like car-
tography, these drawings were instruments of land enclosure
(Olwig 2005; St. Martin 2009). The inclusion of these draw-
ings suggests to the viewer that the Icelandic landscape was,
from the very beginning, subject to the interpretation and re-
invention of visitors.

Thus, to the extent that Iceland has always been exposed to
visitors’ imagination, at least since the arrival of the Vikings
(Magnússon 2010; Oslund 2011), the Víkin’s response is to
highlight its own constructed reality and make visitors aware
of their own agency. Inside the exhibit BFrom Poverty to
Abundance,^ this is further emphasized through the medium
of film. A small sitting area affords visitors the ability to view
a 58-min long documentary, Give Us This Day (Sveinsson
1997). Set at the Ósvör fishing outpost in Bolungarvík, the
film enriches the exhibit with its portrayal of one day in the life
of Iceland’s rowboat fishermen. Significantly, the
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documentary’s concern with the working, cultural, and reli-
gious practices is explicitly set against these practices’ inevi-
table extinction due to global pressures. The film’s heroes are
unaware that their day will end with a visit from a buyer’s
agents who will warn the captain that the quality of his salting
must improve or his products will not be accepted in the in-
ternational market. This news of impending changes, and the
implied criticism of his skill at commodification as the forces
of market bear down on the men’s working lives, contrasts
with the unquestioning faith the crew has in the captain’s skills
and in God’s assistance (Sveinsson 1997). The documentary,
like the exhibit as a whole, serves not only to reenact a histor-
ical time, allowing the visitor to become immersed in it, but
also to suggest the tidings of coming change.

Social change

A chief concern of political ecology research is to understand
how deeply the exercise of political power in resource and
environmental management alters social and ecological rela-
tions (Robbins 2004). These dynamics are especially evident
in the political-power changes that have occurred in Iceland’s
fisheries. The dynamics of commons enclosure, privatization,
or resource decline have not only economic but also cultural
and social consequences that speak to the human and more-
than-human geography of fishing as a community practice
within space (Benediktsson and Waage 2015; Steinberg and
Peters 2015). Hence, with each historic change in governance
that brought on a shift in fishing practices, the impact went
beyond issues such as labor or employment and instead
touched upon social practices, community structures, and
even more basic modes of human existence within the coastal
space. In modern terms, these social changes are further com-
plicated by the embrace of tourism, which brings on its own
inherent duality of landscape. The relations of power between
communities and their environments in turn become further
complicated (Douglas 2014; Mostafanezhad et al. 2016). The
following sections outline how these dynamics, or the percep-
tions of these dynamics, were suggested to us as visitors.

Sea women: from abundance to poverty?

Gender is entangled with the changing, collective perceptions
of the coastal landscape and yet remains relatively under-
examined in both political ecology and maritime cultural her-
itage analyses. But gender reveals a great deal about how
heritage is constructed and the power linkages that political
ecology sets out to examine. As Andrea Nightingale reminds
us, B[t] he meaning and relevance of gender are [ … ] pro-
duced in space and in part constitute that space such that
neither can preexist the other^ (Nightingale 2006, 166).
Reviewing the changing role of women in Icelandic fisheries,

therefore, helps illustrate the material, conceptual, and social
interactions of power within the coastal landscape.

Historically, women were involved in many aspects of
Icelandic fishing, from captaining their own fishing vessels,
including open rowboats, to cleaning, salting, and barreling
herring during the 20th century Great Herring Adventure,
grueling work that nevertheless afforded them some measure
of independence (Karlsdóttir 2009; Willson 2014). However,
industrialization, and later the adoption of ITQs, re-gendered
the Icelandic fisheries into an industry where fewer (about 10
% in total) women participated (Skaptadóttir 2000; Willson
2014). Fishing communities transformed gradually into ones
where women and men were limited to different social and
economic responses, with women’s participation in the indus-
try increasingly marginalized and rendered invisible
(Skaptadóttir 2000; Karlsdóttir 2009; Carothers and
Chambers 2012; Willson 2014). In the 1990s and the 2000s,
these changes paralleled the dynamics of rising inequality be-
tween urban and rural communities, with women in rural com-
munities left with fewer economic and educational opportuni-
ties (Karlsdóttir 2009).

We encountered a variety of sites and exhibits that
emphasized women’s experiences. By far, the most
prominent of these was the narrative of the Bherring
girls^ who were important driving forces in the Great
Herring Adventure, a prominent theme especially at the
Djúpavík herring factory and the Siglufjörður Herring
Era Museum in northern Iceland. Women’s fisheries ex-
periences were also on display through a specialized
exhibit at the Víkin on the occasion of the 100th anni-
versary of Icelandic women’s parliamentary right to
vote. Women’s contemporary roles were portrayed
through stories our tour guide related about women
working in Suðureyri’s fish processing plant in the
Westfjords. A recurring theme was the ability of women
to gain personal and financial independence just as the
nation of Iceland had through its fisheries. The Víkin
museum’s special exhibit, Sea Women, for example,
wove women’s experiences into a wider national narra-
tive of historic and social change:

Other overlapping reasons for the declining numbers of
seawomen are: the continuing urbanization of Iceland,
with young women no longer growing up around fish-
ing; the increased opportunities for women in rural com-
munities; improved roads that make travel more acces-
sible for them; changing Icelandic notions of success;
and the changing role of women. Iceland’s 2008 eco-
nomic crash has also made it much harder for women to
find work on boats as these jobs have grown much more
competitive both because of higher general unemploy-
ment and high sea wages because of an increased fish
value (Víkin museum 2016).
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Similarly, the representations of women’s labor as part of
the Great Herring Adventure at both Djúpavík and
Siglufjörður emphasize these experiences’ importance for
growing individual and rural wealth across Iceland. Salting
and barreling herring was a grueling task that earned Bthe
herring girls^ independence and respect, while helping to es-
tablish the young nation’s social and political foundations.
The land-to-coast migration associated with working in the
twentieth-century herring industry provided social mixing
and therefore mortar for Iceland’s growing sense of nation-
hood. Meanwhile, the wealth earned by individual workers,
women as well as men, supported the growing wealth of the
nation. These are the trajectories, then, that women’s experi-
ences signify within the exhibits.

Where these representations become problematic is in re-
lation to the social change described above. Even as tourist
attractions emphasize the importance of women’s participa-
tion in Iceland’s fisheries, women’s actual participation has
dwindled, in dynamics caused by political and economic
change but ones likely exacerbated by the tourist industry
itself. Ironically, for instance, the Víkin special exhibit is
based predominantly on the work of yet another visitor,
American anthropologist Margaret E. Willson.1 At the same
time, the emphasis of these exhibits on women’s experiences
offers a means of celebrating or even reclaiming women’s
participation in the fishing industry as an aspect vital to
Iceland’s historic social change. Ultimately, there is a recog-
nition here that fisheries cut across Iceland’s socio-cultural
fabric across all levels, from the individual, through the re-
gional, to the national and even the global. Indeed, this is an
observation consistent with Cote and Nightingale’s analysis
on the interdependence of social changewith the well-being of
socio-ecological systems. Gender, along with considerations
of other social and cultural dynamics, helps Bsituate^ the
community’s ability to adapt to the global environmental
and economic pressures it faces (Cote and Nightingale
2012). And resilience, as we will show in the following sec-
tion, constitutes another important concern for the narratives
of change we observed in Iceland.

Community and landscape transformation

The seafood and heritage trail in Suðureyri

Many of Iceland’s destinations make use of landscape brand-
ing in order to appeal specifically to the modern eco-traveler.
They emphasize sustainability, shifting the narrative away
from collapse and toward ideas of conscientious consumption.
One such example is The Fisherman, a tourist company
based in the small fishing village Suðureyri in the

Westfjords. Its brochures, available at the tourism office in
Isafjörður, near to where the cruise ships disgorge their pas-
sengers, speak directly to the Bblank page^ of a landscape
reinvented for the visitor. The advertising material appeals to
a romantic notion of Suðureyri as Ba small fishing village at
the edge of the Arctic Circle,^ and more importantly as Ba
destination you feel you’ve got all to yourself^ (The
Fisherman 2016). More importantly, this destination is literal-
ly consumable, with a BSeafood Trail^ that affords an oppor-
tunity to see Bhow the thriving community processes Iceland’s
finest fish and get a fresh taste of it whilst listening to local
stories^ (ibid). Here, the amalgamation of consumption, both
of food and of Blocal stories,^ speaks to the duality of a cul-
tural landscape and a community that is adapting to new cir-
cumstances, not only through its modernized and sustainable
fishing practices but also through its willingness to communi-
cate its culture to the visitor. In other words, the landscape here
is characterized simultaneously by Bthe beautiful scenery^ and
by the availability of Bthe local history and the pure seafood in
the Westfjords^ (ibid). Visitors are invited almost literally to
consume the materiality of the environment along with its
cultural and historical constructs: Bfish heritage play [s] a large
role in the region’s culture [ … ] The strong relation to the
ocean is evident wherever you go^ (ibid).

In short, The Fisherman tours perform Suðureyri’s rural
resilience as a construct in the face of the new realities of
private fishing rights and a tourism-based economy, a form
of alternative seafood marketing (Witter and Stoll 2017). The
tour of the Icelandic Saga fish processing plant included on
the Suðureyri seafood trail also plays specifically to expecta-
tions of sustainability by emphasizing its policy of total utili-
zation of the bodies of the fish. The guide specifies that the
plant’s freezers and assembly lines are powered by the same
geothermal energy that heats the community’s swimming
pool, while the fish are expertly cut by the female fish cutters
under tight conditions of sanitation, before being boxed and
shipped to well-informed consumers in Europe and the USA
(The Fisherman 2016). A series of large billboards outside
The Fisherman’s seafood kitchen and gift shop explains in
four languages just how sustainable the fishing and fish pro-
cessing is in Suðureyri while at the same time fully consistent
with the maritime heritage of the Westfjords region (see
Fig. 3).

If the visitor asks questions during the tour of the process-
ing plant, she may learn that as the owner of three, small-scale,
line-fishing vessels, 1500 tons of haddock quota, and 500 tons
of cod quota, Icelandic Saga is a survivor, if not a beneficiary,
of the neoliberal policies that are presented in a somewhat
different light by the exhibits at the Víkin museum in
Reykjavík. These are the fisheries rationalization policies that
reduced the ranks of women in the livelihood that their fore-
mothers excelled at, policies which led other rural villages
with less favorable access to fishing grounds and sources of

1 And the authors of this article were similarly visiting Iceland as academic
tourists.
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energy to commodify their landscapes and geological won-
ders for tourism. That the successful outcome of these dynam-
ics here is in turn packaged and sold for consumption is an
unintended, problematic message in this narrative. The trans-
formation of a communal and societal value to specifically
economic value ultimately enables precisely the kind of alien-
ation from the material landscape that has helped rationalize
privatization by fishing quota in Iceland and, on a more global
scale, produced what Jason Moore calls Bthe Capitalocene^
(Moore 2017). In this sense, what we might read as performa-
tive resilience for the community might equally be seen as a
repeated performance of commodification of community val-
ue. From a theoretical standpoint, this tension is important. It
indicates that the solutions and the problems are entangled on
a deep cultural level, one that is hard to disentangle in this
context. In the next few sections, this tension comes through
in the different representations of industrial heritage from the
herring industry, specifically the contrast between two herring
factories in the north.

The herring factories

Two herring factories in northern Iceland, the Herring
Era Museum in Siglufjörður and the Djúpavík factory tour,
present an alternative means of reclaiming the past for the
benefit of tourists. Both destinations draw specifically on the
industrial heritage of the Great Herring Adventure, a period
spanning the first half of the twentieth century, which helped
define and form the nation. During that period, Icelanders
joined Norwegian entrepreneurs and industrialists who had
discovered great shoals of the surface-feeding Atlanto-
Scandian herring stocks. Northern fjords, geographically close

to the herring’s summer feeding grounds, attracted men and
women from surrounding and distant farming towns to work
in the industry, resulting in the establishment of Djúpavík and
the growth of Siglufjörður into BThe Herring Capital of the
World^ (Hamilton et al. 2004). The industrial wealth generat-
ed by the women and men laboring in the salting stations and
reduction factories in these outer fjord towns helped Iceland
win political independence from Denmark in 1944. These
factories shipped thousands of barrels of salted herring and
hundreds of tons of fish meal and fish oil to Europe and
North America (Kristfinnsson 2001, cited in Hamilton et al.
2004).

As the name suggests, the Great Herring Adventure is now
often presented as a positive experience for the people of
Iceland, an assignation with powerful machines, with a mod-
ern, global trade, and with the changing oceans. But the era
was not an adventure for the herring itself: the transboundary
herring stock that supplied this wealth and independence col-
lapsed in the 1960s. A Bkiller spike^ in catches peaking at two
million tons, and massive extractions of juvenile fish from
spawning grounds in Norway’s fjords, collapsed the herring
populations (Hamilton et al. 2004, 327; Sigurðsson 2006;
Holm 2012).When a fast-moving shift in the Icelandic current
made the waters too cold to supply swarms of zooplankton,
the herring factories in the north met with rapid decline
(Hamilton et al. 2004) (see Fig. 4). It is this collapse, along
with the Great Herring Adventure and the consequences from
both, that the two herring factory museums in northern
Iceland, in Siglufjörður and in Djúpavík, now presents for
their visitors. They do so, however, in very distinct ways.

In Siglufjörður, the Herring Era Museum preserves and
performs the town’s industrial heritage with self-awareness

Fig. 3 Sustainable fishing village
billboards in four languages, on
sustainable seafood trail in
Suðureyri, Westfjords. Photo by
authors
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as part of the local and national community’s identity. Local
citizens contributed their personal expertise, skills, and stories
in the course of the museum’s construction (Bogan 2004). The
museum itself emphasizes the role of volunteers and dona-
tions in its material display, its demonstrations, and its explan-
atory material. For example, it features artwork about the her-
ring industry authored by members of the local community,
shows live demonstrations of the herring salting and packag-
ing process presented by town citizens (see Fig. 5), and
hosts town meetings and folk gatherings in one of its build-
ings. In this way, the Herring Era Museum clearly frames its
subject in terms of local skills, stories, and sense of place.
These aspects, however, are also framed as agents with a na-
tional and then global impact. On a national scale, the museum
emphasizes discourses of the herring industry as a generation-
al opportunity. A large portion of the exhibit focuses on the
daily lives of young adults who came to participate in the
industry as a way of earning money and social independence.

It displays, for example, fully furnished dormitory rooms and
artifacts of the lives of those young women who came to
Siglufjörður to salt herring, thereby escaping more oppressive
farm work inland. The Museum’s live demonstration likewise
forefronts this experience, showing female laborers socializ-
ing with each other and noisily flirting with their male coun-
terparts (and bosses) as they work. The industry is presented
as Bexciting^ and Bromantic^:

The herring towns of Iceland glowed with a vitality and
energy not unlike that found in gold rush towns the
world over. Wherever communities thrived in the pur-
suit of the ‘silver of the sea’, a vigorous brand of excite-
ment filled the air. Even in smaller towns such as Dalvík
and Dagverðareyri the feeling was palpable and folks
spoke of the romance of the herring (Herring Era
Museum 2016)

The museum performs the Great Herring Adventure as a
coming of age journey, not only for the individuals who
earned financial and personal independence through their em-
ployment, but also for the nation as a whole. In the factory
manager’s office, for example, a 1930s British nautical chart
of the fjord and adjacent fishing banks shows the local
economy’s continued dependence on colonial-style represen-
tations of the industrialized marine environment, complete
with fishing banks, fouling grounds, and shifting shoals. An
entire building is dedicated to the process of distilling fish oil,
which, as the plaques clarify, was a geopolitically significant
export during WW II as it could be used to make armaments.
This product’s strategic importance can be divined also by the
indoors and out-of-sight location of the processing machines.
The Herring Era Museum plays to the contrast, displaying
salting and social mixing prominently and audibly outdoors,
while keeping the fish oil and fish meal machinery in its orig-
inal dark, windowless building. Significantly, however, it is in
this same building that a stage and a series of benches provide
the venue for local town meetings and musical performances.
In this way, the Herring Era Museum explicitly links
Siglufjörður’s local character, presented in the skills, art, and
stories of locals, to its national and global impact.

By contrast, the factory tour in Djúpavík focuses not so
much on the local community as on the creative representa-
tions of the local landscape. Acquired by an Isafjörður native
interested in developing tourism (Djúpavík Tour 2016), the
abandoned factory romanticizes industrial heritage almost as
a relic of human imagination. On display is not only the
factory’s fish meal processing machinery or its human story
but also its decay, its way of standing apart from and blending
into the natural landscape, and its many contemporary artistic
representations. This sense is first suggested by the factory’s
very location, which is only reachable by a long, precariously

Fig. 4 Graph of herring biomass by thousands of tons showing the Bkiller
spike^ in 1965, at the Herring Era Museum, Siglufjörður. Photo by
authors

Fig. 5 Salted herring packing demonstration at the Herring Era Museum,
Siglufjörður. Photo by authors
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winding, potholed gravel road. Once at the factory, visitors
must either drive back or stay in the hotel, located within the
former women’s dormitory. Then, the exhibit inside the facto-
ry deliberately utilizes everything that the visitors can see—
natural and constructed alike—as a way of evoking their own
imaginings. The relationship between the physical and cogni-
tive landscape is emphasized by the tour itself, which explains
the vitality of the deep fjord (which provides sea access) and
the nearby waterfall (an important electricity generator) to the
choice of location for the original herring factory (Djúpavík
Tour 2016). Historic and contemporary photographs of the
landscape exist side by side with actual views from its win-
dows. Material artifacts from the factory’s daily life—a shelf
of tin cans, a rotting pickaxe, a dirty canvas bag—are scattered
around in an impressionistic, rather than informative, style of
display. Moss and mold on the walls punctuate the simulta-
neous tension and coexistence of industry and nature. Hence,
visitors are invited to have an experience that is by turn ro-
mantic, post-modern, or post-apocalyptic—in short, a genuine
item of Anthropocene tourism. The number of videos of
Djúpavík posted on social media attest to the appeal of this
invitation (e.g., Heiðdal 2011) (Fig. 6).

The overall impression given from the factory is of a land-
scape (re)imagined through the creative practices performed
by outsiders rather than by locals. These practices include not
only the old herring industry itself and the ways in which it
appropriated the landscape through its rise and its decline, but
also the new industries, tourism, and art, which likewise rein-
terpret the landscape and its heritage for their own inspiration.
The tour spends some time on the story of the 2006 perfor-
mance of Sigur Rós, a globally known Icelandic band, inside
one of the factory’s old holding tanks. Famous for drawing its
inspiration from the Icelandic landscape, Sigur Rós’ choice of
venue emphasizes the abandoned factory’s character as land-
scape to be interpreted and (re)created through human
industry—whether herring oil, music, or tourism. Indeed,

toward the end of the tour, visitors are invited not only to view
the photography exhibit but also to participate in its future
editions themselves by submitting their own photos. In this
way, tourists themselves—perhaps even the stray
researcher—are explicitly prompted to participate in the
factory’s ongoing reinvention.

Conclusions

In this Bstop-over^ visit, our journey has taken us through the
history of fisheries and transformations across a range of scales:
from a broader national and global perspective presented at
Reykjavík’s Maritime Museum (Víkin) to regional and local
representations of change in the Westfjords and Siglufjörður.
What all of these maritime cultural heritage narratives have in
common, however, is their willingness to engage beyond their
own context. Throughout, the tourist landscape communicated
the communities’ understanding of their own transformations in
a global sense, mindful of issues of connectivity. At the Víkin, as
we have demonstrated, fishing was represented as not merely
formative to Icelandic national identity but also as a global pro-
cess of environmental and political change against which this
identity was shaped. Similarly, not only the Víkin but also all
of the other narratives we encountered displayed an acute aware-
ness of BIceland imagined^ (Oslund 2011)—that is, a sense that
the landscapes and history of Iceland were not merely populated
but also observed and invented. Hence, even the tourist industry
itself could remain cognizant of its own performative aspects.
The two different Bflavors^ of this meta-narrative on display
are perhaps best exemplified by the difference between the two
herring factories. In Djúpavík, the landscape and heritage are laid
out for the reinventing agency of visitors, offering them a trans-
formative experience tailored to their unique taste: a sampling of
local culture to resonate on a personal level. In Siglufjörður, by
contrast, the landscape and heritage embody a national experi-
ence, driven by the energies and agencies of locals, performed to
be received rather than appropriated.

Although done in different ways, each of the narratives we
encountered charted social change: from the country’s forma-
tion, through the re-stratification of society as part of the
privileging of capital over shared resources, to the shock of
drastic shifts in the environment and in economic practices.
However, even in detailing the histories of loss, as in the Give
Us This Day documentary or in the Siglufjörður Herring Era
Museum, these narratives rarely took a romanticized view of
the past. Instead, as at Suðureyri, Djúpavík, and Siglufjörður,
they offered a means of reimagining the future and enacting
resilient practices. As we have seen, however, there are inherent
tensions in these representations. They reflect the difficult in-
terplay of power that exists between cultural heritage, the eco-
nomic and societal aspects of community well-being, and the
environment itself. In that sense, it is significant that the

Fig. 6 Soon to be featured? Avisitor takes a snapshot in the photography
gallery featuring art by past visitors, in the abandoned herring factory at
Djúpavík. Photo by authors
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discourses we examined—discourses that were after all selected
for their deliberate performativity—chose to communicate to
visitors like ourselves their deep concern with social change.
This choice indicates growing awareness of the complexity of
these social and environmental challenges, not only in academ-
ic settings, but also within the communities themselves.

In future research, we would be curious to reflect on the
communicative process itself, and to speak with communities
surrounding the display, so as to inquire further into the deliber-
ations that produce such narratives. From this project, however,
we would already conclude that the reflexivity ingrained in dis-
courses intended for the visitor’s eye raises important questions
about social transformations in Iceland’s coastal communities—
questions that we think translate to similar communities else-
where, as well. A key concern pertains to the tension between
these discourses’ capacity to convey—that is, to perform—and
their desire simultaneously to reflect or preserve. In particular, as
tourism continues to grow, maritime cultural heritage sites in
Iceland and elsewhere may increasingly face a choice between
preserving local community identity or subversive culture on the
one hand and appealing to the cultural, economic, and environ-
mental pressures of sustainability-seeking tourists. Thus, political
ecology remains a vital lens for examining Icelandic coastal
communities’ efforts to curate collapse—or catalysis.
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