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emotions would be productive.  At the same time, when 
I began to question my relationship or perceptions of 
Nature, I also had to question the what I call my emo-
tional connections to it.  For example, I realize that my 
ideas about Nature continue to be greatly influenced by 
early memories. But are those memories valid today?

Or, at least, my emotional relationship with Nature can 
be an entrance point, but I feel like I’m trying to under-
stand something beyond these romantic emotions. 

What I needed and was looking for was a theoretical 
definition of the concept of Nature that I could establish 
in order to start writing about other things related to 
Nature. I feel like I have a physical understanding of Na-
ture, but was lacking the conceptual ground. This is the 
explanation I am the most satisfied with: “Those parts of 
the visible/physical world which were not created by men 
and can be perceived through the senses.” 1

When I use the word we, I am talking about humans in 
general, humankind, but at the same time I take into 
consideration that I am only one individual, and my 
vision and perspective only partly describe this human 
condition. I would like to make this clear, as it has been 
a major dilemma in my process of investigating Nature: 
that even if Nature feels like something that could unify 
all humans, it actually does not, because how everyone 
thinks of Nature is in the end personally, culturally and 
geographically constructed. 

Looking back, I remember the times I spent in Nature, 
and my personal memories that I associate with being 
in Nature. As a kid I would go every summer with my 
parents up to the high-lands of Iceland with all our 

1 ) Lost: This quote is from a dictionary that I could not find 
again, I have also changes the quote adding the word physical.

I imagined writing about Nature from my romantic and 
emotional point of view, and from my perspective that 
describes Nature as something human subjects are for-
getting and losing touch with, forgetting about origin. 
That is why, at first, going back to Nature seemed to me 
a brave act.  I still believe this to be true, but I have come 
to a point where I feel a need to more deeply question 
my assumptions and my actions. I can’t get stuck in 
thinking about how to go back, I have to ask myself: 
what is the future of (how we perceive) Nature? As 
things are changing rapidly in the past years, I feel like I 
don‘t have the option of being romantic anymore. I have 
discovered that, in addition to reacting to my contempo-
rary surroundings, I have to become realistic. Therefore, 
this is not the right moment to talk about the beauty of 
landscape paintings! That would not be appropriate in 
the contemporary context we live in.  
By writing this thesis, I thought I could go on an autono-
mous journey into Nature and skip dealing with human 
subjects like society.  However, to my surprise, I found 
out other things.

A friend once said, “I‘d rather talk about Nature than 
society,” and I agree. But is Nature not a part of society?  
In order to understand our environment, we have had to 
create the concept Nature. With that, we are also saying 
that “we – as inhabitants of urban society - are some-
thing different,” and that Nature is something out there. 
This describes how we have distanced ourselves from 
Nature: Nature is no longer everything and everywhere, 
but rather is now a constructed idea. 
I myself have quite an emotional relationship to Nature. 
I feel like I understand something that is difficult to 
share. Furthermore, I don’t think it’s necessary for me 
to share this relationship. I don’t see how sharing these 
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2 ) Andri Snær Magnason, Draumalandið - sjálfshjálparbók 
handa hræddri þjóð, English: Dreamland: A Self-Help Manual 
for a Frightened Nation (Mál og menning, Reykjavík, 2006)

camping gear and we would spend weeks in remote 
places. I was brought up in Reykjavik and it was hard to 
leave the cityscape every summer. But after a while the 
idea of the city faded. I had all this Nature for me and it 
was a wonderful place to lie down and daydream. In the 
summer of 2000, I experienced a specific moment that 
later became a permanent memory with broader ethical 
dimensions.
We had spent some time in the East of the highlands, 
when we came to this great canyon. It was one of those 
magnificent places: I could not see what was so beauti-
ful about it at first, only that it was so large that it was 
hard to grasp and understand. At that point, the most 
dominating feeling I felt was fear. My father held me  
so I could look down to the canyon. And then he said 
something I would never forget: “Look at this! Soon 
it will all be gone, you are lucky to have ever seen this 
place.” This canyon became the location where the 
gigantic power plant, Kárahnjúkavirkjun was built. 

Kárahnjúkavirkjun is the biggest hydro power plant in 
Iceland. The building of this gigantic human design 
caused quite a stir in Icelandic society; for years this 
was the only thing people talked about. For some, this 
was not only an environmental disaster but also a neo-
colonizing of the country since all the energy created by 
the plant was supposed to support a global aluminium 
smelter operated by Alcoa (Aluminium Company of 
America). For me this was the beginning of reflecting on 
my environment, when I began to grasp the notion that 
Nature was not only this innocent place where people 
spent their summer holiday. Great canyons that are 
larger than one can imagine can disappear. After that 
year, it became vital for me to form not only an opinion 
about this hydro power plant, but about Nature in gen-

eral. Some described this power plant as some sort of 
terrorism against Nature, and this time of environmental 
issues and debates turned into a defining moment in the 
history of Iceland, and an opportunity for the nation to 
re-shape its international identity. 

In 2006 the Icelandic writer Andri Snaer Magnason pub-
lished the book Dreamland: A Self-Help Manual For A 
Frightened Nation.2 The book talks to a nation standing 
at a crossroads, where it’s government is in the process 
of building the largest dam in Europe to spur economic 
growth, effectively changing the history of this small 
country. The dam was built with the solitary purpose 
of providing cheap electricity for the Alcoa aluminium 
smelter, Alcoa being the world largest producer of alu-
minium. And how these projects led to Iceland’s greatest 
economic crisis. Today, Iceland is left with a huge debt, 
facing an uncertain future. 
Dreamland was the best selling book in Iceland in 2006, 
raising awareness with a nation that had for along time 
been asleep. But even as a large number of Icelanders 
were awakened to such realities, it did not necessarily 
get people to really engage and take action. In fact, 
there was almost a feeling that if you had read this book, 
then you were liberated from guilt or responsibility. 
 This power plant turned out to be a serious interven-
tion in my life, and especially the pictures/photographs/
images that followed. As an artist I am attracted to art 
works that deal with human structures placed in Nature. 
Only recently did I realize how Kárahnjúkavirkjun and its 
surroundings  stirred something deep inside me.  Like 
other structures placed in untouched natural settings, 
the power plant evoked the idea of being pasted as a 
collage onto the landscape. Humans express themselve 
and manifest their existance with buildings. A building is 
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an entrance point and can even represent when looking 
or trying to understand something as enormous and 
overwhelming as Nature

Kárahnjúkavirkjun was not built to make a statement 
about the domination of man over Nature. It was more 
a statement of human power dominating other humans. 
It was supposed to give Icelandic engineers a new and 
challenging job, but in the end the work force doing 
the actual labour was almost exclusively imported from 
countries like Poland and Portugal.  And those workers 
received wages below Icelandic standards of pay and 
were provided with sub-standard living conditions.
Kárahnjúkavirkjun was built for the Icelandic society in 
time when the government was running a kind of capi-
talistic marathon. It was supposed to boost the economy 
and create jobs and wealth in the almost abandoned 
fishing towns. It was supposed to stand for a bright  
future. There were some questions of environmental 
side effects, but this was presented as merely a theory. 
Now time has passed, it is the year 2012. The Dam is 
built and the aluminium smelter is running.  The envi-
ronmental and economic effects are not anymore just 
theory, they are fact. This great wild land that I wit-
nessed as a child has been totally flooded. The plant and 
animal life has been eradicated or, at best, displaced.

In 2003, The Guardian published an interview with 
financial specialist Þorsteinn Siglaugsson, which stated: 
“Siglaugsson fears that a boom during the construction 
period, with attendant high interest rates, will be fol-
lowed by a recession.”3  
Siglaugsson’s worries became reality with the financial 
crash of Iceland in 2008. And Karahnjukar can very well 
be seen as one of the main reasons for this having hap-

pened. When the small government of Iceland decided 
to invest two billion dollars in building the power plant, 
the state was forced to take on a huge amount of debt. 
This created the illusion of economic growth as jobs 
were created, but only for the period of construction. 

That said, and considering the negative implications, 
I wonder whether today, four years after the financial 
crash, Kárahnjúkar now has become a kind of monu-
ment? 

The work of Croatian artist David Maljkovic drew my 
attention to the similarities of aesthetics in the Kárahn-
júkar design and of architectural monuments in general. 
Maljkovic’s work uses the collage technique to paste im-
aginary architectural forms into photographs of Nature, 
with the geometric forms in the center of the image. In 
these collages, Maljkovic uses his contemporary context 
to re-define and reflect on the past. His images refer to 
Communist Yugoslavian monuments as a way of “exam-
ining collective memory and amnesia in contemporary 
Croatia. […] His work incorporates images of dilapidated 
modernist landmarks, monuments and buildings com-
menting on the country’s idealistic discontinuity.”4 These 
structures from the past have been left to decay, as 
they are perceived as serving no purpose in modern-day 
countries of former Yugoslavia.  These images (page 12) 
is a part of a series called Retired form. The title refers 
strongly to this idea of monuments no longer contain-
ing the meaning they originally were built to represent, 
therefore being retired. They bear no duty other than 
announcing an absence.

In his collages, videos, installations, and drawings, 
Maljkovic explores his heritage: “His works constitute a 

3 ) Susan De Muth , Power driven (The Guardian, Saturday 29 
November, England, 2003)
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2003/nov/29/week-
endmagazine.conservationandendangeredspecies

4 ) Luca Cerizza, David Maljkovic, transl. by Amanda Coulson 
(Frieze Magazine #110, October 2007)
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5 ) CrackTwo, 25 Abandoned Yugoslavia Monuments that 
look like they’re from the Future (15 April 2011)
http://www.cracktwo.com/2011/04/25-abandoned-soviet-
monuments-that-look.html    

6 ) Jan Verwoet, On Future History. And the Generational 
Contract with the No Longer and Not Yet Living and the Pan-
Demonium of Irreverent Styles of Nostalgia in Questioning 
History: Imagining the Past in Contemporary Art, page 90  
(NAi Publishe, Rotterdam 2008 )

cultural and historical exploration of the events of Croa-
tia’s recent past, through confrontations between the 
country’s current younger generation and its historical 
monuments, and also present his interpretation of the 
future for former Soviet bloc societies.” 
 In other words, it can be productive to re-think monu-
ments and what they stand for, using them as tools to 
reflect on the past. It is important that the monuments 
are still there, as are ideas of Yugoslavian Communism. 
What do the monuments Maljkovic is referring to tell 
us in the context of dealing with such an extremely 
complicated political history? 

While Maljkovic’s collages make reference to monu-
ments of Yugoslavian Communism, in the book 
Spomenik: The End Of History we see actual monu-
ments from this period (known as the Spomeniks) 
through the lens of the Belgian artist/photographer Jan 
Kempenaer. He travelled to the former Yugoslavia and 
photographed monuments (created by different artists 
and architects) that were commissioned by president 
Josip Broz Tito in the 60’s and 70’s. Tito had these 
monuments built in memory of battles fought in World 
War II. The book has almost no text, because Kempen-
aer has so little to add: the images say it all. The monu-
ments are all photographed in the same way, from the 
front, at eye level, in a straightforward way. There is a 
great landscape in the background and there is a strong 
feeling that these monuments are there alone in some 
no man’s land. They are different from typical Commu-
nist monuments in the sense that they are completely 
abstract forms.  While they were built at locations with 
strong historical significance, they do not show images 
of heroes; rather, Tito’s aim in having them built was to: 
“convey powerful visual impact to show the confidence 

and strength of the Socialist Republic.”5

Tito clearly understood that building monuments is 
a powerful way of writing history and their potential 
impact on the future. In an article by Jan Verwoert on 
questioning history, he says: 
  “Perhaps history is not about the past. At 
least not primarily. Perhaps it is first of all about 
the future. This may be exactly what makes his-
tory political. For whoever owns history, owns the 
future. You could call this the ‘pre-emptive’ power 
of historicizing. By telling history in one way rather 
than another, an experienced storyteller will give 
their listeners a strong idea of how that history is 
bound to continue and, hence, what the future will 
bring: more of the same. Powerful accounts of his-
tory therefore pre-empt the future. They drain the 
imagination. They make the future unimaginable 
and thereby do their best to prevent people from 
noticing its arrival. As the history they’ve been 
taught makes them expect more of the same, they 
can no longer see the future when it arrives and 
turns out to be different.”6 

Kempenaer’s photographs show these once great 
structures as they are today after wars, political and geo-
graphical changes. Some are still standing, while others 
have started breaking down. What is clear is that they 
have been neglected.  At the time they were built, the 
Spomeniks stood for something very powerful that is no 
longer relevant today.  Originally they were built to hon-
our the battles of the World War II, but also to reflect 
the political structure of communism and how society 
was being organized..  Today, as they stand decaying, 
they represent a lost ideology of Communism and how 
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their old ideas are merging with Nature. Kempenaer’s 
artworks that contain memory, nostalgia, and, as the 
title of the book indicates, evoke the notion of an “end 
of history,” are still present. In this way, one could state 
that even as they signify something lost, something that 
belongs to the past, they still carry the potential to be 
re-formed or re-thought as monuments to some future 
history. 

I think it’s significant that these monuments lasted 
through the turmoil of wars and political upheaval since 
the time they were built.  I suspect it’s in part because 
Tito explicitly requested monuments with no clear 
figurative references.  That, in so doing, he (perhaps 
unconsciously) ensured their survival into the future: 
their geometrical shapes and symmetry (not to mention 
their architectural scale) are connected to a much longer 
and durable human history of aesthetics.   
The mathematician (fractal scientist) Benoit Mandelbrot 
told this story in a lecture called The Rough and the 
Smooth:
  “Imagine a time very long ago when primitive 
man was looking at the surrounding world. How 
many smooth shapes did he see? Very few.  He 
could see the moon and the pupil of the eye and 
throwing a stone into water the circles that ap-
pear. Maybe a few more examples but not many 
more. Everything else was rough. The trees, the 
clouds, the bark of the tree.. everything else was 
very irregular. And how did a human react to this 
division? This unbalance? He became obsessed 
with these smooth forms. Every civilization spent 
great time on developing these forms that be-
came geometry, that then became mathematics…
The smooth form or the regular form that is hardly 

found in Nature seems to be a human invention. 
And as in primitive time there were few smooth 
forms and so many rough there was a need to 
create balance between the smooth and the 
rough, between irregular and regular. There was 
something within the human that made him eager 
to take the role of the being that would create that 
balance. And this has been the struggle ever since.  
Knowing that humankind could be the creator of 
something that is of opposite of Nature gives  
humans a great belief in the importance of its 
kind.”7 

I would argue that the Communist monuments of 
former Yugoslavia serve just this purpose.  Contrary to 
Jan Verwoert’s statement that monuments ‘drain the 
imagination’ and thereby ‘make the future unimagina-
ble,’ I believe that these forms hold great potential for 
re-interpretation as monuments serving some (as yet 
unknown) future. 

This is an important reason why have I decided to talk 
about Kárahnjúkar in relation to the Spomenik.  Clearly, 
there are aesthetic similarities (which I have attempted 
to correlate with the theory of the rough and the 
smooth, as shown in the images accompanying this 
paper), but at the same time these monumental-scale 
structures both represent lost intentions and the fall of 
ideology.
By placing the  Spomenik next to Kárahnjákar I’m not 
only trying to understand the politically-driven origins of 
the Spomenik in relation to the creation of the Icelandic 
dam, but also the dam’s potential unfolding significance 
as a monument to what was going wrong in Iceland 

7 )   Benoit Mandelbrot, The nature of roughness in math-
ematics, science and art, lecture, ICM 2006, Madrid, 27 August 
2006
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zckrYRS0FbI

7



at the time it was built   Whereas, the Spomenik are a 
missed opportunity for re-interpretation and re-anima-
tion within a new cause (til now anyway), I believe that 
Karahnjukar can serve as a cautionary tale for future 
generations.  Already today, as the Chinese make bids 
to acquire land in Iceland, I believe that Kárahnjúkar can 
put a positive spin to Jan Verwoert’s ideas about monu-
ments pre-empting the future.

I first thought that the best way for Iceland to reclaim 
and re-shape the history of Kárahnjúkar might be to 
halt Alcoa’s use the dam and use it exclusively to serve 
domestic energy needs.  But with doing so the Icelandic 
nation could start suffering from the same hypersomnia 
that was visible before the building of Kárahnjúkar. The 
only way would be to turn off the Kárahnjúkar dam and 
with that creating a real monument that would serve 
as a permanent reminder of passed mistakes. This kind 
of thing should happen sooner than later, before the 
trauma of Kárahnjúkar fades in our personal and collec-
tive memory.
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Outtakes
Even while Benoit Mandelbrot talks about… bla bla… he 
also points to the dangers: “There comes great energy 
with power. Claiming power and being in control is one 
of humans’ greatest burdens.”

Of all the arts, Architecture has perhaps the greatest 
physical impact in that it directly forms our world. It is 
the art we live in. It can easily manipulate us, how we 
move around or even think. It can give great illusions 
of feeling free or feeling imprisoned. And as we have 
become urban animals we depend on architecture. We 
believe in it and not always because we want to, but 
because we have no skills to live without it. And that’s 
why architecture has been used as a great manipulative 
power tool. 
But what is it that architectural structures stand for?
It is different for every time period but one thing is sure 
great things are built to manifest some specific ideology 
and power. When believing is something and having a 
collection of ideas and a focused one can form ones ide-
ology. When the ideology is political, meaning its goal 
is to shape society and how it is organized it becomes a 
battle between other political ideologies. And when get-
ting power to rule the ideology must not only be applied 
to laws and habits and ideas buildings are built. Because 
they will last while an idea can be temporary.

 Living in the Netherlands, where the landscape has lit-
erally been constructed by humans, has also challenged 
me to consider my perceptions of and relationship to 
Nature… Before living here, I never felt it was necessary 
to define what Nature is, because where I come from 
there is a collective, almost innate, understanding of 
what it is, its role in our lives.
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Spomenik #16 (Tjentiste, 2007), Jan Kempenaers

9



Hydropower plant Kárahnjúkar, Iceland,  2009
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Retired Form, 2008, David Maljkovic
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