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Looking for the Hidden Folk

How Iceland’s Elves Can Save the Earth

“Brown shows how mere humans shape myths that resonate for centuries.”

—Jeff Sypeck, author of Becoming Charlemagne

Nancy Marie Brown
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Praise for Looking for the Hidden Folk



“Nancy Marie Brown reveals to us skeptics how rocks and hills are the mansions of elves, or at least what it takes to believe so. Looking for the Hidden Folk evocatively animates the Icelandic landscape through Brown’s past and present travels and busts some prevalent clichés and myths along the way—this book is my reply to the next foreign reporter asking about that Elf Lobby.”

—Egill Bjarnason, author of How Iceland Changed the World: The Big History of a Small Island

“Using ideas and stories about the hidden folk in Iceland as a stepping stone into the human perception of our homes in the world where stories and memories breathe life into places, be it through the vocabulary of quantum physics or folklore, Nancy Marie Brown makes us realize that there is always more to the world than meets the eye. And that world is not there for us to conquer and exploit but to walk into and sense the dew with our bare feet on the soft moss, beside breathing horses and mighty glaciers in the drifting fog that often blocks our view.”

—Gísli Sigurðsson, Research Professor, The Árni Magnússon Institute, University of Iceland

“Nancy Marie Brown is a scholar and a pilgrim, and Iceland (plus much more) is illuminated here through her knowledge and passion.”

—Thomas Swick, author of The Joys of Travel

“This is a sweeping and moving journey across time and space—through myth and theory, language, and literature—into the world of wonder and enchantment. Beautifully written, Looking for the Hidden Folk offers a compelling and surprising case for the recognition of forces and beings not necessarily ‘seen’ in everyday life but nevertheless somehow sensed, exploring their complexity and why they matter.”

—Gísli Pálsson, Professor of Anthropology, University of Iceland

“Astonishing, lyrical, and thought-provoking. Yes, I am a scientist, but this book makes me consider a new reality. I am captivated.”

—Pat Shipman, author of Our Oldest Companions

“A love song to the living landscape of Iceland and the cultural history in which it is clothed, inspired by the author’s numerous encounters with the country and its people over the last decades.”

—Terry Gunnell, Professor of Folkloristics, University of Iceland

“Nancy Marie Brown’s Looking for the Hidden Folk is an elegantly written and wonderfully individualistic exploration of Icelandic culture through the ages, combining a shrewd appraisal of traditions with an acute interest in the modern world and all its intellectual quirks.”

—Ármann Jakobsson, author and scholar

“In this fascinating book Nancy Marie Brown shows how the stories of Iceland’s hidden people are a natural human response to the island’s extraordinary landscape, and makes the reader question whether dismissing such beliefs as irrational is itself irrational.”

—Michael Ridpath, author of the Magnus Iceland Mysteries
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For the family at Helgafell and all the other Icelanders who have shared stories with me.
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“Instructions for living a life: Pay attention. Be astonished. Tell about it.”

—Mary Oliver
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A Note on Language [image: ]


In this book, I have anglicized the spellings of most Icelandic words and names, changing the letters ð (eth) to d, þ (thorn) to th, and æ (ash) to ae, and omitting all accents. I have retained the nominative endings (as in Hjortur) for most modern Icelandic names; for saga characters, I have dropped the endings (turning Gudridur into Gudrid) to be consistent with most saga translations. Icelandic words in italics are correctly spelled. Since an Icelander’s last name is generally their father’s name plus son or daughter (spelled dóttir) and not a family name, I follow Icelandic style, using first names for all Icelanders. Some of our conversations were conducted in Icelandic, although my notes were taken in English. Such quotations, therefore, are both translations and reconstructions. I apologize to any Icelanders whose words I might have misunderstood.
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“Pay attention to what they tell you to forget.”

    —Muriel Rukeyser
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Galgahraun
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On the outskirts of Iceland’s capital lies a lava field called Galgahraun. The name comes from a large basalt feature like a sleeping giant’s open maw: two opposing lava waves that crested and froze into peaks or, more likely, a single lava bubble that domed, cracked, and collapsed when the volcano Burfell, some seven miles distant, erupted eight thousand years ago. A wooden beam was balanced from one peak of this feature to the other, from the giant’s upper jaw to his lower; affixed at the midpoint was a noose from which outlaws were hanged, as if to plummet in death down the giant’s gullet. Gálgi means gallows, hraun means lava field. No written texts attest to any hangings here, but people have found human bones in the hraun, according to a placard set up by Friends of the Lava and the Environmental Agency of the nearby town of Gardabaer, though this story of the board, the rope, and the bones is also attached to a different Galgahraun in a different part of Iceland, hundreds of miles away, by Sagnagrunnur, the geographical database of Icelandic folklore established by the University of Iceland in 2010.

The giant’s maw is my own fancy. It takes little suggestion to find huge, ugly faces in Icelandic lava rocks.

As we walked for an hour in Galgahraun in June 2016, I also imagined trolls turned to stone by sunbeams. One troll we strolled by rode a trollish steed. Another watched us, fascinated, transfixed, as if its head had just popped from the surface of the lava waves, like a curious seal’s will pop from the sea to watch people wander along the seashore. I knew about trolls’ fatal sensitivity to the sun from J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit. Early in the book, when Bilbo Baggins and his dwarf companions are caught by the huge and ugly Bert, Bill, and Tom, the wizard Gandalf’s trickery keeps the three trolls bickering—are dwarves tastier roasted, or squashed to jelly?—until the sun comes up and “Dawn take you all, and be stone to you.” I knew, as well, that Tolkien took the troll-and-sunbeam motif from Icelandic folktales, taught to him by an Icelandic au pair, who told such tales to Tolkien’s children.

Ragnhildur did not encourage me in my trollish fancies. In fact, we didn’t speak about trolls at all, as I recall, and only a very little about elves or the huldufólk, the Hidden Folk, which was odd, since Ragnhildur Jonsdottir is a famous elf-seer. Just how famous was underlined by a call she accepted on her cell phone as we walked. A foreign journalist wanted to know if the elves had anything to do with Iceland’s unexpected success that summer in soccer’s Euro Cup.

Instead, we photographed lava crags and stacks and pillars, pillows of silver-green moss, caves and clefts and individual lichen-splashed rocks. It was by turns warm and sunny and cloudy and cool, a fine summer’s day. The breeze was light—just enough to keep the gnats at bay. The land smelled of peat, with hints of salt and sea. We wandered about pointing out plants. I didn’t keep a list, but two hours later, back at my hotel when I wrote up my recollections, I remembered blueberry, crowberry, stone bramble, violet, dandelion, mountain avens, buttercup, butterwort, wood geranium, wild thyme, willow shrubs with pale fluffy catkins, and several kinds of grass, including sheep’s sorrel, which we tasted—it was sour as limes. Elves’ cup moss was the only sign of elves I saw. We listened to the wind sighing in the knee-high willows and the incessant cries of seabirds: black-backed gulls barking now! now! now! and arctic terns, many terns, with their piercing kree-yah cries. It was the terns’ nesting season, so we’d wandered away from the bay, where the birds lay their eggs on beach stones and black sand. Once Ragnhildur waved me down to ground level to watch a wet, black slug, fatter than my thumb, with a mouth like an anus.

Ragnhildur is a grandmother, with grandmotherly long silver hair. She wore a long silk scarf in a bright tie-dye pattern, a blue jacket, a leopard-print shirt, blue jeans, and sturdy black sandals. Her eyeglasses had gray-blue frames; her sunglasses were stuck on top of her head like a hair band. In a news photo from October 2013, she likewise wears a long scarf, that one gray wool, and her gray-blue eyeglasses. A wool hat covers her silver hair. The rest of her grandmotherly figure is hard to make out, as she is prone, facedown as if planking, and being carried by policemen who look anything but happy about it. She and her family had camped in the path of the bulldozers hired to destroy the parts of Galgahraun that were in the way of a new road. Like other demonstrators, they had pitched a tent, rising early to enjoy their morning coffee on a lava cliff and to witness the sunrise. It was beautiful fall weather, Ragnhildur remembered. The police tried to carry away her husband, Larus, too; he is quite large and they soon gave up. But eventually all the demonstrators were evicted and jailed. And the bulldozers began their work.

Rising from her perusal of the slug, Ragnhildur gestured toward the cityscape looming beyond the lava. Near that edge of Galgahraun, from 1945 through the 1960s, she informed me, Johannes Kjarval liked to come and paint en plein air—or even in pouring rain, which splashed his canvases in ways he liked. Kjarval’s Cliffs, the formations are now called; I have seen several paintings in Reykjavik’s Kjarval Museum titled From Galgahraun. Internationally, Kjarval is Iceland’s best-known painter. In The Idea of North, Peter Davidson calls his art “an art of slowness, of unhurried meditation on northern place,” adding, “He is absolute master of minute and exquisite gradations of gray.” Kjarval left his paint cans in a lava cave nearby. When a house was built beside the cliffs, the cave was cleaned out. Organizing protests against the new road, Ragnhildur thought to capitalize on Kjarval’s name. She called in artists to protect Kjarval’s Cliffs. They held a “paint-in”: like a sit-in, except everyone painted.

The aesthetics of the hraun, those minute and exquisite gradations of gray, did not move the Icelandic Road Administration.

Nor did the environmental slant of the lawsuit filed by Friends of the Lava, which argued that the road building was illegal: Galgahraun had been listed as a protected natural area since 2009.

Defeated in district court, the Friends were appealing their case to Iceland’s Supreme Court—the tent city was taken down, the bulldozers were back at work—when, thanks in large part to Ragnhildur, the plight of Galgahraun’s Hidden Folk catapulted this little local road fight into international media fame. “I wrote a letter,” she told me. “I wrote a letter on behalf of the elves and huldufólk in Galgahraun. I sent it to the mayor of Gardabaer and all the council members. I sent it to the president of Iceland and several ministers of parliament.”

News of the Icelandic “elf lobby” trying to stop progress was reported by the Associated Press in December 2013 and picked up by the North Dakota Insider, the Denver Post, the Salt Lake Tribune, the Pueblo Chieftain, and the Buenos Aires Herald. The phones in Iceland’s Road Administration rang and rang. The Guardian ran the story, as did the Huffington Post, the Daily Beast, PBS, NBC, Fox News, Breitbart News, and The Wire, whose reporter accused the AP of unfairly focusing on the “loony elf ‘seers’ ”—who claimed to have identified a spectacular twelve-foot-long rock formation as an elf church—just to get laughs.

The elf-seer named in the AP story was Ragnhildur; she was also a leader of the Friends of the Lava environmental group. Seeing the Hidden Folk, and speaking to (or for) them, is not a joke to her. After our walk in Galgahraun, she quite naturally described the moment she saw her first elf, when she was two years old. Ragnhildur had just walked home with her mother, and when her mother closed the door, Ragnhildur burst into tears: Her mother had shut the door in the face of an elf. That elf was named Pulda. She was, and still is, Ragnhildur’s friend. From Galgahraun, Ragnhildur drove me to a small public park beside her childhood home in the town of Hafnarfjordur and pointed out the rock in which Pulda lives. I saw only a rock.

Ryan Jacobs, writing for the Atlantic Monthly, understood that Ragnhildur was neither loony nor out for laughs. He writes: “Both she and another seer visited the field separately and came to the same conclusion about the spot. ‘I mean, there are thousands or millions of rocks in this lava field,’ she said, ‘but we both went to the same rock or cliff and talked about an elf church.’ She knows about the elf church because she can see it, she says, and also sense its energy, a sensation many Icelanders are familiar with.” Later in the article, Jacobs presents more of Ragnhildur’s point of view: “As industry has encroached, Jonsdottir insists, many humans have forgotten about ‘the inner life of the earth’ as they bend it to their will. When elves act out, they are doing more than just protecting their own homes, they are reminding people of a lost relationship. ‘They’re… protectors of nature, like we humans should be,’ she said.”

The Icelandic Supreme Court halted work on the Galgahraun road, citing both its environmental and its cultural impact—“including the impact on elves,” reported an Icelandic newspaper.

The mayor of Gardabaer arranged to meet Ragnhildur in the lava field. With him came another town official, two men from the Road Administration, and two from the firm contracted to build the road. “I took them on an elf walk,” Ragnhildur told me. “I described the big elf church with its amazing energy and all the powerful beings there working with the Light. There was also this smaller rock, which is a sort of chapel.” The words church and chapel were metaphors, she explained: “We have to use human terms so that we can understand.” The men asked Ragnhildur how they could preserve this sacred area and still build a road. With Ragnhildur speaking for the elves, they agreed on a plan.

This “pact between men and elves,” as Ragnhildur called it, was kept. The new road narrows where it passes the elf church. In March 2015, a large crane took six hours to move the seventy-five-ton elf chapel, in two pieces, to a spot next to the church—or, according to a press release from the Road Administration, “next to other beautiful and similar rock formations, thus creating a unified whole.” Having had over a year to prepare, Ragnhildur told the newspaper, the elves were satisfied and would no longer “act out” and block the road.

Yet as the bulldozers began again to level Galgahraun, Ragnhildur could not restrain her tears. She screamed at the bulldozer operators—later she apologized, telling them how hard it was for her to see the elves’ kitchens being destroyed and their sofas tossed about; even though the elves had already left the area, it was still a home being wrecked. She said the young men driving the machines were very affected by her grief and her stories. “They won’t forget it,” she told me. “It wasn’t their fault. They were just doing their jobs. But still, they need to take responsibility for destroying something beautiful. They need to think about it.”

The new road connects the suburb of Alftanes (population 2,500) and Bessastadir, the official residence of the Icelandic president, with the suburb of Gardabaer (population 17,000), and thence with Iceland’s capital city of Reykjavik (population 130,000). The new road is wider than most roads in Iceland, wider in most places than Highway One, the Ring Road, Iceland’s main artery, which circles the country. With two full lanes, and shoulders, plus a bike path, the new Galgahraun road is one of the best roads I’ve seen in Iceland, where many minor byways are unpaved and frighteningly narrow, and where shoulders—even on the Ring Road—are generally nonexistent. Bicyclists throughout most of the country teeter on the edge of the one lane, “sharing” it with cars, campers, trucks, and buses that rarely slow down for them. On the European Road Assessment Programme’s five-star scale, nearly three-quarters of Iceland’s roads are rated unsafe.

“Clearly,” Ragnhildur said, “they needed a shoulder here so people didn’t slam into the lava in a crash.”

“But roads in the West Fjords,” I objected, “have no shoulder and drop straight into the sea.”

“Yes,” she said, “there’s that.”

The new road angles toward an older road that connects the same settlements. That Alftanes road is also wide and paved, with a shoulder. According to Friends of the Lava, of forty-four roads in the greater Reykjavik region, twenty-one were more dangerous than the old Alftanes road. Of the 1,427 roads in Iceland, 301 had more accidents.

The day we walked in Galgahraun, the wind and the birds were louder than the sounds of the new road—it was very lightly traveled. There was no traffic hum, no noise of human voices except our own. It was a good place, a place I would choose to sit and write, a place of inspiration.

What is inspiration? Why do some places attract artists and spark creative thought? Why are some places beautiful—and how do you define beauty?

Ragnhildur and I talked over these questions as we walked out of Galgahraun, past the grassy ruins of an ancient farm, heading for her car. What about this landscape inspired Kjarval? If you asked him, would he have said that an elf woman brought him here and showed him the view he tried to capture on canvas so many times in his exquisite gradations of gray? Kjarval often included elves in his paintings, or spectral faces in the rocks. Did he see spirits in the landscape the way Ragnhildur does? After she received her art degree from the Icelandic Academy of Arts and Crafts, she explained, she felt freed to do what she had always wanted to do. Being an artist gave her permission to use her “inner eye.”

I said the role of the artist in society has always been to make us see things differently. I told her she was a performance artist. I thought she took that well—though in hindsight I wonder why, just about then, we started talking about crazy ladies. Is Ragnhildur a crazy lady because she talks to elves? Are Christians crazy because they talk to God? What immaterial beings are we allowed to believe in, and who is allowed to do the believing? Ragnhildur may be serious about seeing elves, but she can also joke about it. Once a Christian journalist confessed to her that he couldn’t believe in elves because there were no elves in the Bible. Ragnhildur replied, “There are no cats in the Bible either, and yet I have five cats.”

We had just reached her car and were chuckling over the cats when another car zoomed into the parking lot, screeching to a halt beside us. The driver flung open her door and screamed at us in Icelandic—something about our dog disturbing the arctic terns’ nesting site.

“We don’t have a dog,” Ragnhildur replied.

The woman continued berating us. Ragnhildur answered her calmly, in a soft, pleasant voice.

But the woman was beside herself, gesticulating and crying, almost incoherent.

“We saw a dog, but it was on a leash,” Ragnhildur said.

The woman began a passionate description of the fight for Galgahraun, and the tiniest crack appeared in Ragnhildur’s shell of politeness. “Yes, I know,” she said. “Do you know who I am? I am Ragnhildur Jonsdottir.” The name meant nothing to the incensed bird lover. Ragnhildur looked at me, and we got into our car. As we began to pull out, the other woman gunned her vehicle and came roaring up next to us, apparently intending to ram us, or at least to cut us off. Ragnhildur slammed on the brakes. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the other car leap into the air and come down hard. It stalled out. Steam burst out of its engine.

“Oh dear,” Ragnhildur said.

We got out of our car and went to look. The woman had driven over a boulder the size of a basketball. It was firmly fixed between the front and back wheels of her small sedan—there was no possibility of moving the car without a wrecker. The woman froze in shock.

“Let me drive you home,” Ragnhildur said, taking her elbow. “Where do you live?”

Her house was close by, in sight of Galgahraun, though a little too far to walk in the house slippers she was wearing. Ragnhildur coaxed her into the back seat of our car, and we drove her home in silence.

As soon as we were back on the road, the bird lover safely delivered, Ragnhildur turned to me with a smile. “Now do you believe in elves?”






[image: Chapter 2] Icelanders Believe in Elves [image: ]


On my first trip to Iceland, in 1986, my husband and I visited the families of three Icelandic graduate students we knew from Penn State University, where I worked: an economist, a seismologist, and a mathematician. Driving us to her house outside of Reykjavik, the mathematician’s mother, Thyri, pointed out a cluster of rocks in the middle of a small fenced lawn at a bend in the road. “Elves live there,” she said.

Thyri was a teacher, her English was excellent, but I was never quite sure when she was joking. One night she served us a formal dinner—white tablecloth, flowers—and out from the kitchen, with a flourish, she brought a platter of singed sheep’s heads. Whole heads—eyeballs, teeth in the jaws—blackened to burn off the fleece. The eyes and ears are the best parts, she said. She mimed plucking out an eyeball and popping it into her mouth, rolling it about, licking her lips. Seeing me barely pick at my head, she took pity on us and brought out a second platter of broiled lamb steaks. (The family, on the other hand, devoured the sheep’s heads.) Was she likewise teasing about the elves in the rocks?

Maybe, maybe not.

“Practically every summer,” writes Icelandic ethnologist Valdimar Hafstein in the Journal of Folktale Studies, “a new legend is disseminated through newspapers, television, and radio, as well as word of mouth, about yet another construction project gone awry due to elven interference.” Unlike most urban legends, these are based on “the experience of real people involved in the events.” That the news reports “are often mildly tongue-in-cheek” does not, in his opinion, “detract from the widespread concern they represent.”

In August 2016, for example, an Icelandic newspaper printed the story “Elf Rock Restored after Its Removal Wreaks Havoc on Icelandic Town.” The previous summer a mudslide fell on a road in the town of Siglufjordur. While clearing the blockage, the road crew dumped four hundred cubic feet of dirt on top of a large rock known as the Elf Lady’s Stone. The Elf Lady (illustrated on the paper’s English-language website as Cate Blanchett in the role of the elf queen Galadriel from The Lord of the Rings films) was not happy, and a series of mishaps ensued. A road worker was hurt. A TV newscaster “sank into a pit of mud, right up to his waist and had to be rescued.” The river flooded the road, and the constant rain caused further mudslides. A bulldozer operator reported: “I had just gotten into the vehicle when I see a mudslide coming toward me, like a gigantic ball. When it hit the river flood it exploded and water and rocks went everywhere. We fled.” Then the bulldozer broke down. The Siglufjordur town council officially asked the Icelandic Road Administration to unearth the Elf Lady’s Stone. They complied. They also power hosed it clean.

Icelandic elf stories light up the internet: I found that one in the New York Times, Travel and Leisure, the Daily Telegraph, the Minneapolis Star Tribune, the CBC, Yahoo.com, and as far afield as the Philippine Daily Inquirer, among others. Many media outlets justify their interest by citing a series of surveys proving that, in Valdimar’s words, “elves are alive and frisky in modern day Iceland.” In 1974, Icelandic psychologist Erlendur Haraldsson conducted a fifty-four-question survey on spiritual matters. Of those who responded, 15 percent considered elves likely to exist, 7 percent were certain they existed, and 5 percent had seen an elf. “A third of the sample,” Valdimar points out, “entertained the possibility of their existence (33 percent), neither affirming nor denying it.” A church historian in 1995 sought out people “with an interest in mysticism”: 70 percent of this sample thought elves existed, while only 43 percent believed that space aliens visited Earth. An Icelandic newspaper polled its readers on politics and government in 1998, slipping in the sly yes-or-no question, “Do you believe in elves?” Nine out of ten respondents answered the question. Of them, 54.4 percent replied yes.

In 2006 and 2007, the University of Iceland’s Department of Folkloristics entered the debate, with technical help from the university’s Social Science Institute. Their survey’s fifty questions were based on those of Erlendur in 1974, adapted for “a modern society that had been in contact with New Age thought,” according to folklore professor Terry Gunnell. Again, 5 percent of the thousand respondents said they had seen an elf, while more than 50 percent “entertained the possibility of their existence.” While outnumbered by the percentage who had received an omen (55 percent), dreamed a prophetic dream (40 percent), or felt the presence of the dead (40 percent), the number of elf-seers (5 percent) was still higher than those who said they had seen a UFO (2 percent).

Let’s put those numbers into context: 2 percent of the Icelandic population at that time was about 6,600 people. In July 2016, 6,500 people went to see the 1970s-era hard-rock band Kiss perform in the Taco Bell Arena in Boise, Idaho.

Compare that number to the 10 percent of Americans who said they had seen a UFO, when polled by Kenyon Research in 2012 at the request of National Geographic. Ten percent of the American population is over 30 million people, more than the entire population of the state of Texas (29 million). A 2013 poll by the Huffington Post and YouGov found that 48 percent of Americans “are open to the idea that alien spacecraft are observing our planet,” while a previous HuffPost–YouGov survey found that 25 percent of Americans “think alien visitors have come to Earth.” Now who looks silly?

For Gunnell, the most striking result of the Icelandic surveys is that “in spite of the radical changes in Icelandic society” between 1974 and 2006, the Icelanders’ traditional beliefs about elves had “remained near static.” They were, he concludes, “deeply rooted.”

The 2016 accounts of the Elf Lady’s Stone, for example, match a story first printed in 1862: According to a goldsmith named Vigfus Gislason, in 1808, when he was a boy of ten, the farm of Stadarfell, some ten miles from his own home, burned to the ground after an elf stone was tampered with. Vigfus explained:


Just below the farm, on a cliff jutting out to sea, there was a large rock in which it was said that an elf woman lived, but since the cliff was crumbling this rock half overhung the water; however, it was firm enough if no one interfered with it, and it might have stayed like that for a long time, because everyone was warned not to play the fool with this rock. But shortly before the fire, the farm workmen had sent the rock crashing into the sea, just for fun; and the next night old Benedikt Bogason dreamed of the elf woman, and she told him he would be the worse off because his men had had their fun with her house. And shortly afterwards the farm burned down, and so the prophecy was fulfilled.



Another striking result of the Icelandic folklore surveys, Gunnell says, is that he can now tell the coming of summer by the arrival of two things: gnats and foreign journalists who want to ask him about Iceland’s Hidden Folk.

Icelanders believe in elves! If you’ve read anything about Iceland in the last twenty years, you’ve read this. It was already a cliché in 2004, before Gunnell’s survey came out. Speaking with Alex Ross of The New Yorker, the singer Bjork joked, “A friend of mine says that when record-company executives come to Iceland they ask the bands if they believe in elves, and whoever says yes gets signed up.” The Icelandic Tourist Board was trading on elves in 2000: An advertisement in that same magazine claims that “In such a mystical lunar environment, one begins to understand why 41 per cent of Iceland’s population”—I’m not sure where that number came from—“believes in gnomes, fairies, and elves. The rocks and hills, where these fantastic beings are reputed to make their homes, are carefully preserved, with public roads going around, rather than through, the haunts of the Hidden People.”

Brad Leithauser, writing about Iceland in the Atlantic Monthly in 1987, casually links the elves to light (or darkness): “Perhaps because the island lies just south of the Arctic Circle, where it endures some twenty hours of unbroken darkness during the shortest days of winter, the pull of the supernatural remains strong. Farmers still routinely leave patches of hay unmown where ‘hidden folk’ are thought to live, and a few years ago a road was rerouted in order to leave an elf colony undisturbed.” In Smithsonian, too, the elf meme crops up. Robert Wernick remarks there in 1986 on the Icelanders’ “matter-of-fact acceptance of supernatural presences,” which he ascribes not to the lunar landscape or the lack of light but to the wind: “Iceland is virtually a treeless land and the wind blows freely—in the long winter nights it blows perpetually. This makes a good breeding ground for ghosts, elves, trolls.”

After the economic crash of 2008, Iceland’s elves made the big time, thanks to Michael Lewis. Writing in Vanity Fair about “What led a tiny fishing nation, population 300,000, to decide, around 2003, to re-invent itself as a global financial power”—accruing debt approaching 900 percent of the nation’s gross domestic product—Lewis blames the male bankers’ Viking-like love of risk and their unwillingness to listen to the (few) female bankers who tried to rein them in. He comes to this conclusion after visiting the waxworks Saga Museum in Reykjavik, “in which a blood-drenched Viking plunges his sword toward the heart of a prone enemy.” Lewis writes: “This is the past Icelanders supposedly cherish: a history of conflict and heroism. Of seeing who is willing to bump into whom with the most force. There are plenty of women, but this is a men’s history.” There’s much Lewis missed about the Icelandic sagas. But he may have a point: Icelanders themselves compared their bankers to Viking raiders. What’s pertinent here, however, is that his ten-thousand-word piece held three sentences about elves. Three, in general, respectful sentences told in the context of two problems Alcoa had establishing an aluminum-smelting plant in Iceland. “The first was the so-called ‘hidden people’—or, to put it more plainly, elves—in whom some large number of Icelanders, steeped long and thoroughly in their rich folkloric culture, sincerely believe,” Lewis writes. He cites an anonymous Alcoa spokesman who said they had to “pay hard cash to declare the site elf-free.” The second problem was that the Icelandic male “took more safety risks than aluminum workers in other nations did.”

The elves, for Lewis, were a throwaway line, a little bit of local color, a way to work up to his main point about men and risk. They were also, according to the New York Times, the part of his article that “may have drawn the most attention on the Internet” (not to mention among my own friends, one of whom emailed me to ask if there really was a “Department of Elf and Human Services” in Iceland). Commenting for New York magazine, Jonas Moody, an American living in Iceland, writes, “I’ve heard the elf thing mentioned in tired travel articles (normally wedged between paragraphs on the beauty of waterfalls and tips for eating ram testicles), but I personally know no one on this island who believes in elves. Not one.” The Alcoa spokesman was referring to the Icelandic environmental-impact assessment, Moody explains. “The assessment includes an archaeological survey to ensure no important artifacts or ruins are destroyed, and the site’s history is surveyed to see if it was ever named in any Icelandic folklore. And yes, some of that folklore involves elves.” Which would seem to make Lewis’s point that Alcoa did have to certify the site was “elf-free,” except for one caveat: The only folklore that counts toward the assessment are written tales at least a hundred years old.

Matt Eliason, an American writing for Iceland Magazine in 2014, thinks “the Icelandic people continue to acknowledge the existence of the nonexistent elves to drum up business for their growing tourist industry.” And it’s true that you can pay $64 to go to Elf School to learn, as writer Jessica Pan puts it, that “elves fuck, and dress, better than you.”

Arni Bjornsson, long the head of the ethnology department at the National Museum of Iceland, reached the same conclusion as Eliason in 1996. He “finds that contemporary elf-tradition in general reeks of money,” reports Valdimar Hafstein in his Journal of Folktale Studies paper. “If I have understood him correctly, he claims that modern elflore is to a great extent fabricated to defraud tourists.” Yet when asked point-blank by Sarah Lyall of the New York Times in 2005, Arni refused to deny the existence of elves. Instead he reframed her question: “If you were to ask me, ‘Are you sure there are no supernatural beings?’ I would say I don’t believe there are. But I wouldn’t rule it out.”

Supernatural beings, as a class, includes much more than elves. Arni could be referring to ghosts. Or aliens from outer space. Or God. His evasion reveals our critical mistake when we laugh off an Icelander’s belief in elves. We assume we agree on what each of us means by belief and elf. Those terms are tricky. What they signify shifts with our point of view.

Until I met Ragnhildur Jonsdottir, I might have agreed with Matt Eliason that the Icelanders who spoke of elves were playing tricks, poking fun, talking tongue-in-cheek, telling tall tales. Yet after our stroll through Galgahraun and our encounter with the outraged bird lover, Ragnhildur’s question—Now do you believe in elves?—grew to obsess me. I found myself wondering. Then I found myself wandering through history, religion, folklore, and art, circling back to explore theology, literary criticism, mythology, and philosophy, stopping along the way to dip my toes into cognitive science, psychology, anthropology, biology, volcanology, cosmology, and quantum mechanics. Each discipline, I found, defines and redefines what is real and unreal, natural and supernatural, demonstrated and theoretical, alive and inert. Each has its own way of perceiving and valuing (or not) the world around us. Each admits its own sort of elf.
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The hidden people, or huldufólk as they’re known in Icelandic, have caused me no shortage of grief,” writes Stefan Jonasson, a Unitarian minister and editor of an Icelandic-Canadian newspaper. It’s not because they hounded him out of his home, as they did his great-great-grandfather, he writes. No, it’s due to a sermon in which he expressed his “disbelief” in elves to his largely Icelandic congregation in Canada. “Some considered it heresy, and, as I recall, a couple of people never returned to church.”

He’s not, he insists, “devoid of any sense of wonder.” Elf stories “are woven into my thought and speech,” and he’s printed several in the newspaper, including the one about his great-great-grandfather, Elias Kjaernested. From 1856 to 1860, Elias lived on the farm of Holaholar, beneath the glacier Snaefellsjokull in western Iceland. He was breaking up rocks on a craggy hillside to clear space for a new sheep pen when he began having ominous dreams. A woman came to him repeatedly in these dreams, and asked him to leave the crags alone. He ignored her. His wife began having the same dreams; still, Elias ignored the warnings. One morning, the horses grazing in a pasture by the sea cliffs were found dead. Another day, seventy sheep grazing along the shoreline suddenly died. The livestock deaths continued until “Elias was driven away from Holaholar, an impoverished man.” He emigrated to North America. His descendants, including Stefan Jonasson, came back to visit Holaholar in 2012 and 2016. “We saw some of the roughest lava-strewn terrain imaginable and wondered why Elias thought he could carve out a living there,” Jonasson writes. “We weren’t bothered by huldufólk, but perhaps they were simply watching and laughing from afar. Still, there was something magical about standing on this ancestral ground and imagining what life must have been like for our ancestors there.”

Despite feeling the magic, Jonasson “thinks that the huldufólk belong to the realm of imagination,” he writes. (I have not had the nerve to ask him, a minister, if God, too, belongs to “the realm of imagination.”) Reviewing a book by Alda Sigmundsdottir, he announces, “I have found an author who, like me, takes the huldufólk seriously, but not literally. The Little Book of the Hidden People challenges the assertion that most Icelanders believe in elves in the same way they believe in gravity”—and there I stopped reading.

How do most Icelanders believe in gravity?

How do I believe in gravity, for that matter? What first comes to mind, of course, is Sir Isaac Newton sitting in his English garden when an apple bonks him on the head and he discovers the force of gravity, inventing calculus along the way to describe it. The apple story is more or less true. As an old man, Newton told his first biographer, William Stukeley, who wrote it down many years later, that “the notion of gravitation” came to him while he was sitting in his garden, drinking tea, and saw an apple fall. The apple did not hit his head. That part’s a fairy tale, which is why I remember it: It’s vivid. Newton’s equations, published in his Principia in 1687, are (to me) not vivid. Besides the apple story, all I could remember about Newton’s theory, before checking an encyclopedia, was that Albert Einstein proved it false.

Newton’s theory of gravity was panned in his lifetime as “action at a distance.” Even he admitted that the idea of two bodies, like Earth and the moon or even an apple and the ground, being able to push and pull each other without touching and “without the mediation of anything else” was absurd. (Rene Descartes went further: He called it “occult.”) Newton could not explain what the “anything else,” that is, the “force” of gravity, was. “And I feign no hypotheses,” he declared in the second edition of the Principia in 1713. “It is enough that gravity does really exist and acts according to the laws I have explained, and that it abundantly serves to account for all the motions of celestial bodies.”

If that phrase read “It is enough that elves do really exist,” would you let it pass unchallenged? Is it the mathematics that make gravity believable, or is it Newton’s bluster? For his theory of gravity does not, as he claimed, account for “all the motions of celestial bodies.” It is accurate enough for most day-to-day calculations. It explains how apples fall from trees and how to place a satellite in a geosynchronous orbit. But if you want to understand the orbit of Mercury around the sun, for example, Newton’s theory does not work. The sun is too massive and the planet is too close. You need Einstein.

As described by Einstein’s general theory of relativity, published in 1915, gravity is not a force. It is, says the very helpful Wikipedia page, “a consequence of the curvature of spacetime.” And if you’re not lost yet, read on a bit:


Einstein proposed that spacetime is curved by matter, and that free-falling objects are moving along locally straight paths in curved spacetime. These straight paths are called geodesics. Like Newton’s first law of motion, Einstein’s theory states that if a force is applied on an object, it would deviate from a geodesic. For instance, we are no longer following geodesics while standing because the mechanical resistance of the Earth exerts an upward force on us, and we are non-inertial on the ground as a result.



The word geodesic is permanently paired in my mind with dome, leaving me struggling with the unfortunate image of myself standing atop a yurt-like pimple on the globe and not processing this explanation really at all. Fortunately, there are books written for people like me. Two are by Carlo Rovelli, a physicist who writes like a poet. In Reality Is Not What It Seems, he allows Einstein to be human. He is “a rebellious twenty-five-year-old” who studied physics but hadn’t yet found a job. He was working at the patent office in Bern and essentially staring off into space when he formulated his first groundbreaking theory. Rovelli writes:


If we attentively observe very small particles, such as a speck of dust or a grain of pollen, suspended in still air or in a liquid, we see them tremble and dance. Pushed by this trembling, they move, randomly zigzagging… It is as if the small particle is receiving blows randomly from each side. No, it isn’t “as if” it were being hit; it really is hit. It trembles because it is struck by the individual molecules of air, which collide with the particle, at times from the right and at times from the left.



From this dance of dust motes Einstein mathematically proved the existence of atoms—first posited by Democritus almost 2,500 years ago, but, until 1905, not thought to be real because (like elves) they couldn’t be seen or otherwise detected.

A second paper Einstein published in 1905 described his theory of special relativity, which, as Rovelli explains, “does not fit with what we know about gravity, namely, with how things fall.” (It also predicts time travel, but let’s overlook that.) Either Einstein’s relativity was wrong or Newton’s idea of gravity was. Einstein spent the next ten years disproving Newton—disproving, in Rovelli’s words, “what we know.” The result was Einstein’s theory of general relativity, on which modern physics is based—even though key parts of the theory, such as the existence of black holes, were not proved until 2016, in a set of experiments that required a thousand scientists, fourteen years, and over $475 million.

In Seven Brief Lessons on Physics, Rovelli writes that “there are absolute masterpieces that move us intensely: Mozart’s Requiem, Homer’s Odyssey, the Sistine Chapel, King Lear. To fully appreciate their brilliance may require a long apprenticeship, but the reward is sheer beauty—and not only this, but the opening of our eyes to a new perspective upon the world. Einstein’s jewel, the general theory of relativity, is a masterpiece of this order.” Unlike Mozart and the others, however, Einstein cannot be appreciated much at all without that apprenticeship. Rovelli describes his own initiation into its beauties in romantic terms. He learned “as if by magic: as if a friend were whispering into my ear an extraordinary hidden truth, suddenly raising the veil of reality to disclose a simpler, deeper order.” It was “a deeply emotional experience.”

To Newton, space was an empty box. To Einstein, it was a gravitational field, analogous to the electromagnetic field discovered by Michael Faraday and James Maxwell in the first half of the nineteenth century. Rovelli writes:


It is a moment of enlightenment. A momentous simplification of the world: space is no longer something distinct from matter—it is one of the “material” components of the world. An entity that undulates, flexes, curves, twists… The sun bends space around itself, and Earth does not turn around it because of a mysterious force but because it is racing directly in a space that inclines, like a marble that rolls in a funnel. There are no mysterious forces generated at the center of the funnel; it is the curved nature of the walls that causes the marble to roll. Planets circle around the sun, and things fall, because space curves.
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