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The merry Christmas men that are 
plastered all over the Grapevine 
this issue just happen to be some 
of the city’s top restaurateurs. 
Chef Úlfar Eysteinsson runs Þrír 
Frakkar, Reykjavík’s best loved 
fish restaurant (Baldursgata 14) 
and Tómas Tómasson operates 
the Iceland’s all-time favourite 
hamburger dive, Hamborgarabúlla 
Tómasar (various locations). 
 Why do we love having them 
pose for photos and then putting 
those photos on our covers? 
Because they are very awesome 
people, and their food has given us 
a lot of pleasure, for instance. But 
also because they sport these cool, 
long beards. Why did they grow 
these beards? 

Úlfar: I was being interviewed on 
the radio last May, and I happened 
to sport a beard. The journalist 
asked me why I was so hairy, and 
I replied that I was protesting 
the Central Bank’s way-too-high 
interest rates, that I would not shave 
until it was down to a one-figure 
number...

Tómas: I heard Úlfar on the radio, 
talking about whale meat as usual, 
and he started talking about 
his protest. I decided this was 
something I wanted to get behind, 
so I called him up immediately 
afterwards – my friend of 40 years – 
and told him I would join him in his 
protest. I’ve been growing a beard 
since the end of May now, and Úlfar 
since the beginning of May. They’re 
pretty hefty beards by now. 

Did you envision having to grow 
your beards this long? Do you 
expect to cut them anytime 
soon? 

Úlfar: I didn’t suspect it would take 
this time, but we’ve still had some 
progress. A year ago, the interest 
rates were at 18%, they’re down to 
11% now. Once they go down by 
1.5%, the beards are gone!

Tómas: They’ll announce the new 
interest rates on December 10th. 
I am not convinced they will go 
below 10% then, but I imagine it will 
happen next year. I hope they do. 

We hear you’re planning to do 
some fun Christmas stuff with 
those beards...

Úlfar: Yes, we acquired 1.000 decks 
of playing cards from Icelandair, and 
a mysterious benefactor sponsored 
1.000 candles from Sólheimar. We 
are in the clouds about this. We’re 
in the process of gift-wrapping the 
mall and are planning to dress up in 
Santa gear and deliver those goods 
to children at the local children’s 
hospital and kindergartens around 
town, spreading some Christmas 
spirit. 
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Tómas’ grill-charred leg of lamb (serves many)
You’ll need: a filleted leg of lamb (femur intact), BBQ sauce of choice (“Any brand, 
almost all BBQ sauce is good”), spices.
 “Marinade the leg of lamb in the BBQ sauce for 24 hours, preferably at room 
temperature. Salt and pepper according to taste, then throw it on your barbecue for 45 
minutes to an hour – the more burnt, the better.  You’ll have to keep turning it from the 
start – eventually it will start to burn, as I said, but that’s good. Let it burn! The charred 
flesh is really good. Keep your BBQ sauce of choice on hand throughout the process, so 
you can douse the leg in it each time you turn. 
 Serve with mushroom cream sauce and potatoes. For the potatoes, you should boil 
them first and cool them down, then cut them into 4-5 pieces each (without peeling 
them!) and fry them in olive oil, salt, pepper and parsley.”
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Úlfar’s Halibut w/Langoustine (serves two)
You’ll need: flour, spices, two halibut fillets (around 200 grams each), two large 
langoustine (split at the middle), cream, white wine and some Icelandic butter. 
 “Coat the halibut in flour and then fry it in hot butter on one side for around two and 
a half minutes. Then you flip the fish and place the langoustine split-down in the butter. 
Spice with BBQ seasoning and add garlic and salt according to taste. 
 Splash some white wine over the pan before adding the cream (250+ mls.). The 
cream will come to a boil, making the gravy nice and thick. If it’s too thick, add some 
more white wine. Serve with boiled potatoes and salad, if you will, squeeze a slice of 
lemon over your plate according to taste.“



Even though most Western nations are 
by all accounts becoming more mind-
numbingly culturally uniform by the 
minute, there are still some vast regional 
differences as to how we go about living 
our lives and the various customs and 
traditions that entails. Take Christmas. 
Most Christian countries (and some 
non-Christian ones as well) have their 
own special version of the festivities that 
December brings, even though themes 
of celebration, charity, love towards man-
kind and consumerism are widespread. 
Iceland is no different in this respect and 
has many unique Christmas customs 
and ceremonies. The following is an at-
tempt to give outsiders some insight into 
how the average Icelander will experi-
ence and celebrate the holidays in light 
of traditional folklore and long standing 
customs, as well as some new ones.
 The presents themselves and the vari-
ous traditions surrounding them vary 
between households, although there 
are some constants. Books have for long 
ranked as the most popular gift-items; 
the publishing industry and book stores 
virtually revolve around the holiday sea-
son—the months leading up to it see the 
majority of the year’s releases being pub-
lished and bought. 
 The gift of music is also a popular 
one, especially in post-Kreppa times. Be-
side cultural products, other popular gift 
items include decorative objects, board 
games, electronic equipment and the 
like.

CaLLIng aLL sHoPPers!
It should come as no surprise that each 
year the first signs of the impending 
holidays stem from Iceland’s advertis-
ing agencies; as early as October one 
may witness Santa or one of his minions 
running amok in the media, reminding 
shoppers that the Christmas season has 
indeed arrived and it is time to stock up 
on gifts and pleasantries. Soon after, the 
larger stores will start decorating, giv-
ing nods to the festivities with the use of 
Christmas trees, blinking light sets and 
inflatable Santas.
 However, most of the shopping oc-
curs in the month of December itself, 
culminating on December 23—known 
here as Þorláksmessa—when the stores 
stay open ‘til late and midtown Reykjavík 
along with the shopping malls experi-
ence their most crowded day of the year. 
The large mass of people that congregate 
downtown to do some last minute shop-
ping and drink cups of cocoa is truly a 
sight to behold and is for some one of the 
season’s high points.

DeCK THe HaLLs
Icelanders usually give their homes the 
holiday treatment in late November/

early December, with the start of Advent 
(which occurs the fourth Sunday before 
Christmas) usually marking the official 
‘OK time’ for decorating. Decorations 
are similar to what may be found in the 
rest of the Christmas-celebrating world: 
pine branches, light sets, Santa-related 
effigies and various knick-knacks and 
doodads. A four-candle Advent wreath, 
with one candle to be lit on each Ad-
vent Sunday to mark its passing, may be 
found in most homes, as may so-called 
Christmas-calendars, boxes of choco-
lates to be dispensed every day leading 
up to December 24.

 A decorative object somewhat unique 
to Iceland, although the phenomenon 
may be found in some Nordic coun-
tries, is the Advent light, a seven-armed 
electric candlestick found in at least 
one window of almost every Icelandic 
house throughout the holiday season. 
It is reportedly quite common for those 
who visit Reykjavík in December to get 
in touch with the National Museum and 
inquire about the object, and whether Ju-
daism is widespread in the country.
 The story behind the Advent lights’ 
popularity in Iceland is surprisingly 
mundane. It is generally thought of as 
any other decoration, even though the 
seven-armed candlestick is laden with 
symbolism elsewhere. The story goes 
that a certain Reykjavík businessman 
encountered the object on a standard 
shopping trip to Sweden sometime in the 
mid-sixties. He thought they’d make ex-
cellent gifts to his aunts back home and 
bought several for that purpose. Word of 
mouth popularity ensued, and soon the 
businessman was importing boatloads 

of the decorative lights, as no respectable 
Icelandic home could bear to be without 
them.

a PreTTy HorrIBLe famILy
Iceland has some strange and violent 
folklore connected to the month of Ad-
vent, and Christmas in particular, al-
though later years have seen some of its 
harsher tales considerably revised into 
being more “child-friendly”. As with 
most Western nations, Christmas in Ice-
land involves several mythical creatures 
dating back to the middle ages, but what 
may set ours apart is their bleak nature 
and often-scary undertones.
 In folk tales, Christmas Eve is a dan-
gerous night that should be approached 
with extreme caution. It is the time when 
every supernatural creature in Iceland’s 
collective consciousness comes out to 
play, often luring innocent peasants 
to their dens, killing them or trapping 
them eternally. For instance, elves will 
tempt with their riches and beauty, trap-
ping whoever falls for their shtick into an 
eternity of living inside rocks, or worse. 
And those who dare play cards or games 
of any nature on Christmas Eve may ex-
pect horrible things—a famous folk tale 
speaks of a Church that was engulfed 
into the earth by Satan himself after its 
patrons partook in a midnight game of 
cards.
 And then there are the gift-bringers: 
the Jólasveinar (or Yuletide Lads), a mot-
ley group of bogeymen descended from 
trolls. Originally used to scare children 
into submission, it is only in later years 
that they have warmed to the task of 
bringing them presents instead of ha-
rassing their families with pranks. Little 
is known of the Jólasveinars’ origins, but 
they do get mentioned in writing as early 
as the 17th century. Their number and 
habits varied from region to region (the 
East Fjords even had some that lived at 
sea as opposed to on mountains), and 
there are as many as 80 recorded names 
for them. Jón Árnason, Iceland’s answer 
to the Brothers Grimm, published their 
names in his widely read folklore collec-
tion in 1862 and thus contributed to a 
still remaining consensus that there are 
exactly thirteen active Jólasveinar.
 The Jólasveinar have come a long way 
since their salad days of terrifying young 
kids. As the centuries passed, they have 
taken a shine to the little ones and some-
time around 1960 they found a purpose 
in leaving small gifts in kids’ shoes left 
on window sills (although there are re-
ports of this behaviour as early as 1930). 
The first one, Stekkjarstaur (Gully Oaf) 
comes to town on the eve of December 
12. They keep on coming leading up to 
December 24, when the infamous Ker-
tasníkir (Candle Beggar – he usually 

leaves the greatest presents) makes his 
arrival. Some interesting ones that show 
up in the interim include Þvörusleikir 
(Spoon-licker), Hurðaskellir (Door-slam-
mer) and Gluggagægir (Peeping Tom). 
Their gifts range from small toys and 
Christmas decorations to books and CDs 
(that would be Kertasníkir), but if a child 
has behaved foully, it will most likely get 
a potato.
 As mentioned earlier, the Jólasveinar 
are descended from common trolls. In 
fact, they come from a pretty horrid fam-
ily. Their mother is the most infamous 
Icelandic troll of all—the deadly Grýla. 
She is mainly known for taking great 
pleasure in devouring naughty children, 
sometimes cooked, often raw, and it is 
believed that her sons’ original purpose 
was to bring her fresh meat when the 
hunger struck. Not as devious but still 
pretty mean is Grýla’s husband, Lep-
palúði, who partakes in all the nastiness 
but is a more passive figure.
 The most vicious and weird family 
member is in all likelihood the deceiv-
ingly named Jólaköttur (Christmas Cat). 
This feline is said to be of gargantuan 
proportions, and he has the sole purpose 
of eating disadvantaged children. Not 
necessarily naughty ones, which would, 
in a way, be understandable; rather, the 
Christmas Cat chooses to feast on kids 
who fail to score new articles of clothing 
for Christmas. Luckily, Iceland’s trusty 
welfare system has ensured that he rarely 
finds motive to visit these days.

DevourIng CHrIsTmas
Food plays a large part in Icelandic 
Christmas festivities and there are sev-
eral local culinary traditions to be hon-
oured. The fun starts in early December, 
when families congregate to bake several 
types of Christmas-cookies to be eaten 
over the course of the coming month. 
An average household will usually pro-
duce around three to ten different sorts 
of cookies, although later years have seen 
an increase in the circulation of store-
bought ones. More productive house-
holds will also bake and freeze layer 
cakes and raisin-laced Christmas cakes.
 From the northern parts of Iceland 
comes the December tradition of bak-
ing Laufabrauð (Leaf-bread), a very thin, 
deep-fried sort of bread that has decora-
tions carved in it and goes well with but-
ter. Another regional tradition that has 
in later years spread throughout Iceland 
is the annual devouring of kæst skata 
(rotted skate) on Þorláksmessa (Decem-
ber 23). Originating in the Westfjords, 
the skate-feast generally takes place at 
noon. The skate has at this point been 
rotting by itself at room temperature for 
about three weeks, giving it a harsh and 
cleansing taste. By most accounts, cook-

ing skate will really stink up a house, al-
though many profess a great love for the 
dish and its accompanying tallow, cooked 
rye bread and whole milk. Certainly an 
acquired taste, but one that’s worth ex-
ploring.
 There aren’t many specifically Icelan-
dic Christmas-style drinks to speak of. 
The Scandinavian custom of gathering 
to drink Jólaglögg (Christmas-drops) in 
the weekends leading up to Christmas 
is often practiced, although its popular-
ity has waned somewhat in recent years. 
Jólaglögg is a sickly sweet sort of drink 
that’s usually made by heating red wine 
spiced with cinnamon, ginger, raisins 
and lemon peel—some will add spirits 
for added bite.
 Alcohol consumption around Christ-
mas itself is less popular than one would 
assume from Icelanders’ usual drinking 
habits—folks would rather stay warm 
with a cup of hot chocolate or a combi-
nation of alcohol-free Malt ale (Maltöl) 
and Icelandic orange soda (Appelsín). 
Combined, the two drinks form what’s 
commonly referred to as Jólaöl (Christ-
mas ale). The blending of the two has 
been common practice in Iceland since 
around 1960 and most families have 
their own special ways of determining 
the correct proportions between them 
(some even add cola to the mix).

(noTHIng To fear BuT) CHrIsT-
mas ITseLf
The first thing you should know about 
the actual celebrating of Christmas in 
Iceland is that it culminates on Decem-
ber 24 rather than the 25th, which is the 
common Western date to celebrate the 
birth of Christ. This is in keeping with 
the original Christian chronology, taken 
up from Judaism, which deems that a 
new day starts at sunset, or six PM out-
side of the original Jewish areas. Thus 
it is deemed that Christmas day starts 
at six PM in Iceland, signalled in by Na-
tional Radio’s broadcasting of church 
bells. This is followed by a traditionally 
extravagant Christmas meal, often com-
prised of smoked pork or wild game such 
as ptarmigan or reindeer. Large families 
like to gather for this occasion and there 
will often be as many as twenty people 
dining at the same table. Many families 
conclude the meal by eating a Christmas 
porridge in which an almond has been 
hidden—whoever gets the almond wins 
a fun prize.
 Leading up to this is an always-un-
bearable wait (if you’re a kid, anyway). 
While parents spend the day putting 
last-minute touches on decorations, pre-
paring meals and wrapping up presents, 
children will watch some of the local TV 
stations’ all-day broadcasts of Christmas-
themed cartoons. Many will suffer un-
controllable sugar-induced temper tan-
trums throughout the day.
 What they are looking forward to is 
of course the much-coveted opening of 
presents, an activity that reigns supreme 
over the rest of the evening. A family 
member will often take the task upon 
himself of fetching the presents from 
under the Christmas tree and distribut-
ing them according to their tags. This 
can go on for hours in large families, and 
it’s usually not until well after midnight 
that people make their way to bed, often 
reading newly acquired books well into 
the small hours of Christmas Day. 
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How to Conduct Your Icelandic Christmas

“In folk tales, Christmas 
Eve is a dangerous 
night that should 
be  approached with 
extreme caution. It is 
the time when every  
supernatural creature 
in Iceland’s collective 
consciousness comes 
out  to play, often luring 
innocent peasants to 
their dens, killing them  
or trapping them 
eternally.."
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Baking and confectionary before Christmas is an old tradition in Iceland. 
Certain assortments are ever so popular in Icelandic homes while others come 
and go. Families with baking and confectionary traditions know very well that 
Sirius chocolate is a top quality ingredient — and has been so since 1933.

Icelandic Family Tradition
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You might not have heard of it, but Ice-
land has a yearly flood. It’s not like the 
monsoon where the streets are overrun 
with water and mud. No, this is a differ-
ent kind of f lood, namely the so-called 
Christmas-Book Flood. Well. It doesn’t 
necessarily translate well, but in Icelan-
dic the term is “Jólabókaflóð,” and it is a 
yearly sign that Christmas is coming in 
Iceland. Unlike in most countries, the 
bulk of the nation’s literary output is pub-
lished in the two or three months leading 
up to Christmas. 
 Iceland has just over 300.000 habi-
tants. And in this year, there are around 
700 titles published in Icelandic, which 
is among the most we have ever seen. 
The titles include poetry, children’s 
books, novels, translations, non-fiction 
etc. I know this because of a nifty little 
catalogue called Bókatíðindi. It would 
roughly translate as The Journal of 
Books. It comes out every November and 
lists damn near every book “officially” 
published in Icelandic. It is delivered 
to each and every home in the country, 
and for many it is a sign that Christmas 
is officially upon us. And for Icelanders, 
Christmas is the time where you snuggle 
up and read your presents.

IT aLL DaTes BaCK To WorLD 
War II
But why does every Icelandic publish-
ing house deem it sensible to release its 
yearly output in the two or three months 
that every other publishing house re-
leases theirs? The tradition dates back to 
World War II, where strict currency re-
strictions were imposed, so there wasn’t 
a lot of imported giftware. And Iceland-
ers had quite a lot of money to spend in 
those days due to the economic upheaval 
during the war. The restrictions on im-
ported paper were more lenient than on 
other products, so the book emerged as 
the Christmas present of choice. And 
Icelanders have honoured the tradition 
ever since. 
 The Icelandic Christmas-book mar-
ket is mainly a gift market. People tend 
to buy hardcover books for their friends 
and relatives, but purchase cheaper pa-
perbacks for themselves. As a result most 

books are published in hardcover before 
Christmas, and then the most popular 
ones come out in paperback, even as 
soon as January or February.

neW PossIBILITIes In PuBLIsHIng 
are emergIng
According to Guðrún Vilmundardóttir, 
publisher at Bjartur, the second largest 
publishing house in Iceland, the sales in 
December figure a staggering sixty per-
cent of their yearly turnover. And most 
are sold in the few days before Christ-
mas. But during the last few years there 
have been some signs of a change in the 
Icelandic publishing landscape. There 
have been experiments with publishing 
novels at other times of the year. And ac-
cording to Guðrún, the market has been 
becoming more flexible lately. Bjartur 
has begun publishing paperbacks in the 
spring for summertime reading. “They 
are books to take on holiday, thrillers 
and lighter reads, and people have defi-
nitely started buying more paperbacks 
for themselves. And last spring we pub-
lished a new Icelandic novel in paperback 
(Handbók um hugarfar kúa, by Bergsve-
inn Birgisson) and that sold well. So new 
possibilities in publishing are emerg-
ing.”
 Egill Örn Jóhannsson, manager at 
Forlagið, Iceland’s single largest publish-
ing house after JPV and Edda merged in 
2007, tells a similar tale. “From the start, 
we have consciously tried to increase 
publication in what may be called ‘other 
seasons’, i.e. not the Christmas season. It 
has gone very well and now we probably 
publish more than half of our titles be-
fore the so-called Christmas season be-
gins.” And for them, sales in the spring 
have also been picking up. “Our bestsell-
ing summer paperbacks are sold in thou-
sands of copies, which is very good con-
sidering market’s smallness,” says Egill. 
 And indeed, with so few people read-
ing and speaking Icelandic, it is a very 
small market. So small, in fact, that ac-
cording to Egill, many foreign publish-
ing houses think it nothing short of 
miraculous that such a diverse literary 
scene can be found in such a small coun-
try.

THe InevITaBLe quesTIon of THe 
eConomIC CoLLaPse
But what of the meltdown? The Kreppa? 
The economic collapse or whatever you 
want to call it? Well, it has certainly had 
an impact on the publishing industry. 
As the Króna plummeted, prices on 
imported goods have risen again, and 
sadly, this time around it goes for paper 
as well. Says Guðrún: “Last year we 
didn’t raise our prices, although every-
thing had become more expensive—but 
this year we are forced to raise prices 
a little. But prices on books haven’t 
been raised much those last few years 
compared to everything else. A book is 
a classic gift and very reasonably priced. 
And I think we have even sensed a kind 
of goodwill since last fall. People don’t 
go abroad as much to buy presents. They 
would rather buy Icelandic products.”
 Egill answers along the same notes. 
“For a very long time we have heard of the 
cliché that books are an especially strong 
product during recession. Now it’s been 
a year since the economic collapse and 
it’s clear that the book can well stand its 
ground on the market. What’s important 
is that publishers keep at it with confi-
dence and believe in the literary market. 
If they do, I’m not worried at all. But con-
sumer behaviour seems to have changed 
a bit, with fewer people buying the more 
expensive books. But we publishers have 
done a pretty good job at keeping prices 
down during the last few years.” 

THe CreePIng KrePPa
But the Kreppa has been creeping into 
the literary scene by other means as well, 
as a large amount of Icelandic novels 
and non-fiction books are in one way or 
another a spin on the situation Iceland-
ers find themselves in. There are several 
non-fiction books that try to explain what 
exactly led to the economic collapse in 
Iceland, as well as books regarding the 
pros and cons of joining the E.U. in the 
wake of the meltdown, and even a book 
on corruption by our saviour Eva Joly. 
There are a number of poetry books 
struggling to grasp the reasons for and 
consequences of the Kreppa, and the 
Kreppa even figures strongly in more 
than a few children’s books, albeit mostly 
in a metaphorical way. And the novels? 
Many of them seem to be on issues such 
as greed and vanity, though quite a few 
of them also read like nothing drastic 
has happened in the country. This may 
be due to the fact that it is now almost 
exactly a year since the collapse, and nov-
els do take time to write. We likely have 
nowhere near exhausted the impact that 
the Kreppa will have on Icelandic society, 
including its literary scene. 
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Iceland’s yearly flood of books
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The Jólabókaflóð 

   sIgurður KJarTan KrIsTInsson
  JóI KJarTans

Grapevine’s guide to yr Ultimate Holiday Bender

It’s no secret that December is the 
darkest and spookiest month. It is by far 
also the booziest. The overwhelming joy 
one often associates with the Christmas 
frenzy increases the longing for a 
nightcap, the fright that correlates with 
mass expenditures in gifts and other 
holiday nonsense calls for some alcohol, 
and when you intend to bid farewell to 
the passing year you’ll want a bottle of 
liquor by your side. It seems there’s no 
avoiding dipping your toes (or your 
entire foot) into the tantalizing Jacuzzi 
of holiday vice. You strangers: witness 
Grapevine’s guide to your Icelandic 
holiday drinking! 

Buy earLy!
The Icelandic liquor infrastructure, 
those state-run liquor stores, have short 
opening hours. It gets worse over the 
holidays. So make a visit to Vínbúð early. 
And purchase in bulk. You’ll thank us 
later.

anD so IT BegIns…
The first day of hardcore debauchery is 
Þorláksmessa. The rambling begins at 
noon, when families and friends gather 
to fulfil their appetite with brennivín and 
rotted skate, which smells so foul, you’ll 
have to drown the maggoty taste with a 
whole lot of Brennivín to survive. The 
fun continues through the day, usually 
ending in an uncontrollable frenzy at the 
local bars. The funny part of all this is 
that Þorláksmessa is also the day when 
you finalize your Xmas shopping. This 
is no match made in heaven. The only 
reason bars are open on the 24th from 
noon ‘til two is so unfortunates can pick 
up their left-behind presents. So my 
advice is: find a local and convince him 
to invite you in for rotted skate. If that 
doesn’t work out, find a restaurant that 
serves the horrendous dish and report 
for duty at the bars in the evening.

Day II of DePravITy
If you don’t recognize the holiday 
“Second in Christmas,” it’s because we 
made it up. To get shitfaced. Christmas 
day is usually spent on family gatherings. 
This lasts ‘til midnight on December 
26th, when the bars remove the chains 
from their doors. Be aware that the bars 
are only open between midnight and 3 
AM, so you’ll have to try and imbibe as 
much alcohol as possible in those three 
hours. In light of this, it might not come 
as a surprise that the average bar sales 
are usually greater in these three hours 
than on a regular 8 PM-6 AM night. 
After a bunch of after partying, you’ll 
probably end up with your holiday booze 
stash empty. But don’t worry, Vínbúð 
opens up again, so you can re-stock.

THe messy fInaLe
Now we’re finally there, New Year’s 
Eve. The craziest night of the year. 
Supposedly. The first thing you have 
to do is clear out all your expectation, 
‘cause grand ones might disappoint you. 
A lot of the locals tend to give the clubs 
the finger on this particular night, but 
they tend to be wrong. If you’re visiting 
I’d recommend you’d score a ticket to 
one of those New Year’s celebrations, 
but if you get invited to a local party – 
definitely go for it. It’s a wise move to 
go up to Perlan or by Hallgrímskirkja 
to watch the ludicrous fireworks and 
fire up a few, you’ll be able to mingle 
with crazy Icelanders that are probably 
planning a 24-hour party. Whatever 
you do though, don’t go to sleep. Things 
won’t heat up until around 8 AM, and 
if you play it right you won’t remember 
anything the morning after, won’t 
recognize where you are and don’t recall 
what you did. And that’s the reason why 
it will be, in your memory, the craziest 
night of the year. 
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Grapevine’s Sari Peltonen tucks 
into the Icelandic Christmas 
tradition of Christmas Buffet.

Rule one: 
sTuff yourseLf sILLy.
Around us, there are families, young 
couples and a table full of businessmen. 
The tradition—possibly derived from 
their Scandinavian ancestors and feast-
ing in Valhalla—is so popular that I hear 
it is not uncommon for a person to attend 
three buffets—one with work, one with 
friends and yet another with the family. 
The few tourists are easy to pick out in 
their sweaters—the local dress code is all 
shirts, ties and small black dresses.

Rule two: 
Dress uP.
Apart from the Christmas carols, the eve-
ning’s background is provided by the city 
lights of Reykjavík. The UFO like pearl 
of Icelandic architecture, Perlan, was 
completed in 1991, overlooking the town 
from the Öskjuhlíð hill. It features six 
water tanks, which supply the town with 
geothermal water, a Viking museum, 
view deck, café and a man made gey-
ser—the last blowing at regular intervals 
throughout our meal.
 The top of the Pearl is the revolving 
restaurant. The outside ring turns slowly 
while the centre with the buffet provides 
the anchor. The movement has confused 
one older gentleman in a gray suit, who is 
stood by our table looking lost.
 After a delicious bowl of wild goose 
soup, we hit the buffet. The starters 
feature various types of salmon, caviar 
and blinis, roast beef, duck liver pate, 
ox tongue, seafood salads and herring, 
apple salad, ham salad in mayonnaise… 
We fill our plates and notice that we are 
alone. Indeed, most of our co-diners have 
arrived a lot earlier than 8.

Rule three: 
Come earLy, so you Have TIme 
To eaT more.
After emptying our plates with envi-
able speed, we hit the buffet again, this 
time for the main courses. On offer are 
the classic Icelandic dishes of sugared 
potatoes and manure-smoked lamb 
hangikjöt, stuffing, meatballs, red cab-
bage—a combination of local speciali-
ties alongside this and that adopted from 
other countries. Finally there is a mini-
carvery of salted pork, venison and pork 
belly.
 “Some people come to Iceland just for 
our buffet,” says the chef proudly whilst 
cutting us thick slices of venison. 
 By the time of dessert, the restau-
rant has spun around enough to bring 
the cake tables right to us. And what a 
selection: English fruitcake, pineapple 
cheesecake, skyr cake, chocolate cake 
and mousse, meringue, crème Brule and 

the dubiously named Pearl Bomber.
 Around us, people are getting drows-
ier, the group of business men louder. 
The gray suited gentleman is escorted 
to his table by the waitress. He sits down 
and toasts with his companion, patting 
the waitress’ back. 

Skál for Christmas buffets! 

Christmas buffet at Perlan 7.890 ISK per 
person. Thank you to the restaurant for 
kindly providing a buffet meal for two for 
research purposes. 

SeleCteD ChrIStmaS 
offerInGS In reykjavIk

BrauðBær
A Danish inspired buffet. Mon to Wed, 
lunch and dinner. 3300 ISK/3900 ISK.

eInar Ben
Traditional buffet dishes served sepa-
rately to each table. Dinner 6490 ISK per 
person.

fIsH ComPany
A Christmas edition of their famed 
Around the world in 8400 ISK menu, 
served for the whole table.

fIsHmarKeT
Fusion Christmas menu, served for the 
whole table. Christmas Sushi and more. 
8900 ISK per person.

TaPasBarInn
Tapas with a Christmas flavour. 4990 
ISK.

fJöruKráIn
The Viking theme restaurant puts out 
their Christmas Buffet on Fri and Sat. 
For 6800 ISK, one gets the traditional 
food, mulled wine and live music.

granD HóTeL
Traditional buffet and traditional live folk 
music. Lunch buffet 5100 ISK, dinner 
7500 ISK for adults, cheaper for children. 
Available on weekends.

grILLIð
Fine dining Christmas menu with 3/4 
courses (7900 ISK/9900 ISK), 16 500 ISK 
with an accompanying wine menu.

HóTeL HoLT’s gaLLery
3900 ISK for a 3-course Christmas 
lunch; the classy Jólaball dinner menu 
for 7900 ISK; On Sun-Wed it comes for 
the bargain price of 5450 ISK.

HóTeL LofTLeIðIr
The Loftleiðir buffet is overseen by Dane 
Ida Davidssen to ensure the ultimate in 
Scandinavian quality— including one of 
the widest selections of herring around. 
On Sun-Thu the dinner buffet costs 5950 

ISK; On Fri-Sat 6500 ISK with live music. 
Lunch buffet 3950 ISK.

sILfur
Dinner time Christmas buffet, 6900 ISK 
per person, 5900 ISK from Sun to Wed. 
The foods feature the traditional line up 
with a modern touch.

voX
Vox does Christmas all the way: Brunch, 
menu and High tea all dress up in San-
ta’s clothes. In addition there is a lunch 
buffet for 2850 ISK—reduced from last 
year to help out in hard times—and a 
weekend dinner buffet with live music.

resTauranT DILL
New Nordic food goes Christmas, with 
herring ice cream, langoustine wrapped 
in Christmas tree and “Kjartan’s volcanic 
Christmas pudding with lava”. An eve-
ning at Dill with coffee, champagne, full 
menu and wines comes with a price tag 
of 18.000 ISK, Standalone menu for 8400 
ISK and wine menu for 7900 ISK.

BroaDWay
Broadway offers the unexpected collabo-
ration of Christmas Buffet and Michael 
Jackson tribute concert until mid-De-
cember. For more information and book-
ings, call 533 1100.

HóTeL saga
Hótel Saga’s traditional buffet comes 
with first class entertainment by the Ice-
landic comedians Laddi, Steinn Ármann 
and Hjörtur Howser. 8900 ISK/10900 
ISK with wine.

fJaLaKöTTurInn
Fjalakötturinn offers a traditional 
3-course Christmas menu for 6900 ISK.

veIsLuTurnInn
Kópavogur’s gift to the world of Christ-
mas buffets has a New York theme. 
There’s also Christmas Brunch every 
weekend for 3500 ISK, with Christmas 
dwarfs to entertain the children.

resTauranT reyKJavíK
Restaurant Reykjavik offers a traditional 
buffet for 4900 ISK per person every day 
up until Christmas.

LæKJarBreKKa
A traditional buffet is served in the eve-
nings, Sun-Wed for 5900 ISK, and Thu-
Sat for 6900 ISK. Lunch buffet is served 
in each table (3900 ISK).

PerLan
A classy buffet on a revolving floor, 
breathtaking Reykjavík view. 7.890 ISK.

Xmas | Christmas Buffets
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The Icelandic Christmas Buffet tradition for beginners
Stuffing the Stuffing

Are the Yule Lads, Santa, and the Dalai 
Lama all reincarnated?
Just the other day, Ingimundur the elec-
trician told me he has regular contact 
with a vegetable vendor who lived in 
1732 during the bubonic plague in Lon-
don. Þorvaldur the mechanic explained 
that he has lived over two hundred lives, 
including: a Dutchman for the East 
India Company and an Italian monk-
scribe during the fourteenth century. 
 For those of you who have been read-
ing this column, you will note that there 
is no shortage of Icelanders who believe 
in reincarnation, afterlife, a universal 
collective consciousness, communicate 
with ghosts, fairies, elves, f lora—even 
the enigmatic huldufólk (hidden peo-
ple); and yet, few will stare you straight 
in the eye and admit it.  Those that do, 
quite often ask you for complete ano-
nymity.  “Yes,” they say, “I’ve seen elves, 
but for heaven’s sake don’t tell a soul.  
People are very judgemental, and I still 
have to lead a regular life.”
 Sigrún is four years old.  And I can 
tell you (she’s the daughter of Guðmun-
dur, a friend), she believes in elves and 
fairies, she has an invisible pal who she 
plays with all the time; she also believes 
in the thirteen Yule Lads.  She would 
have no problem accepting that I was 
formerly a Mongolian warrior, a knight 
of the Great Ghengis Khan. I’m sure 
she would ask me if I could show her 
my yurt.
 Although we ‘sensible’ adults no 
longer believe in Santa Claus nor the 
Easter Bunny, we do everything in our 
power to maintain the myth for the sake 
our children.  Is it that we consider this 
important for nourishing their creative 
impulses, their imagination; or perhaps 
for honouring age old traditions? I pro-
pose that we actually want to believe 
ourselves. There’s nothing like winking 
at your wife while watching your five-
year old unwrap his presents with utter 
abandon, is there?
 In Iceland, the Yule Lads (thirteen of 
them in place of the one Coca Cola San-
ta Claus), who range from the rambunc-
tious sheep-harassing Stekkjastaur, to 
the candle gobbling Kertasníkir (in the 
old days candles were made from pork 
dripping and thus edible) arrive in suc-
cession from the 12th of December all 
the way up to Christmas eve.  Rather 
than rumbling down the chimney to 
place gifts under the Christmas tree, 
they scarper in and out of hedgerows, 
bound over hillocks, scramble up walls, 
all for a peek inside your child’s old 
boot.  Of course, it’s a great way to get 
the kids to get to bed early, finish their 

dinner, have their homework all in or-
der:  if you’re good you’ll get a gift every 
night; if, on the other hand, you’re mis-
behaving, you’ll end up with a potato in 
your shoe.
 Recently, Guðmundur had a di-
lemma with Sigrún. Sigrún, like many 
Icelandic children, has been doing a 
good job of upping Icelandic milk sales: 
The milk company, MS, plasters the 
Yule Lads in all manner of hooligan-
ism on the sides of their milk cartons 
in the weeks leading up to Christmas.  
One fine morning, Sigrún looks up 
from her Cheerios, and says: “Dad, in 
Iceland we have 13 Santas.  But on TV 
there’s only one.  He drives a f lying car-
riage led by a bunch of reindeer, and the 
elves help him make all the presents for 
Christmas.  Who are the real Christmas 
men?”
 Trying to get his folklore straight 
(and you gotta take your hat off to him), 
Guðmundur said: “Well, you know, 
‘cause we live in Iceland, we’re much 
closer to the North Pole than Ameri-
can children.  So here in Iceland, the 
thirteen Yule Lads do the gift-giving 
on Santa’s behalf instead.”  And then, 
Guðmundur considered carefully what 
he was going to say next.  He realised 
he’d opened a whole can of worms.  
How was he going to explain Grýla, 
the troll-mother of the Yule Lads and, 
heaven forbid, the Yule Cat (who is 
said to eat children if they don’t don a 
new piece of clothing at Christmas)?  
Thankfully for him, Sigrún bought the 
whole caboodle and had to dash off for 
kindergarten shortly thereafter.  Appar-
ently she hasn’t yet dug any further, but 
Guðmundur is inventing a complete 
new Saga in his head just in  case. 
 In the words of the author Jonathan 
Black: “Time is nothing but a measure 
of the changing positions of objects in 
space, and, as many a scientist, mystic 
or mad man knows, in the beginning 
there were no objects in space.”  All we 
have to do is just fill in the blanks, and 
everything comes clearly into place.
 As to whether Santa and the thir-
teen Yule Lads are really related, you’d 
have to ask Þorvaldur.  He’s lead so 
many lives, he’s sure to have been one 
of them once.  That is, right after he was 
reincarnated as the Dalai Lama. 
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Santa’s Big Bookshop
At the Eymundsson bookstores you’ll fi nd a broad 
selection of Icelandic and international literature, 
music and fi lm. Your cultural stopover in Iceland.

At the Eymundsson bookstores you’ll fi nd a broad 
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aðfangaDagur
(Ath-founga-dager)
December 24th, Aðfangadagur, is the day 
Icelanders celebrate Christmas (as opposed to 
December 25th in most countries). The first 
half of the day usually goes towards finishing 
off all of the last minute preparations, making 
food, wrapping presents, bathing and putting 
on nice clothes. Children are often occupied by 
the television set, as most stations broadcast a 
non-stop programme of cartoons through the 
day. 
 Six o’ clock marks the official start of 
Christmas in Iceland (see our guide to 
conducting Icelandic Christmas on page 2 
for more info on why that is), and this is when 
most households sit down to enjoy a pleasant 
holiday meal. After dinner, most people 
commence opening their presents. They then 
hang out and indulge until bedtime. 

aðvenTa 
(Ath-venta)
Aðventan, or the Advent, is the month leading 
up to Christmas. Icelanders celebrate each 
Sunday of the Advent (starting on the fourth 
Sunday prior to Christmas) by lighting candles 
on an Advent Wreath (“Aðventukrans”), 
which is usually a four-candle (one for each 
Sunday of the Advent) evergreen wreath. The 
first Sunday of Advent marks the time most 
Icelanders start decorating for the holidays and 
preparing in general. 

aðvenTuKrans
(Ath-ventou-kraans)
See: Aðventa.

aðvenTuLJós
(Ath-ventou-lyows)
Aðventuljós, or Advent light, is a decorative 
object somewhat unique to Iceland. This 
seven-armed electric candlestick is found in 
at least one window of almost every Icelandic 
home throughout the holiday season. See our 
Xmas guide for more info. 

annar í JóLum
(Aann-arr ee yo!-luwm)
December 26th, the second day of Christmas, 
is the designated party day of the holiday 
season (New Year’s notwithstanding). The 
day itself usually entails heavy lounging and 
attending a family Christmas party or two, 
but the evening has most of the action, with 
bars and clubs opening for business around 
midnight. Revellers like to go out at that time, 
decked in their fancy holiday attire and re-
connecting with friends and acquaintances 
that they haven’t seen for all of three days. 

áramóT
(our-a-mowt)
See: Gamlársdagur/Gamlárskvöld.

áramóTaannáLL
(our-a-mowt-a-annoudl)
Icelanders are fond of watching television 
on New Year’s Eve, with most of the day’s 
programming dedicated to detailing 
the fast fading year’s events. Second to 
the Áramótaskaup in popularity is the 
Áramótaannáll on RÚV, a collage of the year’s 
TV news stories with commentary from the 
news team. An international version and a 
local one run back to back. Check newspapers’ 
TV listings for more info. 

áramóTasKauPIð
(our-a-mowt-a-skoj-pith)
Gathering around the TV on New Year’s Eve 
to watch the Áramótaskaup comedy special 

on RÚV is an old and honoured Icelandic 
tradition—in fact the streets fall completely 
silent during its broadcast time of 22:30-
23:30. The show itself is a comedy revue 
featuring many of Iceland’s best-loved actors 
that parodies the year’s events in sketches and 
song. The quality differs from year to year, but 
Icelanders love even the especially bad ones 
(because then they can complain to each other 
about how much it sucked). It is not subtitled, 
so the fun is likely lost on non-Icelandic 
speakers. It’s worth checking out, though, 
you can always make fun of Icelandic TV’s low 
production standards. 

aTTIre
Icelanders like to dress smart and snazzy over 
the holidays. Formal attire is usually expected 
in the parties of the 24th and 25th, on other 
days go for neat casual outfits.  

CHrIsTmas musIC
Iceland doesn’t have a lot of original Xmas 
songs, although there are a few to be found. 
Mostly the tunes meant to get you into the 
holiday spirit are translations of international 
Xmas ones (some of them don’t have anything 
whatsoever to do with Xmas), so the stuff 
blaring from the radio in the knick-knack shop 
should sound familiar. There are some popular 
local songs, however, the most infamous one 
being Sniglabandið’s Jólahjól (“Christmas 
bike”). For more on Icelandic Xmas music, 
read Dr. Gunni’s column elsewhere in this 
pullout. 

CHrIsTmas sToCKIngs
See also: Jólasveinar, Santa Claus
The Christmas stockings tradition is 
celebrated in Iceland, although it differs 
greatly from what you might be used to. 
As explained elsewhere, there are thirteen 
Yuletide lads in Iceland, and each one comes 
down from the mountains on a designated day 
before Christmas bearing gifts for children 
to be placed in their shoe or stocking left by 
an open window. It should be noted that well-
behaved children receive something of value, 
whereas ill behaved children usually receive a 
rotten potato.

CommerCe
See also: Þorláksmessa
Like elsewhere, Christmas and commerce 
have very close ties in Iceland. Stores stay 
open until 11 PM on Þorláksmessa, the 23rd 
of December, and until noon on the day of 
Christmas Eve. This is done in a mutual 
agreement between late shoppers and greedy 
shop owners who want to make sure that no 
Króna is left behind.

DanCIng
See also: Jólaboð, jólaball, jólatré
Dancing around the Christmas tree is still 
a widespread fad at Christmas dances in 
children’s schools around the country, but the 
tradition is slowly dying out as a practice in 
homes. It involves holding hands around the 
tree and walking repeatedly in circles whilst 
singing Christmas carols. Hours of fun.

DeCoraTIng
See also: Aðventa, Aðventuljós
Icelanders like to decorate their houses a 
lot in time for Christmas, with the start of 
Advent usually marking the official ‘OK 
time’ for decking the halls. Decorations are 
similar to what may be found in the rest of the 
Christmas-celebrating world: pine branches, 
light sets, Santa-related effigies and various 
knick-knacks and doodads. American style 
lighting monstrosities are uncommon, but not 
unheard of. 

DrInKIng
See also: Annar í jólum, Gamlársdagur/
Gamlárskvöld
Heavy drinking is generally not condoned on 
Christmas Eve or Christmas Day—although 
indulging in a glass of wine or two isn't 
frowned upon—as the days’ festivities are 
generally reserved for family activities. The 
26th, 31st and New Year’s Day are popular for 
binge drinking and partying, however, as are 
any weekend days that fall between the two 
days.  

eaTIng ouT
See also: Christmas buffets, commerce
Icelanders generally don’t like to eat out 
during the holiday season. If you are visiting, 
and you plan on dining at a restaurant during 
the holidays (see our special Xmas listings 
for details), chances are you’ll be dining with 
some fellow tourists. However, attending 
special Xmas buffets is a popular activity over 
the advent. 

famILy
Icelandic Christmas is all about one’s family, 
extended and otherwise. Generally speaking, 
most Icelanders will be busy spending time 
with their families from December 24th until 
the eve of the 26th, so don’t expect that hot boy 
(or girl) you hook up with on the 23rd to be 
available for any immediate follow-up sessions 
(you should still try, though).

fLugeLDar
(flug-oeld-arrrrr)
See also: Gamlársdagur/Gamlárskvöld
Flugeldar (“fireworks”) are an essential part 
of the Icelandic New Year’s Eve experience, in 
fact, the sale and deployment of fireworks is 
only legal in Iceland between December 28—
January 6. Like everything else Icelanders are 
fond of, they take their fireworks seriously—
most of those who have witnessed the mass 
employment of fireworks at New Year’s will 
agree that the act is far beyond over-the-top. 
But most will also attest that the display is 
striking and beautiful. An added bonus is that 
most of the places selling them are doing so for 
charity, or to fund rescue teams. 
 Expect small blasts here and there as of 
December 27th, culminating in an all-out orgy 
of explosions around midnight of New Year’s 
Eve. 

gamLársDagur/
gamLársKvöLD
(gaaml-ouwrs-daager / 
kvoeld)
See also: Fireworks, 
drinking, Áramótaskaup, 
Áramótaannáll, 
Áramótabrenna [Note: 
Gamlársdagur refers to 
New Year’s Eve’s Day, and 
Gamlárskvöld refers to New Year’s Eve itself]
 The coming of the New Year is celebrated 
pretty heavily in Iceland. Drinks are drunk, 
fireworks are lit and vomit is, eventually, 
spewed. Although there is no rule, most folks 
like to gather for a nice dinner feast with family 
and/or friends at the start of the evening (or 

late in the afternoon). They hang out, drink 
drinks, play board games and watch the TV 
recap of the preceding year. Many head out to 
their local New Year’s bonfire, a complete list 
of which is published in local newspapers on 
the days leading up to the 31st. 
 After watching the Áramótaskaup comedy 
revue and lighting some fireworks, most 
will head to a rowdier, less family oriented 
gathering and stay there ‘til dawn. 
 A note about the word “áramót”: like 
many Icelandic words, it is impressively and 
descriptively sensible, and it does not have a 
counterpart in the English language. Quite 
literally, “áramót” translates as “the meeting 
of years”. Makes sense, doesn’t it?  

HangIKJöT
(Hownge-kjoet)
See also: Jólamatur
Hangikjöt—literally meaning “hung meat”—
is smoked Icelandic lamb which takes its name 
from the old tradition of smoking food in order 
to preserve it by hanging it from the rafters 
of a smoking shed. Hangikjöt is traditional 
Christmas meat, often served with potatoes in 
a sweet white sauce and pickled red cabbage. 
It’s pretty awesome.

HamBorgarHryggur
(Haam-bouwrger-hreggurrrr)
See also: Dining
A traditional Christmas food eaten on the 
24th at six o'clock. It is pork, usually with a 
honey glazing and pineapple, cooked in an 
oven for a few hours. This is a pretty heavy 
meal, resulting in the number of heart 
attacks increasing around Xmas when people 
who really shouldn’t eat fatty meat gorge 
themselves almost to death.

HeITT sÚKKuLaðI
(hate sooqou-laethi)
Indulging in a cup of freshly made heitt 
súkkulaði (“hot chocolate”) is an essential 
part of the Icelandic holiday experience. 
The classic recipe is thus: melt one plate of 
‘Suðusúkkulaði’ (available everywhere one 
might buy chocolate) in a double boiler with 
1–2 cups of water. In a separate container, heat 
one litre of milk to the boiling point. Slowly stir 
melted chocolate into boiling milk. Enjoy. 

JóLaBaLL
(yo!-la-boll)
See also: Jólaboð
The jólaball, or Christmas dance, is a 
longstanding tradition where children are 
herded by their parents or schools to hang 
out, eat cake and candy and dance around 
a decorated tree while singing some classic 
Christmas tunes. More often than not, one or 
more of the Yule lads will make an appearance 
and disburse small gifts of candies.  

JóLaBoð
(yo!-la-boeth)
The Icelandic Xmas party—jólaboð—is 
traditionally a family gathering that involves 
copious amounts of eating Christmas fare 
such as hangikjöt and cookies, drinking coffee 
and chocolate, talking about the weather and 
engaging in the latest board games (although 
Trivial Pursuit is always a classic). 

JóLaDagaTaL
(yo!-la-dae-ga-tael)
The jóladagatal (“Christmas calendar”) is used 
to count down the days from December 1st 
until the 24th and is a must for children of all 
ages—some adults like to indulge as well. The 
most common variety has a differently shaped 
piece of chocolate for each day, although some 
of the crappier ones just have dumb, holiday 
related pictures. Some families like to craft 
their own, wrapping small gifts for each day. 

JóLaDagur
(yo!-la-daguer)
See also: Jólaboð
Jóladagur—Christmas Day—is the big day 
for family gatherings and Christmas parties. 
Many like to sleep in and relax before putting 
on formal attire and heading out to a friend’s 
house to indulge in some hangikjöt or hot 
chocolate. Everything is closed. A very relaxed 
day, for most. 

JóLagLögg
(yo!-la-gludge)
See also: Jólahlaðborð, drinking
A hot beverage consisting of red wine, vodka, 
and spices. Often served with raisins. The word 
can also just mean a party of friends around 
Christmas time who get together under the 
pretext that they will drink Jólaglögg, when all 
they really want to do is drink anything with 
alcohol in it. You know, because of the dark.

JóLaHLaðBorð
(yo!-la-hlaeth-boerth)
See also: Christmas dining, eating out, 
Hamborgarhryggur
A fairly new tradition in Iceland, connected 
to the number of restaurants increasing in 
later years. A Jólahlaðborð is a Christmas 
buffet that people attend in groups, usually co-
workers go together for a night of eating, but 
mostly drinking. Many a marriage has been 
put to a serious strain after a drunken night 
at a Jólahlaðborð. Something about Christmas 
brings out the adulterers in some people.

JóLaKorT
(yo!-la-kowrt)
Many Icelanders choose to parlay greetings 
to their friends and loved ones over the 
holidays via the mailing of Christmas cards, or 
jólakort. They will most often feature a generic 
Christmassy motif and some standard well 
wishes, although some use the opportunities 
to send along pictures of the family. 

JóLaKöTTurInn
(yo!-la-koett-ur-enn)
To avoid, as the saying goes, “going to the 
Christmas cat,” children are required to 
receive at least one piece of new clothing in 
time for Christmas each year. Otherwise, the 
cat will eat them.

JóLamaTur
(yo!-la-maw-tuer)
See also: Christmas buffets, rjúpur, kæst 
skata, hangikjöt, jólaöl, jólasmákökur
Like in most other places, nourishing oneself 
over the holidays is all about indulgence. When 
it comes to jólamatur (“Christmas food”): the 
richer, sweeter, fattier and saltier, the better.  

JóLaöL
(yo!-la-oel)
See also: Christmas dining
The ultimate Christmas drink, Jólaöl (or: 
“Christmas ale”) is created by mixing an 
elusive ratio of Malt and Appelsín orange 
soda. Although you can now buy this drink 
premixed, but it’s just as fun to mix it yourself, 
according to taste. Note that it contains no 
alcohol. Which is nice for a change).

Xmas | Dictionary
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JóLasmáKöKur
(yo!-la-smouw-koek-er)
See also: Dining
Jólasmákökur (“Christmas cookies”) are 
an essential part of the Icelandic holiday 
experience. Most households bake their own 
cookies in the weeks leading up to Christmas, 
making an average of 3–5 different types. 
They are then consumed at Christmas 
gatherings or while lounging about with ones 
new presents. Some classic types include: 
Piparkökur (ginger snaps”), Mömmukökur 
(ginger snap-type cookies sandwiched around 
white frosting), súkkulaðibitakökur (chocolate 
chip cookies) and hálfmánar (rhubarb 
preserves wrapped in dough), although the 

varieties are endless. 

JóLaTré
(yo!-la-tr-yeah!)
See also: Þorláksmessa, 
Christmas presents
Icelanders’ Christmas 
trees are usually 
installed on December 
23rd, with the actual 
decorating taking place 
on the 24th (although 
this does differ between households). Various 
organisations, such as the local rescue squads, 
sell live trees to fund their operations, although 
private companies also partake. Fake plastic 
trees aren’t very popular, although some folks 
prefer them.  

KæsT sKaTa
(kjae-st skaaa-taaaa)
See also: Þorláksmessa
The consumption of kæst skata, or rotted skate, 
on the 23rd of December is a holiday tradition 
derived from the West Fjords of Iceland. The 
dish—which many swear by, and others find 
especially foul—is most often imbibed at 
special skate gatherings around noon on the 
23rd, and is often served along with potatoes, 
butter, rye bread and shots of brennivín (most 
West Fjords experts recommend drinking 
milk with the skate, as the fish is “intoxicating 
in and of itself”). 
 The skate is a chondrichyte, and therefore 
ferments when allowed to rot, as its urine 
is distributed through its f lesh and goes 
through a chemical change over time. 
They are in fact poisonous if eaten before 
the fermentation process is complete. It is 
fermented by throwing it in a box and letting 
it lie for three weeks. 

LaufaBrauð
(loi-fa-brau-eth)
See also: Aðventan
The making of laufabrauð, or “leaf-bread,” 
is usually a family-affair taking place early 
in December. People gather together to cut 
intricate patterns into this deep-fried, thin 
flatbread, which is then enjoyed as a tasty 
snack to accompany any Christmas event or 
meal. It goes exceedingly well with butter. 

nýársDagur
(knee-ouwrs-da-guer)
See also: Drinking
Icelanders like to spend most of New Year’s Day 
feeling hung-over and sorry for themselves. 
As the evening approaches, many will start 
pulling themselves together and dressing up 
for New Year’s Day banquets or parties that 
have grown popular lately. Others will stay in 
watching DVDs and complaining. 

oPenIng Hours
See also: Commerce, eating out 
If you are touring in Iceland for the holiday 
season, we can only hope someone told you 
of Iceland’s antiquated opening hours for that 
time. You will not have much luck locating 
open restaurants—or open anything-else —
during Christmas or on New Year’s. Check out 
our holiday listings guide for info on places 
that are actually open and happy to serve you. 

PresenTs
See also: Commerce, Aðfangadagur, jólatré
Of course Xmas is all about the presents, and a 
lot of debt is incurred during the season, even 
though we’ve yet to discern completely how 
the act of spreading goodwill through gifts 
is affected by the full impact of the Kreppa. 
There are no specific guidelines for Xmas gift 

giving in Iceland, but a good rule of thumb is 
to avoid being extravagant in your gift choices, 
unless maybe something extravagant is called 
for or expected on the other end. 
 Generally most folks tend to stick with 
bestowing presents upon their immediate 
family and loved ones, although some like to 
spread the joy to their entire group of friends. 
In any case, there’s nothing wrong with 
asking. Xmas presents are stored under the 
Xmas tree until they’re due to be opened.

reLIgIon anD 
CHurCH
Even though around 
80% of them are 
enrolled in the State 
Church, Icelanders have 
never been known to be 
particularly enthusiastic 
churchgoers or 
observers of religious 
customs. Indeed, Christmas isn’t a particularly 
religious holiday in Iceland. However, many 
folks like to attend Church services and 
concerts during the holidays, particularly on 
the 24th and the 31st. Check with your tourist 
information centre for complete church 
listings. 
 The ringing of the church bells of 
Reykjavík’s Lutheran Cathedral is broadcast 
on all major television and radio stations 
throughout the country promptly at 18:00 
on Christmas Eve, at which point everyone 
wishes each other a Merry Christmas and sits 
down to eat.

reTurnIng gIfTs
See also: Commerce 
Exchanging one’s Xmas gifts in lieu of 
something more desirable is a common 
practice in Iceland. Most stores will accept 
returns until the second week of January, 
although policies differ.

rJÚPur
(ryooe-purr)
See also: Jólamatur 
Wild fowl rjúpur, or ptarmigan, are a popular 
main course for many families Christmas 
meals. The small birds can be delicious if 
handled properly, and have a rich, gamey sort 
of taste. The Grapevine recommends trying 
some if you have the chance. 

sanTa CLaus
See also: Jólasveinar
We have no need for your international big, 
fat, jolly, capitalist greed-mongering Coca Cola 
Santa Claus in Iceland, as we have thirteen of 
our own that are much cooler. He still makes 
an appearance from time to time. Oh we like 
him fine enough, he’s a jolly good fellow and 
all.

vaCaTIons
Icelanders usually take pretty hefty Xmas 
vacations, with December 24, 25 and 26 all 
being legal holidays, as well as December 31st 
and January 1st. A lot of folks actually take Dec 
23–Jan 2 off entirely—so don’t expect a lot to 
get done during the Xmas season.  

ÞorLáKsmessa
(thoer-louwks-mess-a)
See also: Kæst skata, commerce
In celebration of one of only two Icelandic 
saints, St. Þorlákur, Icelanders eat fermented 
skate, which preferably is swallowed with 
copious amounts of Icelandic Brennivín 
schnapps. Then, they will traditionally gather 
on the shopping street Laugavegur to do some 
last minute shopping (although some do the 
bulk of their shopping on that day), drink 
Christmas beer or hot chocolate and have a 
merry ol’ time. Also, this is traditionally the 
day that children are allowed to decorate the 
Christmas tree.

ÞreTTánDInn
(thu-rhett-ouwn-din-n)
January 6 is Þrettándinn (“the thirteenth”), 
the thirteenth and final day of Christmas 
according to Icelandic tradition. The event is 
celebrated with torch processions, bonfires, 
fireworks, and the king and queen of the 
hidden people traditionally join the festivities. 
Back in olden times, it was a scary time to be 
out and about, as the hidden people can be 
surprisingly sinister. 
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JóLasveInar
(yo!-la-svain-er)
See also: Christmas stockings, Santa Claus
The Icelandic Jólasveinar (Yule Lads) have little 
to do with the international Santa Claus. They 
are descended from trolls, and were originally 
bogeymen used to scare children. During this 
century they have mellowed, and sometimes 
don red suits. Their number varied in old 
times from one region of Iceland to another. 
The number thirteen is first seen in a poem 
about Grýla (the Lads’ mother) in the 18th 
century, and their names were published by 
Jón Árnason in his folklore collection in 1862. 
About 60 different names of Yuletide Lads are 
known. They visit the National Museum on 
each of the 13 days before Christmas. 
 On December 12 the Yuletide Lads begin 
to come to town. The first is Stekkjastaur 
(Sheepfold Stick), who would try to drink the 
milk from the farmers’ ewes.
 On December 13 Giljagaur (Gully Oaf) 
arrives. Before the days of milking machines, 
he would sneak into the cowshed and skim the 
froth off the pails of milk.
 The Lad who arrives on December 14 is 
Stúfur (Shorty) who, as his name implies, 
is on the small side. He was also known as 
Pönnuskefill (pan-scraper), as he scraped 
scraps of food off the pans.
 

On December 15, Þvörusleikir (Spoon-licker) 
comes down from the mountains. He would 
steal the wooden spoon that had been used for 
stirring. When he visits the National Museum, 
he goes looking for wooden spoons.
 On December 16, Pottasleikir (Pot-licker) 
comes visiting. He tried to snatch pots that 
had not been washed, and lick the scraps from 
them.
 Askasleikir (Bowl-licker) arrives on 
December 17. He hid under beds and if 
someone put his wooden food-bowl in the 
floor, he grabbed it and licked it clean.
 Hurðaskellir (Door-slammer) comes on 
December 18. He is an awfully noisy fellow, 
who is always slamming doors and keeping 
people awake.
 The Lad who is expected on December 19 
is called Skyrgámur (Curd Glutton), because 
he loves skyr (milk curd) so much that he 
sneaks into the pantry and gobbles up all the 
skyr from the tub there.
 

Bjúgnakrækir (Sausage Pilferer) comes on 
December 20. He loves sausages of all kinds, 
and steals them whenever he can.
 On December 21, Gluggagægir (Peeper) 
arrives. He is not as greedy as some of his 
brothers, but awfully nosy, peeping through 
windows and even stealing toys he likes the 
look of.
 On December 22 Gáttaþefur (Sniffer) 
comes calling. He has a big nose, and he loves 
the smell of cakes being baked for Christmas. 
He often tries to snatch a cake or two for 
himself. 
 December 22 was sometimes called 
hlakkandi (looking forward), because the 
children had started looking forward to 
Christmas.
 On 23 December, St. Þorlákur’s Day, 
Ketkrókur (Meat Hook) arrives. He adores all 
meat. In olden days he would lower a hook 
down the kitchen chimney and pull up a 
leg of lamb hanging from a rafter, or a bit of 
smoked lamb from a pan, as smoked lamb was 
traditionally cooked on St. Þorlákur’s Day.
 Kertasníkir (Candle Beggar) comes on 
Christmas Eve, December 24. In olden times, 
candlelight was the brightest light available. 
Candles were so rare and precious that it was 
a treat for children to be given a candle at 
Christmas. And poor Candle Beggar wanted 
one too.
 During the thirteen days before Christmas, 
the National Museum presents actors dressed 
as the old-school Jólasveinar. They show up 
around 11 AM each day. National Museum, 
Suðurgata 41, 101 Reykjavík. Tel. 530 2200. 
(By Paul F Nikolov. Originally appeared in issue 
16/2005. Santa Claus drawings are also from the 
same issue)

Since there is a small chance that some of you reading this are tourists stranded in 
Iceland over the Holidays, and since pretty much all of Iceland shuts down during 
said Holidays, we decided to compile a little list for you, detailing what’s actually open 
during the season, and when. We tried to make it as comprehensive as we could, but 
of course we might have missed something. We are not perfect robots after all.
 A good rule of thumb to go by when planning any of your Holiday activities is you’re 
your research. Go by the assumption that any place of service or commerce is closed, 
then call up the ones you’re interested in checking out to make sure – this will help 
you avoid disappointment.
 The Official Tourist Information Centre should have the most up-to-date 
information out there, so be sure to pay them a visit. 

Buses
Call 354.540.2700

reykjavík excursions:
24: Tours operating: 
Golden Circle Tour and 
Blue Lagoon Tour
Other days are operated 
according to program 
and schedule.

Iceland excursions:
24: Tours operating: 
Golden Circle Classic, 
Greater Area Reykjavík 
Sightseeing, The Blue 
Lagoon and Keflavík 
airport and The Blue 
Lagoon.
25: Tours operating: 
Gullfoss & Geysir 
Express, The Blue 
Lagoon and Northern 
Lights Mystery.
31: All tours operating 
except: Blue Lagoon/
Viking Horse at 14:00, 
Blue Lagoon at 16:15 
and 16:30 and Northern 
Lights at 20:00. There is 
a special New Years Eve 
tour entitled Bonfire and 
Fireworks at 20:00.
Other days are operated 
according to program 
and schedule.

The official Tourist 
Information Centre 
(The Centre)
23: 9-18
24: 9-12
25: Closed
26: 10-14
31: 10-14
1: 9-18

The Blue Lagoon
23: 10-17
24: 10-13 (restaurant 
closed)
25: 10-15 (restaurant 
closed)
26: 10-20
31: 10-16
1: 10-20

Pools
árbæjarlaug:
24: 8-12:30
25: Closed
26: 12-18
31: 8-12
1: Closed

Breiðholtslaug:
24: 6:30-12:30
25: Closed
26: Closed
31: 06:30-12:30
1: Closed

grafarvogslaug:
24: 06:30-13
25: Closed
26: Closed
31: 06:30-13
1: Closed

Laugardalslaug:
TBA in December

sundhöll reykjavíkur:
24: 06:30-12:30
25: Closed
26: 10-18

31: 06:30-12:30
1: Closed

vesturbæjarlaug:
23: 06:30-18:00
24: 8-12:30
25: Closed
26: Closed
31: 8-12:30
1: Closed

museums
/galleries
The Culture House
24: Exhibitions and shop 
are open from 11 to 15. 
The café is closed.
25: Closed.
26 to 30: Exhibitions and 
shop are open from 11 to 
17. The café is closed.
31: Exhibitions and shop 
are open from 11 to 15. 
The café is closed.
1: Exhibitions and shop 
are open from 11 to 15. 
The café is closed.

The reykjavík art 
museum: Hafnarhús, 
Kjarvalsstaðir and 
ásmundarsafn
24, 25, 31, 1: Closed

gerðuberg Cultural 
Center
23: 13-16
24, 25, 26, 27, 30, 31, 1: 
Closed

Kling & Bang
24, 25, 26, 31, 1: Closed

gallery águst
24, 31: Closed

stores:
Lyf & Heilsa Drugstore, 
egilsgata 3, 101 
reykjavík
24: 9-12
25, 26, 27: Closed
31: 9-12
1, 2, 3: Closed

Lyf & Heilsa Drugstore, 
Hringbraut 121, 107 
reykjavík
24: 10-12
25, 26: Closed
31: 10-12
1: Closed

Kringlan shopping 
mall:
23: 10-23
24: 10-13
25, 26: Closed
31: 10-13
1: Closed

10-11 grocery stores:
ALWAYS OPEN! - select 
locations.

Bars that got 
back to us
Prikið:
24: Closed
25: Open until midnight.

The english Pub:
24: 12-02:00
25: 12-06:00
26: 12-06:00

31: 12-06:00
1: 12-05:00

Cafe Paris:
24: 9-14.00
25: Closed
26-30: 9-01:00
31: 9-18:00
1: 12-01:00

restaurants 
frequently 
open During the 
Holidays
Babalú
Open until 21:00 
Christmas Day and Eve. 
Closed after 18:00 New 
Year´s Eve.

Bistró vox-Hotel 
nordica
Open every day.

Café Paris
Open until 20:00, New 
Year´s Eve.

fiskfélagið/The fish 
Company
31, 1: Open as usual

geysir Bistro Bar
24, 25: Closed
26:12-22:30
31: Closed
1: 17-22:30

Grillhúsíð
24, 25: Closed
26: Opens at 14
31: Closed
1: Opens at 16

fjalakötturinn-Hotel 
reykjavik Centrum
Open for Dinner 
Christmas day and eve 
with reservations.

Icelandic fish & Chips:
Open New Year´s Eve 
and Day.

íslenski Barinn
24: 11:30-16:00
25: Closed
26: 15:00-03:00
31: New Years Eve Menu 
from 18:00
1: 15:00-03:00

Kaffi sólon
Open New Year´s eve 
and day.

Tabasco´s
Open 24th, 25th and 
26th.

Lounge 1919
Open 24th, 25th and 26th 
of December. Open New 
Year´s eve until 21:00 and 
New Year´s day.

restaurant & Bar Hotel 
101
Open New Year´s Eve 
and Day.

Tapas Bar
Closed 24-26 December
Closed 1 January
Open all other days  
(Including December 31)

Xmas | Opening Hours

Holiday Opening 
Hours Your Grapevine Guide

Compiled by michael Zelenko and Louise Petersson



Most of the Western world is about to 
celebrate a festival that’s usually referred 
to as Christmas (or “jól” in Icelandic). 
“Christmas” was originally known as 
the winter solstice festival. It always been 
an important heathen celebration and is 
indeed much older than Christianity. In 
Iceland, heathendom is still very much 
alive. Case in point: the Ásatrú Associa-
tion was granted recognition as a regis-
tered religious organization in 1973 and 
currently has 1.382 members (and count-
ing). 
 Ásatrú is a heathen religion that has 
been practiced in Iceland since its settle-
ment and throughout it's periods of 
Christianisation and Christendom. The 
purpose of the Ásatrú Association today 
is to keep alive the old traditions and be-
liefs of the Nordic folklore. The priests, or 
goðar, conduct name-giving ceremonies, 
weddings and funerals and the most im-
portant ritual, the communal blót. “Dur-
ing a blót we gather around a fire and call 
for the gods and wights ["vættir" – super-
natural beings] to join us. We call to the 
north, south, east and west. A horn filled 
with any kind of drink goes around the 
circle and you lift the horn and hail to 
what ever is in your heart,” Alda Vala Ás-
dísardóttir from the Ásatrú Association 
tells me as I pay her a visit.
 Followers of Ásatrú believe in spirits, 
gods and other beings from the Nor-
dic pantheism. "Believing in your own 
might and power is also accepted," she 
says. The Eddas, the poems and tales of 
Norse Mythology written down in Ice-
land during the 13th century, are used as 
a source of wisdom. The poem Hávamál 
is used as a moral guide and the poem 
Völuspá tells of the creation of the Earth. 
An important part of ásatrú is being in 
contact with earth and nature according 
to Alda Vala. “We are a part of nature and 
nature is a part of us. We interact. Many 
religions don’t have that point of view; 
in other religions the higher power only 
comes from above. In heathendom, we 
work together with nature.” 

THe HeaTHens Were fIrsT!
“The winter solstice festival is the origi-
nal Christmas,” says Alda Vala. The 
heathen festival was celebrated because 
the days were getting brighter. It was 
later absorbed into and equated with the 
Christian festival of Christmas. Dur-
ing Christianisation, church leaders 
hoped to replace the heathen customs 
with Christian traditions by making the 
winter solstice festival coincide with the 
Christian celebrations held at the time. 
The effort was never completely success-
ful, however, and eventually many winter 
solstice customs were simply incorporat-
ed into Christmas observances. 
 In ásatrú, jól is recognized as last-
ing for 12 days. It begins on the date of 
the winter solstice, which usually takes 
place around December 21 to 22. At the 
time of the solstice the members of the 
Ásatrú Association get together and have 
a blót. Afterwards they share a meal that 
is preceded by welcoming the sun back. 
“The children have a vital part of the cer-
emony. They are given candles to spiral 
more light.”
 Alda Vala explains that even the 
modern Christmas tree is derived from 
heathendom. “During jól you decorated 
the tree of life. Decorating, or making of-
ferings to a tree during this time was a 
prayer for fruitful times ahead.”
 The ásatrú flock celebrate Christ-
mas just like anyone else after the win-
ter solstice ceremony has taken place. 
They gather with friends and family and 
exchange gifts. “All the days around jól 
have always been a big festival for hea-
thens. It is the darkest time of year, so why 
not fest when you need it the most? 

Xmas | Ásatrú

   LouIse PeTersson 

The reykjavík grapevine Xmas special spectacular 2009
Issue 18 

10

The History of Icelandic rock music | Part 13 four other non-obnoxious  
Xmas records:

Christmas music is painful at best. Except 
it is actually Christmas—plus/minus a 
week. Hearing absolutely horrible songs 
like the Icelandic version of Wizzard’s 
I Wish It Could Be Christmas Everyday 
sung by heavy metal Eurovision contest 
dude Eiríkur Hauksson—say, in a crowd-
ed mall with red eyed people looking for 
gifts, gifts, gifts all around you—is pure 
hell. It makes you want to take out all the 
fuckers in the mall with a machine gun.  
 OK, I’m slightly exaggerating, but you 
get my drift. That said, this is the least 
obnoxious Xmas music—ever: Alli Rúts 
– Kátir voru krakkar – 4 barnalög (Kids 
were merry - 4 children’s songs), a 7” EP 
from 1972. For starters this masterpiece 
only has four songs.
 The record cover sets the tone. It 
shows Alli in crude Santa costume with 
two girls in early seventies surroundings. 
Alli’s vocal stylings are weird and sound 
similar, I think, to the Finnish legend 
M.A.Numminen: shrill and rough, like the 
sounds you might expect coming from a 
strange recluse at a remote farm. Or an 
old insane witch. The backing music was 
recorded by few steady musicians in a 
session at the old radio building. The ses-
sion took one day and Alli later said of it: 
“We were all going nearly insane!”
 The four tracks are the jolly Grýlugæ-
la, Ég er jólasveinn (“I’m a Santa Claus”), 
and a sung version of the Hot But-
ter’s 1972 instrumental hit Popcorn—
“Grýlupopp”. Alli’s lyrics revolve around 
the mystical figure of Grýla, the Icelandic 
Yuletide lads’ mom who, according to 
Icelandic legend, eats naughty kids after 

boiling them in her cauldron. In Alli’s ver-
sion she eats popcorn though. 
 The EP starts with Alli’s version of the 
Pippi Longstockings theme song. This 
caused some controversy, as the main 
record mogul in 1972, Svavar Gests with 
his SG label, had gotten children’s star 
Hanna Valdís to sing the same song for an 
imminent EP (with different lyrics). With 
help from the Swedish rights company 
SG got Alli’s version banned from the ra-
dio.
 Alli Rúts (Albert Rútsson) had a long 
history in the entertainment biz when 
he did this EP, his sole vinyl output. Son 
of a famous accordion player, Alli was 
young when he started to entertain with 
comedy, mimicry and singing. His idol 
was Ómar Ragnarsson and Alli took his 
admiration way too far on few occasions 
by simply copying routines from Ómar’s 
program. Like Ómar (spoiler alert), Alli 
worked as Santa during Christmas, often 
doing up to 12 gigs a day. It’s been a long 
time since Alli entertained but he kept his 
name afloat by opening up a car dealer-
ship: Alli Rúts’ Car Dealership.
 I don’t know about you: But nothing 
rings in Christmas for me like hearing 
Alli’s EP.   - Dr. gunnI

By Dr. Gunni, based on his 2000 book Eru ekki 
allir í stuði? (Rock in Iceland). A revised update 
of the book is forthcoming in 2010.

HauKur morTHens – HáTíð í Bæ 
a solid Xmas and children’s songs 
LP from 1964 by Haukur morthens, 
the gentle crooner all rightful Ice-
landers admire. 

svanHILDur JaKoBsDóTTIr – 
JóLIn JóLIn 
a very well made Xmas LP from 1972. 
nothing brings in Xmas like svanhil-
dur’s clear and merry voice. she sings 
Xmas standards as well as songs 
specially whittled into the Xmas song 
tradition for this occasion.

KK & eLLen – JóLIn eru að Koma
Lovely siblings KK and ellen 
Kristjánsdóttir sing Xmas standards 
like they really mean it. Came out in 
2005 but sounds about thirty years 
older. Which is good when it comes 
to Christmas songs. nothing ruins 
the Xmas spirit faster than modern 
technology.

ómar ragnarsson – 
THe gáTTaÞefur TrILogy 
Three LPs done in 1966, 1968 and 
1971. genius ómar ragnarsson 
stars as one of the Icelandic san-
tas, gáttaþefur (“Doorway smelly”), 
having jolly Xmas fun with a group of 
singing kids.

The least obnoxious 
Xmas music – ever

The Original Christmas 
The heathens were first!



ValdiHemmi



Going home from Iceland for 
Christmas? visiting Iceland 
over the holidays and looking 
for presents to bring home? 
Worry no longer, Grapevine is 
here to help.

1. for THe musIC fan
The Icelandic music scene is bubbling, 
and a record is always a good gift. If you 
are looking for something special—not 
to mention cheap and environmentally 
friendly—the recycling centre shop 
Góði Hirðirinn (Fellsmúli 28) sells 
second hand vinyl for 200–400 ISK 
(also try Kolaportið and Lucky Vinyl 
on Hverfisgata for more “select” LPs). 
How about Icelandic Christmas carols 
or nostalgic folk songs? Perhaps a bit of 
Vilhjámur Vihljámsson for that special 
someone?

2. for a frIenD—WHen your 
Luggage Is fuLL anD your BanK 
aCCounT emPTy
The Icelandic Opal candy boxes are 
small, cheap (209 ISK in Bonus, even 
cheaper at the airport) and come in 
Christmas colours of green and red. They 
are stylish enough for the fancypants 
young and creative, and you can pump 
up their street cred with stories of your 
adventures in the 101 bars pouring the 
alcoholic shot variety with hot blondes of 
all genders.

3. for THe furry PaL
Perhaps an insult towards Icelanders’ 
taste buds, but the family cat back home 
will be in ecstasy munching down on 
the locals’ favourite snack, harðfiskur. 
Several sizes, shapes and prices, available 
at grocery stores, f lea market and on the 
airport on your way outta here.

4. for THe sIngLe frIenD
Iceland is currently a budget destination, 
but there is one item that is a bargain 
beyond the rest: The pregnancy test. In 
my native Finland, doubts regarding 
your menstrual cycle can cost you 
dearly—at least 5 euro, easily up to 20. 
Here, the budget test is yours for 500 ISK 
or so (2,5 euro). You share a bit of local 
social-culture with this present too— 
accidental pregnancies are a popular 
pastime in the country, and the number 
of young mothers is particularly high. 
Probably works best for female friends.

5. for moTHer or 
granDmoTHer
Icelandic wool is great—and, at 300 ISK 
or so per ball—a bargain buy. With luck, 
the present may end up coming back 
to you in the shape of a pair of socks, 
mittens, hat or a scarf.

6. for THe one In True 
CHrIsTmas sPIrITs
Are you or one of your friends ready to 
turn the other cheek? Why not open an 
account at the brand new Arion Bank, 

previously New Kaupthing, previously 
Kaupthing. Arion “offers you the key to 
business on the Iceland Stock Exchange 
(ICEX), as well as all major international 
markets.” And the custody account is 
available to those without the Icelandic 
kennitala. As a bonus, the new visual 
identity even has a nice Christmassy 
star-what better to lift the holiday spirits? 
This present, though, may not be the 
kind that keeps on giving. 

7. for THe HeaLTH freaK famILy 
memBer WHen you WanT 
revenge
Now is your chance to have your revenge 
for all those mornings as a child when 
you had to swallow the disgusting cod 
liver oil. Lýsi is an Icelandic product that 
will have the receiver think of you every 
morning. It comes in various shapes and 
forms, and is available in most grocery 
stores and pharmacies. It’s also pretty 
healthy, we hear.

8. for a CHILD or someone 
LearnIng ICeLanDIC
The Skrímsli-series by Áslaug Jónsdottir, 
Kalle Güettler and Rakel Heimsdal 
features five excellent books about the 
adventures and daily quarrels of the 
big monster and the little monster. 
Cool visuals, good lessons and plenty 
of humour—suits both children and 
those that wish to but don’t yet speak the 
glorious language of Iceland. 
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The lights went up this week 
in Reykjavík. This holiday 
season is nigh... and the 

darkness is here. For the next 
three months green energy will illuminate 
tired trees, sea-bitten windows and 
what is left of our optimism. Being my 
fourth Christmas here, these lights now 
symbolise something else entirely. They 
are the silent warning that the biggest 
annual greed swindle is about to kick off. 
It’s taxing time.
 These lights cast an acidic glow onto 
a group of counteractive regulations at 
the offices of Tollstjóri, the Directorate 
of Customs. Among other things, they 
collect your VAT, taxes on property, 
national and municipal income, and 
automobiles and roads.
 In the “among other things” bracket 
is the perplexing tax on posted gifts and 
personal items, product samples, and 
the tax on shipping costs. And let’s not 
forget the charge for customs to open our 
parcels to see what’s inside. Or the extra 
10% VAT that is charged on top of those 
charges.
 Example: Let’s say you order an 
umbrella online from France because 
you can’t get the one you want here. The 
umbrella costs 20€, and shipping is 8€. 
So that’s a cost of 28€.
 Now add import tax. Today 28€ is 
5,153.43 ISK. Multiply this by 24.5% and 
you get 6416.02 ISK. Add another 10% 
VAT and you have 7057.62. Grand total so 
far: 38.35 €. That’s right. Almost double 
the cost of the umbrella. And finally, for 
the privilege of receiving this parcel and 
bill, you will be charged by Iceland Post 
an additional 450 ISK. If you are importing 
things you intend to sell, no matter how 
small the quantities, there are further 
mind-boggling regulations and charges 
that I won’t go into here.
 Now let’s suppose the doe-eyed 
customs agent handling your package 
fails to locate the invoice clearly displayed 
on the outside of the box. Your parcel 
will arrive a minimum three days later, 
complete with a request for proof of 
purchase or ironclad evidence that it is a 
gift (because even gifts are taxed if they 
are valued at over 2000 ISK... 10€). 
 Let me be clear. I have no gripe with 
protectionism. Local industry in a country 
as small as this should be protected.  But 
here where not much is being produced, 
and you can’t really get anything you 
need... why tax me on a replacement 
piece for my phone? Why is there high 
tax on items you cannot buy here? When 
individuals and small business owners 
are charged disproportionate fees to 
import something that is otherwise 
unavailable here, the only logical outcome 
is circumvention of the law. Which makes 
outlaws of the wrong people. Make no 
mistake about it. The import duties here 
are unfair and outrageous. All you are 

protecting is the monopolies.
 “Any information, how little as it 
might seem, can be valuable to the 
customs office in the fight against illegal 
import. If you have any information about 
smuggling please call us at (354) 552 
8030 or send us an email at smygl@tollur.
is”
 How does “no” sound?  
 When I was a kid my family was 
involved with a charity that would 
hide religious articles in the lining of 
coats before sending them to Jews in 
communist Russia.  Living here puts 
me, and you, on the other side of that 
curtain. The incompetent Stasi vultures 
that sift and pick through each and 
every package, delaying and damaging 
goods and invading people’s personal 
and business life, and who then having 
the gall to charge us for it… it’s a blatant 
infringement of human rights.
 I complain every time I am charged. 
Frustrated and furious, I asked the 
Tollstjóri agents how often they received 
complaint calls like mine. “All the time 
actually. But we can’t do anything about 
it.” 
 Finally, I lodged a formal complaint and 
was put through to one Svanhvít Reith, 
Tollstjóri’s lawyer.  While sympathetic, she 
claimed she was powerless to act. 
 “It is like this in every country,” she 
explained. Vinir, Íslendingar, landsmenn, 
... it is not.  No other country in the world 
will do this to you.  Australia, for example, 
has 10% import duty tax, but in twenty 
years of living there I paid tax only once 
on the import of a personal item. For 
years I have been exporting products on 
a weekly basis and again, no complaints 
or charges in any country but Iceland.  
 Icelanders are being heavily taxed for 
something that is necessary for survival. 
The powers that be are kicking you when 
you’re struggling to get back on your 
feet. It’s unclear who is being protected 
with this tax on umbrellas and birthday 
presents. Over the course of the many 
arguments I have had with Tollstjóri, the 
majority of customs agents admit outright 
how destructive and absurd these “laws” 
are. But they still charge me anyway. 
Post office attendants apologise to me 
in embarrassment of this setup, advising 
me to boycott the tax by refusing to buy 
things from overseas, drink alcohol or buy 
petrol. Perhaps they are right. 
 So this month, when the gifts start 
trickling in from abroad, and you meander 
down to the post office to pay tax on 
them... go and do something else too. Go 
call Svanhvít. Stand in front of parliament. 
And bring your pots and pans. 
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December is pretty much universally 
recognised as the most difficult month of 
the year, what with the cold, the dark and 
the inescapable, mind-numbing ever-pres-
ent Christmas music. However, what few 
realise is that this bleak month is especially 
harrowing for those who knit. 
 The process of knitterly Christmastime 
misery usually begins in early November, 
when the knitter realises that friends and 
family members have begun their annual 
mumbling about how cold their various 
body parts are. The knitter feels uniquely 
equipped to remedy this sorry state of af-
fairs and so self-imposes a mission to whip 
up a hand-knit extravaganza of warmth-
producing garments by Christmas. 
 However, instead of at this point getting 
to work on the present-making, thereby 
taking the only course of action that will 
allow them to avoid a massive boulder of 
failure and general bad feeling being de-
posited upon their souls on December 24, 
most knitters choose to take a look at the 
calendar and exclaim: “Christmas is seven 
weeks away! That’s a long time, and then 
some. Have you seen how fast I knit? I’ll 
have twelve presents knit up in one week-
end easy! Now, back to those seven intri-
cate projects all intended for myself.”
 The fallacy of this mindset tends to be-
come clear to the knitter in the first week 
of December, when the cold-related mum-
bling of loved ones has reached a certain 
momentum and the seven intricate projects 
intended for the knitter’s own personal 
consumption have each progressed by 
about a centimetre. Suddenly the pressure 

to knit gifts becomes almost tangible, as 
if the atmosphere has turned into an all-
enveloping knit-slowing jelly. 
 The knitter quickly and desperately 
abandons grandiose plans of sweaters for 
all and moves on to the more manage-
able field of knitted accessories. This is an 
especially painful transition for Icelandic 
knitters, since nowhere in the world is the 
sweater as prized an object, to the detri-
ment of all other knitwear, as on this cold 
rock. But all knitters, even Icelandic ones, 
must bow to the following logic that re-
sounds in the brains of knitters everywhere 
when Christmas is a mere three weeks 
away: “A hat knits up in no time at all, espe-
cially if I use bulky yarn. And I am a speedy 
knitter; I’ve just been kind of lazy lately. If 
I sit down and put my mind to it I’ll churn 
out twelve bulky hats in one weekend, no 
problem. Now, back to that sweater I want 
to wear to all the Christmas parties. Wooo!” 
Clearly, this poor procrastinating soul is 
doomed.
 Fittingly, the next step in the Christ-
mas-knitting process is nearly apocalyp-
tic: darkness of the soul descends as the 
knitter unravels and loses it completely, 
sweatily tossing and turning during sleep-
less nights spent worrying about the dis-
appointment about to be inflicted on loved 
ones. This stage is reached about a week 
before that sacred holiday itself, as the 
knitter gazes upon the sad pile of four bulky 
hats completed (or just about, if we disre-
gard the need for the weaving in of ends 
and blocking) and realises with horror that 
not only will most friends and family get 

store-bought hats for Christmas, they will 
also have to endure the humiliation of wit-
nessing a chosen few receiving handknit 
treasures. The mere thought of this unfair 
scenario causes the knitter to experience 
vivid hallucinations of crying relatives, an-
gry friends and, worst of all, bragging knit-
ters claiming to have finished all of their 
gifts on time. 
 Witnessing the knitter’s dissolution of 
resolve and sanity can in many cases be 
great fun for his or her loved ones. In fact, 
deranged knitterly antics and their intrinsic 
entertainment value may very well be a bet-
ter Christmas present than any hat could 
ever be. However, be aware that most knit-
ters would disagree with this statement.
 When Christmas itself rolls around, 
some knitters will still be keeping to a pun-
ishing schedule, pushing themselves to 
finish as many handknits as humanly pos-
sible. Other knitters will have taken the less 
crazy route of resigning themselves to their 
fate as failed craftsmen and have taken 
their humiliation to its logical extreme by 
purchasing presents made of fleece at 
the mall. But it matters not one jot which 
of these paths the knitter chooses, for both 
types will encounter the same inevitable 
truth once the presents have been opened: 
most handknit gifts are received with only 
lukewarm admiration and, following the 
obligatory wearing of the item at one social 
event, are forever relegated to the murkiest 
depths of the deepest closet. For this very 
reason the smartest and most seasoned 
knitters choose to knit items mostly intend-
ed for their own enjoyment and disregard 

gift knitting almost completely.
 When Christmas is over and done with, 
knitters, as well as others, can relax a little. 
The thought that keeps them going is that 
no matter how little the gifted handknits 
may have been appreciated, at least it is 
a full twelve months until the next full-on 
session of dread and disillusionment. The 
more neurotic knitters may well expend en-
ergy in January and February seething over 
the infrequent appearances of handknits 
on the limbs of loved ones, but as spring 
and summer bring new and fascinating 
patterns and yarns, the pain of misunder-
stood artistry is slowly but surely minimised 
and forgotten. 
 The following November, the world 
again seems new and full of promise, and 
that beautiful, fully-patterned sweater 
would look so good on Mom. 
 Such is the natural cycle of life among 
knitters, and while it is easy enough to 
recognise, it is harder to avoid. It is un-
avoidable, much like the process of age-
ing, and is therefore best accepted and 
embraced to avoid unnecessary anguish. 
For those knitters currently in the grips of 
Christmas-knitting madness, mired in the 
cautious optimism of the second stage, 
believing that they can still pull off acces-
sories for all: considers yourselves fairly 
warned! But since reason cannot reach you 
now, here is a pattern for quickly-executed 
ladies mittens that look more time consum-
ing than they are. Merry Christmas! 

frasIer mITTens
neeDLes: 
Set of 5 5mm double pointed needles

maTerIaLs: 
Two contrasting colours of unspun 
Icelandic wool (Plötulopi), held double, 
approximately 50 g. of each. Colours are 
referred to as MC (main colour) and CC 
(contrast colour).

noTe: 
If you do not understand knitting 
instructions such as k 2tog or ssk, please 
look them up on the internet. Or ask 
someone what they mean. Work it out.

Instructions (same for both mittens): Cast 
on 32 sts with MC. Divide stitches evenly 
between four needles, taking care not to 
twist the work. Knit in the round four rounds 
in garters stitch, creating two ridges. Now 
begin 1x1 ribbing, adding CC: knit one with 
CC, purl one with MC, repeat around. Work 
rib for approx. 4.5 cm, then knit one round 
with CC only, increasing 8 stitches evenly 
around. 40 stitches. Now begin colour pat-
tern: First round: knit 3 with CC, knit 1 with 
MC, repeat around. Second round: knit 1 
with MC, *knit1 with CC, knit 3 with MC, 
repeat from * around, end knit 2 with MC. 
Third round: knit around with MC. Fourth 
round: same as second round. Fifth round: 
same as first round. Sixth round: knit 
around with CC. Repeat these six rounds 
to make pattern. Place thumb when hand 
is approx. 6 cm long. Note: It is easiest to 
place thumb in either rounds three or six, 
as these are solid coloured rounds. Place 
thumb so: Right mitten: knit first 8 stitches 
of round on to scrap yarn, slide the stitches 
back on to left needle and knit again, fol-
lowing pattern. Left mitten: as for right mit-
ten, only knit stitches 9-16 of round on to 
scrap yarn.  Knit colour pattern until hand 
of mitten is approx. 14.5 cm long, or as 
needed. Begin decreasing for top of mitten 
(still following six round colour pattern): 
Round 1: Needle 1: knit 2tog, knit to end of 
needle. Needle 2: knit to last 2 stitches, ssk. 
Needle 3: knit 2tog, knit to end of needle. 
Needle 4: knit to last 2 stitches, ssk. Round 
2: knit all stitches. Repeat these 2 rounds 
until 8 stitches remain. Break yarn, thread 
through stitches and pull tight. Note: To 
create a solid-coloured border for the top 
of the mitten, use the same colour every 
time for the decrease stitches, on both 
the decrease rounds and the knit rounds. 
Thumb: Same for both mittens. Unravel 
scrap yarn, pick up 18 stitches (scrap yarn 
stitches + 2 sts to avoid holes at the sides 
of thumb) around the hole with either MC 
or CC as your taste dictates, divide stitches 
between 4 needles, knit 1 round decreas-
ing 2 stitches evenly. 16 stitches. Knit until 
thumb is approx. 5.5 cm long, or as needed. 
Decrease for top of thumb: Needle 1: knit 
2tog, knit to end. Needle 2: knit to last 2 
stitches, ssk. Needle 3: knit 2 tog, knit to 
end. Needle 4: knit to last 2 stitches, ssk. 
Repeat decrease round, with no plain knit 
round in between, until 8 stitches remain. 
Break yarn and pull through remaining 
loops. Finishing: Weave in ends and block 
mittens. 

Fresh organic yogurt with exotic flavors

Biobú ehf • www.biobu.is

Organic yogurt!

E
IN

N
, T

V
E

IR
 O

G
 Þ

R
ÍR

 2
98

.0
34

 www.kraum.is 

Kraum of the crop 

Aðalstræti 10  101 Reykjavík  Tel: 517 7797   Opening hours Sept-May: Mon-Fri 09:00-18:00 and Sat-Sun 12:00-17:00   

Leading in Icelandic design
represent ing over  200 des igners

G
ar

ð
ar

st
ræ

ti

A
ða

ls
tr

æ
ti

Austurstræti

Hafnarstræti

Læ
kj

ar
ga

ta

Vonarstræti

Geirsgata

Tryggvagata

Reykjavík
Harbour

   vIgDís ÞormóðsDóTTIr

The reykjavík grapevine Xmas special spectacular 2009
Issue 18 

14

Xmas | Knitting

Knitting for Christmas 
The Horror! The Horror! 
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