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Ragna Róbertsdóttir’s minimalistic 
roots reach back to the early 1980s, 
beginning with her earliest experi-
mentations with textiles and organic 
materials that were inherently com-
mon to the Icelandic environment. 
Róbertsdóttir approaches her work 
methodically, leaving each element 
with enough space to define its own 
presence of being. To fully appreciate 
the gravity of her art, one needs to 
merely imagine taking a walk into one 
of Iceland’s many austere landscapes. 
It feels less like a trek into somewhere 
and more like a journey elsewhere. Her 
pieces project an overall sensibility that 
harbors both the power of its materi-
ality combined with the lightness of 
its becoming, whether it be salt, stone, 
or glass. In an interview for the news-
paper Independent she said once: “I 
always have done it very simply. Often 
the story is in the material.”

In my early works I used “cut outs” from 
nature, installed as floor pieces e.g. 
blocks of basalt, rolls of soil and piles of 
hemp. I also used rubber, but in a limit-
ed way, together with the natural materi-

al. In the last decade and currently still, I 
have been focusing on walls (and some-
times ceilings) working with black lava, 
red pumice and shining obsidian. Also, 
in this case I sometimes use artificial 
material such as crushed glass or mul-
ticoloured plexiglass. In recent years 
I have been working with minerals as 
building blocks of my work. Pulverized, 
crystallized, vitrified and solidified either 
in nature or by hand. I have for example 
systematically applied mud from geo-
thermal fields straight onto walls. The 
range of colours found in the mineral 
deposits were hot water and steam rise 
to the surface fascinates me. My latest 
works are the results of experiments 
with materials form the ocean, sea shell, 
algae and salt.

Ragna Róbertsdóttir was born 
in Reykjavík, Iceland in 1945. 
She lives and works in Reyk-
javík and Berlin. Her work has 
been shown in solo exhibitions 
in Europe, the United States, 
China, and Australia.



Lava Landscape

Ragna Róbertsdóttir is known for her 
minimalist wall paintings made out of 
ground lava stones. These tiny shrap-
nel-like stones are applied directly to 
the walls, seamlessly merging nature 
and architecture. 

“From the mid-1990s to the present, 
Róbertsdóttir has produced numerous 
versions of her innovative non-paint-
ings, which jettison just about every-
thing that has traditionally constituted 
a painting, including canvas, brush, 

paint, and image. Some are quite small, 
while others are large and encompass 
the greater part of a wall. In particular, 
Róbertsdóttir’s lava landscapes are  
enthralling and engender rapt absorp-
tion on the part of the viewer. They are 
also filled with implicit noise and agita-
tion and evoke a geological power that 
is primal, earthshaping, and chaotic.”  
(Volk 2018, 5)



Lava Landscape, 1999
lava from Hekla, 250 × 300 cm
Photo Jussi Tiainen



Lava Landscape, 2001
lava from Hekla, 530 × 400 cm

Glacier, 2001
crushed transparent glass, 530 
× 400 cm

From the exhibition A Longing 
for Landscape, Horsens  
Kunstmuseum, Denmark, 2001 
Photo Svend Pedersen

Lava Landscape, 1999 (detail)
Glacier, 2001 (detail)



Landscape for Donald Judd, 2007
230 × 45 × 25 cm

From the exhibition Landscape
for all, i8 Gallery, Reykjavík, Iceland, 2007
Photo Vigfús Birgisson



Landscape for Donald Judd, 2007 (detail)
From the exhibition Configured Landscapes, 
Persons Projects, Berlin, 2019



Lava Landscape, 2001
lava from Hekla, 530 × 400 cm

Landscape, 2001
crushed blue glass, 175 × 990 cm

From the exhibition A Longing 
for Landscape, Horsens  
Kunstmuseum, Denmark, 2001
Photo Svend Pedersen



Red Mud Scape, 2006
red mud from Krýsuvík, 250 × 300 cm

From the exhibition Crystal Grey, Safn, 
Reykjavík, Iceland, 2006
Photo Sigfús Már Pétursson



Lava Drawing, 2002
lava from Hekla, 175 × 3400 cm

From the exhibition Lava Draw-
ing, Museum gegenstandsfreier 
Kunst, Otterndorf, Germany, 2002 
Photo Dirk Reinartz



New Landscape

“New Landscape is a series of small 
monochromatic works installed directly 
on the wall and occasionally high up in 
corners consist of nothing more than 
bright red, yellow, or green acrylic bits 
arranged in squares or bands. Although 
they’re made of a rugged, synthetic ma-
terial, they nonetheless seem ethereal, 
like floating concentrations of pure, 
vivid color.” (Volk 2018, 5)

“If you looked one way, it was like gazing 
through an open side into a miniature 
glowing enclosure. If you moved just an 
inch, the work appeared as a solid cube. 
Either way, this slight and unobtrusive 
work was a luminous, constantly shift-
ing force in the room.” (Volk 2018, 6)



New Landscape, 2019
acrylic pieces on the wall, 42 x 42 cm

From the exhibition Configured  
Landscapes, Persons Projects,  
Berlin, 2019



New Landscape, 2019
glass pearls on the wall, 10 x 45 cm

From the exhibition Configured 
Landscapes, Persons Projects, 
Berlin, 2019

New Landscape, 2019
glass pearls on the wall, 10 x 45 cm



View

In her series View she created land-
scapes by taking lava from the 
Seyðishólar volcano and mounting it 
behind glass. From afar, they appear 
as minimalist monochrome paintings, 
however, up close they begin to reveal 
their intricate detail and materiality, en-
compassing both the chaos and order 
of nature. Although volcanic lava may 
embolden a certain Icelandic sensibility, 
Róbertsdóttir does not seek to symbol-

ize or romanticize the landscape, nor 
is she concerned with constructing 
or deconstructing Icelandic identity. 
Rather, her works reflect a profound 
intellectual and spiritual connection to 
her surroundings where the raw materi-
als become her voice and simplicity is 
her language.



View, 2010
Red lava from Seydishólar,  
Iceland, glass, 200 x 600 cm 



View, 2010
Lava from Hekla, glass, 200 x 200 cm



Lava Landscape, 2008
lava from Hekla, glass,  
250 x 250 x 250 cm

From the exhibition Recursive 
Shadows, Bury Art Gallery Mu-
seum + Archives, Bury, United 
Kingdom, 2008
Photo courtesy of Bury Art 
Museum + Archives



Inner Landscape

“In the late 1980s—and continuing to 
the present as an important compo-
nent of her art — Róbertsdóttir began 
working with cut lava, mostly cuboid 
chunks arranged into different config-
urations.” (Volk 2018, 12) Her floor sculp-
tures are derived from finely cut blocks 
of basaltic rock, then stacked in geo-
metric forms, each unique and emitting 
a timeless sense of weightlessness 
almost as if their floating within the 
given space. 

I use a special type of porous grey lava 
rock found in Iceland. It is a basaltic 

rock filled with cracks and holes, which 
are caused by gas bubbles being 
trapped inside the erupted magma as 
it rapidly solidifies. I have these coarse 
and imperfect identical columns (each 
cut reveals a different and unique 
surface) and then I stack them in a se-
quence of differently shaped sculptures. 
In these works, lava is far more than an 
inert material, its texture and appear-
ance constitute an active power, and in 
using it I bring the Icelandic outdoors 
into the work and thus into the exhibi-
tion space.



Untitled 1991
cut lava, 200 × 147 × 147 cm

From the exhibition We Won’t Party
Alone, Kunstmuseum Bern, Bern,
Switzerland, 1991



Untitled, 2016
cut lava, 15 × 280 × 280 cm

From the exhibition 4 Parts
Divided, i8 Gallery, Reykjavík,
Iceland, 2016
Photo Vigfús Birgisson



Inner Landscape, 2007 (detail)

Inner Landscape, 1989
cut lava, 50 x 50 x 50 cm

From the exhibition Configured 
Landscapes, Persons Projects, 
Berlin, 2019



Untitled, 1989
cut lava stones, 15 x 134 x 33 cm

From the exhibition Searching for 
the Shapes Within, Persons Projects, 
Berlin, 2020



Untitled, 1991
cut lava, 15 × 510 × 127 cm

From the exhibition Kunst Europa,
Island, Kölnischer Kunstverein,
Cologne, Germany, 1991
Photo Ingólfur Arnarsson



Textile Landscape

“Dating back to the mid-1980s, Róberts-
dóttir’s sculptures are made of basic 
materials — manila rope, slate, turf, 
linen, and cut lava — fashioned into 
rudimentary geometric shapes includ-
ing rectangles, cubes, spirals, straight 
bands, and stacks. They are forthright, 
no nonsense. You can see exactly how 
they were made and from what. Still, 

they have a commanding presence, 
and you can sense how these material 
works are imbued with pure spirit, aris-
ing from the thoughtfulness and feeling 
that Róbertsdóttir brings to each piece.” 
(Volk 2018, 6)



Untitled, 1985
manila rope, linen, slates, 
20 × 20 × 123 cm

Photo Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir



Untitled, 1986
manila rope, linen, 
80 × 100 × 210 cm

Untitled, 1985
manila rope, linen, slates, 
20 × 20 × 123 cm

Untitled, 1987
manila rope, linen, slates, 
55 × 23 × 400 cm

From the exhibition Synthesis,
Reykjavík Art Museum Hafnar-
hús, Reykjavík, Iceland, 2015
Photo Pétur Thomsen



Untitled, 1984
manilla rope, linen, mirror, 
15 x 15 x 13 cm



Untitled, 1986
manilla rope, linen, slate, 
55 x 400 x 23 cm



Outdoor Landscape

On several occasions Ragna Róberts-
dóttir has covered the floors with pum-
ice. In the entrance area outside an ex-
hibition space, for example, she makes 
the visitor walk over  rectangular fields 
of red lava gravel. These lavish and 
fiery red lava carpets look and feel (as 
they crunch under ones feet) at once 
precious and precarious. Furthermore 
they illustrate how Róbertsdóttir´s 
appropriations of earth surface can go 
two ways: On the one hand she is do-
mesticating a force that in reality can’t 
be bridled (when an erupting volcano 
carpets its  surroundings with lava you 
wouldn’t want your house anywhere 
near), on the other hand her lava works 
metaphorically to imperil the house, 
a place that is normally associated 
with comfort and safety. Even though 

gravel is a common material for the 
adornment of the home environment, 
Róbertsdóttir´s lava carpets make the 

“home grounds” seem uncertain and 
perilous.
In her installation Path (2004), the artist 
has also covered a footpath leading 
to the yard in the back of the muse-
um with red pumice from Seyðishólar. 
Again, the reddened trail – shimmering 
and winding through the grass – be-
comes an ambiguous ground. It looks 
like a rolled-out carped inviting and 
welcoming the visitor but it equally 
suggests something one better not 
walk on – a hot lava channel inevitably 
forcing its way through the landscape.



Path, 2004
Red lava from Seyðishólar
200 x 2400 cm

From the exhibition Patterns of 
Energy, Reykjavik Art Muse-
um, Kjarvalstaðir, Reykjavik, 
Iceland, 2004
Photo Einar Falur Ingólfsson



Path, 1995
red lava from Seyðishólar,  
dimension variable
Galleri Stefan Andersson,  
Umeå, Sweden, 1995

Photo Ragna Róbertsdóttir



Lava Carpet, 2001
red lava from Seyðishólar,  
dimension variable

From the exhibition Göteborgs
Internationella Konstbiennal,  
Gothenburg, Sweden, 2001
Photo Anders Jiras



Lava Carpet, 2006
red lava from Seyðishólar,  
100 × 100 cm

From the exhibition Crystal Grey,  
Peacock Visual Arts, Aberdeen,  
Scotland, 2006
Photo Alan Johnston



Timescape

“Time is another vital element [in 
Róbertsdóttir’s work]— both the time 
involved in the natural creation of the 
raw material itself, and the time the 
artist spends in becoming familiar with 
the material, experimenting with it, and, 
finally, making it into a piece of art. 
Even then the process is not yet com-

plete, as is apparent in Róbertsdóttir’s 
silver works, which continue to change 
and tarnish as the precious metal re-
acts with elements in the atmosphere.” 
(Andrésson 2018, 283)



Timescape, 2013
silver, 29,7 × 21 cm

From the exhibition Works on
Paper, i8 Gallery, Reykjavík,
Iceland, 2013
Photo Vigfús Birgisson



Timescape, 2007
silver, 7 × 7 cm

Photo Guðmundur Ingólfsson

Timescape, 2005
silver, 10 × 10 cm

Photo Guðmundur Ingólfsson



Timescape, 2007
silver, 21 × 21 cm each

From the exhibition Landscape
for All, i8 Gallery, Reykjavík,
Iceland, 2007
Photo Vigfús Birgisson



Timescape, 2007
silver, ø 5 cm



Seascape

“Róbertsdóttir´s latest works are per-
haps more clearly characterized by 
ambiguities of time and place than 
her earlier work. They relate to the sea, 
more specifically to the Arnarfjördur 
fjord, where the artist has been spend-
ing her summers for some years now. 
She has been avidly collecting shells 
there, drawn by the growth cycle of 
shellfish that develop their own unique 
form and then decay into the homo-

geneity of the gravel and yellow sands 
characteristic of the fjord’s beaches. 
Róbertsdóttir has collected and clas-
sified shells for many years; now, she 
executes their gallery display with 
patience and meticulous attention—all 
for the brief duration of the exhibition.” 
(Andrésson 2018, 283)



Seascape, 2013
sea urchin from Arnarfjörður,  
ø 7 cm

From the exhibition  
Seascape, i8 Gallery, Reykjavík, 
Iceland, 2013
Photo Vigfús Birgisson

Seascape, 2013
sea urchin from Arnarfjörður, 
ø 7 cm

From the exhibition  
Seascape, i8 Gallery, Reykjavík, 
Iceland, 2013
Photo Vigfús Birgisson



Seascape, 2013
shells from Arnarfjörður,  
300 × 300 cm

From the exhibition  
Seascape, i8 Gallery, Reykjavík, 
Iceland, 2013
Photo Vigfús Birgisson

Seascape, 2013 (detail)



Seascape 2018
shells, 120 x 120 cm

From the exhibition Between 
Mountain and Tide,
The Living Art Museum,  
Reykjavik, Iceland 2018
Photo Vigfús Birgisson



Saltscape

“Róbertsdóttir’s marvelous black and 
white works from a new series are 
made solely of either sea salt or black 
lava salt mixed with water and poured 
on panes of glass; as the water evap-
orates, the salt adheres to the glass 
in a process that is part meticulous 
plan and part chance. These works are 
enigmatic (and can, in fact, resemble 
photographs or X-rays from a distance), 
and although fundamentally abstract, 

they also suggest microscopic forms 
such as single-celled organisms; vast 
cosmic structures, like nebulae and 
galaxy clusters; and landscapes (or 
perhaps entire countries, or islands) in 
miniature or seen from a satellite.”  
(Volk 2018, 7)



Saltscape, 2018 
black lava salt, 75 × 75 cm

Saltscape, 2018
sea salt, glass, 75 × 75 cm



Saltscape, 2012
black lava salt, glass,  
100 × 100 cm, each

Installation view,  
private collection, Berlin,  
Germany, 2016
Photo Henrik Strömberg



Saltscape 11th August 2020, 2020
sea salt, 30 x 30 cm

Saltscape 23rd May 2020, 2020
sea salt, 30 x 30 cm

Saltscape 12th August 2020, 2020
sea salt, 30 x 30 cm

Saltscape 9th March 2020, 2020
sea salt, 30 x 30 cm

Saltscape 12th March 2020, 2020
sea salt, 30 x 30 cm

Saltscape 13th March 2020, 2020
sea salt, 30 x 30 cm



Saltscape 15. September 2018, 2018
white sea salt, 75 x 75 cm

Saltscape 31. August 2018, 2018
black lava salt, 75 x 75 cm

Saltscape 30. August 2018, 2018
black lava salt, 75 x 75 cm

Saltscape 29. August 2018, 2018
black lava salt, 75 x 75 cm

From the exhibition Configured Land-
scapes, Persons Projects, Berlin, 2019
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