Milfridur Adalsteinsdéttir er fzdd og uppalin i Reykjavik en hefur um
drabil buid og starfad { Oslé. Pad eru adallega tv6 pemu i verkum hennar.
Annars vegar hrjéstrug ndttiran 4 nordlegum slédum og hins vegar
handverkshefdir og menningararfur.

A ferdalogum um Island, Nordur-Noreg og Svalbarda hefur hin heillast
af litum og birtu, snjé og is og pvi mynstri sem ljés og skuggi kallar

fram. Gamlar handverkshefdir sem byggja 4 nittdrulegum og nertekum
efnivid krefjast samhafingar hugar og handar, émalds tima og kyrrdar. I
verkunum sem synd eru { Hallgrimskirkju nytir Mélfridur sér dhuga sinn 4
menningararfi, byggingarlist og handverkshefdum.

Arid 2012 dvaldi Mélfridur 4 gestavinnustofu Circolo Scandinavo { Rém
par sem hin vardi miklum tima { ad skoda arkitektir { kirkjum borgarinnar
eilifu. Sérstaklega vard hin upptekin af voldugum hvolfpékum rémverskra
kirkna og mynstri peirra sem oftar en ekki eru einnig hluti af burdarvirki
bygginganna.

Hvolfpak Panpeons { Rém var kveikjan ad verkunum 4 syningunni. Pad var
byggt sem heidid hof og seinna breytt { kapélska kirkju. Til samanburdar
vildi Mélfridur einnig syna hvolfpsk frd 6drum menningarheimum en
Evrépu og valdi hofid i Turba Sitta Zubayda { frak sem dami um islamskan
arkitektdr. Myndina af hvelfingunni frd Indlandi vann Mélfridur tt i frd
mynstri sem hin sd oft { hofum og héllum par { landi.

Med ttgangspunkt i pessum  stérfenglegu hvolfpokum hefur Malfridur
yhirfert { Gtsauminn fjarvidd, rymi og geometrisk form peirra. Einnig eru 4
syningunni Gtsaumadar teikningar par sem stlan metir hvelfingunni. Vid
fyrstu syn virdast petta vera svarthvitar teikningar en pegar betur er ad gid
koma i ljés litablaebrigdi i hrosshdrinu sem myndar linurnar.

Malfridur Adalsteinsddttir was born in Iceland, but lives and works in Oslo,
Norway.

At the moment there are mainly two themes in her art; one is nature and the
other is cultural heritage and craft tradition.

Her work often centers on the harsh nature of Iceland, northern Norway and
Spitsbergen — the clear and bright light that forms a pattern when shining on
water, ice, and snow. Moreover, she is interested in cultural heritage, architecture
and craft tradition, as manifested for example in the magnificent domes of

the Pantheon in Rome, Turba Sitta Zubayda in Iraq and various temples in
India. She combines traditional craft with contemporary art, making use of

the perspective, space and geometrical forms found in the domes in her black-
and-white horsehair embroidered images. The old craft tradition demands close
ties between the product and the person making it, as people rely on natural
resources, and the production is very time consuming.
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Minningin um hid tynda takn mannsins

Pegar ég upplifdi hvelfingu Panpeon-
hofsins { Rém { fyrsta skipti haustid
1966 var ég heltekinn, eins og flestir
sem { pad his koma, af yfirpyrmandi
tilfinningu fyrir pessu rymi sem myndar
ramfredilega fullkomna hélfkdlu yfir
hofdi okkar og er upplyst af ljdsgeisla
sem gengur nidur Ur gati { hvelfingunni
midri eins og himneskt auga sem horfir
nidur 4 okkur og veitir okkur um leid
utsyni Gt { dendanleika sem er handan
tima og rymis. Fyrir okkar samtima
liggur pad ekki { augum uppi vid fyrstu
reynsluna af pessu hvolfpaki, hvada
skilning arkitektinn og pad samfélag
sem hann var hluti af 16gdu { petta
yfirpyrmandi rymi sem var nefnt ,Hof
allra guda® fyrir tvo pisund 4rum sidan.

Pad var hins vegar gefa min 4 pessum
tima, ad ég hafdi skémmu 4dur, eda 4
sidasta 4ri minu { menntaskdla, komist
fyrir tilviljun yfir békarkver eftir Ananda
Coomaraswamy, békarkver sem hafdi
svo sterk dhrif 4 mig ad ég hafdi reynt ad
pyda pad 4 islensku med takmérkudum
drangri. ,,Christian and Oriental
Philosophy of Art“ var titill békarinnar, og
i Panpeonhofinu péttist ég fdum drum
sidar finna stadfestingu peirrar visku
sem Coomaraswamy hafdi kennt mér og
hefur blundad med mér alla tid sidan, og
ég finn nu aftur hér:

o Oll hefdbundin byggingarlist
Plgir { raun fordemi myndarinnar af
alheiminum. Peir sem einungis sjd i hilsi
sinu ,vél til ad biia i wttu ad bera petta
sjonarmid sitt saman vid sjonarhorn
Steinaldarmannsins, sem einnig bjé i
hiisi, en biis hans var jafnframt mynd af
alheiminum. Vid sem erum ofmettud af
lofthita- og kaelikerfim myndum vafalaust
telja hiisakynni hans 6hagkvem. En vid
megum ekki horfa framhjd peirri stadreynd
ad hann sd 1 reykjarsilunni sem reis upp
[rd eldstadinu og hvarf it i gegnum holu
i rjdfrinu sjdlfan Mondul Alheimsinns,
ad hann sd 1 pessu gati i rjdfrinu Hlid
Himnanna og i eldstedinu sjdlfan Nafla
Alheimsins, nokkud sem vid erum varla
Jar um ad imynda okkur { peim samtima
er litur d alla pekkingu sem ekki er stadfest
af raunvisindunum sem merkingarleysu.
Flest pad sem Platon flokkadi undir heim
hugmyndanna er adeins ,hjdtri* i okkar
augum. En ad sjd ekki annad { handverki
steinaldarmannsins en hlutinn sjdlfan,

og ad lita d godsigurnar sem einfaldar
skemmtisogur, hefdi jafngilt daudasynd

d peim tima, pvi pad hefdi falid i sér ad
lita d sjdlf okkur sem ekkert annad en
wskyni geddar daudlegar skepnur®, ad

vid sejum einungis fyrir okkur ,pennan
mann* [sem einstakling] en ekki ,,Form
Mannkynsins“. Vid hifum gengid af
hinum Frumspekilega Manni daudum

og lokad okkur inni i hinum dapra
naudhyggiuhelli hagkvemninnar
efnahagslegu og teknilegu tilliti, allt ad pvi
marki sem vid litum einungis d hlutina

it frd pvi hvad peir eru 1 sjdlfum sér og it
[rd pvi ad hvada marki vid litum einungis
d sjdlf okkur eins og vid erum 1 sjdlfum
okkur. Skyldi nit renna upp fyrir ykkur
skilningur d pvi hvad ég d vid pegar ég held
Pvi fram ad ekki sé hagt ad flokka listaverk
sem eru samkvam Philosophia Perennis

i flokka nytjaverka annars vegar og
andlegra verka hins vegar, pvi pau tilheyra
bddum heimunum, heimi virkninnar og
merkingarinnar, heimi efnisveruleikans og
frumspekinnar? !

Pétt Ananda Coomaraswamy
(1877-1947) veri upphaflega jardfradi-
menntadur frd Bretlandi, p4 urdu upp-
runi hans, vidtzk menntun og sterkar
reetur { austurlenskri menningu og
sogu til pess ad gera hann ad einum
dhrifamesta fredimanni 20. aldar um
tengsl austurlenskrar og vestrennar
menningar, um leid og st pekking hans
gerdi hann évaginn gagnrynanda 4
vestreena teknimenningu { samtimanum.
Auk umfangsmikilla fradi- og ritstarfa var
hann lengst af safnstjéri Boston Museum
of Art { Bandarikjunum og métadi par
mikilvegt safn austurlenskrar myndlistar.

Degar Mdélfridur Adalsteinsddttir kom
ad mdli vid mig um textaskrif vegna
syningar sem hin veri ad vinna ad Gt
frd formgerdum hvolfpaksins, hugmynd
sem hefdi medal annars ordid til eftir
heimsékn hennar { Panpeonhofid { Rém,
pa gat ég ekki annad en rifjad upp pessi
kynni min af Coomaraswamy og 6ll pau
morgu ferdaldg sem ég hef lagt 4 mig
sidan til ad upplifa hvelfingar heidinna
og kristinna helgidéma sem eiga pd
hugmynd sameiginlega samkvemt
hinni Orjafanlegu Heimspekihefd
(Philosophia Perennis) ad fela { sér
myndina af alheiminum. Segja md ad
syn Coomaraswamy 4 listhefdina haf

motast af mannfredilegu sjénarhorni, og
{ hans augum var héfudsynd vestrennar
teknihyggju fSlgin { pvi ad skilja 4 milli
handverks og hugverks, nytsemdar og
fegurdar, en sd adskilnadur var ad hans
mati megindsteda firringar { samfélaginu.
DPessi klofningur var einnig ad hans mati
forsenda peirrar hugmyndar sem hann
taldi frdleita, ad hegt veri ad tala um
framfarir { listcum. Pess vegna taldi hann
Jframurstefnu® { listheimi 20. aldar merki
um hnignun en ekki framfarir. Pessar
hugmyndir Coomaraswamy eru audvitad
umdeildar, par sem ,framurstefnan®
endurspegladi hid nyja teknisamfélag
20. aldarinnar og 4cti pvi fatt sammerkt
med heimspekihefd Philosophia Perennis
annad en ad benda 4 fjarvist hennar {
samtimanum.

Samkvamt pessari heimspekihefd
eru himinn og jord eitt { gegnum
manninn og mynda pannig Hina
Miklu Prenningu sem René Guénon,
lerisveinn Coomaraswamy, skrifar um
i sidustu bdk sinni, La grande Triade:
wHimininn skylir og jordin ber, en
madurin tengir petta tvennt saman og
verdur pannig tdkn peirrar heimsmyndar
sem er heil og ébrotin. Pessa heilsteyptu
mynd alheimsins eda minninguna
um hana finnum vid { hvelfingum og
hvolfpékum helgidémanna, en einnig
{ hinni upphaflegu frumgerd hussins
sem vistarveru pess manns sem 4 sér
oruggt skjol { heiminum samkvaemt
Coomaraswamy:

wFrummynd hiissins endurtekur byggingu
alheimsins, fastaland undir, millirymi og
hvelfingu yfir, sem hefur ad geyma op er
endurspeglar pad ,, Hlid Sélarinnar* sem
veitir manninum endanlega 1itgonguleid it
Jfyrir tima og rymi yfir  eilifdina... Petta var
orugglega veruleiki hins forsigulega manns,
D6 vid getum ekki rakid ritadar heimildir
lengra aftur en um 1500 dr fyrir Krist.
Ummerkin um hid frumlega op situr eftir
i augum hvolfpakanna, og merkinguna
getum vid rakid til peirrar stadreyndar ad
enn 1 dag t6lum vid wm ad jélasveinninn
(Santi Claus), sem er tvifari hinnar risandi
s6lar, komi farandi gjafir sinar i gegnum

skorsteininn en ekki inn um dyr hiissins.*

Teikningar af formgerdum fornra
hvelfinga ur heidni, kristni og islam
sem Malfridur Adalsteinsdéttir hefur
saumad { léreftsdiika sina eru daufar
endurminningar Gr hinu 6ljésa minni
mannsins um heimsmynd sem ekki er
lengur til, um stadfast heimili mannsins 4
jordinni sem er horfid. Han undirstrikar
pad med pvi ad notast vid hefdbundid
handverk saumakonunnar sem vefur vef
sinn af polgadi cins og Penelopa 4n pess
ad vita nokkud hvort Odysseifur muni
snua aftur.

! Ananda Coomaraswamy: Christian and Oriental
Philosophy of Art, Dover Publications NYC 1956,
bls. 38. (Fyrsti titill bokarinnar var: ,, Why exhibit works
of Art")

2 Sama rit, bls. 79.

The Memory of Man’s Lost Symbol

When [ first experienced the dome of
the Pantheon in Rome, in the autumn
of 1966, I was captivated, as most who
enter the building, by the overwhelming
sensation of the space which forms a
geometrically perfect hemisphere over
our heads, illuminated by a beam of
light from the central opening to the
sky, as if the Eye of Providence were
looking down on us and simultaneously
providing a view into eternity, beyond
the limits of time and space. It’s unclear
to our contemporaries, when first
experiencing this dome, what meaning
and understanding the architect and his
society placed upon this breathtaking
venue called “The Temple of All Gods”
over two thousand years ago.

It was my good fortune at the time,
to have, in my final year of junior college,

by coincidence stumbled upon a book by
Ananda Coomaraswamy, that had such a
profound impact on me that I attempted
to translate it into Icelandic with limited
success. It was entitled ,, Christian and
Oriental Philosophy of Art“ and in the
temple of Pantheon a few years later, I
believed I had found confirmation of the
wisdom Coomaraswamy had instilled
in me and influenced me ever since, and
now I find it once more here:

Al traditional architecture, in fact,

Jollows a cosmic partern . Those who think

of their house as only a “ machine to live in
“should judge their point of view by that of
Neolithic man, who also lived in a house,
bur a house that embodied a cosmology.

We are more than sufficiently provided

with overheating systems : we should have

Jound his house uncomfortable ; bur let us

not forget that he identified the column of
smoke that rose from his hearth to disappear
from view through a hole in the roof with
the Axis of the Universe, saw in this luffer
an image of the Heavenly Door, and in bis
hearth the Navel of the Earth, formulae
that we at the present day are hardly capable
of understanding ; we, for whom such
knowledge as is nor empirical is meaningless.
“ Most of the things that Plato called ideas
“are only “ superstitions “ to us. To have
seen in his artifacts nothing but the things
themselves, and in the myth a mere anecdote
would have been a mortal sin, for this
would have been the same as to see in oneself
nothing but the reasoning and mortal
animal,” to recognize only “ this man,” and
never the “ form of humanity.” It is just
insofar as we do now see only the things as
they are in themselves, and only ourselves
as we are in ourselves, that we have killed
the metaphysical man and shut ourselves
up in the dismal cave of functional and
economic determinism. Do you begin to see
now what I meant by saying that works of
art consistent with the Philosophia Perennis
cannot be divided into the categories of the
utilitarian and the spiritual, bur pertain
to both worlds, functional and significant,
physical and metaphysical .”

Although Ananda Coomaraswamy
(1877-1947) was originally a geologist,
educated in Britain, his Tamil heritage,
extensive education and strong roots in
Oriental culture and history, made him
one of the most influential scholars of the
20t century in the connections of Eastern
and Western cultures, simultaneously as
his knowledge made him a harsh critic of
contemporary Western industrial culture.
Alongside his extensive scholarly research
and writings, he was a curator of the
Boston Museum of Art in the U.S.A,,
and created an important collection of
Oriental fine art.

When Mélfridur Adalsteinsdéetir
asked me to write an introduction for the
exhibition she was working on, inspired
by the structures of domes, an idea that
was partly sparked by her visit to the
Pantheon in Rome, I simply had to revisit
Coomaraswamy and all the many journeys
I have since then undertaken to experience
the sacred heathen and Christian domes,
that all, according to the Philosophia
Perennis, unite in depicting an image
of the universe. One could argue that
Coomaraswamy’s views on art tradition
were anthropological, and to him, the
capital sin of Western industrialism was
the breach between craftsmanship and

intellectual property, functionality and
beauty. He also believed that this schism
was the main reason for the absurd idea

of progression in art. This is why he
considered the “avant-garde” of the 20th
century art world to be a sign of decay
rather than progress. Coomaraswamy’s
ideas are of course disputable as the “avant-
garde” was a reflection of the 20™ century
industrial society and thus had lictle in
common with the philosophical stance of
Philosophia Perennis, other than pointing
out its absence in the contemporary world.

According to this philosophical
tradition, heaven and earth are one
through man, forming The Great Triad,
which René Guénon, a disciple of
Coomaraswamy, writes about in his last
book La Grand Triade: “Heaven with
Essence and Earth with Substance”,
with man connecting the two and thus
becoming a symbol of a whole and
unbroken world view. This coherent
image of the universe, or the memory of
it, we find in domes and hemispheres of
sacred places, but also in the archetypal
house as a dwelling for the man who has
a secure shelter in the world according to
Coomaraswamy:

» The archetypal house, for example,
repeats the architecture of the universe
; a ground below, a space between, a
vault above, in which there is an opening
corresponding to the solar gateway by which
one “escapes altogether “ out of time and
space into an unconfined and timeless
empyrean. ... This was doubtless already
apparent to prebistoric man, though we
cannot trace it farther back in literature
than perbaps a millennium and a half b.

c. Vestiges of the primitive luffer survive in
the eyes of domes, and of its significance in
the fact that even to-day we speak of Santa
Claus, a doublet of the resurrected Sun, as
entering in with his gifts, not by the human
door, but by the chimney.”

‘The drawings of ancient hemispherical
structures from heathen, Christian and
Islamic traditions, which Mélfridur
Adalsteinsdéttir has sewn into her linen
cloths, are faint recollections taken from
the obscure human memory of a world
that no longer exists, of a long vanished
home of man on earth. She underlines
this by her use of the seamstress’ traditional
craftsmanship, weaving her web of patience
like Penelope, without knowing whether
Odysseus will ever return.

Olafur Gislason,

art historian



