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Eliza Reid
ii" a""rtt throes of winter bring with them a modern lcelandic tradition - the

;;;;;t6.i";t"lv translated as in'Annual Celebration" an drshdtid is usually

;;]J;;." b"*""n February and April by almost all companies, as well as

;;;ry 
";.t 

club or group of people which meet regularly (eg if you play

f.*t"il with your matei on a Saturday morning' you'll hold an drshdtid)' Most

locals set invited to several each year'
--ini 

arriaaais more than iust another social evening with colleagues. lt is a

gild;;;;i;; 
"o-holdr-b".t"d 

affair where heavy drinking and sentimental

iecitals of ancient poetry go hand in hand'
' -;;r; 

,, f-;"|.'Many w:om"n buy a new gown for each 6rshiti6 they attend

""it"" 
t.t"times appear in the double-breasted waistcoats of lcelandic

national costume. In an effort to outdo their competition' many companles

"""" 
n"ra their events in another countqrf (city breaks in copenhagen or

ionaon 
"." 

the most popular)'although the norm is to have rhe drshdtidata

restaurant, rented hall or hotel in the countryside'*f.J""a".. 

""loy 
the ritual of tradition' and the irshdtrd is no excePtion'The

"""""t "f*"tt 
b"gin, 

"ritt 
a free aperitif for the assembled guests'The meal

;;ii i; ; three-ciurse affair, usually with a seafood stafter and a lamb' or

p"ttlUfy i""i.ain course (fish is not seen as upmarket enough for the entr6e

of a formal dinner)'Vegetarians are tew
- 

On." the free .p"J.ift and expensive wine begin to take effect'the biggest

.-J,.i.i ot $e aisnetta begins: skernmriaridr (roughly'fun activities')..Every

ro"nJ"" atthe 6rshdti6 (except Partners) will be in a small group which pre-

;;";;t;; o"" *ii"irt for the larger grouP on the evening'This might be a silly

ion'r, 
" 

oo"art recital, a quiz show or a Same like charades' Like speeches at a

;;;il;,;;;i skemmtiairidi makes the evening fantasticr boring poetry recitals

make viiwish vou were at home reading the phone book'
-tn.aaiUontotheorpnisedfunactivi t ies'anyonewhowishesisabletogivea

t";;;,;t;"ji;tuided iy the Master of Ceremonies (at larger drshdtia'al-ocal

;:il;i;;6 invitei to play this role)' Many speeches feature quotes from

ii" 
-#r,i."r""dic 

limericks or in-ioke1 from 
{e 

office which confuse people's

oartners. By midnigh! the wine is really flowing' Once the speeches have finished'

'ilil;;J dancelAny drshdtil worrh its salt will have hired a local celebrity

"na"ioln"t 
to sing lcelandic songs that everyone,will know the words to'

Vlsitors to lceland are untikJly to get formalf invited to an irshdtid'Lilke

Chrlgtmas, this sacred occasion is reserved for members of the hosting

or;anlratlon - be it comPany employees or members of the football team' BuE

ld Chrlrtmas, if you find yourself in the right Place at the right time (keep an

ay. op.n lor rpeeches given in fancy dress)' you may 8et invited to ioin in a

rcund of tkcmmttatrtdi-fhe modern lcelandic marriage of flashy materialism

mil llcrtdy proud trrdltlons and friendships is never befter ePitomised'

glr. f lEu.l .  t  l tLttei l t t , l  |  , t t , ,r '  t : l , t t tr l r .  Sortrc people tend to confuse the f lag of lceland

*ith t lrut r l  Flrr ls.J\,  sl t i r  l l  : Iot lr  ' ' rr  i t lcr l t ical design but with inverse colours

t*hi i l ig i r  ! l t .  
" l ta, l . .  
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1." lat i r l= i , i t t i ! l l r r l l l l r i i t l l l l lFclr ' r1111 '1 l r1r t l ( thcf lagtcolours 'declar ingthemtobe

=t l .  l , l i i r  t l l r . t r l l r lJr l ,h i r  r : ,1 (r=l , f i . r r r r l i l ) , t t t r l , , l t i l \ \ 'wl l i tc  (mjal lhvi tut) .  The{agisf lown
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r ' t t r i r l t ' rct l  improper for  the lcelandic
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NATfONAL SYMBOLS Icelandt narional flower is the joHas6ley or glacier poppy
(Ranunculus glacialts), a light pink to rvhitish biossom that grows in the high fords
and snow-capped mountains, usually near the coast. The national bird is the gyfrlcon
which is sti11 represented on various insignia. For many centuries, the King of
Denmark had absolute rights to capturing and hunting with falcons in Iceland - his
falcon house is nou' a popuiar bar in Reykjavik. If Iceland had a national fish, it would
be the cod, for its abundance and for the essential role it plavs in the economv.
lceland\ previous nat ional  insignia porrrayed a headless.  d isembowel led cod. .p l i t
down the centre, flartened and dried, beneath the Danish crown. If anvthinE. the
depict ion of  stockf ish as a nat ional  cresr is honesr.  dr ied,sal ted cod was lceiand'Jmain
export for a good 500 years.

NATIONAL ANTHEM Icelandt national anthem is o cud vors Lands which means
'Oh God of our Land'. The words to the hymn were written by the Reverend
Matthias Jochumsson and inspired by Psalm 90 (Before the ntountains were brought
forth, or ever thou hadst formed the eatth and the world . . . thou art God). The
music was written by Sveinbjcirn Sveinbjcirnsson, an Icelandic composer with whom
Matthias was staying in Scotland at the time.The anthem was first performed to a royal
audience (Danish King Christian IX) in Reykyaviki D6mkir\an (see page 161) as
part of lceland's miliennial celebrations in 1874.

NATIONAL DRESS tcelandt nationai dress is anything that keeps you warm and dry
when you go outside. The national costune looks a little more provincial. The
women's outfit is based around the peysufot, a hearry grey or black *ooll.,', dress that
is gathered in the back and covers everything from wrist to neck to ankle. Fancier
modern versions are made of velvet with extraordinary embroidery around the lower
hems and sleeves. As a variation or accessory wonen also wear the uppilutur which
is a tight sleeveless bodice tied over a light biouse.The compromise arrangement is the
skautbfiningur, which comprises a long skirt with a fitted jacket that is rypicatty
embroidered with shiny thread into floral designs (different flowers denote different
regions).The skotthi{a is the small cap with a tassel worn to one side.

It should be noted that the idea of a national costume is a wee bit contrived. The
artist and nationalist Sigurdur Gudmundsson began drawing up fashion designs for
women's costumes in the 1860s, convinced that a universal national costume was one
step closer to self-determination.The peysuf6t is quite traditional (a clear reference to
the common dress long worn by Icelandic peasant women) but some of the elaborate
l'readdresses are romantic imaginations. ln 1994,a contest was held for a suitable'male,
costume, since there were too many variations floating around. The winning desrgn
consists of iong black trousers (or knee breeches), with a dark-coloured double-
breasted waistcoat and cravat.The Icelandic government manages a National costume
Iloard which conserves knowledge about national dress and promotes its proper wear.
'rhe very best time to see Icelanders in national dress is on Independence Dav ft7
June) and other summer Gstivals. Schoolchildren will also dress up for festivals.

HOLIDAYS AND TRADITIONS Icelanders make sure to have at least one holiday per
rnonth - it helps the long winter months go faster and the long summer days last
longer.According to the old Norse calendar,Thorri is the fourth month of winter
(from the end ofJanuary to early February).The weather can be ghastly at this time
and so Icelanders huddle up inside and partake of some of ghastly cuisine during the
feast of Th6r (Donabl6t).'rhe Gast is one of the most Icelandic of Gstivals, relis-hing
lcelanders' strong pagan roots and celebrated with patriotic fervour. The menu rs
highly t radi t ional  and is vaguely relerred to as ' food ofThor ' -  apparentry rhe god
'l'h6r eats marinated shark, pickled whale blubber, ram testes, sial flippers, blood
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