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The contemporary built environment has been motivated by global neolib-
eral initiatives, while vernacular narratives have been abandoned. Although 
discussed today, local parables are lost behind the larger ideologies plaguing 
contemporary architectural surroundings and discourse. We are seeking to 
liberate the built environment from these global incentives, through the re-
introduction of vernacular narratives. The research will speculate on a new 
engagement with the built environment, through the lens of old and new 
myths. We will generate a new narrative to reinform the current architec-
tural discourse, in the hopes to fabulate a parable for future generations.

To hypothesize on these new narratives, we will use the Icelandic Huldufólk 
myths as a precedent to revive cultural continuity in the built environment. 
Huldufólk, translated to “hidden folk”, is a society which resides parallel to 
residents of Iceland. The authority of this parallel community informs the 
strategies the local residents use to ethically engage with the landscape and 
accommodate for these unseen presences. To research this engagement, we 
will catalog these moments through pragmatic survey work and interviews 
with local residents. After composing these drawings and narratives, we will 
synthesize a dissertation of speculative images and 3D artifacts. Through this 
research and design output, we hope to answer the question: can radical so-
cietal philosophy liberate the built environment from these global stimuli?

The rock, named Ófeigskirkj, that now sits along side the newly constructed 
road, is seemingly unnoticeable in the vast field of lava rocks. However, if you 
know what you are looking for, its displacement is apparent. The rock is be-
lieved to be an elf church. Following much controversy and global news, the 
rock was respectfully moved during the construction of a new road out to a 
suburban town, Álftanes. The town, and home of the rock, sits just outside  
Reykjavík. The  presence of the elves was brought to the government’s atten-
tion by a local seer and communicator for the elves, Ragnhildur Jónsdóttir. 

The movement of this particular elf rock was especially controversial be-
cause of an environmental advocacy group, Friends of Lava, who were 
protesting the construction of the road in order to save the historic Gal-
gharun Lava Field. Ragnhildur Jónsdóttir became a key mediator be-
tween the three parties. Corresponding with both the advocacy group and 
elves who resided in the rock. Iceland’s  government and Road Admin-
istration respectfully cooperated with Ragnhildur to ensure the safe re-
location of the elf church, while still being able to construction the road.
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The Grastein boulder sits in the middle of the constantly expanding city of 
Reykjavik. In the 1970’s  when the State Road No. 1 was being construct-
ed in order to facilitate the city’s expansion, it encountered this large boul-
der. There were never old stories passed on generations about this particu-
lar rock, however mishaps began to arise with construction workers and 
machines. Rumors arose that the rock may have elves residing in it. It was 
decided that to move the boulder out of the way, rather than breaking it 
down. Unsurprisingly, after this, the construction continued smoothly.
The boulder was again moved in the late 1990’s to its current loca-
tion where it sits beside the highway surrounded amongst an ingide-
nous Icelandic flower. This event is now over thirty years old, and still 
discussed amongst Icelanders, embedded in their history and culture.   
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This enchanting park is located in the town of Hafnarfjordur, a short ride 
outside of Reykjavik. Hellisgerdis Park has gained the reputation from local 
residents from the many elf encounters and stories that have originated from 
it. The elven stories and traditions are celebrated yearly in this town park with 
an annual Elf Festival. The Elf Store, a small structure located inside the park 
sells elf related merchandise for locals and tourists alike. It was started by a lo-
cal resident and seer, Ragnhildur Jónsdóttir. As a lush and heavy forested park 
in Iceland, one can sense the unique magic of the park as soon as they enter. 
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A long road leads to a majestic body of water lines the rocky cannon walls. 
Inside the heightened rock formations is said to be an elf concert hall; a des-
tination to hear the hidden singing melodies if you listen closely. The misty 
fog surrounding the still water at the bottom of the cannon alludes to the 
unknown world that is rumored to reside there. As a popular tourist site for 
its raw beauty, the elf history continues to impact the future of the land.
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Sitting on a curvy  one way residential street named Merkurgata, in the heart of a 
town just outside Reykjavik, this boulder evidently diverts the road. The house 
on the property where the boulder sits is unique, as it is set back from the road, 
unlike the other neighborhooding houses which line the asphalt’s edge. It is said 
that the demolition of the boulder was attempted many times throughout its 
recent history. Yet the construction machines continually broke when tried to 
deconstruct the large boulder. It is said that the local elves protected the boul-
der. And for that reason, it still stands today and has not been bothered since. 

It is a story well known amongst residents of Hafnarfjörður. They remember 
not too long ago when the boulder was challenged by housing and road devel-
opment. A local woman, who runs the Elf Store in the nearby Helisgerdis Park, 
recalls the time well. She remembers many members of the town having dreams 
and intuitions about the elves that resided in the boulder. IN the dreams, the 
elves pleaded the human residents to protest on their behalf and save their home 
from obliteration. The woman also distinctly remembers the children of the 
town standing around the boulder in protest to protect their beloved friends. 
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Little is known about Budardalur other than that is believed to be the home 
of  local elves.  While little is written about this particular boulder, the stories 
are alive among the local residents who passed them on among generations. 
It is said that when this boulder was set to be demolished for the road con-
struction, an elf delivered a message to a local woman in her dream. The con-
structioneers respectfully placed the boulder a few feet away from the road, 
and continued on with construction. Today the road is frequently traveled 
compared to Iceland’s other rather desolate paths. The boulder sits adjacent 
to the road, unbothered by anything other than passing sheep in their graze. 
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This small hill was spared in the 1970’s as the area was being developed with 
apartment buildings. It was known as an elf hill. The importance of this land-
scape may be unnoticeable to a passer by, even to the children the children 
playing basketball adjacent to it.  No sign or story distinguishes this mound 
besides the apparent fact that the remaining land around it has been developed.
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Located in the Kopavogur, a neighborhood just outside of downtown 
Reykjavik is this rocky mound, known to locals as a hill where elves live. 
The old stories warn children to be quiet around the rock in order to not 
disturb the elves. Alfholl has been left untouched as the neighborhood has 
developed, now sitting next to an elementary school where the road thins 
so cars are indirectly forced to drive slower and acknowledge the landscape.  
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June 19, 2019
8:55 (Greenwich Mean Time)
Iceland’s shorelines carve out the water’s edge as we touchdown at the Reykjavik International Airport. Our first views of the hard landscape re-
mind us of the rocky exploration we will be embarking on for the next 9 days. It strikes us, we are about to land in a dramatically different land-
scape then where we took off, only a few hours earlier. The stark treeless scenery sharply contrasts the towering skyscrapers we had left in Boston.
12:30
In Iceland’s main city, we are confronted by the quaintness of such small city, particularly in comparison to the sprawling streets in 
Boston. As we walk towards the National Library on the opposite side of the city, we pass small 3 story shopfronts and a mix of short 
apartment blocks all along narrow winding streets. Unlike Boston, we easily navigate across the city in a short 20-minute walk. The 
walk prompts us to recognize the intimate nature of the research as we anticipate driving through curiously unsettled empty landscapes.
13:30
We spend the afternoon scanning the section of Icelandic folklore, pulling off any book translated to English. Two of the 
books stand out from the rest: one, a collection of the most well-known folklore and the other which coordinates plac-
es of encounters*. The latter informs our map as we drop additional pins along our route. Not only does each pin mark anoth-
er materialization of the unseen but encourages our fascination of the relevance of our research. The question at the forefront of our 
mind: what circumstances here have allowed the other-than-human presences to flourish and materialize in the rocky landscape?
 Books
 Ageirsson, Pali Asgier; Being Elves-Where*
 Arnason, Jon (Translated by George EJ Powell + Erikur Magnasson); Icelandic Legends*
16:45
When reading through Being Elves-Where the book highlighted an iron elven pot on display at the National Museum of Ice-
land. With the museum on the other side of the street and a small image of the pot on our phones, we went in search of the minia-
ture vessel supposedly found in an elf dwelling. After about an hour of checking every exhibit we finally found the childish-
ly small piece tucked away in a corner of an unlit glass case. Most of the museum focused on the initial Nordic settlement of Iceland 
and the later spread of Christianity, both topics overshadowing the cultural tales we believed to be embedded in the Icelandic identity.
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June 20, 2019
13:30
After picking up the campervan, we call Jon Jonsson - a professor of folklore recommended to us by Terry Gunnell – to set up a meet-
ing that evening in Holmavik. In a grocery store parking lot the two of us struggle to understand his thick accent over broken phone call, 
eventually he sends us the address of the nearby Sheep Farming Museum, agreeing to meet at 18:00. Along the four-hour trip are two 
encounters pinned on our map; the first is a rock moved to the side of the main road and the other is a mountainous Huldufolk church.
14:30
Just north of the small village of Budardalur is a small boulder on the side of the road. Even with our eyes on the lookout for a rock 
which resembled the picture, we almost drove right past it. The road did not shift and the rock was not labeled, the subtle materializa-
tion would have seemed insignificant. As we scramble out of the car to check if this is the possible elven home the nearby sheep wea-
rily gaze at us. We record the place of encounter and are struck by the juxtaposition of infrastructural expansion and a cultur-
al story. The boulder appeared to us as a moment in time when the in-between was rendered and manifested on the side of a road.
16:30
Further towards Holmavik we stop at another rock formation; this one is not a boulder, but a small mountain jutting up into the sky. Ac-
cording to Ageirsson’s book it is a known elf church, known for having lit windows during sermons. Although it is clear the road curves 
around the base for ease and not preservation, the community’s narrative fascinates us as it begins to shape the architectonics of the landscape.
18:00
South of the nearby town of Holmavik, we pull the van into the parking lot of the small Sheep Farming Museum. The museum sits at the top of a small 
cliff overlooking the ocean and across the fjord towards the town. Inside Jon Jonsson sits with Dagni O… - a PHD student studying folklore at the Hol-
mavik branch of the National University of Iceland – both seemed apprehensive and curious of the conversation to come. In the café of a small Sheep 
Farming Museum, we spend an hour discussing the various aspects of the Huldufolk, focusing the conversation on how these seemingly antiquated 
stories continue to live on. The conversation highlights the importance of respect within Icelandic culture; respect for the stories and those who tell them.
23:30
Although warned of the time commitment by a fellow tourist, we drive through the night along the coastline of the West-
ern Fjords; a beautiful, but winding drive. We eventually reach the end of the fjords and stop for gas, only then realiz-
ing the time and how bright it still is outside on the night of the summer solstice. With minor confusion leaving the park-
ing lot and driving on the sidewalk for 100 yards, we continue driving towards the western-most point of Europe.

June 21, 2019
2:00
Our drive cuts through the mountainous interior of Northwest Iceland. As we drive on the gravel road through a thick mist, the eeriness of 
our surroundings fills the campervan with an uncertainty. Every turn or dip forces us to question both the landscape and the existence of the 
road. As we settle into the uneasiness of the dense fog, we do not doubt the existence of presences hidden in the blurred rocks along the road.
9:00
We wake up to the same light we fell asleep to the night prior, as though time had paused, waiting for us to start driving to-
wards the other side of the country. After venturing to the edge of the cliff to see nesting puffins and look out towards Green-
land, we begin to double back on the roads we had driven yesterday to make it back on the main road which circles Iceland.
14:00
We turn off the main highway and onto road No. 75, a road we pinned from Ageirsson’s collection of encounters. During construction, a 
local woman alerted the workers to numerous elf communities occupying the large rocks in the path of the construction. With much de-
bate the roads were clearly diverted around the boulders to preserve the homes. After driving most of the unusually straight road, it became 
clear to us the road was no longer following this unnaturally rigid line and began weaving between large boulders jutting out of the land-
scape. As we recorded the location we were awestruck by the influence an immeasurable narrative had on the stiff path of the pavement.
15:30
Further along in the day we attempt to visit another elven church, but due to recent volcanic activity the road is closed. Another reminder of the fragile 
balance between an unpredictable nature and the community in Iceland. The unreachable location of this story though also forces us to question the origin 
of a narrative without a community directly around it. What about this story allows it to thrive in the rocky terrain, separated from most communities?
23:45
For the second night in a row the drive to a campsite leads us through an impenetrable fog storm, one notably denser than 
the previous evening. Again, the uneasy weight of our invisible landscape settles on the two of us. Undoubtedly, we agree we 
cannot dispute the existence of folklore materialized in a thick fog when we can only see a few feet of the road at a time.



June 22, 2019
10:00
From our campsite we began driving north on the road from the night prior, now an unassuming path in the changed air quality. We 
are headed towards Abyrgi Canyon to record a well known Huldufolk concert hall at the base of the canyon. Upon arriving we see a sign 
describing the folklore tales behind the site, the first time we have seen the story accompanying the location. Here, we recognize the rela-
tionship of the folklore to its environment and how entwined Iceland’s cultural heritage and environmental preservation have always been.
12:30
We attempt to visit another elven church which had been coordinated in Ageirsson’s collection of stories; however, we believe 
the boulder – Maelisholl – was preserved on private property and could therefore not venture off the road to record it. The in-
accessible rock though reminded us of the intimacy the communities have with both their stories and their land. These en-
counters are often materialized in these boulders to respect the antiquated narratives and those who passed down the stories.
June 23, 2019
00:45
On the final stretch of drive towards the campground, we experience the midnight sun in place of the thick fog we had grown accustomed to. With the 
orange tinted landscape, we are captivated by the sharp mountains cutting through the expansive lupine fields. Tonight, we experience a tame atmo-
sphere, our previous nightly unease is replaced by a quiet calm. It is not hard to imagine how these antiquated tales of omnipotent creatures originated.
11:00
We call ahead to Book and Caffi – a bookstore recommended to us by Terry Gunnell – to set up a time to meet with the owner Bjarni. We agree 
to meet at the bookstore at 1 PM that afternoon. Again, we are humbled by how willing some people are to meet with us at such short notice.
13:00
At the only bookstore in Selfoss, Bjarni happily greets us and begins sharing his understanding of folklore’s presence in Ice-
lander’s identity. Most of the conversation revolves around a recurring theme of respect for those who share the stories and lit-
tle attention to the underlying truth of the story. At one point he disappears into a side room overflowing with worn books and 
brings back the first book he authored; the book is a collection of materialized folklore all around Selfoss. Although the book is 
Icelandic, the images accompanying each story pairs the person with the boulder. The seemingly infinite number of family sto-
ries reminds us of how intimate the narratives are to individual families, to us it is part of how their ancestors continue to live on.
22:00
In a dimple at the top of a hill, we find the empty campsite nestled between grazing sheep and sharp walls of rocks. As the only campers in site we take 
in our surreal surroundings on our last night in the camper van. We note the distance we have driven and the variety of landscapes we have come across. The 
esoteric scenery we traveled through contrasts the tree-covered valleys we are used to and thereby adding to the quiet eeriness we felt most of the trip.

June 24, 2019
14:00
After returning to Reyjkavik and exchanging the van for a compact rental car, we can drive around the city to record moments within 
the urban fabric where folklore has materialized. Our first stop of the day is nestled within multiple apartment complexes, some of which 
are the tallest we have seen in Iceland. Since the small knoll in Vesturburg could not be seen from the road we wander through parks 
until we come across the large mound between a busy street and an elementary school. Kids playing on the courts look on as we record 
the rocks and we are awestruck by the preservation of this knoll, which could have easily been flattened by any of the neighboring sites.
16:00
Our next stop is to one of Iceland’s infamous encounters between urban infrastructure and local folklore. Sitting a few feet on the side 
of the busy 3 lane highway is the Grasteinn boulder which had been moved once for initial construction and again for the highway’s ex-
pansion. As there are no other boulders around Grasteinn is notably apparent as it rests in a small field of Lupine. With cars speeding by, 
the administration’s consideration of this boulder as cultural heritage is the most influential respect for stories we had come across yet.
June 25, 2019
9:00
We drive along narrow and winding roads through the small city into a more suburban area to find Alfholl, another rocky mound which the 
community rallied to have the road divert around. When approaching the elf home, we see the 2-lane street narrow into a single lane as it 
squeezes between one property and the rocks. Additionally, the speed bump on both ends of the diversion force drivers to slow down, as if 
asking them to acknowledge the unseen presence living amongst them. With our backs to a lot under construction we ponder the longevity 
of the mound, if it will eventually be flattened or if the community will continue to hold the government accountable for its preservation.
11:00
20 miles north of Reyjkavik, we meet Ragga – a medium between these presences and communities - in her studio where she previous-
ly ran an Elf School. As we walk in, she reminds us of her goal to have a home which is larger on the inside than the outside, just as 
the elves do. At a small table in the simple room she serves us tea made with a recipe she was given by a local elf woman, whom Rag-
ga’s daughter has painted on an easel behind us. The morning is filled with anecdotes of her encounters with folklore creatures which 
contact her to speak and negotiate on their behalf to local government authorities. Other times families have come to her for help be-
fore moving a boulder on their property to ensure it would not disturb any possible creatures living within. We are enamored with the 
stories she shares with us and awestruck at the willful government taking careful consideration of the narratives she brings to them.
15:00
For the afternoon we had reserved our spots in an Elf School just south of Reyjkavik. Walking through an apartment block we find the school’s 
entrance cluttered with mythic memorabilia ranging from plastic gnomes to small ceramic fairies. A similar overwhelming variety of collectibles 
fills the apartment and connected classroom. We are greeted by a jolly older man who hands each of us in the small class a textbook on elves and 
other folklore. The 3-hour class is filled with enthusiastic stories of folklore from all over the world with periodic breaks for elf cream on crepes. 



June 26, 2019
10:00
On the recommendation of Ragga we met with Sibba - a sprightly older woman known for her bright red elf hat - for one of her hidden 
worlds walks of an area just south of Reyjkavik. As she walked us through the town, she enthralled us with a variety of local folklore so 
respected it materialized at locations we set out to visit. In the overcast misty morning, we are fascinated by the power a local narrative can 
have over a community’s engagement with their surroundings.
12:00
Following the walk, we a few of the locations to record, most notably Helisgerdis Park - notoriously known as the Elf Garden. With the sun 
barely peeking out through the overcast sky and a slight drizzle the rocky park seems uncannily green, seemingly more vibrant than any-
where else in the small city. The unnatural and intimate surroundings fill us with an unusual amount of hope that any presence could be 
stumbled upon around any of the rocky corners. Instead though we find a quaint elf store tucked behind a bend in the path; inside is various 
local art and books on Icelandic folklore. The friendly woman and her daughter inside enthusiastically share their experience on the topic 
and inform us of a local elf festival which had taken place recently. The conversation in the shop reminded us of the rich experiences most 
people seem to have with Icelandic folklore, regardless of their belief or encounters.
15:00
Our final interview of the trip was with Petur, head of the Road Administration in Iceland. When meeting with him he quickly reminded us 
this is not a typical topic brought up in the office, however he sent us a document detailing a few moments when it did. Although the mo-
ments when a narrative was accounted for seemed minor to him, to us we found them to be simple moments of considerate design. Howev-
er, he did note some communities prioritize the road, which reminded us of when Bjarni mentioned the number of generations on a plot of 
land often determines the number and types of stories repeated. Overall though, Petur saw Icelandic folklore as synonymous with cultural 
heritage and therefore environmental preservation.
June 27, 2019
13:00
Among a preserved lava field south of Reykjavik we visit the most recent and notorious site of negotiation between narrative and infrastruc-
tural expansion. At the Galgharun lava field is a 90-ton boulder that had to be relocated when a new highway was being constructed out 
towards the end of the peninsula. We walk most of the way to rock along a paved a path, but eventually must walk along the new highway 
to reach the final resting place of the large boulder. When arriving, we are surprised by the size and humbled by the delicate placement 
alongside the highway. Similarly, to Grasteinn, we recognized the sharp contrast of two worlds converging, our understanding of the physical 
world and a parallel unseen presence. A convergence which might go unnoticed but is materialized in a large boulder off the side of a high-
way.
19:45
At the end of the extensive journey around Iceland and through its multifaceted folklore, we board our final flight back to Boston. As we 
leave the rugged treeless landscape behind us, both of our exhausted minds ruminate on the infinite possibilities of how one can reinject 
design to accommodate for these unquantifiable narratives.
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