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Is the Hallgrímskirkja the best representation of regional architecture in Iceland?
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Figure 1 Main Facade of the church (Photo taken by the author, 2018)
Hallgrímskirkja is a church located in the centre of the city of Reykjavik (Smokey Bay), it is one of the most iconic buildings in Iceland, not only because it is the biggest church in the country or the tallest building in the capital, but also because its shape is like the snow-capped mountains of the country. (HELGASON, 2018). 
Named in memory of the pastor and poet Hallgrímur Pétursson, it was designed by the Icelandic state architect Guðjón Samúelsson in 1937. Taking him a total of 41 years to complete the entire church from, 1945 to 1986, sadly he didn’t see it finished, since he died in 1950. (HELGASON, 2018)(pg. 91) 
[bookmark: _Int_ztfkHCbA]This Lutheran church is home to a magnificent pipe organ, with pipes up to 45 meters in length, which matches the sorting voltage ceilings. Its 73 meters high tower provides a wonderful 360-degree view overall Reykjavik, the mountains around, and the ocean, making the Hallgrímskirkja one of the most visited tourist destinations in Reykjavik. 


Architecture in Iceland before and after and the arrival of concrete.
Architecturally speaking, Iceland does not have much history, and this is because of its geographical location, as an island located in the north of Europe, its communication with the rest of the continent was very scarce, if not non-existent, therefore, they created their architectural movements.
As soon as the Vikings arrived on the island around AD 870, they discovered that there were almost none of the materials they used to build with, like the trees they had back in their Scandinavian homeland, therefore, they had to adapt and use the materials they found available on the island, such as turf and stone, making these materials typical of the country. (Dommasnes, 2016)
By the 1930s, typical Icelandic farms still used grass for walls and roofs, due to its high thermal protection, around a wooden frame, stone and soil for the foundations, the little wood that could be obtained for the construction came floating from Russia, Siberia, the United States or was imported from Scandinavia, but they were very expensive to buy. (van Hoof, 2008)(4. Building materials) 
In the 1900s, the arrival of new materials such as wood and concrete reduced the use of turf in construction from 50% to 10%, after World War II, the inhabitants who still lived in turf houses were moved to live in modern houses. Today the few remaining well-preserved turf houses are used as museums. (van Hoof, 2008) 
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Figure 2 Glaumbær, an example of Icelandic turf architecture. (van Hoof, 2008)
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Figure 3 Plan of Glaumbær farm, current situation. (van Hoof, 2008)
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Figure 4 Impression of the baðstofa of Glaumbær. (van Hoof, 2008)

While in the rest of Europe the cathedrals were built in stone, Iceland was the only country in Europe to build theirs in wood, like the Norwegian churches, the wood and even some of the churches were prefabricated and imported from Norway. Iceland wanted their cathedrals to look like the ones in Europe, so they started to build them a bit bigger, but still using wood until the 20th century, when concrete arrive in the country, becoming the national material for construction. Today Iceland has around 300 churches in its land. (Brännström, 2007) (pg. 22)
The architects Guðjón Samúelsson and Rögnvaldur Ólafsson adopted the use of concrete for their projects in the 1900s making it the national building material of the country due to the difficulty to get wood and them becoming the first architects in using concrete in Iceland. 

Who was the architect of the Hallgrímskirkja?
Guðjón Samúelsson, son of Samúel Jónsson and Marget Jónsdóttir, was born on 16 April 1887 in Kirkjubæjarhreppi and raised in Reykjavik, where he spent the rest of his life until he died the 25 April 1950.
In 1908 Guðjón Samúelsson qualified as a construction carpenter, later he qualified as an Architect from the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, School of Architecture in Copenhagen, becoming the first architect with a complete degree and the first state architect soon after he completed a special program (húsameistari ríkisins) of Iceland, a title and position that he kept for the rest of his life.
He was the first architect in Iceland to create a development plan in 1921. In the development plan for the town of Akureyri in 1927, he divided the city into different areas: industrial, commercial, and residential.  (Benárd, 2018) (pg 90)

One of his major challenges as an architect was the creation of its national architectural style Stuðlabergstíll (basaltic style). With his Nordic and expressionist influences and his love for his country, he started creating a building language that can represent Iceland’s natural symbols: the mountains and rocks within his buildings. Simultaneously, he pursued to discover the best techniques to make the concrete material for Iceland. (Nannini, 2020)(introduction)
Unfortunately, many of his budlings couldn’t survive the extreme weather of Iceland and the low-quality materials, but the ones that did, became icons in the Icelandic architecture, for example, the University of Iceland, the National Theater and Hótel Borg, Kristskirkja in Landakot, or the Lutheran church of Hallgrímskirkja in Reykjavik.
   
Designing Skólavörðuholt.
By 1916 Iceland was living an important economic growth, Einar Jónsson, Iceland’s emblematic artist and sculptor with the support of the government wanted to commemorate it by building in the heart of Reykjavik, Skólavörðuholt, a religious-cultural centre, that can represent the architecture of Iceland as many European cities did it years ago.
Inspired by the Arts and crafts Movement in 1916 Einar Jónsson, with the support and designs of the architect Einar Erlendsson, built in his apartment a characteristic, statue-like museum, with time, more studios were added to the building. It became an important symbol in the area (Benárd, 2018)(pg. 87,88) 
Guðjón Samúelsson was involved in the design of Skólavörðuholt in 1916, with the influences of Einar Jónsson’s house and Scandinavian-Finnish National Romantic style, he designed a church with an asymmetrical tower. In 1924 he designed the layout for the hilltop displaying a square surrounded by the cultural institutes of the city. 
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Figure 5 Gudjón’s Idea for the Skólavörðuholt, 1924. (Benárd, 2018) (pg. 88)

Landakotskirkja, a roman catholic church, designed by Guðjón Samúelsson in a Neo-Gothic style became the biggest church in 1929, then he used it as a precedent study for the design of the Hallgrímskirkja. 
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Figure 6  Landakotskirkja. (Benárd, 2018)(pg. 89)







Behind the inspiration of the Hallgrímskirkja.
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Figure 7 View of the church from the outside.  (Photo taken by the author, 2018)
Named after the 17th-century pastor and poet Hallgrímur Petursson. 
Jón Helgason opened a design competition for the construction of Hallgrímskirkja in 1929, his brief had two important instructions: it must be able to seat 1200 people and it must have a high tower to install the national radio antenna.
Águst Pálsson’s designed a Single tower building with a classical Gothic Revival influence. Hafliða Johannsson’s idea of the church was two towers in a Neo-Romanesque style, nevertheless, the project was given to Guðjón Samúelsson, the state architect. (Benárd, 2018)(pg. 90 2.1. Early history)
Guðjón Samúelsson was inspired in the traditional Icelandic house for his earlier designs, like the Héraðsskólinn building (1928) or the Landakot, and its organ pipes with a polygonal geometric pattern on a Gothic style. This pattern will appear later at the top of the National Theatre portals. Other buildings were inspired by the Scandinavian Neo-Classicism style of the 1920s like the National bank. However, the Expressionist was the most important style for Guðjón Samúelsson and his designs, this movement was very popular in Germany at the time that Guðjón Samúelsson studied architecture in the School of Architecture in Copenhagen, particularly for the design of the Hallgrímskirkja. 
Danish Gothic style with German influences. A flat with a simple shape surface and the use of bricks were some of the most important characteristics of this style, style that Guðjón Samúelsson adopted in his late designs, including the Hallgrímskirkja.
Guðjón Samúelsson used as a precedent study for the design of the Hallgrímskirkja one of the most iconic churches in Denmark the Grundtvigskirken, designed by the architect Peder Vilhelm Jensen Klint (1853-1930) on 8 September 1921 and finished by his son the architect Kaare Klint (1888-1954) September 8, 1940.
The Grundtvigskirken church is an impressive, timeless building, exhibiting an imposing façade, as the strict versatility of its simplistic tower leads the visitor’s eyes towards the sky. Built-in concrete with a cast of white graphite to protect it from the elements, it also resembles one of the many snowy mountains that Iceland has, while copper sheets cover the roof.
Even though the tower’s base is made from simple brick, on the vast façade of the tower, the courses merge into a rippling solid surface. This effect has a bigger visual impact than a regular Gothic cathedral’s façade. (Tyznik., 2011)
The church is in the middle of the town square, with its main door facing North-West and leading to Skólaförðustígur, it has a quite simple plan composed of three parts: the tower, the nave and the side wings. For the awkward way these three parts are connected, it gives the sensation that they were built in different centuries. There is also a clear difference between the interior and the exterior of the church, this is due to the decease of Guðjón Samúelsson, while the church was under construction. Leaving very little, almost no information about the interior design of the church, Hörður Bjarnason and Garðar Halldórsson the state architect that took over Guðjón Samúelsson’s project decided to keep it so simple, that people think is austere. (Brännström, 2007)(pg. 30)
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Figure 8 ground floor plan (Brännström, 2007)

Hallgrímskirkja’s tower and wings.
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Figure 9 view of the tower. (Photo taken by the author, 2018)
Two anthropomorphic lateral wings protrude from the sides of the tower, whose façade consists of vertical lines, shaped like organ pipes made of reinforced concrete, these are interspersed with long, narrow fixed windows whose frames are easily hidden, that gently scale downwards from the tower, making this the front façade of the church. The idea of this design is for two main reasons: the first one is to hide the service facilities, and the second reason is to find a successful way to connect the tower with the main body of the church. 
The body of the tower has six small windows in one vertical row in the centre of the façade, while the buttresses form an angle of 45 degrees outward concerning the facade of the tower and join the facade of the wings. Each side of the top floor of the tower are decorated with three long windows with pointed arches and is crowned by a pyramidal spire, that at night when the interior lights come on it looks like he's wearing a shiny hat.




Hallgrímskirkja’s nave.
[image: A picture containing window, altar

Description automatically generated]
Figure 10 View of the nave from the inside. (Photo taken by the author, 2018)
The nave, like the tower, is partitioned into 3 equal segments along the body, this is separated into five equal aisles. The three central naves are inspired by the German Gothic three-nave churches, especially due to the characteristic of their regular vaults and Gothic ribs on the ceiling.
There is no decoration where the crowns of the vaults intersect but they have located higher than the vault keystones of the transverse arches. Two hallways with low and narrow ceilings located on the sides of the central nave are responsible for supporting its weight. These hallways also have two elements that, although it seems that they have nothing to do with the design of the church, are important. The first of these is the barrel vaults, their decoration functions as a suspended ceiling and covers the flat roof of the corridors. The second is the panels that cover the radiators, these are made of steel and covered with white plaster used on the walls, and with a zigzag wave-shaped outline these panels seem part of the scarce decoration of the church.
The way the nine slim, white glass and pointed arch windows are arranged along each side wall makes the interior space filled with light. Detail very similar to Landakotskirkja, but unlike this Guðjón Samúelsson eliminated the arms of the cross for the Hallgrímskirkja.
The Hallgrímskirkja in its early designs was meant to have along its walls a gallery, an idea that was soon crossed off for two very important reasons: First reason was the size, this building is only a church, so in comparison with a normal cathedral, there is no space for a proper gallery. The second reason is, the Hallgrímskirkja is the main Anglican church in Reykjavik and needed to be a place where the traditions of the Church of England were easier to embrace. This was a very wise decision as the result shows an organically unified almost eternal space that shines with sunlight. (Benárd, 2018)(pg. 97)

Hallgrímskirkja’s sanctuary.
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Figure 11 View of the sanctuary from the outside. (Photo taken by the author, 2018)

The interior of the sanctuary does not resemble its exterior, a very common characteristic when evaluating this church. 
While the interior of the sanctuary conservatively joins the nave, typical of the Noe-Gothic style. The exterior, due to the layout of the church, is somewhat inconspicuous from the main entrance, but when somebody approaches it from the outside, they become aware of its majestic appearance.
The slender windows with pointed arches are the same ones as the rest of the church with the slight difference in size, they are a bit smaller and they don’t have the characteristic white glass Like the rest of the church windows does, which means that, when illuminated by the sun's rays, the interior of the sanctuary shines more than the rest of the church. 
The vault has a pointed half-dome shape, while from the inside is connected to the vault of the nave by a pointed barrel vault, from the outside feels like an awkward cylindrical piece that has been added for the sake of it. The cylindrical shape has as precedent the helmets that the Vikings used for war, another clear example of how Guðjón Samúelsson added as the third element of Icelandic history into the design of the Hallgrímskirkja and his pursuit of creating Iceland’s architectonic style. (Benárd, 2018)(pg. 14)

One of the most iconic churches in the country and recognized all over the world Hallgrímskirkja is born from the mind of the talented Icelandic architect Guðjón Samúelsson in his attempt to create a unique architectural style that can represent Iceland not only as a country but also as a culture.
The Scandinavian Neo-Classicism style of the 1920s, the Expressionist, Danish Gothic style with German influences were some of the styles that Guðjón Samúelsson adopted in the design of the Hallgrímskirkja. Using as a precedent study one of the most iconic churches in Denmark the Grundtvigskirken (1921-1940).
Built-in concrete with a cast of white graphite the church has a quite simple plan composed of three parts: the tower, the nave and the side wings connected in an awkward giving the sensation that they were built in different centuries, there is also a clear difference between the interior and the exterior of the church. 
Guðjón Samúelsson with The Hallgrímskirkja ushered in a new era of architecture in Iceland.
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Figure 12 Drawing of the main facade. (Watercolour by the author, 2022)
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