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Iceland is a place of strong and unexpected 
colours, and rare and spectacular natural 
phenomena — such as volcanoes, geothermal 
areas and picturesque waterfalls — which can 
hardly be experienced anywhere else in the 
world. The landscape often has an abstract 
quality, especially the surface of the lava 
fields and geothermal regions, and the river 
deltas viewed from the air. It features vibrant 
colours and interesting graphic patterns, 
often without vegetation.

In the absence of grasses and trees, 
it is almost impossible for the viewer to 
find a visual reference in the image, that 
would serve as a link between the pattern 
photographed and the real world. When 
you pick a detail from such surfaces, where 
the composition can be either based on the 
combination of colours, shapes or patterns, 
the result is a non-figurative image that you 
can interpret in many different ways.

NATURE's 
TAPEsTRY
Beginning in 2008, award-winning 
Norwegian and Hungarian nature 
photographers Erlend and Orsolya 
Haarberg spent a total of 10 months 
in Iceland, over three separate visits, 
in a bid to capture the otherworldly 
grandeur of Europe’s second largest 
island. As Orsolya describes, it was  
an experience that neither of them 
will soon forget
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OskurhOlhver hOt spring with 
Blahver (the Blue pOOl), shOt 

in hveravellir, May 2010
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opposite: AERIAL VIEw Of RIVER, 
LANDEYjARSANDuR, SOutH COASt Of 

ICELAND, SEptEMbER 2010
below, from top: tOuRIStS 

wALkING ON bLAHNjukuR VOLCANO, 
IN LANDMANNALAuGAR, AuGuSt 2008; 

AN ARCtIC fOx wItH A DIStINCtIVE 
wHItE wINtER COAt, SIttING IN A 

MOSS-COVERED LAVA fIELD

For the Iceland project, it is difficult to 
talk about an average day in the field. In 
the summer, we were living a nocturnal 
life — working at night, eating lunch at 
midnight, and sleeping during the day. 
During the night’s long twilight, we did bird 
photography — sometimes in a hide to mask 
our presence, and sometimes without — or 
hiked in the mountains, often sleeping 
in tents. In winter on the other hand, we 
were usually photographing during the 
short hours of daylight, or in the middle of 
the night, when the northern lights were 
dancing in the sky.

Usually, after initial exploratory trips 
around a new location, once we have gotten 
a feel for the place, we will then form plans 
about what we should photograph, and 
how. Sometimes the weather supports 
these plans, but normally it doesn't, so we 
constantly have to modify our ideas and get 
the best out of an unexpected situation.

A nature photographer must have a lot of 
patience. We often had to wait hours, days, 
sometimes even months for the moment 
we imagined, and that we carefully planned 
for in advance. We needed an extra lot of 
patience in winter, which arrived almost 
two months later than expected. We had 
travelled to Iceland in January, which in 
2011 was mild, grey and rainy, so we had to 
wait for the right conditions. When winter 
finally arrived in March, we then had a very 
busy month to complete all our plans.

We started working in Iceland in May 
2008, and finished in April 2011. Even over 
that period alone, digital photography 
developed a lot. As a result, for this project 
we used several different Nikon camera 
bodies: D200, D300, D2X, D3, D3S and 
D3X. Among our Nikon lenses were two 
zoom lenses; while the 2.8/24-70mm and 
the 2.8/80-200mm were our standard 
lenses for landscape photography. We also 
used a 2.8/17-35mm and a 2.8/300mm for 
the landscapes. For animal photography, 
Erlend used a 4/500mm lens, and I used a 
2.8/300mm lens. While it’s not difficult to 
take care of them, they are quite heavy to 
carry, especially the telephoto lenses.

Erlend has studied biology, and his 
knowledge is very useful when working 
with animals. I’m a landscape architect, 
so I have some training in drawing and 
painting. In our case, it's very good that we 
have different backgrounds — as a team, we 
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aerial view dOwnriver tO 
the east Of the hOfsjökull 

glacier and west Of the 
sprengisandur desert. Many 
rivulets flOw frOM Beneath 

the glacier in this area Of 
tundra, cOllecting in pOnds 

and palsas, suppOrting 
reMarkaBly rich vegetatiOn 
at an altitude Of 600 Metres 

aBOve sea level
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can achieve much better results than if we 
worked individually. 

Even when we are not out in the wilds on 
a shoot, we still rarely go to cities and densely 
populated areas. We enjoy living in and 
together with nature. In Norway, we live in 
the forest without neighbours; though most 
of the time we’re away from home. As I write 
this, for instance, we’re living in our mobile 
home or in a tent, in the Swedish wilderness. 
We left at the end of June 2013, and will only 
return home in the middle of October. We’ve 
been working in Scandinavia over the past 
two years, and our projects for the next two 
or three years will likely also be connected 
with Scandinavia and Europe.

We both love music, and read a lot — 
these are our main influences, besides the 
inspiration we get directly from nature. 
We’ve also a great respect for the work of 
many outstanding nature photographers: 
we learn from them, and we’re certain their 
work has an influence on us, even if it's 
unconscious. However, it’s also important to 
find our own projects, our own way of seeing 
and photographing nature, and not be easily 
influenced by others.

We’re both self-educated nature 
photographers, as are most of the great 
nature photographers that we know. 
Feedback and honest critique from people 
who are trained artists always help you to 
develop, if you are willing to listen.

I think it is important to have an innate 
talent for figuring out if the composition — 
say for a simple pattern where you can hardly 
use the general rules of composition — is 
balanced, harmonic and pleasing to the eye. 
In my opinion, a good nature photo is simple, 
and does not contain anything irrelevant. 
Yet it should not be trivial either — it should 
make you stop for a second or two.

When doing wildlife photography, you 
have to have a great knowledge of your topic. 
You need information about where to find 
the animals you want to work with; and to 
be familiar with their behaviour, in order 
to predict what you can expect to see. In 
landscape photography, one should have 
an idea of what conditions are needed for a 
certain place to be at its best, and then wait 
for these conditions to occur.

Of all types of nature photography, good 
landscape photography is probably the most 
time-consuming — especially if the place 
is difficult to approach. If you want to do 
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clockwise from top left: SEEN fROM 
AbOVE, A RIVER MEANDERS IN GREY 

SAND IN LANDEYjARSANDuR; RHYOLItE 
MOuNtAINS At SuNSEt, fROM tHE tOp Of 

HAALDA MOuNtAIN, IN fjALLAbAk NAtuRE 
RESERVE; LIMNED bY tHE NORtHERN 

LIGHtS, tHE ASH pLuME EMERGING 
fROM VOLCANIC ACtIVItY uNDER tHE 

EYjAfjALLAjökuLL ICE CAp LOOkS EVEN 
MORE StRIkING; A MALE ARCtIC fOx wItH 

A bLuE-MORpH wINtER COAt fEEDING 
ON A NORtHERN fuLMAR; ARNARStApI 

IS A SMALL fISHING VILLAGE ON tHE 
SNAEfELLSNES pENINSuLA; MIDGES 

(Chironomus islandiCus) ON A "NO 
wALkING" SIGN NEAR MYVAtN LAkE
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iceland

something new and never before seen, then 
you have to forget about all the images you’ve 
seen previously on a subject. Or conversely, 
remember them so that you know what 
has been done before, and should not be 
repeated. Then, you either find your own 
angle on that topic — or just go off the beaten 
track and find your own subject. There 
are not many who have the creativity, the 
knowledge, the time and the willingness to 
begin such projects. And of course, you need 
the persistence to complete them.

While the job is not without its dangers, 
in Iceland, if you have respect for the powers 
of nature and you’re experienced at hiking 
in the mountains, there is relatively little 
chance that you will become involved in 
dangerous situations. Still, in several cases 
we were standing for hours on the edge 
of some vertical cliff walls, where one bad 
movement could cost us our lives. You don’t 
think about such things when you’re shooting 
an interesting subject, and have a high level 
of adrenaline in your blood. There’s a lot of 
time and effort behind our images, but that’s 
just part and parcel of our work. 

Even so, we did not go too close to the 
erupting Eyjafjallajökull volcano, as we 
managed to get a good view over the crater 
from a neighbouring mountaintop. We 
were also cautious when working in the 
geothermal areas, with boiling mud pools 
and the stormy sea nearby. 

We fortunately avoided a potentially 
dangerous situation in the Hornstrandir 
Nature Reserve in April 2011, when we were 
photographing arctic foxes (Vulpes lagopus) 
on the snow. Hornstrandir is a remote area, 
and beyond the summertime, there are no 
people living out there. We explored the 
nature reserve on skis — then one week 
after we left the area, we heard that they 
shot a polar bear near the place we’d been 
staying. Amazingly, the nearest place the 
bear could have swum from was Greenland, 
which is more than 300 kilometres from 
Hornstrandir. Needless to say, we were 
definitely not prepared out there to come 
face to face with a starving polar bear!

All told, we spent a total of 10 months in 
Iceland. We feel very lucky that we could 
experience this unique landscape and its 
wildlife — and when we’re working in other 
countries, we undoubtedly miss the special 
character of the Icelandic landscape. 

clockwise from left: A VIEw 
fROM AbOVE Of A RIVER DELtA AND 
LANDEYjARSANDuR bEACH, SOutHERN 
COASt Of ICELAND; tHANkS tO VOLCANIC 
ACtIVItY, MuD pOOLS CAN REACH bOILING 
HOt tEMpERAtuRES; A pHOtOGRApHER 
SHOOtS A SEA ARCH IN wINtER StORM 
fROM COAStAL ROCkS At ARNARStApI, 
SNAEfELLSNES pENINSuLA
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