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IN SEARCH 
OF CINEMA
Borgarfjörður eystri
Text and photos by Gabrielle Motola.

I never made it to Þórshöfn but stumbled across this 

gas station in Bakkafjörður.



I’ve always been curious about where films 
are shot and what the actual places are like 
in comparison to their filmic projections. 
I ventured out in search of the filming 
locations of Hjartasteinn (Heartstone) in 
the East Fjords of Iceland.

My first exposure to an Icelandic film was 
more than a decade ago. What I recall 
most is the cyan look of it. Nothing to 
say of the film; it made an impression, 
but not for the story. I later learned it was 
shot in the Westfjords of Iceland and 
that Iceland’s light is actually bluer than 
the light one is used to in more southern 
latitudes, especially in wintertime.

Spellbound by cinema
Earlier this year, I sat in a theatre 
in Reykjavík watching Hjartasteinn 
(Heartstone), without English subtitles. The 
film is so well constructed and relatable 
you do not need to understand Icelandic to 
sink deeply into its world. The film follows 

a group of young boys, specifically two, 
and their coming-of-age over one summer 
in a town in the remote East Fjords of 
Iceland. One boy is beginning to discover 
girls, while the other is discovering feelings 
for his friend. This is not a gay film in the 
sense that this plotline dominates the 
story; it’s an entirely human film about the 
beauty and cruelty of adolescence, mostly 
focused on the boys’ experience but also 
the interchange between sexes. 

Written and directed by Guðmundur Arnar 
Guðmundsson, the script was inspired 
by the author’s childhood and the town 
Borgarfjörður eystri in East Iceland. After 
the film faded from the screen I couldn’t 
shake the atmosphere from my mind. 
The boys on the docks, the fish being 
ripped apart by hand, the undulating 
moss-covered mountains, the backdrop 
of mountains, ocean and the modest but 
perfectly-painted houses. This film, too, 
favoured the blue end of the spectrum, 

except for the interiors which were warm 
with one character, cold with another. I 
discovered that Guðmundur actually grew 
up in in Þórshöfn in Northeast Iceland but 
that Hjartasteinn was shot further south in 
Borgarfjörður eystri. 

Reality’s narrative
I kept wondering what those towns were 
like off the screen and what I would find if 
I went there. Perhaps a story would unfold 
or perhaps I would be left wandering in 
a seemingly aimless narrative, more akin 
to a film written by Charlie Kaufman. My 
grandmother always said, “You never 
know when you wake up in the morning 
what the day will bring”. I booked a plane 
ticket to Egilsstaðir and rented a car. I 
drove along the East Fjords, stopping to 
take photographs of silver trees and misty 
mountains. I headed to Borgarfjörður eystri 
first, planning to make a run up to Þórshöfn 
and back before my plane departed. I’m 
an optimist. I never made it to Þórshöfn 
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Fish heads drying in open air as was done for 

centuries. Now mostly done inside, these are  

“on show” for visitors.

Dusk falls over Hafnarhólmi in Borgafjörður 

eystri, an island where puffins nest.

An ewe licks its newborn lamb clean  

moments after it’s born.



but stopped in the not too far-off town of 
Bakkafjörður and found a curious petrol 
station and a pair of mismatched buildings 
overlooking the end of an abandoned pier. 
They faced out onto the most beautiful 
oceanic scene complete with flat topped 
mountains ringed by clouds.

I arrived in Borgarfjörður at night but the 
light was still clinging to the mountains 
and glimmering off the water. I could see 
the shapes of buildings in faint shadows. 
The gloaming in early May lasts well past 
9pm. During the day, Borgarfjörður eystri is 
quiet. Only a few people are on the street 
and mostly they are tourists photographing 
the grass-roofed house, possibly unaware 
that the oldest house in the village sits 
quietly a few metres over. I set off in search 
of locations. I went straight to an island 
where puffins were nesting, even though 
it was now past their bedtime and they 
would likely be sleeping (puffins sleep 
during the day). A few must have had 
insomnia and peeped up from their nests. 

I returned later and was overwhelmed by 
their curious presence and deft beauty. 
At the docks, I tried to imagine the angles 
of the opening scenes of the village boys 
catching fish and our protagonist gutting 
them by hand. I could not. It was not filmed 
here I realised much later. It was actually 
filmed on the old pier by my guesthouse.

I did come across an entire structure 
of hanging fish heads. The gore at first 
disgusted me, the fat hanging from the 
gills, the organs, the saucer eyes, gasping 
mouths and sharp teeth. Upon looking 
at them as objects, detached from their 
previous life, I sank into a visual world 
which held my attention. While it is true 
that Iceland exports fish heads to Nigeria, 
the practice of drying fish has mostly been 
moved inside of factories. I was told later 
by the farmer’s son that the ones I had 
seen were indeed just for show.

I met a local woman, Aldís Fjóla Borgfjörð 
Ásgeirsdóttir, who runs Bræðslan music 
festival in July, in conjunction with her
family and the entire town. It was founded 
in 2005 by her brother Áskell Heiðar 
Ásgeirsson in honour of the beloved 
Icelandic painter Jóhannes S. Kjarval, 
who grew up in the town. It features 
music, both local and from afar, as well 
as camping, hiking, and bird and people 
watching in a family-friendly, relaxed 
atmosphere. At Aldís’s generous invitation 
I saw my first lambs being born. Later that 
same night on the farm I ate mutton and 
thought if I did not become vegetarian in 
this moment, it would likely not happen in 
my lifetime. Though I still reserve the right 
to change my mind.

Loving hiking at last
In search of the scene where the boys and 
their companions ride out on horseback, 

I discovered my love of hiking. I used to 
think of it as just walking up a steep hill, 
but here it became a giddy adventure and 
breathtaking challenge. I think I found the 
area where it was shot but I can’t be sure. 
No matter; the effect of seeing that wavy 
moss in real life was more than worth  
the doubt. 

Returning to the village one night as one 
can only do from afar, I gained perspective. 
Here was this quiet, almost sleepy town. 
Though the farmers had been labouring all 
day in the barns and the fields, the town 
was still somehow quiet. Surely people 
were getting up to something. 

I sat there in this village in East Iceland, my 
headlamps gently illuminating the gravel 
road ahead while the sun still painted 
the sky with faint light, and I recalled 
my teenage years on the beaches of 
Fort Lauderdale. One night in particular 
flickered onto the screen behind my eyes. 
A group of us were drinking beer from 
cans as the police rescued hundreds of 
Cuban and Haitian migrants adrift in the 
ocean. They were headed to Florida with 
dreams of a better life. When the sirens 
started up we thought we were busted. 
Then we realised we were a full pier away 
from where the lights were. It was then 
we saw the silhouettes marching silently 
off the rescue boats into the water, rising 
up like phantoms from the shore’s edge. 
I can’t imagine what they felt. A film is 
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The view towards Þórshöfn from 
the village of Bakkafjörður.

The village of Bakkargerði in Borgarfjörður eystri. 
The building on the left is Bræðslan, which 

houses the main concert for the summer festival.
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about as close to the experience as I could 
ever get and still, it would not give me the 
reality. If it was a great film it would give  
me empathy. We need more of that in  
our world.

I thought about how many stories must 
be living themselves out beyond my 
headlamps in this very moment. I did not 
think of the scene in Amelie and wonder 
how many couples were having sex.  
I promise you. I thought about how many 
stories would come forth in the telling 
of the tales from the lives being lived all 
around. Some of them might even be told 
publicly. Film is relatively young in Iceland 
but the culture is steeped in a deep love of 
story and a natural understanding of how 
to captivate an audience with the telling of 
one. I love this about Iceland, how naturally 
connected to story it is. This did not draw 
me here, but it is a finger on the hand that 
holds me here. Stories ground. Stories 
contain. Stories inform. After all: are we not 
the stories we tell ourselves?

Gabrielle Motola studied psychology, 
motion pictures and photography at the 
University of Miami and Speos Institute of 
Photography. She is a dual national (USA/
UK), multi-linguist, photographer, author, 
visiting lecturer and publisher, and a 
professional film editor and colourist.  
You can see more of her work at  
www.gabriellemotola.com.

Read an interview with the director 
of Hjartasteinn and more about his 
inspirations for the film on page 34. 

Hjartasteinn is available with English 
subtitles in the in-flight entertainment 
system.

Fog settles across the mountains tumbling 
down the road as I wind my way into 
Borgarfjörður eystri.




