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 This booklet tells the story of The Blue Lagoon, a popular 

geothermal bathing lagoon in Iceland, and how it shifted from being an 

industrial wasteland to becoming a man-made natural phenomenon vis-

ited by people all over the world.  It tells the story by combining my own 

experiences with others to explore what triggered this shift of perception.

 New terms like anthropocene open up new ways for inquiry 

and understanding of our environment.1 In Daniel A. Barber’s mind the 

environment is both a discursive and material site.2  Media and architec-

ture have become important sites for us to conceive our environment, so 

it is important to think of how we talk about it. “For example, although 

we can experience weather, we can only conceive of climate through me-

dia.”3 But this can also be a cause for caution since environmental media 

- the images4, can create false presumptions of our environment. 

 The Blue Lagoon is I think a good example of a site that can 

be related to the anthropocene thought. My feeling is that there is today 

a popular misconception amongst those who visit the blue lagoon that 

it is a naturally formed lagoon. This has now become the most popular 

place to visit in Iceland at the same time as the most popular reason for 

visiting Iceland is to see the nature. A ironic reality, a anthropocentric one, 

where the most popular natural place to visit is actually a man-made one. 

 The booklet looks at how the history of the blue lagoon has 

developed and tries to shed lite on what changed the way people per-

ceived or sensed the blue lagoon. 

 This seminar course has brought me an new understanding of 

my sight. It made me reflect on our human and cultural way of engaging 

with nature and the non-human. It has also made me reflect on how I 

myself approach site today in my work and given me an interest in devel-

oping that approach through theoretical writing in the future.  

1 Daniel A. Barber (2016). “Architectural History in the Anthropocene.” The Journal of Architecture, 21:8, 1165-

1170, DOI: 10.1080/13602365.2016.1258855, page 1165

2 Daniel A. Barber. “Architectural History in the Anthropocene,” page 1167

3 Daniel A. Barber. “Architectural History in the Anthropocene,” page 1166

4 Daniel A. Barber. “Architectural History in the Anthropocene,” page 1166

Introduction

Valur Margeirsson and his frined on theyr way to the blue lagoon



Bathing in Industrial Waste

4 5

 Valur Margeirsson suffered from Psoriasis, a long-lasting autoimmune 

disease characterised by patches of abnormal skin, red, itchy and scaly.5 Most 

likely he lived in a close distance to a relatively new geothermal power plant. The 

power plant, only five years old at the time, produced both electricity, for the 

national power grid and heat used to heat up freshwater for the neighbouring 

towns.6

 Ever since the power plant was taken to use a pool of bright blue wa-

ter started to appear in the lava fields surrounding it. That blue water was waste 

coming from the power plant and because it was very rich in dissolved materials 

it clogged the lava and started to grow. 7

 Valur who had been dealing with his decease for over twenty years 

decided one day, against his doctors recommendation, who called it a “dirt pud-

dle”8, that he would take a bath in the blue warm water in hope that it would 

have positive affect on his symptoms. 

 Bathing in remote places in nature is a widely accepted thing to 

do in Iceland, and under most circumstances people wouldn’t give it a second 

thought. However Valur’s choice to take a bath in industrial waste, not the natural 

springs that are found all over the country, was an unusual one. 

 In 1981 Valur took his first dip in the blue water he called The Blue 

Lagoon (Bláa lónið).9 Since then more and more people have been bathing in the 

industrial waste of the power plant and the lagoon keeps getting bigger. 

 In 2016 The Blue Lagoon, owned by private investors, earned over 

77 million euros. Over one million guests visited The Blue Lagoon that same year, 

two-hundred thousand more than the year before. Those guests payed on aver-

age 130 thousand euros in entrance fee a day.10 The Blue Lagoon as it is today 

was built in 2005 and won numerous Icelandic architecture and design awards 

as well as being nominated for the Mies van der Rohe award.11 In April of 2018 

The Blue Lagoon will open a new hotel that will be of the highest quality found 

in Iceland.12

5 “Psoriasis”, Wikipedia, the free encyclopaedia,  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psoriasis

6 Snæbjörn Guðmundsson, ”Hvernig varð Bláa lónið til?”, Vísindavefurinn, 27.7.2015, https://www.visindavefur.is/svar.

php?id=14019

7 ”Hvernig varð Bláa lónið til?”

8 Valur Margeirsson, “Valur Margeirsson: Leiðrétt útgáfa um tilurð Bláa lónsins”, Víkurfréttir, http://www.vf.is/adsent/valur-mar-

geirsson-leidrett-utgafa-um-tilurd-blaa-lonsins/15075

9 “Valur Margeirsson: Leiðrétt útgáfa um tilurð Bláa lónsins”

10 “Bláa Lónið er Peningavél, gestir greiða 16 milljónir í aðgangseyri á dag”, Nútíminn, 31 maí, 2017, http://nutiminn.is/blaa-

lonid-er-peningavel-gestir-greida-16-milljonir-i-adgangseyri-a-dag/

11 “Blue Lagoon Clinic”, Basalt, https://www.basalt.is/bluelagoonclinic-info

12 “Bláa Lónið er Peningavél, gestir greiða 16 milljónir í aðgangseyri á dag”
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“it is human to forget oneself.”13

 The site where Valur took his first dip in the blue water is now very 

different.  New restaurants have opened, hotels, new out door changing rooms, 

new showers got installed, lines got longer, prices got higher, new deluxe pack-

ages, new beauty products. More guests, more new guests. But water keeps 

flowing from the power plant and the lagoon gets bigger, drowns more land. 

Possibly more roads get built, more parking space is added. Bus stops. Possibly 

some walking trails through the lava. Outdoor toilets. The lagoon which people 

first where afraid of and doctors advised against bating in has become one of the 

nations finest attractions. Everyone is proud of it. It is no longer a “dirt puddle” 

it’s a healing relaxing experience in nature. It is hardly a natural disaster it is one 

of the 25 wonders of the world.14 

 I wonder, when we have exhausted the resources of this site, when 

we can’t drill any further for water and steam, what will happen to this site. Do 

we have an obligations to it? Should we clean up, restore the nature that was be-

fore? Or do we consider it nature already or something else? If we are forgetting 

what is nature are we also forgetting ourselves? 

 Memories are easily forgotten. After the power plant the Blue lagoon 

will most likely be forgotten, at least people will stop going there for the same 

experience. Maybe all the water will sink back into the ground. Who knows what 

kind of creatures will inhabit the sight in the future. Since the water is so rich in 

minerals it is likely that some other creatures will thrive in that new environment 

amongst the black lava and the readapted moss. A new ecosystem might be 

created.

13 Colebrook, Claire. ‘Introduction’ in Claire Colebrook, Death of the PostHuman: Essays on Extinction, vol. 1. Ann Arbor: Open 

Humanities Press, University of Michigan Library, 2014. https://quod.lib.umich.edu/o/ohp/12329362.0001.001

14 (Blue Lagoon home page 06.05.2018) , Blue Lagoon, https://www.bluelagoon.com/Waste water from the geothermal power plant
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 In 1976 when the power plant first started pumping up water they 

hole was 100 - 150 meters deep.15 The pumped water that after surfing its pur-

pose for the power plant got dumped into the lava. The lava which formed about 

800 years ago and is quite young, clogged up and the lagoon started to grow. 

Today the hole stretches almost 2000 meters into the ground.16 The water is actu-

ally sea water from the Atlantic sea which the ground around the peninsula, that 

the Blue Lagoon is situated in, is full of. Far into the ground the heat is so much 

that minerals, elements and compounds, from the rock. These materials then get 

sucked dup with the waters.17 The water is also rich with bacteria also found in 

sea water. One of those bacteria is called Cyanobacteria and is partly the reason 

why the water has a nice green-blue colour but it also has another bacteria that 

wasn’t known before and is still not well known.18 

 When the water reaches the ground and gets pumped out of the 

power plant into the lava it has cooled down significantly. This means that the 

waters no longer can keep those materials dissolved so some of them, like Sil-

icon, fall to the bottom of the lagoon. This white sludgy mud has become a 

popular cosmetics product and the Blue Lagoon sells and developed products 

ranging from face mask to lip balm.19

It is not fully known what how the water effects psoriasis patients but it’s cosmetic 

properties work well for a commercial market. 

 It can hardly be said that the industrial waist from the power plant is a 

natural disaster. But since its capabilities to treat and amuse people that bath in 

the water, waist has been turned into valuables. 

 

15 ”Hvernig varð Bláa lónið til?”

16 ”Hvernig varð Bláa lónið til?”

17 ”Hvernig varð Bláa lónið til?”

18 ”Hvernig varð Bláa lónið til?”

19 (Blue Lagoon online shop 06.05.2018) , Blue Lagoon, https://www.bluelagoon.com/shop/select-store/Valur Margeirsson in mud



“yesterdays junk is tomorrow’s heirloom.”20

 Valur Margeirsson was able to changed locals opinion towards the 

blue waste water after he started bathing there. What brought him to do so, 

what ever knowledge, research, curiosity or attraction towards the blue water he 

had, that led him to dive in, against the general advice of others, we won’t know. 

But what attracts people today to the Blue Lagoon is very different from what 

attracted Valur in the first place.

 The Blue Lagoon as a commodity has a unique place on the market, 

it is special in many different ways, there are not many places in the world that 

resemble it thats why it is so attractive. But in the image society21 we live in today 

you can argue that the lagoon is first consumed through the image, the brand.

“…No object or thing in this type of [consumer/market/image] so-
ciety is fully enjoyed for its sheer materiality. It is always a means to 

some other end, however obscure that end might be.” 22

 From being a “dirt puddle” to being a nature resort the image of the 

Blue Lagoon has changed dramatically. The “thing”, the primary commodity is 

the brand, the idea of a relaxing time out in nature, which does not have any ma-

terial quality, is free of objecthood 23, except being embedded in the minerals, 

the natural face mask you find on the bottom of the lagoon.

 This dramatic change is possibly most noticeable in terms of it’s cul-

tural importance today. What used to be a worthless waste has today become a 

national pride and an expensive experience, it moved on to some new state in its 

social life24. But where do we place our pride? In the convenience of the waste or 

in the brand, the object, the architecture that holds and attracts the consumer?

 It might be argued that the ting itself is the image on the website. 

The architecture that has been created around the Blue Lagoon is only represen-

tative of the image. The image does not represent the site but is the thing which 

the brand sells and people see themselves consuming – becoming. The image 

perhaps has ceased to be identification and become participation.25

“…no longer a subject, but an object: a thing, an image, a splendid 
fetish—a commodity soaked with desire.”26

20 Appadurai, Arjun. ‘The Thing Itself’ in Public Culture, 18.1, 2006, 15-21. Page 15

21 Appadurai, Arjun. ‘The Thing Itself’ 

22 Appadurai, Arjun. ‘The Thing Itself’ 

23 Appadurai, Arjun. ‘The Thing Itself’

24 Appadurai, Arjun. ‘The Thing Itself’

25  Steyerl, Hito. ‘A Thing Like You and Me’ in e-flux Journal #15 April 2010 http://www.e-flux.com/journal/15/61298/a-thing-

like-you-and-me/

26 Steyerl, Hito. ‘A Thing Like You and Me’
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“We at first may see only a world in our own image, but appears next 
is a swarm of “talented” and vibrant materialities..” 27

 Our name is Cyano. We live in water and moist soil. We are photosyn-

thetic, manufacturing our own food. We are very small, unicellular, though often 

we grow in colonies large enough to be see by you. We have been around for 

a long time. Our forefathers are the oldest known fossils, more than 3.5 billion 

years old. So it may surprise you then to know that we are still around; one of the 

largest and most important of our kind on earth.28

 We have been tremendously important in shaping the course of evo-

lution and ecological change throughout earth’s history. The oxygen atmosphere 

that you depend on was generated by us between 4000 - 570 millions years ago. 

Before that time, the atmosphere had a very different chemistry, unsuitable for 

life as you know it today.29

 We also contributed to the origin of plants. The chloroplast with 

which plants make food for themselves is actually us, living within the plant’s 

cells. A long time ago we began to take up residence within certain eukary-

ote cells, making food for the eukaryote host in return for a home.30

 We enjoy the sun, then our numbers grow and we shine bright green 

on a sunny day, but don’t be fooled by out beauty. We can be dangerous, toxic. 

When we bloom we can produce cyanotoxins, toxins that can poison and even 

kill animals and humans.31 You might have had shellfish poisoning?

 We have been around for a long time. We have maid our mark. But 

we are most likely not done yet. We will be around for a long time to come, 

longer than you.

27 Bennett, Jane. ‘Political Ecologies’ in Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things, Durham, NC: Duke 

University Press, 2010. Excerpt, page 99.

28 B. R. Speer, “Introduction to the Cyanobacteria, Architects of earth’s atmosphere”, Berkeley,10/17/95, 

http://www.ucmp.berkeley.edu/bacteria/cyanointro.html

29 “Introduction to the Cyanobacteria, Architects of earth’s atmosphere”

30 “Introduction to the Cyanobacteria, Architects of earth’s atmosphere”

31 “Cyanobacteria”, Wikipedia, the free encyclopaedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cyanobacteria
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 It is hard to say that the blue lagoon is a natural disaster. It hardly 

covers an area that big. But what is interesting is that the fact that it is a waist 

material but that fact does not seem to be very prominent in peoples minds who 

visit the lagoon. But maybe it should be. Maybe it should be celebrated. In the 

anthropometric way we tend to give meaning to things can be misleading and 

unhonest to ourselves. I think the blue lagoon is, if anything, a success story. A 

geothermal power plant is considered a sustainable way of producing power and 

the use of earths resources. The waist from those plants are generally not very 

toxic or harmful to the environment. So creating valuable products out of waist is 

very positive and should be the goal for any type of waist - not throwing it away.

 Coming back to the blue lagoon the way we perceive the place is in 

fact not fully comparable with the nature and history of the place. Which is actual-

ly not surprising if we think about it. The first time Valur went to bathe in the blue 

lagoon he was in closer contact with the power plant than todays guests. Today 

when arriving at the blue lagoon you have to make a short walk from the carpark 

to the entrance. This is deliberately meant to make you get in contact with the 

lava, you in fact don’t even see the building at first but  find yourself completely 

surrounded by lava rock, the material actually being exhausted there. The archi-

tecture around the blue lagoon plays beautifully with this connection with the 

surrounding nature, and the experience is peaceful and relaxing. However this is 

perhaps the root of the misconception - the misconception that the blue lagoon 

is formed naturally. 

 Icelanders have a long history of bating in natural springs and there 

are still plenty of places to enjoy an authentic natural bathing experience, so how 

come we need to fake it? Wouldn’t it even be more exciting and unique if the la-

goon and all its face mask, back rubs, cocktails, saunas and skin treatments where 

intertwined with the the industry that created it. A place not only experienced 

through the senses but also the intellect, the economical, cultural and industrial 

reality of this site?  

Shifted Perspective
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