
LIFE on a ship in the open ocean
is something special. After a few
days at sea, we realize that very

few things take you completely off the
grid like this. Besides the brief access to
the captain’s computer, we have no Wi-
Fi, no cell service, no microphones on
devices recording conversations, and no

credit cards tracking our every move
here in the North Atlantic. We have full
days of uninterrupted time to focus on
our work.

Freedom onboard, though, is not so
much about a feeling of being relieved
of obligations on land as much as it is a
sense of being completely invisible. The

From Maine to Iceland
on a container ship
BY ANNELI SKAAR

PHOTOGRAPHS BY JONATHAN LAURENCE

ARTISTS ANNELI SKAAR AND JONATHAN LAURENCE sailed in February 2016 on
an Eimskip container ship, Selfoss, from Portland, Maine, to Reykjavik, Iceland, seeking
both creative inspiration and a better understanding of the growing connection between
Maine and Iceland. The Icelandic company Eimskip opened an office on the Portland,
Maine, waterfront in 2013, and has shipped more and more goods to and from Maine,
Iceland, and Europe ever since. The niche shipping line specializes in transporting prod-
ucts that need refrigeration. Products that come into this country include primarily frozen
fish, bottled water, and cryolite—a mineral important in the production of aluminum.

Exports from Portland include consumer goods; foodstuffs, such as lobsters, blueber-
ries, and potatoes; and building supplies from manufacturers throughout the United
States. 

The following are edited excerpts from Skaar’s daily journal. After leaving Portland
during an evening snowstorm, Selfoss sailed up the coast to Argentia, Newfoundland,
and then ended the trip in Reykjavik. The trip took nine days.     —The Editors
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S h i p p i n g  N e ws

Chief Officer Einar Gudmundsson logs the departure of Selfoss from Portland Harbor. The crew uses electronic aids to navigations, but charts still play a role. Typically Selfoss carries as many as 350 40-foot containers, many of them refrigerated.
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view out my window right now is the
bow of the ship in snow and sleet, a few
hundred yards of waves beyond that, and
then a wall of fog. Thousands of miles of
nothing are beyond that. We exist as a
blue shape on screen on a vessel track-
er—in the words of Carl Sagan, a pale,
blue dot.

I talked a bit about freedom with the
ship’s captain, Karl “Kalli” Guðmunds-
son, over coffee in the smoking room—
about the fact that both Jonathan and I
feel as if huge weights have been lifted
temporarily off our shoulders. Our
minds are free to wander creatively, with-
out constant interruptions and requests.

I also ask him if there are a lot of
ships on this route, if we will see anyone
else on our way east.

“No, we would be surprised to see
anyone else out here,” he answers, “We’re
alone.”

I let this sink in. It’s thrilling, but also
a bit unnerving.

There’s a sense of calm in the air—
the course is set for Iceland  and there’s
not much else to do but focus on work at
hand and enjoy our forced rest until we
reach Reykjavik. 

We discuss the weather conditions for
the next week, and the expression
“gammel sjø”—old sea. It’s a type of
ocean condition where the air is calm,
but the ocean is rough with leftover
waves from a past storm. The waves are
not as harsh or as powerful as during the
storm, the edge is off of them, but they
are still there—still big and still rolling
around the ocean like a memory.

A friend of mine, Maria Randolph,
lost her young niece Danielle in the El
Faro sinking last fall. Danielle worked on
board as crew. The loss of El Faro during
a hurricane in the Caribbean was felt
strongly in Maine as several of the souls
onboard the ill-fated ship had Maine
connections. Like gammel sjø, those
storm waves are still there, months later,
rolling along. Before leaving Portland I
asked if I could bring something of
Danielle’s with me on this trip. Maria
graciously gave me a few things, includ-
ing Danielle’s photo and some dried
flowers from her memorial. The photo of
Danielle, beautiful, bright-eyed, and
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(Above) Two cranes on board Selfoss load and unload containers, one at a time. It can take a
whole day to load or unload the boat. (Below) Captain Karl “Kalli” Guðmundsson maneuvers
Selfoss out of Portland at night. The route of the 415-foot ship takes it between Portland, Maine;
Argentia, Newfoundland; Reykjavik and two more ports in Iceland; then England, and Rotterdam
and back again. The whole route takes about five weeks.

The deck of the tanker at sea can be treacherous. Pumps located at foot level periodically flood the decks with seawater in order to keep ice buildup to a minimum.
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grass green of the turf looks juicy and rich
in the small beige and blue cabin. It’s a
sign we are closer to civilization. 

“That’s my team, Barcelona,” nods
Captain Kalli, as somebody on the team
kicks the ball and the signal once again
disappears and image collapses into a
flurry of green pixels. 

The window in the smoking room
shows the massive waves and the dense
fog surrounding the ship. Selfoss is rolling
heavily and she sounds like she is snor-
ing—each roll is the sound and speed of
a deep inhale and exhale. I believe your
breathing slows down to follow the ship’s
breath when you are on board. 

Grass green isn’t part of the palette
here at all. Life on the ship is mostly beige,
blue, orange, yellow, and red. Any bright
green found on this ship is on the numer-
ous warning signs that function like cryp-
tic menus informing us of all the varieties
of ways we can slide into the ocean, lose
digits, and puncture eyeballs by accident. 

smiling—with shipping containers
behind her—has her own quote on it:
“It’s always hard the first day back but
nothing is as awesome as being on a
ship…such freedom.”

I pinned the photo onto the bulletin
board in our cabin when we came
aboard in Portland. But it’s really not
until the last day or two, out in the
empty regions of the ocean, that I really
understand the quote. The captain, on
one of his visits in the past week, saw the
image of Danielle and I explained the
story behind it. He was silent for a
moment and then he put it more elo-
quently than I ever could: “She is sailing
the eighth sea now.”

I will leave the photo on this ship,
tucked away somewhere safe. I like to
think that Danielle will keep on sailing
for a good while longer, perhaps for
many, many years. When it’s not so
rough out and I can go on deck safely, I’ll
toss the dried flowers into the North

Atlantic. I will be sure to do it discreetly.
No photos will be taken, no video.

Invisible. Such freedom.

THANKS TO GPS, satellites, radars, and
weather reports, the crew can predict
when we will get to Iceland, almost with-
in the hour. Back when Vikings crossed
the ocean hundreds of years ago, they
would have a raven on board. Scouting
ahead into the fog, this raven might
bring back a piece of vegetation—a stick,
a leaf, or something green from the
mainland—to confirm that the ship was
close to land. It would be a small thing
that would make proximity of solid
ground very real. Aboard Selfoss, this
green signal is Astroturf.

For a good week the television in the
tiny smoking room has shown the Danish
words “Intet Signal”—no signal—on the
screen. As we get closer to shore, a soccer
game begins showing up sporadically,
pixelated, and flickering in and out. The
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Every six hours a crew member checks each refrigerated container and the ties holding them down.
The containers are tracked using a digital recorder, which logs temperature and other data.

The bridge on the container ship Selfoss is
seven stories up. The living spaces for the crew

are housed in the tower below the bridge.
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www.southportmarine.com
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Toast the bounty of Maine!



Royal Ideal
Diamonds

Exquisitely cut, brilliant stars in the night sky.
Diamonds of non-stop brilliance. These are one-
in-a-thousand diamonds chosen for their power
and performance. Let the sun go down, the stars
come up, and watch the fireworks begin. Be ready
to be dazzled. 
(Cross sells conflict-free diamonds)

NEWCASTLE
Diamond Ring

She captained her own boat, sailed by instinct, navigated by intuition.
Her judgement was infallible on the sea. On one of her many visits to our
store, she said “I’m going to be living on a sailboat in the Caribbean for six
months. Design me a ring I can wear every day.” We designed, she chose a
ring we now call Newcastle with a river of light which flows from east to
west across the top of the hand. 

There are the issues of life, how our jewelry becomes a part of us, does
not complicate, but complements… jewelry that eases into our life and
lifestyle and works with us, rather than against us. Newcastle does all of
that beautifully.

Brilliant Royal Ideal diamonds set low, safe, secure. Awesome comfort.
Many who choose Newcastle have an important connection to the sea.

Newcastle, shown in platinum with the North Wind engraving pattern.

14K Yellow and Platinum All Platinum

.60 ct. total weight ..................$3,990.00 ............................$4,390.00

.70 ct. total weight ..................$4,790.00 ............................$5,190.00

.90 ct. total weight ..................$5,902.00 ............................$6,402.00
1.40 ct. total weight ..............$10,950.00 ..........................$11,450.00

also available without the engraved pattern

Cross Jewelers
570 Congress St., Portland    800-433-2988    CrossJewelers.com

Open Monday-Friday 9:30am-5:00pm and now the first Saturday of each month.
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Newcastle 
yellow gold, plain

Newcastle 
yellow gold with engraving

Newcastle 
platinum, plain

The captain tells me that most of the
crew will spend a lot of time outdoors in
nature once off the ship, soaking up some
green as it were. Delicious, grassy, leafy
green. The story goes that Greenland was
so named although it was all ice and ice-

bergs, and Iceland named Iceland despite
its verdant nature. Basically an elaborate
ruse to mess with unwanted visitors.

“THE LAST CAPTAIN died in bed,”
Captain Kalli says, and points to his bed-

room. Jonathan and I have heard some
talk about a ghost on board who likes to
stay on the bridge. Kalli tells us that he
has not seen it, but that a few others
claim they have. They think maybe it’s
the dead captain. 

It seems strangely fitting that a spirit
would be traveling with us. The powerful
thing about an ocean voyage is not so
much the day-to-day workings of the
ship, but the fact that you are not within
reach of anyone. You are truly alone and
ghostlike on the ocean. We can paint,
write, photograph, or watch silly movies
in the day room all we like, but if some-
thing happens, this is really it—this
group of people, and this equipment.
You can reach out to the whole world
online, but you might as well be on the
moon if there’s an emergency. Sure, there
are lots of opportunities to feel this way
on land as well, but there is something
about being on a pitch-black ocean with
thousands of feet of empty space below
that is quite mind boggling if you let
your thoughts go there.

And if we’re really honest with our-
selves, isn’t this voyage just a great, scenic
allegory for life in general? For the faint
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No other boatyard has the indoor or 
outdoor storage capacity that Portland 
Yacht Services has, or the equipment, parts, 
expert experience and commitment to 
providing you with worry-free winter storage. 

Need hull repair? Engine issues? Electronic 
issues? Interior wood working?

Winter is the perfect time to address any 
issue your boat may have so that come 
Spring, you can enjoy another year of worry-
free boating.

Call us today at 207-774-1067 for special 
seasonal offers that may be available to you.

The only boatyard you will ever need!

Portland
Yacht
Services

Worry-Free Winter Storage!

Hannes Guðlaugsson, the cook aboard Selfoss, is perhaps the most important person of an 11-person crew.
Food of some sort is served about every three hours. Laurence and Skaar gave the food rave reviews.
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of heart, this thought is quickly quelled
by a warm waffle with jam in the mess
room.

ATLI WORKS AS CREW, squeezing in
between massive stacks of steel contain-
ers on deck, checking numbers, tighten-
ing bolts, and generally operating in

extremely dicey conditions as his work-
place rolls like a roller coaster around
him. Jonathan has been mercilessly
shadowing him and others with equally
crazy jobs with his camera, getting into
every tiny corner of the ship, from inside
the cranes 80 feet above the roiling ocean
to the rusty bowels of the hull. All

accompanied by nothing but ocean in
every direction. 

“Life is just sacrifice, isn’t it,” Atli says.
I’ve caught up with him on a break, and
he has a cup of coffee in front of him and
some tobacco tucked into his upper lip.
His family, including two young children,
lives in Norway, and he has a horse farm
in Iceland. He has 19 horses; it’s his fam-
ily’s hobby. “I can work long shifts here,
and because it pays better than most jobs,
I can have the horse farm as well. I spend
the summer there.”

We couldn’t possibly have more dif-
ferent jobs he and I, but we discuss the
similarities of working at sea and of single
parenthood—having time off and time
on to focus on what’s important in life.
How the sacrifice of time to work hard
also allows you the life you want when
you have time off. Atli’s only regret is that
his daughter takes so long to recognize
him between his five-week stints at sea. I
tell him how my son is off with his dad
for three months and how I worry that
our connection will be lost. We are both
experiencing periods of being absent
from our own lives—somehow living half

Photographer Jonathan Laurence tried to document the whole ship.
Here he is on one of many climbs to the top of the bridge.



a life, in order to be more present in the
half that matters. 

“We are speaking the same language,”
he says solemnly before finishing his cof-
fee and heading back into the depths of
the ship. I go back to my room to paint.

LATE THAT EVENING when the ship is
asleep, Jonathan and I go to the bridge.
The night watch is on duty up there,
along with a few others, their faces glow-
ing from the light of the instruments.
Maybe the dead captain is here, too,
watching from the shadows in the back of
the dark room. B.B. King plays loudly on
the stereo, and through the 360-degree
views the moon is shining on the black,
deadly ocean. Ahead of us is the dark out-
line of the containers stacked on the deck. 

Beyond that, a bright and ghostly
green ribbon of northern lights leads the
way to the coastal lights of Reykjavik. ✮

ANNELI SKAAR is a painter and graphic

designer whose current work explores the meet-

ing and impact between society and the Arctic

landscape. JONATHAN LAURENCE, creative

director at the Center for Maine Contemporary

Art, is a multimedia designer, consultant, and

educator who has worked internationally with

companies, organizations, and individuals.

View a slide show of Skaar’s paintings from the
trip and videos by Laurence at maineboats.com.
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~Celebrating the Essence of Contemporary Maine Art~
Ben Lincoln, Spray #1, oil on canvas, 30 x 40 inches

littlefieldgallery.com

info@littlefieldgallery.com
207.963.6005

Open daily 11-5:30
through Columbus Day
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The Arctic Council Heads to Maine
The 2016 Arctic Council Senior Arctic
Officials meeting will be hosted in Port-
land, October 4-6. The nearly 250 dele-
gates will include scientists, business
leaders, and senior government officials
from the council’s eight member Arctic
states—Canada, the Kingdom of Den-
mark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, the
Russian Federation, Sweden, and the
United States. Established in 1996, the
Arctic Council is the only circumpolar
forum involving all the Arctic states, and
with the active participation of represen-
tatives of indigenous peoples.

The forum will address issues, such
as climate change and shipping, and
promises to create new opportunities for
collaboration in Maine and the Arctic.

For more information:
www.arctic-council.org
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