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Since ecological and climatic conditions limit the possibilities for cereal production, the

old-established Faroese traditional food system is principally based on the utilization of

animal protein and fat. The diet of the islanders has thus been adapted to the specific

environmental circumstances of the area. Historically, fat has provided a high energy and

nutritious food source for the hard-working sheep farmers and fishermen. Fat procured

from both land and marine animals has formed a vital part of the local food culture.

Apart from the insubstantial amount of butter produced in the Faroe Islands, tallow from

sheep, fish fat and liver from codfishes, and the blubber from the long-finned pilot whale,

has been widely utilized within the households. During the last century, Faroese diet

has changed due to external factors such as closer integration into the world economy,

modernization, and improved household economy. Although butter, cheese and other

dairy products as well asmargarine and vegetable oil are nowadays readily available in the

convenience shops and supermarkets, tallow, and whale blubber continue to be part and

parcel of many of the islanders’ cuisine. Today, however, such products are not primarily

consumed for their energy content. Instead, it can be seen as a contemporary and

regional expression of appraisal toward Faroese cuisine. Appreciating and consuming

local food has become an important part of expressing Faroese cultural identity. The

traditional diet therefore links the islanders with their history. However, the preparation of

Faroese food products is highly dependent on traditional knowledge of how to extract

different types of animal fat and process it into locally made dishes. Thus, the long-

term survival of traditional Faroese gastronomy is contingent on the maintenance and

continuation of this knowledge.

Keywords: ethnogastronomy, foodways, heritage food, qualitative research, traditional food knowledge

INTRODUCTION

Marine and terrestrial mammals, seabirds, and fish meet the essential nutritional needs of
circumpolar fishermen, herdsmen, and hunters. In fact, among these groups, meat and fat play
the most important part of daily food intake (Eidlitz, 1969; O’Keefe, 2000). In the same way
as other high altitude Northern European societies, the old-established Faroese traditional food
system has until recently been based mainly on animal protein and fat, since ecological and climatic
conditions have limited the possibilities for cereal production. The diet has thus been adapted to
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the specific environmental circumstances of this part of the
world (Fjellström, 1982; Joensen, 1982, 1987; Johansson, 1994;
Kuhnlein and Chan, 2000).

Fat provides a high energy density and has therefore
been nutritious food for Faroese hard-working sheep farmers
and fishermen (Olsson, 1958). Along with carbohydrates and
proteins, fats are one of the three main so-called macronutritiens,
which are essential for human survival. In addition to providing
energy, fat is essential for the human body in the process of
building and repairing cells, as well as in producing hormones
and hormone-like substances. The human body also needs fat in
order to absorb the fat-soluble vitamins A, D, and E (McElroy and
Townsend, 2015) (Figure 1).

Although animal and maritime fat has formed an important
part of rural diets in subarctic and boreal northern Europe, fat
is a seldom-discussed topic in ethnobiological and food-and-
culture studies. Within the local Faroese cuisine, animal, and
maritime fat formed a vital part of the food culture. Apart
from the small amount of butter produced in the Faroe Islands
(Claussøn Friis, 1632), tallow from sheep, livers from codfishes,

FIGURE 1 | Faroese sheep in Gjógv (Photo Osva Olsen, July 2017).

and the blubber from the long-finned pilot whale, Globicephala
melas, were widely used within the households. Through various
methods, the different fat products could also be preserved and
stored for years (Debes, 1673; Panum, 1847; Guðjónsson, 1940;
Skylv-Hansen, 1950; Olsson, 1954) (Figures 2, 3).

During the twentieth century, local diet has changed due
to external factors such as closer integration into the world
economy, modernization, and improved household economy
(Joensen, 2015; Sørensen et al., 2018). Although nowadays
butter, cheese, and other dairy products, as well as margarine
and vegetable oil are readily available in grocery stores and
supermarkets, tallow, and whale blubber continue to form part
and parcel of many islanders’ cuisine (Lauer, 1989). Today
however, tallow and blubber are not eaten primarily because
of their energy content, but can been seen as appraisal for
contemporary Faroese cuisine. Eating Faroese has become an
important part in expressing cultural identity (Svanberg, 2015).

Fat can be seen as what ethnobiologists and food-and-culture
researchers consider a cultural keystone in the Faroese foodways
(Taylor and Anderson, 2020). Local food craft is still important.

Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems | www.frontiersin.org 2 February 2021 | Volume 5 | Article 599476

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems#articles


Svanberg Animal Fat in Faroese Cuisine

FIGURE 2 | A meal consisting of fermented cod (ræstur fiskur), potatoes and sperðil (made from sheep’s rectum filled with tallow). Served as a Christmas meal in

Vestmanna in 2018 (Photo Ingvar Svanberg, December 2018).

Nowadays it is considered a question of taste and in-group
solidarity to eat locally produced fat products such as fish
cakes, fish dumplings, tallow sausage, as spread on sandwich
or together with dried or fermented fish, and occasional dried
whale meat. Some of these products are now quite expensive, and
therefore an increasing number of gastro-tourists arriving to the
islands enquire for specific Faroese dishes prepared with locally
produced fat. However, as mentioned earlier, the traditional
food knowledge is important for the long-term survival of the
Faroese cuisine.

The transfer of local or traditional food knowledge within
the Faroese society can, following a model by Sydow (1948), be
defined as vertical, which means that knowledge about diet and
food craft is transferred primarily from individuals belonging to
different generations (primarily within the same household). The
other kind of food knowledge is transferred horizontally; that is
between people of the same age (restaurant kitchen context may
serve as an example, as well as TV chefs and cookery books).
Nowadays, there are a number of cookery books containing
traditional recipes that are widely available (e.g., Dalsgaard,
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FIGURE 3 | Boiled whale meat and blubber (Photo Ingvar Svanberg).

2002; Henriksen, 2004; Skaale and Johannesen, 2010). Besides
the individual bearers of tradition performing the artisan food
craft, the consumers within a household contribute as important
correctors, although as passive tradition bearers, as Sydow (1948)
calls them. They want the food cooked in a certain way, which the
person who cooks has to comply with (for instance seasoning,
cooking time, and side dishes). Within established households,
there are often conservative structures. The food should taste,
as it has always done (“mom’s cooking is the best”). Especially
men who spend months on commercial fishing vessels, want the
conditions to be “as it used to be” when returning home. As a

result, they have a strong preference for local, traditional food
(Svanberg, 2015).

FRAMEWORK AND RESEARCH AIMS

Several researchers have emphasized the continuity of the Faroese
foodways. Themain purpose of this chapter is thus to discuss why
fat from terrestrial and marine mammals, seabirds, and fish have
played such an important role in the Faroese diet ever since the
first settlers arrived to the Faroe Islands. For instance, when the
food-and-culture researcher Alfa Olsson in the 1950s compared
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the western Nordic peasantry diets, she discovered with regard to
the Faroe Islands that the dietary habits of the islanders seemed
particularly well-preserved there and displayed strong continuity
with bygone days (Olsson, 1958).

Her fieldwork in the Faroes took place in 1952 and consisted
in observation and interviews about local food habits (Olsson,
1952). Her conclusions were largely correct, since at that time
the fishing and farming households of the Faroe Islands were
still rather self-sufficient when it came to staple foods such as
fresh, fermented, and processed animal products (Håseth et al.,
2015). Still in the mid-1990s, I could observe this subsistence
pattern in many rural households. Many dishes that she describes
are interesting examples of cultural persistence on the islands
(Olsson, 1954). Knetti, for instance, is a kind of large fish ball
containing lumps of lamb’s tallow, grunningshøvd, are heads of
cod fermented in the open air, while sperðil is a sheep’s rectum
filled with tallow or suet (Svabo, 1966; Nyman, 1984; Svanberg,
2015).

These are illustrative examples of ancient heritage food that
have survived since the Viking age. Until recently, most people on
the islandsmastered the craft of producing food from slaughtered
animals (including whales) and freshly caught fish (Joensen,
2009, 2015). Even today, especially the elderly generation, has
continued consuming a rural diet mainly based on fish and meat
products. This segment of the population possess the traditional
knowledge of preparing and utilizing meat, fat, and offal, and
know how to preserve meat and fish by traditional methods
of drying, fermentation, and salting. For them, products such
as tallow and whale blubber are also cherished side dishes of
importance for them since the flavors correspond to what they
have grown accustomed to since childhood. With the exception
of potatoes, onions and carrots, vegetables play an insignificant
role in their daily diet (Dalgård et al., 2010; Svanberg, 2015).

However, several studies of Faroese food habits and food
changes have documented the dichotomization between so-
called market foods and traditional foodstuffs. Nowadays,
convenience food usually provides a greater proportion
of daily consumption (Rasmussen, 1971; Lauer, 1989;
Joensen, 2015). In everyday language, many locals make a
distinction between føroyskur matur “Faroese food” (based on
locally available resources) and útlendskur matur “foreign
food” (e.g., pasta, rice, and other imported foodstuff).
Nevertheless, traditional Faroese food still constitutes an
important part of local eating habits (Joensen, 2015; Svanberg,
2015).

Within food-and-culture studies, we can distinguish between
diet, i.e., the food people consume, subsistence, i.e., the way in
which the provisions are acquired, including the technologies
involved in both capture and preparation, and foodways, i.e., the
entire set of activities, symbolism, and beliefs surrounding the
acquisition, preparation, and serving of food (Schulting, 2018).
Due to the ecological conditions and geographical situation, the
Faroese diet and subsistence were very much the same until
the early twentieth century (Joensen, 2015), although there have
been some important turning points due to external factors
(Teuteberg, 1986).

This chapter attempts to examine the historical and
contemporary importance of animal and marine fat in the local
Faroese diet, including its production, preparation, and place
in the local and national cuisine of the Faroes. The chapter
will also discuss such factors as commensality, gastro-tourism,
and changes in local attitudes toward fats used as food, since
they all are aspects that I have found relevant in this context.
Regarding the production and consumption of most of the dishes
mentioned in the text, empirical data has been collected from a
wide range of historical sources as well as my own observations
on Faroese foodways. Therefore, this study can be characterized
as a diachronic analysis of the importance of fat in the Faroese
diet (cf. Jönsson, 2020).

As an ethnobiologist with an anthropological background, I
find it difficult to use the term traditional, as it can be perceived as
contradictory to change (Peloquin and Berkes, 2009). Of course,
the knowledge of the food is constantly changing, but I accept the
concept traditional food knowledge for this chapter. However,
we must remember that food culture, as every kind of culture,
is something that is alive and constantly changes and it contains
an active element. As Swedish ethnologist Jönsson reminds us,
food culture does not exist; it is created and re-created (Jönsson,
2020). Local or traditional food knowledge is fundamental for
maintaining dietary continuity and food culture. There is an
interesting strain of cultural persistence when it comes to local
food habits, which includes aspects such as food craft, availability
of locally produced natural material, traditions, and taste, but also
the concept of Faroese national identity (Svanberg, 2015).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

In this chapter, I have used ethnographic qualitative methods and
perspectives from ethnobiology and nutritional anthropology
(Anderson, 2014; Pieroni et al., 2016). The data has been
gathered through ethnographic fieldwork (including participant
observations), as well as from written historical sources.

Environmental and Social Setting
The Faroe Islands consists of 17 populated (out of 18) rocky
islands and numerous islets, with a dramatic nature and a rich
bird life. The landscape is treeless and mountainous. The climate
is subpolar oceanic influenced by the North Atlantic Current.
Winters are mild and summers cold. It is windy and rainy
(Joensen, 1982; Hannon et al., 2009). The islands are located in
the Atlantic Ocean, between Iceland, Norway, and Scotland. The
area constitutes 1,399 square kilometers, and the total population
is 52,920 inhabitants (December, 2020). About 40 per cent live in
the capital, Tórshavn. The majority of the population is ethnic
Faroe islanders who as their mother tongue speak the Faroese
language (Hagstova Føroya, 2021). However, most of the Faroese
people are bilingual and speak and understand Danish as well
(Knudsen, 2010).

Present-day Faroese society is a late-modern high-tech welfare
state. The Faroe Islands’ primary economic activity is commercial
fishing. Today the fishing industry covers a wide range of
activities spanning both pelagic and demersal fisheries in Faroese
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and more distant fishing waters. In addition, there is a large fish
processing industry. Besides this, salmon farming on the Faroes
is also one of the most profitable aquaculture industries in the
world. The recent economic growth has also created new jobs in
the service industries for people with university degrees. Earlier
the Faroe Islands did not have as much opportunity for well-
educated people as it does now. In 2019, the Faroe Islands were
the fastest growing country in the Nordic Region. At present,
Faroese society is experiencing rapid changes at the same pace
as other post-industrial countries. Changes can be attributed
to a number of reasons such as globalization, infrastructural
initiatives, and economic growth. Undoubtedly, such factors will
have an impact on the lifestyle and consumption pattern of the
inhabitants. Some of these changes can already be observed. For
instance, today formerly important economic activities such as
hunting and sheep farming are mainly conducted on a hobby
basis (Joensen, 2020; Hagstova Føroya, 2021; Svanberg, in press).

Total life expectancy (both sexes) at birth for Faroe Islands
is 82.6 years (Hagstova Føroya, 2021). Still, in contrast to
other European countries, the rate of crime is exceptionally
small (Svanberg, in press). Culturally, the Faroe Islands
comprise a small and relatively homogenous society. Although
archaeological research has produced strong archaeological
indications of a human colonization of the Faroe Islands between
AD 400 – 600 (Church et al., 2013), the current inhabitants
are descendants of Viking Norsemen that arrived in the ninth
century (Arge, 2014). In 1523, the islands became part of
Denmark. The population is mostly Lutheran, belonging to the
Faroese Lutheran Church (80%). The remainder belongs to the
Open Plymouth Brethren and various charismatic movements.
Compared to other Nordic countries, it is a rather conservative
Christian nation (Larsson and Svanberg, 2009).

Fieldwork
Since the mid-1990s, I have on a yearly basis collected field
data through participant observations (c.f. Svanberg, 2015).
The interviews with informants have been unstructured and
conducted according to the generative method, which is based on
the respondents’ own point of view (Adams et al., 2014; Jönsson,
2020). By using these methods, my objective has been to record
local knowledge about Faroese diet, subsistence, and foodways.
The interviews took place mainly in Vestmanna, Gjógv, and
Tórshavn (the capital of the islands), although I have visited most
islands and many villages since 1994. Through the observation
method, I learned about the activities connected with food as well
as local knowledge about the environment of the people in their
natural setting (Kawulich, 2005). In addition, as an observer, I
was introduced to various activities within the human food chain,
from fishing and slaughtering to cooking and consuming. I have
experienced most of the dishes mentioned in this text and taken
part in the making of them (Svanberg, 2015).

Historical data on diet, subsistence, and foodways were found
in sources such as in ethnographic reports, archeological studies,
travelogues, and local historic accounts. The historical review is
important for our understanding of the past and present use of
animal and marine fat in the Faroese foodways (Joensen, 1987).

RESULTS

Traditional Faroese Diet and Subsistence
Food resources have always been collected from the land as
well as from the sea. Traditional homemade Faroese food is
mainly made from lamb, sea fish, seabirds, and whale meat.
Tallow and whale blubber are also part of the local diet, both as
ingredients and as side dishes. These provisions have traditionally
been acquired through hunting, fishing, and animal husbandry;
subsistence activities that still are important on the Faroe Islands.
The most important domestic animals providing local food for
humans are sheep, geese, ducks, and cattle. There exists local
breeds adapted to the climate and ecological conditions. Among
these, sheep are the most important species (Joensen, 1982, 2020;
Hannon et al., 2009).

Thanks to recent archaeological research, we have some
information about the diet in the post-classic era, from the
so-called “landnam period” (Norse period), when the Viking
ancestors of the contemporary Faroese people settled on the
islands, until the Reformation. Until the late nineteenth century,
the islands can be described as a peasant society highly dependent
on shepherding although hunting was also carried out (Joensen,
1987). The early settlers brought domestic animals such as sheep
and pigs, but also horses and cattle (Arge et al., 2009). Fish,
seabirds, and marine mammals were important elements of
the local diet (Arge, 2014). While pig breeding ceased already
in the thirteenth century, keeping sheep has continued to
the present day to be of major importance for the islanders
(Arge, 2005). A Royal Decree from 1298, known as the Sheep
Letter (Seyðabrævið), deals with sheep husbandry (Young, 1979).
According to this ancient decree, the islanders are allowed to keep
70,000 adult sheep during summer season. Noteworthy is that
the figure in question has remained virtually unchanged since
1298. In fact, a greater number would lead to overgrazing with
the subsequent risk of soil erosion (Stoklund, 1984). About 40,000
sheep are slaughtered each year. Thus, we may observe that the
Faroese local diet and food system has a tradition of more than
1000 years (Joensen, 1979, 1987).

Until the end of the nineteenth century, the Faroe Islands can
be described as a rather static, isolated and self-sustained peasant
society where meat, fat, and fish were by far the most common
food products. An interesting “culinary” institution was the so-
called tálgardíki “tallow bog,” were the farmers stored kneaded
tallow obtained from sheep (Olsson, 1952; Joensen, 2015). The
presence of these tallow bogs locally serve as a vivid indication
of the importance given to fat as an energy source in the Faroes.
The longer the tallow was stored in the bog “being so much the
better,” wrote Lucas Debes in 1673. Each farm had their own
bog where they stored kneaded tallow. It served as a sort of
measurement of a specific household’s prosperity (Debes, 1673).
The small amount of butter produced from cattle was exported
to Denmark, while the locals preferred marine fat and tallow for
their own consumption (Joensen, 1987).

Since human settlement until the early twentieth century
sheep husbandry (for meat, tallow, and wool production) and
some barley cultivation, hunting for seabirds, and occasionally
marine mammals, such as long-finned pilot whale (Globicephala
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melas) and gray seal (Halichoerus grypus), constituted the
main base of the economy. Fishing from the shore was
carried primarily with the purpose of supplying food for
individual households. Only landowning farmers had one or
more boat (Joensen, 1987). Fermented fish (e.g., ræstur fiskur),
made from Atlantic cod (Gadus morhua), saithe (Pollachius
virens), or haddock (Melanogrammus aeglefinus), was used as a
storable protein source consumed during periods when weather
conditions and seasonal fluctuations may affect food availability
negatively (Svanberg, 2015).

In the Faroe Islands, the pilot whales have always played
an important nutritional role since they have provided people
with meat (tvøst) as well as blubber (spik) (Debes, 1673; Panum,
1847; Svabo, 1959; Bloch et al., 2003). An English observer wrote
in December 1852 from the village Vestmanna that had it not
been for the abundance of captured pilot whales, which made
up for the shortage of other food, people would have been at
jeopardy (Trevelyan, 1853). Still today, although not as important
as before, Faroe islanders continue consuming products (meat,
blubber) produced from pilot whales (Bloch et al., 2003; Joensen,
2009). According to Faroese law, it is allowed to take other
smaller whales. Occasionally, various dolphins are hunted, earlier
also gray seal (Halichoerus grypus). They also provide edible
blubber (Joensen, 1987; Bloch et al., 2003; Bloch and Mikkelsen,
2009).

Regarding seabirds, they breed in large numbers on the
steep cliffs. For centuries, guillemots (Uria aalge), puffins
(Fratercula arctica), black guillemot (Cepphus grille), kittiwakes
(Rissa tridactyla), Manx shearwater (Puffinus puffinus), and other
bird species have been exploited as food (both meat and eggs)
(Claussøn Friis, 1632; Debes, 1673; Svabo, 1959; Svanberg and
Ægisson, 2006). In recent years many species have decreased
in number and for this reason they are not hunted anymore
(Nørrevang, 1986; Svanberg, 2001). However, it should be noted,
one species is hunted in great numbers. The bird we are speaking
of is the northern fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis), eaten oven-baked
and very greasy. This species started colonizing the islands in the
first half of the nineteenth century and starting in the 1860s it
has been hunted ever since. From 1930 to 1938, cases of human
chlamydophilosis were reported from the Faroes. After the
outbreaks in the 1930s, hunting fulmars for human consumption
was prohibited until 1954 (Hermann et al., 2006). Nowadays the
islands is home to a huge population of northern fulmar. Only
the recently fledged juveniles leaving their nests on the cliffs are
captured. About 100,000–150,000 birds are killed each fall, and
provide a significant contribution to the households’ diet. It is a
very greasy food (Wang et al., 2020).

Historically, all animal foodstuffs had to be preserved by
means of various methods. Drying and fermentation have always
been important. Curing was introduced later (Joensen, 2015).
Much of the flavor and taste, typical for the Faroese food,
depends on the traditional preservation methods used, especially
fermentation and drying of meat (whale meat, mutton, seabirds)
and fish, for instance ræst kjøt and ræstur fiskur (Joensen, 2015;
Svanberg, 2015).

Although some barley (Hordeum vulgare and Hordeum
distichon) has been cultivated in the infields, i.e., the more fertile

land area close to the farms, on the Faroes since the Viking age
(Arge, 2014), the harvests had always been small (Rasmussen,
1957; Joensen, 1987; Guttesen, 2001). This is also reflected in
local food habits. Barley flour was used for baking a primitive
kind of bread called drýlur, which was prepared in an open peat
fire (Joensen, 1987). Usually it was mixed with fat or was put
in a soup made of animal stuff. While porridge and bread have
been important foods among cereal producing farmers in other
parts of northern Europe (Fjellström, 1982; Johansson, 1994),
this has not been the case among the Faroe islanders (Joensen,
1987). Instead, the Faroe islanders have prepared dishes of thicker
consistency, in which animal fat, liver, and fish roe have played
an important role. Blood sausage has also been important in the
local diet (Olsson, 1954, Olsson, 1958; Joensen, 2015). The main
part of the cultivated land on the Faroes has always been toiled for
the production of hay, which has been given to sheep and cattle
during the winter season (Nyman, 1958; Svanberg, 1998). Hay is
the only crop that remains important today and is used for fodder
production (Hannon et al., 2009).

Regarding vegetables in the local diet, traditionally, the root
vegetables Faroese turnips (Brassica napus) and Norwegian
turnips (Brassica rapa) have been cultivated. It was not until the
mid-nineteenth century that potatoes became widely accepted as
food in the Faroes (Svanberg, 1998). The sources inform us that
as late as the latter part of the nineteenth century, some elderly
people refused to consume potatoes (Joensen, 1987). However,
with an increasing population and more people getting access to
the outfields for growing potatoes, this crop became popularized.
In the first decades of the twentieth century, potatoes became very
important in Faroese households and dinner was not considered
dinner unless it included potatoes (Guttesen, 2001; Joensen,
2015). Garden angelica (Angelica archangelica), was kept in
some gardens in olden times, but was regarded as a kind of
candy (Svanberg, 1998). In the twentieth century garden culture,
promoted by various officials, with culinary rhubarb (Rheum ×

hybridum), and some hardy garden shrubs grown for their berries
(Ribes uva-crispa, R. nigrum, and R. rubrum) has developed.
Apart from the above examples, vegetables has otherwise played
an insignificant role in the islanders’ diet (Svanberg and Ægisson,
2012; Sørensen et al., 2018). Seaweeds were in times of need used
as food (Panum, 1847; Svabo, 1959; Svanberg, 1998).

Important turning points in the Faroese food habits have been
influenced by a number of macro-economic factors such as the
implementation of free trade and fishing, industrialization and
market economy. The introduction of general merchant stores
in the larger villages at the turn of the twentieth century was yet
an important factor. In these stores the rural people could easier
than before come across a large range of products such as flour,
sugar, margarine, tea, coffee, and some spices (Joensen, 1987).
The introduction of the freezer boxes in the 1960s brought about
major changes in the subsistence pattern and foodways (Joensen,
2015).

During the twentieth century, the economy of the Faroes
gradually changed from shepherding and subsistence coastal
fishery to large-scale deep-sea fishery in the North Atlantic.
During World War II, the islands were occupied by British
troops. The presence of British soldiers did have some cultural
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TABLE 1 | Main sources of animal and marine fat.

Scientific name English name Used for Faroese name

Marine mammals

Globicephala melas (Traill,

1809)

Long-finned pilot whale Blubber used as food grindahvalur

Tursiops truncatus

(Montagu, 1821)

Atlantic bottlenose dolphin Blubber used as food hvessinug

Lagenorhynchus acutus

(Gray, 1828)

White-sided dolphin Blubber used as food Springare, skjórutur springare

Lagenorhynchus albirostris

(Gray, 1846)

White.beaked dolphin Blubber used as food Springare, kjafthvítur springare

Phocoena phocoena (L.,

1758)

Harbor porpoise Blubber used as grease and food

(historical uses)

nísa

Hyperoodon ampellatus

(Forster, 1777)

Northern bottlenose whale Locally used on Suðuroy: an oil is

extracted from the blubber and used as

external treatment (it is not eaten)

døglingur

Halichoers grypus

(Fabricius, 1791)

Gray seal Blubber used as food, medicine (historical

uses)

Kópur, láturkópur

Terrestrial mammals

Bos taurus L., 1758 Domestic cattle Milk for butter, cheese and various diary

products

neyt, kýr

Ovis aries, L., 1758 Faroese sheep Suet and tallow used as side-dish or as fat

in various kind of food, blood used for

pancakes and black pudding

seyður

Sea fowl

Puffinus puffinus (Brünnich,

1764)

Manx shearwater Edible fat skrapur

Fulmarus glacialis (L., 1761) Northern fulmar Edible fat havhestur, náti

Fish

Gadus morhua L, 1758 Atlantic cod Liver as food and medicine fiskur, toskur

Pollachius virens (L. 1758) Saithe, Coalfish Liver as food Upsi, seiður

Melanogrammus aeglefinus

(L.)

Haddock Liver as food hýsa

Joensen (1987, 2015), Bloch et al. (2003), Bloch and Mikkelsen (2009), Svanberg (2015), field notes 1994–2019.

impact on the islanders, e.g., greeting manners and some
food habits, such as British-style chocolate and fish-and-chips
(Joensen, 2015; Svanberg, 2015).

Artisan Food Craft and Foodways
Today, fishing is the primary economic activity. The Faroe
Islands has a large fleet of trawlers and smaller line fishing boats,
fish factories and fish farms. Although most fish is caught by
these larger fishing vessels, some people, primarily men, continue
to fish for pleasure and for their own consumption in locally
constructed boats that are well-adapted to the surrounding sea
conditions (Svanberg, in press). Fish products such as knetti is
a Faroese type of homemade dumpling, which is made with
minced fish and tallow. Frikadellur on the other hand is a
kind of fishcake consisting of fileted fish ground that is mixed
with flour and tallow, and finally fried (Olsson, 1954; Nyman,
1984). To make ræstur fiskur, fermented cod, is still considered
important. Fishermen still dry cod on their ships (Svanberg,
2015). Some very ancient dishes have survived locally, but are
becoming increasingly rare (Arge, 1995). Sheep liver filled with
tallow is fried, while offal can be minced with fish meat and

made into mørknetti (Olsson, 1954). In the Faroe Islands, many
people still live in villages, while others have a connection
with the villages through their relatives. As a result, they enjoy
access to slaughtered lamb products. Besides dry and fermented
mutton, they have access to tallow and intestines (Joensen,
1979).

Due to factors such as globalization, infrastructural initiatives,
and economic growth, Faroese society is experiencing rapid
social change at the same pace as other post-industrial countries.
In the end, this will most likely lead to a change in the
mentality and lifestyle of the inhabitants. We may for example
observe that today post-industrialized diets are quite varied
among urban and urbanized people in the Faroe Islands.
The society has been characterized and dominated by a
long history of monoculture, but this is now changing due
to increasing globalization (Joensen, 1987, 2020; Svanberg,
2015).

Export of fish and fish products is the dominating industry,
providing welfare to the country. Thus, we can see that the
modern economy is highly dependent on fishing and fish
farming. Although experiencing a setback in 2020 due to the
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FIGURE 4 | Meat broth is a product made with fat from fermented mutton (ræst kjøt). It is used for soup, súpan, here served with pieces of ræst kjøt, potatoes, and

leeks (Photo: Ingvar Svanberg, December 2018).

Covid-19 pandemic, the tourism sector was booming earlier and
contributed to the development of many sectors in the society,
including foodways (Hagstova Føroya, 2021).

In the Faroes, the grindadráp, the collective drive hunt of pilot
whales, is legal, and still important for providing food. There are
about 20 towns, villages, or bays across the islands that have the
proper conditions and official authorization for beaching whales
(Joensen, 2009; Bogadóttir and Olsen, 2017). Ancient customary
law regulates the catch. The meat and blubber are distributed free
of charge according to an intricate system that involves hunting
participants, spectators and for example, elderly people living

in the village where the hunt takes place (Joensen, 2009). Since
the meat and blubber from whales is highly contaminated, the
population is recommended by the health authorities to abstain
from eating it (Weihe and Joensen, 2012). However, many people
continue to consume whale meat and blubber.

Although sheep farming, which was the main important
economic activity until the second half of the nineteenth century,
nowadays plays an insignificant role in the economy, it is still
of great cultural and social importance (Joensen, 1979, 2015,
2020; Stoklund, 1998). The industrial fisheries, which started in
the 1870s, have also caused changes in the nutritional intake.
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FIGURE 5 | Homemade fiskafrikadellur “a kind of fishcakes” consisting of fileted fish (cod or haddock). It is ground, then mixed with flour, spices and tallow, and finally

fried (Photo Ingvar Svanberg 2019).

Farmed salmon, previously unknown, is nowadays considered an
integrated ingredient in the Faroese cuisine (Svanberg, 2015).

Fat in Faroese Cuisine
Traditional foodstuffs and food knowledge play an important
role in contemporary Faroese society. Marine and animal fats
can be considered the common denominator for the “traditional”
Faroese cuisine. Local food artisans, especially women of rural
background, are proud of preserving the old ways of preparing
Faroese food. Processing raw products and preparing food have
always been tasks ascribed to women (Joensen, 1979) (Table 1).

The main fat sources in Faroese cuisine is, and has
always been marine based (fish liver, whale blubber, earlier
also seal blubber) and animal fat. Tallow and suet from
sheep have also played an important role in the local food
culture. According to Faroese sheep-owners, several parts
of slaughtered sheep containing good tallow may be used
for various purposes; the greater and lesser omentum (the
membrane surrounding visceral organs), kidney tallow, lump
of tallow on the belly, tallow in the pelvis, heart tallow and
the important tallow located around the left colon (Joensen,
1979).
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FIGURE 6 | Suðuroyarsperðil—a local kind of sperðil (from Súðuroy) made from sheep’s rectum filled with tallow, pieces of kidney, heart, liver, and meat (Photo Osva

Olsen, December 2019).

Taking care of the tallow is generally considered as “women’s
work” and those who possess this wisdom maintain intricate
knowledge of the sheep’s anatomy; something, which is, still the
case (Joensen, 1979). They know which kind of tallow should
be used when preparing various kinds of food. Suet is for
example used when making dumplings and fish balls (knetti,
frikadellir), black pudding (blóðmørur), and other historically
relevant customary foods. Salttálg “salted suet” is an energy
rich spread, which is put on bread. Garnatálg is an archaic
Faroese foodstuff made with tallow from around the left colon
(garnmørur). Intestinal fat is formed into a large oval lump, which
is air-dried and eaten. Rognadrýlur is a dish made with dough
of barley, boiled roe from cod, and tallow. Nowadays it is eaten
with treacle. This is also the case of black pudding, blóðmørur,
made with sheep blood, flour and tallow, and at least by some
eaten eaten with treacle or brown sugar. Blóðpannukakur “blood
pancakes” made with sheep blood, flour, milk and tallow, are
popular among children. Tálgapannukakur, pancakes with diced
tallow, is another nowadays-rare dish (Joensen, 2015). Many

more dishes are made using either sheep suet or tallow (Skaale
and Johannesen, 2010).

When preparing garnatálg it is often cut into slices, melted in
a pan, and served with ræstur fiskur (Svanberg, 2015). Sperðil is a
traditional dish made with the tallow around the sheep’s rectum,
and prepared into a kind of primitive sausage. It can also be
used as spread on bread, eaten with fish or as accompaniment
to the traditional unleavened bread (drýlur) (Joensen, 1987). It
was according to an informant also used for greasing the frying
pan when making pancakes or waffles, although it is probably
rare today. Earlier, it used to be common to fry sperðil and eat
it for breakfast.

Spik, or blubber obtained from the under hide of the pilot
whale, is also an important food item. It is usually salted (dry- or
brine-salted) and consumed together with dry fish or whale meat.
Blubber can also be eaten as a kind of spread on bread. Blubber
has always been an important source of Vitamin D (Sørensen
et al., 2018). However, today, given the high concentration of
polychlorinated biphenyl (PCB) and mercury in the blubber,
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FIGURE 7 | Map of the Faroe Islands (Courtesy Nation Online Project).
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FIGURE 8 | Dried fish (cod) sold in a grocery store in Vestmanna (Photo Ingvar Svanberg, July 2019).

many people try to eat less or even abstain from it altogether. Still,
many belonging to the older generation and the so-called “macho
Faroese men” continue eating blubber (Svanberg, 2015).

Fiskalivur, “fish liver,” from cod, haddock, and saithe, is
cooked and eaten with the fish, or popularly used as spread
on rye bread, or during earlier times on drýlur. A very
ancient dish is kamsur, a kind of dumpling made with fish
liver. Livraknetti are knetti made with fish liver rather than
tallow. A similar dish is kams- or livurhøvd, cod’s head stuffed
with fish liver kneaded in flour. Livurkøka was another kind
of dumpling that was baked on embers and made from
kneaded flour and fish liver. Yet another traditional dish

is livurmagi, cod belly stuffed with fish liver (Skylv-Hansen,
1950; Olsson, 1954; Nyman, 1984; Joensen, 2015). Vitamin D
has always been supplied through fat fish (Sørensen et al.,
2018).

Liver from marine mammals as well as liver from seabirds
has had an important place in Faroese traditional food. However,
nowadays liver from marine mammals (i.e., whales) is not
consumed anymore because of the high concentration of PCB
and mercury (Joensen, 2009). Still, liver from sheep is an
important ingredient in a number of Faroese dishes such as
livurpylsa, a sausage made with sheep liver and tallow (Olsson,
1954; Joensen, 2015).
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Locally made milk products have played a minor role. Sheep
were milked during medieval times, but this activity ended
sometime in the 1300s (Arge, 2014). The cattle population on the
islands has not had the same cultural significance as the sheep,
although they were kept for milk production (Thorsteinsson,
1981; Joensen, 2020). They were kept indoors during the winter.
The availability of hay for winter fodder has always been a
problem. Therefore, they were kept outdoor fromApril to the end
of November. Milking was traditionally a woman’s occupation
(Joensen, 1987). Due to climatic and ecological reasons, the
lactation period is brief. The milk was precious. The rules of
conduct for women who milked were strict (Joensen, 2020).
Some coagulated dairy products such as dralvi (thickened milk),
fleytir (milk with rennet) and ystingur (curdledmilk), were locally
produced. Cheese was eaten soon after curdling. In the past
decades however, they have lost their importance since now,
fermented milk products are readily available in the convenience
stores. This applies to other dairy products as well. Cream (rómi)
was usually made into butter, but in rare cases mixed with sugar
for desserts. Formerly, a popular dish was a kind of junket
called rómastampur (Olsson, 1954; Joensen, 2015). An interesting
product made of boiled unpasteurized colostrum was a dish
known as ketilostur, reminding of the Swedish kalvdans. I have
never seen the Faroese kind, since beestings is a rare produce
today, but my informants have eaten the ketilostur still in the late
1970s. It was earlier an important gift, especially to households
with whom permanent exchange relations were maintained (cf.
Joensen, 2020).

Typical Faroese food makes use of gravy and broth in sauce
and soup, which is common in the local diet. Meat broth is a fat
product, which is made from fermented mutton (Debes, 1673;
Olsson, 1954; Joensen, 2015). It is used when preparing soup,
súpan, served with potatoes, turnips and some grain (nowadays
rice, earlier barley). To have plenty of sauce is important in
many traditional meat and fish dishes. Smelt (melted tallow)
and margarine, is commonly used as sauce accompanying many
fish dishes (Figure 4).

The results of a health and odontology survey conducted in
1937–1938, indicated that the nutritional status of the otherwise
poor Faroese villagers mainly subsisting on a traditional fish and
meat (including blubber and tallow) diet was adequate from a
health perspective (Guðjónsson, 1940). This is further indicated
by the fact that the average birth weight at the time was higher
than elsewhere in the Nordic countries (Olsen et al., 1995).
Mutton and whale meat is rich in carnitine. Something, which
is important in a community with a high frequency of Carnitine
Transporter Defect (Haraldsdóttir Jensen and Mikkelsen, 2019).

DISCUSSION

Traditional Foodways and Commensality
There are several factors that affect the contemporary foodways
of the Faroe Islands and the interest for keeping the local diet rich
in animal and marine fat (Schulting, 2018). There are historical
and social reasons for the conservatism in the diet and foodways.
This conservatism was reinforced during Second World War,
when about 3,000 islanders were forced to stay in Denmark which

was occupied by the Nazi-Germans, and the Faroe Islands were
occupied by British trops. When the Faroe islanders in Denmark
were allowed to return to their islands in 1945, after 5 years away,
traditional local food gained increased popularity as a symbolic
and tangible connection to their native homeland and their
national identity (Joensen, 1991, Svanberg, 2015). Another factor
for maintaining the traditional food is, as mentioned above, the
seamen that spend months on commercial fishing vessels, far
away from their native islands. Despite the fact that many of
them have considerable expendable plenty incomes, they retain
traditional values rooted in local village culture. As a result, they
have a strong preference for local, traditional food. Homemade
food consisting of fermented fish and meat, fish products (e.g.,
knetti, frikadellur) as well as fat in the form of whale blubber,
sheep suet or tallow (including garnatálg) are favorites among
them (Svanberg, 2015). Furthermore, the Faroese society is highly
family-oriented. Thus, strong familism can be said to be a
typical cultural trait. One spends much time with the family and
many activities are family-oriented. Huge family gatherings are
popular. Equally, commensality that is, for example eating at the
same table is an important trait in Faroese social activity and
connectivity (Kerner and Chou, 2015) (Figure 5).

The most important rites of passage are christening (baptism),
a naming ceremony, that takes place in church when the child
is only a few weeks old; confirmation in the Lutheran church
when the child is in the early teens; as well as wedding and
at funerals. Large feasts involving numerous relatives, friends
and neighbors usually follow these church based ceremonies. On
these occasions large quantities of food is served (nowadays often
buffet-style with many Faroese specialties including wind-dried
whale meat, slices of whale blubber, dried fermented mutton,
wind-dried goose-meat, dried fish, various types of locally made
sausages, etc. (Joensen, 2002).

No socially produced life-styles are immutable. Instead, they
are due to various macro factors subject to a process of
constant change. Factors such as economy, politics, society,
and social structure all have a decisive effect on individuals
and local human activities, or what could be labeled cultural
pattern (Anderson, 2014). Nowadays it is of course easier
than before to have individual food preferences. Some younger
people, especially women, tend according to my annotations
to avoid fat and often remove fatty parts when consuming
for instance mutton. Among some individuals, there are even
tendencies toward fat-phobia or anti-fat attitude, that is, fear
of consuming fat. In the Faroes, this is a new phenomenon
associated with one’s own body. However, I do not believe
that consumption and knowledge about homemade food is
decreasing, as it has in Sweden for instance (Jönsson, 2020). Of
course, also in the Faroes large segments of the population have
reached the conclusion that excessive intake of fat is harmful to
human health and as a result, there is less consumption of fat
than before.

Traditional food knowledge and use of resources are always
changeable. The increasing globalization with easier access to
a wide array of foodstuff has been a determinant factor in
changing the local diet (Jönsson, 2020). Also in the Faroes,
the food culture has become increasingly internationalized. The
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taste among urbanized locals is therefore gradually changing
and becoming uniform with the European norm (Joensen,
2005). For instance, in recent decades the consumption of
vegetables has increased while consumption of fish has declined
(Joensen, 2015). Fresh and ræst mutton remains very popular,
while traditional meat and fat products, such as various types
of organ meats, whale blubber, and sperðil are decreasing. At
the same time, established skills are modified with technical
changes, which also makes traditional foods easier to produce.
In order to improve the local food crafts, competitions are
organized nowadays, to find out for instance, who makes the
best garnatálg (Figure 6).

The Importance of Gastrotourism
Recently tourism has become an important part of the growing
economy and now and increasing number of foreign visitors
come to the islands during the whole year. A worldwide survey
about tourism in 2007 viewed the Faroe Islands as authentic and
unspoiled. Many tourists come for bird watching, the beautiful
scenery and trekking. Consequently, new hotels have been
established and the infrastructure has been improved. Earlier
visitors were not mainly attracted to the island for its cuisine
and until quite recently so-called food tourism was virtually non-
existent. During the past few years I have also noticed that the
number of eating facilities have increased in the rural areas. Still
in the 1990s and early 2000s, it was difficult to find places to eat
outside the largest settlements, but on a visit in 2019, I saw that
the situation had changed dramatically. Now there are plenty of
coffee shops and small restaurants all over the Faroes, including
fast-food eateries (Svanberg, in press) (Figure 7).

However, this has now changed. Nowadays a number of
visitors come to the Faroe Islands as so-called gastro-tourists. It
can be defined as activities that provide unique and memorable
eating and drinking experiences, both near and far, for the
visitors (Povey, 2011; Jönsson, 2020). In recent years, the “New
Nordic Cuisine” has attracted international recognition (Nordic
Councils of Ministers., 2015). This also applies to the Faroe
Islands, where gastro-tourism has become increasingly popular.
One reason is the exclusive avant-garde restaurant Koks that
has made local food its trademark. In 2017, the restaurant was
awarded a Michelin star, and in February 2019, it was awarded
a second star. Fermented meat and fish may be difficult to
vary in different ways, but Koks has succeeded in transforming
traditional craft into modern food (Svanberg, 2015, in press).

In this context, it should be noted that several Faroese
food crafts people and food creators have been rewarded with
various food awards (i.e., the Nordic Food Awards Embla in
various categories such as producers, food artisans etc.). An
interesting new sort of food experience for tourists is heimablídni
(“home hospitality”) where visitors can enjoy dining experiences
in people’s homes. Here the tourists are treated with locally
produced homemade food while being entertained by their hosts
with storytelling (Kortesoja et al., 2018).

At a time when industrially produced food is eliminating
sensations of taste and smell, fermented products with a
distinctive accent has started attracting food-lovers from all
over the world (Svanberg, in press). Local fat is part of these

dishes. As mentioned earlier, wild plants play a minor role in the
traditional local cuisine. However, with regard to these products,
an increasing interest may be observed during the last years,
especially within the restaurant sector (Svanberg and Ægisson,
2012; Joensen, 2015).

Future of the Traditional Food Knowledge
Traditional dishes cannot survive in exclusive and trendy
restaurants alone. Making use of animal fat from sheep and pilot
whales is still mainly a domestic craft. Still, large quantities of
the local food (sheep, seabirds, whale meat, blubber) is produced
through informal food provision practices (Bogadóttir, 2020).
These subsistence practices are a guarantee for the survival of
the traditional food knowledge in the Faroes. A real threat to the
traditional food knowledge is the increasing preference among
the young to eat less healthy, and from a taste-point of view,
more smoothed or even tasteless industrial food. This can be
juxtaposed with homemade Faroese food, which is rich in flavor
and tastes (Sørensen et al., 2018). Ræst is regarded as a very
specific Faroese taste (Kortesoja et al., 2018).

However, fresh fish is rarely found in the grocery stores and
supermarkets. One can come across frozen fish (and dried), but
not fresh. Instead, people get the fresh fish (mostly cod) by fishing
themselves. They also get it from relatives or artisanal fishermen.
It should be noted that a limited quantity of fresh fish is sold
occasionally at a small fish market in the west harbor Vestaravág
in the center of the Islands’ capital town Tórshavn but in fact,
the “market” consists of nothing more than a couple of concrete
blocks onto which the fish are put on display. Similarly, seafowl
and whale meat is not commonly available in the store (Figure 8).

Nevertheless, some of the traditional food is also assumed to
affect the health situation of the Faroes. It is believed that the
high prevalence of Parkinson’s disease in the Faroes stems from
consumption of whale meat and blubber (Wermuth et al., 2008).

However, beside these risks, it should be pointed out that
most local food is quality food (in contrast to mass-produced
convenience, fast or junk food): fish from the surrounding sea,
mutton from sheep grazing in the mountains, birds breeding
on the cliffs. In addition, it may be that there are certain health
benefits involved with eating fermented food.

There is an imminent risk that the next generation will
not learn to smell, taste, and touch traditional food anymore.
Eating Faroese food is a question of access to healthy and
organically produced food. Fermented meat has a high status.
It is neither salty nor smoked. Instead, by the process of
fermentation it has acquired its own particular taste, which is
highly appreciated by both food connoisseurs and most locals.
Knowledge is fundamental for maintaining cultural continuity
and many locals pride themselves of mastering the Faroese food
craft. Recipes for some rare dishes, still made by some families,
are nowadays spread through social media. Of course, these days
the craftsmanship is subject to rapid change, which can be partly
explained by the availability of modern kitchen utensils such as
electronic mixers, modern ovens, microwave ovens, etc., which
facilitate the work process. Today for example, it has become
popular to add new-fangled spices and fresh herbs to the food.
Likewise, modern table condiments, such as tomato ketchup,
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HP-sauce, mustard, and remoulade, have become an accepted
compliment with traditional Faroese food.

Other challenges to traditional local foodways are modern
health trends and ideological food orientations like veganism
and vegetarianism that renounce the utilization of animal-based
ingredients. Nowadays restaurants are serving vegetable dishes
and there are vegan take-a-ways in the capital Tórshavn. For
obvious reasons such eating habits are rather impractical in
the Faroe Islands. Most ingredients have to be imported. The
increased volume of vegetables in the contemporary diet, is
however not a “threat” toward the traditional foodways (Joensen,
2015). Today many women refrain from eating whale blubber
and sometimes avoid visible fat since it is deemed health
hazardous (Weihe and Joensen, 2012). However, despite the
fact that it is considered unhealthy to consume whale blubber,
the older generation, representatives for rural families and what
social anthropologist calls “macho Faroese men,” continue eating
blubber (Svanberg, 2015).

CONCLUSION

This study has discussed the past, present, and the potential
future status of animal and marine fat in the Faroese diet. As we
have seen, eating is not only a biological necessity; it also involves
cultural, economic, and social activities. Today, especially the
elderly generation continues consuming a rural diet based on fish
andmeat. Many locals are proud that several aspects of their food
tradition have been preserved. The islanders themselves produce
significant quantities of traditional food items. In particular,
the Faroese enjoy the strong flavors of air-dried fermented fish
and mutton. In addition, whale blubber and sheep tallow still
constitute important parts of the local diet.

Many people on the islands prefer to prepare traditional
dishes themselves at home, and the traditional artisan craft
knowledge about food is widely spread. Although, industrial
modes of preparing local products cannot replace traditional
food knowledge some technical advances has made the craft
easier and quicker to carry out. However, the possibility that old-
fashioned recipes and dishes will survive or not mainly depends
on the maintenance of customary food knowledge. Some of the
traditional foodstuff as locally produced ræstur fiskur, frikadellur,
knetti and garnatálg can be bought in the grocery stores. Canned
salted fish roe is also available in the stores. It is a popular spread
on bread. Urban people and professionals can still enjoy the
Faroese cuisine based on fish and tallow.

Just as in other parts of Europe, the daily diet has recently
gone through profound changes, partly explained by such

external factors as closer integration into the world economy,
overall modernization and improved household economy. As a
consequence, there is a richer variety in products available on
the islands than before. Today, grocery stores scattered across
the islands offer a rich variety of foodstuffs, among them many
imported. However, especially men persevere in adhering to
“genuine” Faroese food. In contrast, young women appear to be
more susceptible to new trends, including foodways, and thus
to a higher degree embrace modern ingredients and cooking
techniques in their everyday life.

However, as long as traditional subsistence with fishing,
sheep husbandry, whale hunting and some fowling, continue to
constitute important elements in local food production, it is also
likely that fat and meat will persist in being an important part
of the local diet in the Faroes. The traditional food knowledge
inherited from bygone times will continue to be part of Faroese
culture and symbols of identity.
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