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Excerpt from Norway's inventory 
 

Boatbuilding tradition dating back several thousand 
years 
 
The oselvar boat and the traditions surrounding its use and construction have been 
inscribed on the prestigious UNESCO World Heritage List of Intangible Cultural Heritage 
in the category of best safeguarding practices. The knowledge of how to build the 
oselvar is part of the Nordic clinker-built boat tradition. 
Os Municipality in Hordaland County, Western Norway, and Os Boatbuilding Club are 
the driving forces behind Stiftelsen Oselvarverkstaden, the Oselvar Workshop 
Foundation. The aim is the preservation of the oselvar and its ancient boatbuilding 
tradition. 
 
Prepared by Oselvar Workshop. Last updated: 12 February 2019.  
 
On tradition and craft  
The oselvar is an elegant general-purpose open boat, made from thin, supple timbers and with 
just three rows of hull planking. Traditionally the boat was used for transport and fishing. It is 
known as an extremely lightweight rowing boat and a quick sailor, while being safe to travel in. 
The oselvar is constructed from pine and oak, with a length varying from 8-18 “boat ells” (4.5-
10 m). One boat ell is about 55 cm. The normal sizes are the “færing” (9-11 ells) and the 
“seksæring” (11-13 ells), but both smaller and larger versions are found. Færing boats were 
built with three strakes and three ribs with beams between the two forward ribs. Large boats 
may also have an extra “gutter” strake next to the keel (normal from 11.5 ells upwards), more 
reinforcement and two-piece middle and top strakes. 
 
The Oselvar Workshop builds boats and preserves the ancient boatbuilding crafts. The 
traditional craft of building the oselvar is still highly detailed and complete. This means that 
oselvar builders can construct boats with precisely the qualities needed by their users. 
For several hours a day the public may access the workshop and talk to the boatbuilders and 
see them working. The workshop also has an exhibition on the first floor, illustrating historical 
construction and use. 
 
The oselvar is the subject of widespread interest, and many clubs and association use the boat 
for racing, both with oars and sails. 
 
Groups from private and public enterprises, organisations and educational institutions may 
take tours of the Oselvar Workshop. Ninth grade classes from schools in Os visit the 
Workshop every year in connection with project work about the oselvar. This is an initiative 
under the “Cultural Schoolbag” (National Initiative for Professional Art and Culture in Education 
in Norway).  
 
High level practitioners  
Boatbuilders Berit Osmundsen, Leif Harald Amundsen, Maik Riebort and Stig Salbu 
Henneman are employed at the Oselvar Workshop, but there are also other craftspeople with 
the same skills. Active cooperation with the boats’ users is very important for preserving the 
tradition. 
 
The craft knowledge has been passed on from boatbuilding families such as the Asviks, 
Dranges and Søviks. At the startup of the Oselvar Workshop in 1997, it was Harald Dalland 
and Nils Olav Solbakken who passed on the tradition to today’s boatbuilders. 
 



 
Knowledge transfer 
The Oselvar Workshop builds and repairs boats in the old-fashioned way. Apprentices, 
younger and more experienced boatbuilders work together, thus transmitting their craft 
knowledge through cooperation and practical work.  
 
Historical background 
In the 19th century, the oselvar was the dominant boat type among fishermen along the whole 
Hordaland coast, but after the big change in fishing around the start of the 20th century, when 
larger, motorised boats started to come into use, only Os and Strandebarm survived as 
boatbuilding communities in Hordaland. 
 
It was known as an extremely lightweight rowing boat and a quick sailor, while being safe to 
travel in. 
 
The boat achieved a symbolic and perhaps more important status when the upper classes in 
Bergen started to use it at the end of the 1800’s. Towards the end of the 1800’s the boat also 
came into use as a regatta boat. 
 
In 2009, the boat was acclaimed the Norwegian National Boat by a popular vote. Today the 
boat is used for regatta sailing, and more generally for outdoor recreation and for fishing with 
traditional implements. 
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WUV�Y[�_OPWQRSTUVTf
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