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ADVERTISEMENT TO THE SECOND EDITIO~. 

A 5ECOND Edition of this Work ha"illg been called fOf, with . 

in the short period of six months from its first publication , 

whi1c it has greatly flattered the Authur auu his Fellow­

Travcllers, has aJlowcu but little time for procuriug addition .. 

al information. They have, however. revised the work care· 

fully; and a succinct account of the Revolution (as it ha~ 

he'ell called) which took place in Iceland ill the y.al' 1809, 

has been added to the Appendix: 

A Map of the great Volcanic Eruption which happened 

in 1783 has been procured, and reduced to the scale of the' 

Map constructed for this Work. 

EDIN:8UlitGH, } 
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PREFACE. 

TrlE I sland of ICELAND is but little distant from 

that of Britain: it has long been known to contai~ 

many extraordinary natural phenomena; and yet 

very few have been induced to visit it, either from 

private curiosity, or from the more general views of 

science. The first British travellers who attempted 

to explore the country, probably thought their obser­

vations too uninteresting to be communicated to the 

public; and even the Letters of Von Troil, who 

accompanied them, though in many respects valua­

ble, were, perhaps, chiefly so, by awakening the 

(:Uriosity of science to that neglected, but remarkable 

C)ountry. 



Ylil PREFACE. 

In the year 1789, Sir .John (thE'n Mr) Stanley 

visitell Ie(-Iand, with more extenlled views, and ex­

ploT<·ll some parts of the country that had not been 

examined by Sir Joseph Banks. The very interest­

ing account which hl' has given of the Geysers and 

the Heikum springs, in his letters to Dr Black, lE'aves 

room for regret that he has not given to the public 

a complete narrative of his voyage. 

The importance which the study of Mineralogy 

has of late years acquired, and the intimate connec­

tion which it is now acknowledged to hold, with all 

lE'gitimate views of geological science, rendcrell the 

examination of Iceland particularly desirable. Im­

pressell with this illea, and several circumstances 

combining to strengthen the desire I had long enter­

tained of vi~iting that islanll, I resolved to gratify 

my wishes during the summer of the last year. 

My intentions being known, two gentll'men of 

the University of Edinburgh, Mr Henry Holland 

(now Dr Holland,) and Mr Richard Bright, l'xpress­

cd a wish to accompany me; and I dill not hesitate to 

meet their wishes, knowing them to be young men 

N very superior. talents. and acquirements, il\ a high 

degree pleasing in their manners, and as I hOped. to 
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to number them (as I now have the happiness of 

doing) among my friends. I was the mure gla­

tifled hy this incident, as particular circumstances 

had deprived me of. the company of my friend 

Thomas Allan, Esq. a gen"tleman well known to 

mineralogists; and of that of Mr Hooker, whose 

reputation as a botanist is already very great. Mr 

Hooker, at the desire of Sir Joseph Banks, had gone 

to Iceland in 1809, and had made considerable col­

lections in natural history, which were unfortunately 

destroyed, by the burning of the ship .in which he 

was returning to England. He was desirous of re­

pairing his losses, with the comfort of a companion 

to share his toil. Notwithstanding the destruction 

of his notes, and of almost every thing he had 
• 

collected during his stay in Iceland, this gentle-

man has given to the world a volume replete with 

valuable information. It was only a short time 

ago, that Mr Hooker resolved to publish his work, 

(having first printed it merely for the use of his 

friends); and before he informed me of his intentions, 

I had, by his kind permission, extracted and printed 

hi, . bOtanical remarks. 

b 



ThOllgh mineralogical research was the principal 

obJect of the voyage, yet having enjoyed the oppor­

tunity of seeing mnch more of Iceland than any 

former British traveller, and having, with myasso­

ciates, bestowed considerable attention upon every 

thing that appeared interesting in the island and its 

inhabitants, I cannot but conceive. myself as still 

under the obligation of submitting to the public, the 

information that has boen acquired, even although 

Mr Hooker's valuable book may, in some respects, 

have anticipated me. 

The labour of composing the following work has 

been divided, that it might be sent to the press 

with as little delay as possible. To some readers, 

perhaps, the difference of style, which s~ch a divi­

sion of labour necessarily creates, may be di,;plpas­

ing: yet, I trust, that the advantages of it will be 

still more apparent; that it will be felt, when each 

individual of a party 'devotes himself to those parti­

cular objects of research, which are most suitable to 

his inclination and habits of thought, there is a pro­

bability of much more .accurate, as well as extensive , 
information being acquired. than if every one .em. 
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braced the wbole field; and that, in a work of this 

kind, accuracy of observation will be considered of 

far greater importance than mere uniformity of com­

position. 

Whoever reads the 'Preliminary Dissertation on 

the History and Literature of Iceland, the account 

of the Present State of Literature, and the chapter Oil 

Government, Laws, and Religion, will find no cause 

to regret that these parts of the work have been exe­

cuted by Dr Holland; and medical men cannot but 

be satisfied with his account of the diseases of the 

Icelanders, which will be found in the Appendix. 

The Agricultural Report of Cheshire has given an 

early celebrity to Dr Holland's name; and I have 

great pleasure in anticipating, from the labour he 

has employed in this work, a material addition to the 

reputation which he has so deservedly acquired. 

Mr Bright has made the most of the materials we 

had time to collect, for an account of the Zoology 

and Botany of Iceland. To him we are indebted fOl 

'the preservation of the plants we gathered, and in: 

deed for by far the greatest part of the collection; 
" , 'and I shall ever retain a grateful remembrance of the 
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~hearful and ready exertion he always disptayed, and' 

the undeviating good humour, with which he submit­

ted to the cross accidents which sometimes befel us. 

I II the midst of professional studies, he has found 

time to furnish me with many valuable remarks, and 

much useful information, which, without his assist­

ance, I could not have procured. These, ill addition 

to the materials of Dr Holland's Journnl, and my 

own, have enn,bled me to draw up a narrative of our 

Voyage and TraVf,ls, in which simplicity has been 

chiefly studied. For the Narrative, and fOi' what 

,relates to Rural Affairs" Commerce, and Mineral­

ogy, J am alone. answerable. , 

I do not pretend, even with the able assistance I 

have receiv"d, to have accomplished all that might 

-have been done, or to have rendered the future visits 

of naturalists to Iceland useless or unimportant. 
-,' 

The eastern 'and northern coasts still remain un­

explored, and fromwhatl have learned, are, well 

wo~thy the att~rition of mineralogists and botanists. 

We went to Ii;elartd, be~ieving tha); we haa pro;­
"idMaghlnst' any aimculties which mightoccyr; , 

J'ti't ·we liVere 'so far, de~·eived,. thatWe [OIlnd . ~uI:. 
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selves obliged to spend much of the time in Reikia. 

vik, the chief place in the island, which we had, .. -

pected to employ in travelling through the country. 

The extreme slowness of the Icelanders, their awk­

ward mode of loading horses, and the badness of 

the roads, (if any thing in Iceland can be called a 

road), occasioned much unlooked-for trouble and 

delay; and will be regarded, I trust, as an apology 

for any disappointment in expectations which may 

have been excited. 

The geography of Iceland is still very imperfect; 

but a survey of the coast, in which two Danish 

offict'rs have during some years been engaged, will 

tlou btlt'ss, in a great measure, remove this defect. 

Ignorant of this undertaking, I took instruments 

with me for the purpose of improving the geography 

as much as I was able, and of making meteoro­

logical observations; but I soon found that it was 

impracticable to carry them safely, and to attend at 

the same time to the objects I had principally in 

vIew. Havi.J;Jg obtained a copy of Minor's charts 

of the south-western coast of the island, I have 

been enabled to delineate those parts through which 



we passed, so as to convey a tolerably correct idea 

'0£'. the face of the country. By means of a sex­

tant, I found the latitudes laid down by Minor to be 

"cry correct; that of Reikiavik differing only 4" 

from my observations. From the neighbourhood of 

Reikiavik, I took a set of angles with a theodolite, 

and from these, and observations taken with a com­

pass as we travelled, our route has been traced. 

But, though the map I have drawn certainly gives 

a better idea of the country than any hitherto pub­

lished, it must not be considered as by any means 

accnrate ; for I had no opportunity of recti(ying my 

observations; and thosc. made with a compass are 

liable to many errors. The small general map of 

Iceland is a mere sketch, made for the purpose of 

giving an idea of the shape of the island, and of the 

relative positions of different places mentioned in the 

course of the work . . 

Our deficiency in meteorological observations 

arises from causes already noticed. The register of 

the weather is annexed: as it was made up at the 

time. 

Though it was inconsistent with the plan of thi~ 
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volume, to enter into details respecting the history 

of Iceland, it has been thought proper to giv ... a 

very general historical sketch of the island, which 

may be useful to the reader. A very good account 

of the state of Iceland in the eighteenth century, 

has been pnblished by Mr Stephenson, the present 

President of thp Supreme Court of Justice in the 

island. From that book some raluable information 

has been extracted; and, in consulting other works 

of merit in reference to the same object, we have 

been actuated by the earnest desire of conveying to 

thp public a distinct view of a country, which must 

ever be interesting, both to the moral and physical 

observer. 

Edinburgh, .~ 

October 1811. } 
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'J'nr. Hio;;lory of Iceland, tllOngh i)Qsscs'!.ing- little importance 
ill ib:, relation to tIle political ('vents of utlwr nation~, is 
nc'·(' rth,,-,I c~., curious and inlerc~ting in many of il.~ features. 
It is the nal'rati,c of a distinct and peculiar race of people; 
of a community , .... hich, oppressed hy all the sC\'crilics"Uf soil 
and dimatl', and secluded amid~t the desol\'.tion and mo!!.l 

tlc!Jtructi,c opf'rations of nature, hu') preserred, through the 
pro~rc~s of nearly a thousand years, an enlightened .,y'!.,tclIl of 
jntt~rnal policy, an exalted character in aU religious ami ,!'o,ocial 
uuties, liberal methodb of ed\\cat~ou, and the culture of even 
the more refined branches of literature and knowledge. Few 
oLth(" cvcuts which art' nlOst prominent on the p..1.ge of ge_ 
nfral history, arc tu be met with in the )"imple chronicle'S of 
tmb iblaud. The l,)atUc, tbe siege, the rdJCIlioY, and the revo­
lution, arc here almost utterly unknown. In place of these 
social and self-engendered calamiHes,· we find the f('coru" pa­
thetic in its silllplicity. of the various physical e"ils by which 
the lcel".nd.,.s have been 0Pl'resse<!.-thc severities of a win­
ter-tlle falnine of the en,uing year,the I,jrulence of au 
epJdemic iliscasc-<lr \he horron of an earthquake and 1'01",,-
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!lie eruption. With the civil history of the people, that of 
t(l\~ir literal nrc is int.imately comhilied; for,' in the govern­
ment aud internal concerns of the conntry, mental attain­
ments amI c"'iI influence ha,~c n.t a'll periods been closely link­
ed together. The progressive stat.c· of religion forms an­
other principal feature in their annals; and more appears of 
individual biography, than is common to historical writing; 
a natural ('ifeet, as it would seem, of the situation of the in­
habitants, and of the conditijm of society which has existed 
among them from carly times. The records of Iceland, in 
short:, nrc not so much those of kings and governments, as 
of a ""'munity of families and a people: and the philo­
sopher or moralist, " 'hile l"e gleans over the fields of history 
for the materials of his study, will find his researches suc­
cessful even in the annals of this remote and desolate island. 

"The natj,·c historians of Iceland are ;'lUmerolls. Of their 
partic~]ar merits, 'more will hereafter be said: at present 
it may 'be suffieient !o state, that they have successfully eln­
cidated cv.cn the most remote periods in the history of their 

' country, and that tllCir simp'licity and ilistinctJlcss furnish 
strong internal ·evidence of authenti.city. The minuteness of 
aarrative, however, which forms their best recommendation 
to, those who· desire to study t!i.e character of a people and of 
.. passing age, would deter the majority of readers from ,,0 
examin"tioo of their contents. In the fonowing sketeh of 
the history of Iceland, the most conspicuous and remarkable 
features bave ''been selected", to ' the exclusion of the nu­
merous detaIl. with )VbiCl) the native histo;'ians have C4li:>wd­
ed the picture; :.while 1IP" ~!empt ' is made to trace the cir. 
Mn~tance., giving , to the Ice1anders tl)at peculia~ and.ciis­
lipcti,& .. cha\"actei; ~ich, 'as;' nation, they, have ;'IW8)'1 ~­
l\itii~: preference to<tbeli.tte!: object, it W8AI recjuisite that 
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somc notice should he t.a.ken of the litcraturt' of the country 
at different periods; and, accordingly, with th(' narrati,·c of 
events, are connected tilOse sketchcs of the intellectual hahib 
and pursuitor; of the people, which may best ~('l'\'e to iUll ... • 
trate this singular feature in their history. To 11 subsequent , 
chapter is reserved the account of the present statE- of litera· 
ture and cduca.tion in the island: 

Much argument ha6 taken place Oll the question, whether 
iceland was the Thule of the ancients. Though the affirma­
tive opinion has not ceen witbout its authorities, and these 
of eminent character, yet th.ere appears, on the whole, lit­
tle that ffi satisfactory or probable in this hypothesis. Wcrc 
it true that the Romans had ventured upon the northern 
ocean as far as the shores of this island, W(" might expect to 

find some distinct and wcll~markcd record of the fact. The 
passages, however, from their poels and historians, in which 
the Thule is mentioned, do not afford any such testimonies; 
and some of these would seem to be decidedly opposed to the 
opinion in question. * 

The discovery of Iceland, a. first anthenticated hy history, 
is due tp the ad:rcnturous spirit of ccr'lain Norwegian and 
Swedish pirates, about t~ year 860. Naddodr, the first voy­
ager ,,,ho visited the island, was accidentally drh'cn upon the 
eastern coast, while salling from Norway to the Faroe Isles: 

• Those who w1eh to examine further into the merits of tlUs queaUOIl, may 

consult the writings of' Saxo Grammatic"" Cuaubon, Boehart and Mallet; the 
Crymogeea of Arngrim Jonas; tbe Hi.Jt.oria Eccle.iaatica Islandi.ae, &c. lObe 
two jnt mentioned writ.en maintain the identity of I~ with the Thule of 
tile Roman.. Amgrim Jooas i. tile principal oppoaent of this opiaion. Bo.. 
dwi, Mallet, and BUbop Jonson, tlle learned: author ot the Eccle.iutieal H~ 
'tory. LoId t» int.ennediate belief; luppoeing it not impoeaible that Icelad ft. 
kOci .... to lhe _ .. , but coo_ng lhol tMy oppIied \I!< ...... Thule, .. ith_ 
O\1t partica.la- t!iM:rWiutioa. to .ev..:r.t ~ Rea&" .ee .aorthena boUDdar.T . .c 
their empire. 
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('astern coa~t, "hilc ,>ailing from Norway to the Faroe isles: 
he ascended to the ~umIllJit of a hill Ileal' the shore; anu, 
~e~ing around him ouly a solitary dcsart. the mountains of 
which werC' covered with snow, though it Wi1~ then the au¥ 
tuum of thl.' ycar, ht, ~a'ic to the country the lIame of SlIhi· 
land. Lt,d Ly the report of this casual cliscon.'ry, a. Swede, 
callC'd GanJar, pursued thc"Same track; u!Hl, ill the summt'r 
of 8(>-1, succeeded in circumnavigating the i31and, which he 
named Ganlarsholm, or tbE' island of Ganim', Fluke, a. 

pirate of much cclebrjty ill those limeS\ was the thiru advcn~ 
Lurer in this track. Directed by the flight of raV('IlS. which 
he had caniLU ouL "hit him trom Norway, he reached Iu~­
JUIIU; where he remained two winters; exploring, durillg: lhis 
time, a great extent of the southern and western coast'!;, aud 
gl\ jog to the i!:.land. the name which it still retains. This was 
derircd from the observation he made of a large (lUuntity 01 

jcc ill &otne of the bays on the northern coast; pl'olmLly float­
e(t hither from Greenland. 

These voyagers c:arricrl tack with them Val iou!:. nnlI COIl­

tradictory reports of the island thus recently dlslm·ered. 
Their expedihons. though affording !:oome knowledge of the 
country, would probably not hav~ led to its colonization, 
hat! not other causes contributed to this effect. At the pe­
riod in questiop, Harold the Fair-haired, who had been suc .. 
cessful in subjllgatillg the several petty slates of Norway, 
obtaine<!- tbe son:reigoty over tho whole of that kingdom. 
Many noble l)Jorwegians, dis .. tisfied with 1.4e cha'1gc, aud 
agg,ieved by the ¥tcmpts of Harold \" ,colI!,toulllolld r~uce 
tile;" l,n,ileges, detenniood t<> "bane.... \.b" country: ",hich 
~ve tbem birtb. A body of these "o)J!ntary exileS, u~de~ 
the conduct of ~ngolf, one of the discontcntt:d subjects, sail­
ed frolll II(orway; A. D. 81', at~d airected tbei~ cunrse t.o IC\l; 
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land, where they hoped to retain unimpaired their former 
independence'. It would appe-'ar that this emigration was lIlt.' . , 
rf"'Hllt of a mato\u'C' and well-concerted scheme; siuce Ingolf, 
with his hinc;;man Hiorleif, \,isited Iceland in 870; and after­
warlls rC'turned to Norway, to assemble tht" di/fC'l'<'nt families, 
who were content to resign their fortunes to his guidance. 

It is not Bt"cessary to the history of Icelallli to trace bark 
into ages mOTe f('mote, the Norwegian l,cople by whom the 
island was thus colonized. Fonning one bra.nch of the great 
Gothic or TC'utonic family, which occupiecl at this period 
the J10rthl~rn kingdoms of Europe, it cannot be douhted that 
tltt'Y were' deri\'etl frum one common SOl1n;e; and we look to 
th('ir origin ill the ScyLhiau emigration, which. nine centuries 
bdure. undc'r th(' hanners of the victorions Odin, carried 
COn(]lll'st anel usurpation throughout all the vast regions of 
IIIC lIorth. 

It is stat('(l by thC' Icdanclic historians, that the firf§t set­
IIcr", lIpon tilt' island, found,_ un c('rtain parts of the <-'oast, 
wooden ('rO~Sl~S and other jn~trumcnt~; from which it might 
l}(' inft:rrf'd that the country had before been visited, either 
hy aecidcnt or dt'sign . The natufe of the relics, thus disco\"{'f­
t·d, led to the belief that tllcse f'arlier visitors were Chri~-
1jans; aud it was conceh·ed .probable that fuiherrnen from 
Britain, or from Ireland, had been accidental1y driven upon 
fhe coast, and had eithC'f perished there, Of succeeded ill re­
fitting their vessels, so as to return to their own country. 
That they did nut remain long on the island, i. rendered 
p,obable by there being no Testlge of habitations when the 
Norwegianl arrived. Same of the Icelandic historians, how­
ever, make a Jitterent statement; an~ assert th,at there were 
~ctual settlements there, previously tll· t1.~ period of the 
Norwegian emigration. The Landnama llook, one of the 
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(':lrJil'st of the rcconh of Iceland, speaks of the discovery of 
crov,(:"'l, hell ... , amI certain writings ill the Iri!>h lan~na~(~ ~ and 
UH':lIlilllJ"l ill alloLher placc the residcnce of !:Onlf' of ttw!)e fo­

rei~lI('r" at Kil'kiubai , 011 the southern conbt of the island.)!' 
Arc Fl'ode, an eminent \\ riter at the commencement of the 
121h century, ,,110 took a part in the composition of the 
L,ndnama Book, blates in another of his work'i, that the 
PajJa:, a" these' original inhabitants \'\'ere termed by the Nor­
w('gialls, were actually upon Jhc island at the arrival of Ilhc 
('olony from Norway, and that tllf'y migrated ehewherC', from 

an aversion to the society of the Heathen strallgers. t It is 
ioiomcwhat billbrular that a dillerellce of statement ~houlcl exist 
on this suhjcd; more especially when w(' con!)id('f the f'arly 
period at \\hich the Icelanders began to compo~e history, a.nd 
1hc minute attention they bestowed upon histurical f<leb. 

The tirst opinion which has been mcntiollcd, though not free 
from uncertainty, is probably that ,,,hieh approal'hc~ mo~l 

nearly to the truti!. t 

" LanJnnm(l Doole, Proem et Part IV. Cap, 11. lllwnire 17a. 
t Arii Sched c. 2, 

t The testimonies of Alfred and the venerable DeJt. fLave bern ndJuced, to 

prove that 1«laod was known to the native!! of Britain before the discovery or 

the Norwegian pirates. The dC!l,Cription, however, given by BeJC', of an island, 
railed Thlil~, nr day' sail from Britain, whn"e there are no nights in the 8ummu· sol_ 
liice, .and flO daY8 in tht: wi1ller, seems to be derh'ed solely from the testimony of 
Pliny, in describiug the northern voyage of the celebrated Pytheas Massiliensis 

(Hilt. Nat. I, ir'. c.70, 4- 1. if). c. 16.); a~d it appears probable that the Thule 
of Pytbeas is to be found io the Shetland or Faroe isles, rather than in the more 
remote eoute of Icefand. In Hackluyt's Voyages (Lolldo1t, 175'), wl, 1. p. I, 

it is mentioned, on the authority of Galfridus MORumetensis, and the AWU',.,..J­
of 1d.Lambard, that the V1~ient British king. Arthur. about the beginning of the 
etb century, subdued' lCtlland and Greenland, as well as many of the northem 
iiAgdoms of Europe.· It is. further stated, in the same book, likewise from Gal-
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I-lmlC'ver t])is may be, Ingolf and hii a~. "ocial(' !' IOlluri 110 

other difficul1y in chtablishing themselves 011 tilt' )'llalld, tll:HI 

what' arOhe from the nature of the country, at that 1iuu/ SIl 

mm:h covered with thickets, that it was uccessa-ry in ~OllH' 

plac(,h to open tracks through them. The infant colony ,""llich. 
directed by certain superstitious observauces, ",as fil'ht "icUled 
in the south-",cstcrJl part of Iccland, received a rapid au~­
mentation of its numbers. * Many other nohle Norwegian 
famili('s, dissatisfied with their condition under the imperi­
ous authority of Harold, left their country, attended by 
large trains of dependants, and followed the cour::oc of tIl(' 
earlier emigrants, who had sought liberty ill tlie desolate re· 
gions of Iceland. Una",sociatcd ill their plans, aad arri\ing 
at dificr('ut tilDl's, they did notconfille1hctnseh,cs to<anypar­
tintlar dblrict, Lut hpread their settlements along: all the {'oasb 
of the ihland. It appears thaf Harold at fir .. t opposed no 
iltntierancc to thih emigration of hi~ subjeclh, but even afford­
('tl thent in !'orne instances hi~ a~sistance and advi('c, in tll", 
dis.trihution of the lands upon which they fixed their new 
ahode." i' Afterward~, however, its frequency 60 mud\ alarm­
NI hilll, that he ihs.ued an edict, ilUpOhiug a fine of foul' 
OllU('C!' of siher upon every pt'rhon \\ ho &hould leave Nor­
\\ ay to heltle in Iceland. 

frilius, that J\.{aigo, 11 successor of King Artbur, a second time conquerro lce­
idlld, and subjected It to Ius power. These accounts are evidelltly entitled UI 
very little credit. 

• When lngolf approached the coast of Iceland, he threl\' int() the ~ea tbe wood. 
t'.n doQr af his former habitation in Nu",'ay; and /lome time afterward" finding 
it callt upon tbe shore at Reikiank. he fixed his abode OD this _pot. We meet 
with relations of a similar practice amoog others or tbe fir~t bettlers in tke COWl­
try; it bcing regarded as a method of aIIcertaining tbe wdl Af .l. .. n..ifi ....... t .A 

tlleir place of settlement, Lattdatzm4 Book, p. J J C, t). 

t L~ndnaQla Book, p. 5, t. I , 

D 
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The emigrations, howev~r, in despite of restriction, COIl ­

tinued to a great ext.ent; and, in iittle more than half a cell-, 
tury, the coast. of Iceland were peopled in a degree fully 
equivalent tu the means of .subsistence which the country 
afforded. The Landnama Book, before mentioned, the ob­
ject 'of which is, to gil'c a picture of th_c colonization of the 
island, describes with singular minuteness the arrival ::uul 
spreading of t.he different settlers; and connects this narra­
tive with a profusion of genealogical detail, unexampled -per­
haps in the annals of any other country. From tllis record 
it appears, tllat, together with .the Norwegians, many Danes 
a.nd Swedes camc OVt!1' to the country; and the names also 
are preserved of sew'raJ individuals of the Scotch and Irish 
nations, who at this time ('hose Iceland as their place of 
abode . 

. The period occupied in this progressive colonization of the 
' C~UDtry, may be considered as the first in the history of lce~ 
land. The Norwegians brought with them to the isl;tnd their 
language, ~I\eir ' reU~on, their customs, anti their historical 
records. Their-method of · settling was accordant with the 
usages which. existed at this period among the northern na­
tions of Europe; a sort of feudal arrangement was imll1e ~ 

diately' adopted, by which every leader of a body of emi. 
'grants, having' occupied a district of country. distributed 
iauih ,to, l\i. followers, under certain iml,lied conditions of 
v3:ssidage and subservience. . Thus all the ' habitable parts of 
tlle':co~t we.e opeedily parcelled , out.-,aD)Ollg the le",ders of 
nUliwJlO\!.S 'sm"IL cqmmu9itie( ; , : ... ~d • .£r,""" blUl<i. of e!llig{~nts 
still·arnving., . frequent ,conteSt. ' aro~ bebieen the new ' ~m ... 
<is; <and '.tjlose '~eady d:WeJlingin'JQI. C!>Untry. These "",11'. 

:t!.its · fot~os.~~~~~ b~~- j'~-~,;~~~: aO .co~nJ1.1~n amo~~ ' ~~ 
petty (eu<!a1 ,cl»i'i'&,ln differei1t~rts qf t:\l#, ,lSland, th!lt a ,fi" 



cesslty WIIis urtiversally felt for the 'adoption ·of some system , 
which, by com'recting the ye.t . separate cotnmunili(!s~ might 
regulate the concerns, assimilate-the interests, aI)d unite 'the 
feelings of the whole • . The beneficial change, thus required, 
was effected A. D. 928, fifty-four years after thc arrival of 
the first settlers; arvi a consti~ti~n was .. eslablisi)ed, welt. 
calculated to provide for the emergencies which gave it 
birth. 

'The general feab,-res of the new government, derived ~n 
pari' from the more ancient in'stitutions ·of the northcnl. na­
tions, were undoubtedly those of an aristocracy. The island 
was dhrjded into four prov-inces; over each "of w,lich pre~ 
sided an hereditary governor or judge. . 1'he southern and 
western provinces each -comprehended three subdivisions or 
prefectures; the northern province four bf these prefectures, 
on account of its .greater extent; the' eastern provinCe only 
t\v·o: so as to give a dil!ltrilmtion of the ll'hole isi4J.nd,·ljnto 
tweh'e secondary districts. Over each ;o( these divisions was 

' .... J .. ; 

placed" prefect; . who, a. well as the g~nor of the pro­
vince, hel,1 his ... Ilk" by an he~itary ~iglit;' being originally 
appointed from 'one of tbe principal families in ·the district. 
TheprefectuTeII were furtber subdivided into smaller districts, 
called Hrepfiar ; in each of whkh there were appointed fife 
civil officers; ·elected from among those "f the inhabitants, 
who,to R eertai,,' ,,",lne of property, united the repu~n 
of gener .. \,.ens.; 1ind'1bl egrity. It ...... the province of theSe 
magistrates ·tP ""aintalnthe peace and . g<?OO 'Order of their 
",:~ep.1 diotric~; • ·a.?~ .lil~ es~iallyt<>, attend to the. c9"" 
dltion and ,tpa~t of the ~r; 
·' In '~lIiih.)r lt~ ,~ cMfrlWl!ii ..... s, ~. estoIhI~e4.;,were 
v'c~·""oerali. ' W 'of.......,mbl ,:/1 r~ libli("" i'; '. ' . ' hi , ~ ." . 1'? , ~ .. . y" ' , P , .·, Put'fi~· 
ih~ 'flt#pa'::,or ~itir dift'ricf.;;the~'a.~bneS were cow; 
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posed of allllJe inhabitants who possessed more than an as ... 
signf"d value' of ('state, and were of an unblrmished moral 
character. Their proceedings, which related almost entirely 
to math'rs of local police, were under the cognizance of the 
Court of Prefecture; formed by the prefect ami the depu­
ties frOll). the several included distriets. At these second a~ .. - . 
.scmblies of judicature, which were held once ill Ihe year, a 
great part of the ci, il business of the country was transact­
ed. and a superintcndance exercised also in certain matters 
of religion; an appeal, however, bping still resen-ed, in the 
first instance to thf' States of the whole Provinef', which met 
at particular timeR, and finally to the Supreme General As· 
sembly of Icelanrl. 

This great assembly, called the Althing, * was held annu­
ally on the shores of the lake of Thingvalla; and was attend­
ed by an the civil officers, and by a certain number of the 
dergy and laity from every part of the island. In it were 
vested the legislative and supreme judicial powers of the 
.state, and the declti.on in all important ma.tters of national 
policy. Every appeal from the lower courts was determined 
here; and every magistrate made responsible to this tribunal 
for hi. public conduct. The functions of the executive go­
verume-nt were committed by the assembly to a magistrate, 
elected bi tbeir votes, and 'retained in power during th~ir 
pleasure. This supreme officer had tbe title of Laugman, 
or administrator of the laws. Chosell, in comequence of 
merit, {rom among the chief. of the state, he was invested 
wHh aN the !ligniticsauitable, to his office. He presided at 

• Fn>m f1/1, all.. aad tiu..r •• fonm or ,1Me{)f justice. This aSiembly corre. 
!ipOndain miDr circ~ lo~e WiUt,tl,,'$Jlot of the Anglo-SUOD •. Simi­
lar institutions, indeed, uiated .alDQDg ~ IiJf II¥: ,northern 1l.llUoau .t. tbj,a .po.. 
nod. 
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the general assembly, conducted its cOtln.sel~, and regi~tered 
its decisions. He interpreted the laws of the nation, and 
pronounced the sentences which the administratioA of tht'st> 
laws required. His authority, though dependent for its du­
ration upon the will of the states, was usually continued for 
many yeaTS, and ofteg for life; while, at the same tim£', thi6 
uncertainty afforded an important check to abuses of his office. 
As the supreme magistrate of the country, he was wi~ely gift~ 
ed with all the externals of dignity and po"er; and with equal 
wisdom restricted in all those points, where bis influence might 
prove dangerous to the welfare of the republic. • 

In this sketch of the constitutipn which the Icelanders 
createu for themselves, an evident relation will be traced to 
the progressive institutions of several of the European states, 
One obvious peculiarity, however, offers itself in the present 
instance; arising, as it is probable, from the character and 
rank of the first colonists, and from their attachment to the 
habits and institutions of their Scandinavian ancestors. Else· 
wherC', tlle progress towards regular govemment was gradual, 
and every step made through contest and bloodshed. In Ice­
land, all was effected by a single and timultaneous effort. The 
necessity appeared for SOlll,e bond of union among the several 
communities of thc island: the voice of sage deliberation gave 
to the people this common bond, in a constitution ,!hich was 
received without tumult, and brought into action without de­
lay. On this subject it would be an injustice 10 the reader not 
to quote the words of the elegant and ingenious Mallet. 

, I.e g6nie de CC5 peuples, leur bon sens nature!, et leur 
, amour ponr la Iiberte' y, paroisaent sans aucun nuage. Au .. 

• A minute aecount or the colllti.tution of the ieeltawUe comm.onwealth i. Jiven 
in the c.y",_ of AniPP> .1"" ... 
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, ctme fnrce exterieu't'e ne ]es croise, 'ni ne les ~ne; c"est 
, unc nation li\'rcc a cIle m~me, qui s'etablit dans un pays 
, . isolc. ct commc separe du reste db 'motlde; dans' tous ses 
, etablissemcns, on ne voit que l'a plus pure expression de scs 

inclinations, ct de ses sentitnens! et Hs lui sortt en effet si 
., naturels, que l'on n'allperc;oit pas dnn~· les redts auss1 
, na'ifs, qn'cteneins, des Chroniques Islandois qu'aucnne deli~ 
, bcration generalc, aucune irresolution, aucune experience 
, des ctats dilfereris, .... yent precede chez ellX l'institution de 
, cettc forme politique. Tout y nait, et ~ 'y ~rrange de soi­
, mcme; et comme les abeilles forment leurs n1C~hes, les nOl1-

, veaux lslandois ctablMsentchez eux ce gou,"crucmcnt, qui 
semble ne devuir etre le fnlit que d'un~ longue experience 
et d'une e"tude reflechic des homme'S; et dont un grand ge­
nic de cc siecle ( J.lfontcsquicu) rernaTquc avec etonnement, 

, qu'il a etc tl'ouve dans les bois.' * 
~'he code of laws, adopted in cb'nncction with this new 

form of go\"emme:nt, and progressively altered and amend~ 
ed by the decis\oft( ,()f the public assembly, is another strik­
ing specimen of the genius ami habits of the loelanders of 
this agA? It was ponstructcd: with a minute attention to the' 
usageS of the people, and to th'e\>arious objects in their in­
terna] economy. AIl the contfngenci~ 'of s6diety were pro­
"ided fo~; the relations and duties of different classes pre.. 
scribed; 'and other, 'regulations ' introduced, which had in 
vii!1v the con"enienceand utility of the whole. A'instances, 
may be tneiitioned'the la";':respecting marriage, divorce, and 
inheritanCe; those whi~ Tl'gar<iC!l 'the management of the 
poor, .the distribulion~ll:ll1>cled p~p~; and the regulation 
of weIghts ' andmeasUr~\~ The,:Cl'IlDlnal laws wete equally 
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reuuced to a systematic form, and adapted to the cha.racter 
of society in this age. In conformity to the custom of the 
other Scandinavian nations, corporal punishment was rarely 
inflicted; and the atonement for almost ,every species of of­
fence was made by the payment of certain fines; which, in 
the cases.of more heinous guilt, amountA~d sometimes to the 
confiscation of the whole property of the offender." As, in 
the Spartan and Roman laws, no punis.hment was provioed 
for parricide; from the same conviction that the nature of 
thc crime was in itself a sufficient security against its commis­
sion. There are evidences in some of the anciC"ut writings of 
the country, that the tri~l by jury was not uuknown to the 
IcC'landers during the early periods of their history. Their 
acquaintance v\'iLh this moue of trial was not obtained from 
their Scandinavian de~cent; bnt it seems to have been resort­
('<1 to only ill particular circumstances, and was not adopted 
in the ('odo of laws framed f'lr the rePllhlic of Iceland. t 

The ('on&titulioll~ thus adopted by the Icelanders, was 
pre&cn-cd with little change for more tha~ t~rcc centuries; 
during which period the records exist of thirty-eight Laug­
men, who ill &uccession sustained the executive powers. Were 
it allowed to apply the term to a desolate island on the con­
filles of the Arctic Circle, this might be called the golden 
age of Iceland. Secured by physical circnmstances from Ille 
ambition of pJore powerful states, an efficient gov'crnment 
and well directed laws prpvided for the people all the advan­
tages of justice and soci\ll ord",. EducatillD, literature, and 

.. FOl' an aOC01:lil~ of the Wft.loJe, or criminal law, of the Icelandic commou­
ws.lth, aet: t.be..Crymoaea of Aragrilll Jous_ 

t The Eytbyggia Sap (Ha.VUla, 17U" p, ''1 ,)~ conu,in. a ~r:lou, narrative of 
"'" tnoI T>i • f~o, · ....,.,d Gelrr\<lo, ...... d Qf. J'I''''''ioing the .... of magi<; 
to 411dge in whip. ~, t,,"~Te JD.eQ were aPP9iat~ ~ put upon their oatlls __ 
AD at.QOunt of the same trWaction is gl\"en in ~h.e Landoama &.ok, p. 82, note. 
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even the refinements of poetical fancy, . flourished among 
them: like the Aurora Borealis of their nuth'c sky. the' 
p6ets and historians of Iceland not on)y illumined their 
OWJl couutry, but flashed the lights of their genius throqg:h 
the night which then hung over the rest ~f Europe. Com­
merce was pursued by the inhabitants with ~dp.ur and suc­
cess ; and they p..'lrl.ook in the maritime adventures of disco .. 
very and coloniza.tion. which ga"e so much merited celebrity 
to the N orwegians of this period. Many of their chiefs 
a.nd learned men visited the courts of other count.rics, form_ 
ed connections with llic most eminent personages of the time, 
and surveying the habib, institutions and arts of different 
communities. retUrtlccJ home~ 'fra~~t with the treasures of 
collected knowledge. Nor was ther~ among the Icelanders 
of this period an exlinction of the elevated spirit, common 
to their forefathers and to the age. The Sagas, . or tales of 
the country, aWord m~ny .6trjking pictures of that high feeling 
of honour, and. of those deeds of personal prowess, which 
w~re cherished by . the disposition of the northern nations, 
and which refu~ed n'ot to exist even in this remote and deso-
late regio,,-. .... 

Of the several features which distinguish \his remarkahle 
. p<;riod in the history ofI,:"iand, the literary'~haractcr of the 
people is dOubtl~ss the most extraordinary and peculiar. We 
~equire much eyid~nce'~o' convince us of th~ fact, that a na-
, ,." • . '. 1 ~ . . . . 

tii?n" remote from th.e rest of Europe,. dwelling ~m a .'oil.so 
steille; and beneath such ' inclement ' skies, should have .ent 

• -.' • :' :.. --,. • < 1· .. ·'·~ , ". • 

forth -men whose genius, taste and acquire!p~nlS, did honour 
to their counp-y, and to.tb~,. timcs i~. whi~"h i\l~YIivcd. '8';ch 
,~idence, ,'howev~,"" ~.c: tli~" ino5t~,ecisive' kirit-·: W;'p08S~~ jo 
the. }1l!'ny :;;"';ting.( whidi·'have~do~fr.\oi this j,e{i<id to 
lli~1~~~bt 'age;' t;nil ii?~e 't&iimbriib:·' ~tforded ~Y 't~~":<ffM! , 



temp<miTy writer. Of ~ther cOl:intri", ,, ' 'n!ereality of the fact, 
indeed, can admit' of no doubt; and it i. only left for ul ,to 
speculate' upon lbe causes wbicb led to this singula'!' anomaly 
in the bistory of literature. 

Tbe original settlers in Iceland were men who bad pOssess­
ed ' eminence;,.~d bereditary rank in the kingdom 'of Nor­
way. . Deserting tbeir ' country from an. abhorrence of des­
potic sway, they ·carried with them to their new abodes Il,e 
language of tbeir ancestors, (the Gotbic or Teutonic root, 
from wbich so many branches bave sprung;) and numerous 
records, bolbof indiVidual family descent, and of the ge­
neral history · of the northern nations; these annals being 
presen'ed for the most pitt in that poetical form, whicb dwelt 
with an equal vivacity Br impression upon the memory and 
feelings. The !uythology of the Scandinal'ians, in its nature 
pr.opitious to poetic fi(:tion and ornament, was at the same 
time transplanted into Iceland; the gloomy sioenery .of whicb 
was not wholly unaccordant witb tbe ch'l!'J'Cler and usages of 
this religion. The majesty and the teh(,rs of Odin and of 
Thor might well be supposed to reside amidst tbe desolation 
of nature; and the future· bliss of the Valhalla was pictured 
with a simplicity of d~scription, wh~h gave it to the imagi­
nat;"n ",en of the !\,e!ander, who . knew but the Dames of 
luxury:',aild splendour.' The ' a*ibutes of the other deities, 
and,the metaphorical OI')ictitious events, o( the mythology, 
were :equally "darted to .the situation and :conceptiolls of the 
peopIe, during,lllis mfa..cy 'Of their existel;oe ... an independ­
eat oommllpiiy. 
P~ing '~~':-the material_Jor hi~ory and theelemenlB 

~:~~~.&! ;!,~~j~~I!' a~;~~yy,.;";'8:~b~ces 
~~IiIiOn&;Jdooh~witio dIeir. former eounim.J[ is 

e 
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not wonderful that the Icelanders should have been early led 
to ~llC cultivaliOiI of these branches ofliterature. Other callS('S 

also contributed to this ('{fcct. The institution of a regular 
form of government, lhDllgh it diminished the nllmber of in­
cidents which might have heen adorned hy the lang\lage of 
poetry, yet a.fforded a peaceablp sf>curity of condition, which 
favollrcd the culture of the mind, and enabJcn those who had 
learlling or genius to record the events a.nd atchien·ment~ of 
ages that were gone by. The peculiar form, too, of this go~ 
vernment, afforded a powerful incentive to mental exertions; 
and at the great u.nnufll :l<;{scmbly of the people, thuse who 
poso;;<'sscd quickness of talent, with powers of cOlllpo~ilioll and 
oratory, never failed to obtain the applause of their feHow~ 
cltizens, and an influence in the deliberations of the ~tate_ 

N or were the more domestic occupations of the Icdandl'fs 
such as to preclude an indu1gence of these dispositions. The 
summer's sun saw them indeed laboriou~ly oc(;upiecl in .sc('k~ 
jog their 11rovision from a stormy ocean aud a barren soil ; 
l)ut the long seclusion of the winter gave them the leisur(" as 
well as the desire, to cultivate talents, which were at once ~o 
fruitful in oc(;upation and delight. During the darkness of 
their year, and b{!neath the rude covering of wood ami tl1rf~ 

they recited to their assembled families the deeds and descent 
of their forefathers; from whom they had received that inhe­
ritance of liberty. which they now dwelt amollg de>erts to 
presen-e. 

But it was not solely as reviring tbe memory of former 
times, or as a source of domestic enjoyment, that th{4.Ice­
landers of this age devoted themsel".s to the composition of 
bi.tory and poetry. The ambition of wealth and glory fur­
tber animated their pursuits. Their bar<\.1} and hi.toriarut 



HISTORV AND LITERATURE OF ICEL.\ND, ]9 

visited other countries, resided amid the ~plf'ndour" or courti, 
were caressed by the greatest monarchs of the tillie, awl re w 

turned to their native island, co\'cred \\ ith honours, and ('11. 

rich cd by the gifts which their genius had won. Thus, iute­
rest and emulation presern~d the character which the pcoph' 
had acquired., long after some of the causes producing it had 
ceased to operate; and literature hecame with the Icdanders 
a species of corhmercc, in which the fruit of thcir mental cn­
dowments was eXLhanged for those foreign luxuries or COlU­

forts, \vhich nature had denied to them from their own soil. 
Such appear to have been the circumstances which gave 

rise to this singular condition of Iceland during the period. 
frolll the lOth to thf> 14th century; nor will it spem extraor­
dinary, wIlen the nature of the causes is considered. that they 
should have had ~u mudl elIect ,upon the habits and character 
of the people. It may be obscrn~d, in concurrence with tll(~ 
view that has bt'cn given. that their attention was chiefly 
engaged by the two branches of literature alre..'lrly mcnlioneti, 
hbtoJ'Y and poctry ; aJJd that the more severe departments of 
knowledge , though llotentirelydisregarded, were by no means 
held in equal estimation. To these favourite pursuits they 
applied their utmost powers ; .cultivating them in various 
forms, yet reducing the whole to a system, which in its strucw 
turc displayed great refinement and skill. 

The poetry of the ancient Icelanders, though cherished 
by them with so much success, was not; however, essentially 
distinct in its character from that common to the other 
nort~ern nations at this period. Before the emigration which 
originally peopled Iceland, the Scandinavian kings and chief. 
tain5 retained in their courts, and about their persons, bards 
who ",ightcelebrate their greatnp •• , and convey the memory 
of their deed. to future times. 'l\Iese men were caned 
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Sltaldr or Skald" * they exercised poetry as a priilfession. 
and ·. their exertions were munificently rewarded by U,OSC 

wh6se praises they sung. After the Icelanders were asta'" 
bUshed as a people, anrI when, from the causes just' enume­
rated, they had devoted t.hemselves to poetical ' co~positiont 
their native poets -assumed the highest rank' among these 
bards of the age. The style of their composition wa.s nearly 
tile same as that of their predecessors in the art; but, from 
their more complete devotion to the pursuit, they appear to 
have acquired greater skill~ and a superior excellence ill the 
qualities whieh were deemed essential to this kind of poetry. 
We accordingly find that the Icelandic Skalds obtained a 
singular celebrity, not only in their own cOllntry, but through. 
out an the north of Eurupe. They \'isited the courts of 
England, Ireland, Sn.·eden. D~nmark and NQrway, amI were 
evcl'ywberereceived with the hospitality and honours due to 
their talents, and to the exertions they made in the serv ice 
of their patrons. From catalogues which are preserved to us 
of the Skalds who fururished ill the three last mentioned king­
dows, it appears ,that the majority of the whole number were 
llath'cs of Ioeland; and .numerous testimonies exist of the 
sl1pe.rior reputation and influen.ce whicl~ these ialanderseujoYA 
ed. ill t he .eJo:e£ci.e of their proie,sion. t 

,;, Tbe orl.g~n Or the .... O!:d Sk.,d h~~been: variouly at.ated. It, haa . been df:.o. 
ri:,~ frbm Skia/l, narnrtio; from :Jcall; Somll.; ~ ,a.J..a, eCUltrt; and ,by, ,Tor­
f;.e~.( PM/at. BUt, Oread.) froro. Sk~ iUpi~'I"e. The most probable derivation 
!Seem. to be. fr.om Skirul,. signifying wisdom or (:o~l; ",'hence olso the English 
word 8kill. ' c" 

t See ille SlMJj!a-tal. or JiSt of Skuk, ' in "~ "appemHx to Wormil1!l's Litt. 
RuDie. AIlW the aocC\tl'ate ca~~jQ\ ttre !$cioar.i¥li.-ailst: Literar.lsia.a4.p.:49; 

00, e.i.c~U~nt ,~Ork,_ wrj~ .by ' Baud. ,~~ ~o.r .. of the ~hoo1. ~ lf~ 
him, aD~ publilbed a.t C~n~geD ~n l. t7t..;tV~et: '~~Jorm " ()f 9. ~~;#,' 

• . , •. <> '.' • ' .•••.. "0 • • ,.,.. , ...• 

umJe, with notes ·an'd iildexes. ij' ,affordS" the most' ~p1cte account., yet e~t.auJt; 
'of tM nierat~ 'ari'(l iell\-n~{\ .'r*i- nf l(!~;Afii:'i :: ' . ,. 
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So much has been written concerning the Scandinavian 
poetry of this age, that it will not be requisite here to enter 
with much minuteness into the subject. The character ~of 
Ihis poetry exhibited certain peculiarities, derived partly 
from the mythology with which it was cOI>!lected, partly 
from the situation and circumstances of 1 he nOlothern na .. 
tions. The religion of the Scandinavians, highly metapho­
rical in its nature, and embracing many 5trange and exag­
gerated fictions, gave a corre&ponding tone to the poetical 
composition of the pcople. It abounded in allegory and ab­
struse images. The events and language of mythology, as­
iOciated wit.h the. various o~jCCls of nature, threw over them 
.\ bbade of my&tery, somewhat akin to the sublime. E,-en 
"here the subject was uf a narrative kind, or the praises of a 
h l:'fO were sung, a studied ohscurity was still preserved;­
l! \rery name assumed some fictitipu5 and figurati\Oc shape;­
Ihe thought \Vas ~traiued to meet the conceptions of the poet; 
-and the imagination oppressed by the magnitude. of the 
Illclaphors employed. Owing to these causes, many of the 
composiLions which have come down to us from this age, are 
either ",holly unintelligible, or have little accordance with the 
rules a.nd obserwances of modern taste. 

The circumstanoes of the nortbern nations, and especially 
of the lQelanders, further modified the character of their 
poetry. Dwelling in COWltrie. wbere the softer features of 
nature were but rarely seeD, and simple from necessity in all 
their habits and modes of life, their compositions sC'ldom ex­
hibit much refinement either of imagery or feeling. We do 
not find any extended tleecriptions of nature, or of tbe men­
tal passions and emotions. An the allusions of this kind arc 
.II~ !l,ud ubrupt; wl,tile yet tl,ey often involvc a degree of 
hyperbole, which would be inadmissible in the poetry of the 
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present day. No r(~scmulance was too vague or fanciful to 
form the basi,; of a. nwtaphor; and Ih(' imagination being 
ufged to the di&covery of snch relati()n~ , numerous altego .. 
rical phrase .. were thus obtained, which were habitually 
employed by the writers of the age; though with c\"ery li­
cense to the novelties which inrlividua1 bl'f"nius might BUg .. 

gest. Their phraseolo.~y, however, was sometimes much less 
extra\'agant; and. in the dc::,cription of common events, 
we occa:)ionally find a homeliness and simplkity of "lyle, 
which aTC strikingly contrasted with the qualities just de .. 
scribed. '! 

The stroctuTf' of the ,"ersc in the northern poetry of this 
pcriorl, as exemplified hy that of the Icelandcr~. was equally 
peculiar. Its harmony appears to have depended lc",s upon the 
arrangement and number of syllables, (lhou~h this also was the 
subject of minute attentioJ),).than upon certaill alliterations, 
and repetitions of sound, ,,,hieh were studiously inlrodllced 
into all their poetical writings. The assonance, thus sought 
for, was of a more various. and com plicateu kind than is 
admiss.ihle in the mechanism of modern verse. The simple 
artifice of rhyme wa, indeed rarely employed; but upon the 
dispm,ition of the consonanb and vowels, and the repetitron 
of these according to certain J'ules~ infinite skiH and labour 
were bestowed. Though it i. difficult now to appreciate the 
beauty or propriety of these alliterations, we may presume 
that it was not merely as a demonstration of .kill that they 

• In8tancel of the metaphors em.plQyed in the poetry of the Skala. might be 
indefinitely multiplied. The earth is the tkvghter mtcl 'Wife of OdlAi-hunger, tlat 
knife offielD. or lkalhi--mountaUlJ, Uie botan v)'lJu gJ4Jft Ymn";-giants, CAe.otU 
of iron i-a warlike mind is 41l dW!l ~;-& baUle, a .tf»'ll!l of blood ;-the 
raVeD is laid to rtjoiet ovtr the Iulrd 6~ qf ~r.;--4 dotl:d ef flNod.JI d,.. tUJert 

1M htod of tM.......u.l, &eo 
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were used; and it is probable they had severally their adapt­
ations to the nature of the Gothic language; which, abound­
ing in consonants, might derive much increase of harmony 
from this artful disposition of sounds. The varieties of alli­
teration were exceedingly numerous. Sometimes a repetition 
of the initial letters of verses was required ;-sometimcs a 
correspondence in the initial letters of several words occur­
ring in a distich or a verse; while in oth('r cases, more com­
plex repetitions of sound were ohtained, by using uot only 
the same initial letters in different parts of a distich, but 
also certain correspondent syllables, with regular intervals 
bet ween them. These y:,trieties were connected with an al­
mo~t {"qual din·rsity in the metre of the poetry; of which 
some have estimated more than a hum.lred different forms. 
II has he-en ~llpposcd that certain of these metres have a cor· 
rc,;pondence wjtb the Sapphic measure of the lyrical poets of 
antiquity; but this opinion may probably be considered more 
fanciful than certain,* 

• The metre most frequently u'!ed among the lcelnndars ... 88 one in wbich 
the stllDzn wail composed of fOUT couplets; each line of the couplet consisting of 
six "yilablell; as in the following f'nmple from the Gunnlaugi Saga, the address 
of GUllolaug to Helgn, at the .time of their last parting: 

Bramsni ~k.ein brims 
Drims und Iiosum himni 
BTi.tar horvi glmstrar 
Hauk-frann a mik lauka. 

Enn $ll. gehli syslir 
SidllD menia-t'ridar 
Hvarma-tungls ok hringa 
lIJinar uthurft mina. 

, Like that of the falcou.. the bright eye of Ule heautiMiI maid, shining from , 
• lteneatb an eye--brow J which ill curved as the borned moon, hath enlightened me 
, by its splmdour. Hut t.be bellin f'.rom beneath the mooll_lib eyp.-brow of the 
, maideJ.l adunaed with riag., is the caase of eviJ, both to herself .and to 1IIe_~ , 

-Some v&luable mfical.remarlc~ 0[1 the ScanfiilWlriu pOf'try of this age wilt be­
foUnci 'ill variOUi p.rts Of Mallet's /fttrod. /I rHUfJIWrw de l'.Jt.mwmarti in the notes 

of hi, excellent tranJiator, Dt Percy; and also lQ Dr Van Troil', Letter on. 
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The Scnndimlyian poetry was thns an art of the most rC' .. 
fined killel; and, a~ such, ('xcr<:ised with pC'("uliar success hy 

• 
the In'landers of thi~ age. The skill of the P(H.-t hC'ing caUed 
into action en'I1 more than his im;tgination. ('onlcsl~ in Ya­

riety aml fal'ility of Y<'T .. ificatlon were very frt'quent, and 
much (,J'l~dit was attached to impromptu .. , as a proof of poeti­
('al talellt. lllslaoecs of snch extemporary composition arc 
CXII'('llIl'ly ('om mOll, and may he found rC'latcd in mo",t of the 
I(('·lan<iie Sa!!3s.* From the samC' works it nppf'ars that these 
short p;('('c .. of poC'l.ry, (called F/()('/rr, to distillguish them froUl 

th(> }ollgcr and fHore finished c~)Inpo<;itions, which had the 
na1ll(, of j)n1.pa,t) wen' frequently the v('hide of cJtleric'3 amI 
f'lligmaq, propo<,rd to the inp;enuity of competitors in the art. 
A striking c~ample of tllis is recorded in the HC'narar Saga~ 
'n lwre, to (il~ddC' in a contest h('tw('(~n a certain king and hi ... 
"a~sal, l"l·latin.·ly to the payment of triuut<', a. o1rict trial was 
made before jndges of th(> in((·lIectllal !'kill of the two 
parti('s, ill pl'opo~illg and sohlll.~ such poetical enigma~.! 
Satire, too, wa~ hy no means an uncommon suhject of thes(' 
poems; and it was at one time exercise-d with such severity 

Icelandic Poetry In the specimen given abo\'c, the regular allitl'rntion will be 
ob~en'eJ; and other instances of this will be found ill No. IV. of thc A}lpendix 
to this mIUlnl· . 

• See the Gunnlo.ugi ok Skalld-Rafni Saga, Hen'arar Saga, Eyrbyggia Saga, 
Egill:s Saga, SIc. 

t See Gnnnlmlgi Saga , lIavnire, 1773, p. 112, anc1l'1Otc, p. US. 
! licM'nrar Saga, Ha\'nie, 1785, cap xv. p.I28. Several other examples 

occur of thf' lings and princes of this 8gt as,uming tile char:wter,o{ pOds, The 
l'erses of Regnar I.odbrok, 11 warlike and celeb~ated king of DeaMar~ are atil1 
presertM: see 'Vormiu~ '5 I,itt. Runic. 1M: abo the fragment called NortJ!f"Ira, 

pubtishrd by Prof. T~orkeiin. Land. 1788. Au instance is elRwlu!re ftCW'ded. of 
• poet, lJiarno by name, who wa, inVl!lIted .. iib tile royal dUtdem, OR accoWilt of 
tbt excelltnte of an epitaph -which be composed upon llis predecessor. 
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against Harolq, a king of Denmark, who bad offended the 
Icelanders, that an invasion of the island wns .threatened; . . 
and it became necessa·iy to pass an.edict, making it a: capital 
crime to satirize the Danish, Norwegian, or. ~wedisb". kings. 
Other . laws also were enacted in Iceland. about tbe same 
period, respecting the use of personal- allusions in general, 
whether of censure or applause, in consequence of the CX~ 
treme propensity to sucb .topics whicb the poets of the coun­
try displayed. 

Poetry hav.ing so entirely the character of an art among 
the ancient Icelanders, we might expect to 6nd them pos­
sessing some common means of education in this favourite 
pursuit. The Edda, one of ~be most valuahle rerunants of 
northern antiquity, is a work designed expressly for these 
purposes. Much controversy has existed respecting this sin. 
gular and celebrated performance; the _period at which it 
was written, and the writers, being made -equally the sub­
jects of question. Though certain _points of the discussion 
have never been completely decided, yet we may now 
consider ourselves as possessing all those facts respect .. 
iug the work, which are of any mater-ial importance. 
It seems to be well asL"ertaiiled, that tbe . Edda is not 
entirely the c,ompositibn : of one . per",lJ, Jlr ,of one age, 
but tbat ,it derives its present forru froJ:ll , several distinct 
sources. The name has been ' assigned t~ twci different 
works; . .one ,of ",hieh is called the ancient Edda; or Edda 
of Srem,!,\d;' tb<; oll1,et; supposed .tohe' of mo~~ modern 
date; bears ,~Il~ . of ,tbe .eelehrnted: Snori'O Sturleson, 
towholllit;i." .li.cri~:;; I(;QlJ1~t be remarked,'bowever, thin 
~e6e . tid~ ~~~,\~:ven~~~ ~;~'- ·m:hch. 14ter ~~~: -:"th~j'b{j~­
~ti~b '<if,iatliet' od1i~ il'ilryti"atfd'thil,r t'lieif ;~~ ~a' 

D 
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been disputed, jna~much as regards the names of th~ authors 
aftjxC'd to tbelll, * 

The 'Ulelent Edda consist!!. of various 00('5; ,\ Itil'h, as some 
allege. are the fmgmcnts only of a much lar~er work, now 
10l-lt to the world. These writings. supprC'ssrd during a lonp; 
yeriod by the mistaken zeal of the Catholic clergy, wert' 
brought to light about the" year 16.10, by Bryujolfus bueno­
nius, bi!)hop of Skalholt. The most important of the poem.., 
arc the Voluspa, and the Ha\1{unal. The Vulu"pa, or Prollhct­
e~s of Vola, ic; a. digest of til(' ancient Scandinavian mytho­
logy, short and extremely obscure; thC' Huvamal, a. sillguJar 
colJ('('lion of moral precepts, professing- to be <It'ri,red frOlll 

the god Odin himself. Tllt'sc. POClnS lUlve gencrally becll 
attributed to Sremlmd Sigfuson, an emiu{'nt Icelander, horn 
A. D. 1056; who, from hi~ knowl(-d~e, writings, and YariOlh 

3t'f]uir{,nlcnts, has been called by succel'din~ author!), Frodc, 
or the learned. This opinion, howen'r, as before mentiOlwd, 
has had its opponpnts; and strong J"Ca~u"l harc been urg<,d 
for hclicving that Sremund did not compoS(>, perhaps not 
e"en compile, the Edda which is a9CTihed to hi.m. t 

The second work, bearing this name, has com~ to \l~ 

under a more perfect form; ,a,:"d though it .. elf losillg thl' garb 

'" Di&rent derivations have been gi't'eu of the name EdJf/.: some hllv~ de­
rived it from EJdt. fl grt:.tndnwl1mo, thus making it to sigmfy the porenl ~ poetry. 
or from Alta, jJfat~ wid, the '!fame use of the pro:.opop£'la Others bave re­
ferred it to Oddt, the residence of SIenlWld SigfUSOD Arnas Magnll!u9 oonsiders 
the name as a feminine of the old 'Word Odr, aignH'yiQg wisdom, or res!on. 

t The principal opponent of SterQund's claim to the first Edda i5 Arna9 
Magnll!'Us; whoge recondite inqy.irics into t~ early literature of Iceland have 
siven him much celebrity. See his life of ~mund Frode, prefixed to the ~ 
$-.., Bof_ 1787. 
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of pOetry, is much better adapted to the objC<"l of ill>trtlct­
ing others in the poetic art. It. is di~trihuted into two prin­
cipal parts. The first contains an extcn~i\'e view of the Ihy­

thoJogy of Odin, under the form of dialogue; in wh.ich arc 
explained the attributes of the deities, their sc\-'('ral action!'>, 
and the other remarkable evenb of the mythology. This was 
a code from which the Skalds, or bards of the age, might 
derive incidents and a.llusions for the ornament of their v{'rsc~. 
The second part of th~ Edda, which has be'en called Skalda, 
i.s a still more singular instance of the attention which was 
given at thi!o. period to poetry, as an art. It is a collection 
of oynonymes, cpithc·ts, and prosodiacal rules, carefully ar­
ranged, and w('lI adapted to increase the accuracy and faci­
li ty of <.'ompositi'm. The different errors .of st) lc are dis· 
tindly pointed out, and a minute account i~ given of the va· 
rieties of figure and of metre, which lllay be admjtted into 
poetical \'\ riting. The origin of this extraordinary work, like 
that of the ancient Edda, i~ still a mattcr of dispute. 1\I05t 
authors concur in ascribing it to Snorro Sturlcson; admitting, 
however, that certain additions were afterwards made to the 
Skalda, either by Gunnlaug, a monk who lived about the bc­
giulling of the tbirteenth century, Of, more probahly, by a. 
poet called Olaf Huitaskald, the nephew of Sturleson. Thc 
learned Arnas Magmeus, and some other writers, have COli· 

tradieted this opinion, and suppose it more probable that the 
Edda was greatly altered, if not entirely composed, ill the 
fourteenth century; an idea which is the less probable, since 
at this period the an of poetry had greatly declined among 
the Icelande ... , and tft.e "4Iioe and reputation of tbe Skald, 
were now become almost wholly extinct. -

• See VitA Semund, \fait, Edd. SlItmund. pt'l!fix. p. 14; altO Sci.graph. rn~t 
Lit. Island. p. 17. The controversy respectiog the origin of t.he Edda, and the 
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It wouhl be exceeding the limits of the present disserta. 
tion, to (let ail the names of aU the eminent poets who adorn­
ed 'this period of Icelandic history. Besides the two cele­
brated men, whose names have been mentioned in con nee-
1ioll with the Edda, those most conspicuous for their ta.l~nts 
were-, Egill Skallgrimson, a celebrated ,,,,arrior as well as 
bard, who, in the ('ourt of Norway, rescued himself by his 
verses from impending death; Thorleif .larlaskald, wlwse 
sk iJI was so great, that while everyone admired and ap­
plauded, 110 one knew whether- his poetry spoke praise. 
!!.atirc, 01' reproach; Sighvatr Thordson, whose talents raised 
him to the counsels and friendship of two successive Nor .. 
wt'gian kings; and the two brothers, Olaf and Stur!a Thoru· 
son, who, in the thirt.ecnth century, carried a.way the prize 
of fame from most of their competitors, both in Iceland and 
1he liingdoms of the north. The former of these, surnamed 
Iluitcudwld, or the IYhite Poet, from the colour of his hair, 
has just been noliccd, as the supposed author of a part or 
Ihe Edda. The latter, besides his celebrity as a poet, ac. 
quired much eminence in the dopartments of history and 
.ill ri~prudenC<'. and in other branches of knowledge. The 
('hroniclcs of the .country recite the names a.nd compositions 

('umination of this 6ingular work. bave etl:gaged many writers of great eminence. 
Besides those just referred to. we find connected with this subject the nam.es of 
Wonnius, Bartholin. Rudbeck. Reseniu!. Mallet, Suhm. Ibre, Thorkelin; &c. 
from whose several works the curious .reader may pbta.in ample infonnatioll on 
tbe subject. The principal editions of the Edda are those of Releniua, (COps­
n.agm, 1665), and of Mr Gora.nSOD. a SW'ed~ ' 1Vho obtained bit text from. the 
Upsal Manuscript of the work. A FrenoR trafcslation of the greater part of it 
baa beeD given by :Mr Mallet in hie Introd~t. 1\ l'Hist. de Dannemarc; and this 
hat been trannen-ed to OUl' own language by Jjr Percy, in his Northern Antiqui. 
tie!. '.Co tbe pe-I'IS of Gray, Herbert., ud Cottl~ we owe poetic:a) traDslati.oDi of 
lien;ral paouages in the ancient Edda. . 
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of many cotemporary bards, little inferior in skill, and who 
exercised · with scarcely less r~utation the art to which th~y 
were attached. 

Great, however, as was the ·poetical celebrity of the Ice­
landers of this age, they derived a still higher character frOnT 
Illeir historicai writings, · . These may be divided into the ge­
nuine, the fictitious, and those of a mixed character. Of the 
fabulous hiStories, which were chiefly composed during the 
earlier periods of the Icelandic commonwca.lth, some appear 
to have had · a concealed and figurative meaning; others 
were mere fables, not connected with any such metaphori~ 
cal allusions. !Ii The Sagas) t or historical narrath'es, form a 
IHuch more numerous andv~lu~bleclassof compositions. These 
may in general be considered to belong to the last or mixed 
character of history; in which the fictions of the author are 
fo a certain extent blended with the events he describes. 
IVlnny of them. however, ·possess throughout all the features' 
of real and authentic narrative, and afford sketches of the 
state of society during this period,. which are highly inler­
cstin,g and , important. In the' subject of these Sagas there is 
considerable ' variety, Some of tbem ftirnisb tbe history of 
particular< events, either of a political or religious nature; 
others give.-the more simple narrative of a family" or a· com~ 

muuit)' of families; others; again, contain biographic;:al 
sketcbes of the eminent individuals of the age, the king, the 
warrioi, the poet, or th~ priest. The merit of these writ,jugs 
.s ·equally variollJl, In many of them we· find a minute and 
w~risome ~5Cription' of events, n~ither interesting.in them .. 

. ! : S.fTOd, : ser; R~;:.D";, !iI>, i; Ciop.h And, llWOlin" Antiq,Dan.ljb.l. 
caj;.'H:, 

'<, /"'f"' 

t ,' 'li'~; ~~<':~, .ay 
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sch-es, nor adorned hy any of the gra{'es of narrative ; m 
others we meet with pictures of manners and f(,elings. in 
which SilUplicity itself is the charm, and where the imagina .. 
tion is insensibly led back to the times, the people, and the 
scenes, which arc so faithful1y ponrtrayed. Of those which 
bear the la tler character, the fin est example, perhaps, is the 
Gunnla:ugs oj" Skald-Raflli Saga" 'OT the history of GUlllllaug 
and the poct Rafn; of which interesting story, a short 
sketch is g1\'cu in the subjoincd notc, without allY other 
ornament than the original it"clf affords, and with thC'- nt'ces .. 
sary omi!->sion of wallY ('ircuBlstao("cs whirh confer grace and 
beauty upon the ta1c. Thp authcnticity of the Ilarrati\'c, 
and the reality uf all the personages it indudt's, arc fully 
established by the evidence of ('otemporary writers. * 

.. l'hontein lind IIIugi, both men of wea.lth and power, dwelt in the great vale 
of the Dorgard.I'ion], ill the ~'e ... tCl'lI paTt of lccitilui. Tilt! formt'r, who wns ~ou 

to the cetebratet"l poet F.giU, had It daug hter nam ed Helga, the pride (If her rilmil}', 
and the lon-I lcst uiDolig tire WOlllen of tJu~ islHnd. In tbe bou ~e or Illugi, tht, llIo~l 

rem.e.rkable person was bis youngest Mm, Gunnlaug. UorLl in 988, h(' ellrly acquired 

repulalion fl'om bis slatUl'(', strenglh~ and proW~! both of body Ilnd mimi. but 
hi~ temper was turbulent and unyiekiing, and being opposed by bis fllLill'f in his 
desire to lravel, he nbruptly left his bome, when only fifteen year, of fig"'. :Hld 
took reruge in the bouse of Thorstein. hy whom he was hospitahly receu'ed. 
HNt', while his mind was in&t~ by,the father, bis ~art wae subdued by tbe 

gentleness and. eJegance of the daughter, living with Helga, and partaking 
w aU her OCCUpatiolU ant! amusement!, II mutual affection wus quickly fot'll;)ed; 
and the r(>~tlen im.pduOluty of tbe boy pReset! by degrec~ into tIl(' refinement and 

delicacy of theyoutbfullover, His character thus changed, Gunnlaug was reton. 
riled to his fatber, and, during thl'te year$,. resided sometitnel with bim, some.. 
times at the hQUM! of Thorstein, Wh('Q. J.:e bad reache-d the ~ of elgh.tee-n. 

Illug! cOlUlented to bill going abroad. but he would not leo.l'c Iceland, till he had 

obtained from the &~ of his l!Ie~tly bet.rodut" Help, a soJemn promU;e tb.t t.he 
maiden's hand .hould be given to him, if. after three years had t'xpit~. he retunt­
ed to claim it. Departing from hi. nati.e country. Gunnlaug visited the coW'ls 
of England, Ireland, Norway, aDd Sweden, aud Was every where received with 
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From the Icelandic Sagas, our knowledge of the hi,\ory 
and antiquities of the northern nations has derived many inl.. 
portant additions. Still more valuahle, ho\\ el'er, in this rc~pc( t, 
havE' Lccn th€' regular hi!'torical writings of the Icelanders; 
many of which hav('t oome down, ill a more or lesl) perfect state, 
to the present timc. The causes which led thc,\o,c i~landf'rs 

the honour~ to which hi's pen.on and tale.nts entitled him His extempore poetry 
WQI> admired and mumficently rt'woldt'd - an art which he had early cultiv: .. ted. 
though with so much tendency to &l1tire, tbat he wa~ called Ormslu1I!fa, or the 
"nake~tongu('_ At the court of the Swl>dish king, maw, he fOWld the celebrated 

{IOf'1 RJI), likewise an lct>lander. and of noble birth_ A friembh;p fomled be· 

tween theOl, was <taon aftt'rw(U"d~ broken, by a w<tputl', which took place m the 
] nyul pI ('St'flCl', r('~pecting tlip cOlnpnr.:ltive mf'rit-s of lhei. poetry_ Rllfn, thinking 
immt>lf di",gIIl('{,(I, 11ecl.lres hi~ determinatll;)ft of rt .. -enge; .. nd, in pursuAnce of 
thi~. Il'turm ::tlmo ~t innnrdiou-ly to Irdand, where he seeks to obtain in marriage 
!ht' mniclen betrothed to hiS ril'lll. The three yetll"S ~ing gone by, and no tid.ing~ 
l{'{elHd of Gunnl.lug, ,'hof"'ltein, urt!!f ,ome delay, ga\'c to Rafn the ul1wllhug" 

hllod 01 J I(,lga, whose- hl"art meanwhile- remained with her formel lot'cr_ Tbe 
unfOlillnaic Gunniang, hU5tlmlllg hom(' to dmm hh bridt" was atcidl"lltally de· 
l .• ilH'd by a hurt fPcen-pd in wr('~tJillg. amil'e:lched till' ~e or his father (m !lie 
HI)' day on wll\ch Ih'l~a b&j\tn'f' n wife 'A nuptial fl"O~ was pl'ep&lYd, witb all 
tlH' 'plelldour ~U1led to the condition nf the f'9.mili~ eoncerned. Gurmhwg. h.\~ 
iog hastened forwards from his f::tther's honse, shewf'd bimself 01l Ii sudden among 
th{> a~~t'mb1cd guests, f'minent aoove nll from the beauty of hioi penon and the 
C1chnt,~~ of hh al)pnrcl The eyes of the lovers hong u.pon E'8Ch other In muiR 
nnd mciancllOly \lOYTOW:; und the bitterest pang! went to the helU't of tile gent It, 
Helga. The nuptinl fen!t W1lS gloomy and ~thoutjoy_ A cooLed. bttwecn tilE' 

ri'V!lI, WI19 pre'\'"ented tly the urgent ;nteti'erenee of their fnemia., but they partt:d 

widl inO"t'ased animosity and batred. 
The re\'('o,;,"e of RafD, tb();lgh thus aceompl:islled, ~ve Lim little "Lisf.dion, 

Helga, refusing all t'onjugal endenrmeftu. spt"nt hrr ~ayli m. \lnct.8Sing sadnesti. 
At the great public aSlU'mbly at Thingnlla. the ensuing sununer, Gunulaug chaI~ 
lengeditis rivnt 'to single (o'1.lbat; It!td. the challt"ftg't' bring accepted, they met on 
an island iu the river, which .Rows into" late of Tlung.f&Ua. Tlltl CCJmiIat. 
~owevtt", though severe, wa, ind«~i'Y\·. a\td .a renewal of 'it ..... p~rt.ed by 

an eJict of' the assembly, pl£Ssed the following tley, pr.ohibl~ the practice of 
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thus early to the composition of history, as well as poetry, 
have already been mentioned. Original1y bringing with them 
from Norway numerous traditionary records of the Scandi­
na,ian people, they deri,-cd progrcsbivc additions to these, 
from tile residence of their poets and leaJ'ned men in the courts 
of the northern kingdoms, the princes and chieftains of which 
cherished the talents by which their own actions might be 
com-eyed to posterity. Proyided by tbese means with ~mple 

. 
due!s in Iceland. Gunnlaug here !'lees bis beloved Hefga for a few motnents, and 
for the la~t time ; and in the empa.98ioned languoge of poetry laments their mu­
tual &Ottowa. Rejuai.ned from deciding their qusrrel in ICf'~lld. and l'oeil pur­
sued by hi, own unhappill~ss and resentments, the rivals pa!i~ over to the territory 
of Sweden, and nice!, attended by thcir respecti,oe companions, nt 1\ placl' called 

Dynguineso A combat take~ place: tIlt' companions of each party fall victims to the 

bloody fray, and Gunnlaug and Rafn are left alone to decide their contest. The 
foot of the latter is severed by the sword of Gunnlaug, who "oisl1e8 now to dis_ 
continue the combat; but Rafn exclaims that he would perseverf' in it, could he 

procure some water to alleviate his thirst. TIle generous Guunlaug. trusting (0 

the honour of his ad\·er~nry. brings him water in his helmet from nn adjoining 
lake. Raf~ seizing the critical rnornpnt, when the water was pre~ented to him, 
strikes with his sword the bare head of Gunnlaug, crying out at tht' same timl!, 
H that he cannot endure that hi. rival .houl,. enjoy the embraces of the beautiful 

H Helga." The fight is fiercely rl:!llewed, and Gunnlaug slays his perfidious oppo.­

Dent; but die. 800n afterwards of the wound he has himst!lf receiVt'd, when yei. 
only in the twenty~fifth year of hi~ age. 

The ~emauuier of the story issbort and melancholy. The aorrowing Helga, 

her husband &nd hwer both destroy-ed, is compelled to pe her hand to Tb~l,l" 

a·noble and ~althy Icelander. Byt ~e nuptials ,are equally joyless as tbe ~ 
mer. Her mind is wbolly devoted to miser,. and .gloom; and ahe ainks an e.rlr 
victim to the grave, bending her last loqb upon a robe she had received frOm 
GunnJ.ug; and dwe11iDg with her lut thoughts upon tbe memory or her unhapp1 
lover. 

A .ketch of this story i. ginn by the elegant pen of Mr Herbert, HI: the fitIt 
volume of his poeDlJ. Were it leu interating, at a specimen of the manaen aDd 

literature of t~ .ncieot Icelander., the ~iOB or "hat h~ has 10 ~obJy dorM, 
would not have been attempted. 
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materials for history, they became the anualic;.l,s of all tllP. 
north of Europe; and the simplicity and precision which their 
narrati~les display, prove that -they were well entitled .to this. 
prc.emincnce. The history of their own country was not neg. 
lectcd amid the . more conspicuous events of other nations; 
but the most careful record preserved of eyery cirCUllIstancc 
occurring in the little community to which they belonged. 

Isleif, the first bishop of Skalholt, who died in lO~O, was 
the earliest of the Icelandic historians, and a man of great 
general learning; but his works are now unfortunate.ly lost. 
Sremund Frodc, who has before been mentioned as the reput~ 
ed author of the ancient Edda, was contemporary with the 
latter years of Islcif. He composed, among other historical 
works now extinct, the annals called, from 'his place of re­
!Sidence, Oelda, which contain a l'hrohic1e of events from the 
beginning of the world to his own time. For this work he was 
peculiarly qualified from his studies at Paris and Cologne, 
where, in ·the earlier part. of his life, he speut several years ill 
the most ardent devotion to 'the pursults of knowledge.* His 
friend and fellow-traveller AreThorgilson, also fr"m his learn­
ing surnamed Frode, was still m.ore eminent as an historian of 
this age; but here, too, we have to regret the loss of what 
'''''QuId have been among the most important of the ancient re .. 
cords of Danish, NorwegilUl, .and English history, particular_ 
]y of his lives of the Norwegian kings~ fro~ Odin to Magnus, 
the son of Ol"us_ He itas left us, however, valuable testimo_ 
nies of his talents and industry· in the Icelandic Chronicle, 
usually called the Sched.." and in the Landnama Bool., Jor-

• The &tnaJes 'odden'es ba;e .~~n ~enled by some to be the ""ork of SItIDund 
ProM;. aDd bave been assigned to a QluclJ later period of Icelandiditerature. It 
is impOuib)e~ at the present time, to decide with certainty upoo". qu~stion, beJ.qng. 
ing to .o age 10 remote. . 

E 
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merly mentioned, of which he appears to have compOAed the 
prindpo.l part. He died in 1148, when eighty years of age . 

. Succeeding in the same track, was the celebrated Snoreo 
Sturlcson., who, born in 1178, became, when yet young, the 
wealthiest and most powerful man in Iceland. Twice he sus­
tained the office of Langman, or chief magistrate. Hi. estab­
lishment was suited to the dignity of his condition, and in 
visiting the general assembly of the island, he was frequently 
attended by a splendid retinue of 800 armed men. The re­
putation which he acquired for learning anel accomplishment-; 
was equally extensive. He had a minute knowledge of the 
Greek aud Latin languages, was an exceHent poet and histo­
rian, an admirable orator, and profoundly skiHed in all the 
arts of his time. Besides the Edda, which is usually ascribed 
to him, and onC' or two fragments ;* he has bcqueatherl to pos. 
terity his Chronicle of the Rings of Norway, called the Heim­
skringla;t a. work which, while it strikingly displays the <'rudi. 
tion and industry of its author, is scarcely lebs distinguished 
for the excellence of its composition and styl~. The latter 
part of his life was not pquaUy fortunate with its commence­
ment, being clouded by family feuds, wbich finally subjected 
him to "violent death in the sixty-third year of his age. It 
would appear that his character was not wilbout its blemishes, 
as ",ell as itg noble and exalted qualities. To his private 
ambition he is said occasionally to have sacrificed the interests 
of his country, and much dissimulation and political artifice 
pervaded the whole of his public career. 

These are but a few of lbe illustrious men who adorned at 
this period the literature of Iceland. A complete catalogue 
of the native historical writers would include nearly two hun_ 

• The Hattalykilt, or Clavi. Metrica, aDd the Bragarbot. 
t So named from tile initial word. of the book. 
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dred .... ftamcs, some of them scarcely less eminent than those 
which have already been mentioned. * Though the sister 
muses, history and poetry, were thus principally cherished . 
there was not however an entire neglect of other branchc~ 
of knowledge. The ancient calendars of the country, and 
the extraordinary skill which was exhibited in the maritime 
adventures of the people, :hcw that considerable attention 
was given to astronomical and physical observations; and 
many learned men in the island, especially Sturleson and 
Paul, a bisbop of Skalholt, were distinguished by their attain­
ments in mathematics and mechanical science.t The study 
qf jurisprudence was pursued with much ardour and industry: 
it appears, from passages occurring in the Sagas, to have been 
made a distinct branch of education among the chiefs of the 
country, and the progressive improvement and excellent admi­
nistration of the law. during the period of the Icelandic com· 
monwealth, furnish sufficient proof of the success with which 
its cultivation was attended. Geography could not fail to 
engage attention, when their travellers not only visited aU the 
kingdoms of Europe., but penetrated even into the remote 
regions of Asia and Africa.::: Philological studies were pur-

• See Torfa'i Ser. Reg. Danic.lib. 1. cap. 1. The other most important his. 
torical works of the ancient leeln'nden are the Annales Flateyensell, Skalholtenses, 

Holen.e., Vetustiasimi, Regii; those caned from the p05seSior of the manuscript. 
the Anaw Hemsn, the Sturlunga Saga, &c. Of the annales Regu, an eli:cellent 

edition will be m.nd iQ Langebeck'. Script. Iier. Dank Vol. S-
t See the Blanda and Rimbeigla books, published at Copenhagen under the 

PJtrDnage of M. Suhm. AltO a treatise of the same age de Algorithmo, l'I'hich is 
noticed in the Sciograph. Hist. Lit. Island. p. 161. The Rimbeigla book pnsents 
• Jingttlar uaemblage of &ltronomical, dlroaologie«l, and theological facta, and wilt 
be mUDd well "orth)' the atteRtioa of the CUftOUI t~.der. 

* GiJNl'U', • LaugtM8 of Ice:laDd in U81. composed • work entitled FIOI 
PerexnMtiOTiU, describing the various countries tbrollgh whieh be bad tcavtllcd. 
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sued by tho learned men of the island with much diligence; 
and, in the course of tllC 11th and 12th centuries, they be .. 
came familiar with the most celehrated of the Latin authors, 

,derivillg assistance to their own compositions from the classi .. 
cal authorities thus laid open to them. The study of the Greek 
language. though less general, was not however disregarded; 
as we find frOln t.he testimony of ~e\'crul writers of this age. 

l! was scarcely possible that all this intellectual culture 
should (>xist, without ~omc regular system of education, form .. 
tng its basis and support. The tirst esta.blishment of this kind 
appeared about the middle of the 11th century, whell I~}cif~ 
1hc li.r~t Lishop of Il!dand. lounded a school at Skalholt. l'hi,s 
was shortly nfter followed by the institution of three other 
M:hools in different parts of the island, and by provision& for 
the E'ducation of youth in connection with the monasteries 
which wpre at this time established. It appears also to hayc 
been a common practice for those who possessed wealth ami 
property in the country, to charge themselves with the in~ 
&tl"\lction and advancement of such young men as gave an early 
]>fomise of eminence in their talents.'* ]11" the' schools, be~ides 
the knowledge of their own language in rcading, writing, and 
various modes of composition, the youth of the island were 
jnitiated into classical and theologic;,d studies; to the lattE"r of 
which especially much attention was given. Poetry was mwe 
expressly a branch of common eduCo:1.tion, and even music, 
or possibly a form of recitation thus termed, appears in some 
instances to have been taught in a public manner. t Pre­
yiously to the reception of Christianity in Iceland at the close. 
of the 10th century, the Runic characters, which were brought 
over by the original emigrants from Norway, seem to' have 
been generally used, where-the memory alone w"" not trusted 

• Hut. Ecclee, Island. T. 1. p. 190, t Rist. Ecc!. hland, T. I. p. 190 &ndSl7. 
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with the record of events. These were not, howpver, commit· 
ted to the form of regular writing., but rudely inscribed upon 
the walls and rafters of their habitations, upon their shields, 
wooden staffs, and other implements of common use. About 
the time of this impo.rtant change in the religion of the 
people, the Roman chaf"acter~ were introduced; the adop. 
tion of which was attended with manifest advantage to the 
progress of education,. and to every department of literary 
pursuit. 

Respecting the physical condition of the Icelanders in 
this remarkable period of their history, we derive our in· 
formatioll chiefly from the poelns, historie&, and tales of the 
country, which incid ental1y furnish many interesting facts 
connectc·d with this suiJject. The ancient Icelanders pos­
sC5se-d, a!'ol is still the case with their posterity, few of the 
luxuries or more refine-d conveniffices of life; and were 
occasionally exposed to severe privatioJ]s from the nature of 
their soi1, and the seasons under which they li\·ed. Tl;1ere is 
<lome reason, however, to believe, though the fact cannoL 
be regarded as pO!'oliti \-ely ascertained, that the climate of 
Iceland was once considerably less austere than at present. 
From many SQurc('& of information it appears certain that 
COTn was formerly grown upon the island, though in latcr 
periods, as a native produce, it has been utterly unknown. *' 
Of the fact that the trees and shrubs formerly attained a 
much larger size, and were more numerous than is now the 
case, there is satisfactory evidence in the discovery of trunks 
oj such trees among the morasses; and in the frequent men· 
lion which is made in the ancient writings, of houses and 

~ 
• The ."idences of tbe fonner growth of corn in Iceland are collected in a 

treatisf. by Snotre!lon, Db I~el8nderJ De .AgncullSlra l&[QndOhtm prisCl"& tMltporiolls,a 

Hot_IT.T. 
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even ships, constructed of the timber which the country it. 
self produced. It i. probahle also that the otber internal 
iupplies and means of subsistence which the Icelanders of 
this age possessed, were more abundant nnd various than at 
the present time. We find in the Laxdrela Saga, the narra. 
tive of a feast in the western part of the i.s.land, at which 
ninc hundred persons were assembled, and which continued 
with much splendour and ceremony during fourteen days; 
and the La.ndnama Book affords another instance of an 
entertainment given by two brothers at Hialt:td:tl, in the 
northern province, where there was an assf'mblage of more 
than tourleeu hundred guests. Many examples occur in the 
histories of the country of the liberal hospitality which was 
exercised towal'cls foreigners; who, coming to the island for 
the purposes of traffic, were received into the houses of the 
principal inhabitants, and frequently dwelt with them during 
the 10ng wjnter of this northern region. 

It is not easy to ascertain with exactness the population 
of Iceland at this period; but many circumstances render it 
probable that it was considerably greater than at tbe present 
time. · Like their descendants, however t the people were 
much dispersed over the cOllntry; their habitations being sel­
dom grouped together, but placed wherever the situation and 
nature of the soil were propitious. Simplicity in all th~ir 

habits and modes of life was a necessary effect of their situa­
tion and circumstances. The houses even of the wealthiest of 

• Amgrim Jonas, io hi, Brev. Comme.nt. de l!lland. sect. 4, mentiona the 
fact of an e,timate being made in the year 1090, by GiSAIinu, a bishop of skat. 
~olt, of the number of those who,. from the amount of thtir property, wen en. 
abled. to pay trilnlte to &he _tate. They were ascertaiaed to be about 400(). Thit 
Qtimate. however, ~ Dot .word tile Foell oj more than • vrobabtt conjec.­
ture .. to the total number-or iDhIhitaDls. 
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the community were constructed of wood and turf; and the 
great annual assembly of the people was held at Thing"aU .. 
beneath the open canopy o( heaven; the chfer. and ci,iI 
officers dwelling at night under the co"ering of rude huts, 
erected ncar the place of public meeting. The occupation. 
of U,e people appear to have been nearly the same as those 
eommon to the present race of Icelanders; and in these 
every class of the community, in greater or less degree, par­
took... Fishing was necessary as a principal means of their 
subsistence: they clothed themselves by the manufacture of 
the wool of their sheep; while their cattle, whi('h were 
numerous, afforded at once a regular employment, and the 
most valuahle addition to their domestic comforts. A fur ... 
ther occupation was furnished by their traffic with foreign 
countries, which even at this time seems to have been very 
considerable. The moral habits of the people bore a favour­
ahle proportion to their intellectual qualities, and were 
doubtless fostered and improyed by the latter. Certain 
~upcrstitions and unnatural usages, which belonged to their 
<lncc5.tors, and to the age, were blended with their early 
condition ; but these speedily yielded to the influence of 
reason and of the Christian doctrines, and left behind few 
ycstiges o( their former existence. A yery remarkable in .. 
stance of this kind 6ccurrcd in 1011; when, by an unani~ 
mous act of the public assembly, the trial by duel or single 
combat was abolished in Iceland; though the practice was 
theo almost uoiversal throughout Europe, and sanctioned 
for JJ>ore than a century afterwards by the law and usages of 
many of the continental nations. t . 

• he Y *",1 deJa Saga, cap. 2i; LiolTetninga Saga, cap. 25, &C. 
t The exposll.'r6 of children pal one of the ~ous CUlIl.oms ".b.icb the Ice­

lander. derived from their Norwegian detCw. Though this practice wu DOt. 
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One of the most important e'Vents during this period of 
Icelandic history, was the establishment of Christumity in 
the ir,land. This momentous change was effected in a man­
ner strikingly accordant with the genius of the government 
and of the people. From the year 981, when the knowledge 
of the Christian doctrine was first introduced by Frederic, a 
bishop from Saxony, to the close of this century, the num­
ber of those embracing the new faith progressively increased; 
and many missionaries, both foreigners and natives ~f Ice­
land, who had been converted abroad, came o\'er to the 
island to aid its ptOopagation by their efforts. They experi .. 
coced much OppOSItIOn from those who I>till adhered to the 
superstition of their ancc&toI'S: the invectives of poetical sa~ 

. tire were poured forth against them, and {'ven personal vio. 
lence occasionally attempted by their opponents. ThC'sl 
contests, and the gro\'\'th of the new religion. at lcn~rth ('n. 
gaged the attention of the government; and at the national 
assembly. in the summer of the year 1000, a formal discus-

formally prohibited when the Christian religion was udopt.ed in the island, ye 
it did not long sun-ive this event; nnd it appears to have becn cxtinct ill ]c~· 

land nearly a !mndred yean before it was finally abolished in Norway. Hist. 
Eccles. lsI Tom. 1. p. 71. Among the supelSlitions connected with the Scandi. 
navian mythology, one of the mOAt singulSJ' was the Berserkine, as it has been 
called; a treatise concerning which is subjoined to the Copenhagf'n edition of tht 
Kristni Saga. The Bcrserkir were wre.tlel'1l or warrioN by profession, who wert 
believed by magicaJ means to have hardened their bodies, so tliat tllt'Y could nol 
be injured by fire or IIword. Tbe!e men, rousea at times by their incantation! 
into a tort ofphrenzy, c:ommitted every tpedes of brutal violence. ll'UShed naked 
into battle, and DVerpoWerad and dew all who ventured to approAch them; till, 
deserted by the paroxysm, their supernatural .trengtla left them, and the,y imme­
diately sunk into a state of extreme debility and wretchedness. Many reeordt of 
tim etrange 'lUperatitioft occur in the old Icelandic aod NorweplIi Wl'itinga. It 
p4ualiy, duappeared together 'With other pratticea of m~ and divinaUon, rtf. 

~ ... nt ..... g tbe northen> ........ of thiJ age. 


