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. part of Iceland, but to the e article being brought by the 
people from different parts' of the island, for the purpose of 
bartering with the merchants of thi place.* 

Tfierc is perhaps no part of the world where the cod fishery 
can be carried on so exten, ively, so easily, or so safely, a in ' 
-Iceland. · When the di tance of Newfoundland, and the stormy 
weather which prevails in that quarter, are comparatively 
considered, tog ther with the expence of our e tablishments 
t11er, Iceland offer the I?o t important advaiitages as a 
fi bing tation. The facility with which the fi~hing is carried 
on by the natives i 'really a toni hinge In the morning they 
go out 'n small skift , to the distance of a few I!lile from the 
)lor , and in the afternoon return ' with as many fine fish as 

their boat can contain. Even in the very harbours, as was 
the case at Reikiavik soon after we left it, abundance of cod 
arc sometimes taken. The rivers are frequented-by vast num­
bers of salmon, an article on great demand both in this coun­
try and in the West Indies. But they are neglected; no 
means being employed for a regular capture, except in the 
mall river near Reikiavik; and the salmon from that river 

are almo t all con umed in the country. 
Fish and· oil are the chief articles of xport, which could 

be xtended to an indefinite amount. Wool is an article not 
required in Britain; but, by improving the land, the stock of 
cattle .and sheep might be greatly increas~d, so that the 
quantity of hides d tallow would become considerable. 
1'he di position of the English Government to be humane 
toward that miserable country, cannot be doubted; and to . . . 
the feelmg which dictated the Order in Council, dated. in 
February 1810, much credit is due. That compassionate 

See Journal, page ~02_ 
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and well-meant Order was not at first attended with any ad­
vantage to the Icelander. Though permis ion was given to 
trade with the natives, the duties on the goods brought home 
still remained prohibitory; and everal hip belon ing to Ice­
land, which came to thi country on the faith of the Order, 
werc, on account of the duties, long d tained at Leith, till 
strong repre entations being made, they were permitted to 
sail to Denmark with their cargoe . ir Jo eph Banks, with 
that humanity which distinguishes him, ha made many ap­
plications in behalf of Iceland; and we have not failed to re­
present the ca e of that country, as we found it, to. those 
under whose management our foreign r lations and trade are 
placed. The Board of Trade ha hewn a great inclination 
to favour the Dani h merchants trading to Iceland; and in­
dulgences, far beyond any which have ever been given to an 
enemy, have been granted to them. Unl the e merchant 
be permitted to carry Icelandic produce to Denmark they 
cannot afford to carry provi ions to Iceland. the enrich­
ment of a ~ w individuals, who are 'subject of a ho tile power, 
carinot possibly injure this country, humanity to the wretch. 
cd Icelanders dictates the perm' sion of free intercourse with 
Denmark. 
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• THE GOVERNMENT, LAWS, AND RELIGION. 

CHAP, VI. 

.... INC£ the period when Iceland was first annexed to a European 
monarchy, the proO'res of time has effected little ~hange either 
in the phy ical condition or politi~al situation of it inhabit­
ants. Tl e g neral form of government, which was established 
n arly , centuries ago, is still pre erved; and the circum­
'tances of th p ople have required 'few important alterations 
' 11 the cod of law, which was then transmitted to them 
by the orwegian monarchs. Even this form of govern­
me~t, and the e laws, were founded upon the existing usages 
of the country; and we must principally look to the wi8dom 
of tho e" wbo framed the ancient commonwealth of Iceland, 
for the origin of institution , which, in this later age, pre erve 
to their posterity all the bles ing of tranquillity and social 
order. 

The gov rnm nt of Iceland is committ d to an officer, ap­
point d by the crown ' of Denmark; who is occasionally a 
native of the i land, but more, frequently a Dane or orwe­
gian by birth. rrhi supreme magistrate has thc title of Stift. 



.. 
amtmand. It is his office to conduct the various public con~ 
cerns of the oountry; to preside in the court. of law; to 

perintend the execution of the laws, and the collec~ion d 
di posal of tbe public revenue; and, in conjunction ith the 
Bishop, to regulate the cbool and certain ecclesiastical con 
ee'rns of the island. He receives a salary, a Governor, of 
2,000 rixdollar per aI.lnum; and has a hou e appropriated 
to his use. 

ince the disturbances which occurred in Iceland in the 
summer . of 1 09, there ha been no r ular governor in the 
country; and it i proba Ie that the appointment of Ol~e will 
not b~ made, till the war b ween EnO'land and Denmark has 
been brought to a ter~ination. After JO,rgen en had been 
d posed, and ount Trampe taken to Britain in the Talbot 
sloop of war, the function of the government were undertak­
en by Mr tephenson, who retained tbi office till the month 
~f June 1810; when the chan' e took place which has already 
be n mentioned in the narrative. 

Immediately ubordinate to th Governor are the Amtmen; 
or Provincial Governor. The island i divided into four 
provinc s; but a the j uri diction of the northern and ea tern 
are unit d, and as the Governor of Iceland a sume t~e office 
of Amtmand of the southern province, in which he resides, 
there are, in fact~ only two officer who possess this title. 
Their dutie are very similar to those of the tiftamtmarid, 
though on a more limited cale. They inspect the conduct 
of all the subordinate officers, and hold provincial courts, a 
which a report i lmide of all the public proceeding ithin 
ibeir districts. The pre ent mtmen are Mr Stephe 0 f 
Huaneyr~, who hd the jurisdiction of the western pro i 
and Mr Thoran on, who hold the northc::.rn and eastern 

of the island. 
20 



[Ca. ••. JI~'rlllu. 

The Sysselmen, though of inferior rank, are, in the offices 
th y u tain, of great importance in the country. They have 
the personal char e of collec ng the ta es in their several dis­
trict or 8ysscls; they hold courts of}· wand pronouncejudg­
ment in all case ; they watch over the puhlic peace, officiate 
as public notari s, and maintain the rights of inherita;nce. 
The 8y selman i appointed by the CrowD; and the office, on 
account of its importance, i alway given to one o( the most 
respectable landed propri tors within the ~i trict. 

There i till a subordinate local officer, called the Hrepp­
stiore t who e jurisdiction is a parochial one, and whose duty 
i particularly i to attend t? the condition and maintenance 
of the poor, and to assist the proceedings of the Sysselman 
i.n all1;hat relate to the preservation of public order. Where 

. the population of a parish exce~ds four hundred persons, the 
office i committed to two individuals; who usually belong to 
,the class of fanner , and are ih1Tari~bly chosen from a regard 
to their abilities and steadines of character. By a late dict 
of the Danish Government, thes~ inferior ~agi trates, as 'v ell 

, as their children, are exempted from the levies for the sup-
port of the poor, and are allowed also, to use a dress appro· 
priate to their ituation. In each pari h, be ide the Hrepp- ' 
tiore, there are a certain number of individuals (Forlikunar­

men), appointed for the express purpo e of accommodating 
any disputes which may ari e among the inbabitants. 

The law of Iceland, it has been already remarked, are 
founded principallY.'-lpon the ancient code, called the Jons­
bok, hich wa introduced into.the i land . D. liSO. Cer­
tain ckang have since been 'ntroduced into the ubstanc 
Qf these ,law , and several additions made to them by the 
edicts of the J orw . nand D • h Kings; but none such as 
to affect materially their general pirit or cbarac • T a1-



rations; however, which have taken place in the judicial 
e tabli hments of tIi country, have been much more con· 
~iderable; and the forms of just" e, in con equence of progre -
sive chang , arc now in many re peets similar to hose in the 
continental dominions of Denmark. 

"f the judicial e tablishments of the island, the cotnt of 
the ysselman is the fir t to ~hich all ca es, whether criminal 
or civil, are referred. This court, which is called he Hierads .. 
thing, i officially held only once in the year in each y el; 
but should the public busine of the country require it, a 
e~ttaordinary court maf at any time be appointed, with th 
same juri diction; either by the Crown in criminal cases, 0 

by the petition of the liti "ant in cau es of a civil nature. 
Every public suit brought before thi tribunal is in titu~ed 
by the 4,mtmand of the province, as the representative of the 
Crown. ' 

In criminal cas ' s, an examination of the su pee ted person, 
and of the witne seS, i made immediately after the apprehen~ 
sion of the ' former; and the te ult of the examination are 
transmitted to the Amtmand, who decide upon the e grounds 
whether a trial i required. If it be deemed "Deces ary, the 
prosecution is conducted in the Sy elman's court by a public 
pleader on the part of the Crown, who is oppo ed by another 
pleader appointed for the defendant. Upon the evidence 
and the pleadings, the decision f the court is founded; the 

y selman in hi judicial capacity being a isted by four per­
ons, oalled feddom -menD, (conse8sores j "V ho bo 

register the proceeding, and give their suffrages, t 
ith the y elman, in the deci ion upon every cause. 

• A similar institution, with respect to the asaista-,t inferior judges, in 
the inferiol' courts of Denmark. Dissert, de 0fIie. J uclieum Iaferior.· De-
uia. (Ba nUt 1801, p. 17,) by SneebiOl'n Stadfeldt. 

• 
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sentence proceeds upon _ plurality of these IU t 
Reikiavik the Bifoged, or Sheriff of the town, ha a jurisdic­
tion imilar to that of the y selm n in the larger districts. 
# From tbese provincial courts appeal are permitted, and 
are u ually made in all important civil or criminal cases, to 
the uperior ourt of justice, which has its ordinary sitvngs 
at Reikiavik six time in the cour e of the year.* This tri­
bunal, in its present form, was cpnstitut d as lately as the 

ear 1800; at which period the judicial assemblies, held an­
uaUy at Thingvalla during so many centuries, were finally 

aboU hed, and their place supplied by the pre ent establish" 
me~t, considerably altered in its con titution and forms. Th~ 
court1 compo of the Stiftamtmand or governor; of three 
judges' of a ecretary; and two public pleaders. The go­
vernor officiate as pre ide nt, but take& no part whatsoever ' 
ill the judicial proceeding. Of the judge, oI]e has a superi­
or rank, with th title of Justitiarius, which office, ince the 
institution of the conrt, has been 'held by Mr' tephenso~-of 
ndreholm, with credit to him elf, and advant ge to his coun­

try . . The other judges, entitled the A ses or , are Mr Gron­
dal of Reikiavik, who e poetical celebrity lia elsewhere been 
menti9ned, and. Mr Einar on of Bes s ad. Though inferior 

. in rank to tl,e Ju titiariu , they hay an equ I weight with 11im 
in the decisions of the court, every sentence bing determiped 
by a plurality among their tree vote. In the proceeding ' 
of the tribunal, mucb impartiality i observed. ,The evidence 
and pleading or each party are re pectively heard; and the 
sen euce i pro ounced by the J titiariu, ter tb vote. of 

e other ju~e are obtained. w reinaalked in the Pre. 



limina~y Di ertation, there are at present in 
tige of the rial by jury. 

From the uperior court of justice at Reikiavik, ap-
peal is still in all ca es reserved to the authority of the gher 
courts at Copenha en. Since the interruption, however, of 
the ordinary intercour e between Iceland and Denmal"k, by 
the war with England, it has been found desirable to e tab­
lish a court in the island, with the authority of pa sing a final 
judgtI\ellt in criminal case ; which court is constituted by the 

overnor, the tbree judges, and one or two other mcmben 
_ pecially appointed by, the governor in every cau e. This 
tribunal, being created by an emergency, will doubtless be 
aboli hed as .soon as tbe necessity for it ha ceased. 

Thoui1'h the tran ference of the uperiol' court fro Thing­
valla to Reikiavik has probably, on the whole, been attended 
with advantage, yet there are· some rea on why the Iceland­
ers, as a people, houId contemplate this change with feelings 
of regret. The ann lal meeting at Thin valla was not merely 
that of a tribunal of j u tice, but an a em b ly of the nation; and 
though the importance of thi a s mbly wa diminished, and 
its 'dignity degraded, by the s bjection of the i land to a fo­
r-eign power, yet, on the s t ;vbere the greatest among hi 
ancestor had. .0 often stood', the mind of the Icelander mu t 
ever have 'been awake to enthu iasm and patriotic pride. 
, Hic sacra, hic genu , hic majorum multa vestigia!' To the 
eye too of the poet, e\' r t'hing is 10 t in thi chang. Tbe 
Icelanders are no' ummon-ed to the public courts of the 
.country in a small and mi erable apartment, destit9te of an 
ornament, and even of common furniture; where th re ~ 
thing present to coufer e.'ternal dignity up m the meetings; 

th charact r of a national tabli hm nt. t the 
of Thil)gvalla, thoug artificial splendour w 

• • 



g, yet ttie maje y of nature presided, and gave a 8U-

rior and more impressive solemnity t~ the scene. On the 
bank of the river Ox~raa, w~ere it rapid stream enters a 

lake, ettlbosomed among dark and precipitous mountain , was 
held during eight centurie , the annual .. convention 'of the 
people. It is a spot of singular wilrlne and desolation; on 
eery side of . which appear the mo t tremendous effects of 
ancient convulsion and disorder; while there is now a death. 
like. silence amid t the horrors of the scene. Here the legis~ 
Jators, the magistrates, and the people met together. Their' 
littl group of tents placed beside the stream, was sheltered . 
behind by a rugged precipi~e of lava; and on n small gras y 
spot in the midst of them was held the as embly, which pro .. 
vided by it deliberations for the happiness and tranquillity 
of the nation. ~. 

The study of their own laws, as well as of the principles 
of law in general, has ever been a favourite pursuit among 
the Icelander ; and both in ancient and modern times, a great 
number of writings, connected with this subject, have appear .. 
ed in the island. In ~onsequ nce of this minute attention, 
all the laws of the country, th civil and criminal, are very 
distinctly defined; and even anfong the inferior magistrates, 
are so well understood, that their execution is every where 
conducted with fidelity and exactne~s. 

The pUI.lishments for theft, prescribed in the crftninallaw, 
re varft!d by the degree of the offenoe. In cas s where the 

theft is of little importance, or the crime committed for the 
first time, the offender is wbipped, in the presence of only the 
judge and 0 witne85e ' . ThiA ishmeh· all~tted also to 
other trifling o&nces, when ·th Jib erty of the per ODS con- ' 
. ed makit i~po • Ie for t to p :y a poounia.ry fiDe. 
n cases where petty t econd time com . 



ted, the criminal is u ually sent to Copen~ n; in the work­
house of which city he is confined for the term of three or 
fi ve years, according to the degree of his guHt. T of a 
more serious nature; s the breaking into churches or h.o , 
or the stealing of h rse , are punished either by public whi .. 
ping, or by a sentence of perpetual confinement in the Co· 
penhagen work-hou e.* Where such theft have been com-· 
mitted for the fourth time, or still more frequently, the pun .. 
ishment, is confinement for life i the public pri ons of Den­
mark. The operation of the e more everc laws i , howev.er, 
very seldom required; cr'ime of tide cription being by no 
means fre'quent am'ong the native of Iceland: 

The only public prison in th i land is that of Reikiavik, 
which was erected about fifty years ago. By a mist e, not 
unnatural in uch a country as Iceland, thi building ha been 
rendered greatly more comfortable than the common babita .. 
tions of the" natives ; so that, were it not for the privation of 
liberty, th Icelander micrht well be content to exchange his 
own abode, for one where hi actual comfort are little infe­
rior, and where he i ~xemp d from many of the evil inci-
dent to hi u ual mode of life. heep-stealing i the mos 
common offence for which impri onment here is adjudged; 
lie term of confinem nt xt nding from two to five years, 

and a certain portion f daily labour b irig appointed for 
each pris r. The crime ~f adultery committed for the 
third, time, is puni hed by a confinement of two y 
h time we vi itcd I('eland, there were six people imprisoned 

• In the work.hoUle at CoptUlhagen there are different ~ .. 
different Clasiet of criminals. l' 
in a part of it called the Rus}I-/lfl./U, where they are employed in raa 
an oc:cupatioa ~D idelled very dungerous to the tho 

• 



10 place; 
n anber. 

apital pun hm nt, though trictly pro. id for by the 
law in cases of murder, &c. i creely ever required among 
a people~ entle in all their di po ition , and po. sessing moral 
qualitie of an excellent kind. E ampJe of thi have been 
80 very rare, that a few year ago, hen a pea ant was 
condemned to die for the murder of hi wife, no one in the ' 
i land could be induced to perform ~he office of executionet, 
and it was nece ary to send the criminal over to Norway, 
that the sentence of the la might be carried into effect. The 
method prescribed for inflictin death is that of taking off' the 
bead with an a e. In all case where capital punishment or _ 
perpetual imprisonment have been adjudged by the court, 
the ratification of til king of Denmark is required, before 
the sentence can be acted upon. 

By a law enacted a few year ago, i~ i provided that no 
Icelander, unle under an accusation which might subject 
him to capital puni hment, or to imprisonment for life, shall 
be k pt in confinement before the time of hi trial. When 
an individual i -accu ed of any in~ rior crime, he is admoni bed 
by tbe Hrepp tiore in the pre ence of witne e, n to leave 
the pari b in which he rc ides. If b infringes upon this. 
obligation, and i afterward . apprehended, he remains under 
trict confinement, until judgm nt upon hi ca has been 
ronounc d. 

ome of the Tcelamlic law wi 



CR. VI. X'd«'f8.J TRA VELS IN ICELAND. 
I 

share is ,allotted to every son; with the ri~ht, however, in the 
case of the eldest, of chusing the farm or share of he property, 
which may be m~st agreeable to him. The daughters have 
each the half of a son's portion. If the wife survive her 
husband, she has half of his estate; or if she dies "fir t; the 
husband retains the same proportion of the property Whieh 
s~e brought him at her marriage. 

. The tributes paid by the Icelanders are by no mean$ con­
siderable' ,and do not even suffice for the support of the Civil 
establishment of the i land. They are collected in different 
ways. Some of them ar~ strictly taxes on property; founded 
upon an estimate which is annually made, under the super­
intendance of the Hreppstiores, of t~e possessions of the se­
veral individuals in each parish. Thi estimate is conducted 
in a somewhat ingular way; its basis being a very ancient 
regulation of property, according to the n~mber of ells of 
wadmal, the cloth of native manufacture, which each indivi. 
dual possessed, or was enabled to manufacture in the course 
of the year. The term hundred, which was formerly a divisio~ 
derived from the number of ell , is now applied to other de­
scriptions of property. An Icelander is reckoned the posses­
sor of a hundred, when he has two horses, a cow, a certain . . . 

number of heep and lambs, a fishing boat furnished with nets 
and lines, and forty rixdollars in specie; and it i by this ratio, . 
that the amount of all possessions is ascertained, I ana the 
tributes levied ,:,pon them. One of the tributes called the 
Tuind's, requires from every person possessing more than five 
hundreds, the annual payment of twelve fish, or an equhra. 
lent amounting to twenty-seven skillings, or somewhat more ' 
ihan a shilling of EnO'lish nloney. This tax illcreases in an 
uniform ratio with the increa e' of property; and its produce 
i~ allotted in ' equal portions to the public r~venuc to the 

2 p 
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priests,' to .the churches, and .to the maintenance of .the ,poor. 
Another tribute, called the Skattur, consisted in former times 
of twenty ells of wadmal, but i now commuted to money, at 
the rate of four skillings and a half per ell. It.is paid to the 
public t:ev nue by the owners of farms, and by all whose pro· 
perty, e till)ated in hundreds, exceeds the number of indivi­
duals compo ing their familie. A third tax, called the Olaf­
tollur, is paid either in fish or money; likewise in proportion 
to the property of each individual. A few others ~re ,Gol­
lected in the country; but they are very inconsirlerable in 
amount, and d :volve little burthen upon the inhabit!lnts. 
Thc commerce of thp. jsland, ince the year 1787, h;1s p~en 
ex mpted from all dutie . 

The management of the taxes is .entirely in the h;lnds of 
the ysselmen, who collect them from the ;inhabitant~ ;It the 
public meetings which they hold in tpeir respective di,stricts. 
The payment is for the mo t part made in prQduce of various 
kind; .ft h, tallow, butter, fox-skins, wool, or wopllen goods. 
A the Sysselman js required to pay tbe 3JIlQJmt Qf the ,tax«:s 
in money to the L~ndfoged, or treaSl;u:er of the ~lal'~d, it 'Qe­
eom a part of his offie to dispo e of tbese atticles to tpe 
Dl rchant ; in hicb trall.saction, he i him~(>lf &ubject to t.he 
chances of gain or 108s that may arise from fiUGt,Qatiqns in.the 
\Mrket price. A third part . of the produce of th t.a es is 
retained as his own salary; nor is this, more tban suJlipient, tp 

pensate him for the labour.and re pOIlBibillty whjch he 
incurs in the di charge of his .va:rious duties. 

The Icelandic law respecting t~e condition and majnte­
nance of the poor, are .very trictly en£orced; nd b come 

uch more burthcnsome to the farmers and peasants of the 
country. than the tax s to which they are ubject. With the 
exception of three mall buildiQ-g , for the ,admission ofa few 

~ . 
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incurable lep rs, there i no public e tanlisnment 
island, which affotds a p rman nt abode to the ged and 
de titut ; and by all ncb, the more immediate as i tance of 
th ir fellow-citiien is th tefore irnpcriou ly required. The 
laws rend f' it n ce ary for every farmer or hOll ehold r to 
receive into hi family and to ive upport, to tho of hi 
relations, even in the fourth de ree of kindred, who may be 
in a destitute condition. IT he ha no uch c 11 made upon 
him by con anguinity, he is till r quit d t a i t 'n the up~ 
port of the poor, either byadmittin orne orph n O( aged 
per on into hi house, or by contributin an annual sum 
proportioned to the value of hi property. It not unfre­
quently happens, that a landed propri tor, who pay little 
more than two rixdollar to th public r ven e, i call ({ 
upon for forty, fifty, or even sixty, a hi ratio toward th 
maintenanc of the POOT in the di trict; when he i unwillin<'r 
to receive any of the e into hi own habitation. Th exe­
cution of the poot-law i com mitt d to th Hreppstior' of 
each parish; and form the mo t ential part of the duti s 
of his office. 

? S 0 

In th pree din part of thi volum , much ha b n aid 
respectinO' the hi tory of religion in Ic land, th ervi s of the 
Icelandic church, and the neral con(li~ion of the pri ts 
throughout the country. A brief account of the natur of 
he religiou tabli hm ,nt, and the m ntion of a few rni c'l .. 

Janeou fact, will give the reader all the information tllat r -
mains ,upbn thi ubject. 

Th r formation of rc igion in Iceland took plac . D. 
~ 1551; since whICh p riod th doctrine of the Luth 

hUrch, os it exi t in the northern kingdoms of Euro ,h v 
been . trictly maintain d in th island. At tbe pr ent 'D1 
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not a single di enticnt is to be found from the estahlished 
religion of the ountry; and the only instance of the kind on 
record, i one which occurred about the end of the 17th 
century; when Helgo Eiolfidas, a man who had acquired 
'much knowledge of German literature, espoused the Socinian 
doctrines, and taught them openly to hi children and friend ; 
till compelled by the judgm ot of t~e Ecde iastical Court to 
make a public renunciation of hi belief. Doctrinal discu -
sion is of cour e little known among the Icelanders; and the 
contests which have exi ted in their church, relate chiefly to 
external ordinances, and to the situation and rights of the 
·clera'Y of the i land. . 

The r ligiou establi hment of Iceland is formed on a more 
extensive cale, than might have been expected from the na­
ture of the country and the condition of the people. The 
inhabited parts of the island are divided into 184 parishes; 
a divi ion which gives to each parish an average population of 

. about 260 person. From the great extent, however, of these 
I district, it ha in many instances been found necessary to 

erect more than one church in a parish; and the total num­
ber of churche in the island somewhat exceeds. three hundred. 
The duty of ach pari h devolves upon a single prie t; with 
the penni sion, however, if his own circum tances do not al­
low th full di charge of his dutie , t~ take an assistant from 

. arnona' the young men educated for the church, who have not 
yet obtain d a permanent situation in life. The number of 
the officiating mini ter of religion is of course various at 
different times, though never greatly exceeding that of the 
par.ishe. Immediately superior to the common priests c:':re 
the Provo ts, or Deacons, whose office it is to exercise age,. 
neral supcriJltendance over the churches in each Sy el t and 
"Jlo a:re chosen in general from a regard to their talents and 
• 
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respectability of character. There are nineteen of these dea-
cons in the island; but their number is included among that 
of the priests, just mentioned, a they severally hav~ parishes 
allotted to them, of which they discharge aU the ordinary 
dutie. A mall additional tipend i attached to the office, 
which renders their situation somewhat superior to that of thf:.. 
other clergy. 

During a period of seven centurie , Ie land was divided 
into two hi hopries; that of Skalholt comprehending the 
southern, that of Hoolum the northern, districts of the island. 
The ees becoming vacant at the same time, they were united 
in 1797 by the order of the Dani h government; and the 
title of Bishop of Iceland wa conferred upon the learned and 
re pectable Geir Vidalin, the pre ent pos e sor of thi . d~gni­
ty. The duties of the office are important and exten ive. 
The Bishop superintends the general concern of the religi­
ous establi hment; he in pects the conduct ot: the priests, 
regulates any eccle ia tical di putes which may occur, or­
dains tho e who are entering upon the pastoral office, and 
watches over the education and moral conduct of the people 
at large. It is a part of his duty al 0 to ,-isit at stated pe­
riods the differ nt district of hi diocese, for the purpo e of 
per onal inspection; and the farmer of the country are re­
quired to as i t him, while making the e journies, with every 
accommodation which their means- may afford. The appoint­
ment of th Bi ho J, i ve t d in the Crown. While there 
were two bi hop ric in I eland, the revenues of each were 
v ry mall, and ill adapted to support the dignity, scarcely 
even the neces ry duties of the office. In con equence of 
the union of the e s, a con id rable angmentation wa made 
in the revenu of he pre 'ent Bi hop, which now amount to 
about 1 00 dollars per annulU ; deri 'cd chiefly from the p 
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lic treasury of the island. Did he reside iri the interior of the 
country, this Sum would rais~ him to the highest rank of opu­
lence; but making his abode in Reikiavik, he is subject to 
many addil~onal expenees, not only from the different mode 
of life among' the , Danes, but also from the necessity of en­
tertaining the country priests, who come to barter their com­
modi ties with the merchants at this place. The singular hos· 
~itality and kindness of heart, which distingui h the character 
of Bishop Vidalin, would keep him in a state of poverty, even 
,~ere liis means of exercising these dispositions much greater 
tIlan they actually are. 

The patronage of the cliutch in Iceland was formerly hi 
the hand of the J>~ople and the proprietors of land; wa af;. 
terwards a umed by the Bishops, as the representatives of 

~ th Papal authority; and finally, at the period of the refor­
mation, was transferred to the crown of Denmark. 1'he 
power i now, in most cn. es, exercised by the Governor of 
the i land, with the assist~nce and advice df the Bi hop. The 
revenues of the clergy ate derived in part from the lands an .. 
nexed to the churches; partly from tithes upon the landed 
property of the country. These tithes 'are pain by the farm­
ers, in a ratIo detetmined, not by the quantity of produce 
rai ed upon each farm, but by the 'fixed rents of the land; 
from the nature of which rent , as described in the chapter 
on Rural Affairs, it will appear that the value of the tithes i 
su~,ect to very little variation. More than half a century has 
elap ed since the estimate was made, upon which the regula-
tion of their value was' founded; but this regulation probably 
~falls little short of the present revenues of the Icelandic 
church, in' a far as they are derived from tithes. To afford 

idea of the extreme cantiness of the provision which is 
made for the clergy, it may be sufficient to state, froitt 
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the tables drawn up at that time, that the whole r~venue by 
~ithe, in 184 parishe , does not exceed the urn of 6400 specie 
dollars; giving an av~raO'e of 34 or 3.5 dollar for each parish 
in the island. The di tribution of the tipend is by no mean 
equa1, owing to the difference in the extent and value of the 
land under cultivatipn in. diff~rent districts. The most valua .. 
hIe living in the island is that of Breide-bol tadr, in B,angaa­
valle Sys el, the stipend of which i upwarq.s of 180 dollar : 
the pari h contains 376 people. In the par.i h of Kross~ in 
the same district, where there are two churches, and a popu­
lation.exceedjng ,0500, the stipend amounts only tQ 33 dollars. 
In A,arnes Syssel, the parish of Torfastadir, in which the 
Geysers are situat~d, contain' five churches; while the alary 
of the prie t and his as istant, amounts scarcely to 30 dollars. 
In numerous instances, however, the stipends are till much 
smaller; and there are two or three parish~ in the island, 
where the-annual sum, of five dollars form the whole provi­
sion whjch i made by tithe for the upport of the mini ters 
of reljgion. The stipends, though specified, according to their 
value in money, are very generally paid, like the taxe , in 
different articles of produce; which the priest either con ume 
in their own families, or barter with the merch ot for other 
articles, ich they more immediately req\lire. 

These canty pittances would obviously be insufficient to 
the s'upport of the r~ligiou e tabli hment, were they not as­
~isted by the value of the glebe-land, which i annexed to the 
church in ~ach parishi Every priest thus becomes a farmer; 
and though the land which they hold is in general of small 
extent" yet there are certuin rights attached to it, which aug­
ment con id rably the profits derived from this source. Be­
$ide the tithe upon hi rent, each farmer in the pari h is re­
quired to give annually to the priest, either day~s work, or 
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an equivalent value.in money; and likewise to keep one of his 
lamb durinO" the winter seas n; taking it home in October, 
and returning it in good cond,ition the following spring. It i 
eu tomary, also, for the more wealthy of his pari hioner , to 
make him a small offering, of the value of eightpence in Eng .. 
lish money, three time in the cour e of the year; besides 
which, a trifling p rqui ite i occa ionally oLtained for the per­
formance of particular services, as b!lptism, marriage, and 
burial. These ~r all the sources from which the Icelandic 
prie t obtains a livelihood for his family. 

In the preceding narrativ~ of our travels, the general ap­
pearance and con truction of the churches in Iceland has 
been minutely de ~ribed. It would be difficult, indeeq, to 
convey to one who has not visited the country, an 'adequate 
idea of the extreme wretchedness of some of the edifices which 
bear 1 is name. But it must be recollected, that if a greater 
izc, or more decoration, had been given to these places of 

wor hip, their number would have been diminished in the 
same proportion; and in looking therefore at the 'Icelandic 
churche. ,a they now are, no feeling of contempt can have 
p,lace in the mind, but rather a entiment of admiration, for 
the judgment with which the means of the people have 
b en applied to th great object .in view. The charge of 
attending to the condition of the churches is committed to 
the Hreppstiore of each pari h; while to provide for any ne­
cessary repairs, a small tax is levied upon the inhabitants, 
and the per onal labours of the peasants are occasionally re .. 
quir d. The present war betweeri England and Denmark, 
unfortunate for Iceland in 0 many points of view, has here 
also inflicted some of its evils. The accustomed supply of 
timber from Norway being suspended, many of the churches 
in the country are getting into a ruinous state; and during 
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the last ummer, communications were made to the Bishop 
from different parishes, represc,nting the impos ibility of con-
tinuing public wor hip from this cause. ' , 
, The education of the priests at the school of Bessestad, 
will be descl'ibed in the next chapter. When a young mao 
intended for this office, has undergone the required examina­
tions, h~ leav~s the school, and usually returns to his native- , 
place; where, in assi ting his family to obtain heir scanty 
and har<Jly-earned provision, he submits 'to the same labours 
as the meanest of those around him. During our fir t jour­
ney in Iceland, we were at.tended by a person in this situa .. 

. tion, who performed for us all the menial offices of a servant 
.and guide. The e young men are still called upon, however, to' 
pursue their theological studies in as far as .their limited means 
will allow; and, to provide for this necessary part of discipline, 
the superintendance of the Bi hop i continued, who annually 
transmits to each candidate fOT the priesthood, a series of 
Latin questions; as a test of ·his diligence and proficiency. 
The nature of these questions will be seen from the subjoined 
Jist, which was sent to some of the students of divinity in the 
summer of 1810.* ' The dissertations in reply to them; are 
conveyed to the Bishop at Reikiavik by those who come down 

• ElCamen Theologicum Candidato •.••.. solvendum. 
1. Quanam cautione opus est' prophetiis Veteris Testamenti expJica.ndis? 
2. Quid libri Veteris Testamenti docent de re urreetione mortuorum. 
S. An mali genii homines ad peceandum solicitant? 
4. In quo consistit venin peecatorurn nobis per Jesum pa.rta? 
5. &ternita prenarum post hane vitam quibus argumentis probator, et quo-

modo cum benignitate • umini Numinis concilianda tlSt? 

6. Explicentur at~. xv. 4, 5, 6; et L Cor. IIi. 15, 16. 
7. Qualis fuit status religionili. in patria noatra ante Reformationem? 
8. Cur Deu hominibus salutem 8!ternam, tantum conditione vita emeadaadti, 

pol1iQetW' ? 
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to hi part of tile coast to fish, or to dispose of their tallow 
and other commodities to the merchants. After a certain 
period of probation, and a personal examit;'ation by the 
Bi hop on the doctrines and duties of their profession, the 
candidates are r c ived into orders: and await the occurrence 
of vacan j ,which may afford them a place of final settI -
m nt. It i not, however, a life of Juxurious ease which they 
enjoy, when th ir abode is thus determined. From the scan­
tine of the provi ion which i made for them in their public 
situation, the toil of their own hands is necessary to the up­
port of their familie ; and beside the labours of the little 
farm which is attached to hi church, the priest may often 
b ' een conducting a train of loaded hOf$es from the -fishing 
station to his di tant home; a journey not unfrequently of 
many day ; and through a country wild and desolate beyond 
description. Their habitation are constructed merely of 
wood and turf, like those of the farmer of the country, and 
re equally destitute of all' internal comfort. A stove, or 

place for containing fire, is carcely ever to be found in them:­
often there i only one apartment in the house to which 
the light of lhe sun has free access, or where there is any 
flooring but the naked earth; and the furniture of this room 
eldom comprehend more than a bed, a broken table, one 

or two chairs, and a few boxe , in which the clothes of the 
family are preserved. Such is the ituation during life of 
the Icelandic priests; and amid t all this wretchedness and 
these pri vation , geniu , learning, and moral excellence, are 
but too frequently entombed. 

The ordinar service of the churches in Iceland consists 'Of 
prayer, psalms, a IlPOD, and readings from the cripture 

pray a read' are rath r cha ted thl\o spo en 
by the priest, who perform this part of the scnio at the 
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altar of the church. The ermons ppear in general to be 
p eviou ly composed, and are delivered from notes. Of the 
style and character of the e compo ition we had not the 
means of forming an accurate judgment; but in tho 
tances where we attended the public wor hip of he con • 

try, it seemed, from the warm and empa sioned manner of 
their delivery, and from the frequent u e of the figure of in~ 
terrogation, that a powerful appeal a made to the feelings , 
as well as to the under taodin T , of the audience. In the con .. 
duct of the religiolls ervice, con iderable decorum is main., 
tained. 

The moral and religious habits of the people at large may 
be spoken of in terms of much commendation. In' hi do­
mestic capacity, the Icelander perform all the duti wbiph 
hi ituation Tequire , or renders pos ible; and while by th 
labour of hi hands, he obtain a provi ion of food for hi 
children, it is not Ie hi care to convey to their mind the 
inb ritan e of knowledge and viTtue. In his intercourse with .. 
tho e around him, his character di plays the tamp of honou 
and int grity. Hi, religious duties are petformed with cheer~ 
fulne s and punctuality; and tbi even amidst the numerou 
obstacle ,which re afforded by the nature of the country; 
and the climate under hich h live. The abbath scene at 
an Icelandic church is indeed one of, the most ing lar and 
interesting kind. The little edifice. con tructed of wood and 
.turf, is situated perhaps mid the rugged ruins of str of 
lay , or beneath mountains which are covered with 
melting snow ; . in. a spot h re the mind a!most. '~k u 
the ilence and d olation of surrounding nature. Here the 
Icelanders semlile to perform the dutie of their religion. 
A group of male and female pea ants may be seen gt,\ ered 
about the church, waiting the arrival of their pa tor· all 

• 



TRAVELS IN ICELAND. [Cu. VI. Bible,. 

habited in their best attire, after the manner of the cOl\ntry ; 
their children with them; and the horses, which brought them 
from their respective homes, grazing qnie.t1y around the little 
a :semhlY. The 'arrival of a nen:-comer is welcomed by every 
one with the kiss of salutation; and the pleasures of social 
intel-couT e, so rarely enjoyed by the Icelanders, are' happily 
connected with the occasion which summons them to the 
discharge' of their religious <,;luties. The · priest makes his 
appearance among them as a friend: he salutes individually 
ea.ch m mber of his flock, and toops down to give his almost 
parental ki to the little ones, wbo are to grow up under his 
pastoral charge. Th.ese offices of kindness· performed, they 
all go tOg th T into the house of pray~r. 

Th re are two translations of the Bible into the Icelandic 
languaO'e ; ' the fir, t by Gudbiand Thorlakson; Bishop of 
Hoolum, from the German Bible ' of-Martin Luther,' and pub..: 
lished in 15 4;' the second was executed chiefly by Bi hop 
Skulass n, in oonformity with the Danish version of ·Resellius, 
.and appeared about sixty years afterwards, under the more 
immediate patronage of the King of Dem~ark. The latter of 
hesc versions is preferable to the former, merely-ftom the, 

divi ion of tll text into verses; which division the edition of 
Bishop Thorlak on did not supply. At present, owing to the 
length of time which has elapsed '!,ince any edition appeared, 
there is a great deficiency of Bibles in every part of Iceland;. 
an 'evil which, -from the depres ed state of the 'printing esta",. 
blishment 'of the island, 't is scarcely possible that the unaided 
efforts ·~f the people shpuld be enabled to remove. . . " ~ 
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I' 

CHAP. - VII. 

IN the Di sertation prefixed to this volume an attempt has 
been made to explain the circumstance in which the litera­
ture of the Icelander originated, and to trace its progress 
through, the ucces ive period of the history of the i land. 
It will be the object of this chapter to complete the view of 
Icelandic. literature, by exhibiting the present state of m nta1-
cultivation among the people; their in titution for the pro­
motion of'learning; amI the modes of education among dif­
ferent cla .... ses of the community. From the more' mmute de­
scription to which they I ad, these circumstances could not 
with propriety form a p rt in the g neral.history; of the coun­
try; though, a a sequel to it, they may possibly. be interest-
ing to the reader. t! .. 

Th picture of the pre ent tate of litel'atu,re in Iceland· 
much Ie simposing than that of it early condition and gr:o tho 
The chango. however, which the lapse of time has trected, 

re rather reJati ethan ab olute in· their natur ; a.n u rli . 
the glory of the }('clanders is now for ever sunk, and 

• 
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name lroo t lost among nations, yet in th ir own island th y 
s ill k ep alive much of th t pirit of literary pursuit by which 
the character of their ancestors was 0 gre'atly distingui h d. 
:A few of th names which adorn the modern history of the 
country have already b n mentioned. At the present time, 
there are many individual, living on thi remote spot, and 
from their situation expo ed to innumerable privations, whose 
talent and acquir ment would grace the most refined ,circles 
of civilized society. Th business of education is ystemat1c" 
any carried on amoncr all ranks of the inhabitants; and the 
degr e of information exi tin , even among the lower classes, 
is probably greater tha~ in almo t any part of continental 
Europ . ' 

Thi tat of mental culture will appear more wonderful, 
wb n it icon idered tl at the circumstance of the country 
do not allow of any e t nded cherne of public education, . 
and that the tran mi ion of knowledcre can take place only 
through the private and domestic habit of the people. In 
the ist nce among th Icelander of habits which arc fitted 
to thi end, . e contemplate a feature which is justly entitled 
to admiration and esteem. 

At the pre ent time, the ~chool of Bessestad is in fact the 
only e tablishrnent for education in Iceland. About the 
middle of the 16th cen ury, when the reformation of religIOn 
took plae in the j land, two school rre founded; one'at 

albolt, the other at Hoo]um in the northern province; and 
a Janoed property wa attached to these institutions, suffici n 
for the support of between t enty and thirty scholars at each 
p1 the cl of th last century, the two 8 001 

into ODe, and tran ferred to Reikiavik; while in 
cbo04. la ,whi re appropriat by th 

um from the public ey a atiotted to 
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the support of the establi hment. A few years ~o, the school 
was again tran~erred to its present situation at .Be&sestad; the 
building being vacant which was formerly the abode of tbe 
Governors of Iceland. This edifice, though by no meanS' \n 
good repair, i from its size better adapted than any other in 
the country for the purpo es to which it is now applied; ndt 
but for the intervention of the war between England and 
Denmark, would have been further improved' by the comple .. 
tion of some additional building , which. are yet in an un­
finished state. 

.\ 

The establishment at Be sestad con ists at pre ent of three 
r . 

Jnasters, and-twenty-three or twenty~ four scholars; the fund. 
of the school not allowing the reception of a greater number. 
The head rna ter, or Lector Theologire, ha an annual alary 
9f 600 rixdollar. It is hi office to uperintend the general 
onc rns of the school, and to conduct more e pecially the 

theological department, and the study of the Hebrew Ian .. 
guage. At the tim of our arrival in Iceland, the per n who 
held this situation wa~ Mr teingrim Jonson; a man ap-

'parently 'not more than thir.ty-five years of age, but po sessed 
of talents and learning which well fitted him for the di charge 
of its important dutie. For veral year he wa the pupil 
and ecretary of the late Qishop Fin on at kalholt, after 

. whose death h~ studied' some time at Copenhagen; where, as 
a I . fcal scholar, e acquired very great credit. Hi know­
ledge of the Greek and He rew languages is aid t~ be ac­
curate and e t n ive; and to theological studies he has given 
a very minute ttention, being intimately acqu . ted wit the 
writing of the mo t eminent of the German theologians. 
This g ntI .man, luring our tay in Iceland, wa re (,) ed 
from Be se tad to the church of Odde, in Rangaav 
one of 0 t valuable livings in the island. He 

• 
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ceeded by another persOn, of the same name, who is likewIse 
reputed to be a man of learning and acquirement. 
. The two iuferior ma ters of the school have alaries of 300 

rixdollar each. The office of the ' second rna tet' compre­
hends the in truction of the s<;h@lar in Latin, 'hi tory, geo­
graphy, and arithmetic; while the third i occupied in teach­
ing the Gr ek, Dani h, and Icelandic languages. It is a sin .. 
gular circumstance in the r gulation .of the chool, that each 
8cholar, whether intended for the pa toral office or not, is 
obliged to tudy the elements of Hebrew, and to llndergo 
some examination in thi language. By far the greater num­
ber, hbwever, of th<;>se who attend the school, are preparing 
themselves or thi future situation in life; and in the admis­
sion of choiar, a preference is always 'given to the 'children 
of prie t. A youth i not allowed to enter until. he has been 
confirmed; and a certificate of hi talents and di position is 
required from the minister of the pari h in which he has re~ 
ided. The period of annual study extends from the begin­

ning of October to the end of May; the summ r being made 
the ea on of vacation, to accommodate the rural occupations, 
in w.hich all rank among the Icelanders are obliged to par­
take. It is a part of the office of the BIshop to visit the school 
~t the commencement and close of each ' session; and ·at the 
latter time, to superintend the examib tion, of the 'Scholars, 

hieh then take plaee. These examinations continue -during 
several day with a prescribed form of proceeding, of which 
a sketch has already been given in th narrative. 

, After a .c tain deg of progress in the studies allotted 
to llim, each scholar beco~e what is termed a demisslls: 
leaving the schoal, and pursuing ·his futuro studies at home. 
No pa ular period is fixed for a demi8sion. This i deter­
m.ined solely by Ule proficiency of ~e student, as .ascertained 
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b~ an examinat~on ; for which it is req~ired that he should be 
able : to read "and write Latin \vith accuracy; that be should 
have \Some knowledO'e of Greek and Hebrew ; ~nd of the rules 
for interpreting the Old and new Testaments; and that he 
shoul~ . be acquainted with the Dani h language, with history, 
arithmetic, and geography. The k90wledge of Greek. and 
Hebrew, though officially fequired, is, however~ in t e prac­
tice of these examinations, by no means very rigorously ex" 
acted . . ' Where the students are preparing for the priesth~od, 
as is gellerallythe case~ . ihey are farther questioned uppn the 
Jlible and ecclesiastical history, upon the doctrines of the 
Lutheran ' c~urch, &c. If a youth has continued seven years 
without attaining the qualifications which entitle him to be­
come a demissus; the Lector writes to his family, representing 
the matter to them, and he is not allowed to remain 'longer at 
the school. 

A library is, attached to the establish'~ent at Besse$tad, 
cont,ining . probably·· t~elve or fourteen hundred vohl;mes ; 
among. which are a few gopd edItions' of the .classics. The 
greater part of the library consi ts of Icelandic and Dani h 
'wOTks; beside which there are a considerable number of vo­
lumes in the Germ'a,n l~nguage, and a few it) the English ~nd 
French. The number of manuscripts is . .very considerable, 
and they appear to be of little value. The private library of 
the Lector Theologire, though stnall~r) .. is more sel~ct; and 
contains the works of Mosheim, Heinzius, Reinhard, Lowth; 
Griesbach, Mich~e1is, and numerou~ other authors of mhlOr 
note, on ecclesiastical history and doctrine. It is the best 

. theological collection 'in the island. 
Among the young men educated at this school,! re ar~ 

some who afterwards go to Copenhagen, with the view of 
pr.osecuting their studie; at the ulliversity there; this ad 

2R 
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tage bing occasionally afforded to the children of those who 
hold civil offices, or po se s landed property, and to th son , 
of s me, of th w althier amon the clergy of. the country. 
Th number of student, however, who njoy such opportuni­
ties is very limited; and the remainder, oppressed by poverty 
and th nece sities of their situation, are enerally compell­
ed to take up their abode for liti in solitary spots, where 
th ir intercour e, even with each other, i almost wholly sus­
pended, and where any futur pro<J'ress in knowledge can 
only be effected by their indepen4ent and unaided exertions. 
Thi is the oondition of all the country priests in theisland, 
and of many 0 the mor re peetable of the proprietors and 
farmer. Deprived, a th y thu appear to be, ,both of the 
mean and motives :fj r mental cultivation, it could scarcely 
b expected that in tances hould occur, where the ardour of 
literary pur uit i til1 maintained, and the acqui itions of 

. former tudy not only pre erved but even increased ~nd im­
prov d. Th occurrence, howey r" and even the frequrncy 
of examples of this kind, may render nece sary some explana­
tion of a fact so extraordinary. Among ,the more obviQUS 
of the cau es which pr 'ent thems lve , is the long period of 
lei ure which the Icelanders enjoy, during the protracted 
winters of their northern region. Thi lei ure, tho e ho have 
acquired in their youth the habits of literary pursuit, will 

I 

naturally devote to a continuance in occupations, which are 
so well adapted to relieve th weariness of the pas ing time. 
Their mean of tudyar in!ieeq v ry liJ,nited, and the enjoy­
ments of participation Imost wholly denied; but thes com­
parative disadvantages are in some measure overcome by the 
habits perseverance, which necessity creates, and which 

maintained from an experim ntal sen e of their value. 
is the great name of their ancestors without its ipftuen~ 
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upon the pre ent eneration of Icelanders. There are few 
amongst them who cannot re£ r back to the times, when 
tho 'e, born on the same'soil with themselves, were rai ed to 
honour and r nown in forei n ,lands: and nev r i thi ap-

, peal made without an animated feeling of patriotic pride and 
. ati faction. 

AmonO' the cla of prie ts, another motive to mental cul­
tivation i the de ire of maintaining in their office, an influ·, 
ence, which oannot be derived from any difference of external 
circum·tances. ' The pa tor mu t undergo the arne " labour 
and hard hip as the meapest of his flock: he enjoys few ad­
ditional comforts or refinements of li~ ; and but for the 
sup riority of his intellectual attainment, would pe dily 
10 e that tation in society, which it is 0 neces ary he hould 
retain. It form, too, an important part of hi duty, to 
superintend the busine s of domestic education in the fa­
milies placed under his pastoraL 'care. Till office is not, in­
deed, strictly required by the eccle iastical statutes of the 
country; but it i founded upon usage, and ultimately upon 
a sense of the nece sity for such a superintendance, where 
the public means of education are so greatly limited by 
the poverty of the people,. and the dispel' ion of their num­
bers, ' An ' interesting exampl of the attention with which 
this duty is ometimes exerci ed, has be n given in the 
Journal, (p. 141); and the instance of the parish pr' t of 
Saurbar is by no means ingular among the minis e of 
teligion in Iceland. Their po erty, ind ed, rathe, increas:es 
than Ie en . the influence of these exertions, by associ.' 
ating them more h;ltimately with their pari hioners~ an~ 
pl'omoti g that fr e and un e erv d commu 'c 
a mor r fined tate of society ha so much _ ••• ry 
preclude. 
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By this uperintendance of the priests, and the long estab· 
Ii hed habit of the people, a J' l'~lar system of dom~stic edu­
cation is maintained, in the benefi.t of which even the low­
est ranks 'of the community partake. With the xception of 
those WllO inhabit the qoa. t, in the vicinity of the great fish­
ing tations, it is a rare thing to meet with an Icelander who 
i unable to ' read and write, or who doe not pos es con-
iderable intelljgence~ on all subject to which hi situation 

allow him access. The instruction of his children 'forms one 
of hi stated occupation , . and . while the little earthen hut 
which he inhabits i almost buried by the snow of winter, 
and d~lrkne sand (1 .. olation are spread universally around, 
the light of an oil lamp illuminates the page, from which he 
read to his family the lessons of knowledge, religion, and 
:virtue. The importance of these domestic habits has been 

. . well understood by the Icelanders them elves. ' In the eede- . 
histical code of the country, an articl . is extant~ singular 

p rhaps in its nature, but admirable in its design, which gives 
to the Bishop, or eyen the inferior clergy, the power of pre;. 
venting any marriage where the fernal,e. is unable to read. 
This law, which provides so powerful a pledg..e for the instruc-
tion .of the risinO' generation, is still occ;asionally acted upon, 
though probably not with so much strictness as in former 
times. . The books in the possession of the lower Classes are 
chiefly of a religious nature; a great number of these work 
'having been printed in Iceland during the la t two or three 
centuries, ,and very generally circula:t.ed .through the country. 
In many puishes, there is a small collection of books be-
1o'nging to the church; from which, under the supetintend­
ance of the priest, each family in the district mgy deriv 
some little addition to its. means of instr.uctien and· improve­
ment. 
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The historical and poetical writings which the early litera .. 
ture of Icelarid produced, are by no mean generally known 
among the Icelanders of the present time; uch tudies being 
principally confined to the priest , and to those of the higher 
classe. The calamitie which oppre ed , the i land during 
th . 15th century, and which entirely extin!1'ui hed the cele­
brity, and almo t even the name of tb people, interpo ed a 
sort of barri r between the ancient Icelander and their pos­
terity. Learnin!1' was re tored under an altered form; the 
works of former enius were only 'partially revived; and 
these circumstances, .t6get er with the changes progres ively 
taking place in the langqag~ of the country, have removed 
from the pos e sion. of the pre ent race of people, all the more 
striking evidences of the ancient condition of their commu­
nity. A gr at number of manu cripts are still to be found in 
the churches, and in the houses of the pri ts and principal 
inhal?itants; but, with few exceptions, they are all of modern 
date, and are merely the representative of works which were 
intended for publication, but which the poverty of their 
writers, or other circumstances, have unavoidably suppre sed. 
The greater proportion of the Icelandic manu cripts which 
derive value from their aptiquity, have been gradually trans­
ferred to Copenhag n, and deposited in the public or private 
librari& of that.metropoli.* Here th y have be n carefully 
collated, with a view t the publication of those which were 
found most r markal;lle or important; and it i principally 
througl this ch nn 1 that the earlier writings of the Iceland. 
ers are known to the pr nt inhabitants of , the country. The 

• The library of Profe 901" Thorkelin, which contained a val 
of Icelandic works, is said to have been' destroyed during the 

of Copenhagen. , 
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valuabl editions of tb se writing printed at C<:..penhagen, 
have come into the pos e ion of all who bear a literary cha­
ra ter among the Icelanders; and a £ w edition of the work 
of thj perIod, which h~l.Ve b en printed in tlle island, have 
uiven a further diffusion to thi branch of knowledge among 
the p ople. It i ,how er, by no mean general; the tale 
and traditi n which now prevail in the country, relating for 
th most part to more recen time , and beinu in few instances 
derived from the a sand po'em , in which the events of 
antiquity are de cribed: . 

Amon tho e individuals of the present day who have made 
the arly literature of Icelan an obj ct of study, the name 
of "innur Magnu on may particularly be mentioned. This 
young man, who hold the itUation of public pleader in the 
court of law at Reikiavik, and is distingui. hed by his das .. 
sical acquir ment , has be towed very great attention upon 
th early' writing, and e pecially upon the ancient poetry of 
hi country; and icon idered to have a mo~e intimate know­
led e of th m than any other person in the island. He ha 
likewi e been enabled, from hi re idence on ' t,h spot, and 
from his family connections with everal eminent Icelanders, 
to collect some manu cripts of con iderable value from their 
age and rarity. The industry and ucees ofP~ofessor Thorke­
iin in the same pursuit are more generally known; ut the 

~ long ab ence of tbi entieman from Iceland ha lessened, 
in some degree, his connection with the modern literature of 
the country. . 

In de cribing th state of kno ledge among the present 
race of Icelanders, their attainments in languages and in 

. cla skal literature must particularly be noticed. Th~s is one 
of th fi. t* of t se circumstances whi~h engage the atten­
tion and admiration of the stranger, ill visiting the j 1 n . 
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He sees ruen who e habitation bespeak a condition little re­
moved from the sava state; who suffer an almost entire pri .. 
vation of every comfort or refinement of life; and 110, amid 
the storms of the urroundin ea, eek, in their little boat, 
the provi ion upon which' alone their families can ecurely de­
pend. Among the e very men, he finds an intimate know-
1 dge of the cla ical writin of antiquity; a ta te formed 
upon the pure t mod I of Greece and Rome ,; and a u cep­
tibility to all ~he b auties which the e model di clo e. While 
traversing the countt:y, he i often attended by guides who 
can, communicate with h 'm in' Latin; and, arriving at .his . 
place of ni htly reat, 'he not un frequently draws forth from 
the labour of hi little mithy, a manv,ho addre es him in 

'1 "'l'e utmo t fiuen y and elegance. Thi 
age ha be n common among 

ri d in their hi tory ~ and it . 
y pi ertation, that many of 

.J linO'ui h their literature, and 
"orical kind, have be n compo ed 

tlt time, thi Ian uage form 3: part of 
~rie ts, and of all the principal inhabit­

It i till very frequ ntly the v hide of 
their writm Cf , and a great n mb r ,of in dited Latin books, 
both in poetry and pro ,may b found throughout t coun­
try, de tin d for ev r to remain in the ob curity which gaye 
them birth. Epigram and hort de criptive poem in the 
same language are xc edingly common; and, through thi 
m dium, the Icelander often indul e that tendency to per­
sonal atire, hieh it formerly required ev n the operation of 
law to re train. 

Tb Ludy of Greek, as mig,nt ~ e pe ted, i b no means 
equall", g era}; but there ar , notwit.hsUloding, se~ ral very 

• 



• TRAVELS IN ICELAND. [CR. vu. Pltilology. 

e cellent Grecian scholars, who now do credit to the litera­
tur of the island. In the ,fir t place among these i the pre- . 
ent Bi hop, Geir Vidaliri; a man who e acquirements in 

ev ry departm nt of literary pur uit, would do honour to any 
country, or condition of ociety. To cla ical stu die , he has 
d voted peC!uliar attention; and, in his colloquial Latin, he 
di play a facility and correctne of tyle, and a richne s 
and propriety of quotation, ~hich evince the' most intimate 
acquaintance with the writers of the be t a C7e of Rome. ' In 

r cian literature, bi reading ha been almost equally ex­
ten ive' and be i aid 10 be a very good Hebrew scl1(~lar. 
Among the other Icelander of the present time who have 
di tingui h d th m elve in cla ical literatUl:e, are, Stein­
grim Jon n of B estad; the Rector Hialmarson, who' for­
m rly conduct d th chool at Hoolum.; and Arnas Helge-
on, th prie t oC Vatn fiord, at the most northerly extremity 

of the i land. Few translations from the classics have been . -
p bli bed in the Icelandic language, !.bough it i probable 
that many manuscripts of thi kind ~ist in the country. The 
.Tran action ·of the Icelandic ociety, a work afterwards to 
be m nlioned, .ontain tran lation of the Idyll of Theocritus, 
which po e v ry great merit; and, in tbe arne work, there 
is a tran lation of Plutarch' Paitlagogia by the Asses or 
Einarson. The fabl s of .IE op, and many of the odes of 
Horaoe, 'have likewis been given to the I6elande'r in their 
nativ ver . 

It may be proper 'to notice here the great attention to the 
tudie of philology and criticism, which ha existed among the 

1 arned m n of Iceland during the last two centuries. Many 
valuable work , connected with this department of literature, 
have been already published, either in the i land or at Co­
penhagen; and numerous writing of the same kind are still 
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to be found in manuscript, in. different parts of Iceland . . A. 
catalogue of a few of these works is given in the ubjoin d 
Hote. 

In the study of the modem languaa- s, tbe proficiency of 
the Icelanders is as great a can be expected from their limited 
intercourse with the continental nation. With the Danish 
language all the higher class of inhabitant are perfectly fa .. 
miliar; the Gennan is understood by many; and of lat year 
the English ha be n cultivated by a few individuals w~th much 

.success. All these languages, a i well known, or.iginate from 
the same root; and the re emblanee till retained between th<! 
Icel~ndic and Dani h, or still more the OTwegian, is such, 
that the natives of each country can, without much difficulty, 
make themselves mutually under tood. Through the e differ­
ent channels, the Icelander have acquired considerable in.: 
formation Fespect~ng the modem literature of Europe, parti­
cularly that of Germany and Denmal'k; and they possess no 

• LeLcon Runicum Magni Olavii. Havnire, 1650.' 
l.exicoa tndicum G1Uimundi AlIdrf«. Havnire, 1683. 
MonOlyllabica IsI.Ddic. Johanni, Rugmanni. 1676. 

Pnecepta GramJUUea et SyntactI ca Theodori Thorlacti, 
Lingure eptentiiGBalis Elementa, per Runolpltum Jon«. Havnilll, 165!. 

publisbed at Oxford, 16 9; and in Hickes' Thesaurus, 1705. 
Gu tus ad Isocratem .Jrgnmi Vidalini. Havnire, 169 . 
D1saertatioPbilologica ANtgTUrti Vidalina', de vocis rue:! (psalm xx. v. 17.) p. 

nuina lectione et significatione. 1689. 
Lexicon Juridicum Pauli Vidalini. 
Exposito Alphabeti Hebraici Gunnlavgi SnorToni,. Havnire, 1175. 

Tractatus de Otthograpbia Islandica Eggerti Olav"i. 
Clave. Metricre Thoratci,,; M~g"i, Gwbrumdi Olav ii, Thorlad (l,",,*aMi, .0. 

M PV:8LJ8HED. 

l.esicon Islaftdieo.Latinum Jolla •. Antei, EpiM:opi SkallOlcean.. 
~"""IIU- ,J.1aadieum cw.1.J&di Olav"". . 
LesicoD I.landicum Jo/w.,.. 'O{avii, Sic. &e .. 

Zs • 
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only ' the" originals, but translations of many" of the works, 
hich hav acquired r putation in these countrie in later 

times. Their knowledge of English literature is obtained 
chiefly through the medium of the pani h .and. German; in 
'\vhich languag s the works of Addi on, Pope, Richardson, 
and Young, arc known and admired by .many individuals in . 
the. i land. They possess likewise 8 .fewtranslations of English 
\VQrk into their native language. Twenty or thirty years ago, 
the whol of Milton' s Paradi e Lo twas tran lated into .Ice-

. landic ver e by Jonas Thorlak ~n, a pri.e t at :Qacka, in the . 
northern part of the island; of which tr~n lation two book 
we puLli 1 ed in tl Acts of the Ie landie Soc· ety: the re­
mainder ar yet in manuscript. The merits of the poetry iQ 
thi tran lation are spoken ·of in terms of high eulogium by 
th Bishop; W'110 i , however, unacq aint d with the ~rigina1. 
Th same Jonas Thorlakson Bas al 0 translat~d Pope's Essay 
011' 1\1o.n, -of which a considerable edition was printed at Leira 
in 1798, in a duodecimo form. 

The culti ation of poetry in Iceland; though by no means 
o general as in ancient times, till forms a striking feature in 

the literature of" the country. Among those of th natives 
who ~oy the reputatio of talen s or leam'ng, there are few 
who have BOt oeea ionaUy tempted the Muse; and where 
such efforts have been seconded by the true inspiration of 
genius, the poet till receives his reward in the a.pplause and 
admiration of hi fellow-citizens. The days indeed: are past, 
when the bard 'pour forth hi unpremeditated lay' to 
the assembled . and admiring multitude; but in exchange 
for these irregular effusions of fancy, a 'more classical styl 
ba bee acquired, and greater selection and taste are 
exercised in po~tical compositio 8~ A" few oWY can be 
mentioned of those individuals who still adorn this branch 
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of . Ic landic liter~ture. One of the mo t eminent i the 
A sessor Benediot Grondal, a jud e in the hi her court of 
jus tic , and a man of an elegant and cultivated mind. Hi 
publi hed poems, which are regarded a the best modern spe .. 
cimens of the Icelandic language, arc not, however, ei ther very 
numerous or considerable in length; con i tin chiefly of odes, 
epitaphs, and other detached pieoe ; aUlon whi h are many 
excellent tran~lations from Theocritus, Anaore'on, and Horace. , 
A tran lation of Pope' Temple of Fame, which was published 
orne years ago, i greatly esteemed by the best judge of ~ce­

landic poetry. He has compo ed also e'V'eral poetical satires f 
in which, aocording to the information of the lJishop, there 
is mnch ncce fnl ridicule, after the . manner of Horace, 
of the follies and' vice of his countrymen; but the e satires, 
in consequence of t~e expre s prohibitory artic1e in the la\vs 
of the j land, he has not ventured to publi h. The general 
style of hi poetry i de crib d to be terse, pointed, and ele. 
gant. Finnur Magnu on is another of the Icelandic write 
of the pre ent day, who has acquired much credit from the 
facility with which he composes in the Latin and Danish Ian .. 
guages, and for the extreme accuracy of his Icelandic sty1 . 
He has translated into Dani h verse, the poem of his uncle 
Eggert Olafson, on the rustic life of the Icelander, and pub~ 
lished also ~everal ~maller piece. J onM. Thotlakson, the ve· 
nerable trail lat<;>r of Milton, is till living in a remote part of 
the i land, and has composed many original poem of great 
merit; of which; however, nearly all are unpubli hed. An­
other individual, possessing some reputation, is igurdar Pe- . 
tur on of Reikiavik, who has rit~e~ among other orks a 
poem in six hoo s, c lIed telIa; in which, under a 
fo m, the manners and habits of the Icel ders re 
described. This poem is likewise llnpubli 

• 
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pablyever remain in obscurity. The poverty and other cir-
. cum stances of the Icelander, offer indeed such multiplied ob­
stacl s to their literary progress, that it i impossible Rot to 
admire the ardour and industry which, in pursuits 'of this 
nature, they continue to display. In the department ofpoetry~ 
more especially, the number of manuscript works, doomed, 
from the situation of their aut~lOrs, to p'erpetual oblivion, is 
exceedingly g~eat; yet the muse is still invoked;.and the taste 
and feeling for such co~po itions are still ,awake in the ~jnds 
of the people, though so little cher, hed by opportunity, or 
by the a pect of surrounding natu~'e. , . 

. The religious ch;uactcr of the Icelanders has strongly dis­
posed t).1 m to the cultivation of sacred, po "try; and 'a great 
numher qf writings of thi kind have appeared in the island 
during the last two centuries. Besides ruimerous collections 
of psalms. and hymn , -v~rious parts ,of the Old and New 
Testament, a the boqks of the Pentateuch, the hi tory ~f 
David, and the life of the Apostle Paul, have been published 
~n the form of pO,etical paraphrase; and.. a few of these works 
may be found in the po~ses~ion of almost every (~mily in the ' . . 
country. 

With the scanty material~ for history which the Icelanders 
possess,. it i ~carcely wonderful that this branch of literature 
should be less cultivated now tha~ it wa in former times. 
among those of the patives who have received patronage and 
support at . openh~O'en, many, during the la t century, have 
well maintained, by their. historical writings, the r putation of 
their country; but in Iceland itself, few con iderable works 
of thi kind ~ave lately appeared; and the greater number of 
the e relate .merely to the events of the pa ing age. Th Chief 
Justice Stephenson is undoubtedly entitled to t~e first place 
among the present histo,rical writer ,of. the ~sland. Thi gen-

t 
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tIeman, whose zeal in the pursuit of knowledge has been se .. 
conded by better opportunities than most of his countrymen 
enjoy;has held, during the last twen.ty years, the most con~ 
spicuous place among the literary characters of Iceland;. 
a/ situation to which his' acquirement and influence would 
seem to justify his claim. The attainment he has made are 
varion and. extensive; a residence of everal years at Copen~ 

. hagen baving afforded ~ini access, not only to the literature, 
but also to some part of the .science of modern times. To the' 
English language he has paid particular a.ttention; . and be~ 
sides ,speaking and writing. it ~ith facility, he i familiar with .. 
aU the more eminent of our writers in the department of the 
belles-lettres. lVIr· Stephenson i~ himself a very, voluminous 
auth9r. As President of C?ne of the Literary .Societies of Ice .. 
land, he · has pu bli hed many book fo1" the use-of the Society; . 
and 'from' t11e c~taloO'ue of his writings, which is given in the 

. note, it will' be seen that hi& labours have comprehended a· 
singular. extent and variety of subjects .. * The most important 

. . 
•. 1. Treqti e on Meteor, 1783. . 

2. Description ,of the eruption of a new volcano in Skaptaa .. fell Sy se]~ with 
engravings, 8vo. 1785. , 

S. Mournful Thoughts, and a Funeral Song, at the, tomb of the celebrated and 
beloved Bishop Finsson, Bvo. 1796. • . 

4. A PaD~gyric on B~shop Fins80~ read to a meeting of the Icelandic Society, 
8vo. 1797. -

IS. Amusements for Friends; j::ontaining u efutpieces in ' prose and poetry, on 
natural history, phy'sic, astroaomy, history. morals, aod divinity, B~. 
179~ . 

. I 

. ,6. ,A Biographical Memoir of the ·Lady of the .late Bishop Teitson, avo. 1797. 

7. Mi .. nisvfrd 1:«iindi, or Memorable e'Y, containing the most remarkable 
historical ev ta from 1795 to 1801; in five vok 8vo. • 

a . . le t and Earnest; or a coli ctioll.of pi ces in p~ try II-nd pt()se;' onjur,ispru­
~ce, morals, theology; medicifle, and ~he ~elle~-1t:ttJ'e8, 8 o. 1798. 

t. A Defence for the inj ured Icelandic Mag istl'ate, ~vo. ',1798 . 
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amon hi writing, i the Hi tory of Iceland in the 1 th cen­
tur ; a ork hich abound 'in valuabl information respect­
ing the civil condition, th natural hi tory, an5i the literature 
of the i land durin thi period. In the tyle of th book, by 
a inguhir xa!Dple of the pro8opopeia. Iceland is made occa .. · 
ionall to t 11 her 0 n tale, and to speak in a per onal form 

of the various event which have befallen her; a mode of 
narrative which, though sometim s v'erging toward the ludi­
cro IS, ha nevertb Ie s a implicJty congenial to the subject, 
and capabl even of ri ing 'into the pathetic and sublime. 

noth hi tori cal work, edited and chiefly written by Mr 
tephen 00, i a 01 t of political regi ter, of which, in the period 

between 1795 and 1 02, a ol~me was published annuallyatthe 
Lira printing-offi ,under.an octavo form. Thi contai~ed a 
narrati e of the political e ents which had occurred in Europ~ 
during th preceding yeat; ~ parate artic! being allotted 
to th affair of every state. The narratives appear to be ' 
dr wn up with much car and 'considerable minutenes . Under 
the al'ticl of EngIa,nd, as an example~ not only are the .more 

10. A select c~lIection of Hymn and PSlllms fot t1l.e Churches" S o. lS01. . 
11. Translations from the Danish 'of select Royal Edicts; published by the 

Court General of Icelllnd at different ptlriods since lS01. 
12. A speech made at the establi hment of the Royal ourt! General, 8vo. 1801. 
lS. Iceland in the 18th century, vo. 1 6. . . . 
14. The same book tran lilted jnto Danish, with addition, 8vo. 1 
15. A Treatise on 'the FUcf; . published by the Royal S9ciety of Denmark, lS09. 
16. A Treatise on the Sheep, C(jws, and Horses of Iceland; published by ' the 

Copenhagen Veterinarian Society, 1 09. 
17. Encouragem:ent to tb good people of Iceland during these times of war. 

ritten ad pubU hed by the King'~ order, 8vo. 1808. 
18. Instruction. for the Oftice,n of the Police, avo. 1S09. 
19. CnmmentaPy 01'1 these Instructions, 8vo. 1810. 
10. Help in Distress; or IDStructioDs te tbe Icela1'ldic Farmen ia ~ir Hus-
~, .1810. 



CR. ,11. Theow8j'.]' TRAVELS IN ICELAND, 

. 
important nat~onal events described; but the stat of partie .is 
accurately detailed; extracts are given from the Parliamentary 
debates; and notice is taken of many provincial occurrence . 
The i rmation 'necessary to this work wa almost entirely 
obtained throu h th~ medium of Denmark. The gr ater num­
ber of the v<?lumes were w~itten by Mr Stephenson; one by 
his brother the Amtmand tephen on; and th Ia t which 
was pu.blished, by Finnur Magnuson of Reikiavik. 

The vast number of work of divinity, which have'appeared 
in Iceland since the period of the Reformation, testify th,e 
dilige~ce with which such studies have been pur ued by the 
learned men of the country; and from catalo ues which ar 
extant, it would appear that the writings on thi subject yet 
inedited, are 'much more numerou than those already pub .. 
Ii hed. Many of these works are translation from the Ger­
man and Danish; with a few also from the Dapi h language. 
Among the latter, may be mentioI?ed the translation ' of the 
, Whole Duty of Man ' by: John Vidalin, a Bishop of Skal­
holt .at the .beginning of the last century, very' eminent for 
his piety and learning. The original writings of the n,atives 
are for the most part .either commentaries on particular parts 
of soripture, or collections of prayers, homilie , and sermons; 
the doctrinal parts of theology being less frequently the sub. 
jects of discussion. At the pre ent time, the works of the 
Bishop, 0 e name has ju t been mentioned, possess great 
reputation in the country; and of the collections of sermons 
which he published, orne are to be found in almost every 
habitation. In all departments of literature, there is a strong 
uispo ition among the Icelanders to critical' severity; a.nd in 
'theological writings more especially, this severit has occa­
sionally .assumed ,a very rigorous form. A CUrIOUS instance 
of tllis kind occurred about a hundred ars en an . , 
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unfortunate man \Va publicly whipped, a a punishment for 
the error he had committed in a translation of the book of 
Gene i . 

Metaphysical studies .do not engage much attentio ' mong 
the learned men . of Iceland. A, few individuals, from their 
're idence at Copenhagen, ·ha-v:e beconle ,intimately .acquaint­
ed with the m.etaphysics o( the' German schools, and have 
them elves published treati e connected with the sJIbject.; 
but these writing are by no means numerous, nor does it 
appear that they pos .ess any peculiar value. * Publications 
connected with practical morality are, however, very com­
mon in Iceland; and several excellent books of this kind 
hav lat ly appea17ed in the island, adapted ch~efly to the use 
of the farmers, or t\1o e of the. middle dass; in which moral 
instruction is judiciously blended with amusing informa­
tion in vari6us branches ~f knowleelge. The most valu~ble 
of these writings is a work, called ' Evening Hours,' which 
.was published by the l~te Bishop Finsson" a few years before 
his death:. 

While the studies of literature are thus ·cherished among 
the Icelander of the present time, science, strictly so called, 
engages but few votaries; and the e follow wtth feeble and. 
tardy step the rapid. progress which .has been made among 
the European natiolls. E\;en in ·the d~partment of naturaJ 

• The follo~mg ' are s~me of the metaphysical writings of the lcela~ders: 
Dis ertatio de Essentia Consecutiva; by Stephen Biornson, 1757. 
Dissertatio d Ente; by Fin'nur Thoralfson, 1:770. 
Examen facultatis cognoscitivoe 8uperiori et inferioris; ,by th'e same author, 

17'7'2. 
Dissertatio de IDfinito; by.Skule Thorlacins, 176'2. 
Disputatio d, Nibilo; by John Ola~ on. 1758., &c. 
The Dialectics of Aristotle, and the Logic of Pete RamUs, have bteu trapalated 

into the Ieelandic I guage. ." 
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hi tory, where the it lation of the people does nAt oppo e 
the same ob taele as in o,ther cie tific pur uit , there ale few 
individuals who have acquired more than a uper6cial know­
ledue, of the ubject, and ~ w work have bech publi h d 
which po es value either from the e,-tent or ac ra.cy of 
their information. Most of the writing of th Icelander 
upon the natural hi tory of th 'r own country, di pla.y indeed 
a ingular vagueness of de cription, and more of up~r titiou 
belief than is consi tent with the other habits and attainments 
of the people. When considered, however, the latter cir­
cumstance will carcely be thought" urpri ,ing. In forming 
th scenes which surround them, nature cems to have de­
'serted all her ordinary operation, and to have worked only 
in combining the most terrific extreme which her powers can 
command. Nor i it merely a pas ive and silent de olation 
which mark thi tremendous influence. Af~er the lap e 'Of 

. age, the fire of the volcano till bur t out among regions 
of eternal now, the earthquake h.ak ·s the foundati n of the 
i land, and the impetuo,u thundering of th Geys r continues 
to di turb t~le stiUness of the urrounding olitude. Living 

',amid t so manx wonder of. nature, and ignorant of natural 
cau e , the Icelanders are readily in~ cted by uperstition 
relating to the object; and this influence is ob ervable in 
mo t of the de ription they have given of their country. In 
later tim s, however, sUell uper titions 11 ave greatly declined; 
and during the la t c ntury, . everal work have appeared, 
'descriptive of the natural history of the i land, ill- which 
accurate ob ervation is onjoined with orne degree of ~ien­
tific knowled e. Th author of mo t reputation jn this de-
partment i Egert Olaf: 011, who in 1749 printed hi 'Enarra­
tiO'1U38 Historict'e de. llandim Natu'rd et Con titllt1IJne;' and after­
wards in conjunction with Paul on, another n turar pub-

2- T • 
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Ii ~ed a larger work, under the title 'of 'Travel in Iceland;· 
in which the various objects in it natural history are carefully 
and minutely de oribed. The mineralogioal detail in this 
book are very ample; but owing to the want of arran ement, 

, and of suitable nomenclature~ they are not ea ily intelligible 
to the reader. In 17 0, a work .by Olaf Olafson, entitled, 
, Economical 'rravel through- the northern parts of Iceland,' 
was published in two volume quarto; containing much ~lu­
abl information upon the natural history of this district. Two 
smaller treati e are subjoined to the work; one on the Sur· 
turbrand, the other on the Sulphur beds of Iceland. Sevetal 
d crip ions have been 'published of the different volcanic 
eruption during the last century; a~ong which may be men­
tioned, the treatises of John Sremmidson on the eruptions 
,aro.und the lake of Myvatn, in 1724, 1 {"25 , 17~7, and 1728; 
the treatise of Bishop Finsson on the eruption from Hecla in 
1766; and that of Mr Stephenson on the great eruptions in 
17 3, at Cape R eikiane , and from the mountains of the ~Kap.­

taa Jokul. -The person said at p~esent to be the'best naturali~ 
in Ie land, and particularly jntimate with botanical science, 
~ ~e.in Paulson, one of the medical practitioners of the coun­
try, who e abode i near the volcano of Kattlagiau J okul on 
the , outhern coast. His principal ' original wOJ'k is on the 
di eas s of Iceland; but he, 'ha written al 0 veral treatises 
on the natural hi tory of the i land, and on the rllral economy 
ot'the people, which are said to posses' g~eat merit. Mr 

tephenson has di tinguished himselfin the sa~e department; 
and in many of bis writing ,.has labou;red to make his coun ... 
trymen avail them el ve of all th~ mean of improving their 

'condition which are rendered possible by the nature of their 
soil and climate. 

The dence of mathematics and astronomy are by no 

, co 
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mea~s generally cultivated among the ' Icdander ; thougn 
there are some individuals bo have pur ued the e . udi ) . , 

either in tlie i land itself, or with the better opportunitie 
which were afford d by a re id nee in the Dani h metropoli . 
A few of the astronomical treati e publi b d during the I t 

century are notic d b low.* The tudyof the mathematic, • 

. though pre cribed by the regulations of the chool t Be es-· 
tad, receive but little attention there; nor doe it in general 

I 

form a part of the privat~ occupation of tho e, who enjoy a 
literary charact r in the i land. 0 purely mathematical 
,york is extant in the Icelandic Ian uaO'e; but in a book of 
arithmetio, which was written orne time aao by ~h elder 
Mr Stephen on, tJ'iO'onometry and equations are briefly in­
cluded. Stephen Biornson, formerly th~ rna ter of the cl 00 

at Hoolum, publi hed in the acts of th Icelandic 0 iety a 
treati e on statics, which is well poken of. This man, who e 
acquirement in various branche of cience were very con-
iderable, died at Copenhagen about tl~e begi'nning of the 

pre ent century. 
. . ' 

After aU that has been sC\id in the prece,dinO' pages of the 
poverty of th Icelanders, and of the nature of the co~ntry 
upon which th ir destiny is ca t, it will not be tbought 'von­
derful. that ,the fine art should de ert a clime 0 little conge­
ni~l to their ~ro~th. Painting exi t here, only in it ~ude t 

• Dissertations on the Zone of the Terrestrial Globe, and 'on the Phases of 
the Moon; by Magnus Areson. 1710. 

Di ertation on tIle Astronomy of the Chaldeans ; on the phere of the Fixed 
tars; on the Pythagorean Harmony, &c.; by Thorleif Haltor on; 1706, 1707, 

. 1708. 
Di sertation on the 01 r Y ~ar of the Ancients; by Jonas David Gam. 1789. 
Di sertation on the effects of Comets; by tephen Biornson. 1758. 
Dissertation on Itlsti I Phy ics; by the same. 1760. 
Introduction to Tetragono etry; by' ~be lame. 178(1. .. 
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forms; tb native mu lc c:Jf the i land is inbarrUonjotl$ and 
uncouth; while the art of cuI JlLur i almost entir ly un­
knowt~. In proof, however, that th e deficie~cie ll~ust be 
a cribed to the S1 uation of the p. ople, and not to a defec~ 

in oi'iginal geniu , it may be mentioned that Thorvaldson, 
~ the on of an ~celander, dwellinU' on the c]as ic ground of 
. Rom , is at the pre ent moment second only to Canova; 
among the tatuarie of Europe. 

' . . 
Before do i.!lg this .ketch of the literature of Icelanq, it 

will be nece ary to say something of the Icelandic Societies, 
to which a reference 'has already more than once been made .. 
The tirR~ of the e -Was in titutcd at Copenhageq in 1779, with 
the professed object of aiding the literature of the island, and 
bettering the condition of the inhabitant, by the sugge tion 
of improvement in their rural economy. -.The Society; at its 
first establi hme,nt, wa composed of only twelve memb'ers; 
but the number was afterwards extended to about a hundred 
and thirty;. comprising all the most learned and intellig nt 
men in Iceland; and, a extraordinary member , many jn~ 
dividuals of much emine~ce on the co.ntinent of Europe. 
Fourteen volumes of transaction have been p~blished by the 
Soci -'ty; _ the contents of which are various, comprehending 
Jnany valuable papers upon the fi h ry, agriculture, and na­
tural hi tory of IceIa{ld; poetry; historical es ays, &c. The 
principal writer weI' Bi hop Finsson; the elder Mr Ste­
phen on, then GQvernor of the i land; -Mr Ericson; M;r Paul .. 
on; Mr Ketil on, y elman of Dale; and many others of 

the literary Icelanders, who e names have before been m n­
tioned. Thes~ tran action were -entirely yomposed in 'the 
Icelandic language,. and great attention wa paid to th pre­
servation of it purity; two censors being appointed to judge 

. of the style of every essay which was .presented for publica-

r 
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tion, In "1790, considerable dissensions 'arose in the Society, 
in consequence of a project for ti'an ferring it to Iceland; 
'and this circumstance, with other concurring events, had the 
effect of suspending all the proceedin rr of the ini'titution. 
Though, still nominally in existence, it ha now for a long pe-
riod 'been entiTely dormant. , 

The second Icelandic Society Was establi hed in the island 
in, 1794; chiefly under the auspices of the Chief Ju tice te­
phcnson, who had been a strenuous advocate for the 'removal 
of the former Society froin Copenhagen. The original num­
ber of member 'was not less than twelve hundred; mo t of 
the farmers, as ~ell as tae priests and ci viI officer of the 
country, being included. 'The object of the institution was 
'the promotion of knowledge and improvement among the 
people '; and with th i view, a fund was pro ided by the an­
nual contribution 'of a dollar from each member, and devot­
ed ,to the publication of books, to be di tribnted among 'the 
subscribers. The printing establi hment at ~oolum" which 
~ad fallen into decline, and another ~hich in 1773 was in- . 
stituted 3:t Hrapp ey, an i land in the , Breide Fiord, were 
purcha ed by ~he Society; and a' printing-office, under their 
management, e ta,bli hed at Le~ra, in i~,~ Borgar-Fiord Syssel. 

, From this press have~ i ued, for the u e of the Society, fifty 
or sixty 'different work ; some of them translated, hut the 
greater number original, and comprising a very great variety 
of subjects; ' hi tory, poetry, divinity, "law, medicine, natural 
history, and rural economy. In his ituatio of Pre ident, 

, Mr ,tcphen on hu ~ad the superint ndance of th funds of 
the Society, th entir direction of tbeir variQus publications, 
and h mana em nt ~f a mall, but well cho en collection 
of books, which ,a .. resented- to them by some literary 
characters of ~he Danish me ropolis. Though hi exertions, 

• 
• 

" 
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however, f~r the s,upport of the institution have been ince ant, 
it bas notwilh tanding greatly declined during the last few 
year ; and; at pre nt, the number of ; member does not 
exceed thirty or fo~ty. Th succe sive occ~rrence of e~eral 

unfavourable eason, and th ev'l entail d upon the Ice­
lander by the war betwe.en England and Denmark, have 
contributed, in som degree to pr duce this decline. It was 
found, too, that ,there wa much difficulty in accomplishjng 
the cheme for the di tribution of books, among a people 
dis per dover 0 va t an extent of country, and during a 
great part of the year so entirely separated from each other 
by th barrier of 'na~ure. ome little fault has, perhaps, also 

J$:ist d in tie creneral management of the institution. The 
office of censor hip of the press, ve ted in Qne individual, 
ba bad the effect of di gu ting or deterring many, whose 
connection would have done credit to the, ociety; while, by 
giving too much to this single judgment, it ha been the means 
of bringing forth many works, little adapted to the compre­
hension of those for \vho e use they were de igned. In the 
11resent state of the Society, ,it is particularly unfortunate 
that the ot;lly printing establi hment i~ Iceland .should be thus 
eKclu ively appropriated; and a~ a matter of general policy, 
it ll'l.ay be doubted whether, :und r any circum tances, such, a 
corporate in titution ought 'thn to monopolize the literary 
growth of the country. As guides and protectors to the pro-

. gre of knowledg , in titutions are good ;-' when they be-
I 

come arbitrary rul rs, their influence but retards the COl1,rse 
of mentaI.improv ment~ and proves ban fu~ to the very eller- ' 
gie which gave them birth. 

. u h ,is the present tate of mentai cultivation among this 
singular people. The disparity of their phy lcal a~d moral 
circumstances' forms an interesting fact equJllly in the his-

, f 
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tory of li~era~ure, and in that of the human spedes. While 
the calamities of internal ~arfaTe, and the oppression of 
tyrannical government, have clouded with. ignorance and 
barbarity countries on which the sun of nature bed it 
brightest beams,-the possession of peace, of political liberty, 
and well ordered laws, has given both intellectual and mornl 
,exaltation to a community, which has its abode at the very 
confines of the habitable world . 

. . 
.' 

, . 
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ZOOLOGY AND BOTANY. ' 

'0 

CHAP. VIIIj 

IN a general outline of the zoologi,cal productions of Iceland, 
it is by no mean neces ary to be minute; nor, indeed, would 
the few ob ervations we w~re enabled to make, authorise such 
an und rtaking. 

Iceland doe not presept many of those species of animals 
which are trictly confined to the land; but of t~ose which 
require land only a a ,resting place; while the sea su plies 
their other want, many have found in this country every 
requi ite for support. 'Ye will proceed, however, to take a 

,cur ory surv y of all the tribes of animated nature which ex. 
ist there under any circumstances. 

The catalogue of mammiferou animals i?habitin'g Iceland, 
is 1?-early confined to' the following :-The dog, the fox, the 
cat, the Tat, the mou e, the rein-deer, 'the goat, tl sheep, 
the ox, and the hOT e; together with seals and whales, and a 
few Polar bears which annually make tJleir appearance. Bears 
cannot be ,con idered a inhabitants; they are merely visito~s, 

.. hrpught on detached mas~es of ice. They are chiefly landed 
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on the north coa t; and twelve or thirteen appears to b the 
greate t number v r een in ne year. They are not lifer· 

. ed long to enjoy th m elve on I (d; for, hungryalJd vora .. 
cious after their voyage, th y ommit great deva tat"on 
among the flock. The people tak th alarm' and, wit 1 

whatever weapon ~hey can command, ner 11y . th mu 
quets, they attack, and soon d troy th m. . 

The do which are generally en in Jcel' nd, bear trong 
resemblance to those of Greenland. Like them they are co­
vered with long hair, forming about tIl ir necks a kind of 
ruff. Their no e are sharp, their ears pointed, and their tail 
bu hy, and curled over their back. Their predominant co­
lour is whi ;' y t they vary considerably; and some are en­
tirely bro;vn or black. Very Ii w of th m can be induced to 
go into the water; and though some are of service in guard­
ing the cottages and flock, and preventing the hor from 
eating the erra intended for hay, yet the greater numb r 
appear ver u eles. Scarcely any family, however, i with­
out one or two of them. 

Two di tinct varietie of the fox pre nt them elv s in 
Iceland: the arctic, or white fox, (Cani Lagopu), and on 
which i termed th blue fox, (Cani Fulierino u ), and vari s 
considerably in the shades of it fur, from a lierht browni h 
or bluei h grey, to a colour nearly approaching to black. It i a 
more grae fu ly formed animal than the white fox; ha loner r 
leg, and a more pointed no e. Horr b w m ntiOI s dark 
r d coloured f, x, in th exi tence of, hi h e had no r 
t beli e. He lik wi e ay, that th bl k fox' eth e 
bronerht over on lb . . Frequ ntly at night, in tra\reUing 
throuCTh th co IDtry, you hear th di rdant erie of th two 
fOl'mer varjcti . But if we 1 ay judg from the qu 1 tity of 
skins exported, the number of fo es in Ie land, though con-

2 u • 



338 IJ."RA VELS IN ICELAND. [CIL VIII. Zoology. 

id rable, cannot be great., The inhabitants do their utmost 
to de troy them; being induced not .only to prevent the great 
devastation which they commit among the youn eY lambs, but. 
to obtain the rewatd iven by government, and to profit by 
th furs, which i an advanta eous article of traffic. There 
i no particular in enuity, howe er, displayed in the met40d 
by which they are taken; they are shot, caught in gins, or 
forced from their hoI by smoke. 

Rat in con iderable number , and mice, are met with~ 
particularly at the Danish factories ~ but, as far as our ob­
servation went, there was nothing to, render them particularly 
worthy of att ntion. 

The hog, which has from time to time been imported from 
Denmark, ha , from the scarcity of proper food, been found 
o expensive to keep, that it has never been much propagat­

ed; and it i doubtful whether, independently of two or three 
ows and pigs which were'taken from England during the last 
Hmmer, a single animal of the species exists in tbe coun-

try. , 
The rein-de r has been introduced into thei land, and has 

incr a ed rapidly. Out of thirteen which were exported from 
orway in 1770, thre only reached Iceland. They were sent 

into the mountains of the Guldbringe y8 el; and they have 
since multiplied so considerably, that it is now no uncommon 
thing for those who pass often through the Ipountains in va­
riou part of the island, to meet with herds, consi ting of 
from forty to ixty, or a hundred. They are very little mo­
lested, the Icelanders satisfying themselve with complaining 
that the deer eat their lich~n; and tbough, sometime, for 
the sake of amusement, the Danes go out in pursuit of them, 

ry few are destl·oyed. They live almo t entirely among the 
mountains, and are very shy; but sometiDle~, in the d pth·of 
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winter, come down into the plain , particularly about Thing .. 
valla, to fe d on the mo which ab uod in that quarter. 

Goat were at one time more num rou in Iceland than 
they now are. At pr ent, they eem to have been compl tc. 
]y expelled from the outhern part, becau e veget ion e­
inO' very scanty, they were constantly injurin the roof! 
the bou es by climbing on them in ear h of foo. There 
are still a few in the north, where farmer keep ks of thi~y 
'or forty. 

The cow, the hor e, and the he p, affor<l: the princip I 
source of wealth, comfort, and ub i tence to the Icela ders. 
Milk is almost their only summer beverage. Whey becomes 

. a wholesome, and to them a plea ant drink in winter. Ev n 
fi h itself, their primary article of food, is carcely palatable 
to an Icelander without butter; and curds, eaten fre h in 
summer, and kept through the winter, yield the most pre .. 
cious change of diet, both for health and pleasure, which he 
enjoys. A cow on the farm of the Amtmand teph nson, we 
were ~ssured, gave regularly every day twenty-one quarts of 
milk. The value of th ir cattle i well known and appreciated 
by' the Icelander ,who take the O'reate t care of them through 
the winter, and eem to hake off their habitual Ii. tle ne s, 
while employed in gflth ring in the hay that is to support them 
through the incl mencies of that s ason. 

If the horse be less u eful in Iceland than the cow, the 
care which is devoted to him is proportionally Ie s: till, how­
ev r, the a i tane which he afford, i by no mean to be 
overlooked. But it will be unnee ary, aft r what ha been 
tat d re p cting the frequent int rcour ~ between different 

part of the i. land, and the extreme roughn s of the coun­
try, to ay any thing farther of the utility of this animal. The 
Iceland horse is about thirteen hands in height, stoutly maCHt, 
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and frequently evincmg much pirit. These anjm~l are in 
very con iderabl . numbers throughout all the inhabit d· parts 
of the i la d; no farm r beinO' able to carryon the n eessary 
affair of life without their a sistanc ; and many of the Ice· 

\ lander, particularly tho e who, ff'om their avocation a 
judO'es or maui trates, are obHged to take long journies, are 

gl'ea:t pain in th br eding and rearin of them. But by 
t . inhabita in general, they are let loos to provIde them­
selve with food and belter: in con equence of which, a 
O'reat number are 'annua ly carried off by 'the severity of the 
winter, 

The heep furni h uch milk and butter; and besides af. 
fording, when smoked or salted, a part of the winter food of 
the inhabitant , form a con id rable article of XpOTt, Almost 
every part of the Icelandic dress i manufactured from wool: 

. and of the sheep- kins, '\! ithout much preparation, they make 
tIt ir .fi hing-dres s, which they smear repeatedly with oil, 
for the purpo of rendering them impervious to water. 

Of the aI, thr e or four species (Phoca v~tu1ina, Lepor­
rina, Barbata, and Gr<Enlandica) frequent the shore.S. Their 
numb r icon iderable. A ~ ware taken for the oil which 
th y afford; and th ir skins are applied to various useful pur- · 
po. ,being ~ rmed into hoe and thong, and particularly 
into a kind of travellinO' bag, in which the Icelanders carry 

. their our butter, fi h, and other little upplie, when passing 
from place to place. 

V ry fe ofth great northern whale (Balama Mysticetus) 
pproach Iceland. The 6n-fi, h (Balrena Physalu ) is more 

common. A pecie of dolphin, the bottle-no e; (Delphinus 
Bidens?) i ometimes driven on shore in very considerable 

oal. During the wint r 1809- lO, eleven hundred came 
rds the !)hore in the H valfiord, and were captured. 


