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FOREWORD

Amid the Mists of Northern Waters and Words

WILLIAM CRONON

should probably confess right at the outset that I myself am among the

people described in Karen Oslund’s Iceland Imagined who have had a

life-long fascination for this remote and eerily intriguing island in the
North Atlantic. When my fifth-grade class back in the mid-1960s spent
a semester doing “country reports” on a chosen foreign nation, I selected
Iceland. I wrote off to the tourist bureau for maps and pamphlets, did what
research I could in the public library, and put together a detailed compi-
lation of the geographical, historical, and cultural features that make the
place so uniquely fascinating even for those who have never seen it. I still
have that report in a box in my basement and doubt I'll ever bring myself

to throw it away.
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As time went on, seemingly unrelated intellectual fascinations carried
me back to Iceland in unexpected ways. My youthful passion for The Lord of
the Rings led me to the realization that J. R. R. Tolkien’s scholarly expertise
as a linguist of Old English and Old Norse had enabled him to draw quite
extensively on the literature of medieval Iceland in weaving together and
even inventing languages for his vast novel. The very name he chose for the
imagined landscape in which he set his story—Middle Earth—derived in
part from the Norse word midgard (by way of the Old English word middan-
geard), a realm in Norse mythology in which we humans live surrounded
by a vast ocean inhabited by a world-encircling serpent named Midgard-
sormr. (By the way, that strange Icelandic character “0” is pronounced like
the “th” sound in “bathe.”) Having been introduced to this mythological
world by Tolkien, I read the Icelandic sagas and Eddas, spent a year learning
Old Norse, and for a while even imagined that I would become a scholar of
the medieval North Atlantic. At almost the same time, my college studies
of geology drew me to Iceland for a very different reason: its location atop
the Mid-Atlantic Ridge, whose spreading boundaries have produced the
repeated volcanic eruptions and peculiar igneous landforms without which
the island would not exist. There are few places on the planet where one
can so easily and vividly witness the consequences of plate tectonic move-
ments at first hand. From that perspective, it was hardly surprising to me
when I learned that Jules Verne started his travelers on their Journey to the
Center of the Earth by way of a secret tunnel in the crater of the Icelandic
volcano Snzfellsjokull—and that they learned of this tunnel from a myste-
rious parchment in runic letters that falls into their hands from the leaves of
a saga by the great Icelandic writer Snorri Sturluson.

Then, finally, in the 1990s, long after I had abandoned the Middle Ages
to become a scholar of American environmental history, I had the good
fortune to hire as an assistant a woman named Salvér Jénsdottir. Salvor, a
native Icelander, happened to be living in the small Wisconsin town that I
was then researching. Trained as a cartographer, she had been responsible
for producing a beautiful historical atlas of Reykjavik before moving to
the United States, and she would eventually return to her home country
to become the director of city planning for its capital city. It was through
Salvor’s good graces that I finally managed to visit a place that had been liv-
ing in my imagination for more than four decades. Iceland was everything
I expected it to be and far more, so that I now name it to my students as one

of those places “not to miss seeing before you die.” In making that trip at
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long last, I reenacted the kind of journey that Karen Oslund explores with
such subtlety in this remarkable book.

Oslund’s key insight in Iceland Imagined is that this distant north-
ern island has existed on the margins not just of European maps but of
European minds for over a millennium. Until the ninth century, it had
remained one of the last large islands anywhere on earth never to have been
permanently settled by human beings. (For some reason, the Inuit peoples
who first occupied the northern latitudes from Alaska to Greenland never
made it to Iceland.) This began to change in 874 CE, when the Norwegian
chieftain Ingolfur Arnarson first settled at the place he named Reykjavik:
Bay of the Smokes. Over the next sixty years, he was followed by wave after
wave of migrants, so that by 930 CE the coast of Iceland—really its only
inhabitable territory—was completely claimed and occupied. This “age of
settlement,” as Icelanders now call it, was recorded in a classic early history
called Landndmabok (Book of the Land-Taking), and practically everyone
now living on the island is descended from immigrants who arrived at that
time. It was all part of an extraordinary wave of outmigration from the
western fjords of Norway and other parts of Scandinavia that changed for-
ever the face of northern Europe. Skilled as they were in ship construction,
maritime navigation, trade, raiding, and warfare, these Vikings, as we now
call them, ranged from Iceland, Greenland, and even Newfoundland in the
west to England, France, Russia, and the Black Sea in the east, wreaking
havoc wherever they went. In 793, they sacked the Northumbrian monas-
tery of Lindisfarne and began the ninth-century settlement of what came
to be called the Danelaw in England. A century later, they occupied the
northwest coast of France, where the province of Normandy—the name
itself means home of the Norsemen—would become the base from which
William the Conqueror would undertake the Norman Conquest of Anglo-
Saxon England in 1066. Farther to the east, comparable Viking beachheads
were established in Poland and Russia.

This Scandinavian occupation of far-flung territories had more or less
come to an end by the eleventh century. Places like Norman England and
Kievan Russia followed their own divergent histories with little relation-
ship to Scandinavia. In the Viking homeland, first Norway and then Den-
mark asserted their authority over the lands and peoples of Scandinavia,
so that by the end of the fourteenth century Iceland had become a colony
of the Danish Crown; it would remain so until World War II. From that

point forward, Iceland—along with the Faroe Islands, which had served
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as Viking waystations, and the Greenland settlements, which had died
out by the fifteenth century during the Little Ice Age—would recede ever
further to the outer fringes of European geopolitics and cultural life.

It is there, on the far margins of Europe, that Karen Oslund begins to
explore these northern regions. By the eighteenth century, the glory days of
the Viking Age were half a millennium in the past, and the North Atlantic
seemed very much a backwater in comparison with Enlightenment Europe.
Using a boldly kaleidoscopic approach that traces changing European per-
ceptions of Iceland and its neighbors in language, literature, geography,
science, tourism, ethnography, and politics, Oslund demonstrates the
unstable and often contradictory ways that Iceland could be portrayed: as
an icon of wild nature; a remnant of Europe’s own medieval past; a primi-
tive exemplar of pre-modern humanity; and, in the twentieth century, a
place in which all these qualities were either transformed or threatened
(or both) by the rapid onset of modernity. In so doing, she demonstrates
the ways that Edward Said’s classic analysis of the colonial “other” can be
applied with surprisingly rich effect to Iceland, a place that is indisputably
so European and yet also so peripheral.

Travelers to Iceland in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, for
instance, invariably commented on the raw wildness of its terrain. The dev-
astating Laki volcanic eruptions of 1783—among the most violent in all of
recorded world history—demonstrated the explosive nature of the island’s
geology, the speed with which its landscape was capable of transforming
itself, and the challenges that human beings faced trying to make homes
there. At the dawn of an age that was increasingly fascinated by the roman-
tic sublime—those parts of nature that were roughest, darkest, most chaotic
and dangerous—Iceland seemed as wild and sublime a place as European
minds could imagine. And if romantic intellectuals were intrigued by Ice-
land’s nature, they were no less intrigued by its medieval past, so that this
same period saw the rediscovery of the Icelandic sagas, the collecting of the
manuscripts on which those ancient stories survived, and their translation
into modern languages. The sagas enjoyed a widespread literary revival—
perhaps most famously in Wagner’s operatic Ring Cycle, which combined
elements of the German Nibelungenlied with the Icelandic Vélsunga saga.
(Jules Verne’s choice of an Icelandic manuscript as the starting point for
his Journey to the Center to the Earth is, of course, another example.) Sug-
gestively, the word Viking entered modern English during the romantic

age as part of this literary revival. The word derives from Old Norse vikingr
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by way of the root word vik, meaning bay or inlet—as in Reykjavik—so that
a Viking is one who frequents or comes out of bays or inlets like the fjords
of Norway. The word did not exist in English until scholars and writers
popularized it in the early nineteenth century.

The great contribution of Iceland Imagined is to help us understand the
mental geographies that over the past quarter millennium have come to
define the North Atlantic—and that teach us more than we might think
about the rest of the world. When travelers made their way to Iceland (or to
Greenland or the Faroe Islands) right up until the mid-twentieth century,
they saw themselves traversing several different imaginary paths. They trav-
eled geographically outward from their European homelands to what they
saw as the far periphery of European civilization. This was the traditional
path from empire to colony, which was all the more striking in the north
because it for the most part lacked the racial overlay so apparent elsewhere.
Visitors also saw themselves moving back in time into the mythic space of
the Eddic poems and the seemingly more historical landscapes of the sagas.
Another path to the north led from the pastoral to the wild. The sublimity
of its landscapes meant that Iceland could serve as the purest European
example of nonhuman wilderness, standing in stark contrast to the domes-
ticated countrysides that travelers had left behind. And, not least, the farm-
ing, sheepherding, and fishing families of coastal Iceland became icons of
a peasant past for European intellectuals who felt a decided ambivalence
about their own industrializing nations and the working-class proletarians
whose deracinated journeys from farm to factory seemed among the most
troubling symptoms of modernity. Here the traveler’s symbolic path led
toward seemingly simpler, more organic communities that were still firmly
rooted in their native soils. Even after World War II, when Iceland joined
the rest of Scandinavia in embracing the modernism and postmodernism
of the second half of the twentieth century, it continued to straddle these
imperial/colonial, modern/premodern, inorganic/organic, unnatural/
natural oppositions in ways that displayed the country’s ambiguities and
contradictions as powerfully as anywhere in the world.

For all these reasons, Oslund argues, Iceland and the North Atlantic
have served for the past two centuries as a landscape and region for medi-
tating on a peripheral “other” that has stood as a defining counterpoint to
everything that Europe and the rest of the modern world were ceasing to
be. Partly because they were becoming modern at the same moment that

other Europeans were beginning to question the price of modern progress,
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Icelanders in particular came to pride themselves for achieving a more bal-
anced integration of nature and culture on the strange and challenging
island that was their home. By the start of the twenty-first century, they had
long been using the geothermal energy of their volcanic landscape to pro-
duce hot water so inexpensively that there was no need to charge for it, and
they could argue with some truth that they had adopted low-carbon, envi-
ronmentally friendly alternative energies more fully than had any other
nation. Having made themselves one of the most literate and highly edu-
cated human populations on the planet, Icelanders were at the cutting edge
of the digital revolution, making their country a destination for high-tech
start-up firms willing to pay dearly for such a talented workforce. And, of
course, their growing ties to the global economy helped produce the bank-
ing crisis and attendant currency collapse of the Icelandic kréna starting in
2008—clear evidence of how much the North Atlantic had become fully a
part of the modern world. One can make a similar claim about the world-
wide chaos caused by the Eyjafjallajokull eruption in 2010, when volcanic
ash from Iceland disrupted air traffic worldwide and stranded travelers all
over Europe for days. Both the kréna collapse and the Eyjafjallajokull erup-
tion offer compelling evidence for Karen Oslund’s core insight: to under-
stand the deepest paradoxes of modernity, whether they lie in the realm of
nature or culture, whether they have to do with economic globalization or
the future implications of climate change, there are few better places to go
looking for answers than Iceland and its neighbors, which are not nearly so

far away as they may seem.
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For Europe is absent. This is an island and therefore Unreal.

—W. H. Auden (1937)

Few outside the Scandinavian world know much about Iceland. . ..
To write about early Iceland and intend to be understood is to supply
background that would be inappropriate if supplied by the historian
whose turf had the (mis)fortune to become populous, powerful, and
central to the story western nations like to tell about themselves.

—William Ian Miller (1990)

INTRODUCTION

Imagining Iceland, Narrating the North

n my first visit to Iceland, an Icelandic acquaintance took me for

a driving tour around the Reykjanes peninsula. On this south-

western corner of the island, the capital of Reykjavik is sur-
rounded by a cluster of outlying suburbs and neighboring communities
where almost two-thirds of Iceland’s approximately 317,000 inhabitants
live. As we passed over traffic bridges between Reykjavik and the old port
town of Hafnarfjérdur, I thought about the visual contradictions of the Ice-
landic landscape. Signs of modernity mark the city; for a European capital,
Reykjavik appears strikingly new. Oskjuhlid, the silver-grey geothermal
water towers topped by a gourmet restaurant, Perlan (The Pearl), is some-

times jokingly compared to a UFO because of the sleek, high-tech appear-



ance of its dome. The architecture of the University of Iceland (Haskoli
Islands), founded in 1911, is modernistic and functional. The Nordic House
(Norraena Husid) on the university campus was designed by the Finnish
architect Alvar Aalto in his distinctive Scandinavian modern style, and the
National Library of Iceland (Landsbokasafn Islands), with its courtyard
fountain and café, might strike the visitor as the entrance to a shopping
mall rather than a research institution. Kringlan, one of the actual Reykja-
vik shopping malls located at the other end of one of the major thorough-
fares from the university, uses high ceilings, windows, and natural light in
a way that I found more appropriate to the sunnier climes of Los Angeles
than to cloudy, drizzly Iceland that summer.

When I left Los Angeles for Iceland, I had imagined that I was going to
“Europe” and thought of the features of European built landscapes that
Americans are trained to be impressed by: cathedrals, castles, and monu-
ments, structures that derive their historical authority through their age
and their memory of the past. In Iceland, a historical memory invoked by
the built landscape seemed to be missing at first glance.

If the Icelandic cityscape seems modern, so too does the Icelandic
soundscape. Since the early 1990s, Iceland has been marketed by the tour-
ist industry as a site of breaking pop culture and electronic music. The
notoriously frantic Reykjavik weekend “pub crawl” (rintur) is noted in
the guidebooks as an attraction equal to Hallgrimur’s Church (Hallgrims-
kirkja) and the National Museum (Pjédminjasafn Islands) for the foreign
understanding of Icelandic culture. In the mid-1980s, the Icelandic art col-
lective Bad Taste (Smekkleysa) launched itself with the manifesto of reject-
ing the established conventions of the Icelandic art world. The most famous
artists to emerge from the collective on to the international scene have been
Bjork and the Sugarcubes, although many other Icelandic bands, includ-
ing Sigur Rés, Gus Gus, and Mum, have also become internationally well-
established. The tension between this Icelandic modernity and notions of
its history and traditional beliefs has even provoked a cynical commentary
from Bjork herself, who remarked that “when record company executives
come to Iceland they ask the bands if they believe in elves, and whoever
says yes gets signed up.”!

Iceland does have a long written history, but, as I was beginning to
understand that summer, its history was not the kind that left its mark on
the landscape. The architecture and sounds of Reykjavik might be modern,
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but Icelandic history, as it is told in that country and elsewhere, is almost
exclusively concerned with the remote past. As I had learned during the
prior month, in Iceland a foreign student is always assumed to have come
in order to study the medieval sagas—the stories that were written about
the earliest days of Icelandic settlement from Norway, the Viking-age
period of Icelandic independence from about 871 to about 1262. Icelandic
tourist brochures promote the country as the “land of the sagas” where one
can still experience aspects of the “age of the Vikings.” Since the beginning
of saga study in Europe in the seventeenth century, this period in Icelandic
history has been considered the golden age (gullold) of Icelandic literature
and culture, when the events of many of the Old Norse sagas took place and
Eddic poems were composed. Tales about the heroic Leifur Eiriksson and
his discovery of North America, of Viking warriors like Ragnar lodbrok
(Ragnar the Hairy Pants) and Egill Skallagrimsson—who, when captured
by his arch-enemy the Norwegian king Eirikur bl6d6x (Erik of the Bloody
Ax) saved his own life by composing a poem so magnificent that it moved
the king to mercy—continue to dominate the historical narrative of the
country.” For centuries, the saga literature has been a major source of for-
eign interest in Iceland, and it was natural that Icelanders would casually
assume that a foreign student was there to study it.

When foreign travelers came to Iceland, as they did in increasing num-
bers beginning in the eighteenth century, obsessed by catching a glimpse
of the “sites of the sagas,” they traveled for long distances, often in diffi-
cult conditions, and they were frequently rather disappointed by what they
saw. If you visit Bergbdrshvoll in southern Iceland, which tourist brochures
typically describe as the “site of Njdls Saga, the most famous of the Ice-
landic sagas,” you may well see nothing in particular that stands out.’ A
modern farmhouse on a low mound is all that represents the farmstead of
the tenth-century farmer Njall Porgeirsson and his last stand with his sons
against the men who burned his home with his family inside. If one looks
to the landscape for history, as the tourist eye is instructed to do, the land-
scape reveals very little, and certainly nothing so obvious as a medieval
castle with reconstructed walls and a museum and a gift shop next door.
The medieval history, the period of Icelandic greatness, has left but little
impression on the landscape.*

For a traveler better educated in Icelandic history, all of this might

have been less striking. Even a few moments of reflection on the poverty
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of the Icelandic past and the inhabitants’ inability to build lasting struc-
tures of the type to satisfy the naive expectations of later travelers would
have helped to resolve this contradiction in my mind. Indeed, my Icelan-
dic acquaintance seemed unimpressed by my musings. “Well,” she said,
“you have to remember that, except for the technology, we're a third world
country.” Although one risks cliché here, I came to think of this as a “typi-
cally Icelandic” remark: laconic, ambiguous, perhaps critical of Iceland
and its inhabitants, or perhaps of foreign expectations of the country. If
it was meant to be the latter, she surely had grounds for this: while I was
naive about Iceland on my first visit, at least I wasn’t the only one. Since
the eighteenth century, European and American writers have been think-
ing, describing, classifying, imagining, and writing about Iceland and the
North Atlantic region with surprise and wonder about its “contradictions,”
“paradoxes,” and “extremes.” Their stories, the reactions of the natives to
their stories, and the consequences of these narratives and counternarra-
tives for the region, are the topic of this book.

At that moment in Iceland that first summer, however, the idea of Ice-
land as part of the third world only intensified my surprise, curiosity, and
lack of understanding. What does it mean, to be a “third world country
except for the technology”? Since the term “third world” was invented after
World War II, it has been used primarily to signify impoverished regions
of technological underdevelopment.® Those areas of the globe designated
the third world and thus coded deficient, in need of modernization, West-
ernization, and industrialization were most often the former colonies of
Western powers in Africa, Southeast Asia, or Central and South America,
regions considered to be well outside the main trajectories of European
history. According to the schema outlined by this classification, these were
places acted upon by Westerners and rendered passive, static, and outside
of historical time.® In a series of historical moments, eighteenth-century
Enlightenment thinkers, colonial administrations of the nineteenth cen-
tury, and post-World War II aid programs modeled on the Marshall Plan
delineated the deficiencies of the regions and people outside the areas where
they themselves lived. Although the Enlightenment, colonialism, and the
Marshall Plan are considerably different from each other, they share a ten-
dency toward dualism, dividing the world between the modern self and the
nonmodern, primitive, others.

So where and what is Iceland? Is it part of “Europe” or a technologically
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advanced and prosperous part of the “third world?”” Or is it something in
between? Categorizing Iceland, or any other country, as part of “Europe” or
as part of the “third world” helps to reveal what these terms mean, as their
meaning is continually being explained and defined through use. Accord-
ing to which standards of measurement can we call this small island in the
North Atlantic European? If we find it different in some way, in some way
not European, as European travelers to Iceland from the eighteenth to the
mid-twentieth century often did, how are these differences then used to
define European norms? The anthropologist Fredrik Barth has pointed out
that identities are constructed at borders, at the points where differences
can be seen most clearly.® By looking at the edges of Europe in the North
Atlantic, we can understand what it means to be European by identify-
ing which aspects of life on these borders traveling Europeans found to be
exotic, strange, and disconcerting.

Iceland Imagined examines how Iceland and the rest of the North Atlan-
tic region, which includes Greenland, northern Norway, and the Faroe
Islands (see map 1), have been envisioned by travelers and observers from
the eighteenth century to the time of the Second World War. (The epilogue
discusses certain developments in late-twentieth- and twentieth-first-cen-
tury Iceland that parallel the themes of the earlier period.)

This book is also a cultural history of the North Atlantic as a Euro-
pean periphery. The North Atlantic, which was in the eighteenth century
a marginalized region of the Danish-Norwegian kingdom, was gradu-
ally transformed— culturally, environmentally, and technologically—into
modernity. Considered an exotic and unfamiliar wilderness by travelers
from western Europe when the story begins, the North Atlantic was, by
roughly the end of World War II, generally understood as belonging to
the developed areas of the world. The image of a wild and untamed North
Atlantic frontier, filled with dangerous nature and unpredictable inhabit-
ants, was gradually transformed into a place of beautiful, well-regulated,
and manageable nature, inhabited by simple but virtuous people. Iceland
Imagined analyzes the process of this change by looking at the people who
participated in it—both in the North Atlantic and those looking at the
region from outside—and their reasons for considering the North Atlantic
a “wilderness” or a “homeland.” When they looked at the nature, the land-
scape, the language, or the material conditions of the North Atlantic, they

read into these observations a position for the North Atlantic on the globe.
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This change did not take place only in the centers of European power like
Copenhagen and London. European images of the North Atlantic often
interacted with how the natives of the North Atlantic saw themselves and
the place in which they lived. The dynamic exchange between the differ-
ent visions of the North Atlantic assumed meaning in larger political, eco-
nomic, and cultural contexts. Images were created, used, contested, and
replaced to serve political motivations or to promote economic and cul-

tural interests.

“OTHER” OTHERS IN EUROPEAN VISIONS

The North Atlantic, of course, is hardly unique for having been treated as a
figment of the European imaginary. European travelers invented imaginary
geographies for many areas of the globe, and these geographies have been
investigated by scholars in great detail under rubrics such as “Orientalism”
and “alterity.” Since the publication of Edward Said’s Orientalism in 1979,
European thinking about the other large regions of the globe, like Asia and
the Americas, has often been used as a lens to investigate the European
intellect itself. Additionally, studies in the history of travel, of science, and
of artistic representations have also analyzed how eighteenth- and nine-
teenth-century Europeans thought about very distant regions, such as the
South Pacific islands, for example, as ways of understanding cultural and
intellectual transformations within Europe. Although the ways in which
European travelers saw the North Atlantic were in part shaped by the same
factors that influenced how they saw the Orient and the Pacific, there is
something also fundamentally different about the European gaze toward
the North. European thinking about very large and very distant territo-
ries, like the Orient, did not call their categories into question. Europeans
were not generally confused about the position and status of China or of
Hawaii; their impressions of these places were so utterly foreign, so abso-
lutely other, that their experiences only served to confirm and solidify the
basic integrity of their conceptual apparatus. Indeed, their experiences of
these parts of the world helped to shape these categories from the begin-
ning: eighteenth-century Europe was “European” in a large part because it
was not like China or a Pacific island.’ But in the North Atlantic, a region
considered both “close” and “small” in the European imagination, the cat-

egories of “self” and “other,” “home” and “away” became less distinct. The
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result was a sense of confusion about where the North Atlantic was with
respect to the “civilized world” and by what measures this civilized world
could be recognized. This ambiguity was the starting point for the creation
of different narratives about the North Atlantic.

In the North Atlantic, the categories of race and religion by which trav-
eling Europeans generally demarcated the world were largely, although not
entirely, absent. Yet their absence did not make Europeans less aware of
difference, both of the people and of the country, when they traveled in this
region. For them, the North Atlantic was a place that became less recogniz-
able by degrees and according to certain categories and standards of mea-
surement. Through an analysis of travel books and other primary sources,
we can see the categories according to which the North Atlantic appeared
to be outside of European norms: its landscape and nature, its technology
and material culture, and its language and literary heritage. These were not
only categories used by traveling Europeans but also ways in which natives
of the North Atlantic perceived themselves as distinct from Europeans.
Naturally, both parties attached different meanings to this difference, but
they tended to hold this set of categories as fixed markers of either being
inside or outside of Europe.

This perceived divide between Europe and the North Atlantic did not
remain constant over time. Between the mid-eighteenth and mid-twentieth
centuries, the North Atlantic, as seen from both sides of the ocean, grad-
ually drew closer to Europe. In the decades following World War II, the
technology and material culture of the North Atlantic no longer seemed
as foreign to visitors as it had before. Likewise, sometime around the end
of the nineteenth century, although the transition is a little harder to pin-
point, the landscape of the North Atlantic ceased to be understood as a
visible departure from European landscapes into a “New World.” Taken
together, these changes meant that the North Atlantic region transitioned
into modernity during this period and ceased to be a strange place outside
Europe. It instead became part of Europe and thereby underwent a his-
torical process that never, despite the colonial mission civilisatrice or even
globalization processes, took place in Africa or other regions considered
exotic in Enlightenment Europe. With a few exceptions—some of which
are discussed in the epilogue—the North Atlantic became, as seen by Euro-
pean eyes, regulated and normalized, losing the exotic qualities that had
set it as a place apart prior to this period. Iceland Imagined tells the story of
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how this process evolved, identifies the actors in the process, and explains

their interests in the transformation of the North Atlantic.

GEOGRAPHICAL AND HISTORICAL OUTLINE
OF THE NORTH ATLANTIC

From the early Middle Ages on, the North Atlantic can be best understood
as the Viking-age settlers themselves probably saw it: as a series of land-
falls, as a chain of islands bridging the Atlantic from the European con-
tinent to North America, although of course the earliest settlers had no
idea that North America was a continent. They left Norway in the ninth
century—according to their own founding myth to escape the tyranny of
a Norwegian king—and settled in the Shetlands, Orkneys, Faroes, and Ice-
land. From Iceland, after a pause of about a century, they went on to settle
in Greenland and explore briefly in North America, which they called
Vinland (Wine Land). According to their own sailing directions from the
twelfth-century Book of Settlements (Landndmabék), it took them about
seven days to sail from Stad (north of Bergen) in Norway to eastern Iceland.
From western Iceland, it was four more days sail to Greenland. This means
they might cover about 130 kilometers per day in the best conditions; the
coast of Norway is about 965 kilometers from east Iceland, and Greenland
is almost 300 kilometers from the west coast of Iceland. The Faroe Islands,
where some of the settlers remained, lies roughly at the midpoint between
Norway and Iceland.

When the Norse settlers came, the North Atlantic islands were sparsely
inhabited, if at all, and population density remained low in the centuries
after Norse settlement. The explanation for this is mostly environmental.
Iceland’s coast is warmed by Gulf Stream waters, but the interior is an
uninhabitable sub-Arctic desert. The Norse, probably after expelling a few
Irish monks who were living in Iceland sometime around 870, settled in
isolated farmsteads around the coast. Most of their food came from farm-
ing wheat (and corn in the medieval period), raising cattle and sheep, and
was supplemented with fish, seals, whale, and birds’ eggs. The Viking-age
settlement of Greenland and the discovery of North America were a con-
tinuance of this westward movement. According to the saga sources, the

Norse discovery of Greenland was prompted by Eirikur Porvaldsson’s (“the
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Red”) expulsion from Iceland around 985 for murder—a common way of
making people “outlaws” in medieval Iceland was to expel them from the
country. About fifteen years later, his son Leifur Eiriksson (“the Lucky”)
sailed from Greenland and became the first European to establish a camp
in the Americas, on the site of Anse aux Meadows in Newfoundland. One
of the reasons for the abandonment of the North American settlement was
the hostile encounter between the Norse and native peoples there, ending
with the death of Leifur’s brother, Porvaldr, according to the story from
the sagas. The Norse called these Indians skreelingar (wretches), the same
word that they used to describe the Inuit people of Greenland, whom their
descendants met later, perhaps in the fourteen or fifteenth centuries.

During the early Middle Ages, the natives of the North Atlantic traveled
seemingly frequently, and without great comment in the sources, between
Norway, the Orkneys, the Shetlands, the Faroes, and Iceland. This period of
unrestricted North Atlantic expansion and settlement did not last beyond
this early medieval period, however. Because of a period of internal unrest
in Iceland and the political weakness of local leaders in the Faroes, the
Norwegian kings dominated the North Atlantic after 1262. Intermarriages
among the Scandinavian monarchies in the fourteenth century, formally
recognized by the Kalmar Union in 1397, united Norway with Denmark
and Sweden. As Iceland, Greenland, and the Faroe, Orkney, and Shetland
islands were politically part of Norway at this time, they too became legal
parts of the combined Danish-Norwegian kingdom. When the Kalmar
Union ended in 1536, Denmark declared that the North Atlantic provinces
came directly under rule of the Danish Crown. Until the seventeenth cen-
tury, however, when Danish kings began to pursue a more active central-
izing policy toward the various parts of the state under absolute monarchy,
the North Atlantic territories were in practice allowed a large measure of
local control.

The English and Scottish states began to extend their power over the
North Atlantic in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The British histo-
rian Harold B. Carter refers to the “triangular relationship” between the
North Atlantic, the British Isles, and Denmark, in the sense that both
European powers exercised considerable cultural influence, even where
formal legal ties were missing.'” In 1472, the Shetlands and Orkneys were
annexed by Scotland as part of the unpaid royal dowry from Christian I of

Denmark to James III of Scotland upon his marriage to Christian’s daugh-
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ter Margaret. In some respects, however, these islands remained cultur-
ally Norse. Norse laws of landholding, the so-called odal laws, continued
in force until the imprisonment of Patrick Stewart, the earl of Orkney, in
1611. The Norn language, which is etymologically related to Old Norse,
was spoken on the Shetlands until the nineteenth century, although it was
gradually replaced by English and Scottish dialects as the languages of the
fishing trade. With the Act of Union between Scotland and England in
1707, these islands passed with little attention under British control, where
they remain to this day.

Over the centuries, however, Denmark gradually loosened its hold
in the North Atlantic, along with shedding the other dominions of its
global colonial empire. Even though the Danish state might have at one
time profited from its holdings in India and Africa, the North Atlan-
tic was mostly an economic loss for the country. After its defeat in the
Napoleonic wars in 1814, the Danish state gradually contracted over the
course of the nineteenth century from the height of its expansion in the
seventeenth. It sold its African territories on the Gold Coast, in present-
day Ghana and Upper Volta, and its Indian possessions, in Tranquebar
and Bengal, to Great Britain in the 1840s, while the islands of St. Croix,
St. John, and St. Thomas in the West Indies went to the United States in
1917. Norway was ceded to Sweden by the Treaty of Kiel in 1814. The con-
vention between Sweden and Norway gave Norway its own parliament
under the Swedish monarch, but Norway achieved full independence
in 1905." Iceland was granted home rule in 1903-4, and a 1918 Danish-
Icelandic treaty stipulated a twenty-five-year period of transition to full
independence, which expired in 1944 during the World War II German
occupation of Denmark. Today, only the Faroe Islands and Greenland
remain parts of the Danish kingdom, although home rule was granted
in 1948 and in 1979, respectively. Independence for these islands contin-
ues to be a topic of discussion between these countries and Denmark. In
June 2009, after a referendum on greater autonomy passed, Greenland
assumed responsibility for self-government in judicial affairs, policing,
and natural resources, while Denmark maintains control of finances,
foreign affairs, and defense. This has been interpreted as a step toward
full independence from Danish rule.”” Significantly, Greenlandic, rather
than Danish, became the official language of Greenland at the historic

ceremony.”
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A NORTHERN BORDERLANDS

With this history in mind, the map of the North Atlantic, as regarded from
Europe, appears as a series of outposts charting the progressive landfalls
of Scandinavian settlers from the mid-ninth century to the year 1000, a
date that marks both the introduction of Christianity into Iceland and the
Norse discovery of North America. The territories of the North Atlantic
were “outposts” in several different senses. Environmentally, they were
outposts, as the climate and the margin of subsistence became increasingly
more severe and slimmer the farther the settlers ventured into the North
Atlantic. In his book, Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed,
Jared M. Diamond explains the demise of the Norse Greenlandic colony
by understanding the North Atlantic as a series of settlements in which the
settlers attempted to import European methods of agriculture and subsis-
tence, such as cattle farming, into an increasingly fragile environment that
could not sustain it."* Diamond claims that it was the failure of the medieval
Norse to recognize these changes and adapt—by abandoning European
agriculture and adopting Inuit hunting methods of survival—that doomed
the colony. He argues that the Norse placed such a high cultural value on
farming and cattle raising as essential elements of European Christian cul-
ture that they were unable to switch to more viable forms of sustenance as
the climate began to change. The medieval Norse settlers were probably
less culturally rigid than Diamond has portrayed them, however. Up to 80
percent of all bones found in some Norse archeological sites in Greenland
are seal bones, and fish were also a substantial part of the diet.””

Thus, although Diamond’s claim about the medieval Norse diet is not
well substantiated, his argument points to a second sense in which the
North Atlantic has been seen historically as a series of outposts, that is, as
cultural as well as environmental outposts. Civilization, which was most
often equated with Christianity during the medieval period, was feared to
be in danger of deteriorating as one ventured farther into the North Atlan-
tic, especially on the shores of Greenland or the North American coasts,
where the European encounter with the heathen native posed a spiritual
as well as physical threat. Many of the travelers in the North Atlantic
related the theme of civilization to the environment, noting how difficult

it was to sustain spiritual and moral life under the conditions of priva-
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tion they found. One of the nineteenth-century Danish governors of the
Faroe Islands, Christian Plgyen, for example, blamed the Faroese tenden-
cies toward stealing and begging on their poverty and the difficult farming
conditions on the islands.'®

In one or both of these senses, that is, with respect to nature or with
respect to civilization, the idea that the North Atlantic was a series of
stepping stones on a journey to another world is implicit in the writings
of many European travelers. The birdlife of the Faroes, one nineteenth-
century German visitor, Carl Julian Graba, imagined as he set out from
Kiel, would be “even stranger” than that of the Orkneys, Shetlands, and
Hebrides, where he had already visited."” A better-known traveler, the great
Victorian explorer Richard Burton, declared that “Iceland . . . is an exag-
geration of Scotland, whilst Greenland exaggerates Iceland,” although he
had never been any farther than Iceland himself, which he detested.!® Why,
then, did he make this claim in his “Zoological Notes” section in his two
volumes about his trip to Iceland? His remark illustrates a belief in a Euro-
pean imaginary geography of the North Atlantic that was well-established
by the late nineteenth century: the farther north one traveled from the
European continent, the less recognizable the world became. It became less
recognizable by degrees and was measured in set categories. The North
Atlantic was a zone of change, a territory encompassing a range of varia-
tion on a certain type of difference from the traveler’s home. There was no
firm dividing line separating the known from the unknown, Europe from
the Orient; rather, one got lost gradually, and, what was worse, unexpect-
edly. Places that one might expect to be ordinary were in fact strange, and
what was made exotic in the imagination turned out on the journey to be
disappointingly normal. The aspects of North Atlantic journeys that con-
fused travelers, and left them wondering whether they were still within
familiar territory, were landscape and nature, religion, technology and
material culture, and literature and language. They serve as indications of
the perceived distance between European places and those on the periph-
eries of the North Atlantic. These categories were used by both visitors and
natives to measure and determine the extent of difference and change on
the journey.

Burton’s notion of the North Atlantic as a zone or range of difference
from European norms was expressed in another way by the Danish exhibi-

tion Northern Dwellers in the Colonial Pavilion at the 1900 World’s Fair
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in Paris. Across from the Eiffel Tower, the visitor could see polar bear furs
displayed with Icelandic manuscripts and maps, while Greenlandic kayaks
and hunting gear were arranged with a bridal dress worn in a Lutheran
wedding. Margit Mogensen, who has written about Denmark’s self-pre-
sentation in exhibitions, poses this question about the display: “One might
wonder why Iceland and the Faroe Islands should be included, when the
exhibition was placed in the colonial section, and when in other respects
the fragments of Greenlandic culture were the point of departure for the
exhibition.”" Since the Faroes and Iceland had been granted political rep-
resentation within the Danish kingdom by 1900, the placement of these
islands together with Greenland, which was still a colony, might have
appeared to be a slight to the Icelanders and Faroese on the part of the Dan-
ish organizers.? Daniel Bruun, the chief curator of the exhibition, actu-
ally had great respect for the North Atlantic culture and was well-known
there from several trips he had made to Norway, Iceland, the Faroes, and
Greenland. His intention was almost certainly not to insult the Icelanders
or the Faroese by the arrangement of this exhibit. Mogensen analyzes the
rationale behind the arrangement of the exhibition with reference to the

aesthetics of museum exhibitions, rather than politics:

[Danish arrangers] had placed “dependencies” of all sorts together without precise
explanations in exhibitions abroad before, and when Bruun wrote his proposal to
the National Museum, it was the 9oo-year anniversary of the Christianization of
Iceland, which was in itself a good opportunity to display the Christian culture . ..
from the beginning it was an important point for Bruun that Iceland and the Faroes
should be included because he thought that the traces of the Northern culture in
Greenland could be better understood if the visitor could compare them in the same
exhibit with the better-preserved houses and other material artifacts from Iceland
and the Faroes. The idea of visualizing cultural connections over the ocean was quite
advanced for exhibitions, and nothing similar had been attempted earlier in the

Danish exhibitions at the World’s Fairs.?!

Here, Mogensen makes explicit a Danish conception of the North Atlantic
that had been implicitly understood from at least the mid-eighteenth cen-
tury on: that all the North Atlantic islands shared a particular type of nature
and culture, one different from European norms, different by degrees and
in recognizable and measurable ways. The idea of spectators “visualizing

cultural connections across an ocean” might have been advanced for the
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organization of museum exhibitions, but the idea of these connections in
the North Atlantic was actually quite well-established by 1900. Further-
more, this was not solely a Danish understanding but an image that was
transmitted by Denmark—on occasions like the World’s Fair exhibition—
to other European countries. It was also an idea that many other Europe-
ans arrived at independently, without the intervention of Danish cultural
brokers. At the World’s Fair, these images were displayed as evidence of
the Danish paternalistic role as a helpful bringer of civilization to less-
advantaged peoples, as Mogensen goes on to interpret the presentation in
Paris: “To the rational gaze, the hierarchy of civilization was drawn very
clearly: first came the old, cultivated Iceland with the church and altar, and
one could understand the sad story of how these northern-dwelling Chris-
tians had disappeared from Greenland, and therefore how we must strive
to bring them to civilization from this wilderness.”*?

The construction of this “hierarchy of civilization” and the tools used
to construct it is the point of the inquiry in Iceland Imagined. Mogensen
points out one of the yardsticks: the division between heathen and Chris-
tian. This was one of the most obvious European measures of a culture and
also one of the most rigid—in the early eighteenth century aline could sim-
ply be drawn with Norway, Iceland, the Faroes, the Shetlands, and Orkneys
on one side and Greenland on the other. Furthermore, religion is a binary
marker: the closer dependencies, such as Iceland, Norway, and the Faroes,
are Christian Europeans, and the Inuit of Greenland are heathens in need
of European civilization. This was one, but only one, of several ways of
ordering the North Atlantic. Placing regions at the right places on the map
was not as simple as that, and travelers and natives used a number of factors
to orient themselves there.

The North Atlantic situation was all the more complex because, unlike
travel in Africa or North America, the nature and people that Europeans
encountered in the North Atlantic were not perceived as utterly foreign
and exotic in all their aspects. Rather, they were in some respects familiar
and in some respects different. At times travelers invented exotic stories
about Icelanders and Icelandic nature, while others tried to deemphasize or
discredit such stories. These descriptions of nature are in some ways accu-
rate but cannot be taken entirely at face value. Rather, they are indicative
of political, cultural, and economic relationships between the visitors and
the natives. Identifying the various measures of civilization and familiar-

ity in the following chapters, sorting out the order of the North Atlantic
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as measured from Europe, and the distance to Europe as measured from
the North Atlantic, helps to provide a view of the relationship between
knowledge and power that is both nuanced, in terms of showing various
types and degrees of viewing, and also broad, showing the commonalities

throughout the large zone.

OTHER EUROPEAN PERIPHERIES:
EAST, WEST, AND SOUTH

At first glance, the moment of European-native encounter in the North
Atlantic appears relatively reciprocal and evenhanded, as least as compared
with this encounter in other parts of the globe. Because of relative proxim-
ity to the European continent, a long shared history, and well-developed
channels of administrative communication, the inhabitants of the North
Atlantic were also able to travel and develop familiarity with the areas of
the world from which visitors came. Icelanders, Faroe Islanders, Norwe-
gians, and Greenlanders came to Europe in many different roles—as rep-
resentatives of the administrative bureaucracy, as scholars, as soldiers, as
prisoners, even as human exhibitions and spectacles, for example, the Inuit
captives who were brought to the court of Denmark’s King Christian IV in
the early seventeenth century.”” North Atlantic peoples were also in a posi-
tion to evaluate the relationship between their homelands and the distant
territory, and they did so in the form of poetry, administrative reports,
folktales, and travel books, just as travelers from the European continent
did. All of these voices did not reach the same audiences, but they were not
unimportant or negated either. Often, native expertise was crucial to the
establishment of knowledge of the North Atlantic territories in ways that
have not always been adequately recognized. Unlike the invented native
from China or Africa of the “Persian letters” genre, the native of the North
Atlantic was often not just a European mouthpiece but an actual voice.** In
measuring these distances, it was not only the Europeans who had the privi-
lege of observing the natives but the natives who looked back at Europe and
also at the distance between their homelands and those of the travelers they
encountered. Still, the sense of reciprocity in the North Atlantic encounter
is incomplete. Within the region there is a hierarchy of privileged voices,
heard through the filter of central power structures. Despite the apparent
fluency of the cultural exchanges in the North Atlantic, the bargain struck
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remained uneven. These places could be almost European—but not quite,
and not always, and in different ways, and to different degrees. In the North
Atlantic, making these measurements, which has been identified by some
scholars as a characteristically European practice, blurred those very cat-
egories at the moment of their construction.

This imagining of the North Atlantic took place within a context of rela-
tionships with the larger European powers. Whatever travelers saw in the
North Atlantic, they saw in comparison with what existed in a European
homeland, a home that was most frequently Denmark or Great Britain,
although also often the German-speaking countries, Sweden, or France.
Travel writers from these regions used the journey into foreign lands to
reflect on conditions at home. Their use of non-Western regions as mir-
rors of themselves is a dominant motif of this literature. European writers,
prominently Denis Diderot and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, as well as many
others, who looked at the non-West frequently saw these places as exem-
plars in a catalogue of binary oppositions between the familiar and the
foreign: civilized versus savage, enslaved versus free, enlightened and pro-
gressive versus primitive and stagnated. This eye for dualism was especially
directed toward the Pacific after Captain James Cook’s voyages in the 1760s
but was present even before the scientific voyages of the later eighteenth
century provided evidence in support of this view. As much of the litera-
ture on the Western constructs of the non-West has demonstrated, it has
made very little difference whether the Western home came out on the
positive (Cook’s) or negative (Rousseau’s) side of the balance sheet in these
reckonings: the notion of binary opposition remains fundamental to the
evaluation of other cultures. This dualism has been identified as a rhetori-
cally powerful element of the discourses of colonialism and imperialism
as, during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the West came to domi-
nate the non-West economically and politically as well as intellectually and
culturally.®

Many of the oppositions by which the West classified the non-West
applied equally well to regions nearer to home. European peasants, as well
as Tahitians, could also be described as impoverished, dirty, and uncivi-
lized in contrast to the sophistication of metropolitan centers. Similarly,
marginalized peoples also could be seen as retaining a pure, uncorrupted
culture that Europeans, who were corrupted by the decay of civilization,
sought to rediscover. Some previous attempts to theorize the relationship

between European metropoles and peripheries have been proposed under
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rubrics such as internal colonialism and demi-Orientalization. Although
both focus on European perception and treatment of regions that, like the
North Atlantic, are relatively small and close compared to those examined
by other studies of colonialism and Orientalism, neither concept precisely
fits the European relationship with the North Atlantic.

The concept of internal colonialism has been used to describe colonial
practices that take place within the borders of a state, in which the actors
and those who are the subjects of these practices often share a common eth-
nicity, language, or religion, although not necessarily all three. The former
Soviet Union’s relationship toward its indigenous peoples and the English
relationship with Scotland and Wales are frequently cited as examples of
internal colonialism.*® Like much of the work on overseas or external colo-
nialism, internal colonialism largely depends on a single core-periphery
model, in which the practices of the metropolis—the monopolization of
commerce, discrimination on the basis of language or ethnic identity, and
the maintenance of a lower standard of living in the colonized areas—are
imposed on the internal colony unilaterally, with irreconcilable differences
between the center and the periphery. This was not the case in the relation-
ship between the North Atlantic periphery and Danish and British cen-
ters of power. The North Atlantic region was rather a zone of progressive
degrees of subjugation and imposition of power, and of degrees of percep-
tion of difference and similarity. Furthermore, internal colonies are often
described as those areas in the “hinterlands” or “within the natural fron-
tiers” of the state.”” From the point of view of Copenhagen or London, the
North Atlantic was not “within a natural frontier” but was rather an exten-
sion of that frontier across the natural barrier of the ocean.”® The area was a
series of outposts that extended the reach of European civilization and the
European state at the same time that the stability and levels of this civiliza-
tion were questioned and being reassessed and recalculated. Despite some
difficulties with the concept of internal colonialism, it remains a useful idea
for expressing that European colonialism was not contingent on factors
such as race, physical appearance, language, or geographical location but
was a deeply embedded practice.”

In his book on the western European “invention” of eastern Europe,
Larry Wolff argues that the world order of the Enlightenment classified
eastern Europe as an ambiguous borderland between Europe and the Ori-
ent: it was “within Europe, but not fully European.”*® Following Said’s

work, Wolff calls this perception of eastern Europe on the part of the
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West a “demi-Orientalization” and situates eastern Europe as a space of
mediation between the “ordinariness/rationality” of eastern Europe and
the “strangeness/irrationality” of the Orient. The reports of travelers from
western Europe to eastern Europe that he cites seem, however, to place the
most weight on the strangeness and exoticism of the travel experience, and
a sense of familiarity with the Western home does not emerge so read-
ily from the primary sources. Furthermore, this exoticism is understood
primarily, if not entirely, in a negative sense: eastern Europe was a place in
the Western mind that needed to be disciplined and ordered. The travel-
ers complain about the Polish peasants’ “incomprehensible” language and
filthiness and find little in their culture worthy of praise, in distinction
to the Western travelers’ experience with the actual Orient. This sets the
western European experience of the North Atlantic quite apart from its
experience of eastern Europe as Wolff describes it.

Atleast in part, this problem arises from the selection and availability of
sources. Travelers, whose books Wolft primarily relies upon, tend to write
about what is different and noteworthy in a foreign place rather than about
what is the same as it is at home. In the North Atlantic, as in every other
region visited frequently by outsiders, it was easy for common ideas about
landscape and cultural differences to be repeated into clichés. Despite trav-
elers’ tendency to exaggerate, fabricate, or retell stories from other books
uncritically, their perception of difference should be taken seriously. But
an important question for the historian reading these travel accounts is to
consider what the author expects to find on the journey. What is consid-
ered natural in this territory? What is the point of departure, and where do
things become different? Travelers often see what they expect to see, and
any surprises they encounter along the way are reconstructed into the dis-
course set up by their outlook and goals for the journey, at least by the time
they come to write the narrative. If they think themselves still within the
boundaries of their home territory, they manage to rationalize the strange-
ness they encounter. Away from home, they are eager to perceive slight
variations as wildly exotic. In the North Atlantic, travelers did both, and
quite purposefully so, for example in their efforts to win trading privileges
and grants from the Danish Crown, to make collections of folktales, or to
investigate nature in the North Atlantic.

Unlike some of the other “Orients” of Europe, however, the North
Atlantic region was legally part of two European states. In addition to

travel books, administrative reports were written about the conditions
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there.” The concerns and style of those who wrote these reports are cer-
tainly different from what is found in the travel books and can provide a
useful balance to the exotic descriptions the latter sometimes contain. A
census was taken in Iceland in 1702-12, a major land commission visited in
1770, and a second commission was appointed following the environmen-
tal crises of 1783-84. Officials in eighteenth-century Norway, the Faroes,
and Greenland also produced a plethora of reports, and in the Shetland
and Orkney islands the local lords began in the early eighteenth century to
introduce projects for improvements along the same lines as in the Dan-
ish-managed North Atlantic.”? There was often a great deal of congruence
between the projects proposed by the Danish and British officials. State
administrators in the North Atlantic tended to be confused and fascinated
by the same characteristics as other travelers: nature, technology and mate-
rial circumstances, and language. These issues are often reformulated as
problems in these texts, especially the problem of management of technol-
ogy and the environment. The tone is often one of earnest encouragement
in the face of difficulties rather than amazement, but the discussions and
the points of confusion are similar. Looking at the range of sources about
the North Atlantic, one can see these islands both rationalized as part of
Europe, as utterly normal provinces of the Danish and British kingdoms,
and also exoticized as completely strange and bewildering places outside
the borders of home. Iceland Imagined takes as its point of departure the
sense of confusion and difficulty that travelers had in locating, measuring,
and understanding this territory.

While internal colonialism and demi-Orientalization are thought-pro-
voking if not entirely accurate terms when applied to the North Atlantic,
the types of power arrangements between the North Atlantic provinces and
the European states might be best categorized by Jiirgen Osterhammel’s
designations of “informal empire,” or “colonialism without colonies.”*?
In these relationships, the power of the larger state (the “big brother”) is
generally maintained through such means as favorable trade agreements
and largely without recourse to the force of arms, or the threat thereof.
Osterhammel concludes that informal empire offers the big brother state
many of the same advantages over the little brother as formal empire or
imperialism does, but without the attendant military costs. By examin-
ing the European treatment of the North Atlantic as a zone of outposts of

civilization, Iceland Imagined takes up the cultural aspects of this informal
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empire or big brother-little brother relationship. The story shows how both
the big and little brothers were active, if not equal, partners in shaping this
relationship. In the North Atlantic, it was complex, difficult, and confusing
for Europeans to evaluate the levels of civilization there. In other European
encounters with the rest of the world this judgment was often made simple
by European mission civilisatrice theories or by racist assumptions. Such
techniques did not prove applicable to the North Atlantic, where racial dif-
ference could only be perceived in Greenland, and the natives were already
Christian and literate. In the absence of these broad, overarching ways
of demonstrating European superiority, European travelers in the North
Atlantic were forced to delineate their measures of civilization more pre-
cisely, in terms of nature, language, and technology. Placing the North
Atlantic on European maps was an ongoing process that did not reach a
conclusion in a simple way. Untangling how the discussions over these
categories progressed demonstrates how Europeans viewed the borders of
civilization and how they sought to extend these borders.

In the North Atlantic, and especially in Iceland, the earlier traveler was,
as I was myself, alternately impressed and disappointed by the horizons
and landscapes presented to him. As outlined in many eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century travelogues on expeditions to the North Atlantic, the
object of the journey was the majesty of vistas shaped by volcanoes and
glaciers, by fire and ice, as Iceland has so often appeared in travel literature.
The traveler expects strangeness, difference from the landscapes to which
he is accustomed, and is disappointed by settings that appear mundane
and familiar. In these accounts, Reykjavik, which effectively represented
Iceland’s connection to the European mainland, often depresses the visitor
with its poverty and banality, and the traveler is more satisfied when he
reaches the sites of the sagas on horseback. The discussion about landscapes
in the North Atlantic centers on the meanings of this perceived differ-
ence from European landscapes, even if the so-called remarkable features
of Iceland—such as glaciers and volcanoes—were not in fact completely
unknown to individuals who had often undertaken a European grand tour
that included Italy and Switzerland.

Icelandic landscapes took on symbolic meanings for travelers; they
came to represent different historical narratives, contested among travelers
from different countries and the Icelanders themselves. Other sources also

contributed to informing visitors about nature in the North Atlantic, for
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example, the European natural histories characteristic of the eighteenth
century. Using descriptions of flora and fauna in the North Atlantic, Ice-
landers entered into European scientific discourse during the eighteenth
century to establish themselves as authorities about nature in their own
country.

When turning an eye from distant horizons to local conditions, how-
ever, the traveler expected certain familiar material comforts in Reykjavik,
the administrative center of a province of a European state, and was often
shocked to realize that conditions of poverty and material underdevelop-
ment could exist in part of the Danish kingdom. Another sense of confu-
sion was created by the encounter with technology and material conditions
in the North Atlantic and the reaction to these conditions. A number of
eighteenth-century proposals for improvements and modernization in Ice-
land and the Faroes, which urged the natives to learn to use the land better
and adapt themselves to the climate, emerged in response to the perceived
problems of material deficiencies in the provinces. The writers, usually offi-
cials in the state administration, often express distress that people who are
otherwise on such high cultural levels could be living in conditions of such
depravity, and they look toward the regions of the North Atlantic zone
closer to civilization, such as the Scottish islands, for models for improve-
ment. In Greenland, however, Arctic explorers began to confront, to their
disadvantage, the deficiencies of their own technology. By the end of the
nineteenth century, European travelers in Greenland had discovered that,
despite their allegedly primitive cultural state, Inuit tools were much better
suited to this environment than their own were, and they had to rely upon
native expertise to survive in a climate so different from European norms.
Thus, they were forced to reevaluate that equivalence of technology and
civilization fundamental to the European self-image at the end of the nine-
teenth century, which had not been called into question, but only solidified,
by their previous experiences in the North Atlantic.**

When Europeans began to pay attention to Greenlandic tools and tech-
nology, they also began to learn about the people who used them. Beginning
in the eighteenth century, they did this largely through Christian missions.
Christianization, which had taken hold already in Norway, Iceland, the
Faroes, Shetlands, and Orkneys in the Middle Ages, was introduced to the
Greenlandic Inuit via European missionaries in the early eighteenth cen-
tury. Religious conversion can be understood as a parallel process to the

study of the Greenlandic language, which began with these missionaries
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in Greenland in the eighteenth century and was taken up by professional
linguists during the nineteenth. In the same way that the missionaries
attempted to shape Greenlandic religious and spiritual life in accordance
with the norms of European civilization, linguists tried to codify and relate
the Greenlandic language to the Indo-European languages, which were an
important locus of European identity in the nineteenth century.

Although this story shows how language was an important aspect of the
North Atlantic encounter, it was also a frequent source of confusion for the
traveler. The linguistic situation in the North Atlantic was multilayered.
Danish was the administrative language in Norway, Iceland, Greenland,
and the Faroes, but it was only spoken by officials and people of higher
status, who had often received some of their education in Copenhagen. By
the time Norway left the Danish kingdom in 1814, the standard form of
Norwegian was essentially Danish, although with a considerable number
of dialects with differences in pronunciation and vocabulary. During the
Norwegian nationalist movement in the nineteenth century, two separate
forms of Norwegian were standardized, one that remained close to Dan-
ish conventions and one that was based on the dialects of western Nor-
way, far removed from the urban center and thus allegedly retaining pure
Norwegian forms.* Icelandic and Faroese (which did not exist as a stan-
dardized written language until the invention of an orthography in the
nineteenth century) were spoken on these islands, and these were often
the only languages spoken by people in rural areas whom travelers met.
The Inuit languages spoken in Greenland were substantially unknown in
Europe until the arrival of explorers to the island in the seventeenth and
early eighteenth centuries. Although the folk culture was collected and the
languages were systemically studied, the Greenlandic languages and Faro-
ese never achieved the status of Icelandic, with its written medieval litera-
ture, in European cultural estimations.

The highest administrative officials in the North Atlantic, the first peo-
ple to whom the traveler usually paid an official visit, often spoke English,
German, or French. As late as the end of the nineteenth century, travelers
report resorting to Latin as a lingua franca in Iceland. An exchange con-
ducted in Latin, a symbol of European cultural achievement, with people
who appeared otherwise primitive in their living conditions, was a sur-
prise to travelers and generated much comment on the linguistic abilities
of Icelanders, as well as occasionally sheepishly self-critical assessments of

the traveler’s own proficiency. Visitors also regarded Icelandic as a highly
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sophisticated European language and as the origin, or at least the oldest
living example, of the Germanic languages, with a status comparable to
Latin. Encouraged by the reencounter with medieval literature and by the
grammatical codification of the language, late-nineteenth-century visitors
such as William Morris—who was differently disposed toward the island
than his contemporary Richard Burton—adopted learning Icelandic as
something of a hobby. Thus, instead of the usual situation in the colonized
or marginalized peripheries of a single administrative language of higher
status and a native language, or an assortment of languages and dialects,
of lower status, the linguistic situation in the North Atlantic was inverted
and jumbled. European travelers sought to reconcile the high literary and
cultural levels that they found in the North Atlantic—represented above all
by the Icelandic sagas—with their experience of technology and material
culture there, which they often took as evidence of the primitive state of the
North Atlantic provinces.

Does this history of foreign and native imaginations in the North Atlantic
have any lasting legacy? Can any European or American think of the North
Atlantic as exotic anymore when several direct flights depart every day from
the East Coast of the United States to Iceland during the summer months,
and when Icelandair markets the country as a stopover destination between
Europe and the United States? How, in fact, are Iceland and the North Atlan-
tic perceived today? Iceland, along with the other North Atlantic countries,
modernized rapidly following World War II. It was a beneficiary of cold war
politics, as its geographical location was considered strategically ideal by the
Americans, who financed the construction of the country’s transportation
infrastructure, including its roads and international airport.*® The airport
where one arrives via direct flight from New York or Boston is a legacy of the
U.S./NATO base at Keflavik, about fifty kilometers outside the capital. This
base, of course, was also the entry point for other kinds of modernity, about
which the Icelanders were much more ambivalent: American television and
rock music.”” With Iceland’s high standard of living and new technological
modernity, it would appear that the discussion outlined in Iceland Imag-
ined is now closed and that the country—independent of Denmark since
1944—has become indisputably part of Europe (although not of the Euro-
pean Union). The anthropologist E. Paul Durrenberger declares decisively
that: “Iceland is not exotic. It has electricity and central heating and cars
and buses. It has telephones that work and supermarkets and electric milk-

ing machines and tractors. People live in high-rise apartment buildings or
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modern single-family houses. Icelanders have credit cards, money machines,
color TV. Except for a couple of letters the alphabet is the same as we use for
English. Iceland is a thoroughly modern country.”*®

In most respects this is true. In the terms that Durrenberger under-
stands modernity in this passage, which are mostly technological, the
country today is a modern place. While Iceland is still routinely spoken of
as “Europe’s last wilderness,” this language is mostly used in tourist litera-
ture, where such exoticism is a marketable commodity. A few contempo-
rary episodes show, however, how the definition of North Atlantic nature is
still, or again, a contentious issue. One of these is the whaling controversy,
which came to international attention following the International Whal-
ing Commission’s (IWC) introduction of new regulations and a zero-catch
quota for commercial whaling in 1986. In this dispute some North Atlantic
inhabitants, including many Norwegians, Icelanders, Greenlanders, and
Faroe Islanders, argue for a certain relationship to nature—the right to
hunt and eat whales—that most European countries, including Great Brit-
ain, France, Germany, and also the United States, have rejected. Today, all
four of these North Atlantic countries kill and eat whales, although these
hunts are classified and treated in different ways under IWC guidelines.
Thus, the choices made in the North Atlantic about the human relationship
to nature conflict with values that an international community wishes to
establish as normative. This conflict has its roots in the lengthy discussion
about North Atlantic nature conducted by natives and foreigners over the
preceding centuries. How does the post-World War II status of the North
Atlantic region change the power relationship between these natives and

foreigners and the perception of the North Atlantic?

THE POSTCOLONIAL NORTH

Having experienced the contradictions of the peripheries during a summer
in Iceland, I went farther east to the centers, to London and to Copenha-
gen. Traveling backward in this fashion, reversing the journey that many of
the subjects of this book took, once again calls attention to the question of
distance between the North Atlantic and Europe. Two events took place in
Copenhagen in the final years of the twentieth century, and both of these
represented an aspect of the postcolonial relationship between Denmark
and the North Atlantic.
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The first, which in fact drew very little public attention, was the final stage
of the return of the saga manuscripts to Iceland from the Royal Library in
Copenhagen (Det Kongelige Bibliotek) and the University of Copenhagen
(Kgbenhavns Universitet), where they had been since the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. The Danish parliament had decided in 1965 to return
the manuscripts to Iceland on the grounds that they were part of the Ice-
landic cultural heritage and not Danish. This decision had been celebrated
by Icelanders as a crucial step in their cultural independence and protested
in Denmark by student marches and flags flown at half-mast. In 1997, more
than thirty years later, however, the actual repatriation was hardly noticed
by the general public. Danish newspapers interpreted the lack of contro-
versy over the final stage of this process as part of the maturing relationship
between Denmark and its former colony. The transfer of these documents
was taken for granted as a standard part of the postindependence process
between the new state and its former motherland.

A second issue, the topic of much more extensive discussion in newspa-
pers and in public life in Denmark, was the ongoing revelations about the
role of the Danish government in the forcible relocation of Inuit away from
the American air base at Thule in Greenland in 1953.” Although the Dan-
ish government represented itself as merely following American wishes in
moving about a hundred Inuit away from their lands, and claimed that the
Inuit had agreed to this move, the Danish High Court found instead that
the group had been forced to move on very short notice and under unfavor-
able conditions. A group of Inuit filed suit against the Danish government
in 1996 and received compensation, although considerably less than they
had requested, and an official apology from the government in 1999. This
discussion, together with the portrayal of Greenlanders in Bille August’s
dramatization of Peter Hoeg’s novel Froken Smillas fornemmelse for sne in
1997 (Smilla’s Sense of Snow), awakened much interest in Danish-Greenlan-
dic history and relations. Unlike the case of the Icelandic cultural heritage
of written material, the Greenlandic claim to the cultural heritage of the
land and the traditions it embodied was not regarded as a routine matter or
a closed issue as seen from Copenhagen at the end of the twentieth century.
It appeared that, in the Danish public eye, the reconciliation of Icelandic-
Danish history, and the integration of Iceland into the cultural norms of
European states had already taken place, while the Danish-Greenlandic
relationship and the status of Greenland were still in question.

Imagining Iceland examines this process of integration from the eigh-
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teenth century, taking account of how the North Atlantic was marked as
a territory outside Europe and how these lines of demarcation on the map
gradually moved. How was the landscape, nature, technology, material cul-
ture, religion, and language of the North Atlantic understood as part of a
new world in eighteenth-century Europe, and how did these same features
become part of the modern Europeans” own world? What was the process
of this transformation? Who participated in it and for what reasons? What
actually changed about the environment, culture, and technology of the
North Atlantic, and what changed about the perceptions of the travelers? A
remarkable number of historical actors—some who lived in the countries
of the North Atlantic and knew them intimately and others who never vis-
ited—expressed opinions on these issues. Iceland Imagined examines writ-
ings by travelers from European states, including Great Britain, Denmark,
Germany, Sweden, and France, who in the process of pursuing their own
economic and cultural interests in the North Atlantic helped to shape com-
peting visions of the regions as “European” or as “exotic.” Furthermore, the
present volume shows how natives of the North Atlantic—the Icelanders,
Norwegians, Faroe Islanders, and Greenlandic Inuit—also participated in
this process by resisting, contesting, or allying themselves with the stories
and agendas of foreigners. The story concludes by pointing out the uneven-
ness of the different strands of this transformative process, and the con-
tested nature of it. In some respects the North Atlantic still functions and
is conceived as a wilderness and frontier—as the tourist agencies selling
dogsled tours in Greenland want us to believe, reaping profits themselves
from this narrative of the North Atlantic.
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Early in the morning of our second day of driving we came to a junction
in the main dirt road. A primitive jeep trail split off, marked by a sign
that pointed across a vast, barren volcanic plain: “Kverkfjoll—105 km.”
Civilization ends here; we had crossed Iceland’s green, inhabited
circumference. . . . We bounced onto the jeep trail and the clock whirred
backward. . .. It seemed we had entered a time before life began—before
cars, houses, animals, bushes, or birds. . . . Along with related cataclysms
and natural disasters, [volcanic] eruptions have shaped Iceland’s history
in somewhat the same manner that the histories of other European

nations have been shaped by war. —Peter Stark (1994)

1| ICELANDIC LANDSCAPES

Natural Histories and National Histories

celandic nature, particularly in its extreme manifestations of volcanoes

and glaciers and their potential to create natural disasters, has long fasci-

nated travelers. The striking idea of a land shaped by fire and ice grips the
memories of visitors, even as the tourist industry has rendered the image
cliché. There is a basis for the “fire and ice” cliché; nature in Iceland does
exert a powerful force on the landscape. Iceland sits on a mid-Atlantic tec-
tonic plate boundary that is slowly being forced apart as new rock is pushed
to the earth’s surface, forcing the two plates farther away from each other.
This geological circumstance makes many parts of Iceland seem to be con-
tinuously under construction—barren, rough, and bearing the imprints of

recent cataclysms (fig. 1). While lush green meadows, fields of flowers, and
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even trees—despite a history of soil erosion and deforestation—are also a
part of the Icelandic landscape, these are far less frequently pictured and
remembered than the more dramatic mountains, lava fields, and icebergs,
all of which usually contrast sharply with travelers’ home terrain. Visitors
came to Iceland with the desire to see natural phenomena not found at
home; they often overlooked the more mundane features of the Icelandic
natural world, instead heading straight for the geysers and glaciers.
Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European travelers to the island
frequently used dramatic language in describing Icelandic nature as
remarkable, unique, and completely different from the landscapes, flora,
and fauna they knew at home. A participant on Joseph Banks’s 1772 expe-

FIG. 1 AnIcelandiclandscape on the Sprengisandur road (the northern part between
Kidagil and Bérdardalur). Sprengisandur crosses the interior of Iceland, which was
the legendary home of outlaws and trolls. The tower of rocks in the foreground is a

typical path marker in Iceland. Photo courtesy of Ingibjorg Eiriksdottir.
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dition to Iceland, Uno von Troil, a Swedish student of Linnaeus who later
became the bishop of Uppsala, wrote on the very first page of his Letters
on Iceland, “I was happy to come to a country where many traces of our
ancient language still existed, and where I was certain to catch a glimpse of
the most unusual aspects of nature.” Three-quarters of a century later, Ida
Pfeiffer, the wife of an Austrian civil servant, echoed von Troil’s expression
when she spoke of her hope of finding in Iceland “nature in a garb such as
she wears nowhere else.”

The idea of traveling in order to find natural extremes and wonders was,
of course, not uncommon in eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe,
and Iceland and the other North Atlantic countries were far from the only
exotic regions spoken of in these terms. At this time, European journeys
both northward and southward were expected to bring the traveler face-
to-face with the unusual. In the genre of northern voyages, probably the
most well-known and striking example of this trope occurs on the opening
pages of Mary Shelley’s 1818 novel Frankenstein, when the narrator Robert
Walton is onboard a ship, headed north from St. Petersburg toward Arch-
angel, where he will meet Victor Frankenstein and hear his sad tale. Walton
writes to his sister that even though the North Pole is often pictured as the
“seat of frost and desolation,” it “presents itself to my imagination as the
region of beauty and delight,” and he imagines it as a country “ruled by
different laws and in which numerous circumstances enforce a belief that
the aspect of nature differs essentially from anything of which we have any
experience.” He further explains that, even though the ship was encoun-
tering ice floes, at the pole “snow and frost are banished” and they would
“sail over a calm sea.” For the rather counterintuitive notion that natu-
ral conditions would abruptly reverse themselves at the pole, Walton cites
the authority of “preceding navigators.” Shelley’s formulation of northern
nature, written in the epitome of the Romantic style, is so extreme that not
just natural phenomenon but the very laws of nature were imagined to be
different in the North.* The North was a wild place, uncontrolled by the
physical laws and standards familiar to the traveler.

This construction of the North as a wilderness where all the laws of
nature are turned on their heads is fundamentally one-sided, however. It
takes for granted the Western notion of the difference between homeland
and wilderness, ignoring the fact that people who live in so-called wilder-
nesses do not consider them in these terms.”> Mark Nutall, an anthropol-

ogist who studies land use in Greenland and the Arctic, writes that the
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Western-Inuit conflicts over land and resource use are often the result of
profound misunderstandings of the categories of the other; what is for
Westerners a wilderness is the landscape that the Inuit would describe as
home—a place not to be “protected” from humans but to be inhabited and
used by them.® Historically, many European travelers to the North Atlantic
ignored the natives’ perspective of their own landscapes and instead dealt
with the possibility of differing notions of nature by projecting their own
senses of uncertainty or ill ease onto all interactions with the territory. They
imagined that natives of this territory possessed the same sense of distance
and nature that they did. Henry Holland, a British medical student who
accompanied George Steuart Mackenzie on his expedition to Iceland in
1810, described after his return home his impressions of the reaction of an

Icelandic student to the landscape of Scotland:

A young man by the name of Thorgrimson . . . is going to study medicine at
the university of Copenhagen. When he landed but two days ago, he had never
seen a tree, or a house built of stone; carts, carriages, roads, and a thousand
other things, were all new to his eyes and understanding. Conceive then his
astonishment in passing through the richly wooded country between Leith and
Edinburgh, and still more the feelings with which he beheld every thing around
him in this metropolis, which perhaps more than any other place in the world
is fitted to afford an entire contrast to the scenes he had left behind him in the
desert place of his nativity. The Latin language (in which alone I can converse
with him) is not favourable perhaps to the expression of strong emotion; but I
could see his wonder in his countenance, and the eager gazing of his eyes. The
feeling to me is a singular one of seeing these people here, after meeting them

before in scenes and situations so very different.”

In this passage, Holland’s home and the student’s appear as utterly alien
places to each other, and both travelers could experience a similar sense of
wonder in gazing at the strange landscapes they found. Holland, however, is
in the position to define the terms of the encounter: Iceland, the place of the
student’s nativity, is characterized as a “desert place,” while Edinburgh is a
“metropolis” that provides an “entire contrast” to the other. The landscape
of the “desert” is defined by the features that this environment lacks—
trees, roads, stone houses—and the other elements of European nature
and culture. It is only the student’s ability to converse directly with Hol-

land, albeit inadequately, that distinguishes the encounter from the purely
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alterian. And even language is not here treated as a civilized gesture; it is
rather through the student’s “gaze” that Holland claims to understand the
other’s feelings.

Some of the natural wonders that traveling Europeans found in Ice-
land, as well as in other parts of the world, were curiosities to be collected
and placed in cabinets, museums, and gardens.® But others—like the most
characteristic features of the Icelandic landscape, the volcanoes, glaciers,
and hot springs—had to be seen in situ in order to invoke wonder. While
flasks of mineral water from the hot springs and rocks from the volcanic
eruptions could be taken back home to be analyzed, for the literary traveler
the landscape of the North Atlantic had to be experienced in its entirety,
not in scientifically dissected pieces. Scientific and literary motives for vis-
iting Iceland were not in fact generally separated from each other by trav-
elers, just as von Troil linked his interests in Iceland’s “ancient language”
and “unusual nature” in the same sentence. The same was true of Sir Joseph
Banks, the leader of the expedition that von Troil participated in and a later
president of the British Royal Society. Banks was not initially particularly
interested in northern travel, and the Iceland excursion was for him only
a hastily arranged substitute for a second Pacific journey after his 1768-71
Endeavor voyage. The trip left him with an unexpected taste for things Ice-
landic, and he became a lifelong collector of saga manuscripts and volcanic
rocks, as well as a friend of Icelanders and Iceland enthusiasts.”

Clearly, the environment and landscape of Iceland made the strongest
impression on those Europeans who actually visited the island. However,
Iceland’s unusual nature did also sometimes impact the environment of
people who remained at home. The Laki volcanic eruptions of 1783, which
are ranked as one of the ten largest in recorded world history, not only devas-
tated the country, but the volcanic smoke also affected the climate and agri-
culture of England, Germany, southern Europe, and even North America."
The cultural memory and meaning of this disaster and its transformation
of the Icelandic landscape has been a subject of central importance in Ice-
landic history for some time, but its implications for the linkages between
landscape and cultural and political meanings extend beyond the small
island’s shores, just as the smoke from the volcanic eruptions itself did. The
Laki catastrophe focused attention on Iceland, the Icelandic landscape, and
the problems of living with Icelandic nature. At the end of the eighteenth
century, these problems were the business of many different kinds of peo-

ple. Following the Laki eruptions, natural historians, Danish officials, visit-
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ing tourists, and Icelandic political leaders all offered interpretations of the
event, of the landscapes created by the lava flows, and of the late eighteenth
century in Iceland. In these discussions, native Icelanders as well as Danish
and other foreign visitors used the barren landscapes of volcanic rock and
the consequences of the eruptions to reflect upon Icelandic history and the
role of human agency in that history. These writings reveal how very differ-
ent stories and meanings can be found in the same landscape and natural
events. Who offered interpretations, and why? What interests did they have
in defining Icelandic nature in these ways? The various reactions to the Laki
eruptions—which can be roughly categorized as scientific, religious, and
political /historical —show how Icelandic nature had different meanings for
people with different interests. Some thought of Iceland as a wilderness of
potential that needed better management to bring it under control; others
believed that Iceland was beyond human control but was rather a place where
humans could observe nature’s basic forces at work.

The Laki eruptions occurred at a moment when Iceland was becoming a
destination for scientific and literary European tourism, while at the same
time the Danish state was pursuing a centralizing administrative policy,
begun under the leadership of the kings Christian IV (1588-1648) and his
son Frederick III (1648-70), to bring the various colonies and dependen-
cies more directly under Copenhagen’s control. Because of these historical
circumstances, a plethora of historical records exist for examining the Laki
eruptions, written from the viewpoints of inhabitants who experienced the
crisis, of visitors to the island, and of officials concerned with the man-
agement of agriculture. A central question for all these writers, although
taken up in different ways, was the description of Icelandic nature—not
only what had occurred during the disaster, but what was characteristic of
Icelandic nature in general. What kind of place was Iceland, these writers
wondered? Was it a place that nature had rendered uninhabitable through
the collision of extreme forces? Or was it an island where nature could be
tamed through proper management? And, if the latter was the case, in

whose hands should this management rest?"!

THE LAKI DISASTER AND ITS AFTERMATH

The Laki disaster, which is known in Icelandic as the Moduhardindi

(famine of the mist) or the Skaftéreldar (fires of the Skaftd river) began
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on June 1, 1783, when a series of earthquakes shook the Skaptafell district
in southern Iceland (map 2)."> On June 8, after seven days of earthquakes
and aftershocks, smoke carried by a northeast wind covered the district
with a layer of ash, sand, and finely ground minerals. The following day
the lava streams from fissures adjacent to Laki, a glacier-covered volcano
in the Skafta mountain range, burst forth, while the earthquakes, smoke,
and rains of ash continued. The mountain itself did not actually erupt in
1783; the lava poured rather from these fissures. Over the next days, the
river Skafta dried up. Lava began to pour from the canyon of the river and
continued to flow, in stops and starts, until early December. Fish, birds, and
sheep were the first animals to die, followed by the cattle and horses. The
lava was slow moving enough that most of the efforts to evacuate the farms
in the district were successful, and few people died directly from the lava
flows; but the health of vulnerable members of the population was severely
compromised by the smoke and ash, and many died of famine in the fol-
lowing years.

The Méduhardindi resulted in the death of 70 percent of the island’s
sheep and the destruction of the island’s offshore and inland fisheries for
the next three years, both from fluorine poisoning and the thick layers of
ash that covered the grazing land. Furthermore, the Méduhardindi had
been preceded by years of cold winters, famine, a smallpox epidemic, and
a plague among the sheep in midcentury. More than 10,000 inhabitants
perished in the famine in the years after the eruptions, reducing the pop-
ulation to about 38,000—about the number of people estimated to have
inhabited the island after its settlement in the ninth century. Because of a
smallpox epidemic and continuing famines in 1785-87, the population did
not regain its predisaster size until the mid-nineteenth century.

This catastrophe, coupled with other troubles of the eighteenth century
in Iceland, was remembered long after the island had begun to recover.
When the chief justice of Iceland, Magnts Stephensen, looked back at the
history of the eighteenth century in 1808, what first came to his mind were
all the problems that his country had faced for the last hundred years. In
his book, he counted up a long list of all the “bad years” (Uaar) and listed
the causes to which he attributed these problems—cold winters, sea ice,
famine, disease, and so on. Magnus’s contemporary, the Icelandic bishop
Hannes Finnsson, commented that the eighteenth century only saw the
worsening of all the problems of the seventeenth, a period that had been

characterized by raids from Algerian pirates and the introduction of the
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Danish-owned monopoly trade, which Hannes regarded as highly disad-
vantageous to Icelanders."”” According to these Icelandic authorities, the
late eighteenth century was a period of great natural and social crisis in
their country. During the nineteenth century, one group of Icelanders
looked back at this period of crisis and argued that the blame for it should
be laid at the feet of one entity: the Danish government, and in particular
the Danish-monopoly trading company.

Throughout the eighteenth century, the Danish government had been
confronting environmental problems in various parts of the kingdom,
including sandstorms and soil erosion in the Jutland peninsula and
deforestation on the island of Zealand."* Furthermore, the impoverished
conditions in Iceland had already been the subject of a land commission
investigation in 1770-71. The official response to the news of the Laki erup-
tions was both long- and short-term: aid was sent from Copenhagen and
an investigative body was appointed to recommend a course of action. The
central recommendation of the land commission of 1785, the last of the
eighteenth-century commissions on Iceland, was that the monopoly trade,
which had been instituted in 1602, be lifted and trading opened to all the
subjects of the Danish kingdom, including the Icelanders.!” This company
had been put into place primarily to break the hold of the Hamburg mer-
chants—members of the strong Hanseatic trading league centered around
the northern German cities of Hamburg, Bremen, and Liibeck—on Icelan-
dic trade. Denmark had also prohibited the export of Icelandic products to
Hamburg in 1620. During the period of the Danish monopoly, from 1602 to
1787, only between twenty-two and twenty-five merchants were licensed to
trade in Iceland, each with a fixed trading post served by one or two boats.

Both Danish and Icelandic officials had criticized this trading system
for its inflexibility and inefficiency even before the Laki eruptions. Many
of the criticisms appeared to be justified after the catastrophe, since the
monopoly company’s boats sailed to Iceland in the summer of 1784 without
carrying any additional food supplies but still exporting the regular quota
of fish from the island.'® Although news of the crisis had reached Copen-
hagen in September 1783, the system was so slow that the decision to send
extra food to the Icelanders was not made until late July of the following
year, and a collection in the churches in the other parts of the kingdom for
the relief of the Icelanders was not begun until 1785."” The land commis-
sion’s recommendation thus fell upon receptive ears, and the decision was

made to abolish the monopoly company in 1786.
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But another outcome of the M6éduhardindi, one much less direct and
less noticed by historians of this period than the economic and political
results, was its contribution to the discovery of Iceland as a site of scien-
tific investigation. Volcanic upheavals were of immediate interest to Euro-
pean geologists investigating the origins of the earth. Ironically, the very
changes in the landscape that caused the Icelanders so much distress came
to be considered the most attractive to European explorers. After 1783,
travel books about Iceland devoted considerable space to describing the
new landscapes and speculating about the composition of rock forma-
tions caused by these lava flows. Some travelers found these sights ugly,
barren, and desolate, although scientifically intriguing. Beginning in the
nineteenth century, however, these barren landscapes began to be reevalu-
ated in the more positive terms of Romanticism as majestic and awesome.
Furthermore, panoramas created by fire and ice were considered to be the
most characteristically and uniquely Icelandic vistas; these visions were
the very objects of the travelers” quests. Far from seeking to restore Iceland
to the condition it might have been in before these upheavals, the upheavals
themselves became the defining essence of Iceland and its so-called unique
nature. Elsewhere in the Danish kingdom, as in other European countries,
eighteenth-century agricultural improvers tried to alter barren landscapes
in accordance with their standards of beauty by using stone walls, clover,
and beech trees to create garden environments.'"® In the North Atlantic,
where such efforts had little effect, there was a gradual redefinition of what
a “beautiful” landscape was."

Many of the early reports of the Laki crisis reified an image of “Iceland
as hell,” as the island had been portrayed in fifteenth- and sixteenth-cen-
tury travel accounts, with descriptions of an isolated place remote from the
centers of civilization, covered with ice and fire, shrouded in clouds of poi-
sonous smoke, the inhabitants like doomed souls, begging for relief. Mount
Hekla, perhaps the most well-known Icelandic volcano (which is situated
about eighty kilometers west of Laki but did not in fact erupt in 1783), had
long figured in medieval legend as the mouth of hell and was pictured as
perpetually vomiting flames on Abraham Ortelius’s 1570 map of Iceland
(fig. 2). Ortelius’s map, like other European maps of exotic places from
this period, also shows the Icelandic waters inhabited by monsters. This
map, together with Olaus Magnus’s 1555 map with similar features, was
much reproduced and spread the image in Europe of Iceland as an exotic,

extreme, and remote land inhabited by strange creatures and strange men.

ICELANDIC LANDSCAPES 39



But unlike many earlier Icelandic eruptions, the Laki eruptions were not
merely the stuff of legend but were the topic of firsthand reports, both from
observers on the scene and those noticing the more widespread environ-
mental effects. Journeying on his European grand tour in 1783, the natural-
ist and later member of the British parliament John Thomas Stanley was
denied the vision of sublime beauty of the Alps that he anticipated: “this
splendid and beautiful scenery was concealed from us for a considerable
time after our arrival by a fog which had spread itself over a great part of
Europe. it was of a peculiar kind, having no apparent moisture. An Erup-
tion was taking place at the time in Iceland and there can be no doubt
of the volcanik smoke having affected the Atmosphere of the Countries

where the Fog prevailed. The Mountains of Skaftafell vomited its columns

A
brim,

FIG. 2 Mount Hekla erupting on Abraham Ortelius’s 1570 map of Iceland. Ortelius’s
map showed Hekla continually spewing fire. Glaciers border the mountain on the
south, and the Icelandic waters are inhabited by monsters. Photo courtesy of Lands-
boksafn Islands.
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of fire precisely during the period the fog lasted. The wind blew chiefly
from the North West. I traced the fall of ashes from the Orkneys through
the Faroe Islands to Iceland & some fire dust was noticed to have fallen in
Germany.”’

Six years later, when Stanley launched his expedition to Iceland, he was
too late to witness the volcanic activities that had ruined his appreciation
of alpine vistas. Not being fortunate enough to see the spectacle himself, he
imagined it in a landscape painting of a fiery nocturnal view of a mountain,
probably Hekla, erupting.”! In his watercolor, the erupting volcano domi-
nates the landscape as two tiny human figures in the foreground assume
a reverential posture of powerlessness toward the mountain in the face of
nature’s might (fig. 3). The diabolic black and red colors of the painting are
particularly evocative of Hekla’s status in legend.

This watercolor was the only painting that Stanley himself completed
(although he made many sketches in his unpublished journals). The other

paintings from the Stanley expedition are the work of the professional

FIG. 3 John Thomas Stanley’s Eruption of Hekla painting (9 x 13 cm, watercolor,
1794). This diabolic portrayal seems to have been inspired more by Stanley’s reading
about Iceland than by his experiences on his trip. Photo by Helgi Bragason, courtesy
of Landsbékasafn Islands.
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artist Edward Dayes, who was not on the trip but who based his work on
Stanley’s sketches and descriptions. These paintings are quite different in
character from Stanley’s; the hardships and deprivations of Icelandic life
six years after the Laki eruptions mentioned in the written accounts of the
expedition do not appear in Dayes’s pictures, which show unthreatening,
parklike images.”? In one encounter between the explorers and the natives,
Stanley and his party dominate the picture’s center. Although the paint-
ing, called Icelandic Farmstead, suggests a chance meeting with ordinary
folk, Stanley is directing attention toward clean and well-dressed people
who are seated before a house of wood rather than turf, the usual Icelandic
building material.?> The encounter, set against a background of farmers
haying before Hekla in the distance, portrays a serenely pastoral and rather
unlikely scene.

Not only were the images of volcanic eruptions fascinating, but the
landscapes resulting from the 1783 eruptions also drew interested visitors.
Following Stanley’s trip, the island was visited again in 1810 by the Scot-
tish mineralogist George Steuart Mackenzie, accompanied by Henry Hol-
land, a medical student who later rose to prominence in London society,
counting Queen Victoria among his patients. Mackenzie, an enthusiastic
geologist and member of the Edinburgh Royal Society, was, at the time
of his Icelandic expedition, participating in the massive ongoing scientific
conflict in Britain over the geological origins of the earth. At the turn of the
century, debate was polarized between two theories of rock formation: one
by Abraham Gottlob Werner, a professor at Freiberg in Saxony, which pro-
posed that the surface features of the earth were formed primarily by water
erosion during a single, catastrophic flood; and the other by James Hut-
ton in Edinburgh, which postulated that rocks were continuously being
formed by great heat and pressure below the ocean floor and forced up to
the earth’s surface. Mackenzie was an ardent supporter of Hutton and real-
ized that an expedition to Iceland could find evidence to advance Hutton’s
theory.** Holland’s journal from their visit to the lava fields northeast of
Hekla describes

a landscape more extraordinary in all of its features than any other which had
before occurred to our notice in Iceland. The extreme wildness and desolation
of the scenery was its most prominent feature—a desolation derived not only
from the absence of every trace of human existence but still more from the

many marks of convulsion & disorder in the operations of nature, which pres-
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ent themselves on every side. . . . Further to the East, there appears another
assemblage of mountains, still more wild & desolate in their character. This is
the Skaptaar-Fiall Jokull the tract of country from which proceeded the great
volcanic eruption of 1783, one of the most extensive & dreadful of which there
has been any record preserved. This vast tract of country, forming the inte-
rior of Iceland, & wholly unknown even to the natives themselves, is currently
reported to be inhabited by a race of men, differing much from the Icelanders.
This story is credited even by some men of accuracy and good-sense, though

attended in itself with circumstances of great improbability.®

In the scientific account of the expedition, Travels in the Island of Ice-
land, 1810, the North Atlantic island appears as an ideal site for studying the
natural history of the earth for the Huttonian geologist.*® Here, the explorer
could find the earth constantly in a state of upheaval and renewal, as Hut-
ton’s theory outlined. Hutton’s emphasis on gradual processes over time
and on regular and repeated mechanisms of change became accepted geo-
logical doctrine after the Huttonian-Wernerian controversy was laid to rest
in the 1820s, although all the details of Hutton’s theory did not survive. In
the classic text of nineteenth-century British geology, Charles Lyell’s Prin-
ciples of Geology, first published in 1830 and running through many edi-
tions, the Laki eruptions are presented as evidence of the regular operation
of mechanisms of heat and pressure in the formation of the earth’s surface.”

Because Holland was interested in the lava fields primarily as a record
of the natural history of the earth, he ignored the human aspects of the cri-
sis and characterized the region as “wholly unknown even to the natives.”
In fact, it was only through the reports of native observers that the scien-
tific record of the eruptions came to be written in Europe. Already in 1785
the chief justice of Iceland, Magnus Stephensen, had published a report in
Danish on the eruptions and their results. In 1794, an Icelandic doctor and
naturalist, Sveinn Palsson, visited the lava fields to describe and measure
the volcanic rocks. His manuscript was unpublished, but a handwritten
copy was given to the Scottish missionary Ebenezer Henderson when he
lived in Iceland in 1814-15, and it is Henderson’s travel account that Lyell
cites in Principles.*® Two other accounts by Icelanders also exist: one by
Semund Holm, a secondhand report based on the letters of inhabitants
who fled the lava; and one by Jon Steingrimsson, the priest of the district
who witnessed the eruptions but who did not write down his recollections
until the end of his life.*’
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The eighteenth-century Icelandic accounts of the M6duhardindi differ
greatly in character and in focus. Magnus Stephensen wrote seemingly in
his official capacity, accounting for the numbers of people, animals, and
homes affected. Naturalists and other observers, however, were inclined to
make much more general interpretations of the crisis. As the literature on
European reactions to the Lisbon earthquake of 1755 has shown, natural
catastrophes in eighteenth-century Europe were the subject of religious,
philosophical, and scientific speculation.’® The Laki eruptions, like the Lis-
bon earthquake, provoked a crisis that demanded not only a practical but
also a philosophical response (although the Lisbon disaster was the subject
of much more widespread and intense attention in Europe than Laki was).
Jon Steingrimsson, who became known as the “fire priest” because of the
miracle that occurred when the lava approaching the church where he was
celebrating mass halted its onslaught and saved the church and parishio-
ners, came to the rather typical conclusion for the time that the eruptions
were punishment from God for the sins of the Icelanders. Yet God showed
his mercy by allowing the slow-moving lava flows to serve as a warning
of his wrath, so that many of the wicked were spared. On the other hand,
Sveinn Pélsson, like the British naturalists, was only interested in the sci-
entific causes of volcanic eruptions and the descriptions of the lava flow
and volcanic rocks; he declined to speculate about sin and the will of God
in natural disasters. In this, he may have been following something of an
Icelandic tradition: a story from the time of conversion to Christianity in
Iceland around the year 1000 tells of an argument between pagans and
Christians during which the pagans claimed the volcanic eruption going
on at the time showed the anger of the old Norse gods at the Icelanders’
treachery in considering another faith. The leader of the Christians, how-
ever, raised his hand to point at the old lava cliffs at Pingvellir and asked
whom the gods were angry with when this lava flowed.

For Holland and other British geologists, the scientific importance of
Iceland was paramount. The 1783 eruptions were seen as part of a pattern of
history in Iceland and the entire world. The event and the resulting land-
scape showed that the earth’s history was constantly renewing and repeat-
ing itself, that, rather than a single catastrophic event such as the Flood,
there were many cycles of collapse and renewal. The new lava fields and the
transformed Icelandic landscape stood for the history of the entire earth.
Iceland was a site where one could observe processes of change that were

hidden elsewhere, exceptional for the clarity of these phenomena but not
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unique in these processes. Rather, the small island was important for not
being unique, for instead illustrating the cyclical history of the globe.

No observer seems to have reacted to the Laki eruptions with the philo-
sophical equivalent of Voltaire’s abandonment of optimism after the Lisbon
earthquake. However, over the next decades a third interpretation of the
Moduhardindi emerged alongside the scientific and the religious: a politi-
cal/historical explanation.’® There was another history that could be read
out of the landscape besides the natural history—a human history. During
the nineteenth century, the story of the M6duhardindi and the lava fields
created by the Laki eruptions became part of an Icelandic history of foreign
oppression, material and spiritual decline, and the struggle against these
forces. The Icelandic nationalist movement, which began in the 1830s, was
primarily led by Icelandic students educated in Copenhagen who learned
of Johann Gottfried Herder’s ideas of “national spirit” during their stud-
ies there.’? The barren lava fields left behind by the Laki eruptions could
be seen as evidence of nature’s forces at work, but they also represented
the failures of the Danish state and its administration of the island. While
volcanic eruptions were natural occurrences, the responsibility for control-
ling them and their effects lay with people. This point of view had already
been suggested by the arguments advanced for the loosening of the trade
monopoly immediately after the eruptions. During the nineteenth century,
Jon Sigurdsson and other nationalist leaders blamed Danish rule, not for
the eruptions themselves, but for the series of catastrophes of the Icelandic
eighteenth century, which could have been prevented or at least mitigated
with better—that is, by local —management. The categories of natural and
social events were conflated in this reading, and Danish rule was substi-
tuted for the evil forces of fire and ice. According to this interpretation,
the 1783 eruptions should not be seen as an isolated event but as the culmi-
nation of a series of troubles—harsh winters, a smallpox epidemic, trade
deficits—that marked the eighteenth century in Iceland, placing the island
in sharp contrast with the picture of its rich, imaginary medieval past that
was built up by nationalists’ reading of the Icelandic sagas. Although mod-
ern scholars have argued persuasively that Iceland was probably neither
economically worse off under Danish rule than it would have been other-
wise, nor was it treated worse than other regions of the Danish kingdom,*
a link between the natural and social events of the miserable Icelandic
eighteenth century was drawn broadly in nineteenth-century Icelandic

writing. Commenting on the Méduhardindi one hundred years afterward,
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in a treatise mostly devoted to a day-by-day account of the 1783 eruptions

and their effects, Porvaldur Thoroddsen wrote:

Iceland was never visited by so many and such great catastrophes as in the eigh-
teenth century, when bad years, plague, volcanic eruptions, and earthquakes
unleashed themselves. According to Magnus Stephensen, that century had
no fewer than 43 bad years, some because of harsh winters, coastal ice, and
the decline of fisheries, and some from volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, and
plague. In 1707, 18,000 people died of smallpox, in 1757-9, 9,744 people died of
accidents, hunger, and so on. The list could be added to almost endlessly, and
in truth it is strange that this tiny population with their poverty and unhappy
circumstances of their trade, which oppressed them more than all the rest put

together, was strong enough to withstand all of these troubles.**

Here, the natural disasters of earthquakes and disease are linked with the
social disaster of the monopoly trade, which is judged to be the worst of all.
For many of the nineteenth-century Icelandic patriots, the appearance of
the country was to be understood as a direct reflection of its history: in Ice-
land, history had gone wrong with the arrival of the Danes upon the scene.

The idea that the physical appearance of a landscape displays the land’s
and people’s history was not confined to nationalist rhetoric by politically
interested parties but spread broadly in the nineteenth century. Even those
with no particular axe to grind in struggles over political representation
were taken with the simple and appealing notion of directly equating the
features of a landscape and the character of its people. For example, nine-
teenth-century nature-protection organizations in Germany, according to
Thomas Lekan, saw the preserving of meadows and forests as an important
step toward protecting cultural heritage in the same way that “restoring
peasant cottages, researching rural customs, and publishing poetry and
stories in regional dialects” was. Emblematic landscapes such as the Rhine
River and the Siebengebirge (Seven Mountains) hill country in the Rhein-
land represented the enduring character of the local people through the
flux of historical and political change.’® Increasingly, when travelers in Ice-
land looked at the landscape, they read a narrative of a people and used
the visit as an opportunity to think about Icelandic history and culture.
The motifs of Icelandic nature were commonly viewed as literal signifi-
ers of a folk history and a national history. Volcanoes and glaciers became

suggestive of the Icelandic spirit of independence and stoicism, preserved
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through centuries of Danish oppression. Lava fields deemed “barren,” as
they were in Lord Dufferin’s 1857 Letters from the High Latitudes, repre-
sented the “dullness and aridness” of Icelandic history under Danish rule,
when the “glory of the old days is departed.”® These rock formations repre-
sented a story that had sadly come to an end.

This trope was frequent with British visitors, who compared the dif-
ferences in cultural and material conditions in their North Atlantic
islands, the Shetlands and Orkneys, with Iceland and the Faroes, thus
placing themselves in the role of benevolent managers against the Danish
exploiters. And the Icelanders themselves were fully willing to exploit this
constructed alliance in their arguments against Danish rule. In a paper
delivered before the Philosophical Society of Great Britain, Jén Stefins-
son opened by declaring, “Geographically and geologically Iceland is part
of—a continuation of—the British Isles.” After running through a brief
geological, political, and social history of the island, Jén summarized the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Iceland as follows: “The Hanseatic
trade was succeeded by a Danish monopoly of trade, which completed the
economic ruin of Iceland. Algerine pirates appeared off the coast and car-
ried off hundreds of people into slavery in 1627. Smallpox caused the death
of one-third of the population in 1707, a famine raged in 1759, and the vol-
canic eruptions of 1765 and 1783 laid waste large tracts of the island. Nature
seemed in league with man to render Iceland uninhabitable.””

Ending the paper by calling Iceland “a living Pompeii where the north-
ern races can read their past,” Jon both reemphasized the link between
landscape and people and included his audience as part of the “northern
races” who might find their history in Iceland. The lecture was rhetori-
cally and strategically powerful. By claiming that Iceland was naturally—
geographically and geologically—part of Britain, Jon made it clear that
Danish rule in Iceland was an interference with the natural order that had
resulted in disaster. If Iceland were restored to its rightful political place,
then Icelandic nature would surely prove as benign as it had been in the
years of medieval settlement, the years from around 870 to 930. It was lucky
for Jén’s argument that he did not have to explain climatologists’ later dis-
covery of the Little Ice Age, which coincided roughly with Danish rule in
Iceland, following a warmer period in the Middle Ages.*®

For both British naturalists and Icelandic political writers, therefore,
looking at Icelandic landscapes was a way of reading history. However, they

did not find exactly the same story there. Interpretation of the sites vis-a-
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vis humans was different from a natural-history interpretation: the former
stressed linear movements of progress and decline over cyclical patterns. In
the views of nationalists, and those influenced by such accounts, lava fields
tended to represent stasis, an end of development, rather than dynamic
processes of change (which they did for Mackenzie and Holland). When
the link was made between the present “decline,” the “glory of the old
days” when Iceland was free and the saga manuscripts were written, and
an imagined future of independence and prosperity, however, the cyclical
pattern of human history in Iceland emerged clearly. Themes of renewal
in nature’s history corresponded with the theme of restoration in human
history—Iceland could rise again to the great days of its medieval inde-
pendence. Comfortingly, human and natural histories composed a unified
story. Furthermore, it was, in both views, an accessible story, readable on

the surface of things, like the features of the landscape.39

AFTER LAKI: PORTRAYALS OF ICELANDIC NATURE
IN THE LATE NINETEENTH CENTURY

The social history of the island, of course, was under the direction of
humans. For nineteenth-century politicians, both Icelandic and Danish,
the central questions were which humans should be in control, and how
should Icelandic nature best be understood and managed? Iceland’s next
major volcanic eruption—Hekla’s in 1845—brought another scientific
expedition to Iceland, this one assembled and supported by the Danish
Crown. This party, which also reached Iceland only after the volcanic fires
had cooled, included naturalists, chemists, mineralogists, zoologists, and
one of the Danish Golden Age painters, Emmanuel Larsen, who was then
only twenty-two years old.*” Once again, if a volcanic eruption could not
be witnessed, it could certainly be imagined, as Larsen did in his etching,
which first appeared in the picture book Danmark, in 1856.* His concep-
tion is strikingly different from John Thomas Stanley’s and typical of the
serene style of the Danish Golden Age artists (fig. 4). The explorers do
not cower in fear in front of the mountain but stand safely on a hilltop
in the foreground, observing the flames. The volcanic fire is not over-
whelming but is a distant spectacle, and the lava fields around it, formed
in the recent eruption, are not jagged and barren but are smooth and

gentle hills. If they were green instead of gray-black, they could be called
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pastoral. The waters of the river run calmly through the hills, untroubled
by any violent shakings of the earth. Nature in this image is controlled,
unthreatening. Only the darker colors of the sky and landscape distin-
guish Iceland from the Danish farmlands, gentle hills, and woodlands
pictured in the rest of the book. Sumarlidi R. Isleifsson, in his study of
foreign pictorial representations of Iceland, calls Larsen’s vision “enjoy-
able and pleasant . . . totally unlike the catastrophic representations of
Icelandic eruptions which had long been customary.”*?

The volume in which this picture of Hekla appeared, Danmark, con-
tained seventy-seven pictures of various parts of the Danish kingdom,

including Greenland, and was one of the first popular portrayals of nature

FIG. 4 Emmanuel Larsen’s drawing of Mount Hekla’s 1845 eruption, published in
the picture book Danmark in 1856. This depiction of Icelandic volcanism contrasts
sharply with previous images like Stanley’s but is composed in the same serene style
in which Danmark portrayed other regions of the Danish kingdom, including land-
scapes in Norway, Greenland, and the Faroes. Photo courtesy of the Division of Rare
and Manuscript Collections, Carl A. Kroch Library, Cornell University.
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aimed toward the growing Danish middle class. By presenting Icelandic
eruptions within the context of the entire Danish kingdom, Danmark por-
trayed a tamed version of wild Iceland. Larsen’s painting shows nature
being observed under the scientifically detached gaze of the explorers,
not as a nature that would overpower them, as Stanley had seen Hekla.
This later portrayal corresponded to some degree with the realities of the
Icelandic experience. Hekla’s 1845 eruption was not the disaster that the
Moduhardindi had been. Although the smoke and volcanic ash remained
for two years, much of the grazing land was once again destroyed, and
the livestock died, the long-term population decline and the perception of
grave catastrophe of the previous century were avoided. The recommen-
dations of free-trade advocates and the action of the 1785 land commis-
sion appeared to have been implemented to good effect. All restrictions
on North Atlantic trade were lifted in 1854, not specifically in response to
any events in Iceland, but as part of a series of liberalizing movements in
the Danish kingdom in general. These included granting representation
to Iceland and to the German-speaking provinces in southern Jutland at
the national parliament in 1834 and the revocation of absolute monarchy
in 1848, as elsewhere in Europe. In this political context, Larsen’s paint-
ing might be interpreted as an expression of confidence that the disas-
ters of the previous century would not be repeated.”” Conditions in this
remote corner of the Danish kingdom had been brought under control
through a series of actions on the part of the central government. In fact,
this attitude was generally the response of Copenhagen officials to Icelan-
dic nationalists: the Danes were quite willing, even eager, to make reforms
that were in keeping with their own liberal principles but insisted that
these reforms be directed from the center. The future of Iceland lay in
continued union with Denmark. Icelandic independence was economi-
cally unfeasible and disadvantageous for both parties, the Danish gov-
ernment maintained. The most radical proposals for Icelandic economic
independence, such as Jén Sigurdsson’s calculation of the amount of repa-
ration Denmark owed to Iceland from taxes and income from the trade
monopoly over the centuries, never received serious consideration by the
Copenhagen government.**

Societies for the study of history and literature in Denmark did not
directly contest Icelandic claims of the unity between Iceland and other
European nations, such as the British Isles, that Jén Stefinsson advanced.

Instead, they promoted a vision of Iceland that pointed out the many com-
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monalities between the island and mainland Scandinavia; they advocated a
spiritual and literary pan-Scandinavianism that would replace diminished
political realities. Orla Lehmann, the future leader of the Danish National-
Liberals, wrote about the Icelandic landscape and culture in the pages of
Maanedsskrift for Litteratur (Literary Monthly), asserting that

in these bare mountains [of Iceland] we see our own past, a gigantic monu-
ment raised in a distant time, which stands in stark loneliness in a world where
everything is new and altered. In the old days, some Scandinavians emigrated
there [to Iceland] and introduced the life and customs of the old North. Since
that time, a life of great changes and transitions has transformed the surface
of the earth and its inhabitants among us; the mighty hand of civilization has
ploughed under every trace of ancient life and everything that accompanied it.
But, as though frozen among these distant icy mountains, where the storms of
time never reached, it is preserved in Iceland in an almost unaltered purity, so we
can see there a living past, a rich picture of past life. Therefore the Icelandic peo-
ple must be beloved by every Scandinavian, and we will find in the present-day
Icelandic character, lifestyle, and customs, the trace of our past physiognomy, for

which we would look in vain in our own moldering ruins and lifeless annals.*

It is interesting to see in this passage how Lehmann considered the preser-
vative qualities of ice, rather than the transformative qualities of fire, to be
the most characteristic of the Icelandic landscape. Rather than discussing
geology and geography, Danish scholars gave weight to the common cul-
tural ties of language, literary culture, and religion that made Iceland part
of Scandinavia, and not a lost province of Great Britain. For them, the facts
that many of the Icelandic sagas were set in Sweden or Norway and that the
original settlers of Iceland had emigrated from Norway were more relevant
for political management than the scientific classification of rock types.*
The picture of Iceland in nineteenth-century Denmark was primarily as
the birthplace and inspiration of the sagas, the manuscripts that were then
kept in Copenhagen.

Icelanders had two kinds of responses to this Danish vision of Icelan-
dic nature and the Pan-Scandinavian future: political and artistic. They
continued negotiation and agitation for representation and independence.
Their path was a nonviolent and legalistically oriented struggle culminat-
ing in a new constitution in 1874, home rule in 1903-4, and independence

in 1944, following a 1918 treaty between Denmark and Iceland stipulating
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a twenty-five-year transition period to full independence. Nineteenth-
century Denmark was a country that had gradually come to recognize
its own political decline, and it turned culturally toward an outlook that
sought to make a virtue of its status as a minor power in Europe. Only the
memory of the Danish empire of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
remained, when the state had included Norway, Iceland, the Faroes, Green-
land, Schleswig and Holstein (the German-speaking provinces in southern
Jutland), the Virgin Islands, and possessions on the west coast of Africa
and in India. Denmark had fought several wars with its major rival, Swe-
den, for regional dominance and had once taken possession of the southern
part of Sweden. But after Denmark’s disastrous alliance with France in the
Napoleonic Wars, the bankrupt state gradually sold off its southern pos-
sessions in Africa and India to Great Britain and later the Virgin Islands
to the United States. Norway was given to Sweden in the Treaty of Kiel
in 1814, and Schleswig and Holstein were lost in wars with the German
Confederation in 1864 (although part of Holstein was returned following
Germany’s defeat in World War I). From a purely economic point of view, it
would have been a good idea for the state to rid itself of Iceland as well, but
the arguments for the prestige of Iceland as the source of a common Scan-
dinavian heritage remained compelling. The struggle to establish claims to
identity in the nineteenth-century North Atlantic was firmly grounded in
literary and cultural discussions.*’

Alongside these political developments, an Icelandic artistic vision of
their own nature also emerged in the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury. It is more difficult to trace than the political developments because,
as Sumarlidi R. Isleifsson has noted, there was little Icelandic tradition of
landscape or nature painting until the later decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury.*® In the 1920s and 1930s, however, one group of Icelandic painters,
including Gudmundur Einarsson of Middal and Finnur Jénsson, rebelled
against a Danish tradition of painting Icelandic landscapes that they found
to be too soft and European. Instead, this group of Icelanders sought out
landscapes that had been previously thought unattractive as the subjects of
paintings, claiming that these most represented the character of Iceland-
ers.” In 1940—just four years before the island’s independence—Finnur
chose the Laki landscape for his painting Lakagigar (Laki Craters).’® In his
portrayal, no observer, native or foreign, stands in the picture to comment
upon it. The craters are stark and jagged, yet the landscape does not seem

desolate; the horizon in the background of the painting beyond the craters
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is bright. In 1983, which was the two-hundredth anniversary of the Laki
eruptions, Finnur’s painting was reproduced on a fifteen-kronur stamp by
the Icelandic Postal Service (figs. 5 and 6). Although from one perspective
it might seem odd to commemorate as a national symbol the disaster that

killed more than 20 percent of the population, two centuries after the crisis

the Laki craters had come to stand for the memory of the Icelandic national

FIG. 5 The Laki craters as they appear today, as seen from Mount Laki, looking to the
southwest. Photo courtesy of Ingibjorg Eiriksdottir.
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FIG. 6 Finnur Jénsson’s
SKAFTARELDAR 1783 painting Lakagigar (Laki

Tt Craters) on the 1983 fifteen-
kronur stamp. Reproduced
by permission of Myndstef
(Icelandic Visual Art Asso-
ciation) and the Icelandic
Postal Service.

FINNUR JONSSON: LAKAGIGAR

[SLAND 1500 ..

spirit against times of hardship and oppression. Iceland is indeed a wil-
derness, the stamp seems to assert, but it is our wilderness. It may appear
uninhabitable, and yet we are the ones who live there, and this landscape is
representative of the Icelandic character.

Natural phenomena, including volcanoes, flora, and fauna, have been
frequently depicted on Icelandic stamps after independence. For example,
a series was issued to commemorate the 1947 eruption of Hekla, for the
submarine volcano that erupted to create the island of Surtsey in 1963, and
for the 1973 eruption in the Westman Islands. In all of these portrayals,
the perspective on the erupting volcano is that of a distant observer. In the
three stamps showing Hekla erupting in 1947, a single plume of smoke rises
from the mountain. The eruption is a spectacle that threatens no one.” In
1970, a stamp showing the Laki craters was issued as part of the Néttdaru-
vernd (Nature Conservation) series. Here, the craters are distinct in the
foreground but fade away into blue mountains and a bright horizon in the
distance. The depiction suggests that volcanic craters are part of Iceland’s
unique nature, worthy of protection, and not a symbol of destruction, hope-
lessness, or foreign oppression.” The Icelandic landscape appears in these
pictures—in contrast to both the Stanley and Larsen paintings—neither
threatening nor pastoral. Icelandic nature is extreme, unpredictable, and
even wild, but people live within this wilderness, and their character has

been formed by the struggle with this nature.
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MEN AND THE MOUNTAINS: ICELANDIC NATURE
AND THE ICELANDERS WITHIN IT

Although these Icelandic pictures of volcanoes and the Laki craters did not
include people, some foreign portrayals of Iceland during the nineteenth
century did suggest a link between the people and the land, integrating
the natives into the landscape in a way not seen in the eighteenth century.
This change follows some of the general movements toward realism and
emphasis on portrayals of ordinary people and peasant life characteristic of
European painting in the nineteenth century. Rather than using the coun-
tryside simply as a backdrop against which to pose explorers, as in pictures
by Edward Dayes, the Icelandic people seem to become part of the natural
landscapes over the next hundred years of foreign gazing. One drawing,
in a German book from the later half of the nineteenth century, shows
Icelandic women with children at their sides using the island’s “unique”
natural forces in a very practical way: washing clothes at the hot springs.
The figures dressed in everyday clothes stand and sit amid the hills and
escaping steam vents, working, relaxing, or chatting. In this group activ-
ity, no one particular individual is set apart from the others; they all blend
into their surroundings. If William Jackson Hooker noted during his visit
in 1809 that the Icelanders did not seem interested in the land’s “natural
wonders” and were accustomed to look at the geysers and hot springs “with
the utmost indifference,” this picture might suggest one reason why.** To
the natives of the place, the European “unique” was everyday, and the hot
springs were about as remarkable and interesting as a laundromat might
be to us.

In another well-known and much-reproduced image of Iceland, the Ice-
landic people are even more thoroughly integrated into the landscape. In
1897 the British author, painter, and saga translator W. G. Collingwood vis-
ited Iceland together with Jon Stefansson. Their book, A Pilgrimage to the
Saga-Steads of Iceland, was published two years later. The book is meant,
as they explain, “to illustrate the sagas of Iceland. It is intended to sup-
ply the background of scenery which the ancient dramatic style takes for
granted. . . . The intense tenderness and the intense passion of the sagas
could only be developed among scenery which, whether the actors felt it or

not, reacted upon their sentiment. It was in this belief that we undertook
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our pilgrimage. We went to see the very places where events so familiar in
books occurred in reality; and we found that the belief was true.”*

As he was mainly attracted to Iceland by the medieval literature,
Collingwood’s picture imagines medieval Icelanders gathering at the site
of their national assembly, Pingvellir, as they did during the settlement of
the island in the ninth and tenth centuries (fig. 7). This setting, a landscape
of plains, cliffs, and a valley with a river running through it, was formed
by a much older volcanic eruption unrecorded by the historical sources.
Only a short journey from Reykjavik, by the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury Pingvellir had become imbued with enormous cultural and historical
significance. The assembly (Alpingi) had continued to meet there during
periods of Norwegian and Danish domination, but it gradually lost parlia-
mentary power, becoming first a judicial court and then being disbanded
in1800. The reconvening of the Alpingi was a major project of the Icelandic
nationalists, and some even argued that they should continue to meet at
its original site rather than in Reykjavik. In 1843 the Alpingi was restored,
but in the modern capital. In 1874, however, when King Christian IX pre-
sented a new constitution to Iceland, the ceremony, which also commemo-
rated the thousand-year anniversary of the island’s settlement, was held at
Pingvellir. Collingwood’s painting shows men conversing in small groups
on and between the rock cliffs. The figures are tiny and quite indistinct; the
view is from a long distance and the groups of people simply appear as part
of the landscape. The tents in the bottom center of the picture that have
been erected for people to live in for the duration of the assembly have the
same coloring as the rocks, which are part of old lava flows. In his painting,
the Icelandic people are part of the nature of Iceland.

The notion of the fundamentally wild quality of Icelandic nature
emerged in more banal, everyday matters as well as in the wake of major
catastrophes. One of these routine affairs was a matter of local governance
of agriculture in the late eighteenth century, a time when the problems of
agricultural improvement were a major concern of the Danish state, as in
other European countries. In most regions of the Danish kingdom, cen-
tral administrative efforts to alter and improve the landscape, such as the
enclosure laws of the eighteenth century, were generally considered to be
successful. In Jutland, which was, like the North Atlantic, a marginalized
region from the point of view of Copenhagen, the environment also cre-
ated problems of management—sandstorms and soil erosion. According to

Danish authorities, such environments should be combated, not romanti-
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FIG. 7 W. G. Collingwood’s The Icelandic Thing (90 by 69.5 cm, watercolor, ca. 1897).
Collingwood imagined medieval Icelanders gathering at the site of their national

assembly, Pingvellir, after having visited it on his 1897 “pilgrimage to the saga-
steads.” Photo by James Rossiter, courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum,
London.

cized by foreign artists, and one of the strategies of combat was fence build-
ing.”® The Danish environmental historian Thorkild Kjergaard shows how
increasingly strict legislation, combined with the influence of discussions
in agricultural societies of the benefits of fencing, led to the erection of
more than 7,500 kilometers of fences in Denmark before 1790.%¢ After this

project was successfully implanted, according to Kjergaard,

where in the past there had been barren, cropped, greyish, scentless, silent out-
lying areas and poor pastures of self-sown couch grass, the countryside now

became full oflife, colors, scents, and sounds. . . . The Danish landscape became
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tamed and idyllized. . . . In combination with the abundance of animals, the
new colors, sounds, and scents imbued the landscape with an increasing wealth
and variety, balanced in other respects by a new atmosphere of order and stabil-
ity. This was primarily due to the fences. Whereas the old landscape had been
characterized by borders winding in various directions and by soft transitions
between fields, outlying areas, and open forests, the new fences now extended
through the landscape in regular, military lines, dividing not merely forest
from field, but also field from field.”’

A painting by Jens Juel, one of the most renowned Danish portrait
painters of the eighteenth century, of the landscape of the island of Funen
illustrates what Kjeergaard describes. In this painting, upper-class people
in fine clothes are riding horses through a gate in the fence held open for
them by a peasant woman. The gate separates the well-ordered estate from
the barren moor, and the riders appear to be enjoying the garden quali-
ties of their property, since they see that nature in their land is pleasant
and not frightful—just as all the pictures of Danish nature shown in the
1856 Danmark demonstrate. Even places as distant and wild as Iceland and
Greenland were tamed in the pages of this text and made to look like Dan-
ish farms.

But in Iceland, the process of taming the landscape was different
from that in Jutland. As in the rest of the kingdom, enclosure laws were
in effect there, including one in 1776 that demanded that Icelanders con-
struct fences, promising rewards for compliance and threatening recalci-
trant farmers with fines.® However, this ordinance had little success, and
both local Danish officials and travelers repeatedly commented on the
wild quality of the Icelandic landscape in contrast to Denmark, as well as
the stubbornness of Icelanders who refused to do as they were advised by
scientific agriculturalists.”® The precise reasons for this failure in contrast
to Jutland are unclear. Since fences enclosing farms were built from stone
during the Middle Ages in Iceland, Iceland’s lack of forestation during the
eighteenth century would not have played a significant role. But the results
of this unregulated landscape, compared to the other provinces of the Dan-
ish kingdom, gave the impression, repeated by many foreign visitors, that
in Iceland nature slipped from the grasp of human control.

What changed in Iceland from the late eighteenth century on was not
so much the landscape itself, as it did in Jutland, but the way in which the

landscape was viewed and understood. Convincing narratives with long
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traditions maintained that nature in the North Atlantic was supposed to
be “wild” and “untamed.” These stories, which were already invented in
the first European travel accounts about the island in the fifteenth and six-
teenth centuries, were expanded by visitors and natives in the aftermath
of the Laki eruptions. Foreign geologists saw the Laki craters as represen-
tative of the earth’s entire history, while Icelandic nationalists gave the
event a specifically local interpretation: it was one of the symbols of their
country’s decline under foreign rule and the need to return the island to
the independent rule of the early Middle Ages. Some Danish observers
sought to create images of an unthreatening and pacified Icelandic land-
scape consistent with their belief in the island as an integral part of the
Danish kingdom and Danish nature, while Icelandic painters at the time
of independence rejected this idea and sought out “wild Iceland.” Creat-
ing such stories can be seen as another way of taming a landscape, not
by altering it, but by turning it into an entity for cultural consumption.
While the Méduhardindi certainly did not by itself cause this transforma-
tion, it did provide—in the most literal sense—the ground upon which to
build it. The Laki eruptions drew the attention of Icelanders, of the Danish
administration, and of other European explorers. The catastrophe became
an opportunity for Icelanders to reflect upon their own history and the role
of human agency in that history and also a chance for outsiders to write a
natural and social history of the landscape.

In the decades following the disaster of 1783, several different ways of
imagining Icelandic nature emerged. These visions served different pur-
poses. John Thomas Stanley’s painting clearly follows in the long European
tradition of imagining a wild, unpredictable North Atlantic. This represen-
tation of the environment promoted a certain ideal of the explorer himself:
an individual with a taste for extreme environments; with a desire to seek
out the unusual; with a hardy, implicitly masculine tolerance for rough con-
ditions; and characterized by a willingness to sacrifice oneself for the larger
causes of advancement of scientific knowledge. In the Emmanuel Larsen
painting, on the other hand, the explorers are not in any danger, since
nature in all parts of the Danish kingdom has been tamed and regulated, as
the reader is told through all the pictures in the book.®” If there is little dif-
ference between traveling to Iceland and staying at home on a Jutland farm,
then both regions have the same qualities and rightfully belong to the same
state. As a consequence, the explorers can no longer be heroic in the same

sense; indeed, the names of the individuals who visited Iceland (as well as
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Greenland and the Faroes) are not even mentioned in the text of Danmark.

When Icelanders turned their attention to the same landscape, how-
ever, they read a different history than either the British geologists or the
Danish visitors. Rather than seeing a history that connected Iceland to
other parts of the world (or, for the British scientists, to the entire earth),
during the nineteenth century the Laki eruptions in Icelandic texts were
made to stand for the specific injustices and hardships that the people
had suffered during the eighteenth century, especially through the Dan-
ish trade monopoly. When Icelanders did turn to their own landscape as
an artistic subject, which only occurred after about 1870, the Laki craters,
as well as representations of Hekla and other mountains, often appeared
rough and misshapen, but volcanic eruptions did not explicitly threaten
people in these portrayals. In Jén Stefinsson’s painting of the landscape
of Hekla, Hraunteigur vid Heklu (Stones of Hekla), the rock has a slightly
abstract appearance that lends the picture a serene quality.' Hardships and
fear caused by Icelandic nature seemed to be, if not forgotten, at least one
step removed. While some aspects of these different representations can
be attributed to changing artistic styles, the selection of Finnur Jénsson’s
painting Lakagigar for an Icelandic stamp and the inclusion of the Laki
landscape in the Nature Conservation stamp series is significant. Icelan-
dic views of the Laki eruptions had certainly changed over the intervening
two hundred years. In an independent Iceland, uncontrolled nature was no
longer a cause of distress or an indication that management had gone awry
but was a sign of the country’s unique qualities and character—just as the
nationalists had argued in the nineteenth century. If Iceland was wild, it
was meant to be so.

In Iceland no single elite or foreign power controlled and manipu-
lated representations of the environment entirely.®> Rather, this process
was negotiated, with different groups exercising different kinds of power
and advancing their visions of Icelandic nature. Outsiders did not simply
impose their views upon the natives and the land. Instead, Icelanders par-
ticipated in shaping foreign visions and also created their own. Rather than
a simple, top-down model of power, science, and representation, the Ice-
landic example demonstrates the multifaceted character of these interac-
tions. Chapter 2 turns to investigate more local and practical debates about
nature in the North Atlantic—debates that, to a larger degree than those
just traced, succeeded in actually shaping and altering the region’s land-

scapes and nature.
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Iceland can not be entirely separated from the Scandinavian countries.
From the point of view of the historian or linguist, it is the place of

the origins of the Scandinavian people, their traditions, language, and
poetry; from the point of view of the physicist, of the naturalist, Iceland
is, in a similar way, the source of Scandinavian climate and regular

and irregular phenomena.—Paul Gaimard and Xavier Marmier (1842)

2 | NORDIC BY NATURE

Classifying and Controlling Flora and Fauna

in lceland

n his outward voyage from Copenhagen to the Faroe Islands in

1828, the German bird enthusiast Carl Julian Graba noted his

sighting of “the first Northern birds” (die ersten Vigel des Nor-
dens) of the voyage off the coasts of the Shetland Islands. Although he had
previously spotted this bird—the Atlantic gannet (sula alba)—off the Dan-
ish coasts at the beginning of his journey, he did not regard Denmark as the
genuine native territory (Heimat) of the bird. Even though he had already
traveled north from Kiel to Copenhagen in order to begin the seagoing
leg of his journey, he apparently did not consider Denmark to be part of
the “North”; the edges of the North only began with the North Atlantic
islands.!
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Wherever the boundaries were drawn, Graba’s reference to a “North-
ern bird” reflects a European nineteenth-century taxonomy of living
beings, which held that different types of plants and animals developed
and thrived in different climatic zones, and that these climatic zones could
be mapped through identifying the natural ranges of individual flora and
fauna. Brian W. Ogilvie traces the roots of this idea back to the Renais-
sance, arguing that during the sixteenth century “wide travel, combined
with careful attention to the small distinctions between different kinds of
plants, led to a view of Europe as a patchwork of different floras, with a clear
line separating northern from Mediterranean floras and subtle differences

within them.”?

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Euro-
pean knowledge about different kinds of local floras and faunas increased,
as sets of handbooks and atlases, each confining themselves to a particular
region, appeared, with the goal of exactly and completely tabulating all the
plants and animals existing in a circumscribed area.’

During the eighteenth century, as James L. Larson discusses, both of
the two major competing theories of natural history—the Linnaean and
Buffonian—used these handbooks and atlases as the data to support their
claims. Each theory, however, offered a different explanation for develop-
ment of the different types of local nature or climatic variation.* According
to the Swedish scientist Carl von Linné, known as Linnaeus, each animal
and plant found the physical environment for which it was most suited.
As the waters of the biblical Flood had receded, the land mass steadily
increased, and through migration and dissemination from the single point
of Noah’s landing, animals and plants found their proper places on the
globe. Regions of similar physical conditions, such as mountains or low-
land areas, were therefore inhabited by similar types of flora and fauna.
Linnaeus’s French colleague Comte de Buffon, who opposed him on many
points, countered him in this respect as well, especially stressing the dif-
ferences between animals in Europe and in the Americas. Similar envi-
ronmental conditions did not necessarily indicate similar types of plants
and animals. Rather, different types were produced at distinct moments
in the earth’s history, in a long global cooling process during which larger
and more vigorous animals developed before the smaller ones, when the
earth was warmer and more productive, according to Buffon. As the earth
cooled, the larger animals then migrated to the warmer areas of the earth,
the equatorial regions, while the smaller ones who did not require so much

heat remained near the poles. Thus, as in other aspects of their work, on
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the question of local or climatic natures, Buffon took a position marked by
its emphasis on changes over time, while Linnaeus’s system focused on a
taxonomic classification of the existing state of nature.

Common to both theories, however, and to eighteenth-century life sci-
ence in general, was the idea that each species had its proper place on the
globe, a Heimat where it belonged and had been designed by the Creator
to be. One of the goals of eighteenth-century travel was a mapping of this
design in order to gain a complete knowledge of the world as God had
made it. Toward this goal, Linnaeus sent his students to the South Pacific,
to the Near and Far East, to Iceland, and traveled himself in the Swedish
provinces, especially Lapland, to bring back specimens. In England, Joseph
Banks, as president of the British Royal Society, played a similar role, trav-
eling himself to the South Pacific from 1768 though 1771 and to Iceland in
1772, and encouraging and funding the trips of others.

The Danish Royal Scientific Society (Det Kongelige Danske Viden-
skabernes Selskab), founded in 1742, also propounded such encyclopedic
aims for traveling natural historians. The society was involved in pub-
lishing the results of expeditions to Egypt, Iceland, and Norway.> The
report of the 1752-57 Iceland expedition, Eggert Olafsson’s and Bjarni
Palsson’s Reise igiennen Island (Travels in Iceland),® was an exemplar of
this encyclopedic spirit, as it divided the country into regions, allotted
one section of the book to each of the four regions, and repeated all the
information about Icelandic plant and animal life in each section, so that
the reader was informed several times about the island’s most common
flora and fauna.”

This book, which was translated into German, French, and English—
even eventually Icelandic—was but one of a number of mid-eighteenth-
century natural histories on Iceland and other parts of the North Atlantic.
Beginning in the 1740s and 1750s, the flora and fauna of the North Atlantic
were the subject of investigation and interest in new ways, by new parties,
and for new purposes. This chapter examines two overlapping groups that
had an interest in North Atlantic nature in the eighteenth century: natural
historians, on the one hand, and reform-minded state bureaucrats, on the
other. In the mid-eighteenth century, discussion of nature in the North
Atlantic was not only a subject in natural histories but also in treatises on
improvements and applications for entrepreneurial ventures by Danish
officials. Although these two types of writing belong to different genres,

and were intended for different audiences, they handled the same subject
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broadly understood and had congruent interests. Natural histories aimed
at complete descriptions of Icelandic, and other North Atlantic, flora and
fauna. Treatises on improvements dealt with specific problems, usually
understood as “deficiencies,” of natural circumstances and conditions in
the North Atlantic. Both types of authors therefore understood, for exam-
ple, the mid-eighteenth-century plague among Icelandic sheep as falling
under their field of interest. The intersection between these texts was not
only in their subject matter, however. Both genres assumed that there was a
general type of nature, common to the North Atlantic region and relatively
homogeneous throughout it, so that it was reasonable to speak of a concept
such as Carl Julian Graba’s “Northern bird” rather than a “bird of Iceland,
Norway, or Denmark.” Through both the language of natural histories and
of improvement projects, an Enlightenment elite within the Danish state
sought to redefine Icelandic and North Atlantic nature, reclaim a territory
that had been historically viewed as a wilderness, and remodel it into a
well-regulated and homogeneous part of the state. This vision of nature in
the North Atlantic was a radical break with previous traditions of describ-
ing nature there and also one of the first times that Icelanders sought to
establish themselves as authorities on conditions in their country.® They
often did so with the explicit intention of resisting and contesting certain
types of foreign concepts about North Atlantic nature.

Some of the prominent officials who contributed to the project of
describing Icelandic nature in the eighteenth century included Magnus Ste-
phensen, the chief justice of Iceland who also wrote about the Laki catastro-
phe; Hans Christian Bech, one of the directors of Iceland’s Danish-owned
monopoly trading company; Niels Horrebow, a natural historian sent by
the Danish king to write a natural history of the island; and Skuli Magnus-
son, one of the most active of the eighteenth-century Icelandic reforming
officials and the first Icelander to assume the post of landfdgeti (bailiff)
within the Danish state bureaucracy of Iceland. These men, members of
the elite Icelandic-Danish milieu traveling between Reykjavik (which only
received a charter as market town from the Danish government in 1786
and had a population of less than two hundred at the time) and Copenha-
gen, were investigating models for the “improvement” of Iceland, and they
were concentrating on the aspects of Icelandic nature that contributed to
the economic condition of the island. They wanted to know not only what
Icelandic nature was like but also what Icelandic nature could become.’

“What are Icelandic products, and what could they be?”—this was the
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chief question of Hans Christian Bech’s 1781 treatise on Icelandic trade.
Bech believed that conditions in Iceland needed improvement and that
the best method of achieving this would be for Icelanders to visit other
countries and find out how things were done there, or if people from other
regions could be persuaded to come to Iceland. The regions that he had in
mind—where people understood how to salt meat and fish for preservation,
how to spin hemp for fishing lines, and how to cultivate potatoes—were
Norway, the Jutland peninsula, the Shetland Islands, and the Netherlands.
Most of the places to which Bech referred in his essay were other provinces
of the eighteenth-century Danish kingdom, as well as the Shetlands, which
had been part of the Danish state before 1472. Thus, Bech suggested look-
ing within the historical Danish kingdom itself for models of economic
well-being for the Icelanders to emulate. This was a clever and politically
sage move on his part. It placed the focus of concern for Iceland’s condi-
tion on the island itself, its inhabitants and its nature, and not with Danish
management. Furthermore, it also pointed to solutions already existing,
put into place elsewhere within the Danish state and not requiring new
innovations or foreign importations."

Other officials also saw the potential appeal and advantages of such an
approach. For example, the idea of transforming Iceland into a “second
Norway” was quite powerful and appealing to the Danish administration.
This metaphor was used successfully by Skali Magntsson when he applied
for funds in 1752 to establish the Nye Indretninger—a joint-stock entrepre-
neurial company that founded the first textiles factory in Iceland. With his
eye turned toward tactically advantageous political rhetoric, Skuli claimed

in his application to the Danish crown that

although the country is poorer and less productive than other countries . . . this
[application] is an accurate description of the condition of the country, wherein
it can be seen, that the country does not lack the products and requirements to
make its inhabitants happy, or its monarch the lord of a great country, which
could become another Norway . . . the prevailing poverty could be improved by
procuring the means so that the country’s potential could be used better than
it has been, by establishing manufacturing, in order to increase the country’s
natural products, and finally by giving the country the profit of its produce and
wares, as the other provinces and territories of the monarchy enjoy, with free

and voluntary trade.l!
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The prospect of transforming Iceland in this way must have appealed to the
Danish king and council; Skuli received more money for his project than
he had requested, and the company was launched the following year with
the investment and participation of most of the leading men of eighteenth-
century Iceland, including the most wealthy landholders and church offi-
cials. Clearly, the landfégeti had shaped his rhetoric well for his audience.

Bech, Skuli, and Magnus Stephensen aimed their treatises, applica-
tions, and histories toward the class of Danish administrative officials,
the responsible parties who could bring the condition of Iceland up to the
standards enjoyed in other parts of the kingdom. According to the model
of enlightened cameralism, the dominant political-economic system of
central and northern Europe in the eighteenth century, education should
be directed from the center of the kingdom to the provinces and from the
top down. The Danish state had a responsibility to provide education and
resources; the Icelanders themselves had a responsibility to utilize them—
and much frustration was expressed by officials about the difficulties and
stubbornness of the natives in this respect. Although the plans of Bech,
Skuli, and Magnus did not involve large numbers of people, and the men
worked in marginalized and scantly populated regions of Europe, the
implications of their projects for the state were far-reaching. By assuming
that there was a single, relatively homogenous “northern nature,” of which
Iceland was simply a part, civil authorities sought to render all of the north-
ern dependencies of the Danish state manageable. The eighteenth-century
reforming projects had at best mixed results, but the idea behind them—to
regulate and manage Icelandic nature and to transform a marginalized,
wild frontier into a normal and ordinary province of the state—became
the dominant mode of writing about Iceland, and the other provinces of
the kingdom, by the end of the eighteenth century.

These improvement projects were supported by a new theme in Icelan-
dic natural histories that emerged in the eighteenth century. At the same
time that treatises on agricultural and other reforms of the island’s econ-
omy were being written, natural histories of Iceland took on a new per-
spective toward Icelandic nature. Taken together, this constituted a break
with previous traditions of writing about Iceland and the other northern-
most provinces of the Danish state. Starting in the mid-eighteenth century,
natural historians began to argue that Iceland’s nature was unlike previous
accounts had claimed. Rather than being an ungovernable wilderness of

fire and ice, inhabited by monsters and savages, as medieval and Renais-
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sance sailors’ stories had claimed, the island was not in fact very different
from the neighboring provinces of the kingdom—Norway, Greenland, or
the Faroe Islands. This new conception of North Atlantic nature in natural
histories can be traced to the same milieu and intellectual influences that
spurred the reforming officials. Both groups of writers—who frequently
belonged to the same families, social circles, and literary clubs—had a
common image of the North Atlantic and a desire to establish their image
as a definitive break with the past.'?

State knowledge and state power were linked together: the new image
of the North Atlantic, the solidification of state power there, and the
state’s active role in shaping the natural landscapes came together in the
eighteenth century. Artists’ representations of the landscape could, when
placed in the correct context, promote a certain political reading of the
land and of its nature. But the modern European states’ aims and ambi-
tions did not end there. The Danish state, as other European states, sought
also to alter not just the perception of the landscape but its actual appear-
ance. Danish officials were concerned with making the land more profit-
able and with managing it more efficiently. In the case of Iceland, we can
discover how this management was attempted during the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, to what degree it was achieved, and what allies and

opponents the state had in this process.”

MANAGING THE STATE AND NATURE IN
EIGHTEENTH- AND NINETEENTH-CENTURY EUROPE

The projects and ideas of the Danish state emerged from a shared European
scientific consensus and community. In analyzing another eighteenth-
century cameralist Scandinavian state, Lisbet Koerner has argued that
Linnaeus’s concerns with political economy and Sweden’s negative trade
balance underlay his scientific program. Ordering the natural world was
but a first step toward managing it for the benefit of the country. For Lin-
naeus, knowledge of natural history “guarded the nation against both for-
eign dominance and indigenous barbarism.”"* If Swedish scientists could
apply their botanical knowledge to useful projects, such as the elaborate
plans for cultivating tea in Sweden designed by Linnaeus, then not only
would the state of botanical knowledge improve but so would the economy

of a nation that would be no longer dependant on foreign imports." In his
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experiments, Linnaeus proposed that plants could be transferred between
the tropical and temperate zones and that it would be possible to grow trop-
ical plants in Sweden by acclimatizing them in gradual moves and by using
greenhouses. As his efforts involving tea plants failed repeatedly through-
out the 1740s and 1750s, he lost faith in this belief, finally concluding that
plants are native to specific climates and cannot be transplanted outside
them.

But the failure of Linnaeus’s experiments did not mean that the scien-
tific community abandoned the principle of acclimatization. Michael A.
Osborne has argued that the acclimatization of plants and animals was an
important element of the ideology of French colonialism in the nineteenth
century. The projects of the Société Zoologique d’Acclimatation to raise
alpacas, silkworms, and llamas in France were conceived both as evidence
of the expanse of power of the French empire and as solutions to economic
needs of the country for new resources and products. The directors of the
society, Isidore Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire and Etienne Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire,
drew upon the theories of the Comte de Buffon and Jean-Baptiste Lamarck
about the adaptation of living forms according to the demands of the
environment. According to Lamarck, species could change in response to
newly established conditions, which gave rise to new needs. These needs
in turn stimulated the creation of new behaviors and structures, which
turned the animal away from its original path toward perfection of its
form. The directors of the French acclimatization society (who were father
and son) modified Lamarck’s ideas of a drive toward perfection and devia-
tion from that path. Instead, Isidore Saint-Hilaire believed that an ideal-
ized type of a species acted as a common center around which variation of
the species “played.” This became known as the “limited variability of type”
theory: species could be “pushed” to adapt to local climates just enough in
one direction or another to allow for silk to be spun in Paris as well as in
China.'s

By comparison to Linnaeus’s plans and the French visions of empire,
Danish projects in their North Atlantic provinces can be described as mod-
est, driven by practical considerations in response to specific environmen-
tal and economic circumstances rather than theories about biological form
and developments. Eighteenth-century Danish scientists and administra-
tors did not invent elaborate schemes such as trying to grow sugarcane or
raise yaks in Copenhagen. Clearly, however, the activities of natural histo-

rians and administrators in the Danish kingdom and the projects they did
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undertake demonstrate that they too shared a belief in climatic zones and
the importance of climate in determining the characteristics of plants and
animals. As in other regions, these ideas had economic as well as scientific
implications. For example, reindeer were moved from northern Norway,
from the northernmost province of Finnmark, to Iceland in the eighteenth
century in response to famine conditions on the island. Sheep were also
brought from the British Isles after a plague decimated the Icelandic flocks
in the mid-eighteenth century—sheep that were unfortunately as suscep-
tible to illness as the Icelandic variety and that brought further disease to
the Icelandic flocks. There was no actual “acclimatization” practice behind
these projects, merely a theory of climate. Their promoters seem to have
assumed that these animals already belonged in the same climatic zone,
and therefore it should be possible to relocate them without any sort of
acclimatization whatsoever, since they were already acclimated to the
North. By having such a broad conception of the extents of this north-
ern climatic zone, however, the projects tended to elide substantial differ-
ences in environment and climate within this zone—failing to recognize,
for example, that the marshlands of Jutland might support different crops
than the volcanic, acid soil of Iceland.

European theories of the centrality of climate in determining biological
form and function even extended as far as humans, as nineteenth-century
discussions about the ability of white colonial officials to survive in the
tropical colonies indicates.”” For example, during Danish settlement in
Greenland in the early eighteenth century, the 1729 land commission pro-
posed that Icelanders would make the best settlers since they were already
accustomed to the climate and the way of life there. Although there had
been the two medieval Icelandic settlements in Greenland that perished
several centuries after arriving, the notion of moving eighteenth-century
Icelanders to Greenland glossed over the differences between the settled
agricultural practices of the Icelanders and the nomadic hunting lifestyle
of the Inuit of Greenland. From the point of view of the Danish administra-
tion, however, both Icelanders and Greenlanders were people who lived in
the coldest, wildest, and most remote parts of the kingdom and were there-
fore assumed to be similar in character. The author of this suggestion was
most likely Hans Egede, a Lutheran minister who labored for many years
toward the Danish recolonization of Greenland and the conversion of the
Inuit. Probably the administrators on the 1729 commission also assumed

that the Icelanders could provide a link between the Danes and Inuit by
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teaching European agricultural practices to the Inuit. A list of 166 Iceland-
ers willing to immigrate to Greenland was drawn up, and preparations
were made to supply them with building materials at Nepisene. Before the
arrival of the new colonialists, however, Dutch traders who wanted to pre-
vent further Danish footholds in Greenland destroyed the buildings, and
the attempt was given up. Ultimately, the Danish colonies in Greenland
proved to be more stable after the establishment of the royal monopoly of
Greenlandic trade in 1774 (Den Kongelige Gronlandske Handel) improved
their economic position.'®

There were other eighteenth-century population relocation projects
within the Danish state: following the Laki volcanic eruptions in Iceland,
some officials considered moving Icelanders from their island—which had
clearly proved to be uninhabitable from the Copenhagen perspective—to
Jutland, another marginal region of the Danish kingdom. This move would
also have alleviated the problem of the eighteenth-century depopulation
of the Jutland peninsula, where the landscape was also being dramatically
altered by sandstorms and soil erosion."” Only eight hundred people made
plans to move, but the 1785 land commission on Iceland rejected the pro-
posal as being unlikely to recoup the cost of resettlement, and this project,
like the proposed move to Greenland, was never realized.*

Another much smaller population relocation project actually was under-
taken, this one with the sponsorship of Skuli Magnisson’s joint-stock com-
pany: the transportation of ten farming families from Norway and Jutland
to Iceland in 1752 seems to have been based on the idea that crops grown
in Norway and Jutland would thrive with the same techniques in Iceland;
the only necessary step was to bring teachers to instruct the natives, in the
way that Hans Christian Bech would later recommend. The project ended
only ten years later, with the return of the “foreign” families home and its
instigators judging it to be failure. There is not enough evidence to pinpoint
why the scheme did not expand more broadly and involve larger numbers
of people. The report of the sheriff, Bjarni Halldérsson, who hosted two
of the Jutland families, gives a mixed and not completely conclusive pic-
ture. Bjarni claimed that one of the newly arrived families was ambitious,
but the other required instruction and supervision. According to him, the
newcomers maintained that their duties should be limited to working in
the fields and that they had the right to the same food and drink to which
they were accustomed in Denmark. There seem to have been at least as

many cultural, and possibly linguistic, differences and problems as agricul-
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tural ones. After ten years, the last of the foreign farmers returned home, at

company expense, in 1762.*'

REINDEER IN ICELAND: A FOREIGN IMPORT
OR NATURAL IMPLANT?

None of this experimentation with moving people and animals around the
North Atlantic could have been described as fully successful even by the
optimistic promoters, but at least one project did have a lasting impact on
the landscape of Iceland that continues to this day: the importation of rein-
deer to the island from Finnmark in Norway. In some respects, this scheme
could even be described as too much of a good thing. Taking a closer look
at the history of reindeer in Iceland helps to sort out what the intentions
and the consequences were for the Enlightenment visions of the improve-
ment of the island.”* The first proposal to buy six reindeer in Norway and
transport them to Iceland was in 1751.%° This idea, like so many others at the
time, did not come immediately to fruition, however, and the first animals
did not actually arrive in Iceland until 1771. The years in between 1751 and
1771 were particularly hard ones for the island: there was a famine from
1751 to 1758, and in 1761 an outbreak of scabies and lung disease among the
English sheep that had come to Iceland began and lasted until 1770. The
resumption of the plans to transport reindeer in 1771 after the twenty-year
hiatus can probably be attributed to worsening environmental and agri-
cultural conditions and the perceived need for a particularly hardy animal
to replace the sheep population, which had declined by 60 percent in the
previous nine years. In general the requests and inquiries to Norway for
shipments of reindeer were written with reference to the specific hardships
of the Icelandic eighteenth century. For example, another shipment of ani-
mals was sent by an Icelandic priest living in Norway when he heard the
news of the 1783 volcanic eruptions in Iceland.**

In 1771 a group of thirteen reindeer arrived in the country in response
to a request by the Danish governor of Iceland, L. A. Thodal, and were sent
to the Westman Islands off the southern coast. This first attempt did not
augur well for the future of reindeer in Iceland; of this group, about half
or more died the following winter of unknown causes. Another group of
seven animals was released in southern Iceland, but they disappeared as

well. This was followed by larger shipments of thirty to thirty-five animals
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in 1777, 1784, and 1787, which were settled both on the Reykjanes peninsula
and in northeast Iceland, around Lake Myvatn and north of Vatnajokull
(see map 2, page 37). Their mortality rate during the shipboard journey from
Norway was high; in these transports almost one-third of the animals were
lost before their arrival to the island. Once they reached their destination,
however, the later arrivals seem to have generally thrived. In 1781, farmers
reported seeing a herd of at least seventy reindeer in an area where a small
group of animals had been released.” Another report from local informants
claimed that there were herds of several hundred reindeer in Iceland by the
1790s.%¢

This lack of precise accounting for the increases in reindeer populations,
and apparent lack of knowledge about the health of Icelandic reindeer in
general, however, reveals something peculiar about transplant project from
the outset. Reindeer are, and were, domesticated animals in northern Nor-
way, raised by the Saami people living in northern Norway, Sweden, and
Finland. When the animals came to Iceland, there was apparently little
interest in keeping them as domestic animals, and the groups were simply
released into the wild. This practice is puzzling: contemporaneous sources
suggest that the officials wanted the reindeer to become herding animals
and replace the sheep that had died during the plague. In 1786, the new gov-
ernor, H. C. D. V. von Levetzow, suggested that some Saami families should
be brought to Iceland to teach the Icelanders how to keep reindeer.?” This
was never done, although it would have been consistent with Hans Chris-

tian Bech’s recommendations and with other reform projects. However,

FIG. 8 Icelandic reindeer. Photo courtesy of Skarphédinn G. Périsson.
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the idea of bringing Saami families to Iceland was dropped because the
governor of Finnmark reported that the Saami nomadic lifestyle required
wild meadows with large amounts of lichens and brushes in which they
could find food for their animals and erect tents. Since these were clearly
not part of the landscape of Iceland, the government became convinced
that it would have been unsuitable to bring these people to Iceland along
with their animals.?®

Whatever the reasons for the lack of a consistent effort to establish rein-
deer husbandry in Iceland, the results of the policy were clear and are a
familiar story in environmental history. Left to themselves, the reindeers
ate lichens, which the Icelanders also used as food, and competed with the
remaining sheep for pastureland.” The farmers began to complain and
as soon as 1790 requested permission to hunt the reindeer.’® At this time,
there were an estimated 300-400 reindeer in one of the northern districts.
The request was granted but was limited for three years and to one district,
also with restrictions on the number, age, and sex of the animals. The quota
set seemed inadequate to control the population, however, because a fur-
ther demand in 1794 to hunt reindeer resulted in the extension of the per-
mission to three districts. In 1798, farmers were allowed to hunt reindeer
anywhere in Iceland.” In 1810, a local sheriff in northeast Iceland reported
that, because the reindeer were still ruining the sheep pastures there, the
animals had been more of a plague than a benefit, and he recommended
not only that permission to hunt them should be extended indefinitely but
that the government should distribute free bullets to the farmers for this
purpose.’” By 1849, the farmers had achieved their goal of being able to
hunt reindeer anywhere in Iceland and without age or sex restrictions. It
appears that they had convinced the government that reindeer were a pest
and not a benefit to Iceland. Efforts to bring the reindeer population under
control proceeded slowly during the nineteenth century, but by 1882 they
had disappeared from many places where they had been introduced. In
1940, research to study the reindeer populations began, with the intent of
protecting the stocks from further declines.”® Today, Icelandic reindeer are
hunted under a quota system, with fines levied for violation of the quotas.
Culturally, a certain perception of these animals as “foreign” to Iceland,
despite their now two-hundred-year-long history there, persists to some
degree, and the idea of eliminating the animals continues to be raised now
and then, although it is not considered seriously by the Icelandic govern-

ment, which manages the reindeer population and issues hunting licenses.**
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SCIENCE IN SERVICE TO THE STATE

The reindeer experiment in Iceland suggests that while officials may have
found it theoretically unproblematic to transform and transplant the flora
and fauna of the North, these ideas did not play out so simply, nor did local
farmers necessarily agree with Danish administrators’ concepts about
the homogeneity of “northern nature.” But the idea that certain types of
animals, plants, and people possessed qualities particular to the North
Atlantic region of the kingdom—and that this region was a relatively homo-
geneous one—was, despite these experiences, very persistent.” Although
the Danish projects conceived along these lines were often interpreted as
having failed by their instigators, this does not mean that these plans were
in principle ill-conceived or useless. The idea of looking to neighboring
regions as models and appropriating animals, plants, or people arose from
the Enlightenment bureaucratic principle of seeking thorough knowledge
of a governed territory. Thorough, accurate, and scientific knowledge of a
place was after all the basis upon which its transformation could be envi-
sioned. This approach combined the Enlightenment interest in science,
collection, and encyclopedic knowledge with the ideal of state service, as
Linnaeus advocated. The practice of royal scientific societies commission-
ing natural histories for regions within the boundaries of the state—as
well as from more exotic realms like the Americas, the Near East, and the
South Pacific—was common throughout western Europe in the eighteenth
century. Niels Horrebow’s Tilforladelige Efterretninger om Island (Natural
History of Iceland), Eggert Olafsson’s and Bjarni Palsson’s Reise igiennem
Island (Travels in Iceland), Erik Pontoppidan’s Det forste Forsog paa Norges
naturlige Historie (The First Natural History of Norway), and Olaus Ola-
vius’s Oeconomisk Reyse igiennem de nordvestlige, nordlige, og nordostlige
Kanter af Island (Journey through the North, Northwest, and Northeast
Regions of Iceland) were examples of such large, state-funded natural his-
tories written in the encyclopedic style in the Scandinavian countries.*
Complete and accurate natural histories of Iceland were understood as
the basis upon which agricultural reformers could build. One of the main
themes in these mid-eighteenth-century natural histories of Iceland is
the predictability and regularity of nature on the island. These texts point
out that previous travel accounts had exaggerated stories about Icelandic

nature, claiming that nature on the island was exotic and unlike anything
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known in Europe. For example, medieval and Renaissance books told sto-
ries about fabulous monsters living in Iceland, claimed that the Icelandic
climate was perpetually cold, and the volcanoes were constantly erupt-
ing.”” It was these stories to which Arngrimur Jénsson, the Icelandic saga
scholar and church official, objected when he complained in 1592 of the
“strangers” whom “it hath pleased by false rumors to deface, and by man-
ifold reproches to injurie my sayd countrey, making it a by-word, and a
laughing-stocke to all other nations.”® Contrary to what readers had been
told by others, Arngrimur informed them that Mount Hekla was not the
mouth of hell, Iceland was not perpetually surrounded by ice, and Iceland-
ers did not hold their wives in common. In addition, he added, there were
neither horses that could run twenty leagues at one stretch, nor whales as
large as mountains.

In the mid-eighteenth century, at about the same time as the improve-
ment projects of the reforming officials were getting underway, Horrebow,
Eggert Olafsson, Bjarni Palsson, and Olavius also took up the idea of writ-
ing natural histories with the intention of correcting existing false stories
about Iceland. Horrebow’s book pointed out that his natural history was
founded on “what he himself” had “seen and experienced” during the two
years he spent on the island.* Thus, his book portended to be a more valid
source of knowledge than the 1746 Nachrichten von Island, Grénland, und
der Strasse Davis (Reports from Iceland, Greenland, and the Davis Strait)
of Johann Anderson, the mayor of Hamburg, who had based his account
only on sailors’ reports.*” Among many other points, Horrebow disputed
Anderson’s claim that there were pools of burning water surrounding
Mount Hekla that ignited spontaneously for fourteen days every year.
There was no reason, argued the Danish naturalist, to think that water and
fire in Iceland behaved differently than in other countries—“two opposite
elements will not unite in this country any more than in any other.”*' Such
pools had never existed in Iceland, since it was contrary to any experience
to imagine that water can burn. If Anderson had visited Iceland and not
relied on far-fetched tales spread by casual visitors, Horrebow implied,
he would have realized the mistake. Horrebow then went on to explain
Anderson’s many other errors: that foxes in Iceland were also red, as in
Norway and Denmark, and not black, and that domesticated horses also
existed on the island, not just the wild varieties.

After spending two years in Iceland, Horrebow was recalled to Den-

mark.*> Two Icelanders—the poet and legal scholar Eggert Olafsson, and
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Bjarni Palsson, a physician—were sent by the Danish Royal Scientific
Society to take his place and write a natural history of the entire coun-
try.® Their trip around Iceland in 1752-57 produced two large volumes
of Reise igiennem Island (Travels in Iceland) that were translated into the
major European languages. In their account, Eggert and Bjarni explicitly
attempted to discredit many of the old tales about Icelandic nature. In the
section on the eastern districts of Iceland, they mentioned the reports of
monstrous snakes or worms living in lakes and rivers there. Since their
readers were certainly too learned to believe such tales, the authors tried
to pose some explanation for the existence of these stories. There were no
other animals large enough in Iceland to have been confused for monsters
of this size, therefore the large waves and disturbances of the water attrib-
uted to monsters must have been caused by winds and storms that are char-
acteristic of the eastern part of the island, and the bodies of monsters must
have been shadows or reflections. Eggert and Bjarni’s explanation—while
unlikely to persuade anyone who did believe in the existence of Icelandic
sea monsters— was modeled on the methodical approach to establishing
truth and authority about the natural world common during the Enlight-
enment, confronting “false stories” and attempting to replace them with
reliable explanations based on regular laws and principles of nature.**
Olavius’s Oeconomisk Reyse igiennem de nordvestlige, nordlige, og nor-
dostlige Kanter af Island (Journey through the North, Northwest, and
Northeast Regions of Iceland) was written to supplement the report of the
1770 land commission, which had not visited these areas in their investiga-
tion. Olavius did not counter the “false stories” point by point in the way
that Eggert and Bjarni did. However, he complained about many authors,
including Anderson, who had previously written about Iceland but who
“have not even the most basic knowledge of the circumstances of the coun-
try.”** The correction of such deficiencies in knowledge through accurate
natural histories was, according to Olavius, an important step in the proj-
ect of improvement in Iceland, since it was exactly this lack of knowledge
and falsehoods that had caused many people to believe that the condition
of the island was especially impoverished and hopeless. While Olavius rec-
ognized the many natural resources that Iceland lacked, he concluded, with
the typical Enlightenment optimism that the reforming officials generally
shared, that “other countries have just as many deficiencies in resources as

Iceland does.”*®
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In this text, the connection between the interests of natural histori-
ans employed by the Danish state and its reforming officials can be seen
directly. The introduction to Oeconomisk Reyse was written by Jon Eiriks-
son, a highly placed official in the Danish Treasury, and an important
advocate for Skuli Magnusson’s company and its reform projects. In his
introduction, Jon devoted many pages to discussing these projects, tying
together the aims of the accurate and complete description of Icelandic
nature that followed in the book with the goal of improving human use of
this nature through useful projects. A similar congruence of interest and
personal connection existed between Skuli Magnusson and Niels Hor-
rebow. While Horrebow was writing the natural history of Iceland that
King Frederick V commissioned during the winter of 1750-51, he stayed at
Skuli’s home at Bessastadir in southwestern Iceland. At the same time that
Skali sent his appeal for funds to establish the Nye Indretninger to Copen-
hagen in the fall of 1751, Horrebow returned to the capital and presented his
findings to the king. In addition to this encyclopedic, state-funded project,
during his stay in Iceland Horrebow also wrote a shorter treatise, more
directly addressing himself to the problems of the Icelandic economy. This
fifty-one-page treatise begins with a general description of Iceland before
proceeding to a discussion of particular problems, in which Horrebow
discusses the industries of Iceland: namely, fishing, agriculture, forestry,
tanning skins, wool spinning, and making rope. He recommends that
the government invest in factories and manufacturing as the best way of
improving the local economy—ideas that almost certainly were influenced
by his relationship with Skali.*”

Icelandic and Danish naturalists during the Enlightenment attempted to
use their position of authority and privileged knowledge about Iceland, as
natives or as long-term visitors, to counter the romantic and wild claims of
more distant writers. In the natural histories written during the early period
of European exploration of the globe, the trope of a place’s “exotic nature”
seems to have been often linked with the idea of the inhabitants’ “savage
primitivism,” and these were notions that the Enlightenment authorities
wanted to dismiss. In Arngrimur’s opinion, for example, the “strangers”
who believed that the Icelandic waters were inhabited by monsters were
also likely to believe that Icelanders held their wives in common, and this
reasoning had led to the poor reputation of the islanders in other coun-

tries. His is an early example of the belief that was widespread in the eigh-

NORDIC BY NATURE 77



teenth century, namely that the moral character of people was determined
by their natural surroundings. This concern was not completely unfounded:
Anderson, who repeated stories about strange Icelandic creatures, also had
a very low opinion of the inhabitants of the island, considering them to be
little better than animals themselves.*® The Icelandic and Danish elite had
an interest in discounting this exoticism, which separated the island from
the civilized world, and argued instead in their natural histories that Ice-
land was just like any place that the reader might live himself. Since the
mid-eighteenth-century natural histories of Iceland were translated into the
major European languages, their wide readership would then gain a correct

and reassuring—although perhaps less exciting—picture of the island.

THE MANAGED NORTH

Armed with the knowledge from natural histories that nature in Iceland
was fundamentally similar to nature in other places, writers who were
interested in improving Iceland’s natural resources and economy could
therefore be filled with optimism and ambition. If Iceland were a very
strange place, where monsters lived and where the laws of physics oper-
ated differently than elsewhere, then the prospect of trying to transform
or improve such a territory would have been daunting, if not impossible.
But the latest and most authoritative scientific investigations, appearing at
the same time that new agricultural and animal husbandry projects were
being launched in Iceland, showed that Icelandic nature was unexcep-
tional; the natives’ economic use of their natural resources was simply less
developed than in other regions of the North Atlantic, such as the Shetland
Islands. For reforming officials, the path to the Icelandic future was there-
fore clear: Iceland could be a “second Norway” or just like the Shetlands.
Improvement projects assumed that the basic circumstances and raw mate-
rials of nature were homogeneous throughout the North Atlantic. Send-
ing Icelanders to the Shetlands to learn how to cure fish, bringing farming
families to Iceland from Norway and Jutland to promote good agricultural
practices, sending reindeer from Norway, and even transporting Iceland-
ers to Greenland to start farms, were therefore thoroughly rational and
scientific projects that would help to shape a more homogenous and more

productive North Atlantic. If nature was everywhere the same throughout
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the North Atlantic, then only education and technology were needed to
bring the margins of the kingdom up to the standards enjoyed in the center.

It is not possible to determine from the sources whether the writers on
improvements simply borrowed their notion of Icelandic nature from the
natural historians or whether both groups developed similar views at the
same time, since the new outlook suited their common interests so well.
Both the natural historians and administrative officials traveled within the
same social and political circles and belonged to the same associations, and
this new conception of Icelandic nature and the proper method to establish
knowledge of a territory through direct personal observation were part of
a shared set of assumptions within this group. By holding up one region as
an example for another, the natural-history and administrative texts both
suggested that one region could be transformed into another. In the end,
the reader of both genres was presented with a vision of a single North
Atlantic nature, which had the potential to be transformed and improved
through human intervention.

Many Icelandic historians have treated the reforming projects of the late
eighteenth century as ineffectual, apart from perhaps the single example
of the reindeer transport. After the first two decades of the nineteenth
century, there were no longer any large-scale economic or technological
reform projects in Iceland, until the renewed drive toward modernization
in the first decades of the twentieth century, especially after World War II.
Since the Enlightenment reforming impetus seems to have fizzled out by
the 1820s, and the projects were individually dismissed as failures by their
instigators, historians have traditionally assumed that the experiments had
little long-term effect. Gunnar Karlsson, for example, calls the projects
“distressingly unsuccessful” and Harald Gustafsson also evaluates them
as essentially failures.*” But despite their lack of results when considered
individually, these efforts did not disappear without a trace. Iceland in the
nineteenth century became less isolated and more connected to Europe in
many ways— culturally, economically, and intellectually—than it had been
previously. The appearance in the mid-eighteenth century of natural histo-
ries about Iceland, and especially their translation into the major European
languages, certainly played a role in shortening the perceived distance
between Iceland and Europe. Although some natural histories still contin-
ued to describe “exotic” nature and “primitive” people in Iceland, at least

nature and culture were described and investigated according to scientific
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principles that Europeans held to be objective and rational after the mid-
eighteenth century.

Eighteenth-century treatises on improvements reached a much smaller
audience than the readers of natural histories. These were not usually
printed and were intended to be read only by the officials to whom they
were addressed and would not have held much general appeal. However,
they too aimed to use rational and scientific principles to describe the sit-
uation in Iceland. Both sets of writers used a single language to discuss
nature in the North Atlantic, and one of the basic assumptions of this lan-
guage was the homogeneity of nature throughout the region. While this
new idea about North Atlantic and Icelandic nature replaced earlier beliefs
in Iceland’s exotic qualities, it also established a new basis for the authority
of an author: in order to know Iceland after the mid-eighteenth century,
one must have lived there. Secondhand reports or short visits were not suf-
ficient. The Enlightenment emphasis on rationality and science, which was
manifesting itself all over Europe, had the effect of transforming Iceland
into an ordinary place, one that could be managed and regulated like any
other region of the Danish kingdom.

This new language was not mere rhetoric in natural histories read by the
European elite or by a few Danish officials, but had results and impact on
the everyday lives of people in the Danish kingdom. It shaped practices that
changed the lives of the lower classes, as the experience of farmers with the
reindeer in Iceland illustrates. Changes in scientific language and culture
had real political and practical meaning. Even though changes in bureau-
cratic practices cannot be said to have arisen solely from natural histories,
and natural histories were not shaped by the will of the state alone, these
two spheres complemented and reinforced each other in Enlightenment
Europe. Although many nineteenth-century foreign writers, influenced by
Romanticism, tried to make Iceland into an exotic place again, the role of
the Icelanders as the voices of authority about their own country, estab-
lished in the eighteenth century, could not be diminished later.

Furthermore, this new view of North Atlantic nature was not imposed
by Danish bureaucrats from above; rather, the powerful Icelandic elite, the
“big fishinasmall pond” such as Skuli Magnusson and Magnus Stephensen,
recognized that it could also be a tool that served their own interests as
Icelanders as well as those of the Danish state. Unlike the late-nineteenth-

century Icelanders, such as Joén Stefdnsson, who sought to link the nature of

80 NORDIC BY NATURE



Iceland with that of Great Britain as a means of disentangling the connec-
tion between their country and Denmark, these Enlightenment Icelanders
looked within the Danish state for their tools and voice of authority. There
was, in the end, an ironic result of managing nature in eighteenth-century
Scandinavia: in establishing themselves as the special authorities about
nature in Iceland, native Icelanders ended up transforming their country
in European eyes into a more “ordinary” and less exotic place, similar to

the other North Atlantic provinces of the Danish kingdom.
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The possibility arose of unwelcome contrasts between Inuit and European
adaptation to the Arctic. . .. Suppose an inhabitant of Thule or Angmagssalik
had studied the background of the painting [Millais’s North-West Passage,
which portrays an old sailor gazing nostalgically at pictures of British polar
expeditions], and said: why are those men pulling the sledge themselves? Where
are their dogs? Or: what peculiar snowshoes. Or: those clothes don’t look that

warm.—Francis Spufford (1996)

3| MASTERING THE WORLD’S
EDGES

Technology, Tools, and Material Culture
in the North Atlantic

espite the work of the officials to improve material conditions in

the North Atlantic, making a living there was never easy. One of

the problems for the farmers, at whom the Icelandic and Danish
officials aimed most of their efforts, was the absence of tools, especially
plows. Thomas Tarnovius, who lived in the Faroe Islands for five years as
a young man in the 1650s when his father was a pastor on the island of
Suduroy, wrote in his description of the Faroes that “not very much can
be said about the farmers in the Faroes, since they have only few fields to
work, and in these fields they do not use the plow, but must turn over by
hand as much earth as they can use, using spades for this, and with great

difficulty, since the soil is full of stones.”” One hundred and fifty years later,
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the Faroe Islanders had made little progress in this regard, according to
Jorgen Landt, who was also a pastor there. In his Forsog til en Beskrivelse
over Feerperne (Description of the Faroes), Landt pointed out the multiple
difficulties with the introduction of plows to the islands. Even if the farm-
ers had plows, he wrote, there was no wood to repair them and keep them
in working condition. And even if they had the wood, most importantly
the farmers lacked the knowledge to repair this tool. Although some Faroe
Islanders had gone to Norway in order to learn about plowing, this attempt
at technology transfer within the Danish kingdom had not yielded results,
according to Landt, although he did not report what happened to these
individuals.?

Although Tarnovius and Landt made the same basic observation about
agricultural conditions in the Faroes, there was a shift in the way each
thought about the absence of plows. Tarnovius limited his comment to a
bare description of the farmers’ circumstances, while Landt sought in addi-
tion to explain the reasons for this technological deficiency of the islands.
Landt’s approach is typical of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century texts
on the North Atlantic, which give the impression of reiterating a well-worn
and familiar theme. By 1800, these authors were no longer just pointing out
long-standing problems, they were also seeking explanations for why the
problems of tools and technology in the North Atlantic were so persistent,
and why the efforts of reforming officials over the prior half century had
failed to take root. The explanations offered usually rested on one or both
of two causes: the deficiencies of North Atlantic natural conditions and
resources, or the diminished moral and intellectual capacity of the natives
of the region.

What did foreigners’ observations about material conditions in the
North Atlantic lead them to conclude about the people who lived there?
How did their evaluation of these material conditions influence their eval-
uations of the difference between their homes and their fellow country-
men and the people they encountered in the North Atlantic? Throughout
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the depressed circumstances in
Iceland and the rest of the North Atlantic was a theme in many European
travelogues, including those of Uno von Troil in 1772, Ida Pfeiffer in 1845,
and Richard Burton in 1872. Although these three had different impres-
sions of Iceland—von Troil was mostly positive, Pfeiffer and Burton rather
disparaging—their conclusions on the subject of Icelandic material condi-

tions were similar. The writers tended to portray the North Atlantic as a
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static place, where technology did not advance beyond “primitive” condi-
tions and the natives continued to struggle with the same problems over
the course of centuries.

Although European impressions of North Atlantic nature, as in these
texts, were diverse, the conclusions about material and technological con-
ditions there were much more consistent. Individuals who found North
Atlantic nature exotic as well as those who found it unexceptional agreed
that the region’s technology and material state were below expectations.
If the traveler measured the North Atlantic against the conditions of his
or her home, the North Atlantic appeared deficient, often surprisingly so,
given the otherwise high levels of literary and cultural achievement that
the travelers also took note of. Was this a contradiction, and, if so, how
could it be reconciled?

The North Atlantic narrative of technology, material conditions, and
tools parallels the stories of North Atlantic nature. The technological nar-
rative was written by foreign travelers, by natives, and by visitors who
settled in the North Atlantic, such as Danish and German missionaries
in Greenland. David E. Nye, in his America as Second Creation: Technol-
ogy and Narratives of New Beginnings, discusses “technological narratives”
of the settlement of North America.” Central tools, such as the axe, the
mill, or the railroad, functioned as symbols of American mastery over the
new land and the story of this conquest, he argues. In the North Atlan-
tic, although plows and their absence were frequently discussed, no sin-
gle objects emerge in a similar way, but rather material conditions taken
as a whole were read as narratives of the culture. On the North Atlantic
frontier, however, the story was considerably more ambiguous than on the
North American. Rather than a straightforward tale of progress, the qual-
ity and deficiency of material conditions were linked to variable patterns

of human history.

"MEASURING MEN AND MACHINES”
IN THE NORTH ATLANTIC

Incongruity between literature and technology in the North Atlantic was
only surprising once travelers understood the relationship between mate-
rial conditions and the character of the people who created and lived in

them as a general principle of human history. In eighteenth- and nine-
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teenth-century Europe, the narrative of industrial progress promoted by
thinkers such as French positivist philosopher Auguste Comte and the Vic-
torian political historian Thomas Carlyle connected the improvement of
material culture to the improvement of moral character. Material culture
was the outward signifier of the inner character.* People who were unwill-
ing or unable to improve their tools showed their deficient moral and intel-
lectual states. By the late nineteenth century, the people designated in this
way by European travelers were often the colonized peoples of Africa and
Asia, who did not have the intellectual capacity to invent machines, but
were instead awed by the Europeans’ use of emblematic tools such as guns.’

According to this hierarchy, the Icelanders and other inhabitants of the
North Atlantic could also be categorized as people who were not, like the
Europeans, on the evolving path toward improvement. To many visitors,
this stagnation indicated some deficiency of character despite high levels of
literary and cultural achievement. According to von Troil in 1772, the Ice-
landers “continue to work in the manner they are used to, without think-
ing of useful improvements.”® Seventy years later, Pfeiffer complained of
the lack of hygiene and sanitation in Iceland and the poor condition of
the agriculture. She argued that the land was fertile enough; the fault was
with its management because Icelandic farmers failed to drain the bogs
and clear the fields, as German peasants did.” Writing at the end of the
nineteenth century about Icelanders and technology, Burton compared the
islanders with other “primitive” peoples whom he had encountered in his
numerous travels. He also complained about hygiene and lack of accom-
modations and conveniences in Reykjavik, blaming this on the fact that
the “race is thoroughly unmechanical, as we might expect from its social
state.”® To illustrate the point, he told a story about an Icelander misus-
ing a sledge, which the man strapped in front of him instead of dragging
it with a load behind him. Burton compared this native misunderstand-
ing of an imported tool to the “negros” of Sierra Leone carrying wheelbar-
rows loaded on top of their heads. He attributed Icelanders’ relationship to
machines in part to the educational system that, he wrote, “ignores modern
science and especially mechanics.”® In his reference to their “social state,”
Burton placed the Icelanders, together with the people of Sierra Leone, at
a less evolved state than Europeans, who not only understood how tools
should be used but invented the sledge and the wheelbarrow themselves,
and were thus able to spread them among more primitive cultures.

Not all visitors who commented on the use of tools in Iceland in the
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nineteenth century associated their misuse or absence with poor moral
character or intellectual and social underdevelopment. Some pointed
instead to the environment and a lack of natural resources, as did the Ger-
man legal scholar Konrad von Maurer, who visited Iceland in 1858. In his
travel diary, he interspersed lengthy discussions of saga literature, the con-
dition of Icelandic trade, the church and religious life in Iceland, as well as
many other subjects. However, he also noted the lack of building materials
in Iceland, which were imported at great expense, and the poor condition
of Icelandic gardens."® According to him, there were also very few plows, an
observation that indicates this deficiency had been regarded as remarkable
by visitors for at least two hundred years. Von Maurer mentioned the civil
authorities’ efforts to set good examples of agricultural practices and cor-
rect these problems, but, in contrast to Pfeiffer and Burton, faulted mainly
the difficult environmental conditions of the island, and not the inhabit-

ants themselves, for Iceland’s state of mechanical development.

THE EUROPEAN RECOLONIZATION OF GREENLAND
AND THE ROLE OF MATERIAL CULTURE

The level of North Atlantic material conditions and technology, which
was merely irritating or a curiosity for the foreign visitor, was of course a
more urgent concern for the Danish government. The narrative of tech-
nological decline in the North Atlantic appears not only in travel reports
but also in official and semiofficial writings, such as those of Skuli Mag-
ndsson and Magnus Stephensen, for whom the reshaping of both North
Atlantic nature and tools was part of a single project. The Norwegian
Lutheran pastor Hans Egede launched an even more ambitious project
of reform and rebuilding in the North Atlantic in 1711. He was concerned
with the decline of Norse Greenland, the furthermost outpost of civi-
lization in the North Atlantic. Continuous contact between the Norse
settlement there and Europe had been sustained from circa 985 through
the High Middle Ages, when Greenland was a source of exotic luxury
goods for Europeans, including Greenlandic falcons, narwhal and walrus
tusks, polar bear furs, and sealskins." However, a cooling climate over
the course of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries made the European-
style subsistence farming practiced in the Greenland settlements increas-

ingly precarious.'” Although there is much debate about the cause of the
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final demise of the Norse colonies in Greenland, scholars today agree that
the settlements ceased to exist before 1500.

More than two centuries later, Egede conceived the plan of reestablish-
ing the Scandinavian Greenland colonies on their original sites, finding
the remains of the medieval churches and the descendants of the Norse
settlers and restoring the Inuit natives to the Christian flock. He made his
first application to the Danish Crown for funds in 1711 but only received
support ten years later. In 1721, Christian VI granted the Bergen-Green-
land Company monopoly rights to trade in Greenland, outfitted them with
three ships, and gave a state salary to Hans Egede, his family, and a handful
of workmen and traders. Egede and his family established a colony on the
western coast of Greenland in Godthab, where the capital of Nuuk is today
and where the western Viking-age settlement had been located (map 3).
They worked as missionaries among the Inuit, whom Egede believed were
in part descended from the Viking settlers. He and his sons wrote exten-
sively about many aspects of Inuit life, including their language, social
structure, and hunting tools." In the introduction to his major work in 1741,
Det Gamle Gronlands Nye Perlustration eller Naturel-Historie og Beskriv-
else over det Gamle Gronland (The Reemergence of Old Greenland or a
Natural History and Description of Old Greenland), Egede connected the
spiritual restoration of Greenland with its material revitalization. Green-
land, he argued, had once been part of the Christian kingdom, and during
that same period it had been rich in natural products such as whales and
seals.”” He claimed that in the beginning of Greenland’s European history,
that is, during the Norse settlement of the island, the trade from Greenland
had been profitable. Thus, Greenland had the potential to become as valu-
able to the Danish Crown as the other marginalized regions of the Danish-
Norwegian kingdom, such as Iceland and northern Norway—Egede’s own
birthplace. Just as those regions were experiencing economic difficulties
in the eighteenth century, so was Greenland, but there was every reason to
believe that all the earlier conditions could be restored and that the inhab-
itants of the island could enjoy the benefits of improved trade and technol-
ogy, which would arrive with the return of Christianity.

Egede picked up the eighteenth-century European narrative of North
Atlantic material decline and used it as an incentive for future progress,
which he understood as a restoration of the historic conditions of Green-
land.'® Just as the nineteenth-century Icelandic nationalists saw promise

for Iceland’s future prosperity and independence in the return of medi-
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eval conditions, Egede offered the Danish Crown a similar narrative about
Greenland. Looking at the North Atlantic, Egede considered Greenland to
have been the final outpost of European civilization in the North Atlan-
tic, which had slipped away with the demise of the Norse colonies. This
spiritual and moral decline was recognizable in the material conditions of
the inhabitants of Greenland, who during the Middle Ages had practiced
European-style animal husbandry and farming—including using plows—
but no longer did so in the eighteenth century. Analogous, although less
extreme, in Egede’s view, was the decline in material conditions in Ice-
land and northern Norway, but because these inhabitants had remained
Christians they were not in such great need of his ministrations as the “lost
souls” of Norse Greenland. From these closer dependencies to the Danish
Crown, one could reach out to the European Greenlandic past.

Egede’s idea of reconnecting Greenland to the Scandinavian main-
land, and thereby to the civilized world, with Iceland as a go-between, had
already existed in the seventeenth century. Even before Egede, a group of
highly placed and influential Icelandic scholars had pointed out the advan-
tages of reestablishing trade between Iceland and Greenland. This, they
argued, would bring both material and spiritual benefit to the inhabit-
ants of Greenland. In 1683, Thormod Torfzus, the royal historiographer
to Christian V, suggested that Icelanders should sail from Breidafjérour
in west Iceland, the point of Erik the Red’s departure, to the Old Norse
settlements in western Greenland in order to seek out the descendants of
the original land takers and to support the Danish state. Torfeeus’s ideas
were supported by Arngrimur Jénsson Vidalin, whose grandfather had
also written about Greenland."” In his book, Arngrimur the grandson sug-
gested several ways in which the Icelanders could reestablish their con-
nection to Greenland. If there were still descendants of the Norse settlers
there, then the seventeenth-century Icelanders could rescue them; if the
settlers had died out, then the Icelanders could bring Christianity to the
heathens. This spiritual mission also entailed the duty to investigate the
material conditions in Greenland and the products of the country, and to
send craftsmen to help improve the tools for fishing and hunting whales."®
The Icelandic historian Arni Magnusson also promoted the idea of redis-
covering “old Greenland” (det gamle Gronland) in Denmark and recom-
mended Arngrimur’s book to the king’s minister of finance, Joachim von
Ahlefeldt.”® This Icelandic scholarship on Greenland argued that, because

of their historic ties, it was the Icelanders’ duty and privilege to reestablish
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the connection to Greenland. Even though the sailing routes suggested by
Torfeeus and Arngrimur were not used, and Icelanders ultimately played
only a small role in the Danish recolonization of Greenland, their notion
of “old Greenland” as a place linked to Denmark through Iceland was still
influential within the Danish kingdom.

The cultural link between Iceland and Greenland was also supported
by the existence of two sagas dealing with Greenland. These two stories,
about the Norse settlers in Greenland and the discovery of Vinland, Erik
the Red’s Saga and The Story of the Greenlanders (Eiriks saga rauda and
Greenlendinga pdttr), were composed in Iceland sometime in the thirteenth
century. Like the other Icelandic family sagas, they are mostly realistic sto-
ries, with some elements of fantasy—such as the appearance of a uniped, a
one-legged creature who shoots an arrow and kills one of the main char-
acters in Erik the Red’s Saga. Aside from this sort of incident, both stories
reliably recount essentially the same tale, dealing of the adventures of the
members of the Eiriksson family, their life in Greenland, and their explo-
ration of Vinland. As they are simple stories with a small cast of charac-
ters—especially as compared to the major family sagas such as Njdls Saga
or Laxdeela Saga—they are easy to remember and have long been popu-
lar. These stories helped early-modern Scandinavians recall the common
medieval past of Greenland and Scandinavia. They also sustained the belief
in cultural links between Scandinavia and Greenland and fueled Danish
plans for the rediscovery of “old Greenland” as a place properly belonging
to the Scandinavians.*’

These ideas about “old Greenland” thus lay in the background of Egede’s
project of restoration. More important to his success than such cultural
connections, however, was his ability to convince the Danish Crown of its
mercantile interests in Greenland and reinforce the idea of Scandinavian
history in the North Atlantic. Egede’s attention to Greenlandic products
and material conditions resembled that of the Icelandic officials and was
in a similar manner rhetorically and strategically aimed toward his Dan-
ish audience. While he was more concerned with spiritual than material
well-being in the North Atlantic, he recognized the interests of the state in
the project of reclaiming Greenland, and he also realized that these inter-
ests were mainly commercial ones. The Danish state had shown interest in
the commercial products of Greenland by financing Egede, and it began to
pursue these interests in a more systematic way throughout the eighteenth

and nineteenth centuries. When Christian VI assisted Egede and the
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Bergen-Greenland Company, he followed the precedent set by his great-
great-grandfather, Christian IV (1588-1648), who sent several expeditions
to Greenland and attempted to forbid other European nations, particularly
the English, French, Spanish, and Dutch, from whaling around Green-
land.*! Christian IV was, however, mainly occupied by the Thirty Years
War and his warfare with Sweden during his reign, and he only incon-
sistently asserted his rights to Greenland. While the Danish king’s policy
assumed the Scandinavian and Norse heritage of Greenland’s inhabitants,
and therefore Denmark’s right of dominion over them, Christian IV did
not fully enforce this claim. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
English and Dutch ships exploited the whale-rich waters around Green-
land, and other European countries asserted their right to the Greenlandic
trade through the doctrine of the open sea (mare liberum).*

Egede’s mission also faced spiritual competition from outside the Dan-
ish state: Moravian missionaries, many of whom were German speak-
ing, established their missionary station, Neu Herrnhut, in 1733, only
half a kilometer away from Egede’s, followed by one in Lichtenfels farther
south in 1758. Both the Danish and the Moravian missions in Greenland
were small in size. During the period from 1721 to 1910, about 150 Dan-
ish pastors came to Greenland, while there were only about 50 Moravi-
ans there between 1733 and 1800.* A study of these missions suggests that
Neu Herrnhut was the more successful; the Inuit preferred the simpli-
fied church services of the Moravians, with their emphasis on music and
song, to those of the Danish Lutheran mission.** As there was rivalry and
competition between the Lutherans and Moravians—even though on the
surface they were both engaged in the same enterprise of bringing the hea-
then to the Christian flock—it might seem odd that the Moravians decided
to build so close to Egede’s established mission.?* The eighteenth-century
missionary concentration in a tightly circumscribed area on the west coast
of Greenland, however, can probably at least in part be ascribed to interest
in the sites of the European medieval past there and the idea of potential
“lost Christians.” Thus, as eighteenth-century Greenland reemerged as a
sphere of interest for Europeans, it was a meeting point for several different
European commercial and religious interests as well as between Europeans
and indigenous peoples.

Even though Egede placed Greenland in the context of the story of
North Atlantic decline, his writings on the whole were sympathetic toward

the Greenlandic Inuit and their culture. When captured Inuit had been
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presented at European courts in the seventeenth century, observers fre-
quently equated their social level with savages from the New World who
were presented in similar settings. Adam Olearius, a natural historian and
counselor at the ducal court in Gottorp in Schleswig-Holstein, for exam-
ple, recorded his impressions of the Inuit who were brought there from
the Danish court in 1654: they, he wrote, must “really be called savages/for
among them there is no understanding of higher things/no decorum/civil-
ity and decency/[they] live like animals.”*® For Olearius, the Inuit existed
as a people entirely outside of European culture and history. Egede’s view,
however, stood in sharp contrast with this narrative. He instead placed
the Inuit within European history, as the descendants of Norse Vikings.
When he described their culture, lifestyle, language, and tools in Det
Gamle Gronlands Nye Perlustration, he admired their skill with their tools,
harpoons, kayaks, and fishing lines, and the pictures in the book feature
scenes of Inuit tool use prominently (fig. 9). This impression was confirmed
by the report of David Crantz, a Moravian missionary and contemporary
of Egede, in his Historie von Grénland (History of Greenland), which con-
tains a lengthy account of Inuit tools and particular admiration for the
specialization of their spears. Crantz, however, did not adhere to Egede’s
belief in the European ancestry of the Inuit and considered them a heathen
tribe whom the Christian truth had not yet reached. He was therefore dis-
paraging of many of their customs, including the singing and drumming
contests. His negative view of Inuit culture did not, however, include their
hunting skills and tools, which he compared favorably with those of Euro-
peans. Few Europeans, Crantz pointed out, could manage a kayak even
under the calmest conditions, to say nothing of the waters to which the

Inuit were accustomed.?’

THE DEMISE OF “OLD GREENLAND”: INUIT TOOLS
AND NINETEENTH-CENTURY POLAR EXPLORATION

Although Egede and his family succeeded in establishing their settlement
on the Norse site, his vision of the lost Europeans in Greenland ultimately
did not prove convincing to other European eighteenth-century writers on
Greenland. The physical appearance of the captured Inuit and the incom-
prehensibility of their language apparently counted as strong evidence

against the possibility of European descent. Egede never abandoned the
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FIG. 9 Woodcut of Inuit hunting seals on ice, using harpoons, from Hans Egede’s
Det Gamle Gronlands Nye Perlustration (1741). The book also included pictures of Inuit
whale hunting in kayaks, a polar bear being killed with a harpoon, and Inuit hunting
game (rabbits and reindeer) with bow and arrow.

idea himself: he examined the Inuit language for Old Norse root words and
cited the remains of a medieval Norse church at the settlement as support
for his theory. However, he was forced to admit that “the endeavors . . . have
not had all the success one could desire, yet they have opened the way for
new attempts of the same nature . . . not only has the west coast of Green-
land, the so-called ‘Vesterbygd’ been found and resettled, God’s word has

been preached to those ignorant Heathens, who dwell in those places where
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Christianity has been quite extinct and forgot. All this ought to encourage
us to continue with full force our efforts to discover the Eastern shore, where
the chief colony was located; and hopefully the offspring of our old Norwe-
gian and Icelander ancestors may be found; which is not at all impossible.”**

Despite Egede’s cautious optimism, the idea of rediscovering the
Vikings in contemporary Greenland lacked deep resonance in eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century Europe. Certainly the Viking past of Greenland
was not forgotten in northern Europe, where Vikings were for a long time
a source of nationalist and romantic imagery. However, the primary goal of
many European explorers in Greenland in the nineteenth century was not
to find the remains of travelers who had arrived there before.*® Rather, their
purpose was to venture where no one had been before. For them, the North
Atlantic island represented not a European homeland but an unexplored
territory to be conquered. Heroic journeys toward the North Pole and to
the interior of the island, such as John Franklin’s tragic 1845 voyage and
the Norwegian polar explorer Fridtjof Nansen’s cross-country ski trip over
Greenland’s interior ice in 1888, gripped the European imagination more
strongly than settlements on the southern half of the island did. Rather
than portraying Greenland as a place of lost civilization, nineteenth-cen-
tury explorers tended to see it as a wilderness to be explored. While Viking
imagery lent itself well to the ethos of heroic masculinity that emerged, it
was used in a less literal and more poetic incarnation than Egede and his
contemporaries had intended.*

Although the resonance of Egede’s concept of the Inuit as a lost Nor-
dic tribe faded after Danish colonization and conversion of the Inuit took
hold, other European writings on Greenland and its inhabitants often fol-
lowed the example set by Egede and Crantz in their estimations of the Inuit
as a technologically skillful people. The European presence in Greenland,
in fact, depended on their skill, as the products of this labor—sealskins,
whale oil, and baleen—built the connection between Europe and Green-
land. The preindustrial whale and seal hunt was an activity that required
training and practice and could not be casually learned by Europeans, as
Egede and Crantz had pointed out. Although the Danish state’s interest in
establishing reliable trade in these products was clear, the maintenance of
these connections was also difficult during the eighteenth century, as it had
been during the Middle Ages. Similar to the Danish colonies in the West
Indies, Africa, and India, the chief instrument of social policy in Danish

Greenland was the trading company. The first private trading companies
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in Greenland, the Bergen-Greenland Company and the General Company,
failed for financial reasons, resulting in the establishment of the public,
state-run Den Kongelige Grenlandske Handel (the Royal Greenlandic
Trading Company; hereafter KGH) in 1774, which was founded along
purely monopolistic lines.

From the onset, KGH pursued a conservative policy with respect to the
Inuit. Its main interest was in building an efficient trading network and
ensuring the steady flow of Greenlandic products to the mother country.
Since the eighteenth-century plans for the settlement of Icelanders or other
Danish farmers practicing agriculture in Greenland had not come to frui-
tion, the key economic advantage of Greenland to the Danish kingdom
was the Inuit seal hunt. KGH encouraged the continuation of this tradi-
tion, at the expense of other industries that the Inuit could have pursued,
and insisted that the hunt should be carried out using traditional tools. To
ensure this, KGH restricted the numbers of rifles and bullets it allowed
to be imported into Greenland.” This conservative policy continued even
after the liberal reforms in Denmark in the 1830s and 1850s, which gave
other provinces of the kingdom representation in parliament and ended
the trading monopoly in Iceland and the Faroes. The Danish state policy
however, considered the Greenlandic Inuit a primitive people whose cul-
ture could not survive contact with modern societies, and such policies
were enacted for their protection.

The concept of the “unspoiled primitive” was of course a product of
nineteenth-century European Romanticism and not a realistic descrip-
tion of conditions. Contact between Europeans and the Inuit was well
underway in the mid-nineteenth century, and KGH was not in a position
to control more than a part of it. Nineteenth-century British, American,
and Scandinavian explorers were pushing their way up Greenland toward
the North Pole or around Greenland toward the Northwest Passage. The
mid-nineteenth century also saw the international search launched for the
lost expedition of John Franklin, a mystery in which the Inuit report of
the fate of the explorers, brought back to England by John Rae, was the
subject of much controversy.*” In the nineteenth century, northern expedi-
tions brought not only international prestige but also new scientific results.
John Ross, the first recorded European to come into contact with the polar
Inuit living in northwest Greenland in 1818 (whom he called the Arctic
Highlanders) was contributing to the magnetic mapping of the globe. His

nephew, James Clark Ross, located the northern magnetic pole in 1833.%> As
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these nineteenth-century European explorers turned to expanding their
horizons beyond where earlier explorers had reached, they became famil-
iar with Inuit techniques of travel and hunting in Greenland—dogsleds,
harpoons, kayaks, and ice fishing. Although some polar explorers—most
famously Robert Falcon Scott in the Antarctic—were reluctant to adopt
Inuit dogsleds,** others, such as John Rae, admired Inuit technologies and
compared them favorably with European tools and machines.

Some scholars have interpreted this European admiration of and depen-
dence upon Inuit technological skills in polar travel as an indication that
perceptions of the Inuit were an exception to the demeaning attitudes that
nineteenth-century Europeans had toward people of other cultures. Robert
David, for example, claims that British explorers were so impressed by Inuit
skills and survival techniques in the Arctic that they credited the Inuit with
a higher level of civilization than the peoples they encountered in southern
climes.” Francis Spufford’s study of the nineteenth-century British polar
consciousness, however, offers a somewhat different interpretation: not-
ing the privileging of the Inuit within the Victorian tableaux of “primitive
peoples,” he suggests that the British explorers felt technically incompetent
when they compared themselves to the Inuit and therefore omitted the dis-
cussion of Inuit tools in their writings.*® This particular omission seems
to have only characterized the British literature, however. Nineteenth-
century Danish writings on Greenland often followed the example set by
Egede, of praising Inuit tools and hunting skills, although they had by this
time dismissed Egede’s historical justification for this advancement (that is,
his theory of the Inuit’s European ancestry).”’

There are without doubt a significant number of eighteenth- and nine-
teenth-century European texts that judged Inuit hunting skills favorably
and considered that Inuit technological skills set these people apart from
other primitive cultures in European classifications of the world. If, how-
ever, we look closely at the Danish discussion of Inuit tools and consider it
alongside the established narrative of Icelandic and Faroese technological
stagnation, then we can read a single narrative in the descriptions of North
Atlantic technology. The Danish geographer Hinrich Johannes Rink, who
also served on the 1852 government commission in Greenland, wrote several
books on Inuit culture, including a collection of Inuit folktales. His work
was widely read and translated into English and German. Although Rink

had considerable sympathy for the people whom he lived among for some
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twenty years, and admired Inuit tools and their skills, he placed these tools
distinctly at an early stage of human development. Inuit culture, according
to him, was not progressing. All Inuit tools had been invented long ago in
the distant past, and the Inuit had not changed or improved them since
that time. Only the Europeans had introduced mechanical developments
and handicrafts into the country. “The art of catching seals,” he wrote, “is
still pursued in Greenland exactly in the same way as before Europeans
had settled there, without the least change or improvement.” Furthermore,
in his view this stasis was intrinsic and fundamental to Greenlandic cul-
ture. The society was incapable of change unless it came from the outside:
according to Rink, “there is some reason to believe that the abolition of the
ancient manner of hunting seals would prove fatal to the welfare, if not to
the existence, of the present race of inhabitants.”*®

Rink’s analysis of Inuit cultural levels falls into the standard modes of
nineteenth-century European romanticization of primitive people who
live in timeless societies undisturbed by historical processes. Inuit culture
lacked the internal dynamics that drove Western cultures toward higher
levels of development; it only changed in response to the outside forces
of European modernity. Everything that Rink admired about Inuit cul-
ture belonged to its history. Furthermore, the influence of Europeans in
Greenland had caused the decay of Inuit skills in using these tools, as the
traditions were being forgotten. As KGH director for two years himself,
Rink had to be moderate in this position: he was not able to condemn every
aspect of the Europeanization of Greenland. The eighteenth-century mis-
sionaries had of course brought the civilizing influence of Christianity.
However, according to him, the main goal of the Danish administration
in Greenland should be to protect and preserve the native culture against
change and modernity, not to alter it. In another paper, published in 1862,
Rink investigated “the reasons that Greenlanders and similar people living
by hunting decline materially through contact with the Europeans.” Here,
he argued that the original laws of the Inuit were connected to religious
belief and to the authority of the angakok, or shamans. By challenging the
authority of these individuals, the missionaries had destroyed the internal
structure of Inuit life, resulting in the gradual decay of traditional skills.

Rink’s recommendations about Danish social policy toward the Inuit
followed from his views of their cultural level. The duty of the Danish state,

according to him, was to prevent further changes in Inuit culture by restor-
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ing Greenlanders to positions of authority in the local councils. These
councils were in fact introduced in 1862 upon the recommendation of the
commission on which Rink served. For the same reasons, Rink also sup-
ported continuation of the monopoly trade in Greenland because it con-
trolled the import of European goods like rifles and bullets. If unchecked,
the adoption of these technologies would result in further decay of the use
of traditional tools.*® Of course, the irony of Rink’s views was that the social
and economic policies that he promoted encouraged those very aspects of
Greenlandic culture that he regarded as “intrinsic” to it—its inability to
progress technologically.

Rink did not consider Iceland and the rest of the North Atlantic in his
analysis of Inuit culture, as the cultural concept of “old Greenland” had lost
most of its contemporary resonance by the time of his writing. However,
the terms in which he discussed the Inuit relationship to tools, and the cul-
tural meaning of this relationship, bear a striking similarity to the ways in
which Richard Burton and other travelers discussed the Icelandic relation-
ship with tools. According to these writers, neither society had developed
or improved the tools they had inherited from their ancestors. Both Green-
land and Iceland were places untouched by modernity—in both a negative
and positive sense, having neither the conveniences of the traveler’s home
country nor its difficulties. Rink evaluated Greenland and the Greenland-
ers in much the same way that the Victorian literary scholar William Mor-
ris saw Iceland: the North Atlantic represented a refuge from the modern
world, a retreat into the past, and it remained a refuge precisely because,
unlike at home, nothing did change. Plows were not used two hundred
years ago, and—despite all the efforts of the Icelandic modernization
advocates—they were still not used after the Industrial Revolution and the
steam locomotive had arrived in European countries. For Morris and other
writers of his sensibilities, this was a virtue rather than a sign of deficient
moral character, as it went hand in hand with the other primitive aspects
of Icelandic culture that he admired—the absence of a class system and the
freedom from the dehumanizing effects of industrialization.*

The shift from the eighteenth-century Greenland of Hans Egede to the
nineteenth-century Greenland of Hinrich Rink can therefore be summed
up very simply: when Greenland was considered part of Europe, it was pos-
sible for its culture to change and progress. Greenland could be restored,

both materially and spiritually, to a prior state, and it was also capable of
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advancement. This narrative of North Atlantic decline and restoration par-
allels the narrative of the eighteenth-century environmental deterioration
of Iceland and the idea of its restoration. By the nineteenth century, how-
ever, Greenland and its inhabitants had slipped away from the narrative of
European history, and the society was no longer considered to be changing
and developing, either materially or spiritually. This developmental sta-
sis set both Iceland and Greenland apart from European societies, where
progress, for better or for worse, was closely associated with mechanical
innovations. Even though Inuit tools were frequently admired in European
texts, few nineteenth-century writers expected European travelers in the
Arctic to use them; Rink considered that it would be next to impossible
for Europeans to do so. The differences in material culture sharply marked
Greenland as a wilderness, and not a homeland, for nineteenth-century

European explorers.

POLAR EXPLORERS AND THE ADOPTION
OF INUIT TOOLS

This European story of Greenland was firmly situated by the twentieth
century. When the Icelandic Canadian explorer Vilhjalmur Stefinsson
wrote a history of European polar activities in 1921, he looked back on this
nineteenth-century discussion of Greenland and the Arctic and criticized
the Europeans for their reluctance to follow the Inuit example and settle
in the far North. According to Vilhjalmur, during the nineteenth century,
Europeans considered the Arctic climate to be terrible but thought that
certain men had such special heroism that they could overcome it. Vilhjal-
mur thought this theory was utter nonsense: ordinary people could eas-
ily live in the Arctic, as long as they behaved as the Inuit did. He praised
John Ross at the beginning of the nineteenth century for “borrowing some
Eskimo ideas,” such as sledges and dogs, but unfortunately he “used them
with the ineptness of the novice.” To Vilhjalmur it was “extraordinary that
no explorer thought of going directly to the Eskimos and borrowing their
techniques in toto; that instead of learning native methods they found it
necessary to discover for themselves the principles of living and traveling
which the Eskimo had discovered centuries before.”*! Vilhjalmur himself

was a representative of a latter period in Arctic exploration, in which explor-
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ers turned more and more toward native models of exploring and were thus
able to live in the Arctic. He positioned himself directly against the idea
of nineteenth-century polar heroism, as it was expressed, for example, in
the discussions of the search for John Franklin’s lost 1845 expedition. He
believed that no special courage was needed to live in the Arctic because
it was in fact an ordinary place to live, if one adopted an appropriate life-
style—hence his appellation “The Friendly Arctic,” a striking contrast to
the previous century’s images of a desolate wilderness.*
Turn-of-the-century polar explorers did come to adopt Inuit techniques
such as dogsleds and ice-fishing harpoons in the way that Vilhjalmur rec-
ommended. The Danish explorer Knud Rasmussen, for example, recog-
nized the different cultures of living in polar territories, and he took pride
in his mastery of Inuit techniques, which he attributed to his childhood in
Greenland and Inuit anc:estry.43 In Rasmussen’s view, Inuit and European
technologies could be compared on an equal basis in polar travel, although
exploration and technological progress—of which he was not at all in
favor, for similar reasons as Rink—could only be carried out by Europeans.
The American polar explorer Robert Peary—best known for successfully
pushing his claim to have been the first man to have reached the North
Pole—rhetorically managed his use of Inuit techniques in this endeavor
by subordinating their role to that of “cogs in a machine.”** For Peary, the
entire expedition was a factory production, and the dogs, men, sleds, and
boats were all “instruments” equally at his disposal. In his book claiming
his discovery of the North Pole in 1909, he characterizes “man and the
Eskimo dog” as the only two “machines” capable of Arctic travel and the
“Eskimos” as “the most effective instruments for Arctic work,” whom he
“trains in my methods.”** In this scenario, Peary is the master scientist-
engineer who selects the most efficient “tools” for his work, wherever he
might find them, but it is his identity as the designer and user of the tools—
as amale American of European descent—that is central to polar existence.
Within this framework he can easily say in another place in the book that
“we speared the fish in the way that the natives taught us, using the regular
native spear,” without risking his status as heroic conqueror in any way.*¢
Although many twentieth-century Arctic explorers used Inuit tools, this
did not fundamentally change their thinking about them or their evalua-
tion of Inuit culture. Peary’s language, although extremely explicit in the

dynamic of power, is not different from that of nineteenth-century observers.
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For them, Inuit tools did not qualify as a technology that enabled advance-
ment and exploration. For Peary, the tools themselves might be useful but
were subordinate to his system, which only he as a representative of Western
ideology of conquest was able to design and master. Although Peary and his
contemporaries valued Inuit tools in Arctic travel, they often still labeled
them primitive and looked forward to the day when engine-driven sleds
would replace dogsleds as a means of travel. Having finally mastered liv-
ing in the Arctic environment, and living—or so they believed—on equal
footing with the natives there, using their tools, twentieth-century Western
explorers continued to look to their own societies, not the indigenous one,
for improvements in material culture of Greenlandic life.

In the eighteenth century, the technology and material culture of
Greenland showed European travelers how far civilization had declined
there and what efforts had to be made to recover it. Through trading com-
panies and missionary work, Europeans tried to draw this North Atlantic
island back into the material and spiritual circumstances of the civilized
world, by tying it to its medieval Scandinavian history. According to their
own estimations, their recovery and improvement efforts were only par-
tially successful. Survival on the northern edge of this world was con-
sidered precarious throughout the nineteenth century, and most visitors
looked toward further technological improvements, developed in Euro-
pean homelands, to provide the solution to the difficulties of inhabiting
the North. Greenland was imagined as a wilderness to be subdued by men
and machines. Toward the end of the nineteenth century and the begin-
ning of the twentieth, the Western polar explorers came to consider Inuit
tools essential for traveling and living in the Arctic. Their use of these tools,
however, did not entail a reevaluation of the culture that produced them.
Even for Knud Rasmussen, who was part Inuit himself, the culture was
not a dynamic one that produced innovations, and the Inuit knew no such
concept as “exploration.” For Rasmussen, as for William Morris, this was
a positive aspect of North Atlantic life when it was compared to the prob-
lems created by European invasions and intrusions into other societies.
The story that Europeans told about tools and civilization in the North
Atlantic over two centuries of contact shows that this region had for them
flexible qualities—it was part of home when this characterization served
economic, political, and cultural interests; it was an exotic wilderness when

these qualities served other intellectual and cultural needs. In both cases,
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much of what was said by Europeans about the Inuit and their ways of liv-
ing was not about a living people but instead described an imaginary Inuit

held in the minds of explorers.

NORTH ATLANTIC ISLANDS OF TECHNOLOGY
IN A COLD WAR WORLD

The paternalistic Danish colonial policy in Greenland and the roman-
tic images that Europeans had of both Greenland and Iceland came into
increasing conflict with the realities of North Atlantic existence. In the first
decades of the twentieth century, and with a faster pace following World
War II, both Iceland and Greenland became technically modernized West-
ern countries. This occurred especially as a result of the strategic location
and role the North Atlantic islands played in cold war politics and with the
establishment of the American military bases in both Iceland and Green-
land.*” The establishment of these bases had a dramatic effect on both
societies in terms of their cultural and psychological distance from moder-
nity, and the postwar years were times of rapid social change in the North
Atlantic. The introduction of technologies such as the radio in Greenland
before World War II “brought the world nearer to Greenland,” as one his-
torian puts it.*®

Although substantial parts of the North Atlantic infrastructure, includ-
ing the building of highways and airports, only came about with postwar
foreign imports, the mechanization of the Icelandic fishing industry was
already underway between 1900 and 1940. Iron-hulled steam trawlers
replaced wooden fishing boats, and motors replaced sails and oars. Follow-
ing the British and French examples, steam and eventually diesel engines
were introduced. The landholding class in Iceland resisted technological
modernization of the fishing trade, which they had for a long time held to
be a less respectable occupation than farming.*” Small-scale technologi-
cal innovation and gradual change characterized the development of the
Icelandic fishing fleet. Technological conservatives held a strong political
advantage, as the Icelandic system of political representation favored the
rural areas. Despite the powerful social forces that stood against them, in
the end the small-scale Icelandic fishermen were able to implement these
new technologies. The conflict illustrates, however, the ambivalent history

of technological improvements in the North Atlantic. There were many
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voices—both foreigners and natives—who opposed the introduction of
modernity through technology into this region. Tools, and their absence,
were powerful symbols of social development for the North Atlantic islands.

Unlike many other parts of the world during the nineteenth century,
Greenland was an arena where, at least at times, the natives had an oppor-
tunity to reverse the European gaze and look condescendingly at how inept
the Europeans were at survival in their environment. European discomfort
at perceiving themselves as the objects rather than the masters of this gaze
was a sensation that had to be managed in one way or another. If, Francis
Spufford argues, the British managed this by ignoring Inuit tools, other
Europeans managed it by developing condescending and paternalistic atti-
tudes and policies toward tools and the people who used them in the North
Atlantic—for example, by allowing the Inuit to have “skill” but denying
them “innovation,” the creative impulse in design of which only Europe-
ans were capable. Europeans’ discomfort about travel in Greenland was a
quintessentially North Atlantic experience that went hand in hand with
the feelings of being lost and having wandered off the map of the unknown
world.

The story of Greenland and its relationship to Europe is a complex one,
where the pendulum swings back and forth—from being the last outpost of
European Christendom, to a lost heathen wilderness, and then back again.
Nor does the story end simply here with kayaks and spearfishing. Linguists
and missionaries were the next to take up the European narrative of Green-
land. Their tools of exploration were not dogs and sleds but tape recorders
and pronunciation guides. Were these better guides in charting a course in
the North Atlantic? Were linguists better able to escape the feeling of con-
fusion in the region than explorers were? The discussion of language in the
North Atlantic was more theoretical, more imaginary, and in some ways a
less pragmatic exercise than the discussion of tools, but it was carried out in

some of the same ways that physical exploration of the North Atlantic was.
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Those Greenlanders, who are able to express their thoughts in speech
and writing, speak and write their language just as the Europeans do.

—C. W. Schultz-Lorentzen (1951)

Not one day of my adult life has passed without amazement at how
poorly the Danes and Greenlanders understand each other. It’s worse
for the Greenlanders, of course. It’s unhealthy for the tightrope walker
to be misunderstood by the person holding the line. And the Inuit’s life
in this century has been a tightrope dance on a rope fastened on one end
to the world’s least inhabitable land with the world’s most severe and
most changeable climate, and on the other end to the Danish state’s

administration.—Peter Hoeg (1992)

4 | TRANSLATING AND
CONVERTING

Language and Religion in Greenland

he inside of the grocery store in the village of Kulusuk in East

Greenland looks like any other Danish grocery store. The jam is

a well-known Danish brand (Den Gamle Fabrik), the yogurt also
comes from Denmark, and the socks and underwear, like those everywhere
else in the world, are made in Mexico and the Philippines. Most of the meat,
rather strangely for a place that is still often referred to in tourist guides as a
“hunting society,” is deep-frozen and shipped in from Denmark. It all costs
about the same as it would in Copenhagen—that is, expensive by Ameri-
can standards but not exorbitant, considering how far Kulusuk is from the
manufacturing centers. Only in one aisle of the store do you realize that

you are not, after all, in Copenhagen: the aisle where they sell the hunting
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rifles. The prices for these start around 5,000 Danish kronor (just over US
$900). The bullets might be kept behind the counter, out of the reach of
children and “drunken persons,” to whom it is also forbidden, according to
the posted sign, to sell alcohol. But where you might find the ammunition
was not immediately apparent to me, as the shopkeeper—also in keeping
with Copenhagen standards—conversed only taciturnity with the patrons.

Being able to buy a can of Coke in East Greenland is a bit strange,
because globalization, which is usually either blamed or credited with
bringing Coke from Atlanta, Georgia, to seemingly all other parts of the
world, is a very recent phenomenon in Kulusuk. The first foreign travelers
to meet the inhabitants of the Ammassalik district, of which Kulusuk—a
village of about three hundred people—is a part, were the Danish captain
Gustav Holm and his party in 1884." Although a Danish trading and mis-
sion station was founded there ten years later, and another Danish expedi-
tion came in 1898, European interest in Greenland remained, as it had been
since the seventeenth century, focused on the western coast of Greenland.
Western Greenland is also where Nuuk, the capital, is today and where
the Norse Greenlandic settlement was established by Erik the Red (Eirikur
Porvaldsson) and his family when they came from Iceland. The historical
memory of this Nordic past was so dominant in Europe that settlement
and explorations focused on the western part of Greenland, even though
the eastern part is actually closer to Europe (although more difficult to
travel to because of the sea-ice conditions). As the European encounter
with western Greenland predates the European encounter with eastern
Greenland by about one thousand years, and the interior ice of Greenland
was not crossed until 1888, visitors tend to refer to places like Kulusuk as
“untouched”—although clearly this is not the case if you happen to be
standing in the grocery store.

This chapter continues the story of Europe’s encounter with Greenland
and Greenlanders but from a different angle than discussions about tools
and technology. Here we look at the classification and codification of the
Greenlandic language, which was begun by missionaries living in western
Greenland in the eighteenth century and was continued by professional
linguists during the nineteenth and twentieth. For this later group, and
for the debate that took place among them, eastern Greenland and its
inhabitants were of central importance exactly for this untouched quality,
because this region was believed to retain more original forms of language

and folk culture than those found in the more heavily Danish-influenced
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areas. Debate centered on the history of the Greenlandic language and its
inclusion in the family of Indo-European languages, and so the search
for original forms—as elsewhere in European language debates—was key
evidence. Thus, the European mental map of Greenland came to include
its eastern as well as its western coast and attempted to unite Greenland’s
history with the European past. Greenland, its people, and their language
were reshaped into European models of culture and understood as closer
to the known world than they had been before the nineteenth-century lin-
guists took notice of them.

In his 1904 Phonetical Study of the Eskimo Language, the Danish lin-
guist William Thalbitzer—a major player in the Indo-European-Greenlan-
dic debate—commented on the differences between a linguist’s writings
about language and those of amateurs interested in language, mostly, for
example, observations by missionaries. Although Thalbitzer acknowledged
the useful contributions made by missionaries during the early modern
period to European knowledge of the Inuit languages, he held that these
contributions were limited because missionaries did not use a consistent
method of phonetic transcription, as Thalbitzer did. This meant that their
descriptions of Inuit languages were colored by the native language of the

individual making the transcription. Thalbitzer explained how this occurs:

The authors have belonged to different nations, and each one has of course
started out from his own language, and made his own native pronouncia-
tion and orthography the basis of his auricular impression and his manner of
spelling this strange literatureless language. It is natural that each one as far
as possible operates with the alphabetical characters of his own language, and
only few of them seem to realize how purely accidental it is if these happen to
correspond to the sounds of the new language, and how improbable it is that
the sound systems of the two languages will in any way cover each other. . . .
Therefore if we take the trouble to study the traveler’s specimens of the language
which he has heard, we must always take into account not only his national-
ity, but also his own and his interpreters’ inaccuracies, misunderstandings, and

inconsistencies.”

According to Thalbitzer, the observations of the scientist therefore distin-
guish themselves from missionary writings because scientific observations
are not influenced by the personal characteristics, including country of ori-

gin, of the author. Missionary writings, on the other hand, take the writer’s
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own characteristics—of language, nation, or religion—as the norm against
which to measure all other peoples.

What Thalbitzer claimed about the early modern religiously motivated
travelers in Greenland was also true for travelers in the North Atlantic
in general, including those whom he would have classified as “scientific™
their judgments about the people and nature they encountered were heav-
ily influenced by their own origins. Their translations of language—as well
as of nature and of technology—were marked by individual experiences
and characteristics. In the case of travelers who were also Christian mis-
sionaries, primarily concerned with religious experience, this fact was
particularly ironic. As Lamin Sanneh has pointed out, part of the ideol-
ogy of Christianity is that it is an infinitely translatable faith: the Bible
remains the same Divine Word no matter the language into which it is
rendered. Thus, Biblical translation into vernaculars was a particularly
important part of the missionary project all over the globe, as missionar-
ies thought that the Christian faith would be most easily accepted when it
was presented to potential converts in their native language.’ Missionar-
ies believed that they were presenting the Divine Word in the local idiom
exactly as they themselves understood it and likewise believed—perhaps
even more strongly than travelers who were less interested in religion—that
they were recording the native language, songs, and stories exactly as they
were understood by the natives. Of course, as numerous examples of mis-
translations of religious and spiritual concepts have shown, translation was
considerably more complex than missionaries generally assumed.* Recent
convents were prone to assimilate Christian concepts into their own reli-
gious traditions rather than discarding them in favor of Christianity, as for
instance when German missionaries among the Herero people in German
Southwest Africa (now Namibia) discovered that converts thought of the
Christian Jehovah as a “playmate” to the chief, who was also considered a
god.® Despite such problems, however, the Christian belief in this ideology
of translation remained firm.

Building the knowledge base of language to produce these translations
was a long-term project. Among all the different kinds of European trav-
elers, missionaries were generally the individuals who remained the lon-
gest in foreign places, and they made some of the most intense efforts to
collect native languages and cultures—although some missionaries were
also destroyers of the artifacts of non-Christian cultures, most infamously

the Spanish missionaries in the Americas. Because of this assimilation-
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ist aspect of missionary work, Urs Bitterli, in his classification of different
types of cultural encounters between 1492 and 1800, ranks the mission-
ary-native encounter among the least violent types of encounters between
cultures, although of course this is only true when considered in context.
He also claims that from their intimate relationship with other cultures,
which included learning the native language, dressing in native clothes,
and living in native dwellings, early-modern missionaries became “the
professional group which possessed the fullest information about the alien
culture.”® This analysis stands in sharp contrast with Thalbitzer’s early
twentieth-century perspective, which accords that honor to the scientist, as
someone whose analysis of other cultures was made on the basis of objec-
tive standards and not colored by his own language or experiences at home.

For the missionary or Christian traveler, religion was a simple marker
of distinction, at least when compared with other markers of difference.
Unlike technology, it was usually a binary category: one was either a
believer or an unbeliever. It did not, unlike nineteenth-century European
racial distinctions, admit a graduated series of distinctions measured by
shades of skin color or cranial size. Throughout the period under discus-
sion here, this believer-nonbeliever delineation operated very simply in the
North Atlantic, as exemplified in Margit Mogensen’s analysis of the North-
ern Dwellers exhibition at the 1900 World’s Fair in Paris. According to her,
in the North Atlantic “the hierarchy of civilization was drawn very clearly:
first came the old, cultivated Iceland with the church and altar, and one
could understand the sad story of how these Northern-dwelling Christians
had disappeared from Greenland, and therefore how we must strive to
bring them to civilization from this wilderness.”” In the simplest of presen-
tations, one that could be understood at a glance by the observer in Paris,
this was another declensionist narrative in the North Atlantic. In the tenth
century, many of the Norse inhabitants of Greenland had been Christians
who built and attended services at a church named after Pjédhildur, the
wife of Erik the Red. But now these settlements were part of the hunting
grounds of the Inuit, among whom Christian missionaries still labored. As
the church of Pjédhildur (Pjédhildar kirkja) had been abandoned, Chris-
tianity as a marker of civilization had also for a time disappeared from the
extreme edge of the North Atlantic frontier, while Iceland and the rest of
the North Atlantic remained in this respect part of the European world. It
was therefore the duty of modern civilized Europeans to return the Green-

landers to the Christian domain.
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Here, we examine the European story of religious life and the relation-
ship between religion and language in the North Atlantic, concentrating
particularly on the part of this region where Europeans judged spiritual
life to be most endangered, Greenland. Many of the individuals who were
concerned with material culture and technology in Greenland were also
interested in its spiritual development. In this chapter, however, I focus on
the missionaries’ relationship to language and translation. In the earliest
days of European recolonization of Greenland in the eighteenth century,
the study of language was almost completely carried out in the context of
missionary work, for which the main concern was Biblical translation. It
was not until the final decades of the nineteenth century that the study of
the Greenlandic language, linked to the other Inuit languages in North
America, came under the domain of professional linguists, as Thalbitzer
envisioned. What this meant, I argue, was actually not a break but continu-
ity in terms of how Europeans perceived the Greenlandic language. While
the missionaries understood language as a tool that would link the civi-
lized and the uncivilized world by reforming this outmost post of civiliza-
tion to match a European religious and moral code, the linguists recast a
language that missionaries had found in practice to be profoundly different
from their native Indo-European languages into the norms of Indo-Euro-
pean linguistics. The missionaries imagined a global civilization under
one Christ, facilitated by the transparency of language. Nineteenth- and
twentieth-century linguists erected huge language families of relations,
showing how the languages spoken in Greenland and North America
were linguistically related and even arguing that Greenland and the Euro-
Asian continent were linguistically joined. What these processes meant for
Greenland, and for the Greenlandic natives who spoke this language, was
similar: in both in the missionary and the linguistic mind, Greenland and
its people were reshaped into European or Western norms, and they moved
increasingly closer to the centers of civilization, as judged from the Euro-
pean standpoint. Thus, this process paralleled those previously described
in other parts of the North Atlantic—for example, the attempts to domes-
ticate the Icelandic natural world— but proceeded by different actors and
through different modes and measures.

For the study of Greenlandic itself, of course, the missionary approach
and the linguistic approach were quite different. The missionaries gener-
ally regarded the language as difficult to master and often commented on

translation problems. Like many other travelers to the North Atlantic, they
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emphasized the exoticism of the cultural encounter they were attempting
to negotiate. Nineteenth- and twentieth-century linguists admitted that
the language was not easy for speakers of European languages to learn,
but from the beginning they understood it in relation to other languages
spoken by the natives of North America. They used the grammatical fea-
tures of the language, rather than a common faith, to join the land masses
together. Thus, in a broader understanding of Greenland and its people,
the missionaries and linguists performed similar work, despite Thalbitzer’s
1904 denial of any connection between their viewpoints.

At the same time that missionaries and linguists were producing a body
of texts attempting to codify and explain the rules of Greenlandic and its
dialects, the Icelandic language and the saga literature were also becoming
a major focus of interest for linguists. These were important not only for
Icelandic and Iceland as a nation but also for the country’s neighbors. One
much-discussed topic in Scandinavia in the nineteenth century was how
to spell Faroese and Norwegian words correctly and what different spell-
ings of these words meant for the Faroese and Norwegian people (this is
treated in depth in chapter 5). The missionary language work in eighteenth-
century Greenland was not at this stage of debate, however. The study of
Greenlandic began at a more basic level than the study of Faroese, Norwe-
gian, or Icelandic. As there was no written literature in Greenlandic before
the missionaries arrived, the words of the language first had to be simply
collected. The intentions of these early writings were therefore rather func-
tionalist in nature, as for example the dictionary of Greenlandic words and
a Greenlandic grammar produced by Hans Egede’s son Poul in 1750 and
1760.* Such basic texts were sufficient to meet missionaries’ purposes: their
aim in understanding the Inuit language was to facilitate biblical transla-
tions and Christianization. Gradually, however, scholars became interested
in Greenlandic for its own sake, and, aided by the tools of nineteenth-cen-
tury philology, began to produce more descriptive and complete grammars

of this language.

GREENLANDIC AND THE INDO-EUROPEAN
LANGUAGES

What were the issues with understanding, translation, and classification of

Greenlandic? Greenlandic is not one of the Scandinavian or Germanic lan-
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guages, nor is it now considered to be part of the Indo-European language
family to which the Scandinavian and other Germanic languages belong.
The language is usually divided into two main dialects, North and South
Greenlandic, which can then be further divided into Polar Greenlandic,
the Upernavik dialect, Bay Greenlandic (or West Greenlandic), Middle
Greenlandic, South Greenlandic, and East Greenlandic. In relating these
dialects to each other, Finn Gad compares the differences among them to
the difference between Icelandic and Danish: from the same origin, and
with many common words, but not necessarily mutually intelligible.” Most
European writings on Greenlandic, especially in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, treated these dialects as a single language, which, from
the point of view of grammatical descriptions, was appropriate. In the
remainder of this chapter, therefore, I use the term “Greenlandic language”
for the overall language in comparisons with “Indo-European” or “Ger-
manic” languages.

One of the most basic differences between Greenlandic and the Ger-
manic languages is in the way that words are formed. This fact accounts for
what is perhaps the main reaction of a native English speaker when faced
with a Greenlandic text for the first time: why do Greenlandic words have
to be so long? Greenlandic words are long because Greenlandic is an agglu-
tinative language, and four or five suffixes can be connected to a root word.
The Germanic languages, including English, on the other hand, are classi-
fied by linguists as inflective languages—that is, words change their mean-
ings by changing their endings, or inflections: I jump, I jumped, he or she
jumps. The change of endings—ed, s, or no ending—to the root verb “jump”
tells us that the verb is in the present or past tense, in the first or third
person. In Greenlandic, words change their meanings by adding affixes
onto a root word, and these affixes can also be used as independent words
in their own right."’ In his essay on the Greenlandic language, Christian
Wilhelm Schultz-Lorentzen gives the example of the construction of the
word eqalugssuarniariartorqussaugaluagaugut, meaning “we have received
firm orders to go out and catch sharks,” which is composed of the root
word eqalug (fish) with nine suffixes added." Furthermore, each affix in
an agglutinating language only carries one meaning. In English and other
inflectional languages, such as the example of the verb “jump” above, a sin-
gle affix can carry several meanings. The final s in “he jumps” gives us three
pieces of information about the verb—namely, that it is in the third person,

the singular, and the present tense. In agglutinating languages this would
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have to be expressed by three separate affixes. Thus, inflectional languages
can pack many meanings into one affix, but agglutinating ones do not.

Schultz-Lorentzen cites the example of eqalugssuarniariartorqussau-
galuagaugut as an extreme case of Greenlandic agglutination. Not every
Greenlandic word is that difficult. Still, judging from the perspective of a
speaker of a Germanic language like English, Greenlandic seems undeni-
ably convoluted. The modern reader will probably judge the first efforts
of the eighteenth-century missionaries to find similarities between Green-
landic and Germanic words a rather quixotic enterprise, but these early
attempts must be understood in the context of the same actors seeking to
identify Scandinavian physiognomy in Inuit bodies.

Certainly the eighteenth-century European settlers in Greenland,
including Hans Egede and his sons, did not primarily interest themselves
with the Inuit language for its own sake. Rather, Egede, in keeping with his
mission of finding descendants of the Norse settlers of Greenland, exam-
ined the language for Old Norse root words.'> As these proved as scarce
on the ground as the elusive Scandinavian settlers were, the missionaries’
attention turned to the practical matter of learning the Greenlandic lan-
guage as quickly as possible in order to facilitate the conversion of natives
to the Christian flock. The texts produced by Poul Egede and Otto Fabri-
cius can be best described as handbooks toward this end. In their treatment
of Greenlandic, they always compare it to European languages, namely
to Danish and Latin, in explaining the grammatical points. This was not
because of any presumed natural connection between Greenlandic and
European languages, however, but merely a means of relating unknown
constructions to the languages they assumed their readers knew best. In
this respect, Thalbitzer’s criticism of the early missionary efforts had some
basis; these texts did indeed have an orientation toward individuals from
specific linguistic, as well as spiritual, backgrounds.

For the European understanding of Greenlandic, Samuel Kleinschmidt’s
pioneering work in the 1800s can be seen as a definitive break with the
missionary tradition of considering the Greenlandic language only in rela-
tionship to European languages. Kleinschmidt was the son of a Moravian
missionary, Johann Conrad Kleinschmidt, and grew up in Greenland until
the age of eight, when he was sent to school in Germany. At age twenty-six,
he was called by the Moravians to the mission at Lichtenau in Greenland,
where he remained for the rest of his life, also working at the missions in

Lichtenfels and Neu Herrnhut."” Kleinschmidt had a thorough working
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knowledge of Greenlandic; in his private writings he mixed Greenlandic
words in with German text and also, especially later in life, with his writing
in Danish." In many respects, he felt himself to be Greenlandic and able to
express a Greenlandic viewpoint, as he had lived the majority of his life in
Greenland. This inclination reveals itself in his major linguistic work, the
1851 Grammatik der gronldndischen Sprache mit teilweisem Einschluf§ des
Labradordialekts (Grammar of the Greenlandic Language with an Inclu-
sion of some Discussion of the Dialect of Labrador).

Here, Kleinschmidt laid particular emphasis on the fact that his was
the first grammar of Greenlandic that sought to describe the language
on its own terms, without comparing it to European languages."” In his
description of Greenlandic, Kleinschmidt followed certain general prin-
ciples of Indo-European linguistics, as the study was being formulated at
that time in European universities in Berlin, Leipzig, Gottingen, Paris,
and Oxford. Kleinschmidt’s book was published in Berlin and, through
Samuel’s brother, Emmanuel, who was a Moravian pastor there, Gram-
matik der gronlindischen Sprache came to the attention of the Orientalist
Wilhelm Schott and Franz Bopp, one of the founders of comparative lin-
guistics. Schott was extremely impressed by Kleinschmidt’s linguistic work
and wanted to have more information about the “Labrador dialect,” about
which Kleinschmidt had learned most of what he knew from his acquain-
tance with the Moravian missionary Ferdinand Kruth. Kruth had been
sent to Labrador before he came to the mission at Lichtenau and was there-
fore able to the compare the Inuit languages spoken in both places based
on his personal experience.'® The Moravians’ status as a transnational mis-
sionary society, therefore, from the beginning played an important role in
facilitating comparisons between Greenlandic and other Inuit languages."”
Because these missionaries were typically sent to new regions every ten
years or so (although Kleinschmidt remained in Greenland until he left the
order in 1859), and their vocation compelled them to have a good working
knowledge of the native language, they were uniquely suited to make com-
parisons among the various Inuit or Native American languages. In this
respect, they played the missionary role in cultural contacts as Urs Bitterli
has described it quite well. Such transcontinental linguistic comparisons
also helped strengthen the impression of Greenlandic as a language that
could be described and understood by using the regular and systematic
rules of language study—those which had been developed to understand

the relationship among the Indo-European languages such as Sanskrit,
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Greek, and Latin—rather than as an exotic and complex language impos-
sible for outsiders to grasp. The language of the North Atlantic, along with
its nature, could also be ordered and managed.

One of the principles of Indo-European linguistics that Kleinschmidt
followed in his grammar was the stress on developing a systematic orthog-
raphy for the language, for which Kleinschmidt adhered to Bopp’s principle
that each sound should be represented by a separate letter.'® Kleinschmidt
used an entirely Latin alphabet in his grammar, except for choosing the
Greek K (Kappa) to represent the Greenlandic kra sound. Furthermore,
Kleinschmidt paid attention to the historical development of the Greenlan-
dic language and took the morpheme as the basic unit of language, as Bopp
had. Like most Indo-European linguists of his time, he was not very con-
cerned with dialectical variation or differences in pronunciation; rather,
he tried to create a common spelling that could be understood by all the
Inuit living in Greenland."” This aim went hand in hand with his religious
work of biblical and psalm translation, as the production of texts that could
be read by all Greenlandic Inuit was clearly the most practical and useful
accomplishment of studying the language, as seen from the Moravian per-
spective. In this respect, Kleinschmidt’s Greenlandic orthography—which
became a point of dispute between him and several Danish colleagues
in the 1860s and 1870s—was a major step in the direction of making the

Greenlandic language appear familiar to students of European languages.

BUILDING THE LANGUAGE FAMILIES: ESKIMO-ALEUT
AND INDO-EUROPEAN STUDIES

The generations of scholars following Samuel Kleinschmidt were in part
defined by William Thalbitzer’s attempt to establish a firm boundary
between professional linguistic work and the language study that had pre-
ceded it. While acknowledging Kleinschmidt’s contributions, along with
those of Poul Egede and other missionaries, Thalbitzer made it clear that
“modern and future philologists . . . will find other problems to solve and
will require other means of solving them than those which were at Klein-
schmidt’s disposal.”* In other words, he wanted to ensure that the study of
Greenlandic would be in the future be the domain of professional philolo-
gists, not of missionaries. Ironically, however, several of the linguistic dis-

cussions in which Thalbitzer engaged during his career owed a great deal
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to missionary knowledge of languages and in fact can be best understood
as a continuation of themes in Kleinschmidt’s work.

One of the questions for Thalbitzer’s generation of linguists was the
possible connection between the “Eskimo languages” and the Aleutian
languages, on one hand, and the Indo-European language family on the
other. Kleinschmidt himself had never asserted these connections and,
indeed, had never worked in Aleut or Indo-European linguistics in gen-
eral. His dictionary and grammar, however, did lay the foundation for
that of Thalbitzer and his students, linguists such as Louis L. Hammerich,
Knut Bergsland, and Erik Holtved, Thalbitzer’s successor to his chair of
Eskimo Culture and Language at the University of Copenhagen. Thal-
bitzer and Hammerich in particular tried to make connections between
Inuit languages—both the Greenlandic and North American languages—
and the Indo-European language family. It was a very large step to find a
connection between Greenlandic, indigenous North American languages,
and Indo-European ones. The original Indo-European language, which is
today believed to have been spoken by people in the fifth millennium BCE,
originated perhaps around the Black Sea area. The Indo-European family
includes most of the languages of Europe, like German, Spanish, Italian,
and Greek, as well as those of Asia, including Sanskrit and Iranian. The
original language of the fifth millennium, called Proto-Indo-European,
was an inflected language, so at the most basic level of structure it was dif-
ficult to make a case connecting Greenlandic to it. Nevertheless, this was
exactly the aim of Thalbitzer’s circle of linguists, beginning with work in
the first half of the twentieth century.

As Hammerich was able to admit, knowledge of Greenlandic and native
North American languages sufficient to make his case for these relation-
ships only came though the work of missionaries in these regions.?' Klein-
schmidt’s 1851 grammar, supplemented by his information from his fellow
Moravian, Kruth, supplied the first link in connecting North American
Inuit and Greenlandic languages to each other. Kleinschmidt’s contem-
porary and sometime collaborator, Hinrich Rink, suggested that the Inuit
culture originated at a single point on the Arctic coast and then spread
along it, although he did not precisely locate his proposed point of origin.*?
Although not a linguist himself, Rink referred to linguistic evidence as one
of the points of his argument: the similarities of the verbal endings among
the Inuit and Siberian languages. Further work, including that of the French

linguist Victor Henry,? eventually led to establishing a relationship among
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Inuit languages spoken in North America, the so-called Eskimo-Aleut lan-
guage family, which bridged the North American and Asian continents via
the Aleutian Islands.** This language family stretches along the northern
and western coasts of Alaska, from Kodiak in the south to Point Barrow
in the north; it then continues along the northern coast of Canada, along
Cape Parry, Victoria Island, and Churchill, all the way to Labrador, from
which point the language group is believed to have migrated to Greenland.
The hypothesis was first formalized by Thalbitzer but was based on some
unpublished ideas of the well-known Danish linguist Rasmus Rask. He
held that the Inuit had originated in Asia and moved westward across the
North American continent, with Greenland being the furthermost point of
their settlement.*” It was not until Knut Bergsland’s work in the following
generation, however, that it was proven that the Inuits had used the Aleu-
tian Islands as a bridge between Asia and North America at the end of the
ice age.?® The research of both Rask and Bergsland echoed David Crantz’s
eighteenth-century contention about the Asian (Mongolian) origins of the
natives of Greenland, although Crantz had based his ideas on the physical
appearance of the Greenlanders alone.*”

Following this work on the Eskimo-Aleut language family, a Dutch
linguist, Christian Cornelius Uhlenbeck, attempted to build connections
between language families and to claim a relationship between Eskimo-
Aleut languages and the Indo-European language family.”® Uhlenbeck
drew upon the Rask-Thalbitzer hypothesis about the Asian origin and
westward movement of the Inuit, but he himself was not a specialist in
Eskimo-Aleut languages; his main work outside of studies in Indo-
European languages was with the language of the Blackfoot of North
America. Nevertheless, in a series of works from 1907 to 1941, he laid out an
increasing number of sound correspondences between word pairs in Indo-
European and Eskimo-Aleut in which the two words were also identical or
related in meaning. For example, Uhlenbeck problematically asserted that
nutdq (new) in Eskimo was related to the Latin word for “new” (novus) and
the Indo-Germanic word nu.*

Thalbitzer took up Uhlenbeck’s theory in his 1945 Uhlenbeck’s Eskimo-
Indo-European Hypothesis: A Critical Revision. Although he was skeptical
of a certain number of Uhlenbeck’s sound pairs, Thalbitzer concluded that
there was still “a great deal left which will serve to support [the] argument.”*°
Furthermore, he could not satisfactorily resolve the details of the phonetic

changes (namely, concerning the laryngeal consonants in Indo-European
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and the uvular consonants in Eskimo-Aleut) that must have occurred if
Eskimo-Aleut and Indo-European were related. Nevertheless, Thalbitzer
still thought there were enough viable sound pairs that the theory could
not be rejected. The question was, what did all this mean for the history of
the relationship between the Eskimo-Aleut and the Indo-European peo-
plest When and where did the Eskimo-Aleut who were Indo-Europeans
live? Uhlenbeck held that the original homeland must have been in Siberia
about five thousand years ago, a contention that some archeological evi-
dence supported.”

Thalbitzer was less willing to specify when and where he considered the
homeland to have been, but he did lay out additional evidence for the Sibe-
rian theory. In a manuscript published at the height of his career, Eskimo
Religious Rituals and Beliefs, he turned his attention to the religion and
mythology of the Inuit. In this text, he discussed a book written by the
Norwegian polar explorer Fridtjof Nansen, The Life of the Eskimo. There,
Nansen had resurrected the idea—more popular in the eighteenth cen-
tury—that pieces of the mythology of the Greenlandic Inuit had been bor-
rowed from Icelandic settlers in Greenland.** The evidence Nansen was
able to muster for the theory was rather amorphous— a series of stories
in the Inuit and Icelandic corpus with similar elements, and the tradition
of naming a newborn child after a recently deceased family member, for
example. In his comment on Nansen’s work, however, Thalbitzer did not
entirely dismiss the idea of Nordic-Inuit connections, but he did point out
that Nansen’s route of transmission was likely wrong: “Nansen’s concep-
tion is not without interest . . . but a probability of a direct connection
between Icelandic and Greenlandic is very weak, if not entirely absent. . ..
The route of transmission of this mythology is certainly not from Iceland
and Norway to Greenland, but rather through Siberia, across the Bering
Strait, where the transmission of the Greenlandic language carried it still
further east.”*® Rather than a line of direct Nordic descendant, Thalbitzer
argued that the customs came to Greenland the long way around. He based
his arguments on the shamanistic traditions in Greenland compared to
those in pre-Christian Scandinavia and Siberia.

When we compare this argument with Thalbitzer’s critique of mission-
aries before and after this writing, an interesting theme emerges. Thalbitzer
was suggesting that the spiritual world of the Inuit, Europeans, and Asians
was already unified, even before the missionaries appeared on the scene in

Greenland. The global unity of belief sought by the Christians was there-
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fore nothing new; only the beliefs themselves were different. Although the
missionaries perceived Greenlandic beliefs and customs as “exotic” and
“foreign,” in fact they might have been similar to those in pre-Christian
Europe. Since eighteenth-century European thought often associated the
exotic with Europe’s own past, this would not actually have been a novel
line of thought for the missionaries.** What is worthy of notice is the par-
allel that Thalbitzer draws between language and religion and the way in
which he sees both as connecting points between Greenland and Europe,
passing through Asia and North America.

Thalbitzer’s younger colleague and student, Louis Hammerich, con-
fined his work more narrowly to linguistic material and did not address
the possible connections of belief. Hammerich argued for the relationship
between Eskimo-Aleut and Indo-European based on what he called “irra-
tional correspondences” between the languages families; that is, similari-
ties that were too significant to be coincidences and could be explained
in no other way except by a familial relationship between the languages.
Among these similarities is the fact that both language groups use the same
letter to represent both the plural of nouns and the second-person singular
in verbs (this letter is t in Eskimo-Aleut and s in Indo-European). Secondly,
neither language family has an essive case; that is, a case used to demon-
strate being or existence (a case that exists in other language families, for
example, the Finno-Ugric languages). Hammerich argued that the Indo-
European system of nominative, accusative, dative, and genitive cases had
developed from an older system of super- and subordination (that is, add-
ing affixes), which had been retained in the Eskimo-Aleut languages. This
theory would furthermore explain the appearance of a so-called thematic
vowel—a sound that does not have meaning attached to it—in the verbs
and nouns of Indo-European languages. This thematic vowel was a relic
of the older case system of super- and subordination that no longer served
its original purpose. Hammerich postulated that both language families,
Indo-European and Eskimo-Aleut, originally had this case system and
therefore neither needed the essive case, since the state of being would be
encompassed by the functions of super- and subordination.”

Another, more general point that Thalbitzer and his students took up
was to argue against the characterization of the Inuit languages as primi-
tive. Here, too, they followed in the footsteps of Kleinschmidt, who saw
Greenlandic as equally sophisticated as European languages. Once the

grammatical structure of the Greenlandic and the other Inuit languages
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had been understood and described, as was the case by the end of the nine-
teenth century, it was difficult not to appreciate their complexity. Both
Thalbitzer and Hammerich argued that it was merely certain superficial
characteristics of the Inuit languages that had caused eighteenth-century
writers to think of them as primitive—for example, that Greenlandic does
not have any words for numbers greater than twenty.’® However, such
words were not needed in the Greenlandic environment, as the word for
“many” would suffice to describe any village or herd of caribou larger than
twenty.”” Against this paucity of numerical expressions, Thalbitzer and
Hammerich noted the capacity of Greenlandic to express abstract ideas.
This was accomplished mainly through the feature of the language that
most obviously differentiated it from European and Indo-European lan-
guages, namely the use of affixes. Through the addition or alternation of
affixes to produce different nuances or shades of meaning, Inuit storytell-
ers were able to alter the folktales they performed for the tape recorders of
linguists and anthropologists. Stories that were told to audiences of native
speakers became more intricate and detailed through the use of affixes
than those recited for European or American scholars.

Commenting on the high degree of abstraction possible in Inuit lan-
guages, Hammerich opined half-jokingly that “we might surmise that it
would be rather easy to translate a philosophy of existence like that of Hei-
degger into Eskimo.”*® These twentieth-century linguists also agreed that
the missionaries had been mainly responsible for the characterization of
Inuit languages as primitive. Because so many other aspects of Inuit life
appeared primitive to the missionaries—especially their religious life and
material culture—it seemed natural to assume that their language was
also underdeveloped, particularly when one could point to such obvious
examples as a lack of words for numbers and the fact that they read the
time on European watches by describing the spatial arrangement of the
clock hands. By pointing out the sophistication of Greenlandic and other
Inuit languages, Thalbitzer and Hammerich also thus set themselves pro-
fessionally apart from the missionaries, as they considered that it was only
through their linguistic training that they were able to recognize how Inuit
affixes functioned. This sophistication, however, was in fact one that Klein-
schmidt had already recognized in his 1851 grammar.

In 1951, the centennial of the publication of Grammatik der gronlin-
dischen Sprache, Hammerich laid out the fullest argument he ever made

for the relationship between Inuit and Indo-European languages.” Aside
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from the two reasons already mentioned above, Hammerich listed a num-
ber of sound correspondences between Inuit and Greek, Latin, Sanskrit,
and the Old Germanic languages—that is, words or roots of words that
sound the same and also have similar meanings. Hammerich estimated
that there were about sixty such correspondences in all, which he held was
an “amazing similarity.”*° However, even this most complete mustering
of the available evidence was insufficient to make a persuasive case; Indo-
European linguists generally do not base cases for language relatedness on
sound correspondences alone, which are regarded as too subject to change
to be really reliable evidence. Morphology, or analysis of word structures, is
thought to be a far better indication of language relations than phonology.
Ultimately, the theory, although never explicitly disproved, never gathered
enough support to become established in the literature either. Knut Berg-
sland continued to work on the Eskimo-Aleut languages, while Hamm-
erich shifted his professional interests to Alaska and northern Canada.*
The broad scope of the theory, which in effect attempted to link many of
the peoples who lived north of about fifty degrees latitude, from Siberia
to Greenland, could not avoid drawing skeptical reactions among the
linguists.

Despite the lack of a conclusive theory linking Inuit and Indo-European
languages, the Eskimo-Aleut family is well-established in the literature,
and the general result of the work of Thalbitzer’s group of linguists was to
establish closer connections between Greenlandic, the languages of North
American Inuit peoples, and the Aleutian and Siberian languages. This
result can be best interpreted as a continuous line of development from
the earliest studies of Greenlandic by eighteenth-century missionaries up
through the development of the professional discipline of linguistics in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The missionaries and the linguists both
brought Greenland—its language and also its people—into closer connec-
tion with the European and American continents. While the missionaries
sought to transform this frontier of civilization into a global civilization,
the linguists reinterpreted a people and their language into the norms of
European linguistics. What this meant for Greenland, and for its people,
was similar: they were reshaped into European and Western norms and
understood as closer to the known world than they had been in the past.
The story of their language therefore parallels the story of North Atlantic
nature and North Atlantic technology: the exotic was made familiar.

This is not to argue, however, that there was no difference between
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the missionaries” and the linguists’ understanding of Greenland and no
changes in the European perception of Greenland between the eighteenth
and the twentieth centuries. In the late nineteenth century, the previously
unknown region of East Greenland became part of the European picture
of the country. For linguists of Thalbitzer’s and subsequent generations,
East Greenlandic was significant because of its isolation and lack of contact
with Danish and other European languages. Thalbitzer and Hammerich
made their arguments about the connection between Indo-European and
Eskimo-Aleut languages by citing examples from East Greenlandic as well
as West Greenlandic. In the east was where original word forms could be
discovered that showed the primary linguistic relationships, not in later
borrowings, which could be misleading. Eastern Greenland also occupied
a similar role in the studies of folklorists and anthropologists—as a source
of “pure” culture.

For missionaries, the contact with East Greenland was naturally also of
interest, as here was another opportunity to bring souls to the Christian
flock. However, they could not regard it as the chief location of their inter-
estin Greenland; it had fewer inhabitants than western Greenland in aland
where population density was low to begin with. Furthermore, the people
of East Greenland had no history of contact with Christianity, and there
had never been any European settlements there. One could only assume
that conversion would proceed even more slowly than it did in the west.
Eastern Greenland therefore appeared marginal to the spiritual story of
the country, whereas it occupied a central role in the linguistic and cultural
one in the late nineteenth century.

In the story of their language classification, the native speakers of the
Greenlandic were mostly passive figures. Although missionaries, linguists,
anthropologists, and folklorists clearly worked closely with native infor-
mants, in both the scientific and religious accounts of these endeavors
the natives only functioned as helpers toward a larger goal and were only
understood that way. This story thus differs from the one about Greenlan-
dic tools and technology, in which the Inuit were at many points regarded
as the experts with knowledge that European and American explorers had
to learn. While this passive role into which the Greenlanders were cast
by linguists and anthropologists is unfortunate from a modern perspec-
tive, it is hardly unusual in the history of such encounters in the colonial
context. We turn now to another story of language change, this time in

the Faroe Islands. But the main actors in that story, the Faroese, were able
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to shape the codification of their language to a much larger degree than
the Greenlandic Inuit were. The reasons for this difference are quite obvi-
ous: the Faroe Islanders spoke (although did not write) a language whose
Indo-European descent and relationship to Icelandic, Danish, and German
were never in question. Only the details of this relationship, not its broad
outlines, had to be negotiated. In the end, it took until the middle of the
twentieth century before Europeans allowed Greenlanders even a claim to
the cultural inheritance that the Faroese (and Icelanders and Norwegians)

already possessed in the Middle Ages.
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Gudfinna: We need only think of the sagas. Where have we men now like
Skarphjedinn and Grettir Asmundsson? There are none such
in these days. . ..

Arnes:  He must have been a great man, but that brings to my mind
what the leper said the other day, when the talk turned to the
old sagas.

Halla: And what did he say?

Arnes:  Distance makes the mountains blue and mortals great.

—Jbéhann Sigurjénsson (1916)

5| READING BACKWARD

Language and the Sagas in the Faroe Islands

anding in the Faroe Islands is not very comfortable for people prone

to airsickness. Of the eighteen islands that make up the Faroes,

only one of them, the westernmost of the larger islands, Vagar, has
enough flat ground to build runways. The airport at Vagar was built by the
British during their occupation of the Faroes during World War II, since
all of the other islands were judged too mountainous for the construction
project. Even at Vagar, the descent is like being dropped out of the sky
between cliffs. The sensation is somewhat similar to a helicopter landing,
climbing down levels of the atmosphere stage by stage, especially at night
when it is windy. Although the pilots are skilled and the safety record at

the airport is in general good, accidents do occur, as in August 1996, when
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the Danish chief of defense, Jorgen Hans Garde, his wife, and seven others
were killed when their plane slammed into one of the cliffs near the Vagar
airport.

Since Végar was chosen for the international airport because of its geo-
graphical suitability and not for social reasons, like proximity to a large
city, most travelers arrive and get in a bus immediately at the airport for
an hour’s drive to Térshavn, the capital of the Faroes. Térshavn, which is
the smallest capital city in the world, is located on the neighboring island
of Streymoy." Until Vagatunnilin, the underwater tunnel between Leynar
and Futaklett, was completed in 2002, travelers had to get off the bus, board
a ferry, and then get on another bus on the other side in order to get to the
capital (map 4).

This slight inconvenience for the traveler at the end of the journey is actu-
ally an inconvenience that has been imposed by the modern technology of
travel. For most of the history of the Faroes, travelers landed exactly where
they usually wanted to be: at the port at Térshavn, getting off a boat from
Denmark or from the British Isles. Even if their real interest was in bird-
watching or other nature-oriented travel, Térshavn was still, like Reykjavik
in Iceland, the first logical stop to equip themselves. Ferry lines still run,
but—unless you want to take a car to the islands—most people now arrive
in the Faroes by air. The result is that Denmark is no longer the dominant
intermediary, the necessary passage point to the Faroes. Rather, the Faroe
Islands are now much more connected to Scandinavia, and even to Europe
as a whole, by air. They are not yet really connected to the North American
continent in the way that Iceland is, but that time may be coming.

This development is a modern one. Much of Faroese history, from the
thirteenth century on, can be understood in terms of its relationship with
Denmark and a relationship with Europe that was largely mediated through
Danish interpretations of the Faroes. The story of Faroese language politics
is the story of how some Faroese intellectuals at the end of the nineteenth
century tried to break this tradition but, in their efforts to do so, ended
up mediating Faroese identity through its North Atlantic neighbor, Ice-
land. Although this might seem in retrospect like a strange decision in the
atmosphere of nineteenth-century European nationalism, for one people
to attempt to establish their own identity by arguing how similar their lan-
guage was to that of others, by the late nineteenth century, the cultural
status of Iceland within the Danish kingdom was such that this approach

seemed a reasonable strategy to a group of Faroese intellectuals. Therefore,
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