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Preface 

 

 

 

As an illustrative entrance to what is to follow, I would like to share an anecdote 

with the reader. A few years ago, I was attending an international meeting of 

Icelandic horse breeding associations on issues of horse registration. One of the 

topics that was discussed was the naming of Icelandic horses, a topic that had been 

on the agenda on and off for many years. The reason: the Icelanders were of the 

opinion that an Icelandic foal, whether born inside or outside of the country, 

should bear an Icelandic name – as Icelandic people are required to, for that 

matter. That was the tradition, it was claimed: a tradition of naming Icelandic 

horses that went back to the Middle Ages – as one could read in the sagas – and 

this tradition should be honoured universally. Every time this topic had been on 

the table, the procedure and outcome had been the same, i.e. convincing those 

present that from a legal and international point of view, forcing people to choose 

only Icelandic names for their horses is not feasible; besides, most breeders 

honour this so-called tradition by giving their horses Icelandic names anyway, 

there are also breeders on Iceland itself who opt for foreign names, and plenty of 

accepted names are not originally Icelandic. It was not any different this time: 

these arguments were corroborated by all colleagues, including the Icelandic ones, 

the result once again being that such a plan could not be executed, which was duly 

written down in the minutes. 

Then, one of the Icelandic colleagues brought up the topic of farm names 

and the fact that some foreign breeders choose to give their stud-farm an Icelandic 

name. Where the outcome of the name discussion had been based on the fact that 

naming a horse is a person’s free choice and can only be limited by an ethical code, 

the discussion on stud names took a completely different turn. All of the sudden, 

the same arguments – language, culture, tradition – that were used to advocate the 

sole use of Icelandic horse names no longer applied. By no means should 

foreigners use a farm name in Icelandic or even the preposition frá (from), 

notwithstanding the fact that horse registration numbers make it clear that the 

horses in question are not born on Iceland. Apparently, the use of an Icelandic farm 

name was not seen as a sign of honouring the Icelandic language or any supposed 

tradition, but as the appropriation by foreigners of something uniquely Icelandic – 

even if those farm names do not refer to existing Icelandic farms or places. This 

argument was backed up by many other countries, and the meeting ended on the 

note made by another Icelandic colleague, that everyone agreed to disagree. 

Why start off with this anecdote? In my opinion, it is a very appropriate 

example of the kind of self-awareness that defines the Icelandic identity, and also 

of its historical background. There is a sense of tradition that has been shaped and 

fed over centuries, a tradition that is never defined but nevertheless exists. It 

pertains to the Icelandic language, Iceland’s mediaeval history and literature and 
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to something that is theirs and that should be recognised and honoured 

universally, but that at the same time needs to be safeguarded from foreign 

appropriation. Two opposing forces – the global and the insular – cause a rift in the 

landscape: the global will always collide with the insular, and there is no way to 

predict which one will gain the upper hand and what the outcome of the clash will 

be – if there is any outcome at all, because in many cases everyone agrees to 

disagree. This is Iceland in a nutshell. How it came to be like this? I hope my 

research will cast light on that question. 

 

 

 

 

Kim Middel, June 2017
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Introduction 

 

 

 

In the past three decades, much has been said and written about the development 

of national identity, nationalism and nations in general and of countries 

individually. The main question in this discussion was whether national self-

awareness, nationalism and the nation as such are a phenomenon of modernity or 

whether they predate the late 18th century. What emerged from this debate were 

the two opposing schools: the school of modernism, that adheres to the former 

notion, and primordialism-perennialism, that adhere to the latter or at least see 

precursors to nations and nationalism in the pre-modern era.1 

With the works of, among others, Anderson, Gellner, Hobsbawm, the 

modernist point of view was first and foremost characterised by the notion that 

nationalism and national identities precede the formation of nations, with its direct 

link to modernity being capitalism, industrialisation and the wide-scale 

dissemination and as a consequence standardisation of vernacular languages in 

print.2 Subsequently, being a feature of modernity, nations are considered to have 

sought legitimisation in the so-called cultivation of culture: the construction of 

imagined communities with idealised pasts and traditions which helped, or were 

even a premise, to shape national identities.3 

Proponents of the primordialist-perennialist point of view such as Hastings, 

Hutchinson and Smith stated that nations originated not in nationalism, but in pre-

existing ethnicities and ethnic policies; therefore, they had roots older than the late 

18th century.4 Although both schools moved closer to each other over the course of 

time – notably through the work of Smith – the line of demarcation in discussing 

national identity and nationalism remains the same.5 

                                                           
1 Because both primordialism and perennialism hold the view that identities of an ethnic 
kind were in existence before modernity, I am taking the liberty of referring to them in this 
study as constituents of one school. For the distinctions between the two, see Anthony D. 
Smith, Nationalism. Theory, ideology, history, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010 (20011), 53-54. 
2 Benedict Anderson, Imagined communities. Reflections on the origin and spread of 
nationalism, London: Verso, 2006 (19831), 44; Ernest Gellner, Nations and nationalism, 
Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983, 55; Eric J. Hobsbawm, Nations and nationalism since 
1780. Program, myth, reality, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990 (19831), 9-10. 
3 Eric J. Hobsbawm, ‘Introduction: inventing tradition’, in Eric J. Hobsbawm and Terence 
Ranger (eds.), The invention of tradition, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000 
(19831), 6 and 13; Joep Leerssen, ‘Nationalism and the cultivation of culture’, Nations and 
Nationalism 12-4 (2006), 568; Tom Nairn, Faces of nationalism. Janus revisited, London: 
Verso, 1997, 71-72. 
4 Adrian Hastings, The construction of nationhood. Ethnicity, religion and nationalism, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997, 11; John Hutchinson, Modern nationalism, 
London: Fontana Press, 1994, 26-28; Anthony D. Smith, The ethnic origins of nations, 
Oxford: Blackwell, 1999 (19861), 13-14 and 16. 
5 There is another, more sociological component to the debate on nationalism and national 
identity, i.e. the study of how nationalism became an omnipresent ‘endemic condition’, 
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Iceland is no exception in this debate. Following the abovementioned 

publications of Gellner, Hobsbawm, Smith et al. from the middle of the 1980s 

onward, the debate on Iceland’s national identity – or rather self-awareness – and 

its historical background took off with proponents of either side of the debate. The 

former honoured the position that Icelandic national self-awareness, and 

subsequently the Icelandic nation, were a product of developments in the 19th and 

early 20th centuries in the transition to social, political and constitutional 

modernity.6 The latter held the view that Icelandic national self-awareness took 

shape earlier than that, and that there was at least an Icelandic ethnie which 

existed before that time.7 

One thing both camps had in common was the fact that with the arguments 

and historical sources used to defend their points of view, little attention was paid 

to writings that contained clearly devised and internationally displayed ideas on 

the self, i.e. ideological constructions of Icelandic self-awareness that were 

professed during the age of foreign dependency. How could this be? The era of 

dependency lasted for nearly seven centuries, starting in 1262 and formally ending 

in 1944. It was not until the 19th century that the possibilities to develop and 

express thoughts of Icelandic national self-awareness increased; or more 

specifically before 1845, the year in which the former governing body of the 

Alþingi was reinstated as a national assembly. Was this the reason why earlier 

texts received little attention? Or were there no significant sources prior to the 19th 

century that showed consciously worked-out ideas on or notions of the Icelandic 

self, a purposefully designed Icelandic self-awareness, at all? 

Of course there were: from the late 16th century onward, several texts were 

produced with the deliberate goal of profiling Iceland outside of its borders, such 

as Brevis Commentarius de Islandia, Crymogæa sive rerum islandicarum libri III and 

Historia Ecclesiastica Islandiæ. However, their number was limited and for reasons 

of language, content and intended audience – they were composed in Latin, were 

aimed at a foreign readership and made use of foreign ideas – they were less 
                                                                                                                                                                          
that was shaped before and shifted after the redrawing of the political map, from the 
beginning of the 20th century onward. That part of the debate is not relevant to the case of 
Iceland within the scope of this study and will therefore be left out of consideration here. 
See Michael Billig, Banal nationalism, London: Sage Publications, 1995, 6; Rogers 
Brubaker, Nationhood reframed. Nationhood and the national question in the New Europe, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996, 4-6.  
6 The main proponent of this theory on Iceland is Guðmundur Hálfdanarson; see e.g. his 
work Íslenska þjóðríkið. Uppruni og endimörk, Reykjavík: Hið íslenska bókmenntafélag og 
Reykjavíkur Akademían, 2007 (20011), 33-39, in which he clarifies his stand on Icelandic 
nationalism as a modern phenomenon, and ‘Social distinctions and national unity: on 
politics of nationalism in the nineteenth-century Iceland’, History of European Ideas 21-6 
(1995), 763-779.  
7 On this side of the debate Gunnar Karlsson is the main representative; see e.g. his articles 
‘Íslensk þjóðernisvitund á óþjóðlegum öldum’, Skírnir 173 (1999), 149 and 178, ‘Syrpa um 
þjóðernisumræðu’, Skírnir 178 (2004), 153-201, and ‘The emergence of nationalism in 
Iceland’, in Sven Tägil (ed.), Ethnicity and nation building in the Nordic world, London: 
Hurst and Company, 1995, 33-62. 
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accessible and of less scholarly interest than sources from the late 18th and early 

19th century that were written in Icelandic, were less or not at all theoretical, and 

were aimed at a local audience. As a consequence of this, the attention that was 

paid to some of the most crucial indigenous sources for understanding the 

development of national self-awareness, including the aforementioned ones, was 

scant. Also, texts containing elaborate ideas on the Icelandic self that date from 

after 1845, such as Íslenzkt þjóðerni, did not receive much attention in modern 

academia until the 1980s, when the topic of nationalism became popular. The 

research that was done on signs of self-awareness and/or nationalism in these 

texts generally showed a primordialist-perennialist stance (Karlsson, Svavarsson)8 

or a modernist point of view (Hálfdanarson, Matthíasdóttir)9, or intended to stay 

neutral to that debate (Jensson).10 

In all cases, however, a comprehensive placement of the texts and the ideas 

in them in the political-historical context and in the history of ideas was absent. 

This in itself is all the more surprising when one considers the fact that it 

concerned historiographies of Iceland: as such, they should have yielded wide 

attention in attempting to research the Icelandic nation and its origins, as history is 

a crucial element in the development of national self-awareness and the nation, as 

Berger put it.11 As a result of the fact that such was not the case, it was difficult to 

assess the place and value of these texts in the body of Icelandic writings from the 

entire era and in the development of national self-awareness. 

Regardless of whether one wants to maintain a modernist or primordialist-

perennialist point of view, in order to get a grip on that development it is essential 

to see what sources exist, which ideas they contain, and how they were 

constructed given the circumstances, so that a more comprehensive understanding 
                                                           
8 E.g. Karlsson, ‘Íslensk þjóðernisvitund’ (see the previous note), and idem, ‘Upphaf þjóðar 
á Íslandi’, in Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson et al. (eds.), Saga og kirkja. Afmælisrit Magnúsar Más 
Lárussonar, Reykjavík: Sögufélag, 1988, 21-32; Svavar Hrafn Svavarsson, ‘Greatness 
Revived. The Latin Dissemination of the Icelandic Past’, in Eckhard Keßler and Heinrich C. 
Kuhn (eds.), Germania latina, Latinitas teutonica. Politik, Wissenschaft, humanistische 
Kultur vom späten Mittelalter bis in unsere Zeit vol. 1, München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 2003, 
553-562; idem, ‘Hugmynd um sjálfstæði Íslendinga’, Skírnir 180 (2006), 261-293. 
9 E.g. Hálfdanarson, Íslenska þjóðríkið, and idem, ‘Social distinctions and national unity’ 
(see note 6); Sigríður Matthíasdóttir, Hinn sanni Íslendingur. Þjóðerni, kyngervi og vald á 
Íslandi 1900-1930, Reykjavík: Háskólaútgáfan, 2004, 43-73. 
10 E.g. Gottskálk Þór Jensson, ‘Söguleysa þjóðlegrar sagnfræði. Íslensk þjóðerni og evrópsk 
latínumenning’, in Jón Yngvi Jóhannsson et al. (eds.), Þjóðerni í þúsund ár?, Reykjavík: 
Háskólaútgáfan, 2003, 57-71; idem, ‘Jean Bodin på Island. Humanisten Arngrímur 
Jónssons brug af Methodus ad Facilem Historiarum Cognitionem (Paris 1566)’, 
Renæssanceforum. Tidsskrift for Renæssanceforskning [online] 1 (2005), 1-10: 
http://www.renaessanceforum.dk/1_2005/bodin.pdf (accessed January 5th, 2018); idem, 
‘The Latin of the North. Arngrímur Jónsson’s Crymogæa (1609) and the discovery of 
Icelandic as a classical language.’ Renæssanceforum. Tidsskrift for Renæssanceforskning 
[online] 5 (2008), 1-28: http://www.renaessanceforum.dk/5_2008/gj.pdf (accessed 
January 5th, 2018). 
11 Stefan Berger, Writing the nation. A global perspective, Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 
2007, 1. 
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of self-awareness in its current form may ensue and existing views of the 

development and shaping of that self-awareness in a country’s past may be 

corrected. In this respect, the case of Iceland is all the more interesting due to its 

past of long-term dependency, because such circumstances raise the question of 

whether it was possible to develop ideas on the national self at all given the 

political setting, let alone to make those ideas public and to disseminate them. 

With Iceland’s independence occurring as late as 1944, the perception of the 

nation and its past – both the eras of independence until 1262 and of dependency 

afterward – and of the self-awareness professed during and after that time is 

bound to be influenced by sentiments stemming from modern ideas on the 

formation of nations and nationalism. The fact that Iceland became independent 

when it did is likely to have had an impact on how the country viewed its past, 

namely through a modern lens. In short, the premises for determining the course 

of this development without in-depth research of contemporary sources were 

anything but ideal. 

 

Iceland’s history starts around 871-872 AD, when the country was first settled 

mainly by Norwegians who were seeking to escape king Harald Fairhair’s 

consolidation of power. The organisation of local assemblies led to the 

establishment of the national assembly Alþingi in 930 AD, in order to have a 

legislative institution where disputes could be settled. The foundation of Alþingi is 

considered to be the foundation of a ‘democratic governmental structure’ on 

Iceland, but given the fact that Alþingi had no executive powers, implementing 

laws and carrying out justice was in the hands of regional chieftains, who 

maintained a balance resulting in a social-political structure that is better 

described as an oligarchy and that resembles the structure of ancient Rome.12 This 

system started to falter in the early 13th century, when some of the governing 

families started consolidating chieftainries, which led to internal strife during 

which some sought support of the Norwegian king, who was ultimately able to 

seize power in 1262-1264. After the Union of Kalmar in 1397 power was passed 

into Danish hands, in which it would remain until 1944, when independence was 

finally obtained after legislative powers, self-rule and the restoration of 

sovereignty had been granted in consecutive phases since 1845. 

During the era of dependency, Iceland received a fairly benevolent 

treatment by the kings in terms of language and writing, unlike for instance the 

Faroe Islands and Greenland once they had become part of the Danish realm. Once 

                                                           
12 That Alþingi is considered as such is not just a notion that came into being and was in 
vogue during the nationalist era (Jón Jónsson Aðils’ view on Alþingi being the precursor to 
a modern governmental body is a good example of this; see Chapter 4), but one that is 
found still; see e.g. Alan W. Ertl, The political economic foundation of democratic capitalism. 
From genesis to maturation, Boca Raton: BrownWalker Press, 2007, 419. For a description 
of the social-political structure in ancient Rome, see Marinus Wes, Henk Versnel, and Ed 
van der Vliet, De wereld van de Oudheid, Groningen: Wolters-Noordhoff, 1978, 177-178 
and 195. 
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it was discovered that Iceland had historical sources that were of interest to 

writing Denmark’s history, to which Denmark had had no access previously and 

would not get access to without the aid of Icelandic scholars, not only did the 

Crown begin to subsidise and stimulate the translation of these sources, but also to 

have Iceland’s history put into writ by Icelandic authors. Iceland´s language and 

mediaeval literature were part of a common past, and as such they were 

considered to be of a value great enough to be preserved. 

What ensued was a situation of conflict, where on the one hand Icelandic 

writers were given the possibility to elucidate their country’s history and profile 

the country itself, but on the other hand saw themselves restricted in highlighting 

their past of independence with its successes due to the fact that in these 

endeavours they were being funded by the cause of their current dependency. The 

situation that came into existence in 1262-1264 and that was expedited by Danish 

kings from the 16th century onward caused a fissure in the social-political 

landscape with which Icelandic notables and scholars were confronted and that 

they had to work around: a state of dependency, a rift between Iceland and its 

authority Denmark, in which they found themselves being part of the former but 

working for the latter. 

This fissure undoubtedly impacted ideas on the Icelandic self: having to 

deal with an independent past from a dependent present likely would lead to a 

distinct division between the ways in which the notion of either could be reflected 

in the Icelandic self-awareness visible in writing, and this situation would last until 

1944. Once independent, Iceland made a giant leap forward, as the Icelandic 

author Steinunn Sigurðardóttir once phrased it in an interview.13 In other words, 

the country was catapulted from the past into the future. As a consequence of this, 

it is likely that the fissure between the past and the present in profiling Iceland 

extended itself to the past and the future. With all options now open for 

glorification of the past and with all eyes set on the future, there would have been 

little room or need to focus on the present anymore, if such had ever been 

desirable in the first place. 

What this leaves us with is a historical setting in which there certainly were 

possibilities for expressing national self-awareness, be they restricted, with an 

almost inevitable focus on the past. This setting enabled the ongoing development 

of an unconscious cultural-popular self-awareness based on language and 

literature on one side of the fissure, and of a conscious ideological-public one 

based on actively thought-out notions of and ideas on the national self on the other 

side. In this context I need to point out that I prefer using the terms public and 

popular self-awareness, rather than identity, as Sverrir Jakobsson did, but they are 

                                                           
13 Marnix Verplancke, ‘De ware liefde laat zich niet dwingen’, Trouw, September 11, 1996: 
https://www.trouw.nl/home/de-ware-liefde-laat-zich-niet-dwingenijslander-leeft-niet-
van-vis-alleen-zonder-liefde-kwijnt-hij-weg~a975de94/ (accessed January 5th, 2018). 
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used in the same sense as he used them: to denote both the unconscious kind of 

self-awareness that was in situ, and the conscious kind that was actively profiled.14 

Considering the fact that Iceland had a long linguistic and literary tradition 

of its own in the vernacular, it is almost self-evident that the former kind of self-

awareness was in place early on, would come to fruition because the situation 

allowed for it, and would eventually lead to a cultural kind of nationalism, once 

such was possible and its existence was put to nationalist use. 

Regarding public self-awareness as a consciously thought-out construct, 

however, the restrictions set by the political situation raise questions as to 

whether, and if so, how it could develop before 1845, and whether it could 

ultimately lead to nationalism. If a public self-awareness in mediaeval Scandinavia 

was tied to the monarchy, this would add to those restrictions once Iceland 

became part of the Norwegian realm.15 Furthermore, if these two kinds of self-

awareness existed and ran parallel to each other, the question is whether a shift in 

attention from the former to the latter becomes visible after 1845. And finally, if 

there was any connection or interaction between the two, it would seem plausible 

that such ensued from that date onward, in that the ideological self-awareness, and 

possibly nationalism with it, started hitching a ride with its cultural counterparts. 

There was a kind of self-awareness on Iceland that developed from the 

Middle Ages onward, which was unconscious and has been described as one based 

on family, origin, profession, faith, language, history, law and power.16 By the late 

20th and early 21st century, three fundamental and unique factors are considered 

to have contributed to the development of contemporary Icelandic identity in the 

modern age: the Icelandic language, that has not been subject to a lot of change 

since the Middle Ages, Iceland’s unparalleled mediaeval literary legacy, and the 

‘unsurpassed beauty of the landscape’.17 There is a long gap between the self-

awareness detected in the Middle Ages and a modern one – or even a national 

identity – that ensued after 1845, but the parallels are clear: the factors that they 

are based on were all in situ, and the way in which they bear witness to Icelandic 

self-awareness chimes in with the abovementioned notion of a cultural-popular 

self-awareness. It was an unconscious self-awareness that was there in the 

beginning and that was used for nationalist intentions at a later stage. That leaves 

the question unanswered whether and how a conscious, ideological-public self-

awareness could develop, and also whether these factors – at least the three 

considered pivotal to modern Icelandic self-awareness – were part of that 

                                                           
14

 Sverrir Jakobsson, ‘Defining a nation: popular and public identity in the Middle Ages’, 
Scandinavian Journal of History 24-1 (1999), 91-101. 
15 Jakobsson, ‘Defining a nation’, 101. 
16 Sverrir Jakobsson, ‘Sjálfsmyndir miðalda og uppruni Íslendinga’, in Jón Yngvi 
Jóhannsson et al. (eds.), Þjóðerni í þúsund ár? Reykjavík: Háskólaútgáfan, 2003, 22. 
17 Jón Karl Helgason, ‘The mystery of the vínarterta: in search of an Icelandic identity’, 
Scandinavian-Canadian Studies 17 (2006-2007), 39; Gísli Sigurðsson, ‘Icelandic national 
identity. From romanticism to tourism’, in Pertti J. Anttonen (ed.), Making Europe in Nordic 
contexts, Turku: Nordic Institute of Folklore, 1996, 46. 
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development. Iceland´s popular self-awareness has received much attention from 

the 19th century onward, and this year the first comprehensive study has appeared 

that maps its development into a cultural nationalism between 1820 and 1918 

with the aid of Old Norse mythology.18 It is the ideological, public self-awareness 

that poses a void in research. 

This study is an attempt to find signs of a public Icelandic self-awareness 

that may validly be called signs of identity. My research aims to investigate 

historical texts from Iceland that were chosen for their content, ideas, placement in 

time and reception, in order to chart the development of consciously constructed 

Icelandic self-awareness between the High Middle Ages and modernity, i.e. on the 

level of thought. The goal is to find an answer to the questions of whether, and if 

so, which signs of self-awareness on the level of ideas are visible shortly before 

1262, which ones could be displayed after that date until 1944, and how 

contemporary ideas on government, state, and culture could be put to use for the 

profiling of the country and its history – especially after 1845, in the wake of 

regaining independence. 

The first text chosen for this goal is the Alexanders saga, a text whose 

authorship and commission as yet remains undetermined and whose popularity 

lasted throughout the ages into the 20th century.19 It was translated around 1260, 

on the eve of the collapse of the existing social-political structure on Iceland and of 

the assumption of power by the king of Norway. Alexanders saga is a text that 

based on its topic and time of publication yields expectations about signs of 

Icelandic identity. First off, it is a text about Alexander the Great – who was 

considered a model king in the Middle Ages – that was adapted from the mediaeval 

Latin epic Alexandreis for an Icelandic audience wont to dealing with foreign kings, 

but not as their own rulers. Moreover, the adaptation took place at a time when the 

Icelanders were about to become a king’s subjects. For these two reasons, it raises 

many questions about the portrayal of contemporary ideas on government and any 

adaptation or criticism thereof for the benefit of the local audience that one might 

expect to be visible. The fact that the latter turned out not to be the case makes 

Alexanders saga all the more suitable as the starting point for this study, as a 

terminus post quem. 

Next is Crymogæa (1609) by Arngrímur Jónsson, the first comprehensive, 

early modern history of Iceland from the country’s settlement up until his day and 

age. A scholar and subsidiary of the Danish Crown, Arngrímur used Icelandic 

historical sources that he was commissioned to translate for his Danish colleagues 

so as to help them write the history of the Danish realm for the purpose of 

constituting a history and a profile of his own country, in Latin and with the aid of 

humanist ideas on language and state. Arngrímur bypassed any problems and 

profiled Iceland in such a way that not only did he manage to have this 

                                                           
18 Simon Halink, Asgard revisited. Old Norse mythology and Icelandic national culture, 1820-
1918, Zoetermeer: NBD Biblion, 2017. 
19 For the discussion of authorship of Alexanders saga, see Chapter 1. 
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uncommissioned book published and get rewarded for it by the Danish king, but 

on the topic of language he also succeeded in warranting a Nachleben of his image 

of Iceland that would find international acclaim into the 19th century. 

The third text chosen is the Historia Ecclesiastica Islandiæ (1772-1778) by 

bishop Finnur Jónsson, a voluminous Latin history of Church and state on Iceland. 

Finnur received a commission to write a history of the Church. In analogy to the 

work of his Danish colleague Erik Pontoppidan, he could justify incorporating the 

history of the state in his history of the Church, because the two within the Danish 

realm were intrinsically connected. The result was a history of Iceland that lived 

up to contemporary standards: the Historia is characterised by the scientific and 

critical approach of its day. Finnur picked up where Arngrímur had left off, with a 

critical treatment of his sources and, more importantly, an increasingly modern 

outlook on the historical Icelandic state. His Historia became the new work of 

reference on Iceland for the next hundred years and beyond. 

Finally, it is Jón Jónsson Aðils’ history of Iceland, Íslenzkt þjóðerni (1903), 

that will be investigated in order to determine how nationalist and political 

developments on Iceland, within the Danish realm and in the rest of the world 

influenced his portrayal of Iceland’s past. By this time, the tables were turning: 

Iceland had been granted legislative powers in 1874, but it strove for recognition 

as a nation that would lead to the autonomy that was in vogue. Aðils’ profile of 

Iceland was commissioned by the Icelandic government in order to help build the 

nation by creating historical and national awareness among its citizens. For this 

purpose, Aðils used a combined literary-educational approach in that he delivered 

public lectures on Icelandic history which were then published in book form, so 

that he would reach as many citizens as possible who were to build the nation and 

support the national cause. His most notable book, on the history of the Icelandic 

nation, was received favourably, put the final touch to a development that had 

started centuries before in every sense of the word, and would lead the way to the 

independence of 1944 in thought. 

 What makes these four texts so suitable is that they illustrate the progress 

in thought that took place between 1260 and 1903, plus the fact that Iceland stood 

right in the middle of the international current of ideas – be it with a fifty years’ 

delay on average, but still. From mediaeval governmental ethics in the Alexanders 

saga, with their roots in Hellenistic thought, we move to the constitutional ideas on 

the nature of states of the French political philosopher Jean Bodin that were used 

in Crymogæa, onto the semi-cultural ideas on the nature of people and states 

stemming from the work of Charles de Montesquieu that are reflected in the 

Historia Ecclesiastica Islandiæ, to end with the cultural-nationalistic ideas of the 

Danish theologian and nationalist N.F.S. Grundtvig that were applied in Íslenzkt 

þjóðerni. All these schools of thought were used to express ideas on the state and 

state structures, on the country’s psychological make-up, and on having a culture 

of its own and being a nation – in that order – that provide us with a clear 

indication of what was deemed or considered necessary, within the existing 



15 
 

possibilities, to profile an Icelandicness that would ultimately define the country 

and its citizens to the world and to itself. The fact that these streams of thought 

were internationally accepted and mainstream makes these texts all the more 

interesting for finding out how a distinct Icelandic public self-awareness was 

shaped with their aid. 

 Another aspect as to why these texts are of interest is that the first text is an 

adaptation from a mediaeval Latin literary highlight, the second and third texts 

were written in Latin themselves, and the fourth text has its roots in Denmark. 

Either they were produced for a national or an international audience, but there 

was always a connection with the other side: either Iceland or the outside world, 

i.e. the self or the other. In the case of all these texts, it is precisely this 

circumstance that has not rendered them attractive for researchers in general: for 

those on Iceland these texts might prove that Iceland was not as unique as one 

might hope or believe based on its medieval literary legacy of the Icelander sagas, 

and for those outside of Iceland they presented too much of a niche to be of 

interest. Also, the language posed restrictions: neither Latin nor Icelandic are the 

most commonly commanded languages, and on top of this it concerned neither 

classical Latin nor modern Icelandic in the strictest sense of the word. And then 

there is the fact that both Latin texts were produced during a period of what 

following the beliefs of Jón Jónsson Aðils and other 19th-century Icelandic 

nationalists was considered one of political decline and humiliation, and this led to 

their preliminary depreciation: these texts were bound to be less interesting than 

texts that were produced before that era. As a consequence of these factors, in the 

past twenty-odd years Alexanders saga, Crymogæa and the Historia did receive 

some attention, in discussions on ethics of power and in the debate on Icelandic 

self-awareness, but it was not much, and in all cases the overall international – 

specifically the Danish, but generally the Western-European – context was missing 

or disregarded. No one researched these texts across the board, at no point was the 

historical-political context – especially the state of dependency – in which they 

came into being taken into account, whereas it was precisely this context that 

determined the choice of audience. And that, as well as the realistic chance of a 

coloured perception of these texts through a modern lens that was mentioned 

previously, makes for four bodies of work that are hugely interesting and deserve 

to be scrutinised within their historical and ideological setting, in order to be able 

to trace the development of self-awareness in thought, to draw any conclusions on 

how it took shape, and to put it in a larger perspective. And finally, though not less 

importantly, they deserve to be researched in order to determine how those that 

made the effort to produce them achieved what they did. 

These aspects – the foreign-Icelandic context, the choice of audience and 

therewith of language – have not only resulted in restrictions for modern academic 

research, they have also created a field of tension for the development of an 

Icelandic self-image, be it mainly created by and for the scholarly few, within the 

texts themselves. Whether commissioned or not, the authors had no choice but to 
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place themselves within this duplex historical context. Although Alexanders saga 

was written in a situation where both worlds met and/or collided, they were still 

divided politically. For this reason there may not have been an immediate 

necessity for its author to keep his balance between the two, but apparently there 

also was no need to do otherwise. In the case of Arngrímur Jónsson, Finnur Jónsson 

and Jón Jónsson Aðils, the historical context of living and working in dependency 

automatically led to them being the spokesmen of the national self, Iceland, whilst 

still in deference of the international other, Denmark in particular and western 

Europe in general. Also, the manner in which the duplex historical context 

contributed to the field of tension in the development of public self-awareness by 

these three men extended itself towards the matter about which they wrote: the 

Icelandic past and present (or future). They would have to pay due respect to the 

reality of Iceland’s dependent present whilst writing about the independent past. 

The parameters were slightly different for each one of them, because the image of 

Iceland that existed abroad would change from a negative to a positive one over 

the course of the centuries, and the effort that Arngrímur and Finnur had to make 

to put Iceland on the map internationally would have been different than the effort 

that Jón had to make to build his image of Iceland for his fellow countrymen. Still, 

they were forced to maintain a balance between the two worlds, the internal and 

the external. The result was the same: whatever the reason, all four authors 

conformed to the external side of the duplex historical context, by default or by 

necessity. 

The urge or need to conform becomes transparent in the fact that all four 

authors adhered to the line of thought that prevailed internationally in their day. 

Again, for the author of Alexanders saga there must have been no or little need to 

do otherwise, and for the other three authors there was an apparent need to 

perform equally to their international peers who shaped and deployed these ideas. 

What transpires is that there is a trajectory that may be traced from Alexanders 

saga to Íslenzkt þjóðerni. The starting point of this trajectory would be an 

inarticulate notion of the self that was in line with the rest of the world – when that 

world was still entire but about to fall apart – heading towards an increasingly 

outspoken notion of the self that was still in line, yet at the same time at odds with 

the rest of the world, after the break of 1262 was made. 

Following the studies of Karlsson and Svavarsson, Arngrímur Jónsson and 

Finnur Jónsson are supposed to have established a cultural ‘identity’ for Iceland in 

Crymogæa and the Historia Ecclesiastic Islandiæ by anchoring the notion of a 

golden past, characterised by language and scientific prowess and founded on the 

mediaeval free state. They are even considered to have contributed indirectly to 

the cultural nationalism of the 19th century by allegedly focusing on an idealised 

past before the break in 1262-1264, the result of which should then be visible in 

the work of Jón Jónsson Aðils.20 These conclusions sound appealing, if not 

                                                           
20 Karlsson, ‘Syrpa um þjóðernisumræðu’, 165; Svavarsson, ‘Greatness revived’, 554-555. 
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plausible, were it not for the fact that it remains to be determined how it would 

have been possible for Arngrímur and Finnur in their situation to construct the 

notion of a fully-fledged Icelandic golden era, in order to shape such an identity, 

with the ideas that were around in their day. First of all, they conformed to their 

situation, and secondly the idea of a golden era determining a national identity did 

not come into vogue until the 19th century. How Icelandic self-awareness came to 

be developed on the level of ideas, and what happened when both the political 

situation and prevalent thought started allowing for nationalist tendencies, must 

be explained by looking at the way in which all authors conformed in order to 

make their point, implicitly or explicitly, and paradoxically from a general take on 

what marked Iceland to a specific take on what marked Iceland as a nation. 

One more aspect to the fissure over which these authors had to balance 

themselves is the fact that they wrote their texts from the periphery of the sphere 

in which the ideas to which they conformed had been conceived and worked out. 

This fact is indicative of the trouble they must have gone through to deal with the 

restrictions set to them, and it is another factor that calls for closer investigation. 

And they all achieved the same result: a long-term favourable reception, on either 

side of the foreign-Icelandic demarcation line. Does this announcement give away 

too much information about the outcome of this study? I do not think so: it is vital 

information for comprehending the extent of the fissure between the national and 

the international that existed for so many centuries and for understanding the 

importance of these texts and the role they played in bypassing the gap – and 

possibly building bridges over it. 

 

Because of the complicated nature of the matter there could be only one method to 

investigate these four texts: a comprehensive, interdisciplinary analysis. Therefore, 

the approach taken has been three-fold, an assessment from a combined 

philological, philosophical and historical point of view. Every text has been 

evaluated for the manner in which it was constructed, the ideas conveyed in it with 

the aim of profiling Iceland, and the specific historical circumstances under which 

it came into being, in order to get a grip on how all authors stood their ground over 

the aforementioned fissure and anchored their ideas on the Icelandic past and the 

Icelandic self. The greatest challenge was to keep a balance between the three 

angles to be able to make a fair assessment and come to a plausible and tenable 

conclusion with the greatest possible objectivity. This was the set-up from the very 

beginning, and it proved useful as the existing modern literature on these texts 

offered no such analysis. 

Coming from a modern perception of an imagined golden age, some of the 

existing studies on Crymogæa and the Historia presupposed the effect of the 

historical context on the contents to such a degree that a factual evaluation of the 
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texts and the ideas in them was rendered impossible.21 Other studies that claimed 

to explain both these texts purely from contemporary thought still showed the 

same modern tendency towards detecting an idealised linguistic and political past 

of an ‘ancient’ republic, where actually there was none.22 The study on thought in 

Alexanders saga did not detect the programmatic set-up of originally Hellenistic 

ideas in both Alexandreis and Alexanders saga, the structure this provided for their 

elaboration in the narrative, the fact that these ideas functioned both on a classical-

stoic and a mediaeval-Christian level, or the fact that the programmatic set-up left 

no room for Icelandic input.23 Finally, the main studies on Íslenzkt þjóðerni did not 

recognise the immediate provenance of the ideas used, the direct connection with 

the Danish environment whence they stemmed, and their integral adoption.24 

In all of these cases, the lack of a comprehensive analysis produced an 

incomplete, sometimes even distorted picture. What’s more, it left the question of 

how each author dealt with his situation unanswered. I realise that the 

interdisciplinary approach inevitably involved compromises, because of which this 

study might not meet purely philological, philosophical or historical standards, but 

from my point of view it was the only way to obtain a comprehensive 

understanding of these texts for the study at hand. 

 That brings us to the goal of this study. It is not my aim to answer the 

question whether Iceland considered itself, or could be considered, a nation before 

the 19th century, because in my opinion that is neither an important nor an 

interesting question. Moreover, it has been my intention from the very start to 

enter the assessment of the chosen texts without presuming any support they 

might give to either side of the debate, in order to come to results that might offer a 

reasonable comparison with existing ideas on national self-awareness, even 

national identity, and show whether there is an overlap – or not. The reason for 

this choice is not just the aforementioned partiality shown in the limited research 

that was done on the texts previously, but also the following two questions and 

their answers. One: were there signs of Icelandic self-awareness before 1845? 

Certainly. Two: does that mean that there was a fully-fledged nationalism before 

the 19th century? Hardly, because there was no room for a political agenda until 

much later.25 Because of its exceptional situation things are just not that black and 

                                                           
21 Karlsson, ‘Íslensk þjóðernisvitund’, 160-161, and ‘Syrpa um þjóðernisumræðu’, 167; 
Svavarsson, ‘Greatness revived’, 555, and ‘Hugmynd um sjálfstæði Íslendinga’, 270 and 
282. 
22 Jensson, ‘Söguleysa þjóðlegrar sagnfræði’, 65 and 68-69; idem, ‘Jean Bodin på Island’, 6; 
idem, ‘The Latin of the North’, 21-22. 
23 David Ashurst, The ethics of empire in the saga of Alexander the Great, Reykjavík: 
Háskólaútgáfan, 2009. 
24 Sigríður Matthíasdóttir, ‘Réttlæting þjóðernis. Samanburður á alþýðufyrirlestrum Jóns 
Aðils og hugmyndum Jóhanns Gottlieb Fichte’, Skírnir 169 (1995), 49-60; and Hinn sanni 
Íslendingur, 45-46. 
25 I realise that there is much to be said for Leerssen’s point of view that all nationalism is 
cultural nationalism; see Leerssen, ‘Nationalism’, 560-562. I would like to add that all 
nationalism starts out being cultural, but at some point receives a political component. 
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white for Iceland, so I have considered it far more preferable to map the 

development of Iceland’s public self-awareness; after all, a current status is always 

preceded by a period of growth or maturation. The question that is of interest – as 

hopefully will become visible from researching these texts – is what the 

consequences of the gap between the past and the present (and later the future), 

between the self and the other, and between the popular-cultural and the public-

ideological were, how this impacted the development of self-awareness and 

ultimately of nationalism, and how it determined the notion of the self for future 

generations. And, finally, an attempt needs to be made to answer the question 

whether that gap was ever closed. As may be deducted from what I have written 

above about the great leap forward that was made in 1944, the outlook is dim. My 

hypothesis is that, given the historical inability to focus either on the present or the 

future, with a predominantly cultural nationalism focused on the past, the fissure 

is still in existence. 

Four texts to cover a period of seven centuries may not seem much to go by. 

I would like to argue that, as with so many things, it is not the number of texts that 

counts, but their validity. Ours may not be an empirical discipline in the strict 

sense of the word, but these texts provide the best material for testing, i.e. the 

ideas on the Icelandic self that they convey. Testing these ideas should yield the 

highest rate of validity from an empirical point of view, so that not only their 

development can be mapped, but the theoretical framework of this dissertation 

can also be examined and, if need be, adjusted. If that goal can be achieved, then 

four texts will definitely do. 
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