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Y his year marks the fortieth
anniversary of the Chair of Ice­

landic Language and Literature 
at the University of Manitoba. The 
event was marked by the extension 
of an invitation from the Depart­
ment of Icelandic to Dr. Finnbogi 
Guomundsson, the first holder of 
the Chair and now Head of the 
National Library in Iceland, to visit 
Manitoba and give a lecture at the 
University of Manitoba. The Board 
of The Icelandic Canadian kindly 
agreed to let this issue of the maga­
zine focus largely on the Depart­
ment of Icelandic and its activities. 

The opening article, "Forty Years 
of Icelandic at the University of 
Manitoba," sketches the history of 
the Chair from its establishment to 
the present, with special emphasis 
on the development of the curricu­
lum and the Department's scholarly 
and outreach activities. Limitations 
with regard to space precluded the 
inclusion of many details, but it is 
hoped that the photographs by 
Mr. Steven Black, a student in the 
Department, will provide insight 
into the daily activities of the 
Department. Appended to this 
historical survey is an outline of 
the functions and activities of the 
University of Manitoba Icelandic 
Student Society (UMISS), which 
this year celebrates its third anni-

by Kirsten Wolf 
and Carol Mowat 

versary, by Mr. Daniel Doucette, 
the society's departmental liaison. 

The article is followed by Mr. 
RobertJ. Asgeirsson's interview with 
Dr. Finnbogi Guomundsson as well 
as Dr. Guomundsson's lecture, "The 
Attitude toward Iceland," delivered 
at the University of Manitoba on 18 
October. Included in the issue 
are also a letter from Ms. Julie 
Danielson, a student from the De­
partment who is now studying at 
the University of Iceland, book­
notes by Ms. Sigrid Johnson, Head 
of the Icelandic Collection at the 
University of Manitoba, and an 
article on The Sigurour Nordal In­
stitute in Reykjavik by its director, 
Dr. Ulfar Bragason. The Institute, 
whose role is "to promote, in all parts 
of the world, research into Icelandic 
culture both old and new, to provide 
information on the subject, and to 
strengthen contacts between Icelan­
dic and other scholars working in the 
field," is one with which the Depart­
ment of Icelandic has close contact, 
and it thus seemed pertinent to fea­
ture the Institute in this issue. 

A short story by Ms. Stacey 
Stevens, poetry by Mr. Franklin 
Johnson, "MRB," and "Ms. Stacey 
Stevens, and a book review by Dr. 
Julian Meldon D'Arcy round off 
the winter issue of The Icelandic

Canadian. 
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by Kirsten Wolf 

ei One of the most interesting and stimulating stories
in the history of this University is that of the establish­
ment of the Chair of Icelandic Language and Literature, 
endowed by the generosity and self-sacrifice of our 
people oflcelandic descent." With these words Dr. Hugh 
H. Saunderson, former president of the University of
Manitoba, begins his essay, "The Chair of Icelandic
Language and Literature," published in 1961, and with
these words everyone will agree, for the story of the
Chair is unparalleled on this continent. It is, as Dr.
Saunderson writes, "a story of vision, of fused national
loyalties, and of generosity which is unique. �

The Early History 

The initiative to establish a Chair 
oflcelandic Language and Literature 
can be traced to the foundation of the 
Icelandic National League in 1919.1

One of the main tasks of the League 

was the preservation and promotion 
of Icelandic language and literature 
in North America. This objective was 
to be achieved through publications, 
community libraries, classes for the 
youth, and, most important of all, the 



When Canadians 
work together we can 
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To succeed in todav' s world, 
Canadians must be.able to compete 
because our jobs directlv depend 
upon iL Our competitive edge will 
secure the prosperity we want for 
ourselves and our children. Prosper­
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support for health, social and senior 
citizen programs - and more. 
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our mm abilities and being a countrv 
that �avs ... ves we can. 

Yes we can. 
We've got the proof 
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real benefits for indiv·iduab, the 
communities thev liH' in and for 
Canadian industrv. 

Hundreds of c'anadian companies 
are achieving remarkable internation­
al success. Thev're creating jobs, 
developing neiv skills and opportuni­
ties for thousands of Canadians and 
creating markets an>und the world 
for Canadian products. 

A ,mrld leader in aerial firefighting 
with its renowned water bomber, 
a major force in business az1iation 
with 250 Challenger jets alrmdy 
delivered and the acknowledged 
leader in the develo;nnent of region­
al commercial jet aircraft, Canadair 
is also a leader in job creation. 
Employment lws increased by more 
than 2;000 since the Company's 
purchase by Bombardier Inc. in 1986. 

Yes we can. 
We've got the ability to 
build on our successes. 
We have a history of working in 
co-operation with others for world 
class achievements in peacekeeping, 
medicine and space exploration. 
Now, with business, labour, gm-ern­
mmts, academic and social groups 
working together, we can achieve 

Smiths Falls, Ontario 
If investing in the future opens the 
door to success, Stan/et/ Tools of 
Smiths Falls, Ontario twfainly has 
the kCJf. Qper the last hoo 11ears, 
the Climpany has investeif millions 
on equipment and worker trammg 
and retraining which will double 
production and increase employ­
ment by the mid 90's. 

prosperitv through international 
competitiveness. But there is one 
more critical factor: Canada's ulti­
mate potential depends on the com­
mitment of indil'idual Canadians. 

Yes we can. 
We've got the people. 
It's time now to unite around our 
greatest economic challenge vet... 
preparing for a prosperous future. 
As individuals, there's a lot we can 
do. Put \'Ourself in the picture 
through further education or skills 
development programs. 

As parents, we can enrnurage our 
children to stav in school longer and 
start career pl,inning activities sooner. 
As em plovers, we can think of 
training as a business inwstment and 
encourage a work et1\'ironment 
where excellence and a commitment 
to learning are celebratl'd. Finallv, as 
Canadians, Wl' can become a positive 
part of the prncess through inl'oi\'l'­
ment in the consultations on our 

___ Winnipeg, Manitoba 
With exports accounting for 50% of 
sales and job creation up 82% 011er 
three years, it's hardly surprising 
that New Flyer Industries Limited 
of Winnipeg received a 1991 
Canada Export Award. Already a 
ma;or success in th,, U.S., New 
Flyer is now aggressively pursuing 
markt'ls in Mexico, Europe and the 
Middle East. 

Yes,wecan. 

Car1acla 
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foundation of a Chair of Icelandic at 
the University. At the annual con­
vention in 1920, the following resolu­
tion was passed: "That the National 
League promote the establishment of 
a Chair of Icelandic and Norse stud­
ies at the University of Manitoba by 
the circulation of a petition for signa­
tures in all the Icelandic settlements 
in North America for submission to 
the University Board of Governors" 
(Timarit Ij66r££knisfelags islendinga 
2(1920), p. 129).2 In 1926, the League
approved a resolution that the sum 
of$ l 00,000 be raised, the interest on 
which would be used to support the 
teaching of Icelandic. No action was 
taken to implement this at the time, 
but in 1932 there was a strong resur­
gence of support for the idea when 
Dr. Sigurclur Nordal, Professor at the 
University of Iceland, visited Winni­
peg and urged that steps be taken to 
proceed with the plan for an Icelan­
dic Department at the University of 
Manitoba. In 1935, Mr. Justice 
Bergman delivered an address at the 
annual islendingadagurinn Celebra­
tion in Gimli, encouraging all organi­
zations and groups to join in realiz­
ing the plan. 

The first step was taken in 1944, 
when Dr. P. H. T. Thorlakson con­
tributed the sum of $5,000.00 in 
memory of his father. In 1945, Mr. 
Asmundur P. Johannsson an­
nounced that he had placed in trust 
the sum of $50,000.00 toward the 
Chair. Funds left by Mr. Magnus 
Hinrikson formed the third contribu­
tion deposited with the University. 

Early in 1944, Mr. Justice 
Bergman, Chairman of the Board 
of Governors, which in 1942 had 
established a committee to study 
the project and prepare a report, 
and Mr. Asmundur P. Johannsson 
requested that Dr. P.H. T. Thorlakson 
accept the responsibility of organiz-

ing a campaign to collect funds for 
the Chair. The Icelandic National 
League, the Icelandic Canadian Club, 
the Jon Sigurdson Chapter, I. 0. D. 
E., the Icelandic Good Templars 
Society in Winnipeg, the Icelandic 
Festival Committee, the newspapers 
Logberg and Heimskringla, and 
representatives of the two Icelandic 
churches agreed to sponsor the 
project. which was placed under the 
auspices of a Foundation Committee 
comprising of Dr. P.H. T. Thorlakson, 
chairman, Ms. Margret Petursson, 
secretary, Judge W. J. Lindal, Mr. 
Grettir L. Johannsson, Consul of 
Iceland, Dr. L. A. Sigurdson, and 
Mr. A. G. Eggertson. An agreement 
was arrived at with the University 
that the Chair would be established 
when $150,000.00 had been depos­
ited with the University; the Com­
mittee, however, set the objective of 
the proposed drive at $200,000.00. 
The campaign was formally 
launched in the spring of 1948, 
and by the spring of 1952 no less 
than $203,652.25 had been placed 
in trust with the University; with 
accumulated interest, the final 
amount was $219,132.72. For a list 
of donors, see Saunderson (1961), 
pp. 17-39. 

The Establishment of the Chair 

By March 1951, the campaign had 
resulted in donations well beyond 
the minimum of $150,000.00 stipu­
lated in the initial agreement. The 
foundation of the Chair was formally 
announced by President A. H. S. 
Gillson at the University of Manitoba 
at a ceremonial function on 30 March 
1951,3 The original mandate of
the Chair was: ( 1) to provide instruc­
tion in Icelandic language, (2) to 
offer courses in Icelandic litera­
ture, (3) to teach Icelandic and 



64 THE ICEIANDIC CANADIAN Winter, 1991 

"The core of Icelandic studies is the University of Manitoba Libraries Icelandic Collection." 

North American-Icelandic history, 
( 4) to promote and foster scholarly
exchange between Iceland and
North America, (5) to maintain
strong relations with the Icelandic­
Canadian community, and (6) to
maintain a strong programme of
research and publication. On the
same occasion, Dr. Gillson announced
that active steps were being taken to
select the first incumbent. One of
the first of these steps was the
extension of an invitation from the
University of Manitoba to Dr. Alexan­
der J6hannesson, President of the
University of Iceland, to visit Man­
itoba and discuss the establish­
ment of the Department. On his
recommendation, Dr. Finnbogi
Guomundsson was appointed as
the Chair.

The Development of 
the Curriculum 

Dr. Finnbogi Guomundsson ar­
rived in Winnipeg in November 1951 
to assume his duties. A foundation 
for an Icelandic programme had, how­
ever, already been laid - the Univer­
sity of Manitoba general calendars 
show course listings in Icelandic since 
the tum of the century - and this 
programme, consisting oftwo courses, 
was adopted by Dr. Finnbogi 
Guomundsson when he commenced 
teaching in the academic year 1952-
1953. In an article in Logberg (1952), 
Dr. Finnbogi Guomundsson outlined 
the start of his first teaching year. He 
mentions that two courses were of­
fered, an introductory language 
course (IA) and an elementary Ian-
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guage course (I); two students were 
enrolled in IA (Terry Tergesen and 
Kristjan Guttormson) and four in I 
(Clara Stefanson, Lilja Eylands, 
Vilborg Eyolfson, and Junius Jacob 
Fridfinnson). He also notes that in 
addition a student (Roy H. Ruth) was 
undertaking an independent study 
in Icelandic history toward the M.A. 
degree. In the same article, Dr. 
Finnbogi Guomundsson mentions 
that for the academic year 1953-

honours programme consisted of the 
following courses: "Icelandic-Cana­
dian Literature," "An Introduction to 
the Old Icelandic Language and Liter­
ature," "Old Icelandic Literature," 

"Medieval Icelandic Historical Litera­
ture," and two half-courses, "Snorra 
Edda" and "Gothic." The programme 
as it appears in the University of 
Manitoba general calendar for the 
academic year 1953-1954 is repro­
duced below: 

1954 a litera­
ture course 
("I c e l a n d i c  
II") would 
be offered 
and that 
plans for the 
expansion of 
the curricu­
lum were be­
ing made. 

The new 
curriculum is 
described by 
Dr. Finnbogi 
Guomunds­
son in The

Icelandic 

Canadian 

(1954). In 
addition to 
the three 
courses men­
tioned above, 
the general 
programme 
included a 
course on 
Icelandic lit­
erature from 
the beginning 
to 1 750 ("Ice­
landic III") 
and "Twenti­
eth Century 
Icelandic Lit­
erature"; the 

ICELAXDIC (12) 

Finnbogi Gudmundsson (Chairman) .......................... Associate Professor 

Icelandic IA-Course 101. 
Icelandic !--Course 110. 
Icelandic II-Course 201. 
Icelandic III--Course 301. 
Icelandic IIIG and HUI-Courses 301 and 302. 
Icelandic HUI (Speclal)-Course 303. 
Icelandic IV-Course 401. 
Icelandic IVG and IVH-Courses 401 and 402. 
Icelandic V-Courses 501 and GOc. 

101. Introductory Icelandic. l"our hours a week, Loth te1·ms. For
students who enter the University with no Icelandic. Text: Stef{rn 
Einarsson: Icelandic. Grammar, Texts, Glossary, Baltimore 1949. 

-Full Cours0,

110. Elementary Icelandic. Four hours a \H'Ck, both terms. For
students who enter the University with some knowledg-e of Icelandic, or 
have passed Icelandic IA. Grammar review, reading and composition. 
Texts: Stefan Einarsson: Icelandic. Grammar, Texts, Glossary, Balti-
more 1949; Heiman eg f6r, Reykjavik 194G . ....................... .Full Course, 

201. Icelarnllc II. Four hours a week, both terms. For students
who have passed Icelandic I, or have obtained a high standing in Ice­
landic IA. General history of Iceland, Icelandic llt,•r:1ture 1750-1900. 
Composition. Text: Sigurt\ur Nordal: 1slenzk lcstrarb6k 17,,0-1930, 3n1 
ed., Reykjavik 1947 . ................................................................. .Full Course. 

301. Icelandic III. Three hours a week, both terms. Icelandic 
literature from the beginning to 17 5 0. Texts to be announced. Not 
given in 1953-1954 . .................................................................... Full Course, 

302. Icclandlc-Canacllan Lltcratun·. Three hours; a wepl;, both 
terms. Texts to be announced. Not given in 1953-1954 ....... Full Course. 

303. An introduction to the Old Icelandic T,anguag·c ancl LltPra­
turc. Text: E. V. Gordon: An introduction to Old :\'orse, Oxforcl, 1D49. 

--Full Course. 

401. Twentieth Century Icelandic Literature. Three hour8 a wec•k,
both terms. Selected readings in major authors. Not given in 1953-1954. 

-Full Course.

402. Old Icelandic Litc1·atnre. Three hours a week, both terms. 
A study of selected Icelandic Sagas and Eddie poems, :;s;ot gi\·en in 
1953-1954 . .................................................................................... Full Course. 

501. )Iedleval Icelandic Historieal I,itcratur�'. Th1·ee hours a weel,.
both terms. Selections from 1slendingab6k, Landnama, Heims!ffingla, 
Sturlunga and Hungurvalrn. Not given in 1953-1954 . ........ Full Course. 

502. (a) Snorra-Edda. Two hours a week, both terms . .  \ stud�
In mythology, poetical form and skill. 

(b) Gothic. One hour a week, both terms. Text: Joseph 'iVright,
A Grammar of the Gothic Language. :;s;ot given in 1953-1954. 

-Full Course.



66 THE ICELANDIC CANADIAN Winter, 1991 

In 1956, Dr. Finnbogi Guc5-
mundsson returned to Iceland to be­
come head of the National Library. He 
was replaced by Haraldur Bessason, 

cand. mag., now rector of the newly 
established University of Akureyri, 
who held the post until 1987 and 
who, during this period, modified the 

Haraldur Bessason (He::idl 

Icelandic IA-Course 90. 
Icelandic I-Course 120. 
Icelandic HI-Course 220. 

ICELANDIC (12) 

Icelandic II and UH-Courses 220 and 230. 
Icelandic UH-Course 231. 
Icelandic III-Course 330, 331. 
Icelandic III and HIH-Courses 330 and 340. 
Icelandic IV-Courses 440 and 441. 

SEQUENCE CURRICULUM 

A. General Courses

Associate Professor 

90. Introductory Icelandic. Five hours a week, both terms. Text: Stefan
Einarsson: Icelandic. Grammar, Texts, Glossary, Baltimore 1949. Other texts to 
be announced. Full Course. 

12.120. History of Literature, 1750-1900. Four hours n week, both terms. 
General history of Iceland. Composition. Text: Sigurdur Nordal: Islenzk 
lestnirbok 1750-1[)30, 3rd c•d., Rcyl;javik HM7. Full Course. 

12.220. History of Literature to 1750. Three hours a week, both terms. Text: 
Sigurdur Nordal and Co.; Synisbok islcnzkra bokmennta til mid�ar atjandu 
aldnr, Reykjavik 1953. 1' ull Course. 

12.330. Twentieth Century Icelandic Literature. Three hours a week, both 
terms. Selected readings in major nuthors. Full Course. 

12.321. Old N°orse ;\lythology. Three hours a week, both terms. A study of 
the Religion of /,ncicnt '."1:.:ndin;1vi:1. Text: Turville-Petre_: :\1yth and. Religion 
of the North. Sckckd readings from the Olcl Norse 1\.Iyth1c;il-Hcro1c literature. 

-Full Course. 

n. uo:-;orns c<n-RsEs

Students ,vho elect lionnurs in Ic_·l�11HltL' �;:·c l'l·q.uircd tu t�ikc i]lc f{)�l 
courses: 

Second Year: Icelandic 220, 2:io. 
Third Year: Iccbndic 3:30, :l-±0 
Fourth Year: Icelandic ·HO, 4'±1. 

The balance of the work must \Jc selected from Classics, Ew;.:ish. Frl'r.d1, 
German, Russian, History, PJ-:ilosophy, in t·ach of third, fourth and liftll yl·:,rs. 

12.230. Icelandic-Canadian Literature. Three hours a \\'eek. lJllth tl'r:11s. 
Text: To be announced. Full Cou: Sl'. 

12.231. An Introduction to the Old Icelandic Language and Lifl'rature. T xt: 
E. V. Gordon: An introduction to Old Norse, Oxford, 1949. 

12.340. Old Icelandic Literature. Three hours a week, both terms ,\ st 1dy 
of selected Icelandic Sagns and Eddie poems. Full Cnu rsc. 

12.440. Mediaeval Icelandic Historical Literature. Three hours a week. bulh 
terms. Selections from Islendingabok, Landnama, Heimskringla, Hungurvaka and 
Sturlunga. . Full Course. 

12.441. (a) Snorra-Edda. Two hours a week, both terms. A study in myth­
ology, poetical form and skill. (b) Gothic. One hour a week, both terms. Text: 
Joseph Wright: A Grammar of the Gothic Language. Full Course. 
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programme slightly. Thus, in 1958, a 
graduate course on Old Icelandic was 
added, and in 1963, "Elementary Ice­
landic" and "Icelandic II" were com­
bined into "Icelandic I," and "Icelan­
dic III" was consequently reclassified 
as "Icelandic II," leaving four courses 
at the general level instead of the 
original five. In 1965, the title "Ice­
landic I" was changed to "History of 
Literature l 750-1900" and the title 
"Icelandic II" to "History of Literature 
to 1750"; in addition, a general course 
entitled "Old Norse Mythology" was 
added to the curriculum. Moreover, 
in 1965, the honours courses, except 
for "Icelandic-Canadian Literature," 
were included also as part of the 
graduate programme, although from 
the course numbers (in the 200, 300, 
and the 400 series) it is clear that 
only the already existing course in 
Old Icelandic (in the 700 series) was 
taught at the graduate level: an in­
troductory note to the graduate pro­
gramme in the general calendar speci­
fies that the graduate programme in 
Icelandic is not an independent pro­
gramme, but that it forms part of a 
comprehensive programme in Ger­
manic philology given in cooperation 
with the Department of German. From 
1965 to 1988, no further changes 
were made in the undergraduate and 
graduate programmes, reproduced 

in tables 2 and 3 from the general 
calendar for 1965-1966. 

With the appointment of the new 
incumbent in 1988, considerable at­
tention was given to possible ways of 
attracting more students into the 
programme. It was clear that a pre­
requisite for increased enrollment was 
an extensive revision of the pro­
grammes, a revision that would en­
sure high standards and at the same 
time bring the courses up-to-date to 
suit the interests of students and 
reflect current critical concerns in 
academia. 

The most immediate concern 
was the graduate programme: the 
M.A. formed part of a programme in
German, and only one of the five
courses listed was a graduate
course proper. Accordingly, an en­
tirely new graduate programme
was designed for the Department of
Icelandic, a programme indepen­
dent of the Department of German,
which included a thesis as one of
its requirements as well as courses
in modern Icelandic language and
literature (as opposed to the earlier
programme which focused solely
on Old Icelandic). The revised grad­
uate programme, reproduced in
table 4, was formally approved in
1989 and was implemented that
same year.

ICELANDIC (12) 

H. Bessason (Head) Associate Professor

In general graduate courses in Icelandic (Old Icelnndic) constitute a pnrt of
a comprehensive prngram in Germanic Philology given in co-operation with 
the Department of German. 

COVRSES 

12.231. An Intrnduction to the Olcl Icelandic Language and Literature. 
12.340. Old Ieelandic Literature. 
12.440. Medieval Icelandic Historical Literature. 
12.441. a) Snorra-Edda. b) Gothic. 
12.701. Old Icclanclic--Old Icelandic (Old Norse) lnnguage and literature, 

with sdcctions from Old Norse Poct1·y and Icelandic sagas. 
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Icelandic (12) 
Head: K. Wolf 

The Department offers programs of study leading to the M.A. degree. The 
aim of the program is to develop the student's knowledge of Modern and 
Old Icelandic language and literature and train him/her in the methods of 
scholarship. 

Students entering the program will normally be expected to have taken 
an undergraduate major program or its equivalent. Those who do not 
meet these requirements may be required to take additional courses in 
preparation for their graduate work. Students who have already done 
postgraduate studies elsewhere, particularly while in residence in Iceland, 
will be given recognition. A reading knowledge of a second language is 
required. 

Requirements for the M.A. degree include a thesis and three courses (18 
credit hou� in the 700 series. 

Course Offerings 
12.704 Advanced Icelandic (6) Advanced modern Icelandic usage through 
translation (English-lcelandidlcelandic-English), practical exercises, and free 
composition. Study of fictional and non-fictional texts. 

12,705 Individual Modem Authors (6) Icelandic literature in the 20th century. Study 
of modern and contemporary Icelandic literature focussing on a major author. 

12,706 Old Icelandic Prose: Seminar (6) Study of Old Norse-Icelandic sagas 
focussing on a specific genre or theme. 

12.707 Old Icelandic Poetry: Seminar (6) Study of Old Norse-Icelandic poetry 
focussing on a specific genre or theme. 

12.708 Palaeography and Philology (6) A hislory of writing in ln•land 1150-15 50 
on the basis of manuscripts as principal sources of evidence for Old Icelandic. 

Winter, 1991 

At the undergraduate level, the 
general programme was redesigned 
with a view to the original mandate 
of the Chair. An intermediate lan­
guage course was introduced to 
strengthen intensive language 
training, and survey courses were 
introduced to provide a broad liter­
ary, cultural, and historical frame­
work for the more specialized areas 
of study at the honours level. The 
previous courses on Gothic and 
Snorri's Edda were replaced by 

courses on Icelandic children's lit­
erature and language history. 

However, in order to make rel­
evant for the present and the future 
a curriculum in Icelandic at a Cana­

dian university, it seemed obvious 
that in addition to the areas of mod­
ern and Old Icelandic, which hith­
erto had formed the core of the cur­
riculum, the area of Western Ice­
landic studies should be strength­
ened and developed. Accordingly, two 
courses within this field, "Stephan G. 
Stephansson" and "The Icelanders 
in Canada," were added to the pro­
gramme: in addition, Western Ice­
landic studies were also made to 
form an integral part of other courses 
offered by the Department, notably 
"Icelandic Culture and Civilization," 
"History of Literature 12th-20th 
Century," "History of the Icelandic 
Language," and "Icelandic Children's 
Literature" at the undergraduate level 
and "Advanced Icelandic" and "Indi-

-
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Neil and Merilyn Baldwinson 
Icelandic Goods Available 
• Open 7 Days a Week • 

Box307 
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Gimli, Manitoba ROC IBO 
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vidual Modern Authors" at the grad­
uate level. 

The revision of the undergrad­
uate programmes begun in 1988 is 

General Courses: 

now completed, and the curriculum 
as it will appear in the 1992-

1993 general calendar is outlined 
below: 

12.090 Introductory Icelandic (6) Text: Einar Palsson, Icelandic in Easy Stages 
(Reykjavfk, 1975). Other texts to be announced. 

12.121 Intermediate Icelandic (6) Modern Icelandic usage through practical exercises 
and free composition. Study offictional and non-fictional texts. Text: Asta Svavarsdottir 
and Margret Jonsdottir, fslenska fyrir utlendinga (Reykjavfk, 1988). Prerequisite: Prior 
standing in 90 or a grade of C or better in 90. 

12.221 History of Literature 12th-20th Century (6) The study of selected works from 
the major historical periods and genres. Prerequisite: A grade of C or better in 121. 

12.332 Old Norse Mythology (3) The myths and cults of the pre-Christian gods in the 
Nordic countries on the basis of the original sources (in English translation) and related 
to pre-Christian Nordic society. Open to all students; taught in English. 

12.333 Icelandic Sagas in Translation (3) A study of the Icelandic sagas based on the 
original sources in English translation. Open to all students; taught in English. 332 
recommended but not required. 

12.334 Icelandic Culture and Civilization (6) An introduction to Icelandic social, 
literary, and artistic achievement from the Viking Age to the 20th century. Open to all 
students; taught in English. 

Honors Courses 

12.2301celandic-Canadian Literature(6)T ext: EinarH. Kvaran and Guom. Finnbogason, 
ed., Vestan um haf (Reykjavfk, 1930). Other texts to be announced. Prerequisite: 
Written consent of Department Head. 

12.231 An Introduction to Old Icelandic Language and Literature (6) Text: Sigrid 
Valfells and James E. Cathey, Old Icelandic: An Introductory Course (Oxford, 1981). 
Prerequisite: Written consent of Department Head. 

12.340 Old Icelandic Literature (6) A study of selected Icelandic sagas and Eddie 
poems. Prerequisite: Written consent of Department Head. 

12.442 History of the Icelandic Language (3) A study of the development of the 
Icelandic language from the 12th century to the present day. Prerequisite: Written 
consent of Department Head. 

12.443 Icelandic Children's Literature (3) A study of the development of Icelandic 
children's literature from 1800 to the present through an analysis of representative 
works. Text: Silja Aoalsteinsdottir, fslenskar barnabcekur 1780-1979 (Reykjavik, 1982). 
Prerequisite: Written consent of Department Head. 

12.444 The Icelanders in Canada (3)A history of the emigration of Icelanders to North 
America and the Icelandic communities in Canada, their social and political organiza­
tions, churches, and cultural assimilation. Prerequisite: Written consent of Department 
Head. 

12.445 Stephan G. Stephansson (3) Critical study of the works of the Icelandic­
Canadian poet Stephan G. Stephansson. Prerequisite: 444 is recommended but not 
required; written consent of Department Head. 



70 

Above: 
Stephan G. 
Stephansson 
seminar. 

Right: 
"The Icelandic 

Collection 
represents 
a vital 
resource 
for the 
Department." 

THE ICELANDIC CANADIAN Winter, 1991 

, 

�jo6rmknisfelag lslendinga i Vesturheimi 
PRESIDENT: EVELYN THOKV ALDSON 

Winnipeg, Manitoba 

Support Icelandic Culture and Heritage 
by joining your local chapter, or write to: 

THE ICELANDIC NATIONAL LEAGUE 
699 Carter Avenue 

Winnipeg.. Manitoba K3M .2C3 

Winter, 1991 

"The staff of the Collection ... obtain and 
make available to faculty and students 
materials which support study and teaching 
in the Department." 

Students working 
in the language laboratory. 

Amy Hjaltadottir working with students in the Language Laboratory. 



72 THE ICELANDIC CANADIAN Winter, 1991 

Enrollment and Faculty 

In his article in The Icelandic 
Canadian ( 1954), Dr. Finnbogi 
Gu6mundsson notes that "(m)any 
have expressed concern regarding the 
small number of students taking Ice­
landic" (p. 25). He adds that "(i)t is 
true that the students have been few, 
six last year ( 1952-1953) and the 
same number this year ( 1953-1954)" 
(p. 25), but emphasizes the fact that 
"(t)he number of students selecting 
Icelandic each year is not of prime 
importance: rather it is the earnest­
ness with which the studies are pur­
sued and the results obtained. A few 
fine students, who finish their Icelan­
dic studies here, and, for the pur­
poses of illustration, afterwards go on 
a scholarship to Iceland, and later 
become teachers in Canadian or 
American schools, taking at the same 
time an active part in Icelandic af­
fairs, will in the long run repay many 
times the sacrifice made in the estab­
lishment of the Icelandic Department" 
(p. 30). 

The enrollment in the Department 
of Icelandic has varied greatly from 
only a few students (6-9) in the early 
1950s and 1960s to a rather large 
group (between 35 and 55) in the last 
couple of years. The enrollment for 
the entire period is, unfortunately, 
incomplete, but the existing records 
reveal the early 1970s and the last 
three years as peak periods. The re­
cent increase may be due to the new 
and more varied programmes, but 
also to the changing Canadian ideo­
logical perspective on ethnicity and 
the concept of multiculturalism that 
has swept the nation: in this connec­
tion, the "University of Manitoba Ice­
landic Student Society" (UMISS) es­
tablished in 1989 must be mentioned, 
which seems to have attracted stu­
dents into the programme. Generally, 

the intensive language courses, 
whether in modern or Old Icelandic, 
tend to remain small in terms of 
enrollment (4-12 students in each 
course), whereas the English survey 
courses at the general level attract a 
greater number of students. 

In more recent years, the Univer­
sity has made stipends available for 
the appointment of part-time lectur­
ers, and a number of teachers have in 
the course of time held part-time ses­
sional positions in the Department, 
including Dr. H. V. Larusson, Dr. 
George Hauser, Mr. Jonas P6r, and 
Ms. Hulda Danielsd6ttir: Ms. Carol 
Mowat and Ms. Arny Hjaltad6ttir are 
currently teaching on a part -time 
basis in the Department. In addition, 
Mr. Baldur Hafsta6 has served as 
study-leave replacement for the Chair, 
and Mr. Gisli Sigur6sson served as 
visiting assistant professor in the 
spring of 1988. For the academic 
year 1990-1991 funds were made 
available to appoint a full-time lec­
turer: the successful candidate was 
Ms. Carol Mowat. Given the increase 
in student enrollment, plans to hire 
an additional full-time faculty mem­
ber are now again under considera­
tion by administration. In order to 
realize this goal and to broaden the 
scope of the Department, a commit­
tee was formed in 1985 at the request 
of Dr. P. H. T. Thorlakson to raise 
additional monies for the endowment 
fund of the Chair. The committee 
named itself the "HIP Committee," 
using the initials standing for 
"Heritage, Image, and Pride," and is 
co-chaired by Mr. A. F. Kristjansson 
and Mr. Neil Bardal. The committee 
set the goal of the drive at $1 million, 
and through the tireless efforts of the 
chairmen $750,000 have now been 
raised; this sum includes a $300,000 
grant awarded to the University of 
Manitoba by Secretary of State in 
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WESTERN ICELANDIC 

SHORT STORIES 

Edited and translated by 
Kirsten Wolf and Arny Hjaltadottir 

This collection of twenty Icelandic-Canadian short stories, originally 
written between 1895 and 1930, includes some of the best writing 
from the period- narrative, descriptive, comical, satirical and serious. 
The stories may be read as much for enjoyment as for what they reveal 
about the Western Icelandic literary tradition. 

Available from your local bookseller December 1991 

paperback 0-88755-628-0 $14.95 

UNIVERSITY OF MANITOBA PRESS 

1990 to enhance instruction and re­
search in Icelandic-Canadian studies 
within the Department. 

Scholarship 

One of the original mandates to 
the Chair is to maintain a strong 
programme of scholarly publications. 
Given the many demands on the 
Chair's time, the attention the indi­
vidual Chair has given to research 
has varied somewhat, as has the 
preference given to strictly scholarly 
publications as opposed to more 
popular ones in newspapers and 
magazines of local rather than na­
tional and international interest. 
Common to the incumbents of the 
Chair has, however, been research 
interests that lie primarily within the 
field of Old Norse-Icelandic language 
2.nd literature. In this connection 
reference may be made to the pub-

lications in the Icelandic Studies 
Series of the University of Manitoba 
Press established by Dr. Robert J. 
Glendinning and Mr. Haraldur 
Bessason in the early 1970s. The 
four volumes that have appeared 
thus far are The Book of Settle­
ments: Landnamab6k, translated 
by Hermann Palsson and Paul 
Edwards (1972): J6n J6hannesson, 
A History of the Old Icelandic Com­
monwealth: islendinga saga, trans­
lated by Haraldur Bessason (1974); 
Laws of Early Iceland: Gragas I, 
translated by Andrew Dennis, Peter 
Foote, and Richard Perkins (1980): 
and Edda: A Collection of Essays, 
edited by R. J. Glendinning and 
Haraldur Bessason (l983): a fifth 
volume, Laws ofEarly Iceland: Gragas 
II, is tentatively scheduled for publi­
cation in 1992. 

Scholarly contributions to the 
study of Icelandic-Canadian lit-
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erature and culture have, however, 
also appeared from within the 
Department. Whereas Mr. Haraldur 
Bessason focused primarily on the 
linguistic aspect of Icelandic­
Canadian culture (cf. his articles 
"A Few Specimens of North Ameri­
can Icelandic," Scandinavian Stud­
ies 3 (1967), pp. 115-146; "Ao r6sta 
kj6tio og klina upp husio," Les­
b6k Morgunnbla6sins ( 16 June 
1984), pp. 4-5; and "Hun for ut 
me5 bojfrendinu," Lesb6k Morgunn­
bla6sins (23June 1984), pp. 11-13), 
Dr. Finnbogi Guomundsson 
concentrated on the literature, nota­
bly Stephan G. Stephansson; his 
works include A6 vestan og heiman: 
Ra:6ur og greinar 1951-1966 
(Reykjavik: Leiftur, 1967), Bref ti1 
Stephans G. Stephanssonar: Orval, 
3 vols. (Reykjavik: Menningarsj65ur, 
197 1-197 5), and Stephan G. 
Stephansson in Retrospect: Seven 
Essays (Reykjavik: Icelandic Cul­
tural Fund, 1982). The current 
Chair is likewise concerned with 
Icelandic-Canadian literature, but 
primarily with the corpus as a whole 
and its cultural significance and 
characteristics as immigrant and 
ethnic literature. Mention may here 
be made of Western Icelandic Short 
Stories, an anthology of Icelandic­
Canadian writings in English 
translation prepared in collabora­
tion with Ms. Arny Hjaltad6ttir; the 
book is to be published by the Uni­
versity of Manitoba Press and 
scheduled to appear in the winter 
of 1991. 

The Icelandic Collection 

The core of Icelandic studies is 
the University of Manitoba Libraries 
Icelandic Collection, headed by Ms. 
Sigrid Johnson. Unique in Canadian 
university libraries, The Icelandic Col-

lection contains approximately 
25,000 volumes making it the largest 
collection of Icelandic materials in 
Canada and the second largest in 
North America. In addition to the 
personal libraries of two of the Ice­
landic-Canadian community's fore­
most poets, StephanG. Stephansson 
and Guttormur J. Guttormsson, The 
Icelandic Collection includes books, 
periodicals, newspapers, manu­
scripts, microfilms, and audio-visual 
materials pertinent to Icelandic stud­
ies, primarily in Icelandic and Eng­
lish, but also in Danish, Norwegian 
and Swedish. 

It is in The Icelandic Collection 
that the Department's teaching and 
research functions can be kept cur­
rent, and as such the Collection rep­
resents a vital resource for the De­
partment. Although separate insti­
tutes in terms of both administration 
and budget, the Department and the 
Collection work in close collabora­
tion. The staff of the Collection, Ms. 
Sigrid Johnson and Kristrun Turner, 
library assistant, are continuously 
kept informed of courses taught in 
the Department and of research 
projects in progress and obtain and 
make available to faculty and stu­
dents materials which support study 
and teaching in the Department. They 
also provide a variety of reference 
services to students and faculty. 

Outreach Activities 

An integral part of the Depart­
ment's commitment to education 
and to the Icelandic as well as the 
academic communities resides in 
fostering and strengthening schol­
arly exchange and links between 
Iceland and North America and 
between the Chair and other ins­
titutions. An important element is 
the sponsorship of visiting authors, 
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ensure that the chair of Icelandic 
Language and Literature at the 
University of Manitoba continues 
to serve the needs of the Icelandic 
community of North America. 

Name ___________ _ 
Address ___________ _ 

Phone No. __________ _ 

Please mail this form with your donation to: 

I pledge: □ $100.00 0 $500.00 

D $1,000.00 other$ ---

1 intend to honor my pledge in the 
following manner: 

D Payment in full (cheque 
enclosed). 

D By annual payments of$ __ 
in each of the next __ years 
(first payment enclosed). 

D Through a bequest in my will. 

Signature __________ _ 

The H.I.P. Committee All cheques should be made payable 
1864 Portage Avenue to the University of Manitob

�
. 

Winnipeg, Manitoba An income tax receipt R3J 0H2 will be mailed to you. 
--------------------------



76 THE ICELANDIC CANADIAN Winter, 1991 

scholars, and other public figures 
from Iceland and other countries. 
The Department additionally spon­
sors a number of guest lectures on 
a broad array of subjects pertinent 
to Icelandic studies; within the last 
couple of years the Icelandic writer 
and dramatist Bo6var GuiJmundsson 
from Copenhagen, Professor Shaun 
F. D. Hughes from Purdue Univer­
sity, and Dr. Finnbogi Gu6mundsson
have been invited to speak. In 1975,
the Department played a leading role
in organizing a Canada-Iceland con­
ference to commemorate one hun­
dred years of Icelandic settlement
in Canada. This conference drew a
wide selection of scholars from Ice­
land and other countries, including
Professor Peter Foote, University
College London, Professor Einar
Haugen, Harvard University, and
Professor Arne Brekke, University of
North Dakota.

The Department also strives to 
maintain and promote a challenging 
intellectual and enduring relation­
ship with the Icelandic community 
in North America. In his farewell 
address to Dr. Finnbogi Gu6munds­
son in The Icelandic Canadian (1956). 
Mr. Arni G. Eggertson emphasizes 
that Dr. Gu6mundsson has "been 

1111111 11111 
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very active in his efforts to acquaint 
the Canadian and American people 
of Icelandic origin and descent 
with the cultural aspects of the 
Icelandic language and literature, 
and has journeyed far and wide, to 
all the centers of Canada and the 
United States where there are Ice­
landic settlements of any conse­
quence to spread his gospel" (p. 46). 
Mr. Haraldur Bessason too was 
active within the community. He 
was editor of Timarit J:j6iJrreknis­
felags islendinga from 1958 to 
1969 and co-editor of Logberg­
Heimskringla from 1979 to 1981. 
In addition, he served as a member 
of the Icelandic Festival (Islen­
dingadagurinn) Committee in vari­
ous capacities, including president 
(1959-1960). and was secretary 
of the Icelandic National League 
( 1958-1964) and president of 
Fron, the Winnipeg chapter of the 
Icelandic National League ( 1963-
1966). The current chair has been 
co-editor-in-chief and co-chair of 
the Board of The Icelandic Canadian 
since 1989 and serves on a variety 
of committees, notably the HIP 
Committee, the Canada Icelandic 
Foundation, and the Canada Ice­
land Foundation scholarship com-

vel Lt 1111 
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mittee. 

The Department has a number 
of desiderata today. Foremost is 
to appropriate another full-time 
position in the Department, pref er­
ably within the field of modern 
Icelandic and/ or Icelandic­
Canadian studies. It is hoped that 
the grant of $300,000 awarded to 
the University will be released 
unencumbered to the Department, 
so that its commitment to an 
enhanced curriculum in Ice­
landic-Canadian studies can be 
given concrete expression. In the 

Footnotes: 

future the Department also hopes 
to establish exchange programmes 
with other universities in North 
America and Iceland. 

This year marks the fortieth 
anniversary of the Department of 
Icelandic. The original mandate of 
the Chair underscored the Depart­
ment's commitment to preserve 
and promote the Icelandic cultural 
identity in North America. Forty 
years later, the Department con­
tinues to demonstrate its com­
mitment to fulfilling the objectives 
of this mandate. 

1 In this and the following section I rely on Saunderson (1961 ). 
2 " ... ao Pjciorceknisfelagio gangist fyrir ao kennaraembcetti i islenzku og norrcenum frceoum se sett a stofu 

vio haskcila Manitobafylkis, a pann hatt ao bcenarskrar seu samdar og sendar til undirskrifta um allar 
bygilir fslendinga vestan hafs og sioan lagoar fyrir haskcilaraoio." 

3 The main part of the address given by Dr. A. H. S. Gillson is published in The Icelandic Canadian 9:4 
(1951 ), pp. 22-24. 
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Appendix 

by Daniel Doucette

Rot only marking the fourtieth 
anniversary of the Icelandic 

Department at the University of 
Manitoba, 1991 also marks the 
second anniversary of UMISS, or 
the University of Manitoba Icelandic 
Student Society. 

Formed in October of 1989, and 
ratified by the International Student 
Organization on November 3rd of 
that year, UMISS had a successful 

first year and laid much of the 
foundational work upon which the 
subsequent two years were to be 
built. Under the leadership of Colin 
Trygvason, President; George Pattern, 
Vice-President; Dawn Peters, Secre­
tary; Julianna Gudbjartson, Sports 
Director; P. J. Buchanon, Member­
ship Director; and Heather Johnson, 
Public Relations, UMISS, with its 
mandate to promote and preserve 
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Famous for our quality meats and Icelandic foods: 
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Icelandic culture among students 
and faculty at the University of 
Manitoba, held a range of activities 
and social events such as Glima 
wrestling, a Kaffihus, and dance 
socials. Interest among students 
on the campus was seen at these 
events, and work for a second year 
of UMISS was made easier by 
these successes. 

In 1990, under the leadership of 
Melanie Bjarnason, President, and 
Marna Olafson, Vice-President, 
UMISS continued to flourish. After­
noon beer bashes and dance socials 
were joined by 'Grapes Night' 
which, falling on the last Thursday 
of every month, gave members, and 
anyone else interested in Icelandic 
culture, a place to meet and socialize. 
Membership grew during this year 
and financial success was achieved 
in the ability to pay off the debts of 

the previous year. 
This year, UMISS is carrying 

on with its past successes and is 
looking forward to another active 
year. With the executive of Jolene 
Einarson, President; Chelsea Anaka, 
Vice-President; Alison Tobin, Secre­
tary; Sara Carroll, Treasurer; 
Christine Lawrence, Social Director; 
and Greg Nordal, Fundraising Chair­
man, UMISS is currently organizing 
a variety of social and fundraising 
events for the 1991-92 academic 
year. Membership is growing still, 
and, with the success of the past 
two years, 1991-92 is sure to 
build on UMISS's place in campus 
life at the University of Manitoba. 
Calls and inquiries are welcome, 
and UMISS can be contacted at 
889-8985 (Jolene Einarson), 275-
6555 (Chelsea Anaka), or at room 
102, mainfloor, University Centre. 
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Kirsten Wolf 

J n the summer of 1954, while on 
a holiday in Iceland after three 

years in Winnipeg as an associate 
professor of Icelandic at the Univer­
sity of Manitoba, I once spoke at a 
meeting in a large rural district in the 
south of Iceland. In the speech I dis­
cussed the attitude of Icelanders, in 
particular that of those who emi­
grated to North America and were 
living far away from their homeland, 
and how it differed from that of the 
Icelanders in the old country. 

In my speech I mentioned the fact 
that I had noticed that many of those 
who never left Iceland found it diffi­
cult to understand the attitude of the 
emigrants, considered it exaggerated 
and, at times, even ridiculous. They 
considered that our good cousins west 
of the ocean may have lost faith in 
Iceland and abandoned it for a new 
country. Therefore, according to such 
persons, their praise of Iceland is 
most unexpected. These are but two 
similar thoughts expressed by them. 
But, at this time, different attitudes 
must be reconciled, if justice is to be 
done to both. Here I am reminded of 
the thirteenth-century Icelandic saga, 
Alexanders saga, a translation of a 
twelfth-century French poem; the 

saga includes an account of Alexan­
der the Great's embarkation from 
Greece on his famous expedition to 
Asia with his army. The following is a 
significant excerpt from this episode: 

Then the king's men loosened 
the moorings and there one could 
hear a great sound of trumpets 
and a general outcry. There one 
could observe how much most 
men loved their foster land. The 
Greeks were now eager to follow 
the king and fight along with 
him for wealth and the satisfac­
tion of their ambition. But in 
this great army, all of them but 
one, set their eyes sternward, as 
long as they could see any sign of 
their foster land. 

The same could be said of the 
Icelandic emigrants in the nineteenth 
century; they looked back until Ice­
land had finally disappeared. Those 
who remained in Iceland had followed 
them down to the shore, waved to 
them as they were rowed out to the 
vessel, and then returned home. The 
pain of parting was mutual, yet it was 
more quickly forgotten by those who 
stayed behind than by those who 
went away. 

When the emigrant many decades 
later composes a sad poem about his 
departure, people in the old country 
may even become embarrassed by it. 
One could, however, point out to such 
people a parallel they are quite famil­
iar with, that of the societies of people 
from different parts of Iceland in 
Reykjavik and their meetings, where 
the individual districts are praised 
and sorely missed. 

Human nature is curious, as is 
shown for instance, by the usual 
memories of sunny hours rather than 
dull ones by most, not least of which 
occurs if they are thinking of the 
distant past. This is opposed to what 



82 THE ICELANDIC CANADIAN Winter, 1991 

Dr. Finnbogi Guomundsson's lecture in University College. 

they do about things closer to them 
both in time and space, because then 
they see the proof of the old saying 
that "few mention the better thing, if 
they know the worse." Our cousins in 
the West fled the cold and dark win­
ter days of Iceland, but remembered 
better over time the warmth of the 
bright days just as Stephan G. 
Stephansson beautifully describes 
in one of his poems: 

We sailed to the Western hemi­
sphere 

from the cold shores of Iceland. 
And many a man brought less 

warmth 
from much warmer countries. 
We found that. in the cold clime, 
we had preserved the warmth 
from the lights of the short day 
and the long-fires at home. 

In the same manner as they 

brought warmth from the home coun­
try along with them, they wished to 
bring -or be able to bring -warmth 
and good tidings of the new country 
back to Iceland. I remember what an 
oldtimer in the West said to me as I 
praised the mild weather once, early 
in the spring: "Yes, I only wish it 
could be like this in Iceland." This is 
the same spirit that emanates from 
one of Stephan G. Stephansson's 
toasts to Iceland: 

Good fortune, give prosperity 
and peace 

to the people and country of 
Iceland, 

nobody knows as well as we, 
that sometimes we want to 
lure the harp from Orpheus 
and chant eastward across the 

ocean, 
our fields and forests 
onto the Icelandic moor. 
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Although many Icelanders who 
emigrated as adults to North America 
in the last century continued to dwell 
in Iceland in their thoughts, I do not 
suggest that they did not enjoy their 
life and new quarters in the West. 
Our poet, Stephan G. Stephansson, 
had, however, to homestead three 
times before he felt at home. He has 
much to say about this matter in his 
poem "West to the Settlement" of 
1891 after two years in Alberta, to 
where he had moved from the sun­
burnt homefields of North Dakota. 
Here in the translation of the Icelan­
dic poetess of Seattle, Jakobina 
Johnson: 

My wanderings are past -
I've found my home at last 
Where small homesteads bor-

der 
A wilderness vast. 

A welcome seemed awaiting. -
My youthful years were passed 
In small homes that bordered 
A wilderness vast. 
I'll rest from constant roving 
which ever missed its mark, 
When homefields lay sunburnt 
And woodlands were dark. 

By then he had found a place where 
his Icelandic bones would finally rest. 
Or, just as he said thirteen years 
later in the beginning of a poem he 
called "The Fosterland," here freely 
translated: 

The land to which my work is 
hallowed, 

the cradle place of my children! 
I have moulded my poem, 
both tune and text in your grass. 
Your grass will later 
Grow over my head. 
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No one would ever say something 
like that if he were not on good terms 
with his environment. He, along with 
other settlers, realized he had better 
become satisfied with his lot and dedi­
cate his whole strength, body and 
soul, to the new land. It was, however, 
obvious that those who left Iceland as 

adults were bound to feel divided 
between the old homeland and the 
new foster land. 

The poet Matthias Jochumsson 
visited some of the Icelandic settle­
ments in North America in 1893, and 
when he returned to Iceland, he sent 
the Western Icelanders a famous 

Winter, 1991 THE ICELANDIC CANADIAN 85 

poem, in which he challenged them 
never to forget the Icelandic tongue. 
Stephan G. Stephansson replied in 
another famous poem describing su c­
cinctly the division of mind here un­
der discussion. He says, in free trans­
lation: 

But the language is not lost, 
even though broken and mixed, 
by people who must seek 
their soul in the old country. 
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Even though here our work and 
wellbeing are 

our hope, maturity and profit, 
there is our origin, strength and 

venture, 
our youth, history and poetry. 

But one must think not only about 
the past and the present. one must 
also keep the future in mind. In a 
dedicatory poem to the first volume of 
Andvokur, he says, among other 
things: 

Life is the stream's momentary 
pause, 

a shorter spring, that makes song 
mature. 

The dark grave is a short ways 
off, 

the earth suffocates the sounds 
and the poems. 

You and your people disappear 
withcut a trace, 

if you do not provide posterity 
with a poet. 

Stephansson was not satisfied with 
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writing poetry for his contemporar­
ies. He wanted to have something to 
say as well in the future. And since he 
did not believe in the survival of his 
poetry in the West, he directed his 
hopes toward to old country, Iceland, 
as we see in the final stanzas of his 
great poem "Skagafjort'lur," dedicated 
to his home district in Iceland: 

I remember the old belief of my 
forefathers, 

that the spirits of buried men 
will return to the mountains 

around their valleys 
and come from there now and 

again. 
I find that early hope 
most promising in the prophecy 

of heavenly dwellings. 

Can, my beautiful firth, 
the power of my best poems 
return home in your bosom, 
when my mouth becomes silent, 
and come back some time 
younger, greater, recreated? 

The first generations of Iceland­
ers in North America have now run 
their course, and younger genera­
tions, born and brought up over here, 
have taken over. We cannot expect 
them to look at Iceland and things 
Icelandic with the same eyes as did 
the early settlers. Something has come 
between to change all views, even 
though it has not completely closed 
off communications. One must in­
form the younger generations and try 
to arouse their interest in Iceland and 
Icelandic matters. The same is true 
for informing people in the old coun­
try about you. The Icelanders in Ice­
land are in a somewhat similar situ­
ation as were the early settlers over 
here. They are caught in heavy cur­
rents, and strong winds of foreign 
influence blow around them from all 
directions. The experience of the emi-

grants could teach us a lesson and 
show us, if we pay attention, what of 
the viaticum they brought with them, 
served them best in their life struggle 
and in which matters they were made 
most vulnerable. 

Would twenty thousand people 
from Iceland, chosen by chance today 
and tossed somewhere into the West, 
stand that trial as well as the thou­
sands who emigrated to North America 
in the last century? The mill of time 
certainly grinds faster nowadays than 
before and the unifying powers are 
stronger, but our generation should, 
however, have many accrued advan­
tages. 

No one knows except the one who 
has experienced it, what it is to be 
uprooted and planted in another land 
among strange peoples, and what a 
shock it is to leave surroundings you 
know thoroughly and move to an 
unsettled territory, to go from moun­
tain valleys to prairies, from ocean 
regions deep into a huge continent or 
from historical places to a nameless 
and untrodden land. Stephan G. 
Stephansson has described this sen­
timent well in the beginning of his 
great poem "A fert'I og flugi'' ("En 
Route") in a chapter he calls "North 
across the prairie." He says, here 
freely translated: 

For the customs and thoughts of 
the day 

rule unchallenged 
where the new settlement grows 

up without the past 
and fostered by the present. 
And progress and civilization 

here is not delayed by 
memories. 

If you endure at the plow, you 
get your field, 

if you give up: a nameless grave. 
But saga and adventures have 

decorated 
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with place-names the farmers' 
lands 

and one did not let the farms in 
the valley or by the sea 

inmyfatherland growforth with­
out names. 

In the dark night, when memo­
ries light their fires 

the flames flutter over the 
turf grown graves 

so it is bright around the forefa­
thers' souls. 

At the end of the poem Stephansson 
says (here from Watson Kirkconnell's 
translation): 

To strands held by strangers I 
come with a love 

that streams in the tenderest 
tones. 

Yet green are far hillocks that 
grip at my heart 

the graves of my ancestors' 
bones. 

I know why that homeland has 
held me so close; 

For hued with the mem'ries of 
yore 

each vista of earth bears a voice 
from the past 

by valley and mountain and 
shore; 

and out of those voices comes 
strength for the strife, 

the strain that man's living re­
quires; 

even so is the sanction that every 
land gives 

long sacred to mothers and sires. 

Remember here that I mentioned 
earlier in this lecture that Stephan G. 
Stephansson did not believe in the 
survival of his poetry in the West, but 
wondered whether the power of his 
best poems might not return to Ice­
land, and come back some time 
"younger, greater, recreated." One 

could say, judgingfrom the reception 
Stephansson's poetry and other writ­
ings have had in Iceland, that his 
hopes in this respect have come true. 
Of course, some of his poetry does not 
amount to an easy read, and one 
could easily do with less facility in 
reading Icelandic than is required to 
understand and fully enjoy the more 
difficult part of Stephansson's po­
etry. Probably many of you people of 
Icelandic descent on this continent 
will soon have lost the opportunity to 
learn the Icelandic language in the 
natural way, that is, from your par­
ents or grandparents, and in your 
youth, when it is easiest done. But 
that does not mean that you could 
not, if you made the effort, learn 
Icelandic, like any other language, for 
your interest and pleasure. And since 
I am recommending Icelandic to you, 
I want to let you know what one of the 
great linguists of recent centuries, 
the Dane Rasmus Rask (1787-1832). 
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said about the Icelandic language. He 
began learning Icelandic as a young 
boy and said in a letter to a friend 
when he was only seventeen years 
old: "As long as I live it shall always be 
my comfort and joy to know this 
language and see, in its literature, 
how our forefathers have endured 
trials and sufferings and survived 
with courage. You can believe me that 
I was surprised at first, perhaps more 
than you, that our forefathers should 
have such an excellent language, 
much more perfect than ours, even 
though we seem to excel them in 
science." And in another letter he 
says: "The Icelandic language has 
been a main source and the first root 
of many and various ideas of mine; it 
may even be said, that most of my 
ideas can be traced to it. Therefore I 
treasure this tongue more than any 
other language." 

The knowledge of Icelandic among 
people of Icelandic descent in North 
America differs greatly. Some people 
still understand the language to a 
certain extent, even though they can­
not speak it or do not venture to give 
it a try. Others may be able to speak 
it without being able to read it or, still 
less, to write it. People in this cat­
egory still have the chance to start 
reading and through that, to 
strengthen their hold on the lan­
guage; It is interesting to note the 
many resources which are being of­
fered here in Icelandic, and which are 
meant for both beginners and the 
more advanced. 

I realize, of course, that the situa­
tion is different now from that of forty 
years ago, when I came here to teach 
Icelandic at the University of Mani­
toba. But it seems as though the 
general interest in learning Icelandic 
is greater now than it was during my 
years here. I remember a man from 
Iceland who moved to Canada around 

1950 and is still here; he once said to 
me: "We should, Finnbogi, leave our 
wretched cousins here alone, and not 
try to thrust Icelandic on them. They 
will wake up one day realizing that 
they are losing something and then 
take the initiative to remedy that." 
Maybe that day has already come. 
The great interest in local history, the 
many books on the history of the 
individual Icelandic settlements which 
have been written and published in 
recent years, are most admirable and 
help to tie together the people of Ice­
landic origin and to strengthen their 
links with the old country. The next 
step should be to arrange chartered 
flights to Iceland in order to allow 
members of the younger generations 
here to see for themselves the land 
their forefathers left and be able to 
visit their home districts over there. 
Travel to Iceland would create in them 
new interest, perhaps one strong 
enough to tackle the Icelandic lan­
guage as they would any other sport 
of today. Meeting with your cousins 
in Iceland, even though some of them 
may be quite distant, is an adventure; 
it is exciting to see the family resem­
blance and retie bonds wherever pos­
sible. Icelanders in Iceland will then 
reciprocate your visits as they have 
been doing in recent years with pleas­
ure and interest. 

I often say that in a crowded world, 
it is a privilege to be so few as we 
Icelanders are, and thus it is more 
important that we band together and 
cultivate our relationship from which­
ever side of the ocean we live. It was 
an honour and a great experience for 
me to be the first holder of the en­
dowed chair of Icelandic at the Uni­
versity of Manitoba in the fifties, and 
I shall end my lecture today by ex­
pressing best wishes for the work of 
the Department of Icelandic in the 
future. 
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tin :Interview 

by Rol>ert J. Asgeirsson 

f innbogi Guomundsson is a true 
fiiend to the western Icelander. 

This thought was foremost in my 
mind as I walked away from Govern­
ment House in Winnipeg on 20 Octo­
ber 1991, after finishing an extensive 
interview with this soft spoken intel­
lect and scholar from Iceland. 

Finnbogi can be classified as a 
true gentleman as well. He speaks ill 
of no one and when asked about his 
own accomplishments, "understate­
ment" is usually his manner of reply. 
I tried to ask him about memoiies 
and feelings that he might have some 
40 years after his North Ameiican 
experiences and soon realized that it 
was somewhat difficult for him to 
talk intimately about himself. So we 
stuck to the facts at first - details 
about his parents, education and 
work expeiiences both here and back 
home in Iceland. After a while he 
relaxed with my questions and it was 
then that we started to communi­
cate. But first some facts. 

Dr. Guomundsson was born in 
Reykjavik on 8 January 1924, the 
son of Guomundur Finnbogason and 
Laufey Vilhjalmsd6ttir. Both parents 
were born in the north of Iceland and 
were accomplished educators in 

Reykjavik. Guomundur became the 
director of the National Library 
around the time of Finnbogi's birth 
and served in that capacity until 
1943 when he retired. 

Finnbogi studied Icelandic lan­
guage, literature and history at the 
University of Iceland and completed 
his degree in 1949. He taught Latin 
at the Gymnasium and for the fun of 
it he studied Greek in the Theology 
Department of the University. He 
taught Icelandic for one winter and 
then in 1950 the idea of going to 
Winnipeg to the University of Mani­
toba came up. 

To prepare for his new teaching 
position at the University of Mani­
toba, Finnbogi went to London, Eng­
land, in January 1951 and stayed 
there for the winter months reading 
and acquiiing a better knowledge of 
the English language. He ariived in 
Winnipeg on 23 November 1951. 

Q. Who do you remember from those
first years?

A. When I first came to the University
I met Professor Skuli Johnson who
was the Head of the Classics Depart­
ment. He was very kind and helpful
to me. Professor Tryggvi Oleson was
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a professor of history, and I met him 
almost every day and have very good 
memoiies about him. He was a good 
scholar and a very good man. There 
were others including a number of 
professors oflcelandic descent at the 
University in my day, but Skuli and 
Tryggvi were the two that I kept the 
closest contact with. 

Finnbogi successfully laid the 
groundwork for the Department of 
Icelandic at the University of Mani­
toba duiing his five years of tenure. 
Ju the 1952-53 session he gave two 
Icelandic language courses and a 
special course in Icelandic history. 
Six students wrote examinations 
in the sprtng and passed. Later he 
introduced several other courses 

including Icelandic II and III, Ice­
landic-Canadian literature and an 
evening reading course in Icelandic 
literature. 

While heavily immersed in his work 
at the University he managed to find 
time to become involved with the 
Icelandic National League inAmeiica 
as a member of the board. He also 
managed to contiibute many articles 
to the publications Timarit, Logberg, 
and Heimskringla, and was called 
upon the speak at vaiious gathenngs 
and special functions. Some of these 
articles and speeches were later gath­
ered and published in a book of es­
says entitled Ao vestan og heiman. 

Q. Did you come to Canada with
knowledge of the Icelandic-Canadian
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poets and authors or did you discover 
them after your arrival? 

A. Well, I knew something about them
beforehand because of my studies at
the University. We studied Stephan
G. Stephansson quite thoroughly as
he was· one of the leading Icelandic
poets of this century. After I arrived
here I met men like Guttormur J.
Guttormsson. I often visited with him
and also Porsteinn P. Porsteinsson
who lived down at Gimli.

Q. I understand that Gunnar
Simundsson memorized most of
Stephan G. Stephansson 's poetry. Did
he recite any poems for you?

A. When I visited the Arborg area I
met Gunnar and sometimes stayed
with him and Margret. He knew
Stephan G. Stephansson's poetry very
well, and I recall an interesting jour­
ney after a meeting where I gave a talk
one evening in Arborg. Gunnar and I
were returning to his home after mid­
night and I believe it was in the spring
when the roads were very bad. So,
Gunnar left the road and began driv­
ing over the rough fields. At the same
time he started to recite one of Stephan
G. Stephansson's most difficult po­
ems. I must admit that I didn't know
it very well at that time and he per­
sisted in asking my opinion of it as we
bounced along. It was a funny mo­
ment ...

Q. I understand that you made sev­
eral trips around North America see­
ing the sights and visiting Icelandic
communities. What do you remem­
ber of those visits?

A. I must say that I liked my travels
very much and enjoyed meeting all
these people and talking to them.

Q. Were you surprised to see the
number of Icelanders and their de­
scendants spread out all over North

America? 
A. I wouldn't say that it surprised me,
but I was very glad to hear how much
was really left of the language at that
time. This was naturally interesting
for me as a teacher oflcelandic. Wher­
ever I went I would encourage the
younger people to try to learn the
language especially when they had
parents or grandparents who could
speak it ...

In 1952, while on one of his trips, 
Finnbogi visited the Stephan G. 
Stephansson farm in Alberta. There 
he discovered a chest full of letters 
addressed to the poet. After some 
delicate negotiations with the family, 
the chest of letters ended up at the 
National Library of Iceland adding to 
the Stephansson collection of origi­
nal manuscripts. Finnbogi took the 
initiative and published three vol­
umes of selected letters to the poet. 
The wisdom of such a venture was 
questioned. 

A. I remember a man in Iceland, an
old and venerable scholar, a great
admirer of Stephansson once said to
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me, "Is there any need to publish 
these letters to Stephansson?" I was 
rather surprised when he said this 
and I said to him, "If all these people 
hadn't been corresponding with him 
we wouldn't have his own letters, and 
many of these people were his great­
est friends and were instrumental 
in the publishing of his poetry, and 
many of his very fine poems are writ -
ten about these people. So, why not 
hear their side of the story." 

In 1955, Finnbogi and Kjartan 6. 
Bjarnason made an extensive trip 
across the United States and Canada 
filming Icelandic festivals and com­
munity events. While Kjartan shot 
the film and took still photographs, 
Finnbogi managed to do interviews 
with many of the Icelandic locals. 

A. ... When I returned home, in 1956,
I showed this film all over Iceland. It
was a silent film and I had to narrate

it each time for an hour and a half. In 
Reykjavik, the film played in one of 
the cinema houses for thirteen nights 
consecutively ... The interviews that I 
had recorded on tape were broad­
casted in Iceland for many weeks on 
a programme called "Voices from the 
West." 

Upon his return to Iceland, 
Finnbogi started work on his doctoral 
dissertation on the translations of 
Homer by Sveinbjorn Egilsson. In 
1957, he started teaching at the old 
Menntask6li in Reyltjavik and then at 
the University oflceland. In 1964, he 
was appointed director of the Na­
tional Library in Reykjavik and has 
served in that capacity to this day. 

Q. How many books are in the Na­
tional Library right now.

A. Right now we have just over 400,000
volumes and then we also have a
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manuscript collection with some 
14,000 numbers and in each number 
there may be several manuscripts. 

Q. You have been the director of the
National Library now for the past 27
years and have seen the development
of the magnificent new library build­
ing. Did you push for the develop­
ment of this new building from the
start?

A. Yes, it was shortly after I came to
the library that I realized we were
running out of space and that some­
thing had to be done about it. There
had long been an idea to amalgamate
the National and University libraries,
but the prerequisite for that was that
there would have to be a new build­
ing. Committees worked on this idea
in 1957 and 1966. It was finally de­
cided by parliament in 1970 that this
should be done in memory of the
1100th anniversary of the settlement
of Iceland in 1974. It has been slow
going. We first started work on the
site in 1979, and the work has been
going on ever since, sometimes with
intervals of three years. The plan is
now, and I hope it will materialize,
that the building will be finished in
1994 on the 50th anniversary of the
Icelandic Republic.

Dr. Gu6mundsson continues to be 
active in the area of publishing. In his 
spare time he published the 
Orkneyingasaga for the Icelandic Old 
Text Society. In 1982, he published 
Stephan G. Stephansson in Retro­
spect. In 1989, he released another 
book entitled Vestur i frumbyli con­
taining a variety of poems, letters and 
remembrances of the poet Stephan 
G. Stephansson. His interests are
still with the old literature and his
latest work in that area is a book on
the humour of Snorri Sturluson.
Awaiting publication in 1992 is his

recent Icelandic translation of the 
book The Ulysses Voyage. Sea Search 
for the Odyssey by the author and 
adventurer Tim Severin. 

Q. And you manage to do all this
writing and research along with your
regular day to day work?

A. Yes, always at home though. I
wouldn't do it in the library. I have
plenty to do there all the time.

Q. Do you work with a computer?

A. No, I don't even use a typewriter.
I'm medieval when it comes to that.

Q. Well, you must have a neat hand­
writing.

A. That could be, or there are people
who are good at deciphering what I
write.

Q. What do you think of all this new
age computer stuff?

A. Oh, it's fascinating. I should dive in 
and tackle it, I suppose. There is no
excuse to say that I'm too old for it,
you know. I guess writing would have
been easier had I tackled it.

We moved on to discussions about 
Iceland and the preservation of its 
culture and language in today's world 
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- the global village.

Q. With Iceland poised to enter into
some sort of relationship with the
European Common Market and with
the incredible power of international
TV, rock music, movies and print, do
you think that there is a threat to the
Icelandic way of life and its culture? I
have heard that young children are
learning English from television by
simply reading the Icelandic subtitles
and listening to the English that is
spoken. Is there a wony about all of
this pressure on the culture?

A. Yes, some people worry about it,
but we are in this world and we can­
not isolate ourselves. I don't know
what will happen in connection with
the European community. We are
discussing ways of participating in a
European economic area, but there
are difficulties in connection with our
fisheries and so on. I don't know what
will come out of it. We'll have to wait
and see.

Q. Do you think that the Icelandic
language is threatened?

A. I don't think so. I think we'll keep
the language. As I was saying in my
talk the other night, we might learn
something from the experience of the
Icelandic people who came over here.

Q. Do you have guardians of the
language now in Iceland?

A. Yes, there is a great interest in the
language and much work is being
done. For instance, there are many
committees in different fields that
meet regularly to coin new words for
the new technological words. The good
thing is that there are many people of
the younger generation who take a
very great interest and active part in
this. We are also quite strict about
television and insist that various

foreign programmes have Icelandic 
subtitling. 

Q. One last question, and it's about
Stephan G. Stephansson. Had he
never existed, what would Iceland be
missing?

A. It would be missing a great deal! We
consider him to be one of the greatest
of all Icelandic poets. He has given us
such a wealth of new material and
new experience. He came to this con­
tinent and gave us many new things
in his poetry and in his work. He has
expanded the awareness of Iceland­
ers and what he has said about Ice­
land. I think that no one has ever
come to Iceland and repaid his visit
better than he with his small volume
of poetry entitled Homeward Bound.
It is a treasure.

Q. Do the young people in Iceland
know about Stephansson 's works?

A. Yes, of course, he is in our school
books. Everybody learns about him
that way.

Q. Do they read his works academi­
cally or do you think that they feel
Stephan's poetry in their hearts?

A. Some of them do. Stephan G.
Stephansson is one of my favourite
poets.

Finnbogi Gu6mundsson is a true 
friend to the western Icelander. This 
thought was foremost in my mind as 
I walked away from Government 
House in Winnipeg on 20 October 
1991, after finishing an extensive in­
terview with this soft spoken intellect 
and scholar from Iceland. 
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Dr. Ulfar Bragason in front of The Sigurour Nordal Institute. 
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scholars working in 
the field." The Insti­
tute pursues these 
aims by: 
♦ gathering infor­
mation on research
relating to Icelandic
culture.

Sigurour Nordal on 
14 September 1986 
was marked by the 
foundation of an 
educational institu­
tion under the aus­
pices of the Univer­
sity oflceland named 
in his honour. 
Sigurour N ordal, for 
many years a pro­
fessor of Icelandic Dr. Sigurour Nordal 

♦ inviting scholars
from abroad to Ice­
land to discuss their
research, to gather
materials for their
work, or to carry out
research.studies at the Uni-

versity, was a famed and influential 
scholar, an important philosopher, a 
talented writer and a dedicated cul­
tural activist. Sigurour Nordal was 
responsible for the edition of many 
Icelandic literary works, and was in 
his own right the author of many 
books and articles on Icelandic cul­
ture, with particular reference to lit­
erature. He wrote about the works of 
such writers as Snorri Sturluson, 
Hallgrimur Petursson, Grimur 
Thomsen, Stephan G. Stephansson, 
and Einar Benediktsson. 

The role of the Sigurour Nordal 
Institute is defined as one "to pro­
mote, in all parts of the world, re­
search into Icelandic culture both old 
and new, to provide information on 
the subject, and to strengthen the 
contacts between Icelandic and other 

♦ devising grants to enable Icelandic
scholars to travel abroad to pursue
their research or discuss their work.
♦ organising conferences, seminars,
courses and lectures on Icelandic
culture.
♦ offering guidance and support for
the teaching of Icelandic studies
abroad.
♦ publishing works on Icelandic cul­
ture.

The Sigurour Nordal Institute is 
governed by a council of three people: 
a chairman is appointed by the Min­
ister of Education and Culture, while 
the two other members are nomi­
nated by the University Council and 
the University's Faculty of Arts re­
spectively. 

The Institute is located at  
J:>ingholtsstneti 29, Reykjavik. In ad-
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dition to the Institute's offices, the 
building houses accommodation for 
visiting scholars. The house itself is 
interesting on both historical and ar­
chitectural grounds, an excellent ex­
ample of the homes constructed for 
highly-placed officials around the turn 
of the century. It is a two-story timber 
building, standing on a basement built 
of stone. A so-called "Swiss" or cha­
let-style house, it is a "catalogue" 
house, that is, one which was mass­
produced in Norway and imported in 
kit form. This is one of the oldest 
houses of its kinds in Iceland. J6n 
Magnusson, secretary to the gover­
nor and later prime minister, built 
the house in 1899, · and it has seen 
little alternation in the intervening 
years. The house has been named 
"l=>ingeyrar" after the ancient centre of 
power and culture of the same name 
in Hunaping. Sigurour Nordal origi­
nated from this area, and he often 
wrote about Pingeyrar monastery. 
l=>ingeyrar is a worthy setting for the 
Institute's work, and provides suit­
able accommodation in a central lo­
cation. 

The Sigurour Nordal Institute has 
now been operating for a little over 
three-and-a-half years in its own 
home, run on a day-to-day basis by 
its director. Over this period, efforts 
have been devoted to bringing accom­
modation up to a satisfactory stand­
ard, to publicising the Institute's role 
and responsibilities, and carrying out 
the tasks assigned to the Institute 
under the terms of its foundation, as 
far as finances have permitted. 

The Institute now has 900 indi­
viduals and organisations abroad on 
its mailing list. Information has been 
gathered from them on teaching and 
research in Icelandic studies, and the 
Institute sends them a twice-yearly 
newsletter containing information on 
conferences, meetings, courses, and 

books and periodicals relevant to this 
field of scholarship. 

The Institute has done its best to 
stimulate discussion of the position 
of Icelandic culture by organising 
public meetings on the subject. Schol­
ars have also been invited from abroad 
to discuss their teaching and research 
in Icelandic studies and to exchange 
information. The Institute has twice 
organised conferences in the field of 
Icelandic studies, and a conference 
in honour of Halld6r Laxness is to be 
held next year, when the author will 
be ninety. The Sigurour Nordal Insti­
tute has held a seminar on Icelandic 
grammar in collaboration with the 
Linguistics Institute, and a transla­
tors' conference in collaboration with 
the Fund for the Promotion oflcelan­
dic Literature. The Institute has also 
supported the participation oflcelan­
dic scholars in conferences abroad in 
order to make their work known. 

In collaboration with the Univer­
sity of Iceland's Faculty of Arts, the 
Institute has held three summer 
courses in Icelandic for students from 
abroad. These international courses 
are now a yearly fixture. The Institute 
is also responsible for liaisons with 
Icelandic guest lecturers in the 
Scandinavian countries, Germany, 
England and France. Information 
potentially useful to the guest lectur­
ers in their work is transmitted to 
them. The Institute has also taken 
part in the organisation of the annual 
lecturers' meeting, and in visits by 
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foreign students to Iceland. In addi­
tion, the Institute has responded to 
many enquiries and requests from 
abroad regarding teaching materials, 
books, essays, etc. At the beginning 
of 1992, the Sigurour Nordal Insti­
tute will accept the responsibility for 
supervising Icelandic guest lecture­
ships at foreign universities from the 
Ministry of Education and Culture. 

Interest in the Icelandic language, 
literature and history is great and 
growing not only in Iceland, but also 
in many other countries. A growing 
number of new undergraduates at 
the University oflceland are choosing 
to study Icelandic and History, and 
the number of students in the pro­
gramme Icelandic as a Foreign Lan­
guage has risen considerably in re­
cent years. Summer courses in Ice­
landic for foreigners are also increas­
ingly popular. 

In order to meet this growing de­
mand among students, the Univer­
sity has increased the range of stud­
ies offered, and now offers Icelandic 
studies at the doctoral level. Each 
year the Icelandic government pro­
vides many grants to foreign students 
of Icelandic at the University. The 
University has also made collabora­
tive agreements with many universi­
ties abroad, one of the aims of which 
is to facilitate study visits by foreign 
students in Iceland. An Icelandic lec­
turer accepted an appointment at the 
University of London in 1990, while 
another has just begun one at 
Erlangen, Germany, this autumn. 

More people are involved in re­
search in Icelandic studies in Iceland 
than ever before, largely because this 
work is receiving more funding than 
hitherto. An ever-increasing number 
of scholars from abroad are visiting 
Iceland to do research into language 
and culture. The Arni Magnusson 
Institute may be termed, without ex-

aggeration, an international centre of 
research. 

The role of the Sigurour Nordal 
Institute is to respond to the great 
interest in Icelandic studies, and to 
promote more active growth in it. In a 
tribute to the memory of Sveinbjorn 
Egilsson, first headmaster of the 
Reykjavik Grammar School, on the 
school's centenary, Sigurour Nordal 
said: 

The hallmark of the educated 
man should be familiarity with 
the most precious treasures in 
the cultural heritage of the past. 
He must nurture its survival in 
the heart of the nation. Each 
generation is, admittedly, new 
foliage on an old trunk; each 
generation builds, in some sense, 
its own house on an old founda­
tion. There is, however, a happy 
equilibrium in being not only the 
new leaf growing on the old trunk,

but also making a new contribu­
tion, adding to the whole; and in 
building one's house upon a rock 
and not on sand, building from 
authentic materials, which will 
be of service in years to come. 
Continuity and originality must 
go hand in hand - so that the 
continuity does not decline into 
mere stagnation, or the original­
ity blaze into a destructive bon­
fire of vanity. 

The Sigurour Nordal Institute was 
founded in the spirit of continuity, in 
memory of a great cultural leader, 
philosopher, scholar and writer. Its 
role is to continue along the road, to 
be a house built upon a rock, of 
authentic materials, to be of service 
in years to come. 

Translated by Anna H. Yates 



100 

1111 

1111 

THE ICELANDIC CANADIAN Winter, 1991 

For Fun 8 Good Thnes 

Food and Drink 

Emporium 

Fully Licensed 
• Steaks • Seafood • Ribs

• Chicken " Veal • Pizza

We Deliver All Our Menu Items • Facilities for Private Parties (up to 50) 

Dine in - Pick up - Home Delivery 

1 
Ichabod's - 889-7887 Hostess - 888-3728 

3354 Portage Avenue 
Westwood in St. Jarnes/Asnboia 

VETERANS OF 

ICELANDIC DESCENT, 

World War II 
Published by the 

Jon Sigurosson Chapter IODE. 

Now available at $35.00 each (in English) 
plus $2.00 shipping charges 

U.S. orders, please remit $37. in U.S. funds 

For your purchases please contact: 
Johanna Wilson • (204) 453-2538 

802 - 188 Roslyn Rd., Wpg., MB., Canada R3L 0G8 

1111 

Ill 

Winter, 1991 

Editors' note: 

Julie Danielson is a 
student from the De­
partmentof Icelandic at 
the University of Mani­
toba. 

A number of stu­
dents from the Depart­
ment have in the past 
been awarded scholar­
ships from the Ministry 
of Education in Iceland 
to study Icelandic at the 
University of Iceland. 
Julie Danielson was the 
successful candidate for 
the academic year 
1991-1992.The follow­
ing is a letter, in which 
she describes her ex­
periences in Iceland. 
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cl Diversity students today find themselves under a
lot of pressure at times. Once you leave high 

school and decide what it is you want to do with your 
life, you enter University enthusiastic and devoted to 
your chosen field. 

I entered the University of Manitoba in the autumn 
of 1989 with a long-term interest in archaeology. So I 
registered with Anthropology as my major. I was also 
mildly surprised to find Icelandic courses being of­
fered. Since I had not taken a "formal" Icelandic 
language class since I was eleven years old, I wanted 
to try it out. Once I completed my studies I hoped to 
study the archaeology of the Scandinavian countries, 
particularly oflceland and Norway. Everything seemed 
to be coming together nicely for me. 

As first year turned into second year, I found my­
self questioning my choice, as a lot of students do. 
Although my Icelandic language courses were always 
a source of enjoyment, the fact that I had no one to 
practice my Icelandic with outside of the Department 
of Icelandic was a barrier, but in my second year I took 
a full-year course "Icelandic Culture and Civilization," 
which had just been introduced. This particular course 
became my inspiration. 

My teachers in the Department oflcelandic told me 
about the scholarship offered by the Icelandic Minis­
try of Education to study in Iceland for one year and 
encouraged me to apply. I at last decided to at least 
apply. So it was that I entered summer holidays 
constantly wondering if I would be packing my bags at 
the end of August or remaining in Canada. Being from 
a small town in Manitoba and never having travelled 
anywhere alone, the idea of being thousands of miles 
away from all I have ever known for eight months was 
sometimes a bit much for me to consider. My family is 
close and the friends I have, I have known since 
elementary school. We all went through school to­
gether, graduated, and lived together while going to 
University. I have always wanted to travel, and attend-
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University of Iceland 

ing university in a foreign country 
has to be the ultimate educational 
experience. When the call came from 
the Icelandic National League around 
the end of June to say that I had 
received the scholarship all my 
thoughts and feelings came to a head. 
Now I had opportunity knocking on 
my door. I went for a walk around the 
farm and surrounding fields and an­
nounced to my parents upon my re­
turn that I was going to go to Iceland, 
for, in the words of an elderly Icelan­
dic acquaintance of mine, I'd be crazy 
not to. 

I have been here in Iceland now for 
less than two months and am staying 
on campus in residence. It's called 
Nyi Gar6ur and my room is N}ja 
island ("New Iceland"). I am finding 
the overall system here to be similar 
to that of the University of Manitoba, 
except that the campus and student 
body is considerably smaller than at 
the University of Manitoba. 

Living on campus is better, I think, 
because you feel more a part of uni­
versity life. You meet more students 
and as a result, closer bonds can be 
formed. Of course, the foreign stu­
dents, being all in a similar predica­
ment tend to interact more with each 
other; we all speak English. But 
when I get out to the stores and 
elsewhere I get to practice some Ice­
landic. It is difficult at first because I 

do not understand a lot of it and 
cannot fully express myself, though I 
expect it will come with practice. There 
is an immediate closeness and a 
friendliness among the foreign stu­
dents here and it really helped me to 
settle in more easily. Once I felt con­
fident enough, I began to speak Ice­
landic with the Icelandic students. I 
find them willing to help and they 
seemed interested in the fact that 
there are people who want to learn 
their language. 

I am taking classes in Icelandic 
grammar, pronunciation, conversa­
tion and written language. The pro­
fessors teach mostly in English for 
the first month or so, but then they 
will speak only in Icelandic. They are 
good teachers and are easy to ap­
proach if you have a problem. The 
classes are geared more for those 
with previous knowledge in Icelandic 
language. I am finding them quite 
good, and the language laboratory is 
very helpful for pronunciation. Also, 
the atmosphere in the conversation 
classes is very relaxed, so I do not feel 
ill at ease about speaking Icelandic. 
However, some of the students who 
have no previous knowledge of Ice­
landic are finding it difficult. The gram­
mar can be very daunting as anyone, 
who has ever tried to learn Icelandic, 
knows. Other than the basics of the 
native language of a country, and 
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here I must say that I understand the 
grammatical structure of the language 
well, there is really no way to prepare 
for a year of study at a university in 
another country without jumping 
right in. Fortunately, we are still cov­
ering topics in grammar that I have 
taken before in classes in the Depart -
ment of Icelandic at the University of 
Manitoba. I have found that I have a 
lack of conversational ability, as do 
other foreign students here, yet I am 
definitely more comfortable with the 
language than most other foreign stu­
dents, primarily because I have stud­
ied it before. However, there are a 
couple of students who have studied 
Icelandic before and they have a bet­
ter grasp of the language than I have; 
they are both from Europe and one 
has attended classes in Iceland on 
several occasions. The group I belong 
to includes around twenty students, 
and is one of three groups of a total of 
over 60 into which we were divided. 

In consideration of the relative 
merits of the programmes in Icelan­
dic offered at both universities, I would 
say that the greatest strength of the 
Department of Icelandic at home is 
that of the inclusion of Icelandic­
Canadian history and literature. 
Among the foreign students here es­
pecially, and among Icelanders as 
well, there are few who know of the 
existence of the Icelandic-Canadian 
tradition of literature. The most im-

portant strength of the programme in 
Iceland is that of the inclusion of 
written Icelandic in the language labo­
ratory; it allows more time for conver­
sation, exercises, and readings. The 
teachers in both Canada and Iceland 
are equally good; they do get the mes­
sage across. 

Outside of the classroom, though, 
I definitely do feel like a foreigner in 
every way, that is in my way of talking 
and of thinking, in fact, injust about 
everything. There are noticeable simi­
larities though; some things are not 
different at all such as, for example, 
entertainment. There are movies and 
bars, which seem to be no different at 
all. As to differences though, there is 
a large international population on 
campus and therefore it is easy to be 
tagged a foreigner. But, being of Ice­
landic descent makes me feel that I 
have some ties here. 

Yet, I feel that the Icelanders view 
me as a foreigner. I have befriended 
an Icelandic woman, though; I met 
her briefly last summer in Manitoba. 
She has become a close friend; we 
have a great time conversing together. 
On the floor of the residence where I 
live about one half of the residents are 
Icelandic students and one half for­
eigners. Most of the Icelandic stu­
dents are friendly and willing to help 
even if we foreigners cannot speak 
Icelandic well enough to hold a long 
and detailed conversation. But I do 
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sense an undercurrent of indiffer­
ence towards us; they do not know us 
well enough to be able to judge us on 
personal qualities, and therefore re­
main indifferent. I do not consider 
any of this a real problem; it is just an 
observation I have made. 

There were several events held for 
the foreign students in order to 
make us feel welcome. The first was 
a welcoming evening held by the for­
eign students' union in "Studenta­
kjallarinn" ("The Students' Cellar"), 
in residence, not long after classes 
started. Next, at the end of Sept­
ember, there was a bus tour of 
Reykjavik organized for us, which 
culminated in a reception hosted 
by the city of Reykjavik. Finally, in 
the beginning of October, a confer­
ence for foreign students was held 
down town, where lectures were 
presented on the geology, history, 
politics, social structure and econ­
omy of Iceland. After the lecture, a 
dinner with traditional Icelandic 
food was hosted by the city of 
Reykjavik. Each of these events 
was great, and we all had an excel­
lent time. This was certainly a fine 
way to welcome those of us who 
came here to study and to learn 
more about the Icelandic culture. 
I am enjoying my sudden introduc­
tion to a different way of life. 

Even in such a short time I feel I 
have benefitted from my experience. 
The best way to learn a language is to 
live in the country. It is difficult at 
first to start speaking Icelandic and I 
get very frustrated, but I am sure 
that after a couple of months it will 
become easier. It is a fresh, new 
experience being at a different uni­
versity and meeting, not only differ­
ent people, but people from all over 
the world. It is exciting, and I am 
really enjoying myself. It is an expe­
rience I would recommend to anyone 

who has an interest in Icelandic and 
an appetite for learning. The country 
is beautiful, the people are friendly, 
and the climate is fairly mild, and 
this attracts an international group 
to Iceland every year. It is a rejuve­
nating experience and has helped me 
to put things more in perspective 
with regard to my career aspirations 
and my capabilities. You find out 
what you can handle when you are 
on your own, and it builds confi­
dence as well as increases your range 
of knowledge. After only a couple of 
months I feel confident in saying I 
made the right decision. 
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T ension pulled at my muscles and beat against my
temples, as I set my eyes upon the illuminated score 

clock that read double zero. This situation placed destiny 
in my hands, fear in my heart, and the eyes of a thousand 
people upon me. With no time left on the score clock, my 
team was behind by one point, but there still remained a 
single chance for victory- me. I was left alone on a single 
line, centre of attention, waiting to shoot two foul shots. 
In the outcome lay either victory or defeat. 

Stepping to the foul line, childhood dreams flooded 
my mind. Memories of shooting over and over again, 
trying to put the leather ball through a rusting metal rim. 
Remembering myself being alone in the same cold and 
breezy gymnasium, shooting foul shots 'til pain would 
overrule ambition. Dreams of being the best and winning 
the provincial championships. Those dreams were be­
coming reality with every shriek from the crowd and every 
tickle of sweat that escaped my hairline. I've always 
fantasized about this glory, but never did I stop to realize 
the anguish that would accompany this moment. 

Among the fans were college scouts, friends, and 
family, all of them depending on me to make at least one 
of the next two shots. The crowd seemed faceless - all 
blended together, like a blurry photograph, whose scream­
ing support filled my ears with echoes and my mind with 
visions of glory. I turned to see the player from the 
opposing team who had fouled and left me to stand alone 
on the forsaken foul line. The disappointment that filled 
her heart was clearly registered on her face. Words of 
anger escaped her lips as she violently threw her fists 
against the innocent walls. We both wanted to taste the 
glory of victory that lay in the balance of these next two 
shots, but only I could control our destinies. 

I turned back to face the only thing that might 
darken my dreams: a metal hoop attached to a fibre glass 
board. For the first time in the past long moments, the 
crowd fell silent. Seconds of silence felt like years of war. 
Every possible outcome imaginable, good or bad, ex­
ploded like a bomb through my mind. Closing my eyes, 
I saw the old decaying basketball hoop to which I had 
remained faithful throughout my career. I could almost 
feel Fate's breath upon my hot and sweaty neck, as 
visions of shooting over and over again fled by my mind's 
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eye. 
Opening my eyes with a new-found 

confidence, I readied myself to shoot. 
I felt the ball fly from my fingertips. 
The silence finally broke as the leather 
ball caressed the nylon net as it passed 
through the iron hoop. The fans roared 
together like a jet just before take-off. 
I gasped in relief as the excitement 
became a reality. Encouragement from 
the faceless fans filled my soul with 
pride. From the sidelines I heard the 
cheering of my team-mates, for they 
too had dreamt of the glory and cel­
ebration that was yet to come. 

Time seemed to be captured frame 
by frame, every word shouted was 
slurred into indistinct syllables which 
rang through my ears. My bouncing 
the ball against the newly polished 
floor resembled the sound of a jack­
hammer being driven through cement 
blocks. Remembering all the pain, 
sweat, and tears needed to achieve 
this honour, I gathered all my confi­
dence. This confidence swam through 
my veins and into my finger tips. 
Taking a cleansing breath, I shot the 
ball and entered the realm of victory. 
Before the ball even passed through 

the hoop, tears of accomplishment 
brimmed my eyes. 

Exploding onto the floor was the 
crowd, screaming with so much ex­
pected school spirit. I turned to greet 
a rushing stream of fans and 
teammates who were coming to 
smother me with their cheers and 
encouragement. I felt their embraces 
burn through me as I was enveloped 
by their sincere congratulations. It 
was too loud to speak, so I fell silent 
and watched my years of ambition­
driven practice pay off. 

Amongst all the noise and confu­
sion, I caught a glimpse of my com­
petitors. They sat on the hard pine 
bench, slouched with grief that was 
characterized by the tears in their 
eyes. I too had felt the bitter prick of 
def eat - feeling something slip away 
that was so close that you could actu­
ally feel its newborn glory. For a single 
moment, I felt their pain. As I went to 
share our victory, I couldn't help but 
ponder, "Is ambition really the key 
that unlocks destiny?" Then like 
breath upon a candle, these thoughts 
disappear and the celebration be­
gins. 
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In bible times there were brothers 
two 

The brothers Abel and Cain. 
Mulroney and Bush their broth­

ers slew 
And bloodstained will ever remain. 

They blindfold the public with 
blood and hate 

To bless their murderous yoke. 
And ply their Lord with prayer 

ensate 
To provide the lethal stroke. 

Greed is a thing that gnaws and 
tears 

Out the good in each human soul. 
Truth and compassion to tatters 

it wears 
In its tryst with the Midas ghoul. 

Oil is their kingdom, it calls the 
tune 

Commonsense withers and dies. 
On the river of hate they ride 

immune 
Reeking in crime to the skies. 

Bush should with horror, not 
gloatingly gaze 

On his gaping napalm sin! 
Of roasted bodies and burning 

craze 
And bloated hatred for next of 

kin. 

Broken in spirit and burned to 
death 

Bleached tokens of humane war! 
A living hell where no life draws 

breath 
Save the lurking vultures that 

soar. 

On propaganda their planning 
thrives 

To process each soul with hate. 
Brandish war in the budding lives 
Born of intrigue and Watergate. 

Clones of hate, the cold-blooded 
whore 

Control the world each day. 
Shipwrecks abound on sanity's 

shore 
Ships out of peaceful bay. 

Greed is the heart that beats in 
the breast 

Of the beast that worships gold. 
It gnaws at tranquility, knows no 

rest 
No respite for young or old. 

When posterity views the western 
world 

And its wanton destructive game. 
Its honour seared and its soul 

upcurled 
In the swamps of deceit and 

shame. 

When can the world have a com­
mon goal 

Of communities living in peace? 
When brothers and sisters her 

banner unroll 
And bloodshed forever cease. 

- Franklin Johnson



108 THE ICELANDIC CANADIAN 

Lztbori0u�ly 
the wind 

Laboriously, the wind 
Squeezes through the cracks 
Of both the window 
And my heart. 

Why must I question 
That which needs no answer; 
For there is one whose touch 
Is the answer to all. 

Such needless whispering 
May bring me to lose 
That which has been lost before 
And I try to stop them. 

I push hard and fast 
Against the winds of doubtfulness 
Trying to make them see 
That I will have no part of this. 

Yet their force is external, 
Prevailing. 
Not unlike my love ... 
For him. 

-MRB
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H.ementbNlll 

On Remembrance Day we bow our heads, 
And pay respect to memory of those we never knew. 
We stand in silence, but we think of nothing. 
We should not only pay respect to those dead, 
But to also those who shall die, 
Due to our own negligence of our human obligations. 

This year in silence, let's try to imagine - our futures: 
Our friends. Our families. Our children. 

Then think of our world now: 
The wars. The famine. The death. 
Men of power, losing faith in each other, 
Businesses dying, countries in recession. 
Life as we once knew it - depleting. 
No one learning from previous mistakes. 
Letting the past once again tum full circle, 

And allowing war to overcome peace and love. 
This year in silence when we bow our heads, 

Let us not think of the ghosts of wars past, 
But of the problems we have yet to conquer. 

- Stacey Stevens
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By Sigrid Johnson, Reviews Editor 

llJm·s ingenuity knows no bounds 
when North Americans are asked 

their reasons for wanting to learn the 
Icelandic language. Whether one is 
planning to visit relatives or to par­
ticipate in a geological expedition to 
Iceland and therefore simply wanting 
to do fair battle with the language on 
the normal fronts of daily living, or 
whether one has aspirations of be­
coming a serious scholar of ancient 
Icelandic texts, there are as many 
ways to learn the Icelandic language 
as there are needs or reasons to do so. 

Undoubtedly, the best way to learn 
Icelandic is by travelling to Iceland 
and enrolling in one of the many 
excellent programs available to for­
eign students. Program offerings in­
clude: the University of Iceland's two 
year course in Icelandic for Foreign 
Students; a course of study provided 
by the Reykjavik Municipal Centre 
for Adult Education (Namsflokkar 
Reykjavikur); courses offered by pri­
vate schools, most notably, Munir; 
and a summer course held by the 
University oficeland and the Sigur6ur 
Nordal Institute. 

Not everyone wants to or can afford 
to travel to Iceland to study, however, 
so fortunately there are alternatives 
depending upon one's needs or rea­
sons for wanting to learn Icelandic. 
Most chapters of the Icelandic Na­
tional League of North America have 
at one time or another sponsored 
courses in conversational Icelandic. 
The University of Manitoba, through 
the Department oficelandic Language 
and Literature, offers a program of 
studies leading to degrees at both the 
Bachelors and Masters levels. For 
those living in areas where organized 
courses are unavailable or for those 
who are unable to fit organized courses 
into already hectic schedules, com­
mercial offerings, such as the 
Lingua phone course on record or cas­
sette, provide a solution. 

A large plus for the Linguaphone 
course is that in addition to its regu­
lar course book and exercises, it also 
provides students with a copy of Stefan 
Einarsson's Icelandic: Grammar,
Texts, GJossazyfirst publishedinBal­
timore by The Johns Hopkins Univer­
sity Press in 1949, and unequaled by 
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any Icelandic grammar textbook pub­
lished to the present day. Not only 
does the grammar textbook provide 
the student with a comprehensive 
treatment of all major aspects of mod­
em Icelandic.but it does so without 
requiring the student to have a con­
siderable background in language 
theory. It is an important back-up to 
the Linguaphone material supplying 
answers to most problems a student, 
beginner or advanced, is likely to 
encounter. 

Other grammar textbooks worth 
considering include Jon Fri6j6nsson's 
A Course in Modern Icelandic: Texts,
Vocabulary, Grammar Exercises, 
Translations (Reykjavik: Timariti6 
Ska.a, 1978); Einar Palsson's Icelan­
dic in Easy Stages, No's. l and 2, 
(Reykjavik: Mimir, 1975-1977); and 
Asta Svavarsd6ttir and Margret 
J6nsd6ttir's islenska fyrirutlendinga:
kennslub6k i malfrreoi (Reykjavik: 
Malvisindastofnun Hask6la islands, 
1988), which is accompanied by Asta 
Svavarsd6ttir's exercises, ./Efingar:
meo enskum gl6sum og leitJrettinga­
lyklum (Reykjavik: Malvisinda­
stofnun Hask6la islands, 1989). Also 

useful to the student of Icelandic are 
Ari Pall Kristinsson's Pronunciation
of Modern Icelandic: a brief course
for foreign students (Reykjavik 
Malvisindastofnun Hask6la islands, 
1988), along with its accompanying 
cassette, and P.J.T. Glendinning's 
Teach Yourselficelandic(London: The 
English Universities Press, 1969).

It has been said that "Dictionaries 
are as vital to the language learner as 
cans of beans to the long-distance 
hiker, and come in as many varie­
ties."1 Dictionaries - Icelandic, Ice­
landic-English, English-Icelandic -
which no student of the Icelandic 
language should be without include: 
Ami BMvarsson's Icelandic diction­
ary, islensk ortJab6k handa sk6lum 
og almenningi 2nd. ed. (Reykjavik: 
Menningarsj66ur, 1983); Asgeir 
Blondal Magnusson's Icelandic ety­
mological dictionary, islensk
orosifjab6k (Reykjavik: Or6ab6k 
Hask6lans, 1989); the Icelandic dic­
tionary of synonyms and antonyms 
edited by Svavar Sigmundsson, 
islensk samheitaortJab6k(Reykj avik: 
Styrktarsj 6our P6rbergs l>6r6arsonar, 
1985); Icelandic-English dictionar-

Useful addresses 
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Icelandic for Foreign Students 
Haskoli islands vio Suourgotu 
Reykjavik 101 
Iceland 

Department of Icelandic Language 
and Literature 
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R3T 2N2 

Sigurour Nordal Institute 
P.O. Box 1220 
Reykjavik 121 
Iceland 

Namsflokkar Reykjavfkur 
Frikirkjuvegi 1 
Reykjavik 101 
Iceland 

Mimir malask61i 
Ananaustum 15 
Reykjavik 101 
Iceland 

Bookstore: 

B6kabuo Mais og menningar 
Laugavegi 18 
Reykjavik 101 
Iceland 
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ies such as Richard Cleasby's and 
Gu5brandur Vigfusson's An Icelan­
dic-English Dictionary· 2nd. ed. 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1957), 
Amgrimur Sigur5sson's islensk-Ensk 
or6ab6k (Reykjavik: isafold, 1983). 
and the new islensk-Ensk or6ab6k =
Concise Icelandic-English Dictionary 
edited by Sverrir H6lmarsson, 
Christopher Sanders and John 
Tucker (Reykjavik: 15unn, 1989); 
English-Icelandic dictionaries includ­
ing Sigur5ur Om Bogason's Ensk­
islensk or6ab6k (Reykjavik: isafold, 
1976), Soren Sorenson's Ensk­
islensk or6ab6k me6 alfra:6ilegu ivafi 
(Reykjavik: Om og Orlygur, 1984), 

and Jon Skaptason's Ensk-islensk 
sk6laor6ab6k (Reykjavik: Orn og 
Orlygur, 1986); and depending upon 
a student's subject interests, specialty 
dictionaries such as I>6rir Einarsson's 
and Terry G. Lacy's dictionaries of 
business terms, islensk-Ensk 
vi6skiptaor6ab6k (Reykjavik: Om og 
Orlygur, 1989) and Ensk-islensk 
vi6skiptaor6ab6k (Reykjavik: Om og 
Orlygur, 1982), Halfdan Omar 
Halfdanarson's dictionary of biologi­
cal terms Ensk-islensk or5askra i 
liffrre5i (Reykjavik: Halfdan 6. 
Halfdanarson, 1981). and Eirikur 
Rognvaldsson's dictionary which con­
centrates on rhyme, Rimor6ab6k 
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(Reykjavik: 15unn, 1989). 
Whatever the need or reason to 

learn Icelandic, with a little investi­
gation a student is sure to discover 
just the right program of studies.just 
the right grammar textbook and just 
the right dictionary. 

Most commercial course materi­
als such as those offered by 
Linguaphone and grammar textbooks 

can be special ordered through your 
local bookstore. Icelandic language 
dictionaries on the other hand are 
not typically stocked by North Ameri­
can bookstores and are best pur­
chased directly from Iceland. 

1B.S., "From friendly strangers to 
lifelong companions," in News From 
Iceland, December 1985, p. 14. 
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W. lj. ltuden mid Loui:i mncReice.

Letter� From lcelzind
Rew York: ltthenn Booh.:i. 1990. 

l n the summer of 1936,
the English poetW. H.

Auden and the Irish poet 
Louis MacNeice spent sev­
eral weeks travelling around 
Iceland, the result of which 
was the extraordinary trav­
elogue Letters from Iceland. 1 

Travelogue is not really the 
right word, however, for Let­
ters from Iceland is a highly 
entertaining collection of poems, tour­
ist information, historical and liter­
ary quotations, folklore, proverbs, per­
sonal observations and a fictional­
ised diary, all presented, in prose and 
verse, as letters to various friends 
and relatives. The book has been out 
of print for many years now, so it is 
very laudable and pleasing that 
Athena Books (Paragon House, New 
York) has re-issued this work in its 
Armchair Traveller Series. 

It has to be stated right at the 
outset that as a guide to modern 
Iceland the book is, of course, hope­
lessly out of date: Iceland has changed 
almost beyond recognition over the 
last fifty-five years. The pre-war agri­
cultural society Auden and MacN eice 
visited has more than doubled in 

population and become a 
highly modernised and ur­
banised nation, the capital 
Reykjavik now a very indus­
trialised and cosmopolitan 
city (Auden himself noted 
these changes when he re­
visited Iceland in 1965). 
Nonetheless, one feature of 
Icelandic life seems to have 
remained the same: it is still 

expensive for tourists! 
For those interested in Iceland, the 

value of the book lies precisely in its 
fascinating glimpse into the nation's 
society and way of life just prior to the 
dramatic watershed brought about 
by the Second World War. The de­
scription of Auden's and MacNeice's 
journey around Iceland is full of amus­
ing incident and comment penned as 
they travelled from Reykjavik (by bus, 
boat and horse). to sometimes remote 
farmsteads, fishing villages, and ulti­
mately into the volcanic highlands. 
They were sometimes impressed, 
sometimes depressed, by Iceland's 
awesome landscape (and weather!), 
but were generally full of praise for 
the Icelanders' intrepid mode of living 
in sometimes harsh conditions. 

1 A general overview of their travels in Iceland can be found in Charles Osborne, W. H. Auden: The

Life ofa Poet (London: Eyre Methuen, 1980), pp. 120-129. 
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Reyltjavik itself they seemed to find 
architecturally ugly and somewhat 
dispiriting. Traditional Icelandic food 
did not seem to appeal much to Auden 
in particular: although he found skyr 

edible, he thought sharkmeat tasted 
like boot polish (p. 44), hangikjot like 
soot. and hartJfiskur like toe-nails (p. 
42)! One thing remained the same, 
however: wherever they went in Ice­
land they were "met with unvarying 
kindness and hospitality" (p. 214) -
and this seems very much the same 
experience of modern tourists today. 
Indeed, although many of the de­
scriptions of towns and villages are 
no longer accurate, some of the poets' 
observations on Icelandic character 
remain surprisingly valid. It seems to 
the present writer at least, that the 
following comment by Auden gives a 
succinct insight into much oflcelan­
dic behavior even today: "The Ice­
lander seems to me to have beautiful 
natural manners, but rather imper­
fect artificial ones" (p. 216). His com­
plaints about lack of punctuality and 
drunkenness may also strike a chord 
with modem visitors to Iceland (p. 
215)! 

As part of their j oumey, Auden and 
MacNeice went on a camping trip 
with a small group of schoolboys on 
horseback into the interior round 
Langjokull glacier. Auden chose to 
write about this, in the section "Hetty 
to Nancy," as if all the participants 
were schoolgirls. This camp-like ren­
dering of their expedition might ap­
pearvery self-indulgent (possibly even 
offensive) to some readers, but the 
trip itself is described in great detail, 
and many of the poets' encounters 
with collapsing tents, inclement 
weather and recalcitrant or impetu­
ous horses are at times simply hilari­
ous. It is certainly the funniest part of 
the book. 

The section "Sheaves from 

Sagaland" is a semi-academic collec­
tion of quotations and excerpts from 
descriptions by previous visitors to 
Iceland, from Ketill Flatnose, through 
Hakluyt, Henderson, Mackenzie, 
Burton, and William Morris right up 
to "an unknown Nazi." The detailed 
excerpts relate the abortive coup by 
Jorgen Jorgensen in 1809, and a 
description of the volcanic eruption 
at 6rrefuj6kull in 1727. The whole 
section is rounded off by a bibliogra­
phy oficelandic travel literature up to 
that time (1936). Many of the quota­
tions and excerpts are interesting and 
amusing, but they seem to reflect the 
authors' sardonic sense of humour 
(many of the selected comments are 
very droll and unflattering) rather 
than any schematized overview ofice­
landic travel literature. 

From a purely literary point of view, 
the most important pieces in the book 
are the poems, often presented as 
letters. Auden's "Letter to Lord By­
ron" is a technical tour de force as he 
brilliantly parodies Byron's style and 
manner while commenting on a wide 
range of subjects including contem­
porary politics, art and society. None­
theless, it is of limited interest to 
modem readers or readers interested 
in Iceland, as Iceland is hardly men­
tioned except in passing, and many of 
the contemporary references are now 
obscure or outdated. The same may 
also be said of the intensely personal 
"Auden and MacNeice: Their Last Will 
and Testament." Indeed, it is a curi­
ous fact that although for Auden Ice­
land was almost a holy land, it seemed 
to have little direct influence on his 
actual verse while he was there: the 
three most interesting poems, reflect­
ing and incorporating both the Ice­
landic landscape and ancient cul­
ture, areby LouisMacNeice: "Eclogue 
from Iceland," "Iceland," and "Epi­
logue." 
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"Epilogue from Iceland" presents 
two travellers, Craven (Auden) and 
Ryan (MacNeice) camping on 
Amavatn Heath when the outlaw 
Grettir, from the eponymous saga, 
appears out of the mist to share 
their campfire. In the conversation 
which follows between the three 
men (in blank verse). MacNeice 
ironically compares the real hard­
ships and sacrifices made by Grettir 
during his years of exile in the 
inhospitable lava fields of Iceland, 
with the implied escapism of the 
modern poets from the harsh reali­
ties of the world in their relatively 
safe sojourn in the Icelandic wilder­
ness as tourists. Grettir exhorts the 
poets to face the challenges of their 
own time: 

Go back to where you came from 
and do not keep 

Crossing the roads to escape them, 
do not avoid the ambush, 

Take sly detours, but ride the pass 
direct (p. 133)

The turbulent world of 1936,

MacNeice implies, was much in need 
of the uncompromising and stoic 
heroism of the heroes of the ancient 
Icelandic sagas. In "Iceland" the awe­
some and impersonal landscape of 
the country, the background to many 
a heroic deed, stands as an 
admonishment to what MacNeice sees 
as the more superficial modern con­
sciousness: 

So we who have come 
As trippers North 

Have minds no match 
For this land's girth; 
The glacier's licking 
Tongues deride 
Our pride of life, 
Our flashy songs (p. 230)

And in "Epilogue: ForW. H.Auden" 
MacNeice sits in his London 
apartment with fond memories of 
the peacefulness of the journey 
round Iceland: "Better were the 
northern skies / Than this desert 
in disguise" where the continually 
ominous tidings from Europe 
make him aware of the possibility 
of "gun-butt raps upon the door" (p. 
262). 

There are only two main criticisms 
of this otherwise excellent edition. 
Firstly, the map of Iceland referred 
to in the list of diagrams does not 
actually materialise (at least not in 
my copy), and secondly, it seems a 
pity that an editor should not 
have corrected Auden's and 
MacNeice's occasional and mis­
leading spelling mistakes in Icelandic 
phrases and place names (e.g., 
Sandakrokur for Saudakr6kur, p. 
115; hangikyrl for hangikjot, p. 42);

these could well be a little irritating 
to readers with a knowledge of Ice­
landic. Apart from these minor 
complaints, the Athena Books new 
edition of Letters from Iceland

remains a uniquely interesting, 
stimulating and thorougly enjoy­
able book, especially for lovers 
of Iceland's history, culture and 
people. 
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Puul II. �igurd�on 
(19211-1991) 

Paul A. Sigurdson, 
poet, fiction-writer, 
translator, dramatist and 
composer passed away 
in October 1991.

Paul A. Sigurdson was 
born in Morden, Mani­
toba, 18 September 
1927. After having fin­
ished high school, he 
taughtfora yearatPeguis 
School, near Clandeboye, 
Manitoba. In 1946, he 
entered United College, 
from which institution he 
received the degrees of 
B.A. and B.Ed. In 1957, 
after a period of illness, 
he began teaching in a 
school in St. James. In 
1958, he joined the staff 
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of Morden High School, where he taught English until his retirement in 
1977. 

Longtime readers of The Icelandic Canadian will readily acknowledge 
Paul A. Sigurdson's service to the magazine, not only as its poetry editor 
for many years, but also as a frequent and generous contributor of 
original poetry, translations oflcelandic poetry into English, editorials, 
essays and plays. But the significance of his contribution is not its 
quantity, but its quality, its range and variety. 

His colleagues on the magazine will remember him as a constant, 
keen and imaginative editor, more ready to say yes than no, and full of 
good will. His grace, gentleness and helpfulness were qualities which 
those of us who knew him valued and trusted. 

Paul A. Sigurdson gave much to The Icelandic Canadian. His personal 
and professional example will guide us as we mourn his loss. 

- Kirsten Wolf
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Robert J. Asgeirsson, son of the lateJ ochum and IngibjorgAsgeirsson, was born and 
raised in Winnipeg. He now lives and works on the west coast as a director and 
cinematographer in the film and 1V industry. He is a past president of the l.C.C. of 
British Columbia and is currently the editor of its 8-page monthly newsletter. 

Julie Danielson graduated from Arborg Collegiate Institute in 1989, from where she 
proceded to study Icelandic and anthropology at the University of Manitoba. This year 
she is studying Icelandic at the University of Iceland in Reykjavik. 

Julian Meldon D'Arcy is associate professor in the Department of English at the 
University of Iceland. He has written a number of articles on modern British. 
especially Scottish, literature and translated numerous works from Icelandic into 
English. 

Daniel Doucette was born and raised in The Pas. Manitoba. He is now in his fourth 
year at the University of Manitoba finishing his B.A. in English. He is actively involved 
in UMISS and also works as a research assistant in the Department of Icelandic. 

Finnbogi Gul'Smundsson held the Chair oflcelandic Language and Literature at the 
University of Manitoba from 1951 to 1956. He is now Head of the National Library 
(Landsb6kasafn) in Iceland. He has written numerous books and articles on Old 
Norse-Icelandic as well as Western Icelandic literature. 

Franklin Johnson was born in 1919 and has been a farmer all his life on his father's 
homestead, Odda, in Geysir district, Manitoba. He spent several seasons as a 
fisherman. a woodcutter, and a season on the S. S. Tobermory. the fish inspector boat. 
He learned to recite poetry from his mother, Maria Einarsd6ttir, while he and his 
brother, Einar. carded, spun and knit wool into mitts and socks. His father, 
Gul'lmundur Magnus Jonsson recited quatrains as well. especially as he drove his 
horses. Franklin Johnson wrote the first poem he made public upon his father's death 
in 1951. 

Sigrid Johnson is Head of the Icelandic Collection in the Elizabeth Dafoe Library at 
the University of Manitoba. She is Co-Editor-in-Chief of The Icelandic Canadian and 
also the reviews editor for the magazine. 

Carol Mowat is a lecturer in the Department of Icelandic. She received her Master's 
degree in Icelandic in 1990 and is now studying towards her Ph.D. degree in history 
at the University of Manitoba. She is fiction editor for The Icelandic Canadian. 

Stacey Stevens is the daugter of Larry and Wendy Stevens. She was born and raised 
in Richmond, British Columbia. She now attends Langara College in Vancouver, from 
which institution she hopes to major in English. 

Ulfar Bragason is the director of the newly-established Sigurl'lur Nordal Institute in 
Reykjavik. He has studied at the University of Iceland, the University of Oslo, and 
received his Ph.D. from the University of California at Berkeley in 1986. Ulfar 
Bragason has written many articles on Old Norse-Icelandic literature. especially on 
Sturlunga saga. 

Kirsten Wolf is Chair and Head of the Department of Icelandic Language and 
Literature at the University of Manitoba and Co-Editor-in-Chief of The Icelandic 
Canadian. 
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