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Ragnheiður Mósesdóttir 

 

Guðbrandur Vigfússon 

An Icelandic Philologist in Oxford 

 

 

 

One of the young Icelanders who went to study in Copenhagen in the nineteenth 

century was Guðbrandur Vigfússon, who had been born in the western part of Iceland 

(Breiðafjörður) in 1827. In his youth he had been fostered by his great aunt, Katrín 

Vigfúsdóttir, and it was through her influence that he was able to attend the Latin school 

at Bessastaðir, from which he graduated in 1849 and went to study in Copenhagen. 

Initially he wanted to study Greek and Latin, but he soon turned his interest to the study 

of Old Norse philology.1 Although he never completed a degree, he started working 

with the manuscripts in the Arnamagnæan Collection, and in 1856 he applied for and 

was granted the position of second stipendiarius of the Arnamagnæan Commission. 

There were two other applicants, Eiríkur Jónsson and Gunnlaugur Þórðarson. All three 

provided recommendations from leading scholars, Eiríkur and Gunnlaugur from 

professor Konráð Gíslason (1808-1891), who was a member of the Arnamagnæan 

Commission, and Guðbrandur from N. M. Petersen (1791-1862), Professor of Nordic 

Languages at the university, who says of him:  

 

The Icelander Mr. Gudbrand Vigfusson is known to me partly through lectures and 

partly through personal acquaintance as a good-natured and honourable character, 

who with his love of his native land combines a thorough knowledge of his native 

tongue with an extensive understanding of its various branches of literature. I can 

therefore with complete conviction recommend him as being exceptionally well 

qualified for the position as Arnamagnæan stipendiarius, which he desires.2  

                                                 
1  Jón Þorkelsson, “Guðbrandur Vigfússon”, 9.  
2  The Arnamagnæan Commission’s Archives (AMKA) 14, 1855, “Islænderen hr. Gudbrand Vigfusson 

er mig dels fra Forelæsninger, dels med personlig Omgang velbekjendt som en ung Mand af en 

godmodig og retsindig Charakter, der med en nær en Kjærlighed til sit Fødeland forbinder et grundigt 

Studium af sit Modersmaal og er vel bevandret i de forskjellige Grene af dets Literatur. Jeg kan derfor 
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With his application, Guðbrandur had included a treatise on the chronology of the 

Icelandic sagas, his “Um tímatal í Íslendingasögum í fornöld”, a pioneering work still 

cited to this day.3 

 The task of the stipend-holders was to work on the editions of texts from the 

Arnamagnæan Collection. While Guðbrandur held the stipend, work centred on the 

third volume of The Prose Edda (Snorri’s Edda) the first two volumes of which had 

appeared in 1848 and 1852 respectively. Jón Sigurðsson (1811-1879), who was the 

Secretary of the Commission, was in charge of the edition, but the bulk of the work 

was carried out by the two stipend-holders, Gísli Brynjúlfsson (1794-1888), who had 

held the stipend from 1848, and Guðbrandur. In reading Guðbrandur’s annual reports 

to the Commission on his activities for each year, one gets a fairly clear picture of what 

he was working on. The tasks were divided between them thus: the editing of 

Háttalyklar (The Keys to Poetic Metres) and Skáldatal (The List of Scalds/Poets) were 

Gísli’s projects, while Guðbrandur was given the task of working on various Edda-

versions from the seventeenth century and the description of the manuscripts used in 

the edition, as well as description of all editions and translations of the Poetic Edda, 

and all treatises on the various parts of the work. Both Gísli and Guðbrandur were to 

work on a general index to volume three. Already in his report to the Commission for 

1857 he says that he is now finished with the description of the seventeenth-century 

texts.4 

 The overall impression one gets of Guðbrandur Vigfússon’s days as stipend-

holder is that even if he – by his own description – progressed well in his work, the 

whole project moved slowly. Gísli was elected member of the Alþing in 1859, which 

meant that he was away in Iceland every other summer, and in his reports to the 

Commission he repeatedly asks for extensions for the delivery of his part of the work. 

From the reports one can also discern that Guðbrandur got to know the manuscript 

                                                 
med fuldkommen Overbevising anbefale ham som fortrinlig kvalificeret til den Ansættelse som 

Arnamagnæansk Stipendiar, som han nu attraar.”  
3  AMKA 14, 1855, “vedlagt en Anbefaling fra Etatsraad N. M. Petersen. Tillige medfølger en trykt 

Afhandling af dennes Arbejde ,Um tímatal í Íslendinga sögum í fornöld’”; " [„attached a 

recommendation from State councilor N. M. Petersen. A printed version of the applicant‘s work „Um 

tímatal í Íslendinga sögum í fornöld“ is also included.] Guðbrandur Vigfússon, “Um tímatal“.  
4  AMKA 14, 1857. 
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collection very well, that he organised it and made various lists of Árni Magnússon’s 

notes and of personal names in the manuscripts. In 1861 the collection was packed up 

and moved to the new University Library building in Fiolstræde, after Guðbrandur and 

Jón Sigurðsson, with the assistance of the librarian Hans Gundorph, had inspected it 

and prepared it for the move.5 Guðbrandur laments that he will not be able to have 

access to the collection while this move goes on, but assures the Commission that his 

work is completely on schedule, and that for his part there is nothing that might delay 

the printing of the volume.6 

 In the event, the first half of the third volume of the Poetic Edda was not 

published until 1880, by which time Jón Sigurðsson had died and Guðbrandur had long 

gone to England; Gísli Brynjólfsson, who had become Reader in Old Norse at the 

University of Copenhagen in 1874, had presumably not been involved in the work after 

that. After Jón Sigurðsson’s death, Finnur Jónsson (1858-1928), later professor, took it 

on to finish the work. In his description of the publication history of the edition, there 

is no mention of Guðbrandur, and Gísli Brynjólfsson’s name is only mentioned in 

parentheses, while Finnur says that the index generalis and the manuscript descriptions 

are his own work.7 And in the introduction to the second half of the third volume, 

published in 1887, there is no mention of Guðbrandur either, but Gísli is mentioned as 

having worked on Skáldatal. 

 Guðbrandur was involved in other projects while in Copenhagen. With Jón 

Sigurðsson he edited the first volume of Biskupa sögur, published by the Icelandic 

Literary Society (Hið íslenzka bókmenntafélag), of which Jón Sigurðsson was 

president. The introduction to the first volume is Guðbrandur’s work,8 and here he 

attempts to apply a genealogical or stemmatic method to determine the relationship of 

                                                 
5  AMKA 5, Meeting 3 June 1861, “Før Bibliothekets Flytning vil Samlingen blive revideret af 

Sekretæren og den tilstedeværende anden Stipendiar, Gubr. Vigfusson, i Forening med Legatets 

Bibliothekar, Gundorph”. [Before the transfer of the library the collection will be inspected by the 

secretary and the present second stipendiary, Gudbr. Vigfusson, together with Gundorph, librarian of the 

Bequest“.] 
6  AMKA 14, 1861 
7  Finnur Jónsson, Árni Magnússons Levned 1: 213.  
8  Biskupa sögur, 1:xc, “Guðbrandr hefir einnig samið formálann”. [Guðbrandr has also written the 

introduction“] 
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the manuscripts used, a method now usually called the Lachmannian method.9 Even if 

these occur in footnotes, it still is the first instance of such a stemma codicum, a 

genealogy of manuscripts, in an Old Norse edition. Both Jón and Guðbrandur had been 

the students of Johan Nicolai Madvig (1804-1886), the Danish philologist who 

introduced this method in Denmark. Jón Sigurðsson was of course more than just the 

president of the Literary Society and the secretary of the Arnamagnæan Commission. 

He was also the chief strategist behind the movement for greater Icelandic 

independence from Denmark. Guðbrandur became one of his supporters once he came 

to Copenhagen and served on the editorial board of Jón’s journal Ný félagsrit. It was to 

Jón that Guðbrandur dedicated his edition of Eyrbyggja saga, which appeared in 

Leipzig in 1864. 

 In 1857, Guðbrandur met Professor Konrad Maurer (1823-1902) in 

Copenhagen and taught him Icelandic. The following year the two men met again in 

Iceland, where Maurer was on an extended tour of the country. Guðbrandur acted as 

Maurer’s guide in his travels in the western part of the country (Breiðafjörður and the 

islands), which were Guðbrandur’s home territory. In Maurer’s account of this trip, it 

is clear that he was very fond of Guðbrandur.10 Maurer was greatly interested in 

Icelandic folktales and collected many during his travels. He was in charge of the two-

volume publication of Icelandic folktales collected by Jón Árnason (1819-1888), to 

which Guðbrandur wrote the introduction.11 Guðbrandur acted as a middleman in the 

communication between the two men, as can be clearly seen from Guðbrandur’s 

correspondence with Jón Árnason.12 He also became acquainted with other German 

scholars, such as Theodor Möbius (1821-1890), whom he had first met during his stay 

in Kristiania (Oslo) in 1854. With Möbius he brought out an edition of three sagas, 

Vatnsdæla, Hallfreðar saga and Flóamanna saga, under the title Fornsögur (Stories of 

Old), which appeared in Leipzig in 1864 and was dedicated to Maurer. According to 

                                                 
9  For a short introduction to Lachmann, see Poland, „Lachmann, Karl“, 403-404. 
10  Maurer, Konráð Maurer,  523.  
11  Íslenzkar þjóðsögur og ævintýri. 
12  The Árni Magnússon Institute, NKS 3010 4to.  
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Guðbrandur‘s introduction he had borne the brunt of the editorial work, while Möbius 

had taken care of the publishing side of things.13  

 Guðbrandur’s other editions while in Copenhagen include Bárðar saga 

Snæfellsáss, a late saga, with some legendary elements, published in 1860 by the 

Nordic Literary Society (Det Nordiske Litteratur-Samfund). This society was 

established in Copenhagen in 1847 in order to publish Old Norse texts for the common 

man, a counter action to the established publishing channels that had been active – or, 

in the view of some, inactive – in Copenhagen, among them the Arnamagnæan 

Commission and the Royal Nordic Society of Antiquaries (Det Kongelige Nordiske 

Oldskriftselskab). One of the leading members of this new society was Professor 

Konráð Gíslason. He and Guðbrandur did not always see eye to eye regarding editorial 

principles and other subjects, such as the spelling of modern Icelandic. Guðbrandur 

published a review of Konráð’s edition of Gísla saga Súrssonar in Ný félagsrit, where 

he is true to his Lachmannian principles, but Konráð replied in a very sarcastic way, 

focusing on Guðbrandur’s person rather than editorial matters, in Norðri, an Icelandic 

paper.14 This animosity did not improve when Guðbrandur was invited to take on the 

work on an Icelandic-English dictionary, initiated by Richard Cleasby (1797-1847), an 

English gentleman-scholar of private means who divided his time between taking the 

waters at German spas and Copenhagen.15  

 In the period 1860 to 1868 a three-volume edition of Flateyjarbók (GKS 1005 

fol.)16 was published in Copenhagen. Guðbrandur transcribed the whole text of the 

manuscript, while Carl Richard Unger (1817-1897), professor in Oslo, was in charge 

of the editing and publication work. They had met in Copenhagen in 1853, and in 1854 

Guðbrandur travelled in Norway as Unger’s guest.  

 The travel account Guðbrandur wrote following the trip is well worth reading, 

as it gives a good impression of his views on a variety of topics, including the sagas, 

the origins of the Nordic languages as well as the Norwegian people and their 

                                                 
13  Fornsögur, lxxx.  
14  Guðbrandur Vigfússon, “Um útgáfu”, 165-168. Konráð replied in Norðri 6 (1858), no. 35-36, under 

the title: “Um Guðbrenzku”. 
15  Garnett, Richard, “Cleasby, Richard”. 
16  The manuscript was then in the Royal Library in Copenhagen, but was in 1967 one of the first two 

manuscripts returned to Iceland. 
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customs.17 He compares Norwegian and Icelandic farmers, their housing and clothing, 

and one of his recurring topics is the progress that has been made in Norway in the 

fields of communication and commerce since 1814, when Norway and Denmark parted 

ways.18 When describing the trip from Oslo to Bergen, he comments on the 

improvements in communication both on land and on waterways, clearly indicating to 

his countrymen (for whom he is writing this log) that getting out from under Danish 

rule can only be an advantage. Another subject Guðbrandur touches upon is the 

possibility for Icelanders of buying timber from Norway, for there was always a lack 

of such things in Iceland.19 In fact, he seems to indicate that his compatriots might 

benefit from renewing the contacts of old with the Norwegians. He is however not very 

impressed by the knowledge (or lack of it) the Norwegians have of Old Norse 

literature.20 He does mention one farmer as being one of the few who know any of the 

old tales and another one who knew Eggert Ólafsson’s tales of travels in Iceland. It is 

also interesting to read his thoughts on how the Norwegian language has changed from 

the time of the settlement of Iceland. He claims that the basis for the language spoken 

by the common people can neither be Eddic poetry nor the sagas, but that it must have 

developed from dialects, which must have existed in the olden days. The language of 

the sagas is the one that moved to Iceland in the eighth century.21 His views on 

Norwegian clergy are also interesting. He compares them to their Icelandic 

counterparts, and finds that even if Icelanders often complain about their ministers, 

they are at least closer to them in social standing than the situation is in Norway. In 

Iceland “God has made all men equal, so both layman and clergy have the same 

qualities and speak the same language.”22 At the end of his ten-week journey in Norway 

Guðbrandur returned to Kristiania and visited the scholars Keyser, Munch and of 

                                                 
17  Guðbrandur Vigfússon, “Ferðasaga”. Norwegian translation: Ein islending i Noreg. 
18  Guðbrandur Vigfússon, “Ferðasaga”, 6. 
19  Ibid., 64-65. 
20  Ibid., 77. 
21  Ibid., 55-56. 
22  Ibid., 59, “hefir guð gjört alla jafna, og leikir menn og lærðir hafa allt hið sama til brunns að bera; 

allir tala sama mál.” 
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course Unger, with whom he stayed. He is impressed by all of them, though most by 

Unger, whose hospitality and learning he hardly has words to describe.23 

 Interest in northern antiquities had been on the rise in Britain since the late 

seventeenth century, and Oxford was the centre of Anglo-Saxon studies, of which Old 

Norse Poetry was to become a subsidiary subject for its information on the language 

and grammar of the old language. This led to an interest in other genres of Old Norse 

texts, not least the kings’ sagas. Cleasby was one of the ones whose interest was aroused 

in this way, an interest that had led to his moving to Copenhagen in 1840 in order to 

work on a dictionary. But when he died in 1847 and there was no-one to carry on the 

work, his family turned to Konráð Gíslason, then the foremost authority on the 

Icelandic language in Copenhagen, to finish this work. The work did not progress as 

Cleasby’s family wished, so they sent an emissary to Copenhagen to try and get the 

ball rolling. This man was George Webbe Dasent (1817-1896), Deputy Editor of the 

Times. Eventually it was decided that Guðbrandur would take on to finish what Cleasby 

had started, which led to his leaving Copenhagen in 1864 and moving to London. 

Together with Grímur Thomsen, Guðbrandur had assisted Dasent with his work on the 

translation of Njáls saga in the late 1850s, a collaboration Andrew Wawn has described 

as a “story of tension and temperament, of confusion and controversy [...] Dasent 

proved to be a demanding and occasionally ill-tempered task-master; the long-suffering 

Grímur and Guðbrandur appear at times to have displayed the patience of scholarly 

saints.”24 So perhaps it is a little surprising that Guðbrandur decided to take on the 

dictionary work and move to London.  

 But it may also help to explain the animosity Guðbrandur later developed 

towards Dasent, that he felt that Dasent was trying to take credit for some of his work 

on the editions of Orkneyinga saga and Hákonar saga which appeared in the Rolls 

Series.25 This project was already underway before Guðbrandur moved to London. He 

was to produce the text of each of the sagas, from the best available manuscripts, while 

Dasent was to provide English translations of these works. The project was drawn out, 

                                                 
23  Ibid., 79. 
24  Wawn, “The Assistance of Icelanders”, 74. 
25  About the Rolls Series in general see: Knowles, “The Rolls Series“, 101-134; and in  particular on 

Guðbrandur and Dasent, 119-123. 



 8 

however, especially as Dasent was slow at finishing his part, so while the texts were 

published in 1887, the translations did not appear until 1894.  

 A fair amount has been written on Guðbrandur and his editorial work, the 

accepted view being that while in Copenhagen he showed great promise as an editor of 

Old Norse texts, but that once he moved to England he lost the touch, and so all his 

work thereafter is of very limited quality and usefulness. This is seen as the great 

watershed in Guðbrandur‘s career. Those who have studied his life and work have tried 

to understand this seeming enigma of why he should have moved to England, leaving 

behind the (presumably) comfortable life in Copenhagen, where he had access to all 

the things he needed for his studies. 26 But is this a fair assessment of Guðbrandur‘s 

achievement? In the following, this view will be examined. 

 In the biography of Frederick York Powell (1850-1904), later to become 

Guðbrandur’s associate and friend in Oxford, it says of him: “In Scandinavia and in 

Germany he failed preferment: the chair of Norse humanities, which he was the man 

to fill, was not forthcoming”.27 His feuds with Konráð may also have contributed to his 

deciding to take on the dictionary – a job Konráð had not been able to finish. It has 

already been pointed out that the publishing activities at the Arnamagnæan 

Commission centred in these years on the edition of the Poetic Edda, with no end in 

sight. Guðbrandur may just have been ready to take on something new, even if he may 

not at the time have planned to spend the rest of his days in Britain. One might here 

quote a line from Guðbrandur’s travel account from his trip to Germany in 1859 where 

he says that he hopes that the account will be diverting for those reading, but that it 

would be of more importance “if young men eager for learning would be inspired to 

seek knowledge and education in foreign countries”.28 

 Guðbrandur did in fact try to secure a leave of absence from his duties in 

Copenhagen. Jón Sigurðsson, who had been Guðbrandur’s mentor, tried to arrange for 

him to keep the Arnamagnæan stipendary position open while he was in Britain, and 

in a letter to the Commission Guðbrandur points out that there is a precedence for this, 

                                                 
26  Magnús Fjalldal, “The Man”; Benedikt S. Benedikz, “Guðbrandur Vigfússon”. 
27  Elton, Frederick York Powell, 1:36.  
28  Guðbrandur Vigfússon, “Ferðasaga úr Þýzkalandi”, 143, “En hitt er þó meira vert, að úngir menn og 

námfúsir láti örvast til að leita sèr fróðleiks og mentunar í útlöndum.”  
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as Eggert Ólafsson (stipendiarius 1747-1766), who travelled in Iceland with Bjarni 

Pálsson gathering scientific data, retained his stipend meanwhile.29 In a meeting of the 

Commission on 7 December 1865, this request is discussed. The minutes refer to a 

letter from Guðbrandur to Professor N. L. Westergaard,30 where he claimed “that he 

could not definitively say when he would return, as he at that time [he left for England] 

could not envisage any academic employment [in Copenhagen] which might provide 

him with the necessary livelihood”.31 Nevertheless he applied for an extension to stay 

in England, but to keep his position in Copenhagen open for when he might return. The 

Commission denied this request, and in a letter to the Commission from 15 January 

1866 Guðbrandur finally states that he has chosen “not to abandon his work” in 

London. The Commission then decided to grant him the final instalment of his stipend 

for the first quarter of the year 1866, a sum of 50 rigsdaler, which Guðbrandur did not 

collect until his visit to Copenhagen in 1874.32  

 Guðbrandur moved to London in 1864 to work with Dasent on the dictionary, 

but in 1866, he moved on to Oxford, where the dictionary’s publishers, The Clarendon 

Press, were located. The dictionary was published in three fascicules, the last appearing 

in 1874. The work on the dictionary had been more complex and taken longer than 

Guðbrandur had expected. In his archives, kept in the Bodleian library in Oxford, one 

can glimpse a bit of his methods of working. It seems that the preliminary work done 

by Konráð and his students was not as extensive as Guðbrandur had been led to believe, 

and it emerged that even much of the early work by Cleasby himself was never shown 

to Guðbrandur.33 So in effect, he had to start more or less from scratch. 

 Once the dictionary work was finished, Guðbrandur, who was now 47 years 

old, had no other stable employment to rely on. He had nothing to return to in 

Copenhagen, so his future had therefore to lie in England, where he seems to have felt 

                                                 
29  AMKA 14, Letter of 15 May 1866. 
30  N. L. Westergaard was one of the trustees of the Arnamagnæan Bequest.  
31  AMKA 5, Meeting 7 December 1865, “I en Skrivelse til Professor Westergaard i Juni Maaned d. A. 

har han ytret, at han ikke bestemt kunde sige, naar han kom tilbage, da han ikke dengang saa nogen 

Udsigt til en videnskabelig Beskjeftigelse her, som kunde yde ham tilstrækkeligt Udkomme.” 
32  AMKA 5, 1874, “Endvidere ses G. Vigfusson under et ophold i København at have hævet det ham 

tilkommende honorar som stip. Arnam. For 1ste Fjerdingsår 1866, stort 50 Rd.” 
33  Svavar Sigmundsson, “Guðbrandur”; Elizabeth Knowles, “Notes on the First Edition”. 
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at home after having spent ten years there. He had become acquainted with some of the 

scholars at Oxford, one of whom was the Dean of Christ Church, Henry Liddell (1811-

1898),34 who in 1871 had secured Guðbrandur an honorary MA, which granted him 

Common Room rights at Christ Church – a privilege which enabled him to associate 

with the academic staff there. Guðbrandur’s appreciation of Dean Liddell can be seen 

from a letter he dictated shortly before his death, where he says: “for no-one knows and 

no one can ever know how much the Dictionary as it stands owes to the Dean of Christ 

Church.”35 Guðbrandur also left the doctoral ring he received when he was awarded an 

honorary doctorate from Uppsala University in 1877 to Liddell, who unfortunately 

seems to have lost it while gardening.36 

 Guðbrandur had, as early as 1874, been invited by the curators of the Taylorian 

Institute in Oxford to give lectures on Icelandic language and literature. It was not until 

1879, however, that there is any evidence of these lectures being held. He was supposed 

to lecture on Njáls saga and the Poetic Edda, three hours a week, and he could also 

have a room for teaching Icelandic to undergraduates, but would not be paid by the 

University.37 In addition to lecturing, Guðbrandur also worked in the Taylorian library, 

for which he was paid a small fee.38 Finally, in 1884, he was appointed “to a lectureship 

in Icelandic Language and Literature”, as it says in the University Gazette on 6 May 

1884, a position he held until his death.  

 There were other things that had Guðbrandur’s attention, and show his interest 

in matters regarding Iceland, even if he had only visited the country once after his move 

to Copenhagen in 1849. One of these was a new Bible translation into Icelandic, 

published by the British and Foreign Bible Society in 1866. Here he crossed swords 

with Eiríkur Magnússon (1833-1913), librarian in Cambridge, who was involved with 

this new translation, which Guðbrandur was very much against, as he found it to be too 

modern. Instead, he wanted the old texts to be used, the ones Icelanders had known for 

                                                 
34  Liddell – the father of Alice, of Wonderland fame – was one of editors of the Greek-English Lexicon, 

Oxford 1843. He was also one of the delegates of the Clarendon Press and thus Guðbrandur’s contact as 

far as the dictionary work was concerned.  
35  MS Engl. misc. c. 112, 5, Papers concerning Guðbrandur‘s death.  
36  Thomson, Henry George Liddell,  206-207.  
37  Oxford University Archives: TL/C/1/3, Correspondence with Ilchester, Finch and Taylor Lecturers. 
38  Oxford University Archives: TL/M3-2, Library Committee Minute Book.  
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centuries – ever since the first complete Bible translation into Icelandic in 1584. He 

published various articles on this matter, but to no avail. The Icelandic bishop, Pétur 

Pétursson, published a reply to Guðbrandur, where he among other things brings a 

quote from Konráð Gíslason, who says that he has read the new translation “with great 

pleasure and finds the language good and unaffected and that it has a biblical air.”39   

 Another matter where Guðbrandur quarrelled with his countrymen concerned a 

famine relief programme to support Icelanders who had been hit by the consequences 

of the hard winter and crop failure in 1881-1882, which had brought many to the brink 

of starvation, and resulted in others emigrating to North America. The relief 

programme was supported by Eríkur Magnússon and William Morris. Acting on 

information from among others his friend Jón A. Hjaltalín, headmaster of the school at 

Möðruvellir, near Akureyri, Guðbrandur decided that the crisis was not as severe as 

reported, and wrote letters to the Times stressing this.40 Unfortunately, Guðbrandur’s 

informants did not prove to be wholly correct in this matter, and the famine assistance 

was gratefully accepted in Iceland.  

 Both these cases throw light on Guðbrandur’s character and his attitude towards 

his native land. During his Copenhagen days, he was a follower of Jón Sigurðsson and 

his ideas of Icelandic independence, but once he had moved away from the centre of 

the action, so to speak, he rather appears as a traditionalist, who does defends “old 

values” and does not want to see Icelanders accepting charity. Edmund Gosse, who met 

him in Copenhagen in 1874 (they were already acquainted with each other from 

Oxford) describes him as an ardent supporter of Icelandic self-rule, and when the matter 

of presenting Iceland with a statue of the sculptor Bertil Thorvaldsen came up in 

connection with a royal visit to Iceland, Guðbrandur apparently said “Iceland asks for 

bread and these pigs of Danes offer her a stone.”41  

                                                 
39  Pétur Pétursson, “Til Íslendinga”, Þjóðólfur, 18 May 1870, 114, “segist Prófessorinn hafa lesið hina 

endurskoðuðu útleggingu N. Ts. með mikilli ánægju og málið sè gott og tilgerðarlaust, og hafi á sèr 

biflíulegan blæ”. Guðbrandur’s views appeared in the second part his article “Brèf og frèttir frá Oxford” 

(A Letter and News from Oxford), Þjóðólfur, 10 May 1870.  
40  On the bible translation, see Guðrún Kvaran, “Biblíuþýðingar og íslenzkt mál”. For a comprehensive 

study of the famine relief, see Harris, “William Morris”, 32-41, and Ellison, “The Alleged Famine”, 165-

179. 
41  Gosse, Two Visits to Denmark, 256-257.  
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 The antagonism between Guðbrandur Vigfússon and Eiríkur Magnússon may 

of course also be explained in the light of their both wanting to be the authority on 

matters Icelandic in the British Isles. Here Guðbrandur had the upper hand as far as the 

old literature was concerned, while Eiríkur had the upper hand socially, as has been 

explained by his biographer Stefán Einarsson. They were very different characters: 

Guðbrandur was introverted, withdrawn, solitary and not very tactful, while Eiríkur 

was extroverted, polite and sociable.42 

 It is interesting in the light of his attitude towards the famine relief to note that 

he himself was the recipient of a charitable gesture, about which he never knew the 

truth. After he finished the work on the dictionary, he had no fixed income, so when 

some of his friends at Oxford became aware of his financial difficulties they started a 

“fund” which they paid into and from which he received a salary. In Guðbrandur’s 

archives, there are the receipts he signed for the money, bearing the stamp of the Inland 

Revenue, so everything was done by the book. This “fund” provided him with a 

livelihood from July 1879 to November 1881.43 

 Guðbrandur never married, but during his visit to Iceland in 1858 he seems to 

have become engaged to Elínborg Kristjánsdóttir, daughter of magistrate Kristján 

Magnussen (1801-1871). There are several letters from her among Guðbrandur’s 

papers. She went to Copenhagen to visit him in 1862, perhaps trying to persuade him 

to finish his exams so that they might get married. Her last letter to Guðbrandur is dated 

12 March 1864, where she wonders if he has totally forgotten about her, and then goes 

on: “My parents’ attitude is the same as before, but might change if you secured a 

position”.44 Her plea does not seem to have had any impact, and in 1865 she married 

another man.  

 But it was in the field of Old Norse text-editing and publication that Guðbrandur 

was most active in his Oxford years, starting with an edition of Sturlunga saga,45 a 

collection of texts dealing with the twelfth and thirteenth centuries in Iceland, in 

particular the feuds and internal strife that concluded in 1262-1264, when the Icelandic 

                                                 
42  Stefán Einarsson, Saga Eiríks Magnússonar, 90-91.  
43  MS Engl. misc. c. 112, 4, „Hardship Fund“. 
44  MS Icel. d. 1: “Foreldrar mínir eru eins med það sem fyrri þó þau láti það vera ef þér fengjuð embætti“. 
45  Guðbrandur Vigfússon, Sturlunga Saga. 
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commonwealth came under Norwegian rule. This extensive compilation had first been 

published by the Icelandic Literary Society in Copenhagen in two volumes in 1817-

1820.46 Guðbrandur explains in the introduction, that “the Sturlunga of the MSS., and 

still more the paper copies, was in a terrible state of confusion” and that it therefore 

was “as necessary to uncurl this tangle as it was to give a sound text, if the book [i.e. 

his edition] was to be of any real use.”47 In the manuscript transmission the various 

episodes in the Sturlunga compilation are arranged roughly chronologically, but they 

probably originally existed as independent texts, which is what Guðbrandur tries to re-

establish. He claims to have done this “following a strict and scientific method”, and 

he continues, “for to have done so on theoretical grounds would have been 

unjustifiable”.48 The edition itself has been criticised by later scholars, the accepted 

view being that this and his other Oxford publications did not live up to the standard of 

his work from his Copenhagen years.49 

 In England, however, Guðbrandur is often noted as being the first “modern” 

textual scholar in the field of Old Norse, admittedly an assessment based on his editorial 

work from before his move from Copenhagen. David Knowles, for example, states that 

before Guðbrandur moved to England in 1864, he had already “won recognition in 

Denmark as the first scholar to apply the methods of modern critical scholarship to the 

Sagas”.50  

 York Powell, who was in no doubt as to Guðbrandur’s editorial abilities and 

innovations, says of him: “The prefaces to these editions [which Guðbrandur brought 

out before coming to England] opened a new era of Icelandic scholarship, the historic 

method and the results of modern philology being therein applied with an ultimate view 

to elucidating the whole history of the classic Scandinavian literature.” 51 

                                                 
46  Bjarni Thorsteinsson, Sveinbjörn Egilsson & Gísli Brynjólfsson, Sturlúnga-Saga. 
47  Guðbrandur Vigfússon, “Prolegomena”, cviii. 
48  Ibid. 
49  Björn M. Ólsen claims in his review of a later edition (Review, 361), that Guðbrandur’s edition was 

“so sloppy and imprecise that it could barely be trusted in any way“ (“þessi útgáfa Guðbrands var svo 

hroðvirknislega af hendi leist og svo ónákvæm, að varla mátti treista henni í nokkru”). Finnur Jónsson 

in his autobiography (Ævisaga, 72) praises Guðbrandur’s knowledge of the manuscripts but says that 

his editions are very limited and cannot be trusted. 
50  Knowles, “The Rolls Series”, 119. 
51  York Powell, “Vígfússon”, 308. 
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 Guðbrandur and York Powell had met in London in 1869 and from 1877 York 

Powell was Guðbrandur’s chosen partner in all his editorial endeavours.52 York Powell 

had studied at Christ Church and later became lecturer in law at there and finally Regius 

Professor of History at the university in 1894. He was also one of the delegates of the 

Clarendon Press. In the short preface to the first volume of the Sturlunga edition 

Guðbrandur describes how he and York Powell worked: 

 

Suffice it to say, that we have day after day sat closeted together, he taking down 

across the table my thoughts and theories, one talking, one writing and putting into 

shape. Thus, though the substance and drift of arguments are mine, the English, 

with the exception of bits and phrases here and there, is Mr. Powell‘s throughout. 

[...] But even more than this, the constant exchange of thought, and the sympathetic 

conversation on every kind of subject, has been a great benefit to me, calling forth 

and unlocking many thoughts and things hidden away and half forgotten, besides 

relieving me of the irksome solitary task of writing. The theories here set forth have, 

one by one, been growing upon the Editor‘s mind these twenty years, and very glad 

he is to see them at last safely put on paper, no longer subject to shifts and 

chances.53 

 

Guðbrandur saw Sturlunga saga, with its introduction, the so-called “Prolegomena”, 

as the next step after the Dictionary to opening up the world of Old Icelandic literature 

to an English-speaking audience. It is in this long introduction to the Sturlunga edition 

that Guðbrandur seems truly to have come into his own. 

 In the strictest sense, this is not merely an introduction to Sturlunga saga, but 

rather to the entirety of Old Norse-Icelandic literary history. Throughout the 

“Prolegomena”, Guðbrandur stresses the affinity between the literature of Iceland and 

that of the “Western Isles” of Britain, a view that enraged some of his countrymen.54 

He says:  

 

Nothing can be further from the truth than to imagine that Iceland is still the land 

of Saga-telling, or that the Icelander of to-day belongs to the Saga Age; [...] for an 

Icelander of to-day to write modern history in Saga-style is a ludicrous absurdity. 

                                                 
52  Elton, Frederick York Powell, 1:31 and 2:347. 
53  Guðbrandur Vigfússon, Sturlunga Saga, vii-viii. 
54  Benedikt Gröndal, “Um Sturlunga sögu”, 6-32.  
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Nor can he pretend to exclude the Western emigrants from whom he sprung from 

their share in the glories of the past.55 

 

Then there follows a discussion of the individual types of literature – starting with “The 

Greater Icelandic Sagas” (Njáls saga, Laxdæla, Egils saga and Grettis saga), and then 

on to minor sagas, followed by the Greenland and Vinland sagas and finally the þættir, 

the short narratives inserted into other stories. Then he goes through the rest of the 

genres of Icelandic literature, and finally gets to the Poetic Edda.  

 He first traces the manuscript transmission and then goes on to examine each 

of the poems in turn, pointing out things that could not possibly have originated in 

Iceland. These mostly have to do with words of direction and place, as can be seen 

from the following examples: “several of the river names [in Grímnismál] are, we 

think, to be identified with Gaelic streams”;56 “Darraðar-ljoð is historically a Western 

song”.57 But the diction is also an indication of origin:  

 

With regard to Sólar-ljoð, the Sun’s Lay, we have a strong opinion that it too 

belongs to the West, the purity of its diction, the peculiar religious tone which 

pervades it, and reminds us strongly of the compositions and ideas of the early 

church of the West58 

  

Furthermore he says:  

 

To imagine them to have been written by Icelanders in Snorri’s day, is out of the 

question. We must therefore either suppose them to have been taken down from an 

Orkneyman’s lips, in Iceland or in the Orkneys [footnote: “We use Orkneys for 

convenience, as the best representation of the Western Islands”]; or conclude that 

an Orkneyman took them down in his own land (it may be at an Icelander’s 

instance), which latter alternative we prefer.59 

 

And he goes on: 

 

                                                 
55  Guðbrandur Vigfússon, “Prolegomena”, xxvi. 
56  Ibid., clxxxvi-clxxxvii. 
57  Ibid., clxxxvii. 
58  Ibid. 
59  Ibid., cxcii. 
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 We may therefore take the Lays to be a parallel development in the Western 

Isles to the Saga in Iceland, composed for the same purpose, popular 

entertainments, after the initiative of some great poet who arose among the Norse 

emigrants somewhere in the West (Ireland, Man, Northumberland or Scotland, we 

know not which), and inspired a school of poetry, just as Ari in Iceland inspired a 

school of Saga-men.60 

 

This insistence in the “Prolegomena” that the Eddic poetry cannot have been of a 

Icelandic origin seems to get in the way of his otherwise clear view of the literature as 

a whole, and it is obvious that he is willing (and able with the help of York Powell) to 

go to some lengths to prove this. One example of this line of reasoning is when he 

claims to be able to prove that the poems are all younger than 

 

the period when the Scandinavian language broke off from the other Teutonic 

tongues, and took upon itself a character of its own, both in vocabulary, in the 

development of new grammatical peculiarities (e. g. the reflexive) [...]. A very early 

origin is therefore impossible, and the ninth century must be our upward limit.61 

  

Unfortunately the subjective character of the “evidence” supplied to support his thesis 

has made subsequent scholars largely dismiss Guðbrandur’s contribution to Old Norse 

scholarship.   

 The next step in Guðbrandur’s programme was the Icelandic Prose Reader, 

which appeared in 1879 and includes extracts from the different genres of Old Norse-

Icelandic literature, in the same order as they are introduced in the “Prolegomena”. 

These are followed by texts from the gospels, which Guðbrandur suggests to the reader 

it would be best to start with, especially the Gospel of Matthew. This is, of course, part 

of his campaign against the Bible translation of 1866. Also included are “specimens of 

Old Swedish and Old Danish”. All this should equip the English reader to be able to 

enjoy the texts, as “Icelandic Literature is not merely the dying echoes of a dead 

language, nor a mouldering body of antiquarian learning, but a living voice appealing 

to the sympathies and the heart.”62 There is also a grammar and a glossary, which “is 

                                                 
60  Ibid., cxciii.  
61  Ibid., clxxxv. 
62  Guðbrandur Vigfússon & York Powell, An Icelandic Prose Reader, v. 
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not meant to supersede the Dictionary, but to give a lift to the beginner.”63 Guðbrandur 

used the Prose Reader as a textbook in his beginners’ classes, even before he was 

appointed to the post of Reader.64 

 The next instalment in what in Guðbrandur’s eyes was the grand introduction 

to Old Norse literature for the English-speaking world was Corpvs Poeticvm Boreale, 

which appeared in two volumes in 1883.65 The first volume deals with Eddic poetry 

and the second with court (skaldic) poetry. In the introduction to the first volume, he 

takes up the thread from the “Prolegomena” regarding the origins of the Eddic poetry, 

stressing their “western” origin.66 Ursula Dronke has written reasonably favourably of 

Guðbrandur’s edition and sees his endeavours as a fine contribution to the study of 

these poems: “So vast, so full of delights, and so unbelievably unrealiable” is her 

verdict, and she quotes a review which laments that the one thing missing in this great 

work is “die philologische Methode”.67 Hugo Gering also criticised the edition in a 

review in Zeitschrift für deutsche Philologie 16 (1884), claiming that it was “because 

of its unreliability unusable in philological study”.68  

 Benedikt Gröndal was not impressed either:  

 

even if he [Guðbrandur] can mention many things that resemble “western” ways, 

he can never prove, that the poems are not written by Icelanders who have travelled 

overseas and spent time in England, Ireland, Scotland, Shetland, Orkney and the 

Southern Isles […] I am forced to say this time and again even if everyone knows 

this – when dealing with stubbornness and obstinacy that will not see what is 

brighter than the sun and lighter than the day. 69 

                                                 
63  Ibid., vi. 
64  University Gazette, 9 April 1880. Here it also says that he will “read with advanced students the Lives 

of the Kings of Norway and some of the Eddic Songs”. With the less advanced he proposes to read Egils 

saga, and the use the Prose Reader with the beginners.  
65  It has been suggested that the work had been planned as a “joint publication by Möbius and 

Vigfússon”, see Fix, “Gudbrand Vigfusson”, 302.  
66  Corpvs poeticvm boreale, 1:lvi-lxiv 
67  Dronke, „The Scope“, 94 
68  “ihrer unzuverlässigkeit wegen für philologische untersuchungen überhaubt unbrauchbar.” Here 

quoted from Fix, “Gudbrand Vigfusson”, 269.  
69  Benedikt Gröndal, “Um ‘Corpvs poëticvm boreale’”, 119-120, “því þó að hann geti komið með 

mýmargt í kvæðunum, er minni á ‘vestræna’ háttu, þá getur hann samt aldrei sannað að kvæðin sèu eigi 

ort af Íslendingum, sem hafa farið vestur um haf og dvalið á Englandi Írlandi Skotlandi Hjaltlandi 

Orkneyjum og Suðureyjum [...] eg neyðist til að tögla þetta upp aptur þótt allir viti það – þegar eg á að 

stríða við þrjózku og þráa, sem eigi vill sjá það sem er sólinni bjartara og deginum ljósara”. 
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The final work of collaboration between Guðbrandur and York Powell is the Origines 

Islandicae, which did not appear until 1905, after both men had passed away. It is 

divided into five books, and the introduction to the first book, “Settlements and 

settlers”, states the intent:  

 

In this Book [...] lies the fountain-head of Icelandic history. And more than this, it 

contains early original authorities for all those varied phenomena of Scandinavian 

exodus from Norway, through the Western Isles to Iceland, of which we have so 

little other writing.70 

 

This was the final part of the great Vigfússonian scheme to open up the literature and 

history of his native land to an English-speaking audience. In these two volumes, we 

have editions with introductions and notes to the texts describing the settlement and 

early development of society in Iceland with examples from the four quarters of the 

country, as well as excerpts from the sagas of the Vinland voyages. Unfortunately, the 

texts were not fully edited when Guðbrandur died, and York Powell died also without 

finishing the work. After their deaths, the Clarendon Press hired William Craigie 

(1867-1957) to read proofs, and the long lists of corrections printed in the front of each 

volume stand witness to how much this was still a work in progress at the time of 

Guðbrandur’s death.71 Finnur Jónsson wrote a review of Origines in which he 

dismisses most of what the book contains: “Basically one must say, that the texts 

published here are of little or no scholarly value.” He does however give Guðbrandur 

credit for his assessment of the Melabók-manuscript of Sturlunga saga.72 

 As mentioned above, the generally accepted view of Guðbrandur Vigfússon as 

a scholar has long been that while he was in Copenhagen under the keen eye of Jón 

Sigurðsson and the Arnamagnæan Commission he did well. His editions were 

exemplary and he was an innovator in the field of textual editing. But once he went to 

England, he no longer had the guiding hand he needed to keep him on the straight and 

narrow. But one might perhaps look at Guðbrandur from a different angle. 

                                                 
70  Guðbrandur Vigfússon & York Powell, Origines Islandicae, 1. 
71  Benedikt S. Benedikz, “Guðbrandur Vigfússon”, 25. 
72  Finnur Jónsson, “Origines Islandicæ”, 202. 
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 His years in Copenhagen gave him the foundation in textual scholarship on 

which he based all his subsequent work. It is not at all clear that he had wanted to leave 

Copenhagen for good. He did try and retain his Arnamagnæan stipend after he had left, 

presumably because he wanted to keep that option open.73 When this did not prove 

possible, he had to create a new life for himself. In England he was quickly appreciated 

for his vast knowledge of the Nordic past – which no one has ever disputed – and he 

could feed into the budding interest in the connection between the Old North and the 

“Western”, i.e. Anglo-Saxon and Gaelic, past. Here he could be an authority. He made 

many friends in Britain, as his archives bear witness. He had correspondents in all 

corners of the British Isles and travelled high and low to visit these people.  

 He also had a vision, which he explains in the final passages of the 

“Prolegomena”. Here he sets out a programme for the future editing of texts: 

 

 What is practically wanted now is a small series of the real masterpieces of 

Icelandic literature gving standard texts in good normal spelling, freed from the 

pedantry of needless and useless apparatus which encumber and disfigure many of 

the former editions, and fairly and clearly printed in a handy form.  

Such a series should contain – 

a. The Icelandic Sagas in five volumes [...] 

b. The Prose-Edda in a volume by itself. 

c. A Book of Kings, which should contain the whole series of Kings‘ Lives […] 

d. A Corpus Poeticum, a much-needed work, which besides the Lays of the Edda 

collection should contain the other remains of the Classic Poetry arranged and 

properly classified. One volume. 

 These with the present Sturlunga (two vols.) and the Biskupa Sögur (one vol.), 

which have already appeared, would form a set of twelve volumes, in which 

everything that is really important or beautiful in Icelandic literature might be found 

in a readily accessible form, which would undoubtedly become the textus receptus 

of the future.74 

 

In a footnote to this Guðbrandur has added: “The pagination of the editions used in the 

Dictionary should, for sake of reference, be placed in the margin.” Thus always seeing 

                                                 
73  AMKA 14, Letter of 15 May 1866.  
74  Guðbrandur Vigfússon, “Prolegomena”, ccix. 
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the whole picture that he had striven to produce from the Dictionary and onwards via 

the Prose Reader, the Corpvs and finally the Origines.  

 This is Guðbrandur Vigfússon’s legacy. He was prolific, and it seems fair to 

assume that the freedom he encountered in Oxford was to his liking. He did not want 

the constraints of Copenhagen, where he had served his apprenticeship under the 

auspices of Jón Sigurðsson, and he was convinced that he had the correct understanding 

of the literature of his old country and could set in the context of his new home in 

England.75 Guðbrandur had read everything, most of it in manuscript, and remembered 

everything (it was said of him that, should the Codex regius of the Eddic poems be 

destroyed, he would be able to recreate it from memory), and was able, in the latter 

case with the help of his friend York Powell, to put it all down for posterity. His strength 

lies in the manuscript descriptions, extensive knowledge of the manuscript collections 

in Denmark and Sweden as well as his overview of the manuscript transmission.  

 The contemporary criticism of Guðbrandur’s publications came chiefly from 

his countrymen. The reviews of the works he produced in England, published in various 

Icelandic and Danish journals, are mainly negative, as has already been pointed out. 

But we also have some glimpses of criticism from some of his correspondents, mainly 

in Germany, as stated earlier. In the United Kingdom, on the other hand Guðbrandur 

was greatly appreciated, as is apparent from his correspondence with high and low, 

from all parts of the realm.76  

 Andrew Wawn, in his book The Vikings and the Victorians, assesses 

Guðbrandur’s impact on the so-called ‘Invisible College’ of people up and down the 

British Isles who used his books to study and get closer to the ‘old north’, of which he 

sees Guðbrandur and his countryman and occasionally adversary Eiríkur Magnússon 

in Cambridge as “senior members”.77 He did open up the world of Old Norse-Icelandic 

literature and it is on this merit he must be judged. His lasting legacy is the Dictionary, 

                                                 
75  One might here refer to Hans Fix’ article on the correspondence of Guðbrandur and Hugo Gering, 

which shows quite clearly how Guðbrandur worked and what he thought of himself as a scholar, and in 

general of the Old Norse learned community.  
76 MS Engl. misc. d. 131. 
77 Wawn, The Vikings and the Victorians, 343.  
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for it is still, for all its faults, an amazing piece of work, and remains in constant use by 

Old Norse scholars. 
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