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ABSTRACT

This article examines a series of projects and discussions, among the Enlighten-
ment elite in the Danish kingdom, about the need for technological improve-
ment and agricultural reform in Iceland, a distant province of the Danish state 
in the eighteenth century. One of the most important of these projects was the 
importation of reindeer from northern Norway to Iceland in the latter half of 
the eighteenth century, in response to famine conditions and plagues that had 
decimated the sheep population on the island. These projects and the language 
that their instigators and supporters used show that the Enlightenment elite 
sought to re-define Icelandic and Northern nature, reclaim a territory that had 
been historically viewed as a wilderness, and remodel it into a well-regulated 
and homogeneous part of the state. Their vision of nature in the North Atlantic 
was a radical break with previous traditions of describing nature in Iceland and 
one of the first times that Icelanders sought to establish themselves as authorities 
about conditions in their country. 
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In 1808, the chief Justice of Iceland and one of the leading men of the Icelandic 
Enlightenment, Magnús Stephensen, published a book in Danish called Iceland 
in the Eighteenth Century (Figures 1 and 2). Here, Stephensen summarised the 
main events of the political and natural history of the island for the preceding 
100 years. Despite his optimistic views and plans for the future of his country, 
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clearly inspired by the classic Enlightenment faith in progress and possibili-
ties that marked European intellectual life at the end of the eighteenth century, 
Stephensen found himself obliged in his history to devote many pages to the 
story of a century marked by natural disasters and economic miscalculations, 
by volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, famine, plague among the sheep, excep-
tionally cold winters, fishing boats that were falling into ruin, poorly managed 
agriculture and animal husbandry. The general impression that the reader of 
Iceland in the Eighteenth Century receives, in fact, is one of conscientious and 
loyal civil servants struggling tirelessly in a remote province against almost 
insurmountable odds – the twin forces of natureʼs cruelty and the recalcitrance 
of the Icelandic peasantry.1 

In his concern for the state of Iceland at the close of the eighteenth century, 
Stephensen was certainly not alone, although his account was an exceptionally 
lengthy and detailed one: themes of disasters and stifled progress permeate the 

FIGURE 1. Chief Justice of Iceland 
Magnús Stephensen in 1808, when he 
was 46 years old. Reproduced by permis-
sion of Myndstef (Visual Art Copyright 

Association) Iceland.

FIGURE  2. The title page of Stephensen s̓ 
history of eighteenth-century Iceland, 
which appeared in its Danish edition 
in 1808. Reproduced by permission of 

Myndstef.
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literature on early-modern Iceland, and these discussions run through many dif-
ferent kinds of texts. Not only in histories, but also in treatises on improvements 
and applications for entrepreneurial ventures by Danish officials, travelogues by 
foreign visitors, natural histories written by both natives and foreigners, eight-
eenth-century Iceland was often portrayed in terms of its deficiencies. In this 
respect, Stephensen was simply one member of a group of prominent officials, 
including Hans Christian Bech, one of the directors of Icelandʼs Danish-owned 
monopoly trading company; Niels Horrebow, a Danish natural historian sent 
by the king to write a natural history of the island; and Skúli Magnússon, one 
of the most active of the eighteenth-century Icelandic agricultural reforming 
officials, and the first Icelander to assume the post of landfógeti (bailiff) within 
the Danish state bureaucracy of Iceland. These men, members of the elite of the 
Icelandic-Danish milieu travelling between Reykjavík (which only received a 
charter as market town from the Danish government in 1786 and had a popula-
tion of less than 200 at the time) and Copenhagen, found themselves presented 
with a serious dilemma in the later half of the 1700s. How could they reconcile 
their Enlightenment-inspired beliefs in human mastery over nature with the 
intractabilty of nature in the North Atlantic? How could economic conditions 
in Iceland – a distant corner of the Danish kingdom since 1380 – be brought to 
the standards enjoyed in the other provinces of the state?2

Many officials in the Danish service bureaucracy in eighteenth-century 
Iceland were raised on the island and were familiar from early childhood with 
the problems besetting Icelandic agriculture and fisheries. By the end of the 
eighteenth century, the Icelandic population had fallen to its lowest point ever 
– 38,000, even fewer than had lived there during the islandʼs settlement period 
in the ninth century. (For purposes of comparison, slightly more than a quarter 
of a million people live in Iceland today.) The causes for the decline were nu-
merous: there were enormous volcanic eruptions in 1783–84, resulting in the 
death of 70 percent of the sheep and the destruction of the islandʼs off-shore and 
inland fisheries, both from fluorine poisoning and the thick layers of ash which 
covered the grazing land. These volcanic eruptions had been preceded by years 
of cold winters, famine, a smallpox epidemic, and a plague among the sheep in 
mid-century. By 1808, when Stephensenʼs book appeared in Copenhagen, both 
farming and fishing – the traditional twin pillars upon which Icelandʼs economy 
was built – had suffered considerable losses.3 Writing about 100 years after 
Magnús Stephensen, another Icelandic historian, Jón Stefánsson, commented 
that during the eighteenth century, ̒ Nature seemed in league with man to render 
Iceland uninhabitableʼ.4 

But reading the voluminous literature produced by this group of officials, one 
can not help but be impressed by the proliferation of projects and the creativity 
of ideas for improving Icelandʼs economy. Although resources may have been 
lacking in eighteenth-century Iceland, there was no shortage of commitment on 
the part of the Danish government nor lack of state investment in the provinces.5 
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Hans Christian Bech, for example, suggested that conditions could improve if 
only the Icelanders could be persuaded to visit other countries and find out how 
things were done there, or if people from other regions could be persuaded to 
come to Iceland. The regions that Bech had in mind – where people understood 
how to salt meat and fish for preservation, how to spin hemp for fishing lines, 
and how to cultivate potatoes – were Norway, the Jutland peninsula, and the 
Shetland Islands. All of the places to which Bech referred in his essay were other 
provinces of the eighteenth-century Danish kingdom, except for the Shetland 
Islands. These were formerly part of the Danish state, but had been annexed by 
Scotland in 1472 as part of an unpaid royal dowry from Christian I to James III 
upon the marriage of Christianʼs daughter, Princess Margaret, to James. Thus, 
Bech suggested looking within the historic Danish kingdom itself for models 
of economic well-being for the Icelanders to emulate. This was a clever and 
politically sage move on his part. It placed the focus of concern for Icelandʼs 
condition on the island itself, its inhabitants and its nature, and not with Dan-
ish management. Furthermore, it also pointed to solutions already existing, put 
into place elsewhere within the Danish state, and not requiring innovations or 
foreign importations.6 

Other officials also saw the potential attraction and advantages of such an 
approach. For example, the idea of transforming Iceland into a ̒ second Norway  ̓
was quite powerful and appealing to the Danish administration. This metaphor 
was used successfully by Skúli Magnússon when he applied for funds in 1752 
to establish the ̒ Nye Innretninger  ̓– a joint-stock company that founded the first 
textiles factory in Iceland. With his eye turned towards tactically advantageous 
political rhetoric, Skúli claimed in his application to the Danish crown:

although the country is poorer and less productive than other countries ... this [ap-
plication] is an accurate description of the condition of the country, wherein it can 
be seen, that the country does not lack the products and requirements to make its 
inhabitants happy, or its monarch the lord of a great country, which could become 
another Norway … the prevailing poverty could be improved by procuring the means 
so that the countryʼs potential could be used better than it has been, by establishing 
manufacturing, in order to increase the countryʼs natural products, and finally by 
giving the country the profit of its produce and wares, as the other provinces and 
territories of the monarchy enjoy, with free and voluntary trade.7 

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

Bech, Skúli, and Magnús Stephensson aimed their treatises, applications, 
and histories towards the class of Danish administrative officials, the responsible 
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parties who could bring the condition of Iceland up to the standards enjoyed in 
other parts of the kingdom. According to the model of enlightened cameralism, 
the dominant political-economic system of central and northern Europe in the 
eighteenth century, education should be directed from the centre of the kingdom 
to the provinces and from the top down. The Danish state had a responsibility to 
provide education and resources; the Icelanders themselves had a responsibil-
ity to utilise them – and much frustration was expressed by officials about the 
difficulties and stubbornness of the natives in this respect. But what models of 
ʻimprovement  ̓should be recommended to Icelanders? What was Iceland like 
and what could Icelandic nature become? The models that reformers like Bech, 
Skúli, and Magnús recommended to improve impoverished eighteenth-century 
Iceland spoke volumes about what kind of place they considered Iceland to be, 
and what sort of nature they thought could be found there. Although their plans 
did not involve large numbers of people, and they worked in marginalised and 
scantly-populated regions of Europe, the implications of their projects for the 
state were far-reaching. By assuming that there was a single, relatively homog-
enous ʻNorthern natureʼ, of which Iceland was simply a part, civil authorities 
rendered all of the northern dependencies of the Danish state manageable. 
The eighteenth-century reforming projects had at best mixed results, but the 
idea behind them – to regulate and manage Icelandic nature and to transform 
a marginalised, wild frontier into a normal and ordinary province of the state 
– became the dominant mode of writing about Iceland, and the other provinces 
of the kingdom, by the end of the eighteenth century. 

These improvement projects and the new way of writing natural histories 
that emerged in the eighteenth century constituted a sharp break with previous 
traditions of writing about Iceland and the other northernmost provinces of the 
Danish state. At the same time that treatises on agricultural and other reforms 
of the islandʼs economy were written, a new theme in the natural histories of 
Iceland emerged. Starting in the mid-eighteenth century, natural historians began 
to argue that Icelandʼs nature was unlike the claims of previous accounts. Rather 
than being an ungovernable wilderness of ʻfire and iceʼ, inhabited by monsters 
and savages, as medieval and Renassiance sailors  ̓stories had claimed, the island 
was not in fact very different from the neighbouring provinces of the kingdom 
– Norway, Greenland, or the Faeroe Islands. In this essay, I trace the develop-
ment of this new conception of Northern nature in natural histories to the same 
milieu and intellectual influences that spurred the agricultural reformers. Both 
groups of writers – who frequently belonged to the same social circles and liter-
ary clubs – had, I argue, a common image of Iceland and a desire to establish 
their image as a definitive break with the past. In the context of investigations 
of state power and the role of states in shaping the natural landscape, it is worth 
tracing how and why such a change was brought about. Whose interests were 
served, and what were the resulting arrangements of power?8 
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MANAGING THE STATE AND NATURE IN EIGHTEENTH AND 
NINETEENTH-CENTURY EUROPE 

Turning to another example of an eighteenth-century cameralist Scandinavian 
state, Lisbet Koerner has argued that Linnaeusʼs concerns with political economy 
and Swedenʼs negative trade balance underpinned his scientific programme. Or-
dering the natural world was but a first step towards managing it for the benefit 
of the country. For Linnaeus, knowledge of natural history ʻguarded the nation 
against both foreign dominance and indigenous barbarismʼ.9 If Swedish scientists 
could apply their botanical knowledge to useful projects, such as the elaborate 
plans for cultivating tea in Sweden designed by Linnaeus, then not only would 
the state of botanical knowledge improve, but so would the economy of a nation 
no longer dependent on foreign imports. In his experiments, Linnaeus proposed 
that plants could be transferred between the tropical and temperate zones, and 
that it would be possible to grow tropical plants in Sweden by acclimatising them 
in gradual moves and by using greenhouses. As his efforts over the tea plants 
failed repeatedly throughout the 1740s and 1750s, he lost faith in this belief, 
finally concluding that plants are native to specific climates. But the failure of 
Linnaeus s̓ experiments did not mean that the scientific community abandoned the 
principle of acclimatisation. Michael A. Osborne has argued that the acclimatisa-
tion of plants and animals was an important element of the ideology of French 
colonialism in the nineteenth century. The projects of the Société zoologique 
dʼacclimatation to raise alpacas, silkworms, and llamas in France were conceived 
both as evidence of the expanse of power of the French Empire and as solutions 
to economic needs of the country for new resources and products. The directors 
of the Society, Isidore and Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, drew upon the theories of the 
Comte de Buffon and Jean-Baptiste Lamarck about adaptation of living form 
according to the demands of the environment, and contested George Cuvierʼs 
belief in the ʻfixity  ̓of species. According to Lamarck, species could change in 
response to newly established conditions, which gave rise to new needs. These 
needs in turn stimulated the creation of new behaviours and structures, which 
turned the animal away from its original path towards perfection of its form. 
The directors of the French acclimatisation society (who were father and son) 
modified Lamarckʼs ideas of a drive towards perfection and deviation from that 
path. Instead, Isidore Saint-Hilaire believed that an idealised type of a species 
acted as a ʻcommon centre  ̓ around which variation of the species ʻplayedʼ. 
This became known as the ʻlimited-variability-of-type  ̓theory: species could 
be ʻpushed  ̓to adapt to local climates just enough in one direction or another to 
allow for silk to be spun in Paris instead of China.10

By comparison to Linneausʼs plans and the French visions of empire, Dan-
ish projects in their North Atlantic provinces can be described as modest, and 
driven by practical considerations in response to specific environmental and 
economic considerations rather than theories about biological form and devel-



KAREN OSLUND
310

ʻNATURE IN LEAGUE WITH MANʼ
311

opments. Danes did not pursue such elaborate schemes as trying to grow sugar 
cane or raise yaks in Copenhagen. Clearly, however, the activities and projects 
of natural historians and administrators in the Danish kingdom demonstrate that 
they shared a belief in climatic zones and the importance of climate in determin-
ing the characteristics of plants and animals. As in other regions, these ideas 
had economic as well as scientific implications. For example, reindeer were 
moved from northern Norway (from the northernmost province of Finnmark) 
to Iceland in the eighteenth century in response to famine conditions on the 
island. Sheep were also brought from the British Isles after a plague decimated 
the Icelandic flocks in the mid-eighteenth century – sheep that were unfortu-
nately susceptible to illness just like the Icelandic variety. There was no actual 
ʻacclimatisation  ̓ practice behind these projects, merely a theory of climate. 
Their promoters seem to have assumed that these animals already belonged in 
the same climatic zone, and therefore it was possible to relocate them without 
any sort of acclimatisation. By having such a broad conception of the extent of 
this Northern climatic zone, however, the projects tended to elide substantial 
differences in environment and climate within this zone – failing to recognise, 
for example, that the marshlands of Jutland might support different crops than 
the volcanic, acid soil of Iceland. 

European theories of the centrality of climate in determining biological 
form and function even extended as far as people, as the nineteenth-century 
discussions about the ability of white colonial officials to survive in the tropical 
colonies indicates. For example, during Danish settlement in Greenland in the 
early eighteenth century, the 1729 land commission proposed that Icelanders 
would make the best settlers since they were already accustomed to the climate 
and the way of life there. Although there had been two Viking-Age Icelandic 
settlements in Greenland around 985 which perished several centuries later, the 
notion of moving eighteenth-century Icelanders to Greenland glossed over the 
differences between the settled agricultural practices of the Icelanders and the 
nomadic hunting lifestyle of the Inuit of Greenland. From the point of view of 
the Danish administration, however, both Icelanders and Greenlanders were 
people who lived in the coldest, wildest, and most remote parts of the kingdom, 
and therefore they must be similar in character. The author of this suggestion is 
believed to have been Hans Egede, a Lutheran minister who laboured for many 
years towards the Danish ʻre-colonisation  ̓of Greenland and the conversion of 
the Inuit. Probably the administrators on the 1729 commission also assumed 
that the Icelanders could provide a link between the Danes and Inuit by teaching 
the Inuit European agricultural practices. A list of 166 Icelanders willing to im-
migrate to Greenland was drawn up, and preparations were made to supply them 
with building materials at Nepisene. Before the arrival of the new colonialists, 
however, Dutch traders, who wanted to prevent further Danish footholds on the 
island, destroyed the buildings and the attempt was given up. In 1731, the Danish 
king gave instructions to abandon the attempt to settle Greenland, so many of the 
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supporting officials left, although Egede and his family exercised their option to 
remain. Ultimately, the Danish colonies in Greenland proved to be more stable 
after the establishment of the royal monopoly of Greenlandic trade in 1774 (Den 
konglige grønlandske Handel) improved their economic position.11

There were other population relocation projects within the Danish state: fol-
lowing the volcanic eruptions in Iceland in 1783–4, some officials considered 
moving Icelanders from their island – which had clearly proved to be uninhabit-
able from the point of view of Copenhagen – to barren and wild Jutland, another 
marginal region of the Danish kingdom. This move would also have alleviated 
the problem of the eighteenth-century depopulation of the Jutland peninsula, 
where the landscape was also being dramatically altered by sand storms and 
soil erosion.12 Only 800 people made plans to move, but the 1785 land com-
mission on Iceland rejected the proposal as being unlikely to recoup the cost of 
resettlement, and this project was also never realised.13 Another, much smaller, 
population relocation project was undertaken, this one with the sponsorship of 
Skúli Magnússonʼs company: the transportation of ten farming families from 
Norway and Jutland to Iceland in 1752 seems to have been based on the idea 
that crops grown in Norway and Jutland would thrive with the same techniques 
in Iceland, and the only step necessary was to bring foreign teachers to instruct 
the natives, in the way that Bech would later recommend. But this project also 
has to be counted among the eighteenth-century failures, in the sense that crop 
yields did not increase and the Icelanders did not adopt new methods of farm-
ing. Unfortunately, there is not enough evidence to pinpoint why the scheme 
did not expand more broadly and involve larger numbers of people. The report 
of the sheriff Bjarni Halldórsson, who hosted two of the families from Jutland, 
gives a mixed and not completely conclusive picture. Bjarni says that one of 
the newly-arrived families was ambitious, but the other required instruction 
and supervision. According to him, the newcomers maintained that their duties 
should be limited to working in the fields, and that they had the right to have the 
same food and drink to which they were accustomed in Denmark. There seem 
to have been at least as many cultural, and possibly linguistic, differences and 
problems as agricultural ones. The attempt lasted 10 years, but the last of the 
foreign farmers returned home, at company expense, in 1762.14 

THE ICELANDIC REINDEER: A FOREIGN IMPORT OR NATURAL 
IMPLANT? 

None of these reform projects were ever described as fully ̒ successful  ̓by their 
promoters, but at least one did have a lasting impact on the landscape of Iceland 
that continues to this day: the importation of reindeer to the island from Finnmark 
in Norway (Figure 3). In some respects, this project could even be described 
as ʻtoo much of a good thingʼ. Taking a closer look at the history of reindeer in 
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Iceland provides insight into the Enlightenment visions of the ̒ improvement  ̓of 
the island.15 The first proposal to buy reindeer in Norway and transport them to 
Iceland was in 1751.16 This idea did not come to fruition, however, and the first 
animals did not actually arrive in Iceland until 1771. The years between 1751 
and 1771 were particularly hard ones for the island: there was a famine from 
1751 to 1758, and in 1761 an outbreak of scabies and lung disease among the 
English sheep that had come to Iceland, which lasted until 1770. The resump-
tion of the plans to transport reindeer in 1771 after the twenty-year hiatus can 
probably be attributed to the worsening conditions and the perceived need for 
a particularly hardy animal to replace the sheep population, which had declined 
by 60% in the last nine years. In general the requests and inquiries for shipments 
of reindeer were made with reference to the specific hardships of the Icelandic 
eighteenth century. For example, another shipment of animals was sent by an 
Icelandic priest living in Norway when he heard the news of the volcanic erup-
tions in Iceland in 1783.17 

In 1771 a group of 13 or 14 reindeer arrived in the country, in response to a 
request by the Danish governor of Iceland, L. A. Thodal, and were sent to the 
Westman Islands off the southern coast of Iceland. This first attempt did not augur 
well for the future of reindeer in Iceland: of this group, about half or more of the 
animals died the following winter of unknown causes.18 Another group of seven 
animals was released in southern Iceland, but they disappeared as well. This 
was followed by larger shipments of 30–35 animals in 1777, 1784, and 1787, 
which were settled both on the Reykjanes pennisula and in the north-eastern 
districts of the country (Figure 4). Their mortality rate during the ship-board 
journey from Norway was rather high, and in these transports almost one-third 
of the animals were lost before their arrival to the island. Once they reached their 
destination, however, the later-arrivals seem generally to have thrived. In 1781, 

FIGURE 3. Reindeer in Iceland. Reproduced by permission of Skarphéðinn G. 
Þórisson.
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local farmers reported seeing a herd of at least 70 reindeer in an area where a 
small group of animals had been released.19 Other sources claim that there were 
herds of several hundred reindeer in Iceland by the 1790s.20 

The lack of precise accounting for the increases and apparent lack of knowl-
edge about the general health of Icelandic reindeer, however, reveals something 
peculiar about the reindeer project from the outset. Reindeer are, and were, 
domesticated animals in Norway, raised by the Saami people living in northern 
Norway, Sweden, and Finland. When the animals came to Iceland, there was 
apparently little interest in keeping them as domestic animals, and the groups 
were simply released into the wild. This practice is puzzling for several rea-
sons: contemporaneous sources suggest that the reindeer were intended by the 
officials to become herding animals to replace the sheep which had died during 
the plague. In 1786, the governor suggested that some Saami families should 
be brought to Iceland to teach the Icelanders how to keep reindeer.21 This was 
never done, although it would have been consistent with Bechʼs recommenda-
tions and with the other reform projects. However, the idea of bringing Saami 
families to Iceland was dropped because the governor of Finnmark reported 

FIGURE 4. Map of Iceland, showing the sites where reindeer from Norway were re-
leased in 1771, 1777, 1784, and 1787 and their main pasture areas.  Map drawn after 

Skarphéðinn G. Þórisson, Hreindýranannsoknir 1979–1981.
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that the Saami nomadic lifestyle required wild meadows with large amounts of 
lichens and brushes in which they could find food for their animals and erect 
tents. Since these were clearly not part of the landscape of Iceland, the govern-
ment was convinced that it would have been unsuitable to bring these people 
to Iceland along with their animals.22

Whatever the reasons were for the lack of a serious effort to establish reindeer 
husbandry in Iceland, however, the results of the policy are clear, and constitute 
a familiar story to environmental historians. Left to themselves, the reindeers ate 
lichens which the Icelanders also used as food, and competed with the remaining 
sheep for the pasture land.23 The farmers began to complain, and by 1794 they 
were already requesting permission to hunt the reindeer. At this time, there were 
an estimated 300–400 reindeer in the northern district. The request was granted, 
but limited for three years and to the northern district, also with restrictions on 
the number, age, and sex of the animals. The quota set seemed to be inadequate 
to control the population, however, because a further demand in 1798 to hunt 
reindeer resulted in the removal of all the geographical restrictions.24 In 1810, 
a local sheriff in northeast Iceland reported that because the reindeer were still 
ruining the sheep pastures there, the animals had been more of a plague than 
a benefit, and recommended not only that permission to hunt them should be 
extended indefinitely, but that the government should distribute free bullets to 
the farmers for this purpose!25 Efforts to bring the reindeer population under 
control proceeded slowly during the nineteenth century, but by 1882 they had 
disappeared from many places where they had been introduced. Today, they 
are hunted under a quota system, with fines levied for violation of the quotas. 
Culturally, a certain perception of these animals as ʻforeign  ̓to Iceland, despite 
their now 200-year-long history there, persists to some degree. The idea of 
eliminating the animals from Iceland continues to be raised now and then, 
although it is not really considered seriously by the Icelandic Ministry for the 
Environment, which is in charge of managing the reindeer population and is-
suing hunting licenses.26

SCIENCE IN THE SERVICE OF THE STATE: WRITING NATURAL 
HISTORIES IN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY SCANDINAVIA

The experience with the reindeer in Iceland suggests that while officials may 
have found it unproblematic to transform and transplant the flora and fauna of 
the North, these ideas did not play out so simply, nor did local farmers neces-
sarily agree with their concepts of the homogeneity of ʻNorthern natureʼ. But 
the official position that certain types of animals, plants, and people possessed 
qualities particular to the Northern region of the kingdom, and that this region was 
a relatively homogeneous one, was, despite these experiences, very persistent.27 
Although the Danish projects conceived along these lines were often interpreted 



KAREN OSLUND
316

ʻNATURE IN LEAGUE WITH MANʼ
317

as having ʻfailed  ̓by their instigators, this does not mean that these plans were 
ill-conceived, groundless, or useless. The idea of looking to neighbouring regions 
as models and appropriating animals, plants, or people from them can be seen as 
part of the Enlightenment bureaucratic principle of seeking thorough knowledge 
of a governed territory. Thorough, accurate, and scientific knowledge of a place 
was the basis upon which its transformation could be envisioned. This approach 
combined the Enlightenment interest in science, collection, and encyclopaedic 
knowledge with the ideal of state service, as Linneaus advocated. The practice 
of royal scientific societies commissioning natural histories for regions within 
the boundaries of the state – as well as from more exotic realms like the Ameri-
cas, the Near East, and the South Pacific – was common throughout Western 
Europe in the eighteenth century. Niels Horrebowʼs Tilforladelige efterretninger 
om Island (Natural History of Iceland), Eggert Ólafssonʼs and Bjarni Pálssonʼs 
Reise igiennem Island (Travels through Iceland), Erich Pontoppidanʼs Det förste 
forsög paa Norges naturlige historie (A First Natural History of Norway), and 
Olavius s̓ Oeconomisk Reyse igiennem de nordvestige, nordlige, og nordostlige 
Kanter af Island (Journey through the North, Northwest, and Northeast Coast of 
Iceland) were examples of such large, state-funded natural histories written in 
the encyclopaedic style in the Scandinavian countries.28 

Complete and accurate natural histories of Iceland were understood as the 
basis upon which reformers could build. One of the main themes in these mid-
eighteenth century natural histories of Iceland is the predictability and regularity 
of nature on the island. These texts point out that there have been many exag-
gerated stories about Icelandic nature in previous travel accounts, claims that 
nature in Iceland was exotic and unlike anything that was known in Europe. For 
example, medieval and Renaissance books told stories about fabulous monsters 
living in Iceland and claimed that the Icelandic climate was either perpetually 
hot or perpetually cold.29 It was these stories to which Arngrímur Jónsson ob-
jected when he complained in 1592 of the ʻstrangers  ̓whom ʻit hath pleased by 
false rumors to deface, and by manifold reproches to injurie my sayd countrey, 
making it a by-word, and a laughing-stocke to all other nationsʼ.30 Contrary to 
what readers had been told by others, Arngrímur informed them that Mount 
Hekla is not the mouth of Hell, Iceland is not perpetually surrounded by ice, and 
Icelanders do not hold their wives in common. In addition, he added, there are 
neither horses that can run twenty leagues at one stretch in Iceland, nor whales 
as large as mountains.

In the mid-eighteenth century, at about the same time as the improvement 
and transformation projects were getting underway, Horrebow, Eggert Ólafsson, 
Bjarni Pálsson, and Olavius also took up the idea of writing natural histories 
with the intention of correcting existing false stories about Iceland. Horrebowʼs 
book pointed out that his natural history was founded on ʻwhat he himself  ̓had 
ʻseen and experienced  ̓during the two years he spent on the island.31 Thus, his 
book promised to be a more valid source of knowledge than the 1746 Nach-
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richten von Island, Grönland, und der Strasse Davis of Johann Anderson, the 
mayor of Hamburg, who had based his account only on sailors  ̓reports.32 Among 
many other points, Horrebow disputed Andersonʼs claim that there are pools 
of burning water surrounding Mount Hekla that ignite spontaneously for four-
teen days every year. There is no reason, argued the Danish naturalist, to think 
that water and fire in Iceland behave differently than in other countries – ʻtwo 
opposite elements will not unite in this country any more than in any otherʼ.33 
Such pools have never existed in Iceland, since it is contrary to any experience 
to imagine that water can burn. If Anderson had visited Iceland, and not relied 
on far-fetched tales spread by casual visitors, Horrebow implied, he would 
have realised the mistake. He then went on to explain Andersonʼs many other 
errors: that foxes in Iceland are also red, as in Norway and Denmark, and not 
black, and that domesticated horses also exist on the island, not just the wild 
and savage varieties.

After spending two years in Iceland, Horrebow was recalled to Denmark 
(there appears to have been some royal dissatisfaction with his services, but 
the exact nature of this is unclear). Two Icelanders, the poet and legal scholar 
Eggert Ólafsson and Bjarni Pálsson, a physican, were sent by the Royal Danish 
Scientific Society to take his place and to write a natural history of the entire 
country.34 Their trip around Iceland in 1752–57 produced two large volumes 
that were translated into the major European languages. In their account Eggert 
and Bjarni explicitly attempted to discredit many of the old tales about Icelandic 
nature. In the section on the eastern districts of Iceland, they mentioned the 
reports of monstrous snakes or worms living in lakes and rivers there. Since 
their readers were certainly too learned to believe such tales, the authors tried 
to pose some explanation for the existence of these stories. There are no other 
animals large enough in Iceland to have been confused for monsters of this size, 
therefore the large waves and disturbances of the water attributed to monsters 
must be caused by winds and storms that are characteristics of the eastern part 
of the island, and the bodies of monsters must be shadows or reflections. Eggert 
and Bjarniʼs explanation – while unlikely to persuade anyone who did believe 
in the existence of Icelandic sea monsters – showed a methodical approach to 
the establishment of truth and authority about the natural world during the En-
lightenment; and a commitment to confronting the ̒ false stories  ̓and attempting 
to replace them with reliable explanations based on regular laws and principles 
of nature.35 While Olavius did not counter the ʻfalse stories  ̓point by point in 
this way, he complained of the many authors, including Anderson, who wrote 
about Iceland but ̒ have not even the most basic knowledge of the circumstances 
of the countryʼ.36 The correction of such deficiencies in knowledge through ac-
curate natural histories was, according to him, an important step in the project 
of improvement of the country, since it was exactly this lack of knowledge and 
falsehoods that had caused many people to believe that the condition of Iceland 
was especially impoverished and hopeless. While Olavius recognised the many 
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natural resources that the island lacked, he concluded, with typical Enlightenment 
optimism that the reformers discussed in the first part of this paper shared, that 
ʻother countries have just as many deficiencies in resources as Icelandʼ.37 

Icelandic and Danish naturalists during the Enlightenment attempted to use 
their position of authority and privileged knowledge about the island, as na-
tives or as long-term visitors, to counter the romantic and wild claims of more 
distant writers. In the context of writing natural history in a period of European 
discovery of the globe the trope of ̒ exotic nature  ̓of a place seems to have been 
very often linked with the idea of ʻsavage primitivism  ̓of the inhabitants that 
these authorities wanted to dismiss. In Arngrímurʼs opinion, the ̒ strangers  ̓who 
believed that the Icelandic waters were inhabited by monsters were also likely to 
believe that Icelanders held their wives in common, and this reasoning had led 
to the poor reputation of the islanders in other countries. His is an early example 
of the belief, widespread in the eighteenth century, that the moral character of 
people was determined by their natural and cultural surroundings. Arngrímurʼs 
concern was not completely unfounded: Anderson, who repeated stories about 
strange Icelandic creatures, also had a very low opinion of the inhabitants of the 
island, considering them to be little better than animals themselves.38 Thus, the 
Icelandic and Danish elite had an interest in discounting this exoticism, which 
separated the island from the civilised world, and argued instead in their natural 
histories that Iceland was just like any place that the reader might live himself. 
Because the mid-eighteenth-century natural histories of Iceland were translated 
into the major European languages, their wide readership could gain a correct 
and reassuring – although perhaps less exciting – picture of the island.

THE MANAGED NORTH: A CONSENSUS BETWEEN NATURAL 
HISTORIANS AND AGRICULTURAL REFORMERS 

Armed with the knowledge that nature in Iceland is like anywhere else, writers 
who were interested in improving Icelandic natural resources and economy 
could therefore be filled with optimism and ambition. If Iceland were a very 
strange place, where monsters lived and where the laws of physics operated 
differently than elsewhere, the prospect of trying to transform or improve such 
a territory would have been very daunting, if not impossible. But since the lat-
est and most authoritative scientific investigations, appearing at the same time 
that new agricultural and animal husbandry projects were being launched in 
Iceland, showed that Icelandic nature was ordinary, just less developed than 
other regions of the North Atlantic, the path to the Icelandic future was clear. 
Improvement projects assumed that the basic condition and raw materials of 
nature were homogeneous throughout the North. Sending Icelanders to the 
Shetlands to learn how to cure fish, bringing farming families to Iceland from 
Norway and Jutland to promote good agricultural practices, sending reindeer 
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from Norway, and even transporting Icelanders to Greenland to start farms were 
therefore thoroughly rational and scientific projects that would help to shape a 
more homogenous and more productive North. If nature was everywhere the 
same throughout the North, only education and technology were needed to 
bring the margins of the kingdom up to the standards enjoyed in the centre. It 
is not really possible to determine whether writers on improvements borrowed 
their notion of Icelandic nature from the natural historians, or whether they both 
developed it at the same time, since it suited both their interests so well. Since 
both natural historians and administrative officials travelled within the same 
social and political circles, and belonged to the same associations, this new 
conception of Icelandic nature and the proper method to establish knowledge 
of a territory through direct personal observation were part of a shared set of 
assumptions within this group. One region was held up as an example for the 
other; one region could be transformed into another. The whole North was 
treated as though it was composed of the same basic material. Since everything 
and everyone in a region stretching from Copenhagen to Greenland shared a 
common Norse heritage from the days of the Viking-age settlers, they could all 
share a common modernisation and a common future.

After the first two decades of the nineteenth century, there were no longer 
any large-scale economic or technological reform projects in Iceland. Since the 
reforming impetus seems to have fizzled out by the 1820s and the projects were 
individually dismissed as failures by their instigators, historians have usually 
assumed that they had little long-term effect. Gunnar Karlsson, for example, 
calls the projects ̒ distressingly unsuccessful  ̓and Harald Gustafsson also judges 
them as essentially failures.39 I would argue, however, that despite their lack of 
results considered individually, these efforts did not disappear without a trace. 
Iceland in the nineteenth century had become less isolated and more connected 
to Europe in many ways – culturally, economically, and intellectually – than 
it had been previously. The appearance of natural histories on Iceland in the 
mid-eighteenth century, and especially their translation into the major European 
languages, certainly played a role in shortening the perceived distance between 
Iceland and Europe. Although some natural historians still wrote about ̒ exotic  ̓
nature and ̒ primitive  ̓people in Iceland, at least nature and culture were described 
and investigated according to scientific principles that Europeans held to be 
objective and rational. Eighteenth-century treatises on improvements reached 
a much smaller audience than the readers of natural histories. These were not 
printed and were intended to be read only by the officials to whom they were 
addressed, and would not have held much general appeal. However, they too 
aimed to use rational and scientific principles to describe the situation in Iceland. 
Both sets of writers used a single language, and one principle of this language 
assumed the homogeneity of nature throughout the North Atlantic.

In conclusion, it is important to note that this new language was not mere 
rhetoric in natural histories read by a European elite or by a few Danish of-
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ficials, but had practical results and impact on the lives of people in the Danish 
kingdom. It shaped practice that changed the lives of the lower classes, as the 
experience of farmers with the reindeer in Iceland illustrates. The idea of mov-
ing animals around the northern provinces was based upon the assumption of 
homogenous and regular nature throughout the region. While this new idea 
about Northern and Icelandic nature replaced earlier beliefs in Icelandʼs exotic 
qualities, it also established a new basis for the authority of an author: in order 
to know Iceland after the mid-eighteenth century, one must have lived there. 
Second-hand reports or short visits were not sufficient. The Enlightenment em-
phasis on rationality and science, which was manifesting itself all over Europe, 
had the effect of transforming Iceland into an ordinary place, one that could be 
managed and regulated like any other region of the Danish kingdom. The politi-
cal implications of this change in the scientific culture are clear. Even though 
changes in bureaucratic practices could not arise solely from writing natural 
histories, and natural histories were not shaped by the needs of the state alone, 
these two activities complemented and reinforced each other in Enlightenment 
Europe. Even while many nineteenth-century foreign writers, influenced by 
Romanticism, tried to make Iceland into an exotic place again, the role of the 
Icelanders as the voices of authority about their own country, established in the 
eighteenth-century, could not be diminished later. The new view of Northern 
nature was not solely imposed by Danish bureaucrats from above: rather the 
powerful Icelandic elite, the ʻbig fish in a small pond  ̓such as Skúli Magnús-
son and Magnús Stephensen, recognised that it could also be a tool that served 
their own interests. This was the ironic result of managing nature in eighteenth-
century Scandinavia: in establishing themselves as the special authorities about 
nature in Iceland, native Icelanders were forced to transform their country into 
an ʻordinary  ̓place, like any other province of the Danish kingdom. 
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Sýslur, Bibliotheca Arnamagnæna 4, ed. Jón Helgason (Copenhagen: Einar Munksgaard, 
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Helgason (Copenhagen: Einar Munksgaard, 1944). For a study of the Icelandic adminstra-
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of Learning: A History of the Royal Danish Academy of Science and Letters 1742–1992 
(Copenhagen: Det Kongelige Danske Videnskabernes Selskab, 1992), 41. Horrebowʼs 
trip, unlike Eggertʼs and Bjarniʼs, was not directed through the Society, but funded by 
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the King, although Horrebowʼs reports were read at the Societyʼs meetings in 1750 
(Pedersen, Lovers of Learning, 70).
35 Ólafsson and Pálsson, Reise igiennem Island, book 2, section 788, 95–6.
36 Olavius, Oeconomisk Reyse, 1. Olavius, who travelled in Iceland during the summers 
1775–1777, was assigned the task of writing about the northern and eastern regions of 
Iceland, since these areas of the island had not been investigated by the land commis-
sion in 1770–1771. 
37 Ibid, 5. 
38 Although this was not necessarily the case; Friedrich August Ludwig Thienemann, 
who went to Iceland in 1820–21, believed that Icelandic nature was unique and differ-
ent from the rest of the Northern countries, and that the Icelandic mouse was a different 
species than its European cousin. At the same time, he also had a very high opinion of 
the Icelandic people. Indeed, the argument could be equally well made (and was made, 
especially in the nineteenth century, as other cultural connections between Europe and 
Iceland developed) in the opposite direction, that people living in a unique nature would 
naturally be a superior people. Friedrich August Ludwig Thienemann, Reise im Norden 
Europa s̓, vorzüglich in Island, in den Jahren 1820 bis 1821 (Leipzig, 1827). Accord-
ing to Thienemann, by 1820 large herds of reindeer were fending for themselves in the 
uninhabited, desert interior of Iceland. 
39 Karlsson, Iceland s̓ 1100 Years, 175; Harald Gustafsson, Political Interaction in the 
Old Regime: Central Power and Local Society in the Eighteenth-Century Nordic States. 
Translation by Alan Crozier (Lund: Studentlitteratur, 1994), 43.


