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A letter dated 2" October 1371 from Jon Eiriksson, Bishop of Holar (1359-1386), concerning the
division of hunting rights on glacial lakes in the Skagafjérdur region between Miklabcer Church and
the estate of Reykir in Tungusveit. The Bishop's seal is furthest to the left. AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. Ill, 19.

In 2009, the Arni Magntsson Manuscript Collection was placed on the UNESCO
world cultural heritage list known as the Memory of the World Register. With
this Register, UNESCO aims to highlight the importance of preserving the world's
documentary cultural heritage and the Register therefore identifies collections of
exceptional importance. The inclusion of the Arni Magnusson Institute's Collec-
tion in the Register represents a major acknowledgement of Iceland's manuscript
heritage. Explaining its decision, UNESCO states that the Institute has custody
of priceless manuscripts which are of great significance for the history and cul-
ture of Scandinavian countries, and indeed of much of Europe, from medieval to
modern times. The Sagas of Icelanders (the “"Family Sagas") are mentioned as a
particular example of texts in the manuscripts that are of major significance for
the wider world.
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he Arni Magnusson Collection is preserved in the two Arni Magnus-

son Institutes, one in Reykjavik and the other in Copenhagen. It
consists of approximately 3,000 medieval and post-medieval manuscripts, as well
as some 14,000 documents, both originals and copies.

Arni Magnusson was born in the Dalir region in the west of Iceland in 1663.
Educated first in Iceland and then in Copenhagen, he became secretary to the
Royal archives, and later also held the post of Professor of Danish Antiquities
at the University of Copenhagen. Arni was the most active collector of Icelandic
manuscripts of his time. He received some codices as gifts but purchased others
and also engaged scribes to make copies of texts in manuscripts that were not
for sale. Arni lost a part of his collection of manuscripts and rare books in the
Great Fire of Copenhagen in 1728 but most vellum manuscripts in his possession
were saved from the flames. Arni died soon after the fire, by which time he had
bequeathed the manuscripts to the University of Copenhagen.

Illustrations in many legal manuscripts offer insights into the
daily activities of people in Iceland in past times. To the left, ale
is drawn from a cask and, to the right, various measuring tools

are tested. AM 147 4to, Heynesbok; first half of the 16th century.

Manuscripts from Arni Magnusson's collection form the core of the holdings at
the Arni Magnusson Institute for Icelandic Studies. They were sent to Iceland
from Copenhagen between 1971 and 1997 following the resolution of a dispute
between Denmark and Iceland as to whether the Icelandic manuscripts should be
returned to their country of origin or kept permanently in Denmark. In addition to
manuscripts from Arni's collection, the Danes handed over a number of Icelandic
manuscripts from the Royal Library in Copenhagen. Various other manuscripts
are also kept in the Arni Magnusson Institute, among them the Skardsbok codex
containing Lives of the Apostles: this was purchased by Icelandic banks at a
London auction in 1965 and presented to the Icelandic nation as a gift.

Maoruvallabok (AM 132 fol.),
from the mid 14th century,

is the largest extant manuscript
containing Sagas of Icelanders
("Family sagas”). There are 11
sagas in the codex, including
Njdls saga, Egils saga and
Laxdcela saga. The parchment

is bound between wooden boards,
a common technique in the medieval period.
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Flateyjarbok (GKS 1005 fol.), which was probably written and illustrated between 1387 and 1394, is primarily a collection of America. The codex features many illuminated initials and other decorated letters: these often extend into the lower mar-
Kings'sagas. However, it also contains various poems (among them the oldest surviving text of rimur - a type of epic poetry),  gin of the page, as can be seen in this photograph. Here, the birth of the missionary King Oldfr Tryggvason is illustrated at
annals and other material not preserved elsewhere, notably Greenlendinga saga, which describes the discovery of Vinland, or  the point where his saga begins, Oldfr is celebrated for having converted Iceland, and other countries, to Christianity.




