Daniel Vetter

IN THE LAND OF ICE AND FIRE
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For a 17th-century European, Iceland must have been an almost mythical

island — a land of smoking volcanoes and icy winds surrounded by a hostile

ocean full of fantastic beasts and sea wonders. It was the destination of Dan-

iel Vetter, a young member of the Unity of the Brethren and a well-educated

humanist and future printer, who reached the island in 1613. He recorded his

observations from his several-week stay in one of the most intriguing travel

works of Old Polish literature — Islandia albo Krotkie opisanie Wyspy Islandyji

(Iceland, or a Short Description of the Island of Iceland).

This inconspicuous work, first published
in 1638 by Vetter’s own printing house,
remained forgotten for a long time, exist-
ing only in specialist reprints. It was only
thanks to the research of Prof. Dariusz
Rott, a literary historian, media expert
and editor, author of, among others, the
book Daniel Vetter i jego ,,Opisanie wyspy
Islandyji” (Daniel Vetter and his Description
of the Island of Iceland) of 1993, that it was
rediscovered, edited, and made available
to contemporary readers in an under-
standable form.

‘When Daniel Vetter arrived in Iceland in
1613, he may have been a bit surprised, al-
though I do not think that anything par-
ticularly shocked him, explains Prof. Dari-
usz Rott. ‘He was, after all, a well-educated
man - he studied at German secondary
schools and at the Heidelberg Universi-
ty. During his studies, he had to gather
information about this distant corner
of Europe. He most likely had access to
contemporary atlases, in which Iceland
was presented in a highly fantastical
way. And this is how he had imagined it’.
Iceland, this ‘land of fire and ice’, which for
Europeans was a borderland where the
known world ended and something com-
pletely different began, became an area of
research for Vetter. Contrary to the stere-
otypical image of a traveller of that time
as a collector of anecdotes and fantasies,
the future printer from Leszno proved to
be a perceptive and critical observer. The
researcher emphasises his modern ap-
proach to writing:

‘Vetter does not build his accounts in a
linear fashion (journey - stay - return)
but thematically. Each chapter is devoted
to a different aspect of life on the island:
geography, flora and fauna, religion, cus-
toms, climate. Thus, we can find separate

sections devoted, for example, to roads in
Iceland, water, the organisation of day and
night, and, what's particularly interesting,
religious services.

As a representative of the Protestant
community, Vetter met with the bishop
in Skalholt and took part in the delibera-
tions of the Althing, one of the oldest par-
liaments in Europe. His account of these
events is an invaluable testimony to Ice-
landic culture from over 400 years ago.
Importantly, Vetter does not take
everything at face value. When he hears
stories about damned souls whose cries
are said to resound from the Icelandic
mountains, he writes: ‘I was there - I saw
nothing of the sort, I heard nothing’ This
rational approach means that the text
does not succumb to sensationalism, but
rather resembles a modern travel report
in which the author verifies preconcep-
tions and stereotypes about this specific
region of the world.

But who was Daniel Vetter himself? As
the literary scholar reminds us, the au-
thor of Iceland, or a Short Description of
the Island of Iceland came from a family
with deep traditions in the humanities.
His father was a printer and translator
of the so-called Kralice Bible - the first
complete translation of the Bible into
Czech. In the 1630s, he settled in Leszno,
a notable town which was the centre of
Czech Protestant emigration and one
of the most important centres of Refor-
mation culture in the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth. There he managed the
printing house, which produced the
works of Jan Amos Komenski and oth-
er Protestant thinkers. Vetter himself
was friends with Komerski, who was
godfather to his eldest son.

The motives behind Vetter’s trip to Iceland

E Adam Bata

|_V|‘ Prof. Dariusz Rott
Institute of Polish Studies
Faculty of Humanities
University of Silesia
dariusz.rott@us.edu.pl

remain a subject of speculation to this day.
Was it part of a classic educational jour-
ney? Or perhaps a religious mission - an
attempt to establish contacts between
Protestant communities? Or was he sim-
ply attracted by the exotic and the desire
to face the unknown? Whatever the case
may have been, the account he left be-
hind has grown to be considered the most
outstanding text written about Iceland
by a foreigner in the 17th century - a fact
proudly noted by the Icelanders them-
selves, when they published a modern
translation of the work.

Today, Vetter lives on - not only in the
research of Professor Dariusz Rott but
also as a source of inspiration. His life
and work influenced, among others, Piotr
Milewski, author of the book Iceland or
The Coldest Summer in 50 Years, who used
excerpts from Vetter’s account as chapter
mottos. A bibliophile edition of Vetter’s
work has also been published, enriched
with woodblock prints from A Description
of the Northern Peoples by Olaus Magnus,
graphically illustrating the world de-
scribed by the 17th-century author. It was
published by the Museum of Polar Re-
search in Putawy.

Thanks to the work of the Polish studies
expert from the University of Silesia, Vet-
ter has gained a new life - not only as an
object of interest for researchers of Old
Polish literature but as a genuine cultural
figure. Meet-the-author sessions with the
writers inspired by Vetter, radio broad-
casts, bibliophile editions and even men-
tions in tourist guides have ensured that
Vetter’s name has not been forgotten, and
his work continues to encourage readers
to head north, seeking not only ice, fire,
and ‘sea wonders’ but also fascinating cul-
ture and history.
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