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Benedikt Gröndal Sveinbjarnarson 
        (1826–1907) was an Icelandic poet, a 
naturalist and literary historian. After a master’s 
degree in Scandinavian Studies from the 
University of Copenhagen in 1863, he taught, 
wrote, and published a periodical, Gefn. His 
humorous Heljarslóðarorrusta (1861) made his 
countrymen laugh until their sides ached. 
 He was also a gifted painter, draftsman and 
calligrapher.
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Gunnlaugur SE Briem

Introduction

It was a good year for common sense. In 1875, Denmark
      changed handwriting models, replacing blackletter 
cursive by copperplate. This extended to its Icelandic 
dominion, where copybooks and model sheets in the new 
style were in short supply. Eight years later, a much needed 
handwriting manual by Benedikt Gröndal was published.
 The old style and the new are similar in appearance but 
have different letterforms.

Before and after
The upper of these samples is 
blackletter cursive. The lower is 
copperplate. Both were written 
with a pointed pen. The two styles 
look alike at first glance, although 
most of the letterforms are 
different. 
 From Almanak Hins íslenzka 
þjóðvinafélags, Copenhagen 1877.
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Handwriting models
An Icelandic manual, 1883

Benedikt Gröndal Sveinbjarnarson’s handwriting 
        booklet offers brief instruction in a new style that was 
introduced in Icelandic schools in 1875. Blackletter cursive 
had been replaced by the documentary hand of the British 
Empire. 
 Copperplate was written with a pointed nib and an 
awkward pen hold. It and the simplified versions that 
followed were taught to Icelandic children for over a century. 
Italic handwriting succeeded it in 1984. 

Handwriting models is a facsimile of the first Icelandic 
copperplate copybook.
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