
160 Mormon Historical Studies

Map showing the location of Vestmannaeyjar, Iceland. Image courtesy Intellectual 
Reserve.

Vestmannaeyjar, Iceland, location of the new museum exhibit focusing on early Latter-
day Saints who emigrated from Iceland to Utah. Photograph courtesy Intellectual 

Reserve.
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July 16, 2011, was an important date in the recent history of The Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in Iceland. On that day, eighty-six Ice-
landic Latter-day Saints—virtually every active member of the Church in 
Iceland—gathered to the island of Heimay in Vestmannaeyjar, part of the 
Westman Islands off the southern coast of Iceland, to attend the opening of 
a permanent museum exhibit at the Vestmannaeyjar Folk Museum, entitled 
“Icelandic Heritage Among the Mormons.” Traveling some distance by car 
and ferry, Icelandic Saints initially assembled with citizens of Vestmannaeyjar 
on the windswept western coast of the island on a beautiful but brisk Saturday 
afternoon to celebrate the exhibit’s opening. The program commenced near 
the coastal tide pool where many of the two hundred early Mormon converts 
from Vestmannaeyjar were baptized, and not far from the cove where they 
once worshipped weekly in secret out of fear of persecution.

Following a brief outdoor brunch, the celebration continued in the shad-
ow of the impressive “Monument to the Emigrants,” commissioned by the 
Icelandic Association of Utah and dedicated in 2000, which features a statue 
by Utah artist Gary Price. The monument honors some four hundred Icelandic 
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The museum exhibit in Vestmannaeyjar, Iceland, tells the story of Icelanders who 
joined The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and emigrated to Utah between 

1854 and 1914. Image courtesy Intellectual Reserve.

The museum exhibit in Vestmannaeyjar, Iceland, explores the connection between 
Iceland and the Latter-day Saints. Pictured here is a 2005 visit of Iceland president Ólafur 
Ragnar Grímsson during a visit to Utah. LDS Church President Gordon B. Hinckley is 

pictured to the right. Image courtesy Intellectual Reserve.
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Latter-day Saints who gathered to Utah between 1854 and 1914, and estab-
lished a new homeland, primarily in Spanish Fork.

Kári Bjarnason, head librarian of the Vestmannaeyjar Library, conducted 
the program, which consisted of several hymns of the Restoration performed 
by a combined choir from the Selfoss and Reykjavik branches of the Church, 
the only currently organized Latter-day Saint congregations in Iceland. Fol-
lowing the singing, those in attendance boarded buses and vans and toured the 
island to learn of its rich history and to view sites where the early Saints lived. 
Knowing the farms where early Saints came from is vital for family history 
in Iceland, since the ongoing tradition of patronymics makes a person’s last 
name virtually irrelevant for tracing his or her family identity.

The hour-long tour concluded at the Vestmannaeyjar Folk Museum, lo-
cated in the heart of the city between the city hall and social hall, across the 
street from the city park, and on a principal axis from the harbor—the life-
blood of the local economy and traditional point of entry for all travelers. The 
museum had just reopened after a major renovation and a reinstallation of its 
permanent exhibit galleries. The new exhibits featured six major themes from 
the history of Vestmannaeyjar that express the essence of the island’s identity. 
Themes include the fishing industry and the 1973 eruption of the Eldfell vol-
cano, which nearly destroyed the possibility of continued human habitation 
on the island.

One of the six core themes chosen by the folk museum to represent the 
legacy of the island and its people is the widespread conversion of its citizens 
to Mormonism and their subsequent migration to America. The legacy of this 
emigration is honored by the people of Vestmannaeyjar partly because many 
of its leading citizens were among the converts to Mormonism and partly 
because the Mormon emigrants preserved their Icelandic heritage by continu-
ing in America many of the traditions of their homeland. Even today, Spanish 
Fork, Utah, hosts one of the largest annual celebrations of Icelandic heritage 
outside of the “fatherland.” The remarkable story of conversion, immigration, 
and cultural preservation is the focus of this permanent exhibit, which consists 
of photographs, documents, artifacts, maps, and music. Its centerpiece is a 
wall depicting the names and photographic images of all known Icelanders 
who converted to Mormonism and gathered to Utah during this period, half of 
whom came from Vestmannaeyjar.

At the dedication of the exhibit, attendees filled the exhibit galleries near-
ly to capacity. The combined choirs sang several Mormon hymns, some of 
which exist only in Icelandic. Their singing was punctuated by remarks from 
representatives of the scholarly community, the museum, the LDS Church, 
and the Mormon Historic Sites Foundation, all of whom assisted with the cre-
ation of the exhibit. Friðrik Björgvinsson, an engineer from Vestmannaeyjar, 
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spoke about early Mormon his-
tory on the island. Páll Marvin 
Jónsson, managing director of 
the Knowledge Center in Vest-
mannaeyjar and a member of 
the town council, expressed his 
gratitude to those who devel-
oped the display. Steven L. Ol-
sen, senior curator of the LDS 
Church History Department, 
provided an overview of the 
exhibit. Kim R. Wilson, chair 
of the Mormon Historic Sites 
Foundation, offi cially opened 
the exhibit and explained how 
Utah donors had generously 
provided funding for the proj-
ect.

Fred E. Woods, BYU pro-
fessor of Church History and 
Doctrine, expressed apprecia-
tion to Páll Marvin Jónsson for 
supporting the installation of 
this exhibit in the Vestmannaey-
jar Folk Museum and related 
how a number of individuals 
and institutions from Iceland 
and Utah had worked together 
to produce the inspiring Mor-
mon exhibition. He also drew 
upon the words of the Apostle 
Paul in expressing the view that 
although many had planted and 
watered to help develop the ex-
hibit, God had surely given the 
increase (1 Cor. 3:6–7).

Professor Woods further 
explained that this exhibit is the 
product of a larger historical project which has been ongoing for several years. 
During the next four years, he and Kári Bjarnason will continue to collect Ice-
landic manuscripts and images in both Utah and Iceland which they anticipate 
will provide additional information concerning early Icelandic Mormon his-
tory during the years 1851 to 1914.

Celebrating the opening of a permanent museum 
exhibit about Icelandic Mormons are, from 
left to right: Fred E. Woods from Brigham 
Young University, Kári Bjarnason from the 
Vestmannaeyjar Folk Museum, Kim R. Wilson 
from the Mormon Historic Sites Foundation, and 
Steven L. Olsen from the LDS Church History 
Department. Photograph courtesy Intellectual 

Reserve.

Article in the August 13, 2011, issue of the LDS 
Church News featuring a report of the Mormon 

exhibit in the Vestmannaeyjar Folk Museum.
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Article in the July 21, 2011, issue of the Fréttr newspaper featuring a report of the 
Mormon exhibit in the Vestmannaeyjar Folk Museum.
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