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CHAPTER I 

TIlE EASTERN SETTLEMENT, A GENERAL APPROACH 

L1 WHAT THIS BOOK IS ABOUT: 

L L1 Background: 
The era of Norse settlement in Greenland lasted from about AD. 
1000 and until some time around 1500. The so-called Western 
Settlement, which in fact was the northernmost, seems to have 
been deserted some 150 years before the Eastern Settlement, which 
was located further south. 

The last reliable documents on Norse Greenland refer to a 
wedding in Hvalsey Church in the Eastern Settlement in 1408. The 
garments found in Christian graves at Ikigaat (Herjolfsnes) near the 
south tip of Greenland indicate that the populatIon survived until 
some time after 1450, perhaps even longer. 

What became of the Norse Greenlanders after 1410 is uncertain, 
although there has been no lack of explanatory theories. 

The only thing that is known for sure is that all the Norse 
settlers were gone when the Norwegian clergyman Hans Egede 
started the modem colonization of Greenland in 1721. 

This is, in short, the dramatic background for all research in 
Norse Greenland history. And it has indeed left its own, particular 
marks on this research. 

The study of Norse Medieval Greenland bas, in many respects, 
been a study of the particular instead of the general. Thus most · of 
the archaeolo~ical activity has been concentrated to the excavation 
of a few major sites. And much of the the historical research has 
been devoted to the identification of ruins with the place-names 
from the written sources. In other words, a type of research which 
has features in common with the so-caHed "Biblical Archaeology" of 
the Middle East. 

This is partly due to the mysterious fate of the colonies, but also 
a result of the academic environment in which the research was 
made. Thus the political conflicts between Denmark and Norway 
over Greenland In the 19th and early 20th centuries clearly 
influenced upon the research, and colored the interpretations. 
This and related questions will be discussed in more depth in 
Chapter 2. Still, some general statements can be made: 

FIrst of all, many historical and archaeological studies have had 
the declared aim of explaining why the colonies were deserted. As a 
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result, more sober studies of the culture and economy of the Norse 
Greenland Settlements have been less in focus. 

Second, Jette Aroeborg has drawn my attention to the fact that 
most writers have overstated the isolation of Norse Greenland. 
Hence features and events that appear "nannal" in Scandinavian and 
Icelandic history are often seen as evidence of isolation when 
observed in Greenland. An example may help to illustrate this: 

On the death of a Greenland bishop, it took from 3 t9 8 
rears before a new bishop was appoi~ted (the average is 
Just above 3 years, With one exceptIon, see the lIst of 
bishops in GHM III:896-897). Usually, this is used to 
demonstrate the infrequent contact between Greenland 
and Europe (N0rlund 67:38, Krogh 82a:142-143, see also 
Bruun 18:128). However, similar appointments in Iceland 
sometimes took 6 years (the average for Sk~lholt being 
between 2 and 3 years for ~ -the same period, sec Helgason 
25:256). By neglecting this comparison, the situation in 
Greenland appears to be more extreme than it really was. 

Third, the archaeological investigations have, with a few honorable 
exceptions, been concentrated to the major farmshes, such as 
Gardar, Brattahlid and Herjolfsnes. Thus our knowledge of the Norse 
Greenlanders is in many respects limited to their aristocracy. 

When I first entered Norse Greenland archaeology as a 
partiCIpant in the Nordic Archaeological Expedition in 1976, I 
sensed an uneasiness towards conditions such as described above. 

As time went by, the difference between the archaeological 
traditions of Greenland and Norway became increasingly apparent. 

So, during the work with this book, I have tried to tie certain 
bonds between the ' two traditions of research. The most obvious 
result of this is my presentation of the history of Norse Greenland 
research, in Chapter 2, and the introduction of literature which has 
been more or less overlooked in the discussion of Norse Greenland. 
An example of such literature is the extensive material published in 
connection with the Nordic Research Project on Deserted Farms and 
Villages. 

1.12 The purpose of the book: 
Originally, my intention was simply to make distributive analyses of 
the sites in the Eastern Settlement. This idea was . based on the 
obselVation that the ruins of the area represent a nearly complete 
example of a medieval rural settlement, well suited for spatial 
analysis. 

It was, however, impossible for me to reach valid conclusions 
from these analyses without taking some of the written records in 
account. Which in turn demanded that certain sources were to be 
analyzed from new angles. The results of these analyses suggested 
that our previous understanding of Norse Greenland society rested 
partly on erratic assumptions. I therefore desi~ned some tentative 
models of historic development and social orgaruzation, in order to 
see the results of my analyses in a wider perspective. 
Thus the range of investigation became considerably wider than I 
originally intended. And the purpose of the book had to be adjusted 
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accordingly. My aim can, somewhat ostentatiously, be expressed as 
follows: 

To reach a gene ral understanding 
organization of the Eastern SettlemenL 

of the social 

Al though such a statement is rather lofty and unsJ?ecific, it has 
still served its purpose as an ultimate goal. The practical work with 
the book has of course been based on questions of a more limited 
nature. 

The most important of these questions are as follows: 

- What do we know about the economic and political 
relations between Greenland and Norway? There is 
evidence that Norse Greenland was largely independent, 
and that the Norwegian king and archbishop had little 
influence . Attempts to introduce church reforms, and 
possibly even Norwegian Law. seem to have been 
resented. 

- What do we know about the secular and clerical 
adm.inistration of Norse Greenland? There are indications 
that Norse Greenland existed as a federation of chiefdoms. 
As the churches seem to have been owned by the chiefs, 
at least for the better part of the period, it is a likely 
assumption that the chiefs combined secular and clerical 
power. Attempts to reconstruct a parish system for the 
Eastern Settlement are made. 

- What do we know about the economy of Norse 
Greenland? It is a likely assumption that Greenland was 
dominated by a subsistence economy, with a limited import 
and export of luxury goods. There are no indications that 
Greenland ever entered the sphere of market economy 
which developed in Europe during the Middle Ages. Norse 
Greenland can, in many respects, be regarded as a Viking 
Period or Early Medieval type of society, more than a 
High Medieval type of society. 

- Wbat do we know about the ecological conditions In 
Norse Greenland? Several authors have argued that the 
Norse landowners induced an over-exploitation the 
pastures, and thus added to the effects of the colder 
climate towards the Late Middle Ages. These theories are 
criticized, first of all because the validity of the social 
models employed by these authors are questioned. 

- What do we know about the settlement development in 
the Eastern Settlement? Indications are found that the 
first settlements were wide spread, and with two types 
of ecological adaptation: An mner fjord and a mid-fjord 
type of settlement. The settlement density ' is generally low 
if compared to other regions, and the settlement 
distributIOn seems, with some exceptions, to correspond 
with the present distribution of the vegetational resources. 
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These and related questions triggered a series of analyses that are 
described step by step. 

The analyses are, 
already published, or 
libraries. 

with a 
material 

few exceptions, based 
generally accessible in 

on material 
archives and 

In order to make the book a useful tool for 
have taken much care in describing the research 
Greenland, in Chal?ter 2. This will also serve as a 
topics discussed later JO this book. 

future research I 
history of Norse 
reference for the 

To give the reader a general introduction to the subject, 1 
presented some geographical and historical summaries, below. 
few philosophical issues related to this research are also discussed. 

1.2 PHYSICAL CONDITIONS: 

1.2.1 Location., geography and fauna: 
The Eastern Settlement is generally accepted as situated on 
south·west coast of Greenland, in an area now comprising 
municipalities of Nanortalik, Julianehc\b (Qaqortoq) and Narsaq. 

have 
A 

the 
the 

More closely defined, it is an area of 15000 square kilometers, 

~
.ords and lakes included, stretching from Frederiksdal to Ikersuaq 
Bredefjord). The southern part of the Eastern Settlement, Ikigaat 
Herjolfsnes), lies on 60 degrees North, the same as Shetland, Oslo. 

rtingrad and the Gulf of Alaska. 
Another settlement area further north, around Ivittuut, is usually 

denoted the Middle Settlement. This name has no basis in the 
historical sources, but is used as a technical term. In most of my 
analyses, the Middle Settlement is included under the Eastern 
Settlement. 

The Western Settlement was located roughly 450 kilometers up 
the coast, in the GodthAb (Nuuk) area. See map PLATE 1. 

In June, the average temperature lfl Qaqortoq (Julianehc\b) is 9 
degrees centigrade. December is the coldest month, with an average 
of ·10 degrees centigrade. 

Today, the snow coverage in 
strong winds often sweeps the 
heavy snowfalls occur, leaving a 
of snow. 

the winter is usually 
ground clear of snow. 
ground coverage of 1 

scarce, and 
Occasionally, 

2 meters 

Modern sheep· farmers let their animals graze freely during the 
winter months, although heavy losses occur in cases of heavy snow. 

Land animals are rel at ively scarce, dominated by Arctic Fox 
(Alopex lagopus) and a numbel of birds, such as Ptarmigan (Lagopus 
mutus) and the Eider Duck (Somateria mollissima borealis). 

RelDdeer (Rangifer taraudus groenlandicus) in the Eastern 
Settlement is mentioned in a written source from the middle of the 
14th century (Ivar Baardson). Investigations of the re indeer 
population in Greenland indicate extremely strong fluctuations, and 
for long periods in history the reindeer has been extinct in our 
area. 

Sea mammals are, with a few exceptions, mainly available on the 
outer coast. 

The Ringed Seal (Pboca hispida) is dependent on ice floes for 
dens and rest, and can maintain breathing holes in 2 meters of ice. 

I 
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Heavy drift ice, however, will release migrations. They are available 
in many of th~ fjords, although the population is fluctuatin~ with 
the ice conditions. This seal was the major game of the lnmt, but 
seems to have been. ofless importance to the Norse. 

The ringed seal is the most important food for the Polar Bears 
(Thalarctos maritimus), and the population of bears tends to 
fluctuate with that of the ringed .seal. Both species follow the drift 
ice . from the East Coast around Cape · Farewell and to the 
JuJianehAb district 

The Harp Seal (pagophiJus groenJandicus) is migratory: - and the 
animals pass the South West coast of Greenland in May / June on 
their way to ' the Disko Area. In February / March they pass again 
on their return to Newfoundland. Together with species such as the 
Bearded Seal (Erignathus harbatus), the Hooded Seal (Cystophora 
cristata), and the Harbor Seal (Phoca vituJina), this seal seems to 
have been favored by the Norse. This indicates seal catching on the 
open coast by boat during the migrations, rather than ice hunting on 
the fjords. 

Qaq.ortoq (JulianehAb) in the Eastern Settlement is usually not 
accessible by boat during the spring- and summer-months because 
of the ice which drifts from the. east coast around Cape Farewell; 
while Nuuk (GodthAb) in the Western Settlement is accessible on a 
year-round basis. There are, however, considerable fluctuations in 
the drift-ice conditions. (From: AtJasMndbog over Gn~nland. 
Information on tI1e fauna mainly.laken from Vibe 67). 

1.22 aimatic history and vegetation: 
When the Norse settlers came to Greenland towards the end of the 
10th century. they arrived in the final stages of a wann climatic 
period dorrunated by shrubs and low trees, by Fredskild called the 
"Betula glandulos.: - Salix phase", 1900-1000 B.P. (Fredskild 73:132). 
The colonization thus took place in what is usually called "The 
Little Optimum", obviously a favorable period for navigation and 
settlement in Arcti~ regions. . . 

Precedins periods of warm weather must have generated fertile 
soils, whlch were protected from erosion by the . low lying 
vegetation. On the , basis of the location of Norse sites interpreted 
as "saeters" (shieJings) it has been suggested by this author that a 
birch forest in the Eastern Settlement extended to an altitude of 
about 400 meters, which is about the maximum elevation at which 
ruins are found (Albrethsen & Keller 86:100, see Section 4.2 below). 

Pollen analyses from the Jandnam (or first settlement) phase show 
that the shrub vegetation rapidly disappeared and was replaced by 
grass. Thus, the stored-up "capital" of wood for fuel and building 
purposes can only have lasted for a limited time (Keller 86:153). 

From the 12th century, the warm climate was interrupted by 
colder spelJs of increasing frequency. These were the early 
warnings of what is usually called "The Little Ice Age", which 
cuJminated with a glaciation maximum around 1750 (Weidick 82:241). 
The first severe cold spells seem to have hit the colonies towards 
the end of the 13th century .. see the curve in PLA TB 2, below. 

Th,e effects of temperature·variations on flora and fauna are 
quite complex: 

A cold period will create more ice in the Arctic Ocean. while 
increasing warmth will release masses of drift-ice which follow the 
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Denmark Strait south to Cape Farewell and up the west coast 
of Greenland. This lce~covered ·ocean has an influence on . the " 
migration of sea-mammals, and even on precipitation and land
temperature in \Vestern Greenland. This in turn has consequences· 
for animals like reindeer and ' ptarmigan, . and also influence upon 
the survival of domesticated animals like cows and sheep (Vibe 67). '. 

The occurrence of drift-ice observed north of Iceland indicates 
that there were . marked concentrations of heavy ice from 1250-
1350, followed by a short increase from 1450-1500, and then by a 
dramatic increase, which culminated towards the end of the 1800s 
(Lauge Koch 1945 from Vibe 67:96. Koch's tables has been 
criticized):Thus navigation, especially along the Eastern 

TEMPERA TURE 

Warmer 

1+--- X 

L-__ --'~ __ __l ___ __'_ ___ --'-___ ""__ YEARS A. D. 

1000 1100 1200 1300 1400 1500 

PLATE 2 

Variations in Ql8.isotopes in cores from the inland-ice. The curves 
cannot be converted to a temperature-curve. but indicate warmer 
and colder periods. Continuous line from Camp CentuIy in 
north west Greenland (from Dansgaard in Lamb 77:99). Dotted line 
from Dye-3 between Ammassalik -and Nuuk (from Dansgaard in 
Weidick 82:237). 

Settlement, was impeded from the later part of the · settlement 
period and for cen~uries to come, which effectively p~evented 
Investigative expeditions from entering the districts last inhabited. 

Paleobotanical investigations carried out in the Eastern 
Settlement indicate that the initial colonization . took place in · a dry 
period, continued through a succeeding wet period, and tenninated in _ 
a d'l' J'eriod. After the disappearance of the colonies a wet · period . 
prevade (from Fredskild 73:133). . " ., . 

, 
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1.3 lllSTORY . 

The history of Norse Greenla~d was not an isolated affair. It 
should be regarded in a Nordic, partly even a European perspective. 
To give the reader a background for the discussions to come, I have 
presented the major events in the history of Norse -Greenland, as 
they appear in the written sources. This is followed by the major 
theories of the extinction of the colonies. Finally, a summary of the 
history of the Nordic countries is given. 

13.1 A short summary of the history of Greenland: 
According to the written records, Greenland was settled from 
Iceland in the last decades of the 10th century. The population is 
estimated to have reached 3000-6000 people at its peak. By the end 
of the -15th century. the settlement had terminated. The main 
events of the "officlal" history- of Norse Greenland are presented 
below. 

Ca.985: Eric the Red arrived from Iceland with a colonizing 
party of 14 ships (Landnamab6k GHM 1:178, Eiriks saga Rauda 
GHMI:206). 

Ca. lOOO: Christian reli~on was introduced (Eiriks saga Rauda 
GHM 1:208, Historia NorvegIa 69:19). 

Ca. 1125: Aroald, the first Bishop of Greenland was ordained · 
(The Story of Einar SokkesSon GHM 11:672,676,680-685). 

1261: Greenland voluntarily became subject to the Norwegian 
King HAkon HAkonsen. Followed by Iceland 1262 - 64 (The Saga 
of HAkon HAkonson, GHM 11:774-779). 

1250 . - 1300: Europe . in' financial decline. Prices of silver and 
luxury items fell, food prices rose (Schreiner 48, Lunden 
78:73-98, KLNM XIII:444-458, Ulsig 84). 

1349: The Black Death reached Norway. Iceland was not 
affected (KLNM XIII:240). 

ca. 1350: . The . Western Settlement was reported to be deserted 
(Ivar Baardson GHM III:259 & J6nsson 30:29). 

1378: The death of 
~~~~~ in Greenland. 

GHM III:33). 

Alf, 
No 

Bishop of 
replacement 

Gardar, the last resident 
was ever sent (Icelandic 

1379: Attack by "Skrrelings" (neo-Eskimos), 
reported (GHM III:33). 

18 Norse casualties 

1402-04: "The Great Plague" in Iceland (Gottskalks Annaler, 
Isl.ann.:372, Gissel et al. 81:101,111, KLNM IX:106). 

1408: Last written report from Norse Greenland, concerning a 
wedding at Hvalsey Church (diplomae GHM III:145-158). 

I 
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Ca. 1450-80: European navigation to Southern ' Greenland 
indicated by garments of Eurofean design found in -. graves at 
Herjolfsnes (Ikigaat) (N0rlund 34:118. " . ,..". ",:"., 

. . j ' 

Ca. 1472: The Danish King Christiem" I sent an ' expedition to 
Greenland. On approaching the east coaSt, they were' attacked " 
by "enemies" in small boats. No contact with the .Norse 
settlers was made. --.l,'· .. I 

• 
1494 - 95: ''The Last Plague" in Iceland (Gottskalks Annaler, 
Isl.ann.:372, Gissel et al. 81:101,111, KLNM IX:I06). 

Ca, 1510: Erik Valkendorf, Archbishop of Nidaros, collected 
- material concerning navigation to and trade with Greenland. 

1510 - 1721: Greenland was visited by European whalers and 
explorers. In Denmark, Iceland and Norway, plans were 
discussed to recolonize Greenland in order to win the 
presumed pagan descendants of the Norse settlers for Christ. 

1721: Hans Egede landed in Greenland, thus beginning the 
modern colonization. He found no descendants of the Norse 
settlers that he was looking for. 

A xear-by-year account of the history of Greenland until 1830 is 
aVOllable in GHM 111:899-914, but a few sources that were 
discovered later are~ missing. Over·all views arc presented in Gad 
67,70 & 84, and Krogh 82a. 

132 Theories on the extinction: 
AS just mentioned, Hans Egede arrived in Greenland in 1721, and 
found no descendants of the Norse colonists. Since then, a number 
of theories have been forwarded to explain the extinction of the 
settlements. The theories can be classified into four main groups. (A 
closer discussion and references are given in Chapter 2). 

1. The dramatic theories: -
. Inuit tales about encounters with the "Kavdlunaqs" (i.e . 
"long-beards" = the Norse settlers) led to the theory that the 
expanding Inuit attacked the settlements and killed the 
inhabitants. 
- Written records from Iceland and Norway about the great 
plagues of the 14th and 15th centuries led to theories that 
tfie settlers perished after the Black Death or one qf the later 
epidemics. 

- Records about pirate attacks on Iceland and Greenland from 
about 1420 suggested that people had be~n killed or deported 
into slavery. . ,..' .~, 

2. Isolation: 

. The decreasing sailing contact with Greenland 
14th century must have lead to shortages 

·.1 ,'j ~ I)' 

from ) Ithe la e 'q 
of important 
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supplies. 

- Tbe nature of support from Norway has been discussed, 
suggesting lack of imported goods, such as food, especially 
cereals, lack of ships and timber, and the more obvious 
shortage of iron, as decisive. Navigation and trade was 
impeded by increased drift-ice as well as an assumed royal 
trade-monopoly. 

- Lack of priests, as well as of military support to fignt of the 
Skra:lings (Eskimos) have also been suggested as causes of 
decline. 

- Findin!l' based on the skeleton material from the churcbyard 
at Her)olfsnes (Ikigaat) led to the theory that the isolated 
populatIon had degenerated physically, and that their fertility 
decreased. . ..... 

3. Ecology: 

- The colder climate towards the end of the settlement period 
discouraged navigation in Greenland waters, thus adding to the 
isolation. 

- It . has been suggested that the colder climate lowered the 
carrying-capacity of the pastures and led to erosion. 

- Attacks from butterfly larvae are assumed to have stripped 
gre~t areas of vegetation. 

- Sand in the . lake sediments from the settlement period, and 
farms covered by aeolian sand, have been interpreted as signs 
of erosion of . the . fertile top-soil, and theories on , over
exploitation of the' pasture land have been forwarded. 

4. Structural conditions: 

- Descriptions of wbat land was owned by the . church has by 
some been regarded as evidence that most of the peasants 
were tenants. The landowning ~lite is believed to have 
accelerated the process of over-exploiting the natural 
resources for short-term benefits. In other words, that tax 
pressure and land rent was maintained at a hi~ level even 
after the colder climate bad reduced the productivity, and that 
the peasants were forced to . act against their better judgment 
in exploiting the land, thus. leading to an ecological ,risis. 

Generally speaking, the dramatic and monocausal theories explaining 
tbe extinction bave now been abandoned. It has become increasingly 
evident that any explanation .must take into account complex factors, 
and requires a wide range of historical, archaeological and 
environmental-analyses. 

The theories rnosC' beavily debated during the recent years 
concern the deterioration of climate and the over-exploitation of 
pasture land (points 3 and 4). 
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1.3.3 The Nordic countries up to 1500: 
Little is known about political organization in the Nordic countries 
before the 9th century. In Norway, archaeological material such as 
graves and hill-forts indicate that ~erri~orial ~nits of som~ size 
existed from the Early Iron Age (Sognnes 79, ' Myhre 87, Rmgstad 
87). Viking Period weapon-graves indicate . that the Gulating, the 
medieval Law District in Western NOIway, had its ~ roots in the Early 
Viking Age (Hofseth 81). 

Most probably, the aristocracy worked to establish political units 
on the combined basis of kinship and military force. The early 
Viking raids may be explained as attempts to finance such 
operations; the loot being intended for dowry, gifts and securing 
the loyalty of allies and soldiers (Keller 76:110, Bagge 86:163, and 
Section 9.3.2 below). 

Towards the 9th century. political events within the Nordic 
countries may have forced certain parties to settle abroad, resulting 
in the Norwegian kingdom of Dublin in 841, followed by the kingdom 
in . the Isle of Man, and the settlements in England (the later 
Danelaw), the Orkneys, Scotland, the Hebrides (Suder0yene) the 
Faroes, Shetland (Hjaltland) and Iceland (Graham-Campbell & Kidd 
80, Sveaas Andersen 86, Crawford 87, Henriksen 87). 

If the 9th century marked the be~inning of territorial 
consolidation, the 11th century brought Its fulfillment: In this 
period, Denmark and Norway developed into genuine but unstable 
monarchies. This brought about a process of inner consolidation 
that lasted till the end of the Civil Wars in the '-13th century. 
Towns developed together with a monetary economy, as well as 
military ors.anizations and later also tax systems. - -

The VIking expeditions to the west had, by this time, developed 
from mere raiding parties to a variety of pursuits, such as 
organized trade, peaceful colonization and - military conquests; 
undoubtedly a change that reflected developments ' at home. The 
colonization of Greenland towards the _ <end of the century was, in 
other words. an extreme but typical manifestation of the time. 

It should be noted that expansion abroad coincided with a 
settlement expansion at home. It is natural to explain this 
expansion as a result of demographic increase, but it may also be 
tied more directly to changing social and economic structures. 

During the 11th century, the Danish King Knud den Mektige 
(Canute the Mighty) established a short-lived North Sea empue, 
which included England, Norway and Denmark. The fact that the 
Norwegian King Magnns Olavsson "The Good" shortly after was to 
rule Denmark for a brief period may illustrate the instability .of the 
political situation. . . 

More important to our subject was the introduction of 
Cbristiamty. Although Christian missionaries had been active for 
centuries, the official conversion was brought about by the . ruling 
kings. The introduction of a monotheistic religion at this point was · 
hardly accidental. In Norway, the church was part of the royal 
administration until 1152 The king appointed the bishops. and men 
of the church served the king as writers and advisors. 

Durin$ the 12th and 13th centuries, . Denmark lost much of its 
power 10 the north and west, but gained control over the southern 
coast of the Baltic. The German expansion east of ' the Elbe brought 
about a lively trade with Denmark, and created an economic boon. 

In Norway, competing rivals to the throne brought about a period 
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of Civil Wars from 1130 to 1240. In the struggle, allies · and enemies 
shifted sides to promote their own interests. The confusion allowed 
Denmark to gain a formal (if not real) sovereignty over Viken (the 
Oslo Fjord refon) . around 1170. In 1193 the same area was attacked 
by "0yskjeggene , a group of lesser noblemen from the Orkneys. . 

For a period Norway was actually split in two. The "Bagler" party 
had su£ort from . the Pope '!l'd cl~rgy. They opposed against King 
Sverre 1177-1202), and over a penod of 20 years they controlled 
South ast Norway. On several occasions they attacked . Nidaros 
(Trondheim)' and they also burned Bergen in 1198. They elected their 
own kings, and Filippus came to rule Viken from 1207 to 1217. 

In , Denmark, a series of similar conflicts took place from 1259. As 
in Norway, -the peasants lost their previous influence on the king. 
whose power came to rest on a new class of noblemen and 
landowners. The, situation .was not brought under control until the 
reigns of King VaIdemar Atterdag (1340-1375) and his daughter 
Margrete. c 

In 1152 (53) a Church Province serving Norway and its tier 
islands ' was established in Nidaros (Trondheim). Somewhat 
surprisingly. Iceland and Greenland were placed under Nidaros, 
although they did not belong to the Norwegian kingdom until more 
than 100 years later. . 

From 1153, clerical administration and jurisdiction was introduced, 
although still under some influence from the king. The most 
cbaracterjstic feature" of : the medieval society, the separation of 
secular and clerical powerl · had been established. From thls time, the 
clergy can be said to be an independent social class. 

King Sverre Sigurdsson (1177-1202) actively opposed the new 
power of the church and even defied excommunication by the Pope, 
but in the long run the protest was futile. 

During the .reign of King HAkon HAkonson (1217-1263), the Civil 
Wars came to an end, and the Norwegian kingdom reached its 
greatest territorial . extent, including most of. present-day Norway, · 
part of Sweden (B~usliin, Hiirjedalen and Jamtland), and the western 
tier islands Man, the Hebrides, Shetland, the Orkneys, the Faroes, 
and finally also Greenland and Iceland, which came under Norwegian 
control around the time of his death in 1263. 

By the end of the Civil Wars, the peasants and the old 
aristocracy had lost most of their power to the king and a new 
class of squires and noblemen. Power was divided between the 
secular ~tal in Bergen and the clerical center in Nidaros. 

In ,a deal . to separate the secular and clerical power more 
profoundly was made, although it did not become effective until 
much later. The church won a series of concessions, such . as tax 
exemption . for the bishops, and a new system for payments of the 
tithe. . ' , 

By 1300 certain structural changes in .Norway were '., clearly visible: , 
The church owned 1/3 of the productive land, the king and 
noblemen 1/3, and the peasants and the town citizenry 1/3 
cOplbined. The ruling , classes thus owned 2/3 of the land. Taxes, 
land-rent and fines provided by the peasants bore the heavy costs 
of secular and clerical building activity in this period. 

11) ",,1266 King Magnus H4konsson Lagab0te (the Lawmendcr) 
reJinquished . Isle of Man and the Hebrides to the Scottish king in 
return " for . payment of an annual fee (The Treaty in Perth). This 
marked. ·a shift in the Norwegian sphere of Interest from- the 

vC 

, 
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Atlantic tier islands in -the west, towards Sweden, ' Germahy and (.~e· 
Baltic in the south-east: -',,.1 

The -fulfiIlment of this shift was_ marked when the ' tast 
independent Norwegian king for centuries, Hikon -- 5. Magnusson; 
moved the capital from Bergen to Oslo. . 

In 1319 a four year old child, Magl!us Eriksson (nicknamed 
'Smek'), inherited the Norwegian Crown and was elected King of 
Sweden. The Swedish-Norwegian Union had been founded, althOugh 
its start was not successful: The king's mother, Duchess Tq.geoorg, 
ignored all agreements and tried to win Scania from the Danes in a 
private undertaking_ This brought about a revolt from Norwegian 
noblemen in 1323, and much of the royal power was transferred to a 
"drottsete", i.e. kind of viceroy for Norway. 

The same year was to witness 'an event of importance to our 
subject: Due to conflicts between the Swedes and the Russians over 
Finland, Russia launched an- attack on Finnmark in Northern 
Norway. Peace was soon restored, but the conflict had later 
significance, as it allowed the king to draw from the crusade tax 
(the so-called six-years' tithe) intended for the Pope. 

In 1349 the Black beath hit Bergen and spread throughout the 
country, killing between one and - two thirds of the population. The 
plague thus took a heavier toll in Norway than in most European 
countries. 

The period that followed , was a complex one. ' Politically it was 
dominated by the struggles of different dynasties' to win power and 
create a Nordic Union. The Hanseatic League and northern German 
interests were also involved as important outsiders. It is sufficient 
in this connection to state that political interest centered around 
the Baltic, and that Queen Margrete succeeded in uniting Denmark, 
Sweden and Norway in the Union in KaImar in 1397, by bringing 
about the coronation of her relative Erik of Pomerania as king of 
all three countries. . 

Margrete's politics released a conflict with German traders in the 
Baltic, who established a band of pirates, the "Brotherhood of the 
Vitalines". They continued to harass the Nordic kingdoms until long 
into the 15th century. _ 

Margrete ruled until 1412. Denmark was the economic and 
political center of the Union_ Sweden was politicalIy Unstable and 
required most of her attention. Norway was poor and weak, and as 
such presented less of a problem. 

Under King Erik, important structural -changes look J'lace: Danish 
and German noblemen were installed ' in Sweden an Norway as 
secular and cl.erica! administrators and tax-collectors. The trade 
became increasingly concentrated to the towns. King Erik's politicS 
in the Baltic provoked a number of conflicts with the Hanseatic 
League and Holstein, and the Hansa·traders carried out a successful 
boycott of Bergen from 1427-33. Bergen was -even attacked by 
German pirates. the Vitalines or their successors. 

Such conditions, combined with pressures of increasing taxation 
levied to finance the war, set off a series of revolts. At .the same 
time, English trade expanded to Iceland and Northern Norway, -often 
combined with plunder and hostilities. "" " . . 

Around 1440, Erik was removed from power: In 1450, -DOnish 
Christiem 1st became King of the Union. The date marked ibe ' full 
establishment of Danish rule in Norway; from this te_a~ ' ",lr.-
documents ' were · written in Danish, and "Danes held pract1call~j au 
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important secular and. clerical .positions. His expensive attempts to 
keep Sweden within the Union, and to retrieve Schlesvig and 
Holstein, made him economically dependent on the Hanseatic 
League, who exerted a despotic control of Western Norway. 

He also pawned the Orkneys and Shetland to the Scottish king. 
They were never redeemed. . 

From about 1410 English traders took over the Icelandic trade. 
Under the rule of Christiern's son, King Hans (1483-1513), the 
position of the Hanseatic League in Norway was reduced, b~nefiting 
the Dutch and English traders. As a response to this, the Hanseatic 
traders cast their eyes on the Icelandic trade, which tbey came to 
dominate for a period. 

Around 1500 there were uprisings in Sweden and Norway, and 
Prince Christiem (later King Christiem 2nd) was sent to Norway in 
1508 as viceroy. He appointed his advisor Erik Valkendorf as 
archbishop; the first Dane to hold this position. 

But bY.this time, all contact with Greenland had ceased. 
(This . section has largely · been taken from: Andreas Holmsen: Norges 
historie. 1961, Edvard Bull (the younger): Nordmenn fer oss 1972, 
Norges historie, Cappelen, vo1. 2-4 1977, Norsk historisk atlas 1980. 
A review on the mtroduction of Christianity in Norway is given in 
Birkeli 82,) 

1.4 HISTORICAL MODELS 

1.4.1 The problem: . 
The historical narrative presented above is, in its way, a 
description of the setting in which the history of Norse Greenland 
took place. The comprehension of this setting is vital in order to 
corr~ctly interpret the historical and archaeological sources on Norse 
Greenland. 

During 'the work with this book, it gradually appeared that there 
was somethjng unsatisfactory in the conventional view upon this 
setting, at least in the way it has been presented in the literature 
on Norse Greenland. I therefore felt the need to specify some lines 
of thought that I find essential to the understanding of the subject. 

Below, these models of approach are presented, together with a 
theory which will serve as a basis for the discussions later in this 
book. This theory is not meant to serve as a preconceived idea, but 
rather as an alternative to the more established view upon the 
historical setting. 

The . Danish professor in History of Law, Ole Fenger, has 
described the use of such models as follows. 

"It will appear... that a theory or model is a necessary 
framework into which the different elements of the 
cultural and social body can be chained together and 
evaluated. An explanatory model of this kind is of course 
not independent. of empirical observations. On the 
,conttar:r:. all empliical data sh9Uld . confirm the model, or 
rather; It IS created on the basis of these data ... 

·i'l B . h ' " ut... t e extent of understanding that can be built 
upon these data alone may in fact be very limited, even 
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if the data are highly t.,,!stworthy. The . explanato!>' :'mollbl I ,.;~" 
extends beyond the empirical data. It IS .not hrruted·" to ; h 
these data, but will, on the basis of them, create a wider ~" ... 
understanding. ' c..' . -:t. \' ~' •• ..;."Jb 

As ' a model it is therefore not true or' false, tiut ·'~ 
hypothetical. But it will remain expeqient and opera~ive~~~~-j. ") 
not . ~nly as IO,ng as its consequences c.aD be te~ted :~'''l' . 
empIrIcally, for ' lDstance by new archaeolo~lca1 finds. but", T-~ 
as long as one may draw conclusions from It by means of ' . I , ~ 
the henneneutic method on a material of reason, such as ;' < • 

written records.' (Fenger 83:31, my translation). . 

1.42 The introduction of Christianity: • 
An official introduction of the , Christian ~eligion in Norway was 
attempted by some of the early kings, . such as H&kon 
Adalsteinsfostre 'The Good" (933 . 959), and Olav Trygvason (994- , 
999). The "official" conversion is usually dated to around 1020, 
under the reign of Olav Haraldson "The Fat", later denoted St. 
Olav. These attempts are referred to in . this book as "the royal 
mission sta~e"; . 

There IS, however, abundant evidence of a Christian influence on 
the Nordic countries before this time. The nature of this influence 
has been discussed. Much of the debate has been colored by the 
pietistic attitude of the authors (see for instance Sveaas Andersen 
77:191 on Rudolf Keyser). The simplified model that the early 
Christianity was a matter of personaf conviction, by Birkeli called 
"infiltration", while the later was a result of royal engagement, can 
partly be written on this account (see Birkeli 73:14, Holmqvist 75, 
Graslund 87:86). 

It has been said that in the Norse, pagan religion, the family or 
clan stood in a contractual relation to. the deity or deities. It has as 
a contrast been argued that Christianity focused upon the relation 
between God and each single individual, thus undermining the 
religious significance of kinship. This concept of the Christian 
religion has, however, more in common with 19th century Pietism 
than with Early Medieval Christianity. ' . . 

Another discussion ' concerned from where the Christian influence 
was introduced. Formally, the Nordic countries sorted under the 
Archbishop of Hamburg-Bremen, but the influence from England 
seems, in fact, to have been more penetrating. Also, a certain Irish 
influence has been noted. 

Little attention has been paid to the structural " differences in . 
Northern Europe in this connection: 

In the early Viking Period, Norway seems to have consisted of 
chiefdoms, which became loosely umted to a pro to-state towards 
the end of the 9th century. Leaders of kinship groups had political 
influence into the 12th century ' (see' Koht 21b). To the extent that 
Christianity was introduced before the royal mission stage, it was 
hardly done without the consent· of these leaders. M9st probably, it 
was done on their initiative. " . 

What Christian tradition would they have 'treen in contact 'with, 
during the 9th and 10th centuries? Through the Viking raids, they 
were acquainted with Christian ' Ireland as well as the kingdoms of I 
England and the more developed European states. . ~. t f 

IS it not likely that the Christian tradition in Ireland, which' 'had a' 
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social structure much like . thejr own, had more appeal to the Nordic 
chiefs than the Christian tradition of the developed . states, like that 
of Charlemagne? . 

I will argue later in this book that in Early Medieval Iceland and 
Greenland, the religious pOWt:(f remained with the · chiefs, even after 
the conversion. As such, the transition from paganism to 
Christianity may have caused . only minor structural changes in these 
societies. It is Dot unlikely that the earlier Christian influence in 
the Nordic countries followed a Similar {'attern. 

We know that the early Chnstian kin~s of the Nordic "countries 
modelled much of their religious administration upon the English 
Church. In other words upon a church in a society which 
structurally was not unlike their own, newborn kingdoms. 

King Harald Sigurdson 'The Hardruler" (1047 - 1066) opposed to 
the Archbisbop of Hamburg-Bremen and tried to model his church 
upon the ideals of the "Caesarpapism". an eastern tradition in 
which the church was submitted- to the secular power (Johnsen 
68:12). 

These events have their parallels in the preceding history of 
Central Europe, but it is possible to re~ard them from a different 
angle: Namely tbat the choice of a Christian religion was .not only a 
question of belief and conviction, but also of what Christian 
tradition could be integrate;d in the current social structure. 

What I want to demonstrate with this model is simply that 

1. By the time of ' the Viking Period, Christianity in 
Europe had taken on different shapes. 

2. The differences were not only the results of different 
lines of developmenL· Locally, Christianity was adapted to, 
and became a structural part of, the type of society in 
which it functioned. 

I will later argue that Iceland and Greenland maintained vital 
features of the social organization that had prevailed in the Nordic 
countries until the Early Middle Ages. And that the early Christian 
tradition and organization was an important part of this social 
organization. I will further argue that changes in the church 
organization could not be brought about without altering parts of 
the secular structure of the society. 

1.43 The autonomous church: 
The Norwegian Church Province was established in 1152 (53), after 
hard neS0tiations wil.h Cardinal Nicholas Brekespear, the 
representatIve of the Pope. The new church province was to count 
11. dioceses. Among. these were Iceland (Sk~lholt and H6lar) and 
Greenland (Gardar), . none of which were parts ' of the Norwegian 
kingdom at the time. . . 

(A treaty between Iceland and Norway from around 1020 granted 
the citizens of the two countries certain mutual rights. and 
Icelandic ships enjoyed a certain protection by the Norwegian king. 
But Ibe countnes were not united until 240 years later.) . 

¥' . ad~ition, .the province included · the Orkneys, Shetland and the 
Isle 'of .t Man, all of wh.ich . had . previously sorted under the 
Aichbishop .of J ork. . 
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The Norwegian historian Erik Gunnes has asked what price the 
Curia received in return for this extensive church province Ounnes 
70: 127). He has suggested that the most important question to the 
Roman Catholic Church at the time was what he has called the . 
triple demand of 'Iibertas ecclesiae' (freedom of the church), which 
was codified in the so-called Gratianus' Decretum from 1140/4l. 
These demands were as follows (narrated from Gunnes 70:128): 

1. Free election of the bishops, and a free disposition of 
the church buildings and -property. 

2. That the clergy should not have to participate in war 
(with certain exceptions), which included exemption from 
a number of taxes. 

3. A minimum of clerical jurisdiction. 

There is evidence that the Norwegian kings (the brothers 0ystein, 
Sigurd and lnge Magnuson) to a great extent gave way to these 
demands by granting free elections of the bishops, and by giving up 
the royal churches (Gunnes op. cit. 132). And by 1170, the church 
had been granted further pnvileges, including the abolition of the 
proprietary church system. 

This was, still according to Gunnes, the price the Norwegian king 
had to pay to receive a church province this extensive. 

This releases a constitutional question of vital importance to 
Icelandic and Norse Greenland history: 

Could the Norwegian king(s) at this time give promises 
concerning the church organization on behalf of Iceland 
and Greenland? · 

As these countries were not parts of the kingdom at the time, the 
answer in NO, especially as we know that the church organization 
in Iceland differed consIderably from that of Norway until a series 
of church reforms were released in the late 13th century. 

The important consequence of this conclusion is that the church 
organizations of Iceland and Greenland were little affected by the 
creation of the Norwegian church province in 1152(53). 

Amald had been created the first Bishop of Greenland, in Lund 
(which at this time belonged to Denmark) in 1124 (The Story of 
Einar Sokkesson, GHM II:683). This was, in other words, too early 
for the demands made in the Decretum of Gratianus of 1140/41, 
although the ideas behind this work had been conceived before this 
date. We have no reason to believe that Greenland subjected to such 
demands ori this occasion. 

According to the saga, Arnald was reluctant to take the position 
because "the Greenlanders were difficult folks" (GHM loc. cit.). It 
was nearly a standard in medieval texts that an appointed bishop 
exposed his reluctance, and we may assume that the .entry 
concerning Arnald carries little historic information (Magnus 
Stefansson pers. comrn.). 

It may of course be suggested that the entry indicates that ~' 
Greenland deviated from the Mother Church at the time. If so, it is '" 
unlikely that it refers to the historical reality, but demonstrates .tHe ' 
ecclestastical conditions at the time when the story was written 
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down. . 
In the 1260ies, Iceland and Greenland became subjected , to the 

Norwegian king. Logically, this should imply that after 1264, it 
became the responsibility of the king to fulfill his obligations 
towards the church for the new parts of his kingdom. 

Still, we have little evidence that the king took independent 
actions to this effect. When the conflict around the proprietary 
church . system arose in Iceland in 1269, the case was handled by 
the archbisbop, with the king's representatives as bystanders. 

In 1275 a new Ecclesiastical Law was passed for SkAlholt, and in 
1354 for Hoiar, bringing the church organization in Iceland more in 
line with that of Norway. This undoubtedly had serious 
consequences for the former chiefs and landlords in Iceland. 

Still, the very dramatic descriI?tion of the situation presented by 
Bjom Thorsteinsson on the situatIon in Iceland around 1280 is a bit 
of an overkill: 

-"At the time of Bishop Ami (ThorlAksson) the Icelandic 
church-chiefs (i.e. chiefs and former church-owners, my 
comment) became a class of royal vassals, who rented 
church property from the bisbop. The archbishop retained 
the richest churcbes and their property ... 
The clergy became a privileged class with its own 
jurisaiction . and an autonomous . economy, while the chiefs 
were deprived of income by the million, and in some cases 
bad to give up their manors." 
(From Thorsteinsson 85:99, my translation.) 

Althoufth fascinating. the description must be considered incorrect 
(M.gnus Stefansson . pers. comm.): A great number of the Icelandic 
churches remained in private custody throughout the Middle Ages. 

I will later argue that attempts of similar church reforms were 
directed towards Greenland in the same period. 

Consequently, it is reason to believe that the chiefs of Iceland 
and Norse Greenland had considerable religious power until the 
church reforms of the 13th century; for Greenland perhaps even 
longer. 

This has implications for our view upon Norse Greenland society 
far beyond the aspects of church history. 

1.4.4 Two historical models and a basic theory: 
Although the suggested explanations to the desertion of the Norse 
Greenland settlements have been diverse, the historical views of the 
different writers have, in certain respects, shown a surprising 
conformity. . ' 

Most writers hav.e, implicitly, or explicitly, assumed that the 
Bishop of" Gardar, and hence the Roman Catholic Church, 
represented the dominating power in Norse Greenland, politically, 
economically and s~~i~ualfY. And further. that the secular power, 
represented '. by the . , in most pr.acticai respects were lacking. In 
othe~ ,,<ords, that the traditional balance between secular and 
clerical power known from European medieval . history had been 
seriously disruptea. '.. . . 
. ,Norse'" Greenland "has," in' other words. ~ been regarded as a High 
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Medieval society, although an atrpical one. It IS my opinIOn that 
this model does not pay sufficient attention to the problems 
discussed in the preceding section. 

An alternative to this model is to regard Norse Greenland as an 
essentially Viking Period / Early Medieval type of society. 

This idea is partly based upon the interpretation of certain 
sources as evidence of attempted church reforms in Greenland 
around the 1270ies and the 1340ies, as suggested by Jette Arneborg 
(Arneborg 84 & 88) and myself. This is discussed late r in this book 
(Chapter 8). 

An Early Medieval type of society would lack the characteristic 
features of a High Middle Age society: A central authority, a 
military organization, towns, artisan production and a market 
econ?m~ with coined money, and an independent church 
orgamzatIOn. 

As far as I can see, Norse Greenland lacked all these 
characteristics. Hence, it appears to me that the concept of Norse 
Greenland as a Viking Period / Early Medieval type of society may 
be more rewarding than the more traditional view. 

I will therefore present the following basic theory: 

L The Icelanders must have had a significant influence 
upon Norse Greenland. and it IS a fair chance that the 
social organization of the two countries had certain 
common features. 

2. During the so-called "free-state" period, Iceland was 
not a true state, but rather a federanon of chiefdoms. It 
is likely that the social organization of Greenland also 
consisted of chiefdoms, probably with a common "ling" or 
central council. 

3. The economies of both countries 
stratified with certain feudal traits, 
directed towards subsistence production, 
and a market economy probably never 
Greenland. 

were probably 
and basically 
Coined money 
developed in 

4. Both countries seem to bave maintained an early type 
of church organization, probably related to that of 
Norway before 1152. pOSSibly even with certain Celtic 
features. It was probably a system well adapted to their 
social organization: Chiefs and free peasants controlled 
the local churches and enjoyed a considerable influence 
upon spiritual matters. 

5, The submission to tbe Norwegian king pr,obab!y 
released demands to change the church organizatJon In 

line with that of Norway proper. in accordance with the 
ideals of the Gregorian Church Reform. 

6. Cbanges in the church organization would have 
brought about severe changes to the social structure of 
Norse Greenland. It is a possibility that the Greenlanders 
put up a successful opposition to these reforms, and hence 
won a reputation for paganism. 
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7. Resentment towards the demands of the king and 
church may have discouraged further engagement from 
Norway? and hence have contributed to the isolation of 
Greenland in the Late· Middle Ages. 

The material and analyses presented in this book are hardly 
adequate to give conclusive evidence of all the points in this 
theory. The different analyses are considerably more modest in 
tbeir aim. But the interpretations of tbe material and the analyses 
are l'artly dependent on tbe understanding of the bistoncal 
conditlons in whicb they are situated. And I have, as previously 
noted, found the traditional Vlews upon this setting little rewarding. 

The concept of Iceland and Norse Greenland as the "last resorts" 
of tbe social organization of the Viking Period should not be all 
that controversial, even if the morc romantic motifs for the idea are 
omitted. And the theory presented above does, in my opinion, offer 
a better explanation to the historical and archaeological material 
than the mor:e traditional ones. 

The reader should be aware, however, that the discussions of 
material and analyses in this book are made with several 
possibilities in mind. The theory should therefore not be regarded as 
a preconceived idea on behalf of the author, but .rather as an 
attempt to find a historical model with the best possible explanation 
of tbe data. 

1.5 THEORIES AND PARADIGMS 

1.5.1 The problem: 
Althou~ a great many of tbe books on Norse Greenland show a 
surprismg conformity in their attitude to the history, the writing of 
this history is by no means as straightforward as it may seem. 

One thing ·is to be able to state what happened, which is no easy 
task in itself. Quite another proposition is to state why it 
bappened. 

So far, neither of these questions have been answered 
satisfac.tory. On the contrary, cause and effect have often been 
confused, making it virtually impossible for tbe reader to 
distin~b between observed facts and explanatory theories. 

Th15, in a way, is not surprising: The description of a society as 
complex as that of medieval Greenland would be difficult from any 
angle, even if. the . necessary historical documentation were 
available. The naiure of tbe description would depend on the 
author's philosophy and the paradigm he uses, just as may be 
observed .in descriptions, of our o~ society. . 

This .;· problem :· does not: disappear just because the historical 
material 'is incomplete. But · fragmentary data ,. tends to leave the 
field open to theoretical conjectures. , Thus a . certain discussion of 
the theoretical basis for an analysis of Norse Greenland society is 
required. ., ,., 

r. , ..... 

I 
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1.52 Selection of data: 
The archaeology of Norse Greenland does not, of c~urse. represent 
an objective collection of data. The excavation sItes were not 
selected at random, nor were they intended to be. And if we look 
at the scientific material presented in the different publications, we 
may find it equally subjective. 

On the contrary, excavation sites as well as scientific . analyses 
were chosen according to the angle from which the excavator 
approached the material. 

I must at this time emp~asize that I do not believe in 
objectivism, in archaeology or 10 any other social science, but we 
must be aware that the angle from which a society is studied also 
determines in what field explanations can be found. 

It is, in other words, not simply to state that different 
approaches reveal different aspects of a historic "reality". Not only 
are the finds and texts dependent upon our interpretation to 
become data. The historic "reality" is equally dependent upon our 
own concept of such a reality. A background for this attitude may 
be found in the complementary principle of the Danish physicist 
Niels Bohr (1885 1962), and in hermeneutic theory (as modestly 
discussed in Keller 78:81-90). 

In the following, I will discuss different angles from which the 
material of Norse Greenland may be approached. While doing so, I 
will give a short review of certain paradigms and terms. 
I must admit, however, that I have not been able to follow a single 
paradigm throughout this book. The critical comments below must 
therefore be regarded as warnings to avoid certain pitfalls, 
and not as a wholesale rejection of the paradigms in question. 

1.53 The descriptive approach: 
The colonization of Greenland in 1721 began as a quest to find the 
descendants of the Norse settlers. As all hope of finding the 
descendants alive vanished, the quest continued as historical and 
archaeological research. 

This led to a type of research that was totally dedicated to one 
problem. After the first surveys In Greenland had proved futile, 
research was directed towards the written records. One attempted to 
solve the problem by analyzing history. Not until the 20th century 
did it occur to scholars that archaeology could provide an answer on 
its own. And even then was the archaeology, together with climatic 
and biological research, regarded mainly as a supplement to the 
written history. 
It is therefore not surprising that Norse Greenland archaeology, 
with a few exceptions, has been plainly descriptive: Typical for 
these "descriptive' archaeologists is that their explanatory theories 
are almost consequently based on non-archaeological material: 
Butterfly larvae, lack of trans-atlantic contact, genetic degeneration, 
climatic deterioration, overgrazing of pastures, etc. 

Analytical work was confined to the written sources, and the 
most Important task was to identify place-names of the texts with 
existing ruins in the field. In other words a Nordic version of the 
"archaeology of the Bible". 

In relatIOn to the main problem, of explaining the termination of 
the colonies, this must be regarded as barking up the wrong tree. 
Even if all the place-names of the texts were to be identified, what 
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new knowledge could be . gained? As far as I can see, there are but 
few important problems in the texts that could be solved by locating 
the geographical setting for the events described. 

The descriptive angle must therefore be regarded, not as a 
consciously chosen me.thod to solve the special problems of Norse 
Greenland, but as the product of the specific tradition in 
Scandinavian archaeology at its time. 

This tradition was dedicated to sober, neutral research, focused 
around chronology. Its ultimate goal was to state what and when, or 
as it was often _ said: The aim of archaeology is ' to describe It' series 
of events as accurately as possible. The word why is seldom 
mentioned. . 

But ·the disappearance of the Norse colonists is definit.ely a "why" 
question" and as such somewhat outside the descriptive paradigm. We 
must, in . other words, conclude that the descripuve angle is useful 
for supplying archaeological information, but it is not an analytical 
tool. 

15.4 The ecological approach: 
We know that · the Norse colonization of Greenland took place 
during a warm climatic period (The Little Optimum), and that cold 
periods occurred with increasing frequency until around 1700 (The 
Little Ice Age) (Weidick 82:238). 

Jbis knowledge, is not .new, and is recorded in medieval sources 
(Koch 45). . . 

It . is .therefore quite n.atu~al to discuss th~ e~ects of a cli~ate 
detenoratlOn 'when the extmctIOn of the colomes 15 to be. explamed. 
The Norse colonies of Greenland existed on a basis of husbandry in 
an area otherwise dominated by arctic hunters. 

Were they, like unwanted guests, only allowed a short stay in an 
ecosystem otherwise unsuited for husbandry? 

Did they ruin the basis of their own existence through over· 
exploitation? . . 

These and similar questions have dominated the recent discussions 
(McGovern 81 & 85, Krogh 82a: 181-183). The questions are 
interesting, and may even lead to convincmg answers. There is, 
however, a danger that . this approach may lead to ecological 
determinism. 

During the later decades anthropology and archaeology have been 
dominated by . ecological functionalism (see authors like Julian 
Steward, Leslie White, Marvin Harris, L. R. Binford, David L. 
Clarke, Michael Zubrow, and in Scandinavia Stig Welinder). 

According to , this p~radigm, _ human societies are regarded as part 
of; and · adapted to, the . eco-system .of their habitat. Harmony can 
only be obtained by creating a balance between . the society · and its 
enviro"nm~nt. · . 

'C. 

• t JH .. l 

:"" "' 1 
lfod .... 

"Culture .. .is essentially a homeostatic device, a 
conservative influence ensuring the change in 
the system will be minimised. It is a flexible 
ada~tive mechanism which allows the survival of 
socIety desl'ite fluctuations in tbe natural 
environment." (Renfrew 72:486) . 
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Seen from this angle, culture is reduced to '3 technique of , 
adaptation, where cultural cha'nge primarily is initiated by a non 
eqUIlibrium (Binford 72:431). . . -' 

The problem with thIS view ' is that cultural change is most easily 
explained as a result of an imbalance between society and 
environment, either as the effect of demographic pressure, o~ as 
the result of environmental changes (Welinder 77, 79 & !t6). . . 
Cultural change is, in other words, a response to negative feedback 
from the ecosystem. 

In Norse Greenland archaeology, this is most clearly deseribed ' by 
McGovern, Bigelow and RusseH, who argue that the outbreak of the 
Little Ice Age created a negative feed-back in production which the 
landowners failed to interpret: A successful response, such as 
lowering the tax and the land-rent, was rejected for the purpose of 
short· term benefits. This external pressure forced the tenants to 
over-exploitation of the pastures, leading the colony to its final 
erises. (McGovern 1981, McGovem et. at. 1985). 

"We must consider not only the nature of the 
external stresses that seem to have·' killed 
Norse Greenland, but also the reasons for that 
society's selection of ultimately unsuccessful 
responses" (McGovem 81:423). 

One typical problem in this connection is to ' what extent Norse 
Greenland should be regarded as a closed ecological system. The 
size and nature of the input to and output from the system in 
tenns of import and export is obviously . ~n essential factor in the 
ecological model of Norse Greenland. McGovern, who is quoted 
above, is clearly conscious about this (McGovern,.· pers. comro.). This 
is also one of the reasons why I have spent so much energy in 
analyzing the question of export in the 14th century (Section 8.3)_ 

There is also a danger that such models may prove deterministic 
if the explanations are sought in the ecological sphere alone. 
Especially if the social and political elements of the society are 
regarded purely from an eco-functionalistic point of view. . . 

As an example of a human ecological model I have selected an 
illustration by Stig Welinder, PLATE 3"(below): 

This is, of course, not to say that the ecological approach is 
immaterial in the study of Norse Greenland. On the contrary, the 
consequences of the climatic deterioration towards the Little Ice 
Age are obviously important, especially for a society as isolated and 
vulnerable as Norse Greenland. '1 

Indeed, ecological analyses will be . made ' later in this book, and 
the consequences of the climatic change will' be" discussed. 

The- theory introduced ' in Se'ction 1.4.4 (above) does, .however, . 
represent a direction of approach which is somewhat different from 
that of McGovem and Bigelow. ., 

I. '. 

1, 
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PLATE 3 

Elements in a human ecological system, regarded as two co· 
systems (the big circles), each containing four sub-systems (the 
small circles) one of which is shared. From Welinder 86:18. my 
translation. 

Thus Norse .Greenland is not regarded as the victim of a center
periphery relation, but as a highly autonomous community. Meaning 
that any decision leading to ecological stress must have been oT 
local making. Admittedly. Norse Greenland's resentment towards the 
interventions . from the king and the church in the 14th century must 
have contributed to further isolation, as would the breakdown of the 
Norwegian trade on Iceland in the 15th century, but these events 
can hardly explain the total extinction of the settlements. An 
ecological analysis of the later part of the settlement period may 
provide a better explanation to the final desertion. 

My main objection towards the ecological approach does therefore 
not include the investigations of the climate and the carrying 
capacity of the pastures. What I criticize is the interpretation of the 
historical situallon, and the tendency to regard the social and 
political organizations as more or less adaptive devices. 

To reach a deeper understandmg of the structural relations in 
the society. other paradigms must be employed. 

..' • • I • , • ". . 

:. .' 

155 The materialistic approach: 
Norse Greenland bears, in spite of its marginal setting, certain 
characteHstics of ' the medieval society. Admittedly, it lacked towns, 
and most probably also a military organization. but otherwise the 
ideological and so~ial organization were derived from Europe. 

It was a stratified society. and even if coined money probably 
had little relevance within Greenland. the overseas trade and part of 
the tax system was, . at least partly, directed towards a monetary 
economy. 

This, combined with the natural subsistence economy on the local 

I 
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level is typically medieval. n' r 

It may therefore be questioned to what extent Norse Greenland 
can be regarded as a closed economic unit. It had an economic 
input and output towards Europe and 'would, inevitably, "feel the 
effects of political and'economic changes abroad. . 

But how strongly did such changes influence Greenland society? 
Most authors seem to agree .that Greenland, because of ilS- isolated 
position, was extremely vulnerable to changes leading to reduced 
communication. But more complex analyses of the economic and 
political situation have not been undertaken. Such analyses 
obviously require an analytical paradigm in clarifying more complex 
relationships than that of environment. . 

A common concept in structuralistic and Marxist theory is {he 
understanding that the structures of a society may have other 
functions than those clearly apparent. Often another, inner 
structure is hidden. 

The inner structure can be revealed by analyzin~ what effect the 
overt structures have on each other. Thus the rehgious structure of 
a society is not regarded as separate from the economic structure, 
but is evaluated on the basis of its effect on the latter, and vice 
versa. See the illustration in PtA TE 4 below. 

social 

infrastrcture 

forces 
of 

P1uction 

relations 
of 

production 

juridico
political 

ideological 

means 
of 

production 

PlATE 4 

organization 
of 

production 

Principles of the Marxist social model (from Friedman 
Friedman explicitly mentions that 'There is nothing implied 
hierarch10ther tban a set of functjonal distjnctions." " .. 

74:445). 
in this 

> 
. "" ."'" -~ " 

The danger represented in this example" is that, if regarded ' from an"" 
economic angle. the religious structure may be reduced to an ", 
ideological tool for economic purposes (Olsen 84:93). ' " 
This, of course, is just another type of functionalism, but with 
economy as the point of departure, instead of ecology. . "e 

More important is Marx's concept of the : ~:~'(~ci:~~ 
between the different structures of a society. A 
divided in two: -~ !i 
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1. An infrastructure (the economic basis), .conslstIng of 
substructures sue):! as relations of production (including 
environment and resources). forces of production (consisting 
of factors like technology and labor force). and organization of 
production (meaning social organization in a general sense). 

2. A superstructure (also called the cultural superstructure). 
consisting of juridico-political and ideological substructures. 

The structures are both autonomous and interdependent, and 
accordin~y. have contrasting relationships to each other. 
It 'is Important to be aware that nothing is implied in this 
hierarchy other than a set of functional distinctions (Friedman 
74:445). 

Cultural or social change is exp!ained as the result of conflict 
between the different structures_ lO a society, or between the 
infrastructure and the superstructure. Contrary to ecological 
paradigms. change can be explained as resulting from conflicts 
within the society itself, and not only as an effect of imbalance 
with the environment (see Olsen 84:70-97). 

A flaw in Mantist theory. however. has been that the ecological 
environment (representing the resources) often has been seen as 
insignificant. This has been criticized by several authors during the 
later years, and a great variety of new theories have developed from 
the traditional materialism: An interesting example is presented by 
Friedman and Rowlands. They ar~ue that the ecosystem represents 
constraints upon the different levels of sOCIety: 

"From 'ecosystem up is a hierarchy . of constraints which 
determine the limits of functional compatibility between 
levels - hence their internal variation. This is essentially 
a negative determination since it only determines what 
cannOt occur ... 
· ... relations of production... organise and dominate the 
entire process of social reproduction and determine its 
course of development within the limits of functional 
compatibility between levels. When these limits are 
reached breakdown in the system is immanent." (Friedman 
and Rowlands 77:203-204). 

Friedman and Rowlands are basically concerned with social 
~volution, and not with devolution (which . m.ay be an important 
issue as rega~d~ - G-r~eniand)' ~nd ' their :theories . imply an upgrading 
of the importance of the social structure versus that of the 

/

' environment as rega rds social evolution. In a way, they try to 
. combine materialistic and ecological theory . 

~~:rXnoiiie'r 'c'on~~~z{ " 'of ';'ttiese auThors' is the ~xtent ot" the social 
, ~tem: 
Id"ol,.. ,. . 

,. Ofl". ' . k' 
~' , ••• we . must ta e . mto account that reproduction is an 

ho. . area! phenomenon in which a number of separate social 
t • '.' .units ~re linked in a larger system. As production for 
( j.O exchange seems to be a constant factor in evolution we 

I • must . ileal with a system larger than the local political 
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unit, whether it be a tribe or a state. if we are to 
understand its conditions of existence and transformation. 
This is all the more evident when dealing with later 
developments in which production within the local society 
does not correspond to the conditions of that society. 'In 
such cases 'external' relations must necessarily be 
considered." (op. cit. 204). 

Evidently, an application of these thoughts to Norse Greenland 
archaeology will demand a close scrutiny of the "external relations", 
Le. the relations to Iceland and Norway. The nature and degree of 
contact with these countries are, in other words, just as important 
under a materialistic paradigm as under an ecological one. 

1.6 CONCLUSIONS 

From what has been discussed above, it should be obvious that the 
selection of material and the choice of analytical methods depend 
heavily upon what paradigm is employed. And it is equally obvious 
that the selected paradigm will influence upon the answers of these 
analyses. 

Also. I have demonstrated some weak spots in the most common 
paradigms employed in Norse Greenland research, but without 
rejecting the paradi~ as such. ' .. 

In the summanes and models presented above, I have made use of 
a great variety of literature and data, produced by numerous 
authors of different backgrounds. Accordingly, I have had to employ 
terminology and concepts from a broad variety of traditions and 
paradigms. . 

This may appear confusing to readers expecting a clean cut 
theoretical approach on my part. Personally, I find that this type of 
writing is ineVitable in the kind of work presented here. 

The purpose is, after all, that of summarizing the present 
state of knowledge about Norse Greenland. 

And further, to explain how this knowledge came abouL 

Finally, to link together a logical chain of argument, 
based on this knowledge. In total, it is an attempt .to 
create a synthesis in a field with an extremely wide 
range_of data types. 

One basic idea behind this book has been to e:<'ploit · the ·potential 
of the ruin-group population for distributive studies. These st4dies i 
represent an opportumty to discuss certain aspects of the ecological rl 
adaptation of the settlement. This will, in other words, give, us somc[q 
bearings upon the economic basis of Norse Greenland society, if we 
choose to star in the materialistic terminology. 

The studies also make it possible to discuss certain 
features, such as the extent of parishes and possibly 
chiefdoms. Which in turn has bearings upon the ' 

Christian Keller (1989) The Eastern Settlement Reconsidered. Some analyses of Norse Medieval Greenland.  University of Oslo, Unpublished PhD Thesis, 372 pp.



50 

superstructure of the society. 
But these analysis can only reveal aspects of the society, like 

spotlights iIluminatmg details of a huge building. A holistic analysis 
is still far away. 

Another basic idea in this book is to regard some of the written 
records in the light of Norwegian history in general, and Nordic 
church history in particular. The written records reveal only 
fragments of Norse Greenland history, and it is difficult to draw 
general statements from these fragments. 

Still, it is obvious that most authors have regard ea' Norse 
Greenland as a High Medieval type of society, characterized by the 
differentiation of secular and clerical power. 

This idea is present, but never articulated, in most 
interpretations of the written sources . And hence , the 
interpretation of the archaeological material has followed suit. 

I will. as a contrast, argue that Norse Greenland society was less 
developed, and featured a social organization that best can be 
compared to the Viking Period and Early Medieval Nordic societies. 
Norse Greenland probably never acquired the characteristics of a 
state (or a kingdom at that), but should at best be regarded a 
proto-state, much in line with the so-called Icelandic "free-state", or 
commonwealth as some writers denote it. Personally. I prefer to call 
it a federation of chlefdoms. 

This is, obviously, a socio-economic approach. perhaps with a 
tinge of social structuralism. ' 

But Norse Greenland was also subject to harsh climatic conditions 
and changes, which it would be foolish to ignore. And the resources 
available in the. different districts were highly varied. A phenomenon 
like the settlement pattern may, in other words, reflect social 
organization as well as ecological adaptation. 

One of the main subjects in this book is, however, ideological. 
The Greenlanders" assumed resentment towards the reforms demanded 
by the Roman Catholic Church and the Norwegian king is a 
religious and ju'ridical question, but with bearings on the social 
structure of the society. 

This may in fact be the froblem in a nutshell: Norse Greenland 
society became a product 0 its cultural and natural environments. 
and It is our task to interpret the results of this process. And it is 
in fact possible that Norse Greenland was deserted because of an 
extreme conservatism, or to use the ' ecological tenninology; because 
of a negative feedback to changes in the political and ideological 
environment. 

In the attempt to analyze this situation, I make use of 
descriptive techniques, ecological. analyses -as well as dialectic 
a,eproaches. This may a?pear confusing _ to the reader expecting 
"loeological purity", ·but It is, nevertheless, deliberate. The great 
variety of sources demand, in my opinion, a holistic approach, and 
an attempt to create a synthesis. . - . 

But this syntheSiS cannot, in my opinion, be obtained by an 
isolated analysis of Norse Greenland. It must also fit with the 
historic picture of the surroundinl! world. I have therefore tried to 
pl~ce Norse Greenland in a wider, histoncal setting. 

OH , 

Jhn, 1 
1" .:11;i. 
I ?, "I 

"1 ) 
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