THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA UA CAMPUS
_| University Libraries REPOSITORY

Of sagas and sheep: Toward a historical anthropology of social
change and production for market, subsistence and tribute in
early Iceland (10th to the 13th century).

Item type text; Dissertation-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Ingimundarson, Jon Haukur.

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © isheld by the author. Digital accessto this

material is made possible by the University Libraries,
University of Arizona. Further transmission, reproduction
or presentation (such as public display or performance) of
protected items is prohibited except with permission of the
author.

Downloaded 7-Dec-2015 21:59:12

Link to item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/187180



http://hdl.handle.net/10150/187180

INFORMATION TO USERS

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI
films the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some
thesis and dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may
be from any type of computer printer.

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the
copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality
illustrations and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins,
and improper alignment can adversely affect reproduction.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete
manuscript and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if
unauthorized copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate
the deletion.

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by
sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand corner and
continuing from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps. Each
original is also photographed in one exposure and is included in
reduced form at the back of the book.

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6" x 9" black and white
photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations
appearing in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly
to order.

A Beil & Howell Information Company

300 North Zeeb Road. Ann Arbor. Mi 48106-1346 USA
313:761-4700 800.521-0600






OF SAGAS AND SHEEP:

TOWARD A HISTORICAL ANTHROPOLOGY OF SOCIAL CHANGE
AND PRODUCTION FOR MARKET, SUBSISTENCE AND TRIBUTE
IN EARLY ICELAND (10TH TO THE 13TH CENTURY)
by

Jon Haukur Ingimundarson

Copyright (© Jon Haukur Ingimundarson 1995

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the
DEPARTMENT OF ANTHROPOLGY

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
For the Degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY
In the Graduate College

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA

1995



UMI Number: 9534686

Copyright 1995 by
Ingimundarson, Jon Haukur
All rights reserved.

UMI Microform 9534686
Copyright 1995, by UMI Company. All rights reserved.

This microform edition is protected against unauthorized
copying under Title 17, United States Code.

UMI

300 North Zeeb Road
Ann Arbor, MI 48103



THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA
GRADUATE COLLEGE

As members of the Final Examination Committee, we certify that we have

read the dissertation prepared by Jon Haukur Ingimundarson

entitled 0f Sagas and Sheep: Toward a Historical

Anthropology of Social Change and Production

for Market, Subsistence and Tribute in Early

Iceland (10th to the 13th Century)

and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation

requirement for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy

E Q@SMQQQI\A 2z AV\C C}{

ard N. Henderson Date
Thomas-K. Park Date
Wﬁ%’\ Z’LA’“-{ (¢
Hermann Rebel Date
\

%/‘U' 6}\‘"’“ 22 AXWNT l‘ﬁ\.'
John W. Olsen Date
/

Rk 71 Nz, 2. A 3
Robert M. Netting 0 Date

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon
the candidate's submission of the final copy of the dissertation to the
Graduate College.

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my
direction and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation

requirement.
o & Fc)mf’z

WY\) u/\ Thomas K.

Dissertation Director Par
Richard N. Henderson Robert M. Netffing

272 Ac«;h\/p 1994

Date




STATEMENT BY AUTHOR

This dissertation has been submitted in partial
fulfillment of requirements for an advanced degree at The
University of Arizona and is deposited in the University

Library to be made available to borrowers under rules of the
Library.

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable
without special permission, provided that accurate
acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for permission
for extended quotation from or reproduction of this of this

manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by the
copyright holder.

SIGNED: (/]“V M Ozzgfmmddmn/



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

My research was funded by the U.S. National Science
Foundation (Division of Polar Programs, Arctic Social
Sciences Section; Arctic System Science Program; Global
Change Program, Human Dimensions Section), the Icelandic
Science Foundation, and the University of Iceland Research
Council. This dissertation was in large part written under
a Weatherhead Fellowship at the School of American Research,
Santa Fe.

Major thanks to Gisli Palsson (Iceland), my first
mentor, and to my valued colleagues Tom Amorosi, Tom
McGovern (Hunter) and Dan Vasey (Divine Word College), as
well as other collaborators in NABO. I thank the people who
facilitated and took part in my research in Svalbar3shreppur
and at Hvanneyri Agricultural College. I am most grateful
to Porsteinn Steingrimsson, Jéhann Jésepsson, the farmers at
Svalbard, Magnis Oskarsson, Bjorn Porsteinsson, Anna G.
bPorhallsdoéttir, Magnus Jénsson and Olafur Dyrmundsson.

I can not thank my dissertation committee members
enough. In their unique ways--as teachers, critics and
supporters--Richard Henderson, Robert Netting and Thomas
Park (dissertation co-directors), Hermann Rebel (history
advisor), and John Olsen (archaeology advisor) have all
contributed to my career and development as an
anthropologist and historian, and have aided my eclectic
attempts to analyze and link together disparate sources in
the making of this dissertation and more. As I "turn in" my
dissertation work, I realize that we have earned each
others' friendship.

Many have contributed in some way to my work, including
Ellen Basso, Catherine Besteman, Paul Durrenberger, Sherry
Curl, Prainn Eggertsson, Mary Hancock, Helen Henderson,
Pormédur Jonsson, Tessie Liu, William Miller, Kirin Narayan,
Mark Nichter, Astrid Ogilvie, Joe Parkhurst, and John Welch.

This dissertation is testimony of the strong faith and
support that I have received from my family. To them, who
are as glad and relieved as I am, I say hjartans pakkir--to
my dearest parents, Arnheidur and Ingimundur, to my sisters,
Heida and Runa, to Heida amma, Eirikur, Vange and Earl, and
to my aunts and uncles. I thank my friend, sworn brother
and cousin, brostur Eysteinsson, for our continued
brainstorming together and for being there for me always.
May our lives and careers always be intertwined.

Finally, I express my deepest gratitude to my wife and
soulmate, Cynthia Hogue. Without our mutual love and
intellectual exchange, and had she not been ahead of nme
following her own brilliant career as a poet and scholar,
this dissertation would not have been written. I trusted no
one but her with my first drafts, and she did all she could
to improve my anthropological writing.



This dissertation is dedicated to
the loving memory of my mentor Bob Netting,
an extraordinary teacher
and a sorely missed friend



TABLE OF CONTENTS
ABSTRACT...Q..O.Q-.o.oo-.o..o'ocnonuovc.-lcsooooo-oncoc

CHAPI'ER 1: INTRODUCTION0.0cQo-‘-0.0000000.-ooooo.no.oo.

Notes on my field ethnography and farmer
infomants ® 9 & 0 0 09 OO C O S QO 0PSO T OO OO OO OSSO OO S E S SDS

The Icelandic Commonwealth: A brief account of
history and documentary SOUrcCeS....cceoceeccccccccs

Dissertation objectives and outline...cecececcecces

CHAPTER 2: A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE AND CURRENT
PERSPECTIVES ON PRODUCTION AND CLASS.cececesscscccscnsns

On procurement strategies and ecological and
climatic change.....ccoseerscescesacscasosssscssnns

The class systems and modes of production..........

The question of production and trade....ccceeeeecee

CHAPTER 3: INTENSIFICATION AND DISINTENSIFICATION IN
MDIEVAL ICEIANDIC FARMING‘....'..‘O...I........'......

Current assumptions, old contradictions, new
questions.l..‘.............‘..0.....'...I..........

Means and levels of intensification in livestock
production. Towards a model of a 'dual farming

economy'00..o..oo.ooo‘ooooooooooou.ooo.o.ooo-ono.ao

Margir geldingar gamlir ("many old wethers"):
Intensification-step one, for increasing wool

Yieldco-n...-ooo--cu.-.'oo.n-o.oocnooo.o.oa..o.oo-'

Er lodnar, lembdar og érotnar ("ewes in fleece,
with lambs, and well sustained"):

Intensification-step two, for increasing wool

yieldoocoouo.-.-n--..a.c.o-lo‘noo.-.o.oo;o.o.oo.ooo

Many cows and finished suckling lambs (dilkar):
Intensification-step three for increasing wool

Yield--...-....----o.--...---oo..-......---o.o.o-oo

11

13

22
36

42

42

44

52

57

59

62

64

69

78



TABLE OF CONTENTS - continued

Concluding remarks: Caprine neonatals, and changes
of climate, ecology, and market...ccceeevccecccceas 92

Notes...l'.............I-....Q...............O..... 97

CHAPTER 4: 'SECONDARY EXPLOITATION' OF LIVESTOCK IN
NORTHERN FARMING, AND THE QUESTION OF ENGLAND AS A
COMPARATIVE QSE-..........-...‘..’....l.I....I.....Q.. 98

Notes...'.I'I....'......-.-.l.‘.l.l'...."'..O.I... 120
CHAPTER 5: RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION AND REPRODUCTION IN
EARLY ICELANDIC COMMONWEALTH SOCIETY.eeeccccccocscossss 121

The chiefdoms of the merchant-farmers: a theory.... 122

Social memory in the family sagas of mercantile
relations of production and reproduction........... 131

Notes ooooooooooooooooooooooo e o000 v 0000 es s 00000000 144

CHAPTER 6: THE SAGA OF BJORN CHAMPION OF HITARDALE..... 146

Bjarnar saga Hitdzlakappl.ceeseeecascecvesccssecesass 149
Episode one.....'........".'...'..'........'.. 149

Episode two....o0.ooooucuconcoct.o'tcooo.....I. 153
Episode three..--.............-...o.-......---. 160
Epilogue.o.o.o..loonoo-o.oﬁc.o.o'q.'noooooooooo 172

CHAPTER 7: THE ENTANGLED, SERIAL PROMISE OF A FIRST
MARRIAGE. ON EPISODE ONE OF BJARNAR SAGA HITDALAKAPPA.. 173

CHAPTER 8: A BILATERAL MARRIAGE OF TWO MEN AND A WOMAN.
ON EPISODE TWO OF BJARNAR SAGA HITDAIAKAPPA......cec... 192

CHAPTER 9: A GOLD RING ON A BLOODY HAND. ON EPISODE
THREE AND EPILOGUE OF BJARNAR SAGA HITDELAKAPPA........ 242



TABLE OF CONTENTS - continued

CHAPTER 10: "THE COLLAPSE OF THE COMMONWEALTH," AND

OTHER QUESTIONS CONCERNING THE DEVELOPMENT OF A

TRIBUTARY MODE OF PRODUCTION AND COLONIAL-STATE

FORMATION. ctcetecesescsssccnsncoscsncocsncannocs eeeceaes 332

REFERENCES....o LI IR IR L B IR B BB IR I B 2K B B IE K I K BE BN B BE B AR B R I I AL N N ] 336



ABSTRACT

Research on medieval Iceland--focusing on the period of
the Commonwealth, from the establishment of the National
parliament of 36 chiefdoms in 930 to submission to the
Norwegian King in 1264--generally assumes a perennial
subsistence economy, neglects the significance of trade, and
lacks focus on changes in farming systems and tributary
relations. This dissertation deals with the formation of
chiefdoms, communities, ecclesiastical institutions and
state, and with production for market, subsistence and
tribute in early Iceland in the context of climatic change
and ecological succession. Based on the integrative use of
narrative, legal and economic documents, and archaeological
and ethnographically derived data, it is argued that foreign
markets and domestic credit exchanges were key to productive
relations and land tenure and farming systems prior to 1200.

The dissertation describes 1) chiefdom formation in
terms of the economic rule of merchant-farmers, 2) the
integration of a broad-based subsistence economy supporting
specialized sheep production and yielding surplus wool for
export, 3) freeholder production intensification in the
context of mercantile activity, 4) disintensification and a
change to a farming system emphasizing sheep reared for
efficient milk and meat production, 5) the rise of rent

tenure, communal property rights, and tributary systems in
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contexts of developing ecclesiastic institutions and
colonial relations with Norway.

The sagas are examined to show how trade enterprises
were facilitated through class, transmissior of property, a
cognatic ego-centered kinship system, marriage, fostering,
and household networks. An extensive analysis of Bjarnar
saga Hitdelakappa reveals changes in the modes and means of
production and shows the saga employing symbolism relating
to marriage and kinship that reflects successive formation
of different institutions and professional careers, as well
as historically transforming links between Iceland and
Norway, secular and ecclesiastical authority, and wealth
accumulation and succession.

A new model is proposed for looking at the 'secondary
exploitation' of livestock and for characterizing levels and
means of intensification and specialization in Northern
farming. This model is applied to evidence from England

pertaining to the period from Iron Age to the 15th century.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Early Iceland confronts social scientists, due to its
extensive narrative and normative literature, with a unique
opportunity to study frontier colonization, the formations
of chiefdoms and state, and economic intensification and
disintensification--on an island where no indigenous people
previously existed and where climatic and environmental
changes were crucial. Practical and cultural ties to Norway
and Norse colonies on British isles, where most of the early
settlers originated, remained strong yet transformed in
critical ways.

My dissertation deals with social-cultural change and
systems of production and exchange in medieval Iceland in
the context of foreign and domestic exchange, climatic
change and ecological succession--focusing primarily on the
period of the Commonwealth or Freestate (bj6dveldid), from
the establishment of the National parliament of 36 chiefdoms
in 930 to submission to the Norwegian King in 1264.
Furthermore, it contributes to the broad study of Medieval
settlement and its impact on landscape resources on the
islands of the North Atlantic.

Scholarly research on early Iceland--from Settlement in
the late 9th century to the late 13th century, when Iceland

became part of the Norwegian kingdom-~is marked especially
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by interest in modes of consciousness and of political
power, not least with respect to feud, conflict management,
legal categories and moral codes. It lacks the focus on
subsistence, market, and tribute production, and it
generally assumes a perennial type of "natural subsistence
economy". It is therefore underestimates the significance
of domestic and foreign trade, involving the export of wool
products, and lacks the systematic analysis of tributary and
tenure relations, as they developed in conjunction with
changes in farming methods and other economic procurement.

Attempting to remove a relative blind spot, I
conducted ethnographic and library research on farming
systems in Iceland and employed an historical-comparative
method for examining medieval economic documents, previously
overlooked, or for analyzing them in new ways, informed by
interpretive approaches of cultural ecology, political
economy and symbolic anthropology. For interpreting
medieval documents and zooarchaeological assemblages, as
well as developing hypotheses on changing farming systems, I
interviewed and shared my documents with farmers and
agricultural scientists in three farming communities,
conducted workshops, and employecd a careful understanding of
intensified livestock production in the 19th and 20th
centuries.

With my dissertation I hope to contribute

methodologically in the development of a historical
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anthropology (including archaeology), by employing
ethnographic method and research on farming systems in the

analysis of Medieval documents and procurement systems.

Notes on my field ethnography and farmer informants

I conducted ethnographic, historical, and
ethnoarchaeological research in Svalbar3shreppur, a sparsely
populated commune in Northeast Iceland, during the summer of
1988 as part of the "Icelandic Paleoeconomy Project" led by
Thomas H. McGovern and Thomas Amorosi (CUNY) and co-
sponsored by Gisli Palsson, University of Iceland and
Gudmundur Olafsson, National Museum of Iceland. I worked
with a survey team that accompanied a zooarchaeological
research group excavating a midden at Svalbard in
bPistilfjoérdur. We investigated ruins, landmarks, and
procurement sites, and I elicited from farmers their
thoughts on different configurations of resource
exploitation since the late 19th century, after which market
and household incentives radically changed. Farmers were
shown or given copies from the detailed early 18th century
land register, or Jardabok 1703-1712 (Magnisson and Vidalin
1913-43), Eirikur bormédsson's (1970) work on the

Svalbardshreppur settlement history, bréun Byggdar i

Svalbardshreppi i bistilfirdi, and various other historical
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readings and documents.

As the survey team's ethnographer, I took walks with
farmers on their land, interviewed them over coffee, and
recorded their memories of and analytical reflections on
past and present economies--settlement patterns, land use,
and production, including the problematic integration of
various incentives, opportunities, and restraints, relating
factors of ecology, labor, and market. Diverse topics of
economy were discussed, frequently concerning the works and
lives of informants' parents and grandparents, and their
neighbors. I recorded narratives as well as descriptions
and analysis concerning the structure, function, location,
and historical moments in ruins; strategies and units of
production, ecological parameters, and resource variables;
changes in the uses of land and sea; the uniqueness of
production strategies for each farm; inter-regional
cooperation, conflict, and exchange; interdependence, and
relations with regions outside the study area; the
treatment, new and old, of resources consumed and discarded.

My fieldwork experiences in 1988 molded in critical
ways my approach for looking at the medieval documents, and
my discussion with the farmers provided me with crucial
answers, both leading up to, and supporting my hypotheses on
medieval social and economic change. I hope that my
dissertation will show how fruitful it is to integrate

ethnographic, historical, and archaeological information
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through access, not only to indigenous farmers' memories,
but also their critical analysis and dialogic inferences.

I feel an obligation to identify my informants in
Svalbar3shreppur and my relationship to them, define the
historical and geographical areas of my research, and
discuss my informants different modes of reflecting on past
economies and settlement.

Svalbardshreppur is perceived as inhospitable in terms
of its climate in the Icelandic context. 1Its history is
marked by expanding settlement after 1830, when the
heidarbili (interior settlement sites; ancient mountain
dairies) were re-occupied, and then by emigration to Canada
of about one third (113 individuals) of the municipal
population in the period 1874-1893, when the heidarbili were
already being abandoned.

The coastal region that we surveyed for ruins comprises
the northern part of Svalbardshreppur between Svalbard and
Ormarslén. The farmers at H6ll in Presthélahreppur, the
first farm to the west of Svalbardshreppur, and
Gunnarsstadir were also interviewed along with the farmers
in our survey area. The region between the two rivers,
Svalbardsa and Ormarsda, represents a single leitarsva®i (an
area in which a single group of men search for and round up
their sheep in fall). Although emphasis was placed on
surveying sites along the coast, transhumance and

exploitation of the interior, as well as relationships
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between main-farms on the coast and dependent-farms further
inland, were discussed.

My chief informants in Svalbardshreppur are mostly male
and older, and most of them having lived throughout their
life at the farm where they presently reside. These farmers
are:

Sigtryggur Porlaksson (b. 1928), Svalbard
Porldakur Sigtryggsson (b. 1955), Svalbard

Gudjoén Kristdorsson (b. 1917), Savarland

Pérarinn Porvaldsson (b. 1909), Vellir

Eirikur Kristjansson (b. 1945), Borgir

Vigdis Sigurdardéttir (b. 1954), Borgir

Karolina A. Jakobsdoéttir (b. 1918), Kollavik
Kétill Bjorgvinsson (b. 1909), Kollavik, Borgir (earlier)
Karl S. Bjorgvinsson (b. 1921), Krossavik I

Jéhann Oskar Jésepsson (b. 1911), Ormarslén
Porsteinn Steingrimsson (b. 1911), Héll

Sigridur Joéhannesdéttir (b. 1926), Gunnarsstadir I
Sigfuis A. Joéhannsson (b. 1926), Gunnarsstadir I

Farmers at H6ll, Svalbard, and Gunnarsstadir knew me
briefly by name before I visited them during the summer of
1988, but none of the other farmers did. However, some of
my informants discovered that they were related to me,
however distantly, while all of them were able to place me
in a genealogical line from my great grandparents who had

been farmers at H6ll. Some also knew of my grandparents and
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many were able to tell me stories about my distant
relatives. It may be important to note that I felt as if my
informants were teaching me about people and practices of
the past while perceiviang me as someone who shared many of
their highlighted interests. Many young people who were
brought up in Svalbardshreppur have been leaving it in
recent decades, to live elsewhere, perhaps visiting
occasionally. I was not one of these people, while my
grandparents had been among the young people who left in the
1920's. But it was as if I had been reinvited, because of
the intense interest that I showed, to learn about my past--
the lifeways to which I had, in a sense, owed my existence.
I was here showing interest in the work and lives which most
of the young people appeared to be leaving behind entirely.
It now looks like three or four of the eight farms that I
regularly visited will be entirely abandoned within the next
ten years.

Repeatedly, the interviewing process evolved in such a
way as to invoke different discursive "“wvoices" of
communicating about the past. Each farmer expressed a couple
of distinctive modes of thinking, thinking off, and thinking
about history, and for reflecting on past and present
practices, while the ethnographer's suggestions, driven by
his interests, affected the elaboration of, and the
articulations between, these modes. Gu3mundur Olafsson,

archaeologist at the National Museum of Iceland, had pointed



18
out to me that generally when people are asked to report on
the ruins (ristir) on their farm they will only think of
those that may be many centuries old, from the distant "old"
Fornéld ("ancient time") or "“Saga Age."

I also noted among my informants a tendency to report
structural remains that they consider "“old", i.e. that which
predates present oral histories or life stories and about
which people have no knowledge, or know about from literary
sources only. Structures which were used in the 19th
century, during the lives of grandparents, are usually not
expected to be seen as important by historians and
archaeologists. I encountered these views in Pistilfjordur
upon my initial visits with farmers, as I introduced myself
and the crew. Several farmers asked if we had come to
follow up on the few references that are made to the
Pistilfjérdur region in Landnama and Islendingaséqur. [In
another vein, we were asked jokingly if the crew was going
to bring Svalbardsméri (a ghost buried on the fringes of the
midden at Svalbard) back from the dead.]

Upon my first visits, farmers took me on a walk around
their land to show me "important ruins" (merkilegar ristir)
and often portrayed to me (with important exceptions though)
a glorified past in an ancient mythical time, also appearing

as an atemporal state, and a reified Other world, referred

to as Fornéld or Soéquold. Old (gamalt) didn't necessarily

mean "important" (merkilegt), however: Some structures that
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we looked at could be considered old because of the fact
that they dated back to unknown ancestors, or farm-
occupants, but they were easy to explain and strongly
resembled recently build or "known" structures.

Upon my initial visit with Jéhann Jésepsson at
Ormarslén, he commented enthusiastically at the extensive
cluster of ruins and man-made depressions in Husavik, saying
that, while he knew nothing about them, "this must have been
a real hamlet, back in antiquity" (Hér hefur bara verid
heilt borp i fornéld). Porsteinn Steingrimsson at Ho6ll
referred to the Huisavik remains by saying that "many more
people must have lived around here in 'Saga Age' than there
are now." He showed me Porsteins saga hvita which tells
about events happening on a shielling (sel) which was
located on the heath to the southeast of HO6ll. He claims to
know exactly where the ruins from this mountain dairy are
located and thinks that by the extent of them, there may
have been a "real farm" at one time. It appears that in
Iceland, settlement was more dense during the Commonwealth
Period than it turned out to be in Early Modern Times, up
until the 19th century. But I am here concerned with
describing my informants' objectified notions of Otherness
in antiquity.

Once it had been suggested that the ruins located next
to each other had been built and used during separated

moments in history, my informants made a shift over to a
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different and analytical mode of thinking about the "old"
structural remains. When looked at apart from being
clusters, most of the individual structural remains seemed
less likely to have been inhabited by people, while several
other functional possibilities came to our minds. As
farmers helped me infer as to the functions of structural
remains, they described the effective environment, recounted
changes in ecological conditions and reflected on their
childhood memories, including what their parents and
grandparents had told them. They reconstructed common
practices and particular events of the past and framed it
within present landscape, which to a degree had been
transformed by erosion and construction of hayfields, walls,
and ditches. The ancient had been demystified and could be
explained, in part, by the familiar and by envisioning an
imaginary historical moment as well as the lives of
significant ancestors who have passed away.

When an unusually wet, windy and cold summer had ended,
I had some 250 pages of edited notes, the result of many
long evenings spent editing and rewriting my fieldnotes from
the days spent on the farms, and into which I incorporated
historical document material. I used my fieldwork data--
integrated with information from other historical,
ecological-settlement, archaeological and population
studies~-in order to reconstruct economic activities in the

19th and early-20th centuries (Ingimundarson 1989). But my
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ethnographic interviews and field-research also offered me
the opportunity to build an understanding of modern and
historical farming systems in Iceland, and to formulate a
problem-oriented approach for analyzing modes and means of
production during the Commonwealth era.

When I revisited these same farmers in the summer of
1990, we were able to discuss my attempts to reconstruct
18th and 19th century procurement systems and land use
patterns in their region, as well as my hypotheses
concerning the characteristics and transformations in
farming systems during the Commonwealth period and into
early modern times. Then, in 1992 and 1993, over a total
period of three months, I stayed at Iceland's Agricultural
College Hvanneyri in Andakilshreppur, Southwest quarter,
where I did research in the most complete library on
Icelandic farming, and interviewed agricultural scientist
and farmers on the matters of my historical research.

At three meetings--held by The Scientific Society of
the Agricultural College Hvanneyri, Borgarfjoérdur Rotrary
Society, and Borgarfjérdur Kiwanis Society--I gave a
presentation and organized discussions on the topic
"Subsistence production, market production, tribute
production: Changing modes of exchange and strategies of
rearing livestock in medieval Iceland." Furthermore, at
three Icelandic centers for agricultural research, including

Hvanneyrir Agricultural College, I collect and analyzed
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historical documents and scientific reports concerning sheep
and cattle production, thus augmenting the results from my
earlier ethnographic research--necessary for interpreting
the changes in Medieval configurations of livestock, tenure,

and land use.

The Icelandic Commonwealth

A brief account of history and documentary sources

Medieval Icelandic society was fairly literate since
aproximately 1100 when people began writing down laws,
genealogies, religious works, and historical works in the
Icelandic vernacular. Among the important historical works
are Islendingabék ("Book of Icelanders") written by Ari
bPorgilsson about 1130, and Landnamabdk ("Book of
Settlements"), perhaps also originating from the early 12th
century, but written as we know it in the mid-i3th century.
Among other critical historical works is Heimskringla, the
history of the kings of Norway, which was written in the
early 13th century by the author and chieftain Snorri
Sturluson.

The oldest sections in Gragas, the collection of law
and proclamations from the Commonwealth period, date to the
early 12th century in terms of their writing. Gradgas

contains among all sorts of stipulations valuable
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information on production units and administrative cells,
annual scheduling of economic activities, regulations for
transmitting property, rights and obligations of
ecclesiastical institutions, management of communal
property, and the terms of land tenure and land use.
Jonsbék, is the lawbook introduced in 1281, but this
collection also contains the modified land reform laws of
1294, 1305, and 1314. Jarnsida is the name of the law code
which served from 1271 to 1281, after annexation by Norway.
Otherwise, most of the medieval economic and normative
documents which this dissertation uses are compiled in
Diplomatarium Islandicum--the collection of Icelandic and
foreign documents such as written deeds, letters, commercial
agreements, judgments, separate proclamations, and lists of
legal currencies, prices and wages.

Turning to the primary narrative documents, the
Icelandic family sagas (Islendinga soégqur) and the Sturlunga
sagas were largely written in the 13th century. The former
comprise about one hundred sagas, including over forty major
sagas (soéqur) as well as shorter stories called pzttir. The
family sagas recall or construe 9th-11th century events,
people and circumstances. Sturlunga sagas, also called the
"contemporary sagas" (samtimaségur) are a collection of
stories and historical accounts which concentrate on events

from 1230 to 1262).
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Early Icelandic society has been called “"The First New
Society" (with respect to historical Europe) and has been
seen as a "fragment society" and a "new nation" (Tomasson
1980). There were other chiefly societies with mixed
maritime and farming economies established by Norse people
during the Medieval Warm Period from 800 to 1000 on the
islands of the North Atlantic, but those islands thus
colonized were already occupied by people. Irish monks or
hermits (papar) had sailed to Iceland perhaps as early as
the 8th century, but the history of permanent settlement
seems to have begun in the 870's. Most of the settlers were
Vikings from Norway and the Norse colonies on the British
Isles who brought with them cattle, sheep, horses, pigs,
geese and seeds of grain and grasses, as well as slaves of
Celtic origin.

Icelandic climate and environment is and has
historically been relatively unstable. Severe winds and
cold, heavy snow, drift ice, volcanic ash and gas, and
earthquakes posed a major threat, as did epidemics in
livestock (S. PoOrarinsson 1974). The climate was, however,
relatively hospitable during the first 3-4 centuries of
settlement, which saw the end of the "Medieval Warm Period."
We might say that the very severe last two decades of the
13th century mark the beginning of the so-called "Little Ice
Age," the period of irregular cooling in the North Atlantic

which lasted into the 19th century. Still, there were years
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and decades of severe weather and sea ice before the end of
the 13th century which, according to annals, had
catastrophic effects on landscape, people, animals and
vegetation. The first strong indication of harsh climate
come in the 1180's and through the first decade of the 13th
century, then severe seasons occurred sporadically in the
third, fifth, sixth and seventh decade of the 13th century
(Ogilvie 1991, 1984).

When the first human settlers arrived, land was widely
forested with birchwood and scrubs, uplands were covered
with brushwood and heather and some lowlands were covered
with grass. It is estimated that about half of the
island's area, or 40,000 square km, was covered with
vegetation, whereas today half of this area has been
deprived of vegetation and soil (Fridriksson 1988, 1972).
Ecological succession is much marked by over-exploitation of
the environment due to human habitation: A positive feedback
process is evident where wood cutting, forest fires and
grazing of domesticated animals together with worsening
climatic conditions and periodic volcanic eruptions lead to
vegetation decline and soil erosion (Bergbdérsson et al.
1987; S. Pboérarinsson 1974; Pb. Pérarinsson 1974; H. Bjarnason
1974) .

The Icelandic population is frequently estimated to
have been around 60,000 in 965, as high as 104,000 in 1100,

around 40,000 in 1404, and 40,623 in 1785 (see Tomasson
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1980:58). Reduction in the population size after the
Commonwealth period may significantly reveal the
deterioration of economic and climatic conditions. It also
reflects the consequences of epidemics--such as the plague
in 1402-1403--which frequently occurred with natural
disasters, such as the Lakagigar eruption in the 1780s.
Anthropometric studies suggest that mean body height
decreased overall following the 12th century, but according
to Jon Steffensen's research changes in body height show
curious strong positive correlations with changes in
temperature (1975:426-433).

Scholars do not agree on how to characterize the
Icelandic Commonwealth in term of looking at social
stratification and mode of production, but they do concur
with respect to the periods which immediately precede and
follow it, that is, periods which my dissertation does not
specifically deal with: On the one hand during "the Age of
Settlement" (Landnamstiminn; 874-930), there was a large
scale domestic production among large households based on
extended kinship relations and slavery. On the other hand,
in the late 13th century a peculiar kind of tenant system
had developed, which, I will discuss later, showed
characteristics of both feudal and prebendal
characteristics.

Society during the Commonwealth period (930-1264) is

often described as affluent and as having included many
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freeholders, of which 4560 were thingtax-payers in 1095, but
3812 in 1311. Excavations reveal that houses were on the
average bigger than in other Norse settlements, and bigger
than they became in the late 13th century (Magnisson
1980:194)

For many the Commonwealth period is the Golden Age of
Icelandic history, the period of the "Freestate"
(Pi6dveldid, literally "the Nation power/reign") prior to
submission to the King of Norway. The settlers and their
descendants formed several regional assemblies (ping, thing)
as was common in Norway, but by the year 930 they had
established a national parliament, called albing, which held
its meetings at the site of Alping in southwestern Iceland.
All free male farmers could attend albing with their
relations for two weeks in June if they owned a certain
minimum amount of property, that is, one cow per adult
member in their household. Those farmers paid special
"thing-assembly tax" (pingfararkaup) for those among thenm
who attended as their representatives.

Alping was the center of legislature and jurisdiction,
but "executive powers" and actual administration of the law
were left with the various courts, which the chieftains
(godar) were responsible for. Courts were held at "spring
assemblies" (vorbping) in twelve places around the country,
and again in the fall at "autumn assemblies" (haustbing, or

leid). In 965 "quarter assemblies" (fiérdungsbing) were
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established, one in each quarter of the country. Much
attention has been given to the elaborate legal procedures
as the different assemblies concerning various feuds and
reconciliations. But the assemblies were also the locus
where economic activities were organized and prices and
econonic transactions where negotiated and authorized.

Thirty-six chieftains constituted loégrétta, the
legislative body at alping, the national parliament. Nine
of them ruled each quarter assembly and three each spring
and autumn assembly. Each chieftain took with him two
representatives (bingmenn) from among freeholders to alping
each year. A supreme court (fimmtardémur) was established
in 1004, as well as an office of a law speaker
(légsdgumadur), who was the chairman of légrétta and was
officiated for three year periods. The chieftain's
residencies were somewhat evenly distributed over the
country. Each held an office called godord, a chiefdom or
chieftaincy which was a mixture of private property and
public office. It could be sold, transferred through
kinship, inherited through kinship or circumstances, or
acquired by force. It could also be shared. Gragas, the
law book of the Commonwealth, states that the godord is
"authority and not wealth." All thing-assembly tax payers
had to be associated with a particular chieftain, but they
could according to the law choose and change their

affiliation.
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Godord seem to have been associated with heathen-
temples of the 0ld Norse religion Asatri and some ancient
manuscripts make mention of a temple tax, but the authority
of the chieftains rested on strong kinship and alliance
networks. The political and economic function/authority of
chieftains and prominent, wealthy farmers--both referred to
as hofdingjar ("aristocracy," "noblemen") in the sagas--was
not shaken when alping decided to make Christianity an
official religion in the year 1000, at a time when most of
Norway had been Christianized but not solidly unified.
Prominent farmers built their own churches for the
surrounding community and the priests appear as their

servants. Tithe (tiund) was introduced in 1097 as universal

tax amounting to a yearly payment of one percent of all
dept-free property, except church property of course. This
revenue was to be distributed in equal parts for the
maintenance of the bishop, the needy/poor (purfamenn),
priests and churches. This meant in effect that
churchwardens received, or were in administrative control of
half of the total tithe revenue. "State-religion" centered
around the two bishop's sees--in Skalholt in the south, and
Hélar in the north--but these institutions did not rival the
authority of, or attempt to exert autonomous influence on
hofdingjar, including chieftains and churchwardens, until by
the end of the 12th century, after which they also became

wealthy establishments.
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The subsistence base was broad during the Commonwealth
period compared to the subsequent feudal "Dark Ages" under
Norwegian rule, after 1264, then Danish rule after 1388.
Some grain (barley and oats) was grown during the first
centuries but this practice gradually decreased. Cattle and
sheep rearing and horse raising was supplemented with some
rearing of pigs, goat and geese. Fishing in the sea,
rivers, and lakes was always practiced, along with seal and
fox hunting, fowling, egg- and down-taking and some
gathering of plants. Whale could be hunted at times,
especially in the years when drift-ice visited the shores,
and the meat and the bones from a drifted whale constituted
a significant source. Evident, however, is the high
emphasis on the exploitation of terrestrial resources; in
contrast, the 14th century saw a significant growth in
commercial fisheries. Gragas, the 0ld Icelandic Law code,
provides detailed descriptions concerning a multitude of
economic and social activities, including procedures of
claiming land, mandatory building and maintaining of walls,
fences and bridges, and the annual scheduling of various
subsistence activities.

Juridical farm units held private yet sometimes shared
property rights with regard to land use for hay making,
grazing, rivers, lakes, beaches, and forests, as well as
land around shiellings. Excavations, inventories, sagas,

and other documents suggest that cattle provided a most
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substantial subsistence base during the Commonwealth period,
whereas livestock proportions were in favor of sheep during
late medieval and early modern times. Larger farms, in
particular, put a strong emphasis on cattle raising and
cattle were used as the basic unit of value in domestic
trade or credit exchange, involving land, livestock and
their products, and various means of production. This is
interesting if we keep in mind that sheep-wool products
provided the basic exportable surplus on which mercantile
farmers, including chieftains, based their affluence and
lifestyle.

Most remarkable sections of the 0ld Icelandic law code
refer to the division of the entire country into ca. 165
municipalities or communes called hreppur (plural hreppar).
These communal units still exist as formal organizationms,
but it has been suggested that they originated as definite
geographical units where cooperation existed for the
gathering of sheep on mountain pastures (B. Larusson
1967:40). The administration of the hreppar were formally
independent of the authority of the chieftains. The hreppar
were, however, under the provision of national law. they
had to count a minimum of twenty residencies of freeholders
who had sufficient property to pay the thing-assembly tax.
These freeholders chose five prosecutors (sdéknarmenn) and
one administrator (hreppsstiodri).

The essential function of the hreppur was, according to
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normative documents, to provide relief for the poor as well
as to prevent people from reaching the stage of such
poverty. Otherwise, relatives were required to provide
prescribed assistance to their kin, depending on the degree
of closeness of kin. Tithe for the needy (burfamannatiund)
was collected and distributed by the hreppur administration.
In addition to donations of food and housing, the residents
of each hreppur were to maintain an insurance system: A
farmer was entitled to compensation if he lost one~fourth of
his herd of cattle from disease. Also, insurance would be
paid collectively to a man who lost his hall, kitchen,
larder or a church from fire.

The most important exports during the Commonwealth
period were homespun cloth made of sheep wool, called
vadmal, tufted wool cloaks (vararfeldir, also described as
cloaks of shaggy homespun lined with fur), wetherskins and
lambskins, but luxury goods were also exported like foxskin,
catskin, sealskin, falcons and horses. It is not known if
raw wool was exported until around 1200. Butter and cheese
from cattle were exported, at least by the 13th century. It
is not krown if fish was exported in the Commonwealth
period, but dried cod became the most significant export
item by far in the 14th and 15th centuries. Norway, where
wool products were in demand, was the most important
commercial contact, since during the first two centuries of

Iceland's settlement, at least, many Icelanders had kin,
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alliance and property there, and vis-a-versa. Icelanders
also traded with people on the British isles, especially
Orkney, and with the Norse Greenlanders. Icelandic woolens
and skins were exported to England, but more in the latter
part of the Commonwealth period, then most often by
Norwegian merchants. Icelanders were in desperate need of
sizeable timber, tar, wax, ready-made ships, and grain.
Among other things they imported were tools, fine clothes,
weapons, and articles for religious services.

Icelanders based their monetary value upon silver, and

basic units of weight were eyrir ("ounce", plural aurar) and

mork (plural merkur), but the relationship between eyrir and
moérk was always 1:8. This monetary value of silver was to a
large extent theoretical, because a great deal of trade,
domestic and foreign, consisted of exchange by barter, or by
way of particular credit systems: Va3mdal (homespun) and
milch-cows were important monetary standards and the former
was expressed in legal eyrir (légeyrir), which represented
the length and width of the homespun cloth, measured in
alnir (ells). The value for a standard cow (kugildi), in
terms of ells of homespun, was set at lccal assemblies, or
was variably negotiated, because of its importance in local
economic transactions. Then, the prices of other livestock
and domestic products were set in terms of kigildi during
the Commonwealth period. It appears that six fertile ewes

were consistently valued equal to a standard cow, but the
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prices on other livestock and products varied.

The value of land was expressed in terms of hundras,
meaning "long-hundred" (120) ells of homespun. From the
late 13th century and into the 19th century the values on
landed property were variably expressed in terms of hundrud
ells or kugildi, but the value of a standard cow stayed at
120 ells throughout this period. It is generally assumed
that a standard cow was valued at 120 ells during most of
the Commonwealth era, but it is known to have been valued
less, as low as 72 ells, in the decades around 1200.

Bruce Gelsinger (1981:33-34) has suggested that vadmal
gradually declined in value because manufacture became more
common, and because silver rose in value due to inadequate
supply and increasing need for the metal in trade. Around
1200, 8:1 ratio was the correspondence between the number of
legal eyrir, in terms of vadmdl, to one eyrir (‘ounce') of
pure silver. Many have speculated that during the
settlement period one legal eyrir was equal to one eyrir of
impure silver (half the value of eyrir of pure silver).

Gragas includes numerous stipulations pertaining to the
shared ownership of trading vessels, as well as to the way
freeholders were allotted a share of a ship's cargo space if
a crewman was provided. (Some of these legal articles are
in the Canon law chapter for reasons unidentified, but then,

the 0ld Icelandic Kristinna laga battur appears to includes

as many references to economic activity as it contains
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references to religious practice.)

After the middle of the 12th century civil unrest and
warfare become increasingly common, and the period from 1236
to 1264 was a period of civil war, called Sturlungaséld (“The
age of Sturlungs," Sturlungar being the name of one of the
most powerful "families"™ in Iceland since the late 12th
century). Beginning in the mid-12th century the country was
becoming divided into governing regions, called riki {the
modern Icelandic word for a state), ruled over by seven
prominent "families" and their followers, the Haukdzlir,
Asbirningar, oddverjar, Sturlungar, Svinfellingar, Seld=lir
and Vatnsfirdingar. The godord ("chiefdoms") came into the
hands of fewer and fever chieftains. In the period 1264-
1264 these chieftains, holding several go3ord each,
submitted, one by one, to annexation by Norway, ending the
long and bloody power struggle within Iceland. Icelandic
héfdingjar (prominent farmers and chieftains) agreed that
Icelanders should pay tax to the crown, and King Hakon of
Norway promised to ensure that no less than six Norwegian
ships would sail to and from Iceland with goods each year.

This settlement is called Gamli sattmdli, or "old

agreement." At this time, ever since the economic hardship
of the 1180, foreign markets were less able to provide
Icelanders with necessities and to absorb the island's
products. Icelanders had become totally dependent on

Norwegian merchants, who were now buying woolens fronm
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England and Europe's eastern seaboard, where the wool
industry was thriving at new heights, aided by new

technological advances.

Dissertation objectives and outline

First, my dissertation presents hypotheses, arguments
and findings from my effort to use field ethnography and
other Icelandic Research on Agricuiture, as well as concepts
in anthropology, to do a problem-oriented reading of
Medieval Icelandic economic and normative (legal) documents
and narrative literature. From a perspective which looks at
trade, specialization, complexity and environmental change,
I analyze documentary evidence and propose a theory of a
productive farmer economic system~--which developed in
conjunction with an elaborate sociopolitical structure and
supported a relatively large population (compared to
subsequent periods)--and its forms of mercantile exchange,
production intensification, surplus appropriation and
distribution.

I describe 1) chiefdom formation in terms of the
economic rule of merchant-farmers and the articulation of
different modes of production, 2) the integration of a
broad-based subsistence economy supporting specialized sheep

production and yielding surplus wool for export, 3)
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interlinked processes of freeholder economic intensification
in the context of slave emancipation, mercantile activity
and rural credit systems, 4) subsequent disintensification
and a change to a farming system emphasizing sheep reared
for efficient milk and meat production, 5) and the rise of
rent tenure, communal property rights, and tributary systems
in the context of the development of ecclesiastic
institutions and colonial relations with Norway. Taking
into view the variable impacts of, and responses to changes
in climate, vegetation, population and foreign markets, my
project suggests the coordinate transformation in the
relations and means of production, as the outcome of
conflicting incentives, acted upon by freeholders, tenants,
cottagers, landless laborers, and contending landowners
(secular, churchly, monasterial, episcopal). I argue that
domestic credit exchanges and the foreign markets were key
to land tenure and productive relations and farming systenms
prior to 1200. Furthermore, chieftaincies, together with
ecclesiastical institutions deriving tributary income,
gradually gained independence from the hegemonic block that
merchant-farmers comprised, while becoming dependent on
(instead) and exploiting Norwegian merchants' activities,
thereby articulating interests of stronger forces in Norway.

My analysis of Icelandic family sagas reveals the
character and changes in strategies of accumulation,

devolution and succession, and shows how trade enterprises
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were facilitated through class, transmission of property, a
cognatic ego-centered kinship system, marriage, fostering,
and household networks. My interpretation of Bjarnar saga
Hitdzlakappa reveals changes in the modes and means of
production, as well as the successive formation of different
institutions in the context of individuals' indigenous
socioeconomic roles and careers abroad. It shows the saga
employing symbolism relating to marriage and kinship that
reflects the historically transforming links between Iceland
and Norway; secular and ecclesiastical authority; mercantile
and inherited wealth; accumulation, alliance networks and
succession; nation-state, chiefdoms and municipal-community
formation; colonial-state and parish-community formation;
and private, dependent and communal land tenure.

Secondly, as for broader objectives for looking at
Iceland in regional context, and considering the limited
valuable documentation of the uses of terrestrial and marine
resources, my research contributes to the multidisciplinary,
comparative studies of social and ecological change, climate
impact, and adaptation in the Medieval North Atlantic (see
McGovern 1990; McGovern et al. 1988; Bigelow 1991; Morris
and Rackham 1992).

The broad, eclectic scope of my dissertation work
required extensive communication and collaboration with
scholars and scientists in different fields of research. My

research complements ongoing zooarchaeological research in
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Iceland--analyses of zooarchaeological assemblages that show
significant changes occurring in the relative importance of
different wild species, percentages of domesticated animals
and their mortality structures during Medieval and Early
Modern time-phases (Amorosi and McGovern 1989a,b; Amorosi
1992)~--and other archaeological as well as paleoecological
(see McGovern 1990; Bigelow 1991; Morris and Rackham 1992;
Buckland et al. 1992) and paleoclimates research (Ogilvie
1984, 1991; Bergpérsson et al. 1987), sharpening the focus
on changing land use, the causes and consequences of floral
degradation, and responses to the impacts of irregular
cooling of the Northern Hemisphere. I share these broad
research-objectives with researchers who attended the first
The North Atlantic Biocultural Workshop at Hunter College,
January 23-26, 1992, when (NABO) was established, and future
meetings planned to promote cooperative research efforts and
the pooling of information.

Thirdly, my work proposes several suggestions for the
development of an extensive methodological and analytical
approach in historical anthropology: My overall dissertation
project demonstrates the integrative use of narrative,
economic and normative (legal) historical documents, and
archaeological and ethnographically derived data, combining
ecological-subsistence, socio-economic and humanistic-
interpretive perspectives. It applies a method of

historical comparison, and it shows how historical evidence
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for socioeconomic processes articulates with the evidence
for particular farming systems and ecological change, and
with the facts of a procurement problematic, which dialogue
with farmers and other agricultural experts helps to
restore. Furthermore, it shows how an analysis of social
drama and diachronic profiles in the Sagas, such as Victor
Turner's (1971, 1985), can be extended. I use an approach
of direct and symbolic analysis, further informed by a
reading of non-narrative documents--to sort out the multiple
temporalities or historical moments which figured in the
form, content, and production of one particular family saga.

This dissertation proposes a new operational model
characterizing levels and means of intensification and
specialization in Northern farming for the analysis of
zooarchaeological assemblages and historical livestock
records. Perceiving a need for such a model--which
describes intensification in sheep-rearing, within a broader
context of production, showing points of articulation with
cattle/caprine, pasture/cereal production, as well as
exploitation of marine resources~-and for the sake of
comparison and testing, I apply my operational model for
interpreting zooarchaeological assemblages and historical
documents from England as they have been presented in the
secondary literature.

I discuss critically current views on, or models for

looking at the so-called "secondary products," or the
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"secondary exploitation" of livestock. My research suggests
further and different analysis (disaggregation of)
zooarchaeological assemblages and documentary evidence for
management on Medieval Icelandic as well as British estates,
i.e. in light of northern factors of ecology, housing,
grazing and fodder production, which preclude any single
strategy for maximizing both milk and wool production (and
creating efficient meat production.

The Nordic (Scandinavian) countries have long "remained
a blank spot on the anthropological map in comparative
discussions of peasantries" (Lofgren 1980:187). Finally, I
hope that my research will contribute thecretically to such
topical interests as chiefdoms, state formation, the
circumstances of private, communal and dependent land
tenure, secondary exploitation/products of livestock, and to
various debates on peasant economies (e.g see Netting 1993;
Cancian 1989; Roseberry 1989; Orlove 1986). In the future,
I further anticipate placing production of social forms and
economic forces in Iceland in the context of social,
cultural and economic processes in Europe, while engaging in
the discourse among historians and anthropologists studying
Medieval and Early Modern Europe, on issues such as
inheritance/devolution practices, household and family
forms, marriage, rural credit, petty commodity production,

agrarian systems, internal colonization.



CHAPTER 2
A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE AND CURRENT PERSPECTIVES

ON PRODUCTION AND SOCIAL ORGANIZ2ATION

On procurement strategies
and ecological and climatic change

In the first part of this century a few extensive
attempts were made to reconstruct the dynamics of
subsistence or means of production in medieval Iceland.

Most notable among these were Porvaldur Thoroddsen®s
comprehensive "“"A Description of Iceland" (1919-1935), which
includes one long volume on historical farming; P.
Joéhannesson's "On work and pecuniary circumstances in the
14th and 15th centuries" (1928); S. Steinddrsson's YGrain
cultivation in medieval and early modern Iceland" (1948-49);
S. Gudjonsson's "Human Food and Health in Early Iceland"
(1949). These publications were soon followed by the
inclusive works of Jén Jéhannesson, A History of the 01d
Icelandic Commonwealth (1974 [1956]), which includes a
chapter on foreign and domestic trade, and Arnér
Sigurjonsson's "Accounts of Icelandic Agricultural History"
(1970) . The above scholarship is generally descriptive, for
it gives a picture of medieval economy without the context

of socioeconomic theory. While the above historians and
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scholars make frequent references to medieval documents, and
interpret them, they rely heavily on extensive 18th and 19th
century essays and travellers' accounts on early modern
farming and procurement--which they utilize directly (in
their search for 'the most traditional way of farming'), as
opposed to for purposes of historical comparison and
elicitation of changes in medieval and early modern farming
systens.

In recent decades other, multidisciplinary research has
emerged which focuses more broadly on changes in, and the
relationships between paleocecology, paleoclimate, historical
population, and paleoceconomy. I refer to works which
address, while attempting to reconstruct the short term
changes and fluctuations in the weather and the presence of
drift-ice (Bergpdérsson 1969, 1985, Ogilvie 1991, 1984,
1981) ; the effects of climatic change on vegetation and
farming productivity (Bergpoérsson et al. 1987):
socioeconomic responses to the long term as well as abrupt
cooling of the climate (Amorosi 1989:214-218; McGovern et
al. 1988; Gunnarsson 1980); the mechanisms of pasture
degradation and deforestation and soil erosion (S.
bPérarinsson 1974:49-56; H. Bjarnason 1974; P. bérarinsson
1974; Adalsteinsson 1981:58-77; McGovern et al. 1988;
Fridriksson 1972, 1987, 1988; Eggertsson 1991; O. Arnalds
1992; A. Arnalds 1987); the impact of volcanic activity (S.

bérarinsson 1979, 1974); the causes and consequences of
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population change (Gelsinger 1981:27-28, 159-169; McGovern
et al. 1988).

Adding to Icelandic Archaeology, which has primarily
focused on structural remains, artifacts and settlement
patterns, Amorosi and McGovern have analyzed
zooarchaeological assemblages from several Icelandic
excavation sites, including the one they excavated, that
show significant changes occurring in the relative
importance of different wild species, percentages of
domesticated animals and their mortality structures during
Medieval and Early Modern time~phases (Amorosi and McGovern
1989a, 1989%b; Amorosi 1989, 1992). Many of the above
mentioned authors engage in cooperative research and view
their research projects as part of comparative studies of
social and ecological change, climate impact, and adaptation
in the medieval to early modern North Atlantic(see McGovern

1990).

The class systems and modes of production

Scholars do not agree on how to characterize the
Icelandic Commonwealth in term of looking at social
stratification and mode of production, but they do concur
with respect to the periods which immediately precede and

follow it, that is, periods which my dissertation does not
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specifically deal with: On the one hand during "the Age of
Settlement" (Landnamstiminn; 874-930), there was a large
scale domestic production among large households based on
extended kinship relations and slavery. On the other hand,
in the late 13th century a peculiar kind of tenant system
had developed.

In the Settlement Period (874-930) the most prominent
settlers, including over 36 chieftains (J. V. Sigurdsson
1989) controlled extensive landholdings on which there was a
large farm, smaller seasonal dwellings, and dependent
satellite farms, some of them occupied by freedmen, or the
free descendants of former slaves. Most scholars agree that
the use of slave labor had decreased significantly already
in the early 10th century (see Durrenberger 1988a;
Agnarsdéttir and Arnason 1983; Gelsinger 1981; J.
Jéhannesson 1974:149-154; borsteinsson 1953; A. Palsson
1932).

It was common practice to free slaves in the Age of
Settlement, at the time when plenty of land was available
and unexploited. Slaves had rights to property, to earn it,
and to buy their freedom. Manumissions involved a ritual
process at district assemblies, where former slaves were
incorporated into the law/society of free men. It seenms
that chieftains and other leading farmers had the incentives
to establish these laws when considerable land was

underused.
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The 0ld Commonwealth law states that a free farmer was
to ensure the livelihood of the slaves that he released,
called leysingjar (freedmen), but these provisions also
constituted the continuation of a relationship of dependency
and exploitation between the former slave owner and former
slave, since the latter might be occupying outlying small
farms on the former's land. Many sagas tell about farmers
who had claimed large lands and gave slaves land and
livestock to manage for them, but most often to own
eventually (A. Pdalsson 1932). By freeing his slaves this
way, farmers enhanced their political and economic position,
there by gaining free followers, who exploited the various
resources in outlying areas, providing the main farmer with
various subsistence products through credit exchange, thing-
tax, and dependent tenure agreements.

Manumissions of slaves increased further towards its
ultimate abolishment as more part-time free labor became
available around the year 1000, adding to a sizeable
population of permanent domestic servants (see Durrenberger
1988a; Gelsinger 1981:28). There was cost involved in
reproducing the slave population by caring for their
children, and slaves ceased to be brought into the country
as the Viking raids ended and Norse people had formed
permanent colonies on the British isles. Gragas states in
great detail what sort of work free-males should be hired

for and what amount of wages should be paid (see J.
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Joéhannesson 1974:355-356). Wages constituted room and board
and some fixed fees for specific work such as herding
cattle, wethers and lambs in certain seasons. Laborers,
both male and female had to declare a legal domicile of
their own choosing, boys when they were sixteen years old,
maids aged twenty years or more. There is no mention of
wages with respect to female domestic servants, and there is
no mention of casual female labor.

In the late 13th century a peculiar kind of tenant
system had developed into a predominant mode of production.
It was based on a very limited corvée and on around 10% rent
on land and livestock, which was in one year contracts (see
borsteinsson and Grimsdéttir 1989:89-106; Hastrup 1985; M.
Stefansson 1975:60-91; Karlsson 1975:23; Benediktsson 1974;
J. Johannesson 1974:347-49).

The time of "Removal Days" (Fardagar), in late May,
commenced and ended the year to year terms of tenancy. The
lawful rent was 12 ells per 'long hundred', i.e. ten percent
interest, but inventories show that the rents on both land
and livestock varied. The rent on livestock appears to have
been below 10 percent around 1200, but rose as high as 16.66
percent by 1300. Land rents, on the other hand, had declined
below the 10 lawful percent by 1300 when numbers of farm
occupants who were tenants had dramatically risen. Grégias,
the Law Code of the Commonwealth, includes few laws

concerning tenants, unlike Jénsboék, the lawbook instituted
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by the Norwegian King in 1881 which contains many chapters
on the landlord tenant relationship. During the
Commonwealth period freeholders alone were permitted to take
part in the administration of the hreppur municipalities,
but this had changed by the late 13th century.

Rent systems seem to have developed at first around the
use of property which was earmarked as ecclesiastical land
and livestock (church, episcopal, monasterial), that is, the
(usury) usage of property which was accumulated as a result
of tithe payments and gifts to the church, and remained
exempted from the tithe tax. There is evidence to show that
there were tenancies on the lands of the Bishop at Skdlholt
by the end of the 11th century, but there were legal
restrictions of his participation in foreign trade
(Benediktsson 1974). Furthermore, I point out, the charter
for Sstafholt, Southwest, dated 1140--which is the earliest
surviving ecclesiastical inventory--shows that the church at
Stafholt owned several dependent farms in addition to the
entire home-estate, but the warden of this church was also
its consecrated priest (Diplomatarium Islandicum 1:178-180).

Gelsinger (1981) has emphasized that usable land became
increasingly scarce in the late 1ith century during which
the population increased considerably and investment in land
became increasingly desirable. Land investment became safer
than trade, and Norwegian merchants were active in bringing

necessities to the island and buying goods of wool and skin.
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A class of tenants was created as indepted smallholders sold
their land to wealthy landowners. Using their proceeds, the
seller was able to lease back from the buyer the same parcel
of land and more land as well. This stage was not reached
for many households until in the early 13th century
(Gelsinger 1981:26-29).

Scholarship on the Commonwealth period (930-1264) is
marked especially by interest in modes of consciousness and
of political power, and by recent major works concerned with
power concentrations and geo-political aspects (Sigurdsson
1989; Porlaksson 1989; Ingvarsson 1986-87); conflict
management, social institutions and cultural values (Miller
1990) ; exchanges and accumulation of resources by
sociopolitical means (Byock 1988); symbolic structures and
social change (Hastrup 1985); political power and conflict
among chieftains and their followers in a stratified society
without a state and without a market economy (Durrenberger
1992).

A recent book edited by anthropologist Gisli Palsson
(1992), From Sagas to Society: Comparative Approaches to
Early Iceland, reflects a radical turn, perhaps, in
Icelandic saga studies. As Palsson (1992:1) says in his
introduction, "Text, life, and saga," a number of
anthropologists, archaeologists, literary scholars, and
social historians have been exploring the value of "an

approach which reverses the priority of text over life" and
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views the sagas as "potentially valuable ethnographic
documents with various kinds of information on early Iceland
and medieval Scandinavia."

Most recent works portray Commonwealth society, prior
to the civil war period of 1236-1264, as neither uniquely
equalitarian, nor extremely stratified, repressive and
violent. Still, Juliusson, Kjartansson and Isberg (see
Islenskur Séguatlas 1989:58-59) have discovered in the
secondary literature of recent decades contrasting models
for looking at Commonwealth society which have guided the
conceptions of many: Some authors, most notably Jesse Byock,
emphasize egalitarian order and focuses on the negotiated
dealings among freeholders and chieftain. At the other end
of the spectrum of perspectives are those, notably Bjorn
bPorsteinsson and Sveinbjoérn Rafnsson, who subscribe to the
view that a slave-holding mode of production was dominant
until the mid-11th century, at which point rent tenure and
tributary relationships gradually developed and became the
chief organizing principle of the economy. Both extreme
views most clearly neglect to look at relations of class
among the freeholders themselves, as I will be discussing.

Otherwise, scholarship on the Commonwealth period has
variously portrayed the existence of classes as chieftains,
freeholder-farmers (and their wives and daughters),
churchwarden-farmers, landless laborers and, to a less an

extent, slaves, freedmen, tenants and cottagers and
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ecclesiastics. It emphasizes a freeholder-chieftain
dichotomy and notes the transformation towards a greater
confrontation between powerful freeholders and
churchwardens, on the one hand, and chieftains, on the
other, after 1100 (Karlsson 1972, 1980; Pborldksson 1982;
Hastrup 1985; Byock 1988; Miller 1990; Samson 1992).

Anthropologists Palsson (1991b) and Durrenberger
(1990), in their respective comparison of the family sagas
to the Sturlunga sagas, concur on interpreted differences
between earlier and later periods. Durrenberger (1990:89),
focusing on the kind and frequency of economic transactions
and of dispute settlements that appear in the sagas,
suggests that "trials by violence and law [were] replaced by
asymmetrical threats of violence, [and] equality of force
[was] replaced by asymmetrical force." Pdlsson discovers a
decrease in the frequency of witchcraft accusations then, as
an indicator of increasingly asymmetrical power relations,
competition among chieftains, and inducement to wrong
openly. Palsson concludes that "the institution of
chieftaincy became exaggerated," that godord became
increasingly territorial units as power came tc reside in
these offices unlike the personal authority of chieftains in
an earlier period. Quite compatibly, Sigurdsson's (1989)
thesis on power concentration suggests the successive
formation in different parts of Iceland of "lordship

consisting of a territorial unit called a riki." Such
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concentration, he argues, was the first step in the

formation of a state.

The gquestion of production and trade:

Until the 1960's the opinion dominated that foreign
trade had been crucial for Commonwealth Icelanders and a
important aspect of their economy (borldaksson 1991:5).
Current views, on the other hand, overwhelmingly emphasize
subsistence production (see borsteinsson 1964, 1966; Miller
1990:77-110; Eggertsson 1991; G. Pdlsson 1991l1a:;
Adalsteinsson 1992; Durrenberger 1992, 1991; Samson 1992),

implying some type of 'natural economy' or a ‘domestic mode

of production'.

Several scholars have recently attempted to describe
production in medieval Iceland within the context of
socioeconomic or economic theories which downplay the
significance of markets and commercial mentality:
Eggertsson (1991) analyzes, in both empirical and
theoretical terms, the structure and consequences of
property rights in the communal mountain pastures, while
emphasizing the perennial existence of "traditional
agriculture" focused on needs for direct subsistence.
Durrenberger describes production factors within a

Chayanovian framework, bringing also fresh perspectives on
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the internal contradictions of a stratified society without
a state (1992, 1991, 1990, 1988a). Porlaksson (19921, 1992),
on the other hand, promotes the substantivist branch of
economic anthropology which stems from the work of Karl
Polanyi.

In strongest terms Durrenberger has expressed the view
that there was no market economy in Commonwealth Iceland--
adding that "householders gained access to land by

supporting a class of chieftains who guaranteed their access

by force" (1988:239, emphasis mine), that households had to
produce their own provisions, and that it was not possible
to intensify production. Durrenberger explains: "Woolen
goods, livestock, and precious metals were means of exchange
by which people computed the magnitude of transactions. The
major transactions were social ones" (1992:35).
Furthermore, "When Icelanders went to Norway, they took
woolen goods with them to give to their hosts. They
received other gifts of timber and grain in return. This is
the logic of reciprocity and hospitality rather than the
market. Within Iceland, exchanges were in terms of
marriages, compensations for killings and other faults,
gifts, and hospitality" (1991:17).

In his research Porlaksson has focused on production
for foreign markets, which he calls just that (utlendur
markadur). But, following Polanyi's distinction, he

emphasizes that the Icelanders who engaged in trade before
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1200 were so-called !'factors', noblemen who traded in order
to improve their social status and who would look down on
'‘mercators', who traded solely for the profit motive (1992,
1991). Works by Helgi Porldksson have sharpened the focus
on the geopolitical and organizational aspects of trade and
settlement (1979), as well as the production and exchange of
wool products (1988, 1991). In one of his earlier
publications (1979) he showed through comprehensive study of
medieval documents that there were many trading harbors in
operation all around Iceland before 1100, and that in the
period from 1100 to 1250 trade vessels were sailing to fewer
and fewer harbors, controlled increasingly by fewer
chieftains. Documentary sources, most notably the family
sagas, name 41 harbors where overseas vessels landed before
1100! Sources name only ten or eleven harbors in use during
the 12th century. Four of those had ceased operations by
1200, and two more by 1250 (Porlaksson 1979:127-128).

With his book Icelandic Enterprise economic historian
Bruce Gelsinger (1981) added to early works by Melsted
(1907-15) and Joén Joéhannesson (1974) which describe and
emphasize the Commonwealth trade relations with Norway and
Britain, but his contributions remain overlooked. He
describes phases in commercial activity of Icelanders,
particularly the trading of homespun, cloaks, skins, and
dairy products for grain, timber, and ships.

Gelsinger identified the following characteristic
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trends. Commercial prosperity was attained from 930-1022
when trade was almost exclusively in the hands of
Icelanders, that is, chieftains and other prominent farmers
who owned cargo-ships. Icelanders became somewhat less
active after 1022 even though foreign markets for export
expanded, but supply of imports remained adequate until late
in the 12th century. 1In 1022 Icelandic chieftains and the
Norwegian King Olafur Haraldsson made an agreement, which
entailed, among other stipulations, that the King would
allow the Icelanders to leave his country if they paid a
fixed toll upon entry and if Norway was not at war. The
same rights and obligations concerned Norwegian merchants
who went to Iceland. A powerful merchant class developed in
Norway in the 11th century, but as Icelandic chieftains
controlled relative prices in Iceland, value and
distribution of goods brought in by foreigners was subject
to their authority.

In analyzing subsequent decline of the 'Icelandic
enterprise', Gelsinger links the rise of a Norwegian
merchant class and the declining value of homespun to the
move within Iceland towards land investments and rent
tenure, when the church became a major landowner (having
been prevented from participating in commercial trade).

Gelsinger, however, emphasizes along with others the
absence of a full time professional merchant class, and de-

emphasizes domestic markets--stating, for example, that "not
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all Icelanders had the need to get rid of woolens"
(1981:153).

In all, the social and economic significance of trade
involving the export of wool products has been neglected.
It has yet to be noticed that the early Icelandic
sociopolitical institutions, devolution practices, class
divisions and farming system reflect mercantile conditions
of exchange and market production incentives. My
dissertation attempts to show that domestic credit exchanges
at fairs and market places--overseen for some time by 3
chieftains at each of 12 "spring assemblies" (vorbping) and
price~districts (J. Joéhannesson 1974:320)--and the foreign
markets were key to land tenure and productive relations and
farming systems prior to 1200. I will argue that the
dynamic mode of production during the Commonwealth period,
the "Golden Age" of Icelandic history, is still a
significant blindspot, for recent works on political
relationships, social organization, and production lack a
persistent focus on subsistence, market and tribute
production, as well as a problem-oriented, comparative

approach for looking at farming systems.
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CHEAPTER 3
INTENSIFICATION AND DISINTENSIFICATION

IN MEDIEVAL ICELANDIC FARMING

Sigurdur Bjornsson, a farmer and respected amateur
scientist at Kvisker, Southwest Iceland, wrote an article in
a newspaper (1989) which is frequently delivered to farmers'
homes where he criticizes historians for reviewing
agricultural history without necessary knowledge of
conflicting procurement factors in past and present farming,
and without presenting disaggregate data on production units
and variables. Bjornson's article, called "Pillars of the
0l1d Icelandic Community," was written primarily in response
to historian Gisli Gunnarsson's book, Upp er bodis Isaland
("Iceland put up to auction"). Bjdérnsson criticizes
Gunnarsson for telling "just-so-stories" about "the stagnant
farming" in medieval and early modern Iceland which he
thinks are based on misconceptions about how livestock
producers could, might, and would have adapted or responded
to uncertain climatic conditions and different production
incentives.

Bjérnson's article reminded me of the many disparities
of knowledge and perspectives on historical farming, between
farmers and academic scholars, that I became aware of during
my fieldwork, when I elicited from farmers the different

confiqurations of resource exploitation since the end of the
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19th century, after which market and household incentives
radically changed, and discussed with them medieval
documents as well as my hypotheses concerning preindustrial
transformations in strategies of farming. I found knowledge
which older and experienced farmers possessed very critical
for gaining an understanding of the problems, options,
limitations and risks which farmers of earlier centuries
faced. Bjérnsson's article and my fieldwork experiences
showed me that academic scholars are heading down an
imaginary road when they hold onto the assumption that in
order to comprehend livestock production in a Commonwealth
Iceland, when the production of surplus wool was imperative,
we must erase "modern perspectives" of the economic
incentives and farming system changes of the 19th and 20th
centuries. In other words, it is a curious fact that those
who are concerned with farming in Iceland before 1200, so
strongly marked by commercial wool production and trade,
look back towards the many centuries of subsistence and
tribute oriented production, which preceded the more
intensive sheep rearing practices in the 19th century, when
wool products returned as critical surplus/export items.

In general, I followed the assumption that we need to
analyze farmers' and other agricultural experts' reflections
on past and present problematic integration of various
incentives, opportunities, and restraints, relating factors

of ecology, climate, labor and market: first, a mere showing
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of descriptive integration in production strategies aids the
analysis of the procurement problematic under different
historical circumstances. Second, a dialogue (with
arguments) with farmers and agricultural scientists over
‘obscure' or fragmented documentary evidence can help
restore our understanding of medieval farming systems, and
show how this evidence articulates with the much more
highlighted evidence for social formation and political
processes. Third, and more specifically, the analysis of
the farming systems during the Commonwealth period as well
as a particular transformation in overall resource
exploitation and land tenure arrangements in the 12th and
13th centuries is assisted by a careful understanding of the
changing socioeconomic circumstances and livestock
production methods in the 19th century and earlier this

century.

Current assumptions, old contradictions, new questions

I collected from farmers (Ingimundarson 1989),
agricultural scientists and farming documents information on
past changes in herd size, age and sex structure, growth
patterns, disease, age-specific fertility, culling,
replacement and natural mortality rates. These variables

were shown to be related to differential yields in meat,
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milk and wool, to quality, kind and quantity of fodder and
pasture land, and t: the factors of climate, marketing, and
household composition. I noticed that the production and
processing of commercial wool causes direct reduction in
milk yield and meat production efficiency (Ingimundarson
1989:23-26). This particular finding, to be described in
further detail and essential for the hypotheses presented
below--allows me to define different means and levels of
intensification, especially contingencies involving
specialization in sheep-herding.

Based on my ethnographic findings and reading of
documents on farming, I challenge prevalent explicit or
implicit assumptions about wool production in studies on the
Commonwealth because they overlook critical factors of
ecology and procurement, considerations of labor deployment
and economic exchange, and important documentary evidence.
One assumption considers the surplus of wool and skin from
sheep as a result of direct subsistence surplus, as by-
product (see especially Durrenberger 1992:36); another is
the straightforward notion that those who owned much land
and many sheep exchanged their surplus abroad (e.g. see
Gelsinger 1981:153; Porlédksson 1991:270-279).

A problem-oriented approach to the farming systems and
mode of production during the mercantile Commonwealth period
makes us look at deployment of labor in wool processing,

trade, and management, at specialized sheep-rearing as it
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was contingent upon a broad subsistence base and numerous
cattle (diversification and intensification in other areas),
conservation methods, and privatization in strategic
ownership, and at a subsequent transformation, beginning in
the 12th century, into a tributary and communal mode along
with disintensification--when livestock proportions in fact
shifted away from cattle in favor of sheep (J. Jéhannesson
1974:288~-291; Amorosi and McGovern 1989b:4) as a source of
direct subsistence, and butter, cheese and fish became the
chief export products.

Insights learned from Icelandic farmers made clear to
me why Commonwealth farmers would not have been able to
implement a sheep-rearing strategy emphasizing milk and meat
production while looking forward to a substantial wool yield
at the same time. Commonwealth farmers confronted
conflicting farm-ecological and procurement factors. If they
were to intensify wool production, then the exploitation of
a broad subsistence base, emphasizing cattle (and seal, fish
etc., depending on the region), had to be part of that
strategy. I therefore propose a 'dual economy' working
model (hypothesis) for looking at the Icelandic Commonwealth
period that demonstrates regional integration of broad-based

subsistence economies with wool production for export [1].
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Means and levels of intensification in livestock production

Towards a model of a 'dual farming economy!

The following sections of this chapter present
documentary and archaeological evidence that suggests highly
intensive farming strategies in the Commonwealth period and
subsequent disintensification in herding systems in the 1late
medieval and early modern periods. My interpretive model
for looking at Northern farming derives from my ethnographic
research, as well as certain facts and inferences drawn from
19th and 20th century writings on farming, including
publications in modern experimental-agriculture science.
Furthermore, I will discuss the medieval evidence on farming
systems in the light of comparison with livestock production
in the early 19th to the early 20th centuries, which entails
identifying the different steps taken by farmers in this
recent period towards more intensive economic strategies.

These recent steps towards (modern) intensive livestock
production include the processes by which fodder production
and the production of wethers and cattle were increased in
different parts of the country, when land, once again owned
by freeholders, was intensively cultivated and enclosed to
protect added hay-fields, and when farmers ceased to take
milk from their ewes and began culling summer-old lambs,
instead of newborn and winterold lambs. My suggestion is

that, in view of these specific changes, this recent process
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reversed the outcome of an earlier process, that is, a major
transformation in herding systems and overall resource
exploitation, which began with the collapse of 'the
Commonwealth trade enterprise' and development of dependent
land tenure and continued with interruptions throughout the
"Little Ice Age" into Early Modern Times.

A notion of a 'dual-economy' first occurred to me when
I read Jén Johannesson's (1974) book where he recounts
inventories from the Commonwealth which show that during
that time, but not since (i.e. not until the 19th and 20th
centuries), the cattle to sheep ratio was high, the farming
econony diversified (including grain cultivation), and older
wethers were strongly emphasized in sheep herds, indicating
to me that sheep had been reared with particular emphasis on
wool surplus. In fact, a number of authors have remarked on
the particular farming system characteristics and changes
which J. Jéhannesson observed, and explained them, as he
does, in terms of looking at the conditions and change in
climate and ecological succession, impacted by human
habitation (Sigurjénsson 1970:51-78; Pborsteinsson 1953:129;
Steinddérsson 1948-1949; Thoroddsen 1919:213-222, 281;
Gudjonsson 1949:84-89, 91; J. Sigurdsson 1861:16)

The zooarchaeological findings by Amorosi and McGovern,
their analysis of bone material from a number of midden
sites around Iceland, show evidence for major changes that

took place with respect to proportions of animals culled and
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procured from the Commonwealth period and into the Early
Modern Period. I will discuss below some of their findings,
which tend to support what the above historians have noted,
as well as the results of my own spreadsheet-analysis of
ecclesiastical livestock records, which is currently

underway.

Margir geldingar gamlir ("many old wethers"):

Intensification-step one, for increasing wool vield

In the warm, fertile and mercantile Commonwealth
period--in contrast to the subsequent late 13th to early-
19th century--older wethers were relatively numerous in
relations to ewes. Ewes are an unreliable source of wool,
and yield significantly less than wethers and barren sheep,
which also fend better for themselves by grazing, accounting
for the high proportion of wethers in Commonwealth economy.
Nineteenth century guide books on the rearing of livestock
and farming improvements (Stephensen 1808:164; G. Einarsson
1879:47, 59-62) tell us that the annual yield of washed wool
from fertile ewes is 1-1.25 kg, compared to a 1.75-2.5 kg.
annual clip from wethers, two years and older. Furthermore,
as farmers in Svalbardshreppur informed me, wethers provide
high wool yield until they are 6-7 year old, whereas the

annual wool yield from fertile ewes goes down drastically
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after their third or fourth year. Wethers were shorn or
plucked before they would be driven onto pasture around mid-
May, but the ewes not until early June if they had lambs.
Second shearing might take place in late summer or early
fall.

We are lucky that two price lists dated to the 12th
century have survived the ages--the contents of which will
be discussed in some detail in chapter 5. One of these
price tables is handed down to us in Grégas (Diplomatarium
Islandicum I: 164-167), and was issued by alping, the
National Assembly, around 1150 (see Porlaksson 1991:98-101),
but perhaps earlier, or to around 1100, see Diplomatarium
Islandicum 1:162-164). The other was issued by the Arnes
district "spring-assembly" and dates to 1186 or to around
1190 (Diplomatarium Islandicum 1:315-317; with respect to
the dating of the documents, see Gelsinger 1981:39-42;
bPorlaksson 1991:98-101). The price table of the National
Assembly highlights exportable products and at the top of
the list are, processed wool, cloaks and skins. It first
states that 6 ells (dlnir) of new and unused homespun
(vadmal) shall be worth one legal eyrir. Then, tufted wool
cloaks (vararfeldir) are characterized in terms of length,
width and quality, and their value is determined at two
aurar (plural for eyrir). Six fleeced lambskins (with the
wool) and six shorn wetherskins are of equal value, and

worth one legal eyrir. Eweskins are not mentioned. The
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price of unprocessed wool is stipulated only at the very
bottom of the list, and not in terms of eyrir or ells,
rather, by saying that "three centners (vattir) of wool from
older sheep equals the value of a cow."

A sheep herding strategy which entails high proportion
of wethers has low meat and milk production efficiency:
Keeping many wethers (i.e. castrated rams, two years and
older) competes with the opportunity for sustaining many
milch-sheep; culling the wethers when they are old (as old
as seven to eight years) is a costly way of producing meat,
for they reach their maximum size, or carcass weight,
roughly after their third summer (Jéakimsson 1889). Hence,
the keeping of many wethers and letting them grow to be old
(geldingar gamlir) is a strong sign that the economy was led
by incentives to produce a surplus of wool and skins, much
of which would be exported as finished products. [Wethers
may continue to accumulate fat until they are ten
(Halldérsson 1983:153), but this factor is relatively minor
and does not amount to the imperative to let many wethers
grow very old.]

Studies of livestock records, export records, and
improvements in sheep rearing and wool processing reveal the
ways in which farmers in Northeast Iceland, especially in
Nordur-Mulasysla county, managed to radically increase wool
production and maintain it at high levels, before, during,

and after the climatically hospitable second quarter of the



67
19th century.

In their article "Social and economic development in
Iceland during the first part of the 19th century," ABalgeir
Kristjansson and Gisli A. Gunnlaugsson show that the ratio
of sheep to cattle increased from 12:1 (264723 over 22247)
in 1801, to 27:1 (692601 over 25566) in 1851 (1990:30-32).
The East and the North quarter had by far the highest
numbers of sheep, and the authors are able to show that a
six-fold increase in the population of wethers, two years
and older, is greatly responsible for the expansion of the
sheep herds in these quarters (1990:35-37). They attribute
this increase in heads of wethers only to the fact that
settlement expanded into the northeast interior during the
warm period of the 19th century, and that the north and the
northeast is particularly suitable for grazing by sheep.

But there are other factors to be considered as well.
Danish monopoly on trade had been lifted in 1787 (Gunnarsson
1983, 1987), and the export of wool products from Iceland,
especially from the Northeast and the North quarter,
dramatically increased after 1800 and throughout the first
half of the 19th century--at first in the form of raw wool,
then fleeced skins, homespun, yarn and knitted wares (S.
Andrésson 1988:238-253; H. Stefansson 1952:21-30). New
efficient types of looms were imported to Iceland by the end
of the 18th century, and weaving and textile work became an

increasingly common occupation. At the same time, the
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number of harbors involved in the export trade increased,
and mercantile farmers' associations were formed.
Furthermore, farmers, in Nor8ur-Milasysla county at first,
began the selective breeding of sheep with focus on
obtaining higher wool yield of better quality, and to
increase drastically the numbers of older wethers in their
sheep flocks ( H. Stefansson 1952:28-47, 56-74).

The period 1858-1869 saw many losses of livestock all
over Iceland, due to severe weather, and because of diseases
in sheep and cattle. The 1880s and 1890s were particularly
severe, and many Icelanders migrated tc Canada in the period
from the 1870's to the end of the century. After 1866
Icelanders began selling live wethers to Britain where they
would be slaughtered, but this export practice went on until
1896. There were as many as 80000 animals exported in one
year, in 1890. Sveinbjorn Bléndal (1982) in his book
Saudasalan til Bretlands ("The sale of wethers to Britain")
does not identify the age of the live weathers which were
exported, but my older farmer-informants told me, based on
what their parents and grandparents had told them, that
prominent farmers sold live old wethers onto the British
market, hence, they were able to maintain high wool yield
from their flock. Poorer farmers on the other hand--who had
less land, fewer livestock, and were in constant position of
debt to the merchant--saw a reduction in the wool yield, as

they were forced to give up their two and three year old
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wethers, which they had sustained by grazing for the most

part.

Zr lodnar, lembdar og érotnar
("ewes in fleece, with lambs, and well sustained"):

Intensification-step two, for increasing wool vield

In order to increase wool production from their ewes
Commonwealth farmers had to replace their sheep stock
rapidly. A ten-year-old ewe can give birth to a lamb but it
yields little wool. In fact, lambing ewes yield most wool
in their third and fourth year.

There are few restrains on letting the wether graze
during winter. The ewe, on the other hand, after a lean
winter especially, during which it has been fed little, will
rarely produce enough milk to sustain both of its lambs
given that it had two (sometimes three). Experienced
farmers earlier this century, I was told, were particularly
good at figuring out which newborn lambs should be killed
and which lamb from a relatively "dry" ewe should be placed
under which of the other better-milking, one-lambed ewes or
ewes which had lost their lamb(s).

Commonwealth farmers would also have provided their
ewes with quality housing and much winter fodder of good

quality. As my farmer-informants told me (see also



70
Thorsteinsson and borgeirsson 1989; G. Einarsson 1879;
borbergsson 1915:108-109), good housing and substantial good
hay have critical effects on fleece weight and on how many
lambs will be born and survive. These intensive maintenance
factors make the "new wool" grow more rapidly in spring, so
that the "old wool" (gamla ullin, reyfid) can be plucked
without impinging on the quantities of milk provided for the
lambs. Low maintenance strategies, on the other hand, have
the effect that, as my informant Jéhann in Ormarslén said,
"the ewes become dry [with respect to milk), because they
are cold, and loose their o0ld wool on the hummocks when the
new wool finally begins to emerge in May and June."

The above labor-intensive provisions with respect to
the ewes compete with the opportunity for sustaining many
lambs through their first winter; furthermore, these lambs
do not produce the amount of wool that is worth plucking in
spring unless they have been fed substantially as well.

Scientists from different disciplines have noted that
certain farming activities and labor products are quite
unique to the Commonwealth (i.e. with respect to Icelandic
history before this century), and they generally attribute
this to the affluence of a relatively large population,
which included numerous freeholders, commanding a
considerable labor force. These farming activities and
labor products are outlined below, and I will look at them

as parts of an over-all intensive livestock production
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strategy, marked by private property ownership and
mercantile incentives.

The 0ld Commonwealth Law Code includes numerous
stipulations which dictate that farmers shall erect sizeable
fences of sod and/or stone around their hayfields,
grainfields, haystorages, outlying meadows, marshy meadows,
as well as certain grazing areas that are called afrétt
(plural afréttir) (see especially Gragds 1992:321-324; also
bPorsteinsson and Grimsdéttir 1989:84-87). Surveys by
archaeologists, geographers, and geologists have revealed
the structural remains of those fences around extensive
hayfields and outlying meadows, as well as long walls (as
long as 4 km) which seem to mark boundaries between adjacent
grazing areas (see Rébertsdottir and Jéhannesson 1986; S.
bérarinsson 1981; Eldjarn 1977).

The lawbook which was introduced in 1281 (under
Norwegian rulership), on the other hand, where it refers
particularly to tenants' obligations, stipulates only that
each occupant must make a fence (léggardur: "lawful fence")
around his hayfield, called téduvéllur (Joénsbdék 1970:159-~
161). Furthermore, this particular legal article was
subsequently removed by a special order from King Eirikur
Magnusson, in his law reform (réttarbét) of 1294

(Diplomatarium Islandicum 2:282-288). The law reform of

1294 also removed from Jénsbdék an article which states that

dispossessed men shall not be allowed to occupy a farm;
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instead, they should be bound to have a legal domicile with
a farmer/householder (Porsteinsson and Grimsdéttir 1989:93-
94).

As I indicated earlier, Gragas includes very few
articles which specifically pertain to tenants, whereas
Jonsbék includes an entire chapter on the leasing of land
called Landsleigubalkur. J. Johannesson (1974:293) noted
that Grdagas has the following stipulation: "He who takes
lease on land must hire a large enough number of farm hands
so that he will be able to work all the meadows." This
stipulation is omitted in Jénsboék, whereas it was
reintroduced as part of the law reform of 1294.

As I will reflect on in chapter ten, a complicated
class struggle was going on in the latter part of the 13th
century between various types of property owners and tenants
(who by then had become quite numerous). Below I simply
want to emphasize the evidence for enclosure, private
ownership, shared access through private contracts, and the
intensive cultivation of land during the Commonwealth
period.

Several authors have noted numerous passages in Grdégds
and other documents dated to the Commonwealth period which
refer to the application of dung as natural fertilizer on
homefields and outlying meadows (see Thoroddsen 1919:118-
124; J. Johannesson 1974:293-294, 348; Porsteinsson and

Grimsdoéttir 1989:84-87; Oskarsson 1992). In fact, one
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medieval word for a hayfield was toduvollur (hayfodder-

field), and the word tada (accusative case t63u) derives

from the word tad, which means dung or manure. Dung from
livestock, as well as peat, was an important source of fuel
in early modern times, and it seems quite obvious that this
particular utility of the dung became increasingly important
as fewer farmers had access to brushwood and drift-wood, and
as the climate became less hospitable.

The modern term for mountain pasture as communal
property is afréttur (plural afréttir). Today each hreppur,
or commune, has its own afréttur. Thus, today afréttur is
communal property, that is, commons without implying
universal access. Interior grazing areas with universal
access, on the other hand, are called almenningar, or
“commons."

Most scholars have looked upon afréttur, which
literally means "rights to the off-fields/outlying areas,"
as "commons" in some limited sense, and they assume that
afréttir and almenningar existed as institutions stipulating
access to grazing land since the dawn of Iceland's
settlement history, when hreppur residents cooperated in the
collecting of sheep during fall (Eggertsson 1991; J.
Jéhannesson 1974:293-295; B. Larusson 1967, b. Thoroddsen
1919:181-197).

I note, however, that the word afréttur does not even

occur in documents dated from the Commonwealth period:;
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instead, the word which one encounters in Gragas,
inventories and ecclesiastical charters is afrétt, which
literally means "enclosure!" I also note that the editors
of Gragas (1992) use the word afréttur in their Index where
it refers to the numerous occurrences of the word afrétt in
different sections of the law book.

In his essay "Analyzing institutional success and
failures: a millennium of common mountain pastures in
Iceland," Pbrdainn Eggertsson (1991) expounds the view that
the dramatic decline of pasture vegetation and soil erosion
in the history of Icelandic settlement might be called "the
tragedy of the commons," given the added impacts of climatic
deterioration and natural disasters. I agree with
Eggertsson's assessment to an extent, but I would emphasize
that universal and communal grazing-access arrangements as
we know them from more recent history did not exist during
the first centuries of settlement. In fact Eggertsson
(1991:2) contends that "... some mountain pastures always
have remained exclusive private property, but generally the
ownership of afréttir evolved into communal property."

Gragas (1992:342) defines afrétt as grazing land which
two or more men own together. I have discovered from
reading the medieval inventories that many of these grazing
areas are located near the coast--e.g. the afrétt owned by
Gardar in 1220 (Diplomatarium Islandicum 1:417-418)--or in

fertile valleys, as opposed to in the interior mountain
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areas, e.g. afrétt owned by Stafholt in 1140 (Diplomatarium
Islandicum 1:178-180).

I note that the earliest documented description of
shared grazing arrangements which evoke notions of communal
access to land use appear in the 1220 charter/inventory for
the Church of Gaulverjabar, near the bishop's see at
Skalholt (Diplomatarium Islandicum 1:403-404). This charter
includes a stipulation which says that the farmers at
Gaulverjabazr (i.e. the churchwardens) shall administer the
arrangements of sambeit, or "shared grazing," & Vollum (an
afrétt nearby, bordering the estate of Skdalholt) in
cooperation with a number of occupants on nearby farms.
Another stipulation in the charter says that those occupants
who hold shared grazing rights at Vellir must drive all
their sheep, except the lambs, out of this grazing area by
Olafur's Mass (July 29th or August 3rd). The charter
announces at the end that the above agreements had at one
time been stipulations by a former churchwarden at
Gaulverjabar, but were subsequently reaffirmed by the late
bishop Porlakur the Saint, and the priest Gunnar. The
Gaulverjabar charter suggests that many of the men who owned
grazing rights at Vellir were the occupants of the two
tenancies which Gaulverjabazr owned and of tenancies owned by
the Bishopric, but they were many.

As for almenningar, the common property which today

implies universal access, we do not know how extensive these
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areas were during the Commonwealth period, nor exactly when
the stipulation in Gragas which pertains to almenningar was
first instituted. Gragas (1992:369) defines almenningar as
land and water where anyone within a particular Quarter
(referring to the division of the country into four
quarters) can procure fish, fowl, whale and wood, and graze
their animals during certain seasons of the year. It is
stated that the person who lives next to a certain

almenninqur must have exclusive access to its use during

five months out of the year. The oldest surviving special
charter which uses the term almenninqur, and describes what
it entails, dates to 1245. This document constitutes a
special order from the héfdingi (prominent person) and
churchwarden Sazmundur Jénsson, whose church owned many farms
and much beach area around Hornafjordur fjord, Southeast
Iceland (Diplomatarium Islandicum 1:403-404). This document
designates certain stretches of shoreline (valuable for
grazing on seaweed beaches, driftwood, drifted whales,
fishing) as almenningur, which all household heads in
Hornafjoérdur, whether they are freehoclders or tenants,
should have certain regulated rights to use.

I infer that dependent land tenure, on the one hand,
and communal access to grazing on formerly private-owned
land (afrétt, as opposed to remote and less productive
almenningar), on the other, developed simultaneously.

Furthermore, these developments--from the mercantile
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ownership rights of freeholders to feudal-prebendal mode of
production--were led by ecclesiastical institutions in their
direct involvements in the country's economy.

In 1800 Icelanders numbered around 50,000, and a
majority of household heads were tenants and cotters, many
of them living on land owned by the church, the Norwegian
state (i.e. land appropriated from the monasteries after the
reformation in 1552) or by secular landlords (patrimonially
owned and inherited). In the decades around 1900, when most
farms had become freeholds (again), farming households
gradually began to adopt increasingly intensive strategies
for rearing livestock. Several essays (including T.
Bjarnason 1884; Asmundsson 1888:3-9; Sveinsson 1882) were
published urging farmers to utilize dung more extensively
for fertilizing their fields, as fornmenn had done (fornmenn
meaning "ancient men", i.e. the early Icelanders). Around
1900 farmers in Svalbardshreppur, as well as other parts of
the country, began systematically to fertilize their fields
(Oskarsson 1992), erect walls around their home~field (tun),
and to cultivate, flatten and dry up new land for making
more hay (bPoérélfsson 1899)~-which they also enclosed.

Fodder production was significantly increased. These were
critical steps taken towards (modern) intensive livestock
production in Iceland, which entailed increasing the number
of milch-cows, as farmers ceased to take milk from their

ewes and to ctll newborn and winter-old lambs.
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Many cows and finished suckling lambs (dilkar):

Intensification-step three for increasing wool yield

As I showed earlier, many scholars have noted that
during the relatively warm Commonwealth period, in contrast
to the period from late-13th century to 19th century, ewes
were relatively few in relation to dairy cows and dry
cattle. Given the hospitable conditions during the Medieval
Warm Period, before vegetation decline and soil erosion had
a critical impact, land was frequently available for
wintergrazing. Willow and birch were quite abundant still,
available for browsing by cattle and sheep, and must have
been critical sources at times in early spring. Browsing by
sheep, which eat the new buds of the birch, was among the
factors responsible for the drastic reduction of forests
(Prostur Eysteinsson, personal communication). The seasons
for growing grass and making hay were on the average longer
than they were following the advent of the so-called Little
Ice Age in the late 1200s.

Zooarchaeological findings by Amorosi and McGovern
(1989b; Amorosi 1989, 1992) in their analysis of
zooarchaeological assemblages from several Icelandic
excavation sites show evidence for economic and ecological
changes and trends--reflected in proportions of animals
culled and procured as well as age-specific mortality--which

took place in a period which they divide into the phases
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Settlement (874-930), Commonwealth (930-1264), late medieval
(1264-1500), and early modern (1500-1800). I will present
and discuss certain of their findings and inferences as they
pertain to my critical questions. First of all, many of
their findings, or their "proxy data sets" as they like to
call them, agree with what historians have noted with
respect to changes in the ratio of sheep to cattle, and
concerning an early Icelandic broad subsistence base. They
show also, however, that extreme inland sites in the north
and east, like Hrafnkellsdalur and Granastadir, show a
consistently high ratio of sheep to cattle (Amorosi 1989).

Amorosi's and McGovern's analysis of zooarchaeological
assemblages from around Iceland shows that during from
Settlement and into the Commonwealth period the subsistence
base was broad, in spite of the fact that percentages of
fish (especially the Atlantic Cod) does not noticeably
increase at these sites until the medieval/early mocdern
transition. (As they point out, Icelanders become
increasingly involved in the European stock fish trade in
the 14th century (see also historical works by b.
Jéhannesson 1928; Porsteinsson and Grimsdéttir 1989).) Bone
assemblages dated to the Settlement period and throughout
most of the Commonwealth period show significant percentages
for seals, birds, and pigs, while the percentages for these
species go down by the end of the Commonwealth period.

(Early modern assemblages from the Svalbard midden show high
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representation of Common seal and whale, as well Harp seal,
which would have been carried to Iceland during extreme ice
years (Amorosi 1992).)

Looking at assemblages from around Iceland, Amorosi and
McGovern conclude that the ratio of caprines (mostly sheep)
to cattle increased between the early (1050-1150) and later
Commonwealth phases (1150-1250), and towards the Late
Medieval phase (1250-1400). In commenting on these trends,
Amorosi (1992:123) infers that "[this] intensification of
sheep raising (goats are very rare in Icelandic collections)
may be related to increased emphasis on wool production, and
it may also reflect declining prime pasture areas and a move
towards less fodder dependent animals." Given my definition
of different sheep rearing practices in Northern farming, I
would support Amorosi's latter explanation for the shift in
the caprine to cattle rat