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ggsaeaeiy Jsing Tephrochronology to Assess the Tempo of Settlement in Viking Age Iceland

Abstract

The tephrochronological record in northern Iceland al-
lows for relatively fine temporal control over changing
settlement patterns during the Viking Age. Over the last 6
years the Skagafjordur Archaeological Settlement Survey
(SASS) has developed a series of protocols involving cor-
ing, electromagnetic conductivity survey, resistivity, GPR,
and test excavations to make an accurate assessment of
the first few hundred years of Viking Age settlement in
Iceland. Here tephrochronology is used to date the settle-
ment sequence of approximately 20 farms in the Langholt
region of Skagafjordur. Based on systematic survey data
from Langholt three distinct stages of farmstead estab-
lishment are apparent, each reflecting the landowning
elite’s control over productive land and, after the initial
settlement, dictating the terms of subsequent farmstead
establishment: (1) an initial, sparse settlement with large,
independent farmsteads; (2) the later division of property
into additional independent farmsteads; and (3) the sub-
division of existing farmstead properties creating a new
class of smaller, subordinate farms likely to be the first
tenant farms in Iceland.

Skagafjordur Tephra Sequence
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Figure 2. Skagafjordur local
tephra sequence. showing
volcanic system of origin for
historically dated and pre-
historic eruptions. Individual
tephras are distinguished by
sequence, color, and texture.

The Creation of a Propertied Landscape

Iceland was first settled in the Viking Age
(870-930 AD). Colonists claimed lands and es-
tablished independent farms. Accounts of the
settlement are found in the Icelandic Sagas
and, in particular the Landndmabok, a record of
approximately 400 colonists and the lands they
claimed (figure 1). By the 17th century, when
systematic records of land ownership are first
available, there are roughly 10 times as many
farms and over 95% of Icelandic householders
were tenants. Thus, Iceland provides an oppor-
tunity to explore the emergence of social com-
plexity, from the settlement of an uninhabited
island to a highly stratified state.

The histories provide little information on
the transition from settlement to state. What
happened? How did the landscape fill in and
when did substantial inequalities develop
among farmsteads and households? We sys-

tematically surveyed and conducted test exca-

Figure 1. Initial land claims in Skagafjérour
according to the Landndmabdk.

vations in the Langholt region of Skagafjordur
to examine this process.
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Tephrochronology

Reqgular volcanic eruptions in Iceland provide an alternative means to date archaeologi- !
cal deposits. Individual tephra layers can be matched with source volcanic systems and the
time of eruption. Volcanic ash layers preserved in stratigraphic sequences allow farm build-
ings, sheet middens, and relict field systems to be dated. Tephra layers can also be used to
refine radiocarbon dates by eliminating multiple intercepts from the radiocarbon calibra-
tion curve (figure 3).

Skagafjordur has a tephra sequence well-suited to the study of the settlement with te- s L
phra layers from approximately 871, 950, 1000, and 1104 AD (figure 2). These can be used
as consistent temporal markers within sites and among sites. We used the local sequence
of volcanic tephras to date the sequence of farm establishment and determine the area of
farm buildings and middens in different time periods.
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Figure 4. Settlement pattern for Langholt ca. 1100 AD.
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Figure 3. Radiocarbon cali-
bration curve for the Viking
Age showing intersecting
tephra layers.
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| Land Division and Inequality

Over 8 years (2001-2009) SASS ex-
perimented with and implemented
novel survey protocols to systemati-
cally identify, date, and characterize

Figure 5. Rank-Size Distributions
for sites and landowners in Ska-
gafjorour and Langholt based on
textual and archaeological sources.

the approximately 20 Viking Age farmsteads in Langholt. The result-
ing settlement pattern reveals distinct patterns in the order, size, and
timing of farm establishment and land division (figure 4).

The first farms, dating to the initial colonization, are widely spaced,
roughly corresponding to the distribution represented in the Land-
ndmabok. Later, these initial land claims were divided, resulting in the
establishment of new, relatively large and independent farmsteads.
At the end of the 10™ century a new class of small farms appears re-
sulting in pronounced differences in the size of farmsteads. The sur-
vey shows that incipient inequality among farms originated in the
process of land division and farm establishment (figure 5).
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