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There seems to be a strong tradition in Norse archaeology of dealing with the
Faroes and Shetland as a more or less defined unity. This tradition of
combining and comparing the two groups of islands appears in various fields
of research, e.g. environmental studies (Johansen 1985), place-name studies
(MacGregor 1984, 1986) and human geography and archaeology (Small
1969).

Why should we look at the two archipelagos as though they form a
whole? As far as environmental conditions are concerned the differences
between the Faroes and Shetland are small as compared to the West
Norwegian landscape. As pointed out by Alan Small, the differences from
Norway are of such magnitude that they must have presented the Norse with
many problems in a new and alien environment (Small 1970:179).

On the other hand, the Faroe Islands and Shetland differ from Orkney
and the coasts of Caithness in Scotland to the south, for their landscapes are
much more hilly and mountainous and have relatively less room for
agriculture.

The Faroes and Shetland have another thing in common, as they both
seem to play a rather anonymous role in the Viking Age compared to that of,
for instance, Orkney. As Small points out, the political dominance of Orkney
has tended to overshadow the importance of Shetland as a major Norse
colony (Small 1970:182). An attempt to illustrate the strategic position of the
two groups of islands in a North Atlantic context and their role in the
amalgam of events and processes that characterized the Viking period was
made by Alan Small twenty-five years ago [fig. 1].

The present paper will follow this tradition but it will not try to
summarize our present knowledge in all fields of research into the Viking
Age in the two groups of islands. Neither will it deal with the question of the
place-name evidence and the related discussion about the settlement structure
(see for instance MagGregor 1984, 1986; Small 1969; Thorsteinsson 1978,
1981). It will, however, on the basis of the archaeological finds, put the focus
on some aspects and perspectives concerning trade and communication links
in Viking-Age rural society in Shetland and the Faroes.

Although we have chosen to deal with Shetland and the Faroe Islands as
one, there are certainly environmental differences between the two groups of
islands. For instance, the mountains of the Faroes rise to a height of
approximately 850 m, while the highest mountains in Shetland are only about
half this height. At the same time, the space available for agriculture is much
more limited and determined by the environment in the Faroes, where
settlements are restricted to low-lying coastal areas, than it is in Shetland.
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The landscape that met the Norse settlers in Shetland and the Faroes
respectively differed markedly. In the Faroes the Norsemen found a virtually
uninhabited landscape. Although there might have been some early settle-
ment by Irish monks in the 7-8th centuries, there seems to have been no
intensive exploitation of the environment. In Shetland, however, the Norse
settlers found a landscape that had been populated for about five thousand
years, and this means that the vegetation was quite different.

For instance, juniper was abundant in the Faroe Islands, while it had
become extinct thousands of years before the Norsemen’s arrival in Shetland.
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Fig. 1. Norse Sea Routes (after Small 1968A: 2).
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The exploitation of juniper for different purposes — wicker-work, repair
material etc. — was known in Norway, and was practised by the Norse
settlers in the Faroes (Hansen 1988: 72; Larsen 1991). Juniper is a good
example of how the Norse settlers changed the landscape of the Faroes, as
juniper declined rapidly after their arrival (J6hansen 1985). The character of
the human impact and the reason for the decline of juniper has in recent years
become a matter of discussion (Hansen 1988: 77; J6hansen 1971: 151;
J6hansen 1985: 55, Larsen 1991:54ff; Small 1992: 3ff).

The situation that met the Norse settlers in Shetland was a different one,
as the islands had been inhabited since the neolithic period. The vegetation
was thus different, as the shrubs had been in decline for a long time before the
arrival of the Norsemen. At the same time, juniper had disappeared a long
time before the Norse settlement. Birch (betula) was present, although only
on a small scale, as was hazel (corylus) (Jéhansen 1985: 81).

Although the Faroe Islands and Shetland share some geographical and
environmental features, there are nevertheless important differences in
geology. While the only types of stone to be found in the Faroes are basalt
and tuf, Shetland is much more favoured, as it yields steatite, schist and
sandstone, materials that were very important to the Norse settlers, as they
were preferred for hones, querns, net- and line-sinkers, spindle-whorls, loom-
weights and cooking and drinking vessels. So while Norse settlers in Shetland
were well supplied with these materials, their neighbours in the Faroes had to
import them from either Norway, Shetland or somewhere further away.

In spite of such differences Small in 1969 found the similarities to be of
such basic substance as to allow him to propose a ‘geographical model’ for
the Norse settlement in Shetland and the Faroe Islands, stressing that the
environmental conditions in both groups of islands only allowed settlement in
a rather limited number of areas (Small 1969: figs. 1-2). The model was
based on the following preconditions for a primary Norse farmstead: 1.
access to the sea, with a reasonable site for pulling up a boat; 2. a patch of
fairly flat, reasonably well-drained land suitable for the construction of a
farmstead and with the potential for some grain cultivation; 3. extensive
grazing areas, since the number of animals which the poor vegetation of the
islands could support would be rather low (Small 1969:149). Viking-Age
sites in the Faroes fit well into this model (Hansen 1988: 78).

The environment provided the framework for the Norse settlement, and
it is still very important to investigate the environmental conditions for these
Viking-Age communities and the economy that they established. Although
environmental studies are important, archaeological finds can actually
provide evidence on issues where the value of environmental studies and
place-name studies will normally be more limited. One of these issues is that
of trade and communication.
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Fig. 2. Map of Shetland showing the archaeological sites mentioned in
the text.

Fig. 3. Map of Faroe Islands showing the archaeological sites

mentioned in the text.




Norse archaeology in Shetland and Faroe

Archaeological research into the Norse period has a rather short history in
both Shetland and the Faroes, which means that any new information will
normally contribute essentially to our present knowledge. As new
archaeological research has been going on both in Shetland and in the Faroes
since Small’s paper appeared in 1969, it may therefore be appropriate to give
a short presentation of the most important Viking-Age sites in Shetland and
Faroe [figs. 2-3].

In Shetland, one of the most famous and well-documented excavations
of a Norse settlement in the North Atlantic took place at the site known as
Jarlshof on the southern tip of Mainland in the 1930-1950s. The excavator
described the settlement as a primary farmstead that was later joined by
secondary farmsteads during the Norse period (Hamilton 1956: 5) [fig. 4]. A
lot of objects from the Viking Age turned up in stratified layers at the site.
J.R.C. Hamilton’s publication from 1956 is still the most important
publication of any settlement site in the Faroes and Shetland.

Only one other presumed Viking-Age site has been excavated in
Shetland and this not on the same scale as Jarlshof. At Underhoull on the west
coast of Unst, Small excavated a single Norse building in the 1960s and dated
it to the Viking Age (Small 1967, 1968B). Small’s dating of Underhoull to the
10th century has been questioned by other archaeologists (Bigelow 1992: 10).
The author of the present paper has recently had the opportunity to study the
archaeological finds from the site and would on the basis of that preliminarily
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Fig. 4. Jarlshof. The earliest Norse phase at Jarishof (after Hamilton 1956).
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suggest a date within the late 10th to 12th century. While there is no doubt
about some of the material being Late Norse, it is more difficult to determine
at what time exactly this farmstead was established.'

Excavations of Norse settlement sites in the Faroe Islands began in the
1940s, when the late State Antiquary of the Faroe Islands, Sverri Dahl,
commenced his pioneer work. Excavations were carried out on a number of
sites uncovering parts of ancient settlements (Dahl 1971A, 1971B). The
dating of the settlements has caused many problems, as it is difficult to give
more than just a rough dating of the excavated structures. However, these
investigations gradually began to yield the archaeological evidence for the
Norse settlement in the Faroe Islands in the Viking Age, thus supporting in
general the information of written sources such as the so-called ‘Saga of the
Faroe Islanders’.

Dahl excavated settlement structures at the important Viking-Age sites
‘nidri 4 Toft’ in Kvivik and ‘vid Gjégvard’ in Fuglafjgrour (1971A, 1971B)
and at a number of other sites which he dated to the Viking Age. With our
present knowledge it is obvious that some of the sites dated by Dahl to the
Viking Age or Early Norse period have to be dated to the Medieval or Late
Norse period. However, Dahl’s excavations demonstrated convincingly that
Viking-Age farmsteads could be located and investigated in the Faroes and
that they tended to occur close to present-day farms.

In the 1980s some large-scale excavations took place in the Faroes. For
the first time since Dahl’s investigations Fgroya Fornminnissavn got the
opportunity to excavate a Viking-Age settlement at the site called “Toftanes’
in the village of Leirvik (Hansen 1988, 1989, 1991, 1993). The excavation
uncovered four contemporary buildings, all forming part of the same
farmstead. The topographical location fits very well into Small’s rodel for
‘primary farmsteads’ [fig. 5]. A corroboration of the archaeological dating
has been provided by three C-14 datings from floor-layers in Building I,
which provide dates ranging from ca. 890-975 AD (Hansen 1988: 75).

Another important site to be excavated in the 1980s was that of
‘Argisbrekka’ near the northern tip of Eysturoy (Mahler 1991). This site,
which comprised some fourteen buildings, was interpreted by the excavator
as a shieling or ‘szter’ and was dated to the Viking Age and Late Norse
period (Mahler 1991). This excavation formed the starting-point for a
renewed interest in the whole concept of shielings as a part of Norse economy
and settlement structure in Viking-Age Faroe Islands (Mahler 1991).

The three farmsteads in Kvivik, Fuglafjgrdur and Leirvik all contained
rather comprehensive archaeological assemblages which can be compared
with that at Jarlshof. Similarly Toftanes in Leirvik can in many respects

1. The author has recently studied the extensive material of steatite from Underhoull stored in
the Shetland Museum. The assemblage contains circular rounded as well as oval and square-
sided types of vessels. I am grateful to Alan Small for his help and permission to look at the
material.
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The evidence of archaeological finds in Shetland and Faroe

While the material from burials and stray finds is sparse and thus of limited
value at the moment, the archaeological material from settlements is varied
and quite extensive. The archaeological material from Faroese and Shetland
settlement sites is in many respects of identical character and gives evidence
about daily life and the economy. One rather important aspect, which seems
to have attracted rather little attention in previous works, is that of
communication and trade as reflected in these objects. In the following, focus
on this aspect will be based on a presentation of some of the main groups of
archaeological assemblages from the settlement sites in Shetland and Faroe.

Stone objects

In both areas sherds of steatite vessels are very common on settlement sites
from the Viking Age. In fact, the Viking Age in the North Atlantic is
considered to be aceramic, as steatite vessels seem to replace clay vessels. In
Shetland the Viking-Age phases at Jarlshof as well as Underhoull are
characterized by aceramic assemblages and in the Faroe Islands the Viking-
Age sites in Kvivik, Fuglafjgrdur and Leirvik all seem to be aceramic
(Crawford 1979: 40; Hansen 1988: 75). It is obvious that the Norse settlers
were very fond of steatite and it is very common for sherds from broken
vessels to be reused for other purposes — for instance spindle-whorls, net-
and line-sinkers, weights etc.

In the Faroe Islands there is no doubt that objects of steatite were
imported since steatite is not found here. It has normally been accepted that
the steatite in the Faroes was brought from Norway, either as imports
obtained by trade or as part of an initial cargo at the time of the original
settlement. The situation is different in Shetland, as steatite is part of the
geology of that area, and it has been documented through the location of
quarries that steatite was exploited for the manufacturing of vessels during
the Norse period (Hamilton 1956: 206pp; Buttler 1989).

It is interesting to note that most of the steatite sherds from Toftanes
have been secondarily worked; many of them into spindle-whorls. The same
feature was characteristic for the earliest Norse phase at Jarlshof (Hamilton
1956: 207), which might indicate that the vessels from this phase were
imported (Hamilton 1956: 130). At the same time the equally extensive
number of sherds from Underhoull show only to a very limited degree any
signs of having been secondarily worked. This might reflect either that
steatite was not as easily available to the Norse settlers in the Faroes as it was
in Shetland, where natural sources were abundant, or that the Shetland
steatite-industry was established by then and could easily provide the rural
settlements with all the items that they required.

The exploitation of steatite in Shetland may have been different from
that in Norway, as the industry in Norway may have served large markets in
the towns of Viking Scandinavia, while Shetland remained a wholly rural
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society throughout the Norse period (Buttler 1989: 204). This does not,
however, exclude the possibility that the steatite-industry in Shetland may
have served other rural societies in the North Atlantic - for instance the Faroe
Islands. Unfortunately all attempts so far to determine at which quarry a
given object was produced have been fruitless (Buttler 1989: 204).

Another type of stone that was necessary for daily life was schist. It was
used for hones and quern stones, which occur at all Viking-Age settlement
sites. Schist occurs in Shetland but not in the Faroes, which means that
without any doubt, as in the case of steatite, the Faroese finds must be
imported. The schist used for hones is of at least two different types, since
both a light, coarse-grained type and a more fine-grained, dark schist are
represented. The resource of the first type has been identified as Eidsborg in
Norway (Myrvoll 1985; Mitchell et al. 1984). The origin of the dark schist,
however, has not been established yet. Although it cannot be said for certain,
there is good reason to suggest that a lot of the hones of the light schist found
on North Atlantic sites do originate from Eidsborg, thus reflecting links of
communication and exchange between Norway and the colonies in the North
Atlantic.

Querns of schist have been found both at Jarlshof and at Toftanes. One
of the two intact pieces from Toftanes was furnished with a groove for the
insertion of iron-bars in the undersurface and a collar around the central hole
on the uppersurface [fig. 8]. This feature seems to be common in the western
part of the Viking world, as it occurs in for instance Shetland (Hamilton 1956:
pl. XXXV:10-11) and Greenland (Krogh 1982: 105). To the author’s know-
ledge it is not evidenced in Scandinavia during the Viking Age. The origin of
this object therefore is probably to be sought for in the south. The best
parallel so far identified actually derives from Dunadd in Argyll [fig. 9.

At Toftanes a fragment of an armlet of jet or lignite was found [fig. 10].
Similar armlets have previously been found in Viking-Age graves in Iceland
(Eldjarn 1956: 332, fig. 148), Orkney (Grieg 1940: 86, fig. 47) and
Castletown, Caithness on the Scottish Mainland (Grieg 1940: 24, fig. 8).
Fragments of armlets were found at the settlement sites Brough of Birsay,
Orkney (Curle 1982: 66f) and possibly at Jarlshof, Shetland (Hamilton 1956:
fig. 56:7). Huge amounts of jet armlets, finger-rings and raw material have
been unearthed during the excavations in Viking Dublin (Wallace & O Floinn
1988: 22f)°. Although jet originates from deposits in Whitby near York, there
is good reason to suggest that these armlets turning up at different sites in the
North Atlantic were actually produced in Dublin (Hansen 1993: 481ff). Jet

4. National Museum, Edinburgh. GP 324. I am grateful to Dr. Alison Sheridan for her kind
assistance during my visits to the National Museum.

5. The author had the opportunity to study the unpublished jet-material in the National Museum
of Ireland during a visit in 1990. I am grateful to Dr. Patrick F. Wallace and Debbie Caulfield
for help and assistance during my visit.
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Fig. 10. Fragment of jet or lignite armlet from Toftanes, Faroe Islands (drawing
Aa. Andersen).

objects have also been found in Norway, where they concentrate in the south-
western parts (Shetelig 1946: 9). The Norwegian finds seem in general to be
earlier than the finds in the North Atlantic.

Another interesting object from Toftanes is a rather big block of
sandstone that was found standing on the floor in the hall of the farmstead
[fig. 11]. The stone, which had probably been used as a hone, possibly
originates from an area to the south of the Faroes, for instance Shetland.® It
could have been brought to the Faroes as ballast in a ship, but on the other
hand the real reason for its import to the Faroes is probably that it was
required as a hone.

6. Personal communication from Dr. Lars Clemmensen, Institute of Geology, University of
Copenhagen.
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however, it is impossible to say whether they have entered the North Atlantic
via the eastern part of the Viking world (i.e. for instance via Viking towns in
Scandinavia, Northern Germany or Eastern England), or whether they entered
from the western part of the Viking world (for instance Ireland), since many
of them have a Pan-European distribution (Callmer 1977: 94ff).

Wood .

One very important body of material is wood. While the conditions for
survival of wooden objects seem to be very bad in Shetland, they seem on the
other hand to be optimal in the Faroes. The Viking-Age sites in nidri 4 Toft,
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Fig. 12. The distribution of polyhedral headed ringed pins and armlets of jet or lignite
in the North Atlantic area. Thomas Fanning 1983 and Steffen Stummann
Hansen.
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vid Gjogvard, Argisbrekka and Toftanes have all yielded large amounts of
wooden objects. Much of this wood is normally accepted as being driftwood
from Siberia, but at the same time there is no doubt that timber and wooden
objects were imported and traded in the North Atlantic. Normally one would
think that timber came from Norway. On the other hand, however, saga-
sources actually suggest, as already mentioned by Small, that timber was
imported from Scotland and the Western Isles (Small 1970: 181).

The recent fortunate development of dendrochronology has led to the
establishment of chronologies for not only the areas around the Baltic Sea but
also Belfast, Dublin, Exeter, London and the East Midlands, as well as one
master-chronology for England and South-Central Scotland (Bonde &
Crumlin-Pedersen 1990: 5). It was this fact that made it possible not only to
determine that Wreck 2 from Skuldelev in Denmark was built in the second
half of the 11th century but also that it had been built in the region of the Irish
Sea, and probably Dublin (Bonde & Crumlin-Pedersen 1990: 5).

The establishing of the regional curves for dendrochronology provides
us with new perspectives on the wooden material from the Faroese sites from
the Viking Age. It is thus hoped that the Faroese material will be of such a
quality that determinations of planks and other objects of oak may fit into the
already established curves. In this case it is hoped that in due time we shall be
able to say whether timber and wooden objects were imported from Norway
or from areas to the south, thus again reflecting lines of communication and
trade.

Shetland and Faroe in a North Atlantic context

There are very strong traditions in Norse archaeology about the origins of the
Norse settlers. One tradition has it that the settlers of the Faroe Islands and
Shetland came from southwestern Norway during the reign of Harald Fairhair
in the late 9th century. This could be termed the ‘Norwegian link’
(MacGregor 1986: 84; Small 1970: 179). The other tradition has it that a
significant part of the settlers came from the south — i.e. the Western Isles.
This tradition is largely based on the evidence from written sources such as
the Ulster Annals and the Norse sagas, as well as place- and personal names
that Norse settlers in Scotland and the Western Isles were forced up into the
North Atlantic in the late 9th century. These Hiberno-Norse people — the
Gall Gaedhil — thus represent a southern, Scottish influence to the Viking-
Age rural communities further up in the North Atlantic. (Crawford 1987: 127,
Smyth 1984: 161ff). This tradition could be termed the ‘Scottish link’.
Interpretations based on slender archaeological and historical evidence
can be very dangerous. Concerning the archaeological finds we still have a
rather limited material which needs further investigation and is difficult to
quantify. Thus we cannot say whether the distribution of artifacts reflects
lines of communication, exchange and trade or actually reflects the
movement of people and families. It is still generally accepted that the
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Viking-Age history of the North Atlantic reflects an amalgam of processes
and events and that the sea was carrying a great deal of traffic.

There is no doubt that the excavations in Viking Dublin and the
subsequent studies of the material have already indicated that Dublin must
have played a rather important role in the development of the Viking-Age
communities in the North Atlantic. On the basis of our present knowledge it
is very hard to say to what extent the rural Norse communities in the Faroe
Islands and Shetland became integrated links in trading systems and networks
or how their cultural identities were established. It is, however, interesting to
note that quite a few groups of finds seem to enter the rural communities of
the North Atlantic from the south — i.e. jet armlets, ringed pins, quernstones.
Other items probably came from Norway, but we still have problems about
the origin of steatite, schist and wood, and in all cases there is the possibility
that at least some of them, too, came from the south.

What is badly needed today when dealing with the Norse settlement in
the Faroes and Shetland is, of course, large-scale excavations on primarily
Viking-Age settlements. Excavations of Viking burials would certainly be
valuable too, as they normally contain objects whose origin can be
determined. A detailed study of the archaeological objects from earlier
excavations in both Shetland and the Faroe Islands may also be able to yield
information that can help us to understand the patterns of trade and
communication.

On the environmental side, a major project is badly needed on the
steatite outcrops of the whole Viking world so that steatite objects from farm
sites can be analysed and traced back to the appropriate geological outcrop.
This could, as already pointed out by Small, in turn lead to a statistical
determination of trade patterns in the North Atlantic Norse area (Small
1970:183).

Also, as indicated above, developments in dendrochronology may now
give us important information on the origins of wooden objects and timbers.

Another problem is that very few and hardly published Viking-Age sites
are known from the Western Isles and North-Western Scotland. Although
some Viking graves are known from these areas, we still badly need the
settlements. Localization and excavations of Viking-Age settlements on the
north- and west-coast of Scotland and in the Western Isles would undoubtedly
shed new light on the importance of the ‘Scottish link’ in the North Atlantic.
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