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Identifying foreign cloth imports in the Icelandic archaeological corpus is difficult at best, yet given widespread similarities in
homespun cloth from sites across the country, imported cloth can be identified visually through the presence of refined finishing
techniques (such as teaseling, shearing, and fulling) that were uncommon in Iceland and were the products of specialist craftsmen
in Europe. This paper examines textile assemblages from deposits datable to the period of Hanseatic trade at three sites, Gilsbakki,
Reykholt, and Stéra-Borg that represent two wealthy, interior, parish centres and a moderate-sized coastal farm, respectively.
Variations in the number and diversity of imported cloth items within these sites’ assemblages suggest that while Hanseatic
material culture was widely spread on Icelandic rural sites, the nature of the material culture sub-assemblages attributable to
Hanseatic trade was not obviously a direct function of households’ wealth or proximity to harbours but may have engaged other
cultural factors linked to the political and social challenges of the post-Reformation period and the roles of individual households

in regional or intra-Icelandic trade.
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Hanseatic merchants arrived in Iceland and began to
exert a strong presence there between c. 1430—40.!
Despite attempts by the Danish crown to curb their
economic activities, their trade and influence ex-
panded across the island until 1602 when the Danish
monarchy restricted trade with Iceland to companies
operating under direct and monopolistic royal author-
ity. The Hanseatic expansion into the North Atlantic
came at the tail end of Hanseatic activity, which be-
gan with a boom in the trade of the cities of the Hanse
around the Baltic a few centuries earlier. During this
period, German merchants controlled much of that re-
gion’s economy and, currently, analysis of the material
evidence for this short-lived episode of German trade
has been a topic of growing interest among archaeolo-
gists working in the North Atlantic.®> Analyses and
research are underway to identify harbours, excavate
trading sites, and delineate the material culture of this
phenomenon and its impact on the communities of
the North Atlantic region.

Documentary sources indicate that textiles were
among the commodities imported to the North
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Atlantic by Hanseatic merchants. Conversely, Icelan-
dic households are known to have produced and trad-
ed woollen cloth that was exported to continental Eu-
rope. Tracing the movements of these textiles, in both
directions, presents considerably greater challenges
than monitoring the movement of some other ele-
ments of Hanseatic material culture, such as ceramics
or glass, due to the lack of comprehensive published
information on Icelandic archaeological textiles. Un-
til recently, textile analyses in Iceland were carried
out largely by the late Else Gudjonsson, who devoted
most of her research efforts to the study of finer tex-
tiles, ecclesiastic items, tapestries, and ethnographic
items related to the evolution of the Icelandic national
costume.* A selected few papers have been devoted to
Iceland’s archaeological textile remains, yet the ma-
jority of the archaeological textiles recovered from
excavations over the past century have remained un-
derstudied, although they are abundant, with between
four thousand and six thousand fragments surviving.®

Current research by this author on Icelandic and
North Atlantic archaeological textile collections
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seeks to overcome this gap while exploring a series
of inter-related topics in which textiles play a signifi-
cant role.® As the Hanse were notorious for their ef-
forts to control the textile trade in Europe, moving
cloth from one location to another in various stages
of production, the question must be raised: what was
the impact of this Hanseatic textile trade on Iceland?
Further, why would Icelanders have felt the need to
import more woollens, or other textiles, when they
produced enough cloth to clothe their own population
and generated sufficient surpluses for foreign trade?
At the same time, this local homespun gained value
as a unit of currency within Iceland, throughout the
Middle Ages,” and was used as a form of payment for
compensation in legal transactions, for paying tithes
and taxes, to settle fines, and as a medium for inter-
nal trade and export. It was also used, of course, for
the household production of clothing, tents, sails, fur-
nishings and farm items.®

Identifying Hanseatic cloth imports into Iceland,
or the movement of Icelandic textiles into Hanseatic
ports, are not easy tasks without the use of isotopic
analyses of the wool itself, which might provide op-
portunities to source the origins of the primary raw
materials. Some of this isotopic work has begun as a
pilot project with three samples that could apply to
the period under discussion while the others are later
(see below). Nevertheless, this paper will attempt to re-
view and identify some Hanseatic cloth imports into
Iceland using data from three sites from the late fif-
teenth to seventeenth centuries: Stéra-Borg, a wealthy
coastal farm in southern Iceland, and Reykholt and
Gilsbakki, both of which are elite residential sites and
parish centres located in the interior of western Ice-
land. These three sites were chosen, as they all offered
significant numbers of textiles with recent and reliable
Accelerator Mass Spectrometry (AMS) dates and data
on textiles from the Hanseatic period in Iceland. These
results and insights must be preliminary for the time
being, with analyses based more on visual and com-
parative recognition with known local cloth types.

Identifying foreign cloth: the
cloth of Hanse — problems
and impediments

Mehler identified two types of Hanseatic material cul-
ture coming into Iceland during the late fifteenth to
the seventeenth centuries: on the one hand artefacts
produced in the Hanse core area by craftsmen work-
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ing in the area of present-day Germany and delivering
their goods to Hanseatic merchants for further sale,
or in one of their Kontors that can be described as
Hanseatic, presuming their provenance can be iden-
tified;’ and, on the other hand, artefacts made from
non-indigenous raw materials or by foreign crafts-
men working outside areas of Hanseatic influence,
but transported by the Hanse.”” In addition to these,
a third category of material culture found in Icelandic
sites of this time consists of items that came to Ice-
land via trade with ships of other nationalities, such as
English, Spanish, Basque, and Dutch whalers or fisher-
men and non-Hanseatic German tradesmen stocking
up in Iceland and exchanging their wares for Icelandic
foodstuffs, fresh water, or goods that could be resold
in England or Europe as secondary products of their
voyages. !!

Prior to the Hanseatic presence in Iceland, English
merchants had conducted trade in this region for some
time.'? In 1490, however, the Danish-Norwegian state
granted foreign merchants, including those from Ger-
man and Baltic ports, licences to trade with the Faroes
and Iceland.”® This presented a new set of challenges
for the English, and between 1486 and 1532 they suf-
fered increasingly in violent clashes with German mer-
chants."*

Archaeologically, the role of these foreign traders is
apparent through the presence of imported material
culture in sites and deposits from these centuries, but
trying to tease out who brought what is not. The types
of cloth carried in the holds of Hanseatic merchants’
ships for trade with North Atlantic communities was
diverse and included wares made in England, Hol-
land, and elsewhere in northern Europe, as they had
become textile suppliers and trans-shippers for much
of Europe.”” Kijavainen states, regarding trade goods
in Finland, that cloth was sent directly to Hanseatic
towns such Reval, Liibeck and Danzig before reach-
ing Turku.'®* Munro and Maik have both documented
English cloth — specifically English woollen broad-
cloth and Kerseys — circulating abundantly in areas of
Germany controlled by the Hanse, as well as in central
and eastern Europe during the late fifteenth century.”

English cloth itself was frequently the product of
complex and non-linear production processes; it could
be woven in one location and sent elsewhere for finish-
ing treatments, such as dying, fulling, teaseling, and so
on.® Documentary evidence even suggests that Icelan-
dic wadmal imported to England was frequently sent
out for such secondary treatments before it was resold
to English or more distant consumers'.
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Despite these complexities, Penelope Walton Rogers
in pioneering research, argued that visibly identifiable
English cloth was present in Icelandic textile collec-
tions from excavated late-medieval and post-medieval
deposits of the elite interior farmstead of Reykholt.*
Her insights suggested that the potential existed for
making broader inferences about the role of foreign
trade in textiles within Iceland, but were limited by
the scale of the collections. The absence of compara-
tive data from across Iceland also limited the potential
for assessing the significance of variability within the
corpus from Reykholt.

Recognizing indigenous
Icelandic textiles and identifying
anomalies as imports

Textile analysis of Icelandic collections

The Icelandic corpus of archaeological textiles is sub-
stantial with numbers ranging between eight thousand
to ten thousand fragments of cloth with approximately
thirty-eight sites analysed at the present time. As men-
tioned above, these collections have escaped the scru-
tiny of textile analysts and historians and never been
subjected to a systematic analysis, prior to the author’s
textile projects.?

The analysis of these textiles was carried out from
2010 to the present, at the collections centre of the
National Museum of Iceland (Pjédminjasafn Islands),
where they are curated. Each piece was analysed for
fibre identification, object dimensions, thread count,
warp and weft yarn dimensions, spin tension (when
possible), construction details, colour, weave pattern,
evidence for incorporation within larger garments or
objects, adhering or incorporated non-textile materi-
als, and unique features. All objects were photographed
using a digital DinoScope™ microscope with magnifi-
cations ranging from 70X-200X and a Nikon digital
camera. Samples were taken from selected pieces of
cloth and were tested for dye and fibre identification by
Margaret Ordofiez at the University of Rhode Island’s
Department of Textile Conservation,> and by Mc-
Crone’s Inc, Ill. USA. Many pieces were sub-samples
for AMS dating (approximately thirty-four for Iceland
alone). More recent analyses have included a pilot pro-
ject using strontium isotopic analysis as well as aDNA
conducted at the National Museum of Denmark, and
the Natural History Museum of Denmark. aDNA car-
ried out by Mikkel Sinding proved to be problematic on
samples resulting from older excavations that had been
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curated many decades ago. Many of these were con-
taminated, while permafrost sites produced the most
successful results.” Strontium isotopic work carried
out by Karen Frei on seventeen samples of Icelandic
textiles from the Viking Age to the early modern peri-
od resulted in five of the seventeen samples of non-local
provenance having all values > ¥Sr/**Sr = 0.7092.2* The
textiles of non local provenance were identified in the
late medieval and early modern textiles from the sites
of Alpingisreitur, Skalholt and Adalstreeti. Three from
Alpingisreitur could be applicable to the discussion of
Hanseatic cloth as they date between 1500-1800.% All
qualitative and quantitative data discussed in this pa-
per result from these analyses, unless otherwise noted.

How does one recognize non-Icelandic cloth types
archaeologically, or cloth types that are referred to in
written sources? Maik felt that the weaving techniques
used in western and central Europe were so similar that
it was very difficult to identify textile imports visually
in collections.”® Swatches attached to pattern cards,
letters, and contracts are useful aids, when available
but in cultures such as medieval Iceland’s, with non-
industrialized textile traditions, these aids are non-ex-
istent. However, in Iceland legal documents, medieval
exchange lists, and other literary sources provide clues
to the types of cloth — indigenous and imported — that
circulated or were recognized as economically signifi-
cant from approximately the late twelfth century on-
ward. These documents provide clues to the kinds of
textiles that might be found archaeologically, but not
on their ubiquity or even frequency in use, let alone
their representation in the archaeological record. Nor
can it be assumed that these sources refer to all of the
textile types manufactured in Iceland or imported to
the country, as the number of such references is rela-
tively small and the agendas behind their creation are
quite different and frequently obscure.

Against these limitations of the documentary re-
cord, an impressive and growing corpus of analysed
textiles, textile fragments, and weaving debris from
farm sites across the country provides strong evidence
for the range of textiles produced in Iceland, their diag-
nostic attributes, characteristics of the wool produced
by Icelandic sheep, and changes through time in all of
these variables.” Minar argues that in pre-industrial
contexts weaving tends to be very conservative, with
changes occurring very slowly over time.?® Overall, the
Icelandic corpus supports this assertion, with changes
building incrementally upon existing traditions and
practices for preparing wool, spinning thread, weav-
ing textiles, and constructing objects from them.* The
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Fig. 1. Medieval and early modern standardization
patterns (Hayeur Smith 2014a).

author’s analyses of assemblages from across Iceland
suggest very little regional differentiation of weaving
styles within Iceland and considerable uniformity in
the composition of textile assemblages across the is-
land. When they happen, major changes in assem-
blage composition or in the introduction of new textile
manufacturing strategies, such as the appearance of
knitting or the use of plied yarn in weaving homespun,
also appear to happen nearly concurrently across the
country. Given these similarities and their predictable
patterning, the presence of unusual elements, differ-
ences in materials or surface treatments, or unusual

Table 1. Domestic Icelandic homespun and woollens
(continued to be produced in less abundant quantities
up until the nineteenth century) compared to possible
imports based on the analysis of Icelandic archaeolo-
gical textile collections (Hayeur Smith 2012a; Hayeur
Smith 2012b; Hayeur Smith 2013; Hayeur Smith 2014a;
Hayeur Smith 2014b; Hayeur Smith 2015; Hayeur
Smith 2016).

Domestic homespun presents in a specific manner, and the presence of
different weaving strategies can indicate foreign imports

Icelandic homespun from 11t c- 19t ¢c. | Possible imports

2/2 twills predominate and fewer tabbies

Weaves not balanced

z/s spun (z-warp-s weft) in early modern
period this becomes z2s/s

Greater number of warp yarns than weft

Seeming lack of dyes

Some surface treatment but not consistent

Wool: coarse warp yarns and fine fluffy wefts
(Icelandic dual coated sheep)

Tabbies, felts, 2/1 twills

Even and balanced weave
Predominance of s/s some z/s
Balanced with equal number of warp and weft

yarns (11x11)

Frequent evidence of dyes- red (madder) and
some blue (indigotin/ woad)

Heavy surface treatment fulling treaselling, and
shearing on one or both sides.

Fine wool, or unusual fibers, linen, silk
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weaves in a site’s assemblage may suggest the presence
of foreign intruders in the mix. However, identifying
foreign cloth visually in any site’s assemblage requires
a good knowledge of indigenous collections and textile
traditions.

From the early to late medieval period (c. 1060—
1600), as described above, Icelandic homespun was
used as a form of currency. As late as the eighteenth
century and even continuing into the late nineteenth
century (in a much more sparse fashion) nearly all
of Iceland’s homespun textiles were produced in all
— or nearly all — farms across Iceland on the warp-
weighted loom, using threads spun with a high top or
drop spindle.?* While there is no evidence in either
documentary sources or the archaeological record
for centralized workshops, and neither archaeologi-
cal nor documentary sources support the idea that
textile production was in the hands of elites or un-
dertaken as a specialist industry. However, these
textiles' qualities were legally regulated due to their
use as a form of commodity currency.® As a result,
many attributes of Icelandic homespun textiles —
spin direction and thread counts, panel widths and
units of measurement — were standardized to fa-
cilitate intra-Icelandic exchange and foreign trade
(see Fig. 1. for standardization of thread counts sug-
gesting production of cloth as currency in medieval
Iceland compared to textiles from the early modern
period). These patterns of standardization appear to
be particularly tight from the late eleventh to the late
sixteenth century, the period when cloth was most
heavily used as currency. Throughout this period,
textiles from all farm sites examined were produced
in nearly identical ways, with a comparable and high-
ly restricted range of thread counts and weaves. As-
semblages from farm sites across the country, both
before and after this interval, are more diverse and
suggest the creation and use of a wider range of tex-
tiles that were responses to the domestic needs of in-
dividual households rather than market demands or
legal requirements. All or most of these sites produce
examples of weaving errors, starting bands, off-cuts,
spun and unspun yarn and other technological arte-
facts such as spindle whorls and loom weights that
demonstrate that cloth was made at these farms, not
just consumed there. Until European 'flat looms' or
treadle looms were introduced to Iceland during the
early eighteenth century, all weaving was carried out
by women with taboos possibly restraining men’s in-
volvement in textile work.?? Furthermore, as there is
no evidence for craft specialization in Iceland’s tex-
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tile economy (no fullers, no dyers, nor shearers), all of
the steps required to produce cloth were undertaken
on individual farms.

Macroscopic and microscopic analyses of Icelandic
archaeological collections have demonstrated that
99 % of Icelandic homespun was used both as cur-
rency convertible in commercial transactions and also
for domestic uses. It was made of wool, with 2/2 twills
dominating all assemblages despite the presence of
other weave types. Warp yarns were hard-spun and z-
twisted, while weft yarns were soft-spun and s-twisted.
This difference in the yarns of each system stems from
the nature of the wool found on the Icelandic dual-
coated sheep, which included both a coarser and long-
er outer layer of wool (the tog), used preferentially for
the weight-bearing warp threads, and a lighter, shorter,
and fluffier under-wool (the pel), which was normally
used for wefts. Warp yarns tended to outnumber weft
yarns by a factor of two-three to one, and thread counts
in the forms of cloth that were legally regulated ranged
between 5-12 warp yarns per centimetre and 4—8 weft
yarns per centimetre, with repeated combinations of
warp and weft numbers reflecting different grades of
cloth within the general category known as wadmal
(vadmal), literally 'standardized' or 'measured’ cloth.*
This cloth type dominates all assemblages after ¢. 1100
and was produced on farms of all types across Iceland
until the late sixteenth century.**

Silks, velvets, or fine textile types, such as worsted
twills and cloth woven with finer fleeces, suggest
imported cloth from the mainland and contrast re-
markably clearly with indigenous textiles in Icelan-
dic collections. Far more abundant however, are the
finely woven tabbies often with visible finishing that
occur frequently in collections and are also of prob-
able foreign origin. These are finely woven, made of
softer fleeces, have very high-thread counts, and are
frequently dyed red. Occasionally, they are spun dif-
ferently than Icelandic cloth and are s-spun in both
warp and weft systems. In fact the late medieval and
early modern samples from the sites of Alpingisreitur,
Skalholt and Adalstraeti presenting with these same
characteristics have all been confirmed by isotopic
analysis as non-local, suggesting that the earlier ones
in the Icelandic corpus probably are as well. In Table
1 these elements are listed and compared to Icelandic
homespun from the eleventh to the nineteenth centu-
ry. Several of these types of cloth were identified in the
collections from Reykholt, Stéra-Borg, and Gilsbakki
and will be discussed along with other possible cloth
imports identified at these sites.
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Foreign cloth from Stéra-Borg,
Gilsbakki and Reykholt and
discussion

Stéra-Borg

Stéra-Borg was a middle-ranked farm site located on
the southern coast of Iceland that was abandoned in
1834 due to coastal erosion.** Rescue excavations were
carried out from 1978-1981 by Mjoll Sneesddttir as the
site was being destroyed through the encroachment
of a meandering river channel. The large and excep-
tionally complex, tell-like farm mound incorporated
the remains of at least four major, superimposed farm
complexes and seventeen building phases represent-
ing rebuilding episodes within a continuous occupa-
tion that spanned at least 800 years, from the early me-
dieval period (perhaps as early as the tenth century)
through the early historic period. The final report for
this important site is currently under completion.

The textile collections from Stéra-Borg are sub-
stantial, with roughly 700 recorded find numbers and
nearly twice as many fragments of cloth. The analysis
of this collection is not yet complete, but nearly half
the assemblage has been analysed.

The phasing of this site, and the dating of its phases,
have been slightly problematic due to the scale of the
site itself and the context of its excavation. Given the
rapid pace of erosion, priorities during each year of the
excavation had to be based on the shifting locations of
the erosion fronts, rather than on a more structured
expansion of previous years’ excavation units. With
losses to erosion and discontinuities, the general struc-
ture of the phasing is clear but links between deposits
and their dating are still being assessed. AMS dates
carried out on textile fragments as part of this project
(see Fig. 2) have helped to clarify some of these ques-
tions and confirmed that Phases 2/3, 3, and the earliest
parts of Phase 2 represent the centuries during which
Hanseatic commercial activity was most active in Ice-
land.

At a site such as Stéra-Borg, located on the southern
coast where fishing was actively pursued and a trade
in locally produced dried fish supported most farms,
it might be expected that the Hanse presence would
have been felt through direct or indirect trade. As ex-
pected, several of the finely woven, and probable im-
ported tabbies described above were identified within
the collection.

The majority of imported textiles from the late fif-
teenth- to early seventeenth-century deposits are
from Phases 2 and 3. Phase 2 (Fig. 3) is dominated by
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Fig. 2. Calibrated AMS dates on textiles sampled from Stéra-Borg (illustration: Kevin P. Smith).

the remains of nine attached houses or rooms form-
ing a large turf house complex of typical southern
Icelandic type. This was initially thought to date be-
tween c¢. 1600—-1700% and AMS dates carried out on
textiles from its deposits confirmed this, with dates
spanning c¢. 1600-1750. From this phase textiles were
found in rooms 14 and 9. Phase 3, underlying the
Phase 2 farm, consist of deposits and architectural
units beneath Phase 2 that represent an earlier range
of turf-walled buildings laid out in similar orientation
to the overlying Phase 3 farmhouse. Continuously ac-
creting deposits between rooms in the Phase 2 and 3
farms and similarity in the placement of the farms’
walls and rooms, strongly suggest that Phase 3 rep-
resents a major rebuilding of the Phase 2 farm, while
the intervening ‘Phase 2/3’ deposits represent repairs
and floor accretions between the initial construction
of the Phase 2 houses and the Phase 3 rebuild. Arte-
fact types, tephra, and stratigraphic considerations
suggested that Phases 2/3 and 3 were dated to the pe-
riod ¢. 1500-1600, while AMS dates on textiles sug-
gest that these layers span a slightly longer and earlier
range, c¢. 1450-1600. Textiles in Phase 3 were found in
house 18 (Fig. 4).

Textiles, both locally made and foreign imports are
clearly concentrated in the same part of these super-
imposed houses, suggesting continuity in the activities
undertaken within these rooms over a period of nearly
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two hundred years and perhaps that this may have
been a stofa, or work room, in which women produced
and worked upon textiles, along with other manufac-
turing activities.

At Stéra-Borg, 33 items out of 300 analysed frag-
ments appear to be possible imports displaying the
characteristics described above, separating them
clearly from more typical Icelandic homespun textiles.
Many of these were tabbies spun and woven differ-
ently from their Icelandic counterparts, or made with
much finer wools or other exotic materials, including
silk (Fig. 5). Many appear to have been dyed red and
in some cases teaseled and sheared — the work of spe-
cialized craftsmen in Europe.?” The tabbies described
here compare well with foreign woollen imports and
material evidence for Hanseatic trade items identified
in eastern Europe by Maik and others.**

Reykholt

Reykholt, best known as the farm of Snorri Sturluson
during the thirteenth century, is located in the west-
ern interior of Iceland, approximately 40 kilometres
from the coast. Reykholt was an elite ecclesiastic cen-
tre throughout the medieval and post-medieval peri-
ods* which eclipsed its early medieval rival Gilsbakki
in regional affairs during the early modern period. Ex-
cavations of the farm and its church were undertaken
by Gudrin Sveinbjarnardéttir over a span of 20 years,
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Fig. 3. Phase 2 at Stora-Borg
thought initially to date bet-
ween c. 1600—1700, with house
numbers listed. Following
AMS dating of select textile
fragments this phase dates to
¢. 1600-1750 (from Sncesddt-
tir 1991).

Fig. 4. Stéra-Borg Phase 3 said

Q Textiles identified as coming from house 18.

@  Textiles identified as being located under house 14- Layer 2/3

to be dated between c. 1500—
1600. Following AMS dating
of selected textile fragments,

c. 1450-1600. Furthermore,
for material that was located
in the floors of house 14 Phase
2, these were identified as
Phase 2/3: c. 1450-1500/1550
suggesting that some mate-
rial found in Phase 2 may
stem from Phase 3 and that
delineating the boundaries
between these layers may have
been difficult (from Sncesdot-
tir 1991).

1987-2007. The textiles from the farm were analysed
by Penelope Walton Rogers,*® while the textiles recov-
ered during the excavation of the church have been an-
alysed by the author and were published as a specialist
report in 2016.

The assemblage from Reykholt is considerable, in-
cluding 340 fragments from the excavation of the farm
mound and 408 from the church excavation.* Import-
ed textiles were identified in the farm mound’s Phase
4 (sixteenth-to seventeenth-century) and early Phase 5
(seventeenth-to nineteenth-century) deposits.

Despite near contemporaneity with the textile as-
semblage from Stéra-Borg, Walton Roger’s classifica-
tion of foreign cloth in these phases suggests an as-
semblage somewhat different, including worsted twills
(both 2/2 and 2/1 twills) with a satin-like finish that
are said to have originated in northern Germany and
that spread across Europe in the fourteenth century,
remaining popular for centuries thereafter.*> In addi-
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ion to these, the farm mound produced silks from the
Eria and Atlas silk moths, felts said to be from either
Flanders or England, and lastly finely woven tabbies.*?

The church excavations have a slightly different phas-
ing, with imported textiles most common in Phases 3
(fourteenth to sixteenth century) and 4 (sixteenth cen-
tury to 1886). Foreign imports were far less numerous
in the excavated deposits from the church, presumably
because most of the site’s textile work, including sew-
ing and the making of textile items from both local
and foreign cloth, took place within the farm rather
than in the church. Worsted twills and silks were both
identified in the assemblage from the church, although
from much later phases, while fine tabbies dominated
the foreign cloth assemblage from the period of Han-
seatic trade. Overall, the assemblage of imported cloth
from Reykholt displayed greater variety and more lux-
ury items, while imports at Stéra-Borg were of a more
utilitarian nature.
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Gilsbakki

Gilsbakki is located 15 km east of Reykholt, and was
a powerful chieftains’ centre from the Viking Age un-
til the early thirteenth century when it was absorbed
into the expanding polity of Snorri Sturluson, who
consolidated power over the Borgarfjordur district
and, around 1205, removed Gilsbakki’s dynasty (the
Gilsbekkingar) from power. The farm continued to be
an important and wealthy regional estate and eccle-
siastic centre until 1907, when its church — founded
most likely in the eleventh century — was decommis-
sioned. Gilsbakki is still occupied, but unlike many
former elite sites in Iceland, Gilsbakki’s retraction
from its early role as a regional political centre has
made it something of a backwater today. As a result,
the farm was not subjected to extensive construction
in the twentieth century and contains deeply stratified
cultural deposits that are well preserved over the cen-
tral core of the farm mound. Two trial trenches were
excavated at the site in 2008 and 2009. Trench 1 was
placed on top of a deeply stratified midden where the
majority of the textiles were found, while Trench 2 ap-
pears to have been located on top of, and adjacent to,
the foundations of turf ruins from one or more of the
site’s medieval farmhouses.**

Textiles were found in damp deposits, as is frequent-
ly the case in Iceland, encased between layers of turf
blocks from the demolition of turf houses, where acidic
environments favourable for textile preservation were
found. A total of 126 fragments of textiles were found
at the site; these were analysed by Margaret Ordonez,
from the University of Rhode Island, and the author.

Compared to both Stéra-Borg and Reykholt, im-
ported items of cloth were very infrequently recovered
at Gilsbakki (Table 2). Two items of felt were recov-
ered, as well as one 2/1 twill and one very fine tabby,
but all were in deposits quite late for the Hanseatic
period. Yet despite the absence of textiles, Gilsbakki
clearly had access to the material culture of German
and Hanseatic trade. Pottery of German, Dutch, and
Southern Scandinavian origin first appear at Gilsbak-
ki around 1490 and 1520, but become more common
after 1550, along with other items of dress and con-
sumption from this same region.** Rather than a pas-
sive acquisition of Hanseatic material culture, Kevin
Smith suggests that the appearance of this ‘Germanic’
assemblage at Gilsbakki may reflect conscious efforts
by the site’s priests to adopt visual symbols and per-
sonal accoutrements (redware and stoneware ceram-
ics, leather-heeled shoes, enamelled bronze knife han-
dle, lead pistol shot, early clay tobacco pipes, etc.) that
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expressed their alliance with the Protestant movement
and emulated the possessions of Lutheran bishops and
administrators sent to Iceland after the tumultuous
decades of the Reformation and during the subsequent
century-and-a-half in which the Crown consolidated
power, confiscated ecclesiastic properties, and execut-
ed heretics.** While the numbers of these objects were
relatively few, they almost completely replaced earlier
forms of material culture at the site and seem to have
been highly valued, as many were quite old when they
entered the archaeological record, repaired and kept
in use for over 150 years.”” What is important to note
about this, in the context of this examination, is that
the range of imports at Gilsbakki clearly show the
site’s strong linkages to international trade through
the Hanseatic period; yet the site’s textile assemblage,
unlike those from Reykholt and Stéra-Borg, consists
almost entirely of locally woven homespun.

There may be more than one reason for this discrep-
ancy between Gilsbakki’s textile assemblage and those
of the other two sites, as well as between its 'German’
material culture and its indigenous cloth profile. Gils-
bakki was an ecclesiastic centre and people may have
felt that forms of material culture other than textiles
were better suited for signalling their status within
the emerging ‘German’ or ‘Lutheran’ social environ-
ment. However, it may also be that as Gilsbakki was
an ecclesiastic centre its households were inclined to
adhere more closely to the conservative sumptuary
laws that were present across Europe at the time. Swe-
den had many such laws in place, particularly during
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, that asserted
dangerous influences stemming from foreign textile
goods and accused foreign merchants of introducing
dangerous new fashions that undermined existing, tra-
ditional dress styles. Women were particularly targeted
in these laws.*® Similarly conservative concerns regard-
ing dress may have been present at Gilsbakki, as the
limited discussion of sumptuary laws in Iceland's post-
medieval law code, Jénsbdk cautioned Icelanders about
the ‘objectionable practices which men have taken into
custom’ regarding ‘fancy’ dress.* Jonsbok warned of
the dangers of adopting new, frivolous styles of dress
which could result in large debts or in people freezing
to death.® Therefore strict guidelines were imposed on
people according to their wealth: ... anyone who has
twenty hundreds and not less, whether he is married
or not, may wear a jacket with a hood made of costly
material; and whoever has forty hundred may wear in
addition a tunic made of costly material; whoever has
eighty hundreds may wear in addition a coat or a cloak



AmS-Skrifter 27

Rumpelstiltsken’s feat: cloth and German trade with Iceland

Fig. 5. Possible
imported textile
found at Stora-
Borg (photo:
Hayeur Smith).

with a hood double lined, yet not with grey fur; who-
ever has one hundred hundreds, he may wear freely all
of this clothing, except learned men may wear what-
ever clothing they wish as may the king's retainers who
have all the weapons which they are required to have.
And those men who have travelled abroad are allowed
to wear the clothing which they themselves bring back
while they last, even if they have less property that what
was said before, but they shall not buy more clothing
than was stipulated before. But if someone wears finery
who has less property or otherwise than here is indi-
cated then he is fined two ounce units for each piece of
clothing he wears beyond what the law indicated, un-
less the clothing is given to him.*

These laws clearly limited the use of ‘costly materials’
and imported clothes to the uppermost echelons of me-
dieval and post-medieval Icelandic society, as twenty
hundreds was the value of twenty cattle, 120 sheep, or
a moderate-sized, ‘independent’ (i.e. non-tenant) farm.
While Gilsbakki’s Hanseatic era residents may have
simply wanted to respect these conservative sumptu-
ary laws, the farm's wealth would most likely have ex-
empted its core household members from the sorts of
restrictions that Jonsbok prescribes, and this behaviour
seems to contradict the consipicuous display of other
forms of imported material culture that make this pe-
riod stand out in the site’s archaeological record.

Other explanations for the lack of foreign cloth at
Gilsbakki may involve the geographic location of this
site and its distance from the sea. Geographically,
both Gilsbakki and Reykholt are located quite far in-
land, while Stéra-Borg sits directly onshore. Gilsbakki
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Table 2. Percentage of foreign imports per site (Hay-
eur Smith 2012a; Hayeur Smith 2012b; Hayeur Smith
2013; Hayeur Smith 2014a; Hayeur Smith 2014b; Hay-
eur Smith 2015; Hayeur Smith 2016).

Storaborg sample of 151

numbers — 300 items of
cloth analyzed

Reykholt Church and Farm | Gilsbakki — from 2 sample
526 fragments of cloth trenches. 126 fragments

analyzed. analyzed
(32 (2008) +94 (2009))

(total amount of cloth
fragments estimated at
1000)

38 items of foreign cloth 4 items of foreign cloth

3.20%

33 items of foreign cloth
11% 7.2%

and Reykholt, which were both elite farms, had such
an abundance of grazing land for their sheep that they
may have had no need for foreign cloth, except to de-
note status in some circumstances — as seems to be
the case at Reykholt, where worsteds, satin-finished
twills, and silk were present, even though not in abun-
dance. Textile debris, distaff fragments, spinners’ dis-
carded work, etc., are also abundant at both of these
sites, suggesting that they may have produced more
than enough cloth for their own needs and were pro-
ducers of textiles for export rather than importers,
focusing their efforts on acquiring imports and more
visible items of material culture for their households
and personal use to denote and emulate specific Ger-
man, Hanseatic and northern European associations.
Finally, the differential representation of imported
cloth at Gilsbakki and Reykholt may reflect differ-
ences in the trajectories of these parish farms within
the social and economic lives of their district. While
Reykholt's parish expanded throughout the post-Ref-
ormation period and it retained its role as a regional
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Fig. 6. Map of Iceland with the location of the sites discussed (illustration: Joris Coolen).

and national cultural center, Gilsbakki slowly slipped
into a lower rank within the ecclesiastic and politi-
cal structure of rural western Iceland. Until 1605, for
example, farmers on the southern side of the river
Hvit4, in the commune of Hélsasveit, were required
to bring their dead to Gilsbakki for burial as they had
done since at least the thirteenth century. However, af-
ter 1605, the community buried its dead at a smaller
church on Stéri-As, one of its farms, and this became
a part of the parish of Reykholt. Thus, as Reykholt’s
role expanded, Gilsbakk’s status declined and although
its household acquired and consumed smaller mate-
rial goods acquired through trade with the Hanse, it
may be that any foreign cloth its household members
acquired were too valuable to discard, rework, or con-
sign to the archaeological record in the same numbers
that a wealthier farm, like Reykholt, could afford. At
the same time, Gilsbakki owned far more local grazing
land than Reykholt. The ready availability of woollen
cloth from its own flocks and those of its tenant farms
may have made using local textiles a reasonable com-
promise that, perhaps, also signaled some assertions of
tradition and Icelandic values, while at the same time
the use of imported Hanseatic status symbols, such as
tablewares, beverages, and personal items may have
signaled this land-rich but lower-ranked parish farm's
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households' allegiance to the new Lutheran ecclesiastic
structure and its privilege relative to its parishioners.

Stéra-Borg, however, had little grazing land. Based
on the site's archaeofaunal assemblage of more than
100,000 identifiable fragments, the farm always ap-
pears to have been engaged in large-scale fishing.>* The
large number of tabby weaves of foreign origin at this
site is, therefore, striking and suggests the possibility
that Stéra-Borg’s inhabitants may have been engaged
in trading their dried fish (skreid) at the harbours of
Eyarbakki and the Westman Islands for cloth and other
goods, as Mjoll Snaesdottir has suggested (Fig. 6).%

A remarkable number of cloth seals has, in fact, been
recovered from the southern coast of Iceland in the
vicinity of Stéra-Borg and these may offer additional
insights regarding the disproportionate numbers of
cloth imports from the fifteenth to seventeenth cen-
tury layers at this site. These seals’ iconography and
inscriptions are not always easily identifiable, and they
are infrequently found in Iceland; but they have been
recovered from Bessastadir (the colonial governors’ es-
tate near Reykjavik), Skalholt (the southern bishopric
located in south-western Iceland); at the wealthy parish
farm of Reykholt, and at Stéra-Borg, a relatively small-
er farm where, paradoxically, relatively large num-
bers of these seals are recorded.
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Cloth seals were used in ways comparable to the
placement of hallmarks on precious metals, and were
put on saleable cloth to verify its quality and origins.**
Usually, these cloth seals were attached to bales of
cloth rather than individual bolts of fabric, although
not on the outside of the bale itself as is frequently as-
sumed.”® In some instances, they were placed on cloth
before it had undergone any finishing treatment such
as fulling or dyeing® to identify the factory or work-
shop where the cloth was made or to register the taxes
or duties already paid on it.

Several cloth seals have been found in and around
Stéra-Borg. The most legible of them was found in the
excavation of the same rooms that produced the prob-
able imports dating to the Hanse period. This seal has
a heraldic lion carrying a staff on one side and the ini-
tials VL on the back. The inclusion of Roman numer-
als could indicate the weight of the parcel in pounds
or the alnage officer’s privy mark.”” A cloth seal from
Skalholt has a similar VL on one side suggesting that
both of these may have come on cloth shipped from
the same area in Europe.

The Stéra-Borg seal was dated to the seventeenth
century by Pérlaksson who concluded that it was Ger-
man.”® No parallels are known in comparative data from
Britain or Bremen.* Fourteen seals have been found, in
total, at Stéra-Borg and from the sands along the coast
near Stéra-Borg, where DPérdur Tédmasson, curator
of the Skégar Folk Museum, has collected them after
storms battered the farm mound at Stéra-Borg and sev-
eral smaller, nearby sites. Most of these no longer have
any inscriptions, or are highly corroded fragments, with
the exception of one from Sanhélmagja on display at
the Skégar museum, which appears to have the obscure
inscription ‘fordh norlic’. Although it is thought to date
to the sixteenth century, no European comparisons or
comparable inscriptions have yet been identified.

Despite our current inability to identify their specific
countries of origin, the diversity and number of cloth
seals recovered from this small region suggest that its
households, especially at Stéra-Borg, were involved in
a complex pattern of trade networks. While the au-
thor is clearly not arguing that Stéra-Borg was a cen-
tral trade centre for Iceland, the available data clearly
suggest that this coastal area had more access to for-
eign textile products in bulk quantities than did more
inland sites such as Reykholt and Gilsbakki. If bales
and cloth were fitted with seals, the bails presumably
had to be broken up into smaller units of cloth before
they could be used or resold through local trade. The
numerous cloth seals found in and around Stéra-Borg
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might suggest that during the Hanseatic period Stéra-
Borg, a wealthy farm but not a parish centre, played a
pivotal role in the regional redistribution of cloth and
other goods obtained in exchange for fish. Perhaps the
farmer at Stéra-Borg acted as a middle-man, during
and after the Hanseatic period collecting fish from
neighbouring farms, and in return distributing items
of trade such as cloth. This may explain the abundance
and diversity of textile activity evident in rooms 9 and
14 of the site’s second phase, in room 18 of Phase 3, and
in the deposits between them. It was also in this area,
in deposits of Phase 2/3, that the cloth seal was found.

A similar model of a ‘coastal market place’ as sug-
gested here for Stéra-Borg was discussed by Callow
regarding the earlier medieval site of Dogurdarnes
in Western Iceland. Callow’s research involved an in-
depth analysis of written sources regarding the region,
and concluded that smaller sites such as Dogurdarnes
may have acted as a sort of small market, and distribu-
tion centre outside the control of chieftains, with more
imported objects reaching a greater audience than
previously expected.®

Conclusion
It is worth asking whether the ‘foreign cloth’ from
these sites represents Hanseatic trade, and especially
whether the presence of English or German cloth in
sixteenth-century deposits at these sites represents
products carried in Hanseatic merchants’ vessels? It
seems most likely that they were, or could have been,
given the Hanseatic merchants’ dominant role in Ice-
land’s trade and also their active efforts to transship
English cloth as a preferred item of cargo. But could
it be that the turbulent upheavals of the Reformation,
which were taking place during that same hundred-
year period, combined with the eventual triumph of
Lutheranism in Iceland, described as ‘brought on by
force’ and ‘not welcomed by the Icelandic people™
drove the Icelanders — particularly on elite ecclesiastic
farms where they were under constant threat of having
their land seized — to embrace whole-heartedly mate-
rial culture stemming from the Lutheran countries?*
Material culture, in this case, becomes a symbolic
visual manifestation of the victors in a religious and
political struggle that raised the Danish monarchy’s
authority to rule by divine right rather than papal
authority, and eventually made the Crown Iceland’s
biggest land-holder. By ‘consuming’ their material
culture, centres such as Gilsbakki may have been con-
veying public messages of acceptance of the new faith
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and the new order, thus avoiding confrontation. The
pottery at Gilsbakki seems to hint to this, but textiles
from this site tell us nothing. In fact, neither do those
from Stéra-Borg or Reykholt, other than that at one
site they consumed ordinary European woollens and
at the other finer imported cloth. If the adoption of
‘Hanseatic material culture’ represents an active act
of messaging and identity-formation by consumers,
rather than simply passive acquisition of what mer-
chants made available to them, this is surprising, as
dress and visual appearance are among the more ef-
fective ways of displaying cultural identity and a sense
of ‘belonging’ or conformation. Furthermore, dress
styles changed drastically at the time of the Reforma-
tion in Iceland and one would think that people would
seek out foreign cloth more fitting of European Lu-
theran dress practices of the time in order to do so.
Or, perhaps some Icelanders chose to ignore them by
actively declining these goods, demonstrating humil-
ity, making visual statements about local identity, fac-
ing economic realities, or signalling adherence to both
the sumptuary laws of the period and the more austere
values of the new religious ideal.

The sixteenth century was a period of intense po-
litical and social upheaval in Iceland, as elsewhere in
northern Europe. Is it possible that dress practices
were one of the last things to change? By continuing
to produce Icelandic homespun — something that had
been such an important commodity for centuries — on
farms that could afford to do so, people may have been
expressing a discrete form of resistance to change, to
direct colonial rule, or the new faith by not changing
their styles of dress immediately and only doing so
when they no longer had the choice.
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